		ITEM 8.1
		AC.24.03.25 PM
ARDS AND NORTH DOWN BOROUGH COUNCIL

A hybrid (in person and via Zoom) meeting of the Audit Committee was held at the Council Chamber, Church Street, Newtownards, on Monday 24th March 2025 at 7.00pm. 
 
PRESENT: -
 
In the Chair: 	 Councillor Hollywood
	
Councillors:		Ashe (Zoom, 19:02)		McKee (Zoom)
			Cochrane (Zoom)		McLaren 
			McCollum			Thompson (Zoom, 19:16)
					 		 
Independent Member: Mr P Cummings
	
In Attendance:	Camile McDermott (Deloitte), Niamh Sammon (Deloitte), Brian O’Neill (NI Audit Office)

Officers:	Chief Executive (S McCullough), Director of Corporate Services (M Steele), Head of Finance (S Grieve), and Democratic Services Officer (S McCrea)

1.	APOLOGIES

Apologies for inability to attend were received from Councillors’ Harbinson and Wray.

2.	CHAIRMAN’S REMARKS

The Chair (Councillor Hollywood) welcomed Deloitte representatives Camile McDermott and Niamh Sammon respectively, Northern Ireland Audit Office representative Brian O’Neill as well as Independent Member Paul Cummings.

3. 	DECLARATIONS OF INTEREST

No Declarations of Interest were notified.

4. 	MATTERS ARISING FROM PREVIOUS MINUTES

4 (a)	COMMITTEE MINUTES FROM 16 DECEMBER 2024

PREVIOUSLY CIRCULATED:- Copy of the above minutes. 

AGREED TO RECOMMEND, on the proposal of Councillor McKee, seconded by Councillor Cochrane, that the minutes be noted.



4 (b)	FOLLOW UP ACTIONS

PREVIOUSLY CIRCULATED:- Report from the Director of Corporate Services detailing that, in line with good practice, a register of actions was maintained to ensure that requests from previous meetings of the Committee had been followed up on.

	Item
	Title
	Action
	Officer
	Status

	Dec 23
6b
	Audit and Assessment Report
	· Drafting of formal consultation strategy
	Head of Comms & Marketing
	In draft
Sep 2025

	Jun 24
11
	Draft Financial Statements
	· Review of Scheme of Allowances to remove the need for Members to claim SRA
	Head of Finance
	CSC March 2025

	12
	Private Meeting with Auditors
	· Need for progress with regard to Governance and Internal Audit issues
	Director of Corporate Services
	Item 6a

	
	
	· Members requested earlier draft financial statements
	Head of Finance
	Due June 2025

	
	
	· Need for additional meeting to be considered during the Annual Meeting
	Director of Corporate Services
	Item 7



RECOMMENDED that Council notes the report.

AGREED TO RECOMMEND, on the proposal of Councillor McLaren, seconded by Councillor Ashe, that the recommendation be adopted.  

5. 	EXTERNAL AUDIT

5 (a)	DRAFT AUDIT STRATEGY 2024/25

PREVIOUSLY CIRCULATED:- Copy of the above report.

Brian O’Neill (NI Audit Office) summarised the draft audit strategy report to members, explaining that the performance audit would occur after the Council audit and the fee for services could be found at the bottom of page two. Some areas would require specialised skills such as pension as well as Land and Property Services. There were significant material risks as could be found on page 43 but it was noteworthy to mention that one significant risk was identified as applicable to every audit which could be addressed by the likes of using Journal entries. On this occasion, the former Ards Leisure Centre debt from last year had been identified and certification was hoped for by September 2025.

Councillor McCollum proposed, seconded by Councillor McLaren, that the recommendation be adopted.

Councillor McCollum queried if further discussions had been entered into regarding the former leisure centre location. The Head of Finance explained that the Lands Officer had been investigating mapping issues that required additional affidavit preparation and was attempting to meet with the DSO, DfI and GIS Officers to try and correct the maps. It had been four years since the land was vested and so no predictions could be made on timeframes.

AGREED TO RECOMMEND, on the proposal of Councillor McCollum, seconded by Councillor McLaren, that the verbal update be noted.

6. 	INTERNAL AUDIT

The following items, 6a through 6h were agreed to be noted together.

6 (a)	INTERNAL AUDIT PROGRESS REPORT 2024/25

PREVIOUSLY CIRCULATED:- Copy of the above report.

Camille McDermott (Deloitte) summarised the report to Members advising that there had been fifty recommendations at the start of the internal audit last year with five priority #1. During the year, a further nine recommendations had been added to the tracker. Management had confirmed that twenty had been closed, four of which were priority #1. As of this day, 24th March 2025, thirty-nine remained open. Eleven recommendations were overdue but work had started on these which included one priority #1. Twenty-tree recommendations had not been started which were overdue but none were priority #1. There were a number of priority #2 and five of the items were not due. Overall, there was a positive movement on the actioned priority #1s over the year. 

Councillor McCollum queried the procurement handbook mentioned on page 25 where it had been mentioned by a Head of Service that no formal review of spending had been taken. This had been the case for some time and she wished to query it in more detail. Camille McDermott advised that a recommendation had been made around spend. Where procurement occurred regularly, the individual spend may not be much but over the course of a year, it could amount significantly and present opportunities for annual tenders for example. Therefore, Deloitte were recommending a review be carried out on spend across the year to identify such recommendation areas. Management had indicated that due to capacity issues, no review had been carried out but at some point, management should be encouraged to revisit if the priority was not to be closed. 

Councillor McCollum referred to, ‘triggering absence,’ and an unsuccessful recruitment campaign, asking for more detail on the technical aspect of the role. The Head of Finance advised that the HR Department had attempted to recruit a Systems Officer to work on HR applications but had been unable on two to three occasions to recruit. The Head of Finance would discuss with HR if there was any possibility of contingency plans whilst awaiting the recruitment process.

The Director of Corporate Services referred to the technological solution for the automated reminder system regarding absence trigger points but noted it was the obligation of managers to oversee, similar to the training courses that the Council rolls out to staff that must be refreshed throughout the years. In relation to procurement, the team consisted of four people and with recent developments such as the Procurement Act placing additional strains on the team. In answer to Councillor McLaren’s questions on capacity issues and their reasons, the Director of Corporate Services explained that the similar queries were raised in the Corporate Services Committee. Some of the areas required specialist skillsets and were within competitive markets. During recruitment exercises, applicants did not possess the correct mix of qualifications and skills whilst in IT and Digital departments, it was a matter of rate of pay.  

Paul Cummings suggested the possibility of a shared recruitment resource amongst Councils for procurement. The Director of Corporate Services agreed, advising that the Council had explored some options through the Association of Local Government Finance Officers and SOLACE. 

6 (b)	PCSP REPORT

PREVIOUSLY CIRCULATED:- Copy of the above report.

Niamh Sammon (Deloitte) summarised the report to Members which was part of the annual audit requirement. In reviewing governance of PCSP, Deloitte focused on grants and tendering to ensure Council policies followed. There were no priority #1 or #2 and one priority #3 with an overall satisfactory level of assurance. 

Councillor McCollum asked about the compiling of report cards and the sample and review processes. Niamh Sammon explained that the sample of ten tested report cards completed by projects had led to two findings. One issue had been that a number of cards had not been brought to the committee which had been an oversight by PCSP. Though they had not reached the committee, they had still been compiled. Projects were paid on quarterly basis with cards being a tool to report on progress versus outcomes. Councillor McCollum asked for clarification on its relation to performance value of grant achievements. Niamh Sammon explained that the purpose of Community Safety was an oversight function like Audit. There was another level of oversight and team in Council that checks each project against outcomes. In a report card, evidence was required to show a project had met particular requirements.

6 (c)	LMP REPORT

PREVIOUSLY CIRCULATED:- Copy of the above report.

Niamh Sammon advised that the LMP report was part of the annual audit, and its purpose was to review governance, arrangements and controls in place for the management of LMP. There had been no findings in the review with an overall satisfactory level of assurance.

6 (d)	TRANSFORMATION PROGRAMME REPORT

PREVIOUSLY CIRCULATED:- Copy of the above report.

Niamh Sammon summarised the report to Members, explaining that it looked at controls in place for management. The review looked at underlying frameworks with a sample of two projects. For the purposes of review, Deloitte looked at processes to monitor progress against project plans. One priority #2 had been identified regarding the risk to overall management with no standalone programme risk register. The solution would be to implement a risk register. There were also two priority #3 recommendations with an overall satisfactory level of assurance.

Councillor McCollum asked if the target date of 14th March had been implemented and the risk register put in place. Niamh Sammon advised that this information would be collated over the next quarter to be presented in the next Audit Committee. The Director of Corporate Services was able to advise that a STEP board meeting had taken place on the 14th March at which the risk register was on the agenda which meant it was therefore actioned. 

6 (e)	BUDGETARY CONTROL REPORT

PREVIOUSLY CIRCULATED:- Copy of the above report.

Niamh Sammon explained that the review looked at how the Council set budgets with monitoring and reporting. Deloitte had focussed on the 2024-25 financial year. To look back and sample test that controls worked. There were no priority #1 or #2 findings with four priority #3 finding and an overall satisfactory level of assurance.

6 (f)	CASH HANDING REPORT

PREVIOUSLY CIRCULATED:- Copy of the above report.

Niamh Sammon advised Members that this report looked at Council key processes around cash handling, focusing on how cash was recorded as well as reconciliation processes and security. Two sample locations had been reviewed in the Leisure Services area. One priority #2 was identified on updates required to leisure centre cash management procedures regarding the limits on safes and it had been flagged so that staff had access to that information. There was also a noted process called the Reception Audit Report which was a weekly function by line managers. A recommendation was made that these weekly reports be documented as, at the time of review, Deloitte was unable to find evidence of such checks being completed weekly. There were also two priority #3 findings and an overall satisfactory level of assurance. 

In answer to a line of questioning by Councillor McCollum, Niamh Sammon advised that findings from the review had  been rolled out amongst all leisure centres but that the recommendations had been written to meet the specific procedures of the leisure services areas. It would be possible for those findings to be used across other Council Service areas, being updated accordingly to suit each area. 

6 (g)	DIGITAL TRANSFORMATION ADVISORY REPORT

PREVIOUSLY CIRCULATED:- Copy of the above report.

Niamh Sammon explained that this review sought to look toward risk management processes in Council surrounding digital transformation. It focused on the digital strategy that the Council had drafted which aligned with the Corporate Plan. There were processes for tracking progress of digital initiatives in the strategy. Members were asked to note that as the report was advisory there was no level of assurance provided. There were two high priority findings, one being that there was no centralised programme management system for digital initiatives and their defined outcomes. It would be essential for a process to exist to track and capture progress made. The second related to a recommendation to implement a standalone governance structure for digital transformation.

Councillor McCollum was curious if the target date of 30.09.2025 was realistic and the composition of a steering group would be.  The Director of Corporate Services explained that the target date had been created by Council. For information, he outlined that it had only been in the last year that Council had signed off on the digital strategy with projects in development that are monitored through the STEP board which ensured senior management had oversight. As Digital Transformation matures, more projects would mean there would be interlinkages which would require a steering group but would be a separate entity to the STEP board. 

6 (h)	GOVERNANCE FRAMEWORK REPORT

PREVIOUSLY CIRCULATED:- Copy of the above report.

Niamh Sammon explained that the review looked at Council arrangements against good practice. There had been updates required to some Council polices and standing orders. The first priority #2 related to no version control on some policies and no defined policy review process.  Therefore, a recommendation was made to implement regular review processes and version controls. The second priority #2 related to incidents of non-completion of the Declarations of Interest Policy. Two out of the sample of fifteen staff had not completed the annual declaration of interest and therefore a recommendation was made for management to ensure staff complete as required with a robust follow-up process which could include the involvement of senior management where there was non-compliance. There were three priority #3 and an overall satisfactory level of assurance. 

Councillor McCollum proposed, seconded by Councillor McLaren, that the items 6a through 6h be noted together.

6 (i)	DRAFT ANNUAL ASSURANCE REPORT

PREVIOUSLY CIRCULATED:- Copy of the above report.

Camille McDermott explained that the report to Members, advising that Section two set out all reviews completed throughout the year with twelve completions, one advisory, one follow up and the majority being satisfactory and two limited assurances in DPA and Assets. Deloitte would encourage managers to close off any open recommendations.

6 (j)	DRAFT INTERNAL AUDIT PLAN 2025/26

PREVIOUSLY CIRCULATED:- Copy of the above report.

Camille McDermott summarised the Audit Plan to Members, explaining that Section 4 showed the areas to be covered whilst Section 5 showed how it compared to the overall strategy over four years that was established in 2023. Services reviews, climate change strategies and a number of operational areas would be covered including the use of agency, lease management, community planning as well as PCSP and LMP annual reviews. 

Councillor McKee entered into a discussion with the Committee on the possibility of making a change to the proposed audit plans over the incoming year with the hopes of expanding its scope to include an audit of recruitment processes and procedures across the Council. This had previously been carried out in 2020. 

On the proposal of Councillor McKee, seconded by Councillor McLaren an alternative proposal was put forth, that the committee notes the internal audit plan included in item 6J and expands the scope of the audit plan to include recruitment processes and procedures across the Council. 

The Director of Corporate Services advised that one element of the original proposal would need to be swapped out. There was also the possibility of carrying out ten audits in 2025-26 and one less in 2026-27 but this would be dependent on costs and Deloitte’s resources as well. 

Councillor McKee explained the reasoning behind his proposal, citing a recent whistleblowing incident. The Director of Corporate Services explained that an agency staff audit was scheduled next year which specifically related to the referenced incident. 

Councillor McCollum was unable to support the proposal at such a late stage with a draft audit plan already presented, though she understood the reasoning behind Councillor McKee’s proposal. She suggested it may be wiser to proceed through an alternate route such as a Notice of Motion; a sentiment that Councillor Ashe agreed with.

The proposal was put the meeting and FELL with 2 voting FOR, 5 AGAINST, 0 ABSTENTIONS and 3 ABSENT.  

Councillor McCollum proposed, seconded by Councillor Ashe, that the original recommendation be adopted and items 6j be noted.

AGREED TO RECOMMEND, that items 6a through 6j be noted.

7. 	WORK PLAN AND MEETING SCHEDULE FOR 2025/26

PREVIOUSLY CIRCULATED:- Report from the Director of Corporate Services detailing that, in order to assist the Committee with its oversight responsibilities a suggested meeting schedule and work plan had been prepared.

The following standing items were on each meeting’s agenda, with the exception of the June meeting which was a single item agenda to consider the financial statements:

· Follow-up actions from previous committee meetings
· Internal Audit Update
· Single Tender Action Update
· Fraud, whistleblowing and data breaches update
· Meeting with Auditors in the absence of management


	Meeting Date
	Agenda Items

	26 May 2025
	· Statements of Assurance Update
· Governance Statement Review
· Review of Terms of Reference

	24 June 2025
	· Draft Financial Statements Review

	23 September 2025
	· Audited Financial Statements Approval
· Draft Report to those charged with Governance
· Corporate Risk Register Review
· Policy Status Review


	16 December 2025
	· Final Report to Those charged with Governance
· Final Audit Letter
· Improvement Audit and Assessment Reports
· Interim Statements of Assurance Update


	24 March 2026
	· Draft External Audit Strategy 2025/26
· Review of Corporate Risk Register
· Annual Internal Audit Report
· Internal Audit Plan 2026/27
· Meeting Schedule and work plan 2026/27




RECOMMENDED that Council notes the report.

The Head of Finance advised there was a minor correction to the schedule in that the next meeting had been scheduled on a bank holiday. He proposed changing the date to the 27th May 2025.

AGREED TO RECOMMEND, on the proposal of Councillor McCollum, seconded by Councillor McLaren, that recommendation be adopted.  

8. 	ANY OTHER NOTIFIED BUSINESS

There were no other items of notified business.

EXCLUSION OF PUBLIC/PRESS 

AGREED, on the proposal of Councillor McCollum, seconded by Councillor McLaren, that the public/press be excluded during the discussion of the undernoted items of confidential business at 

9. 	SINGLE TENDER ACTIONS UPDATE

***IN CONFIDENCE***

 NOT FOR PUBLICATION 

Schedule 6:3. Relating to the financial or business affairs of any particular person 

The Committee were asked to consider a report detailing an update on single tender actions since the last update was provided in December 2024. 

10. 	FRAUD, WHISTLEBLOWING AND DATA-PROTECTION MATTERS

***IN COMMITTEE*** 

NOT FOR PUBLICATION 

SCHEDULE 6:3 – INFORMATION RELATING TO THE FINANCIAL OR BUSINESS AFFAIRS OF ANY PARTICULAR PERSON (INCLUDING THE COUNCIL HOLDNG THAT INFORMATION)

The Chief Executive raised any new incidences of fraud, whistleblowing and data protection.  



11. 	MEETING WITH NI AUDIT OFFICE & INTERNAL AUDIT SERVICE IN THE ABSENCE OF MANAGEMENT

***IN CONFIDENCE*** 

NOT FOR PUBLICATION 

SCHEDULE 6:3 – INFORMATION RELATING TO THE FINANCIAL OR BUSINESS AFFAIRS OF ANY PARTICULAR PERSON (INCLUDING THE COUNCIL HOLDNG THAT INFORMATION)

A meeting was held in the absence of management.   

RE-ADMITTANCE OF PUBLIC AND PRESS 

AGREED, on the proposal of Councillor McLaren, seconded by Councillor McCollum that the public/press be re-admitted to the meeting.

TERMINATION OF MEETING 

The meeting terminated at 20:52.


2

