

		AC.19.03.2024PM
ARDS AND NORTH DOWN BOROUGH COUNCIL

A meeting of the Audit Committee was held at the Council Chamber, Church Street, Newtownards, on Tuesday 19 March 2024 at 7.00pm. 
 
PRESENT: -
 
In the Chair: 	 Councillor McLaren

Aldermen:		 McAlpine
					
Councillors:		Cochrane	McKee
			Hollywood	Wray
			McCollum
				 
Independent Member: Mr P Cummings
	
In Attendance:	
[bookmark: _Hlk114771938]	Deloitte – N Sammon
	Deloitte – S Bonar 

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

1.	Apologies

The Chairman (Councillor McLaren) sought apologies at this stage.

Apologies were received from Councillors Ashe and MacArthur.

Apologies for lateness were recorded for Alderman Armstrong-Cotter and Mr Brian O’Neill (NIAO).

NOTED. 

2.	Chairman’s Remarks

The Chairman welcomed everyone to the meeting including the internal auditors from Deloitte.  Continuing she commented that this was the first Audit Committee being fully held in person without the Zoom facility, and as such she welcomed seeing everyone back to the Council Chamber. Councillor McLaren also acknowledged that this would be the Chief Executive’s last meeting with the Audit Committee prior to his retirement and she took the opportunity to wish him well on his endeavours.

The Chief Executive thanked the Chairman for her comments.
NOTED. 

3.	Declarations of Interest

The Chairman asked for any Declarations of Interest and none were declared.

NOTED. 

4.	Matters Arising from Previous Meetings 

(a) 	Audit Committee Minutes from December 2023

PREVIOUSLY CIRCULATED:- Copy of the above minutes. 

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

(b)	Follow-Up Actions 

PREVIOUSLY CIRCULATED:- Report from the Director of Corporate Services stating that in line with best practice, the purpose of this report was to make the Audit Committee aware of the status of outstanding recommendations or any outstanding actions from the previous Audit Committee meetings. 

There was one item from the previous committee which had now been actioned.

	Item 

	Title
	Action
	Officer
	Status

	September 2023

	6b
	Report to those charged with governance
	· Update on progress in respect of compensation for the vesting of William Street site
	Director of Corporate Services
	Verbal update at Committee

	December 2023

	6b
	Audit and Assessment Report
	· Review Terms of Reference of both Audit Committee and Corporate Services Committee in respect of reporting Performance Improvement matters
	Director of Corporate Services
	Due June 2024

	
	
	· Drafting of formal communications strategy
	Head of Communications and Marketing
	Due December 2024

	7c
	Finance Service Review
	· User consultation in connection with new financial management system
	Head of Finance
	Due September 2024



RECOMMENDED that Council notes the report.

The Director of Corporate Services guided members through the report highlighting the salient points within it. He provided members with an update on the William Street vesting matter which he noted had been a significant issue raised within last year’s Audit report. He advised that there had been much interaction between solicitors and a final Statutory Declaration had been issue to the DSO on 14 March 2024. Following that it was hoped to bring the matter to a positive conclusion.

Councillor McCollum sought confirmation that the Statutory Declaration would be sufficient to satisfy all parties.

In response the Director of Corporate Services replied no but added that from the Council’s solicitor’s point of view they were content. 

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

5. 	EXTERNAL AUDIT

(a)	Draft Audit Strategy 
(Appendix I)

As Mr O’Neill from the Northern Ireland Audit Office (NIAO) had been unable to attend the meeting, it was suggested that the matter was deferred.

AGREED TO RECOMMEND, on the proposal of Alderman McAlpine, seconded by Councillor McKee, that the matter be deferred.

6.	INTERNAL AUDIT

[bookmark: _Hlk114656452](a) 	Internal Audit Progress Report 2023/24 
(Appendix II)

PREVIOUSLY CIRCULATED:- Report from Deloitte detailing the Audit Progress to date for 2023/24.

RECOMMENDED that the report be noted.

Ms N Sammon (Deloitte) guided members through the report highlighting the Summary Status of the 2023/24 Plan and Progress to Date. Members were advised that 10 reports were now complete out a total of 13. Ms Sammon added that four of those reports were being presented at this meeting. It was further noted that the three outstanding reports were up for review in the near future.

In respect of those Outstanding Recommendations members were advised that there were 45 Open Issues at the previous Audit Committee meeting. Eight issues had been added to the Tracker and nine had subsequently been closed. By way of a verbal update Ms Sammon reported that since the publication of the report there were now 43 Open Issues with 17 Partially Implemented. 

Queries from members were sought at this stage.

Alderman McAlpine expressed disappointment at the apparent lack of progress which had been made.

The Director of Corporate Services commented that it was important for officers to consider the narrative behind each of the Priority findings highlighted. By way of example he stated that while the Business Continuity Plan was in place there had not as yet been any opportunity to roll out training. Continuing he advised that in December 2023 a significant amount of Findings had been closed off.

The Head of Finance added that officers were working through Policies and Outstanding Recommendations, with five Finance Policies now approved and two remaining outstanding. He added that the two challenging Policies were Travel & Subsistence and Employee Payments particularly as they would need to be consulted on by the various Trade Unions. Members were advised that officers were endeavouring to work through this.

Alderman McAlpine noted that on further investigation some of the Outstanding Recommendations had been ongoing for a couple of years and as such she would have some concern that not as much progress was being made as there could be. 

Concurring with Alderman McAlpine’s comments Mr Cummings agreed that the outstanding Travel & Subsistence review had been ongoing for a considerable length of time. As this one particularly stood out for him he indicated that he would like to see progress on this. 

The Head of Finance commented that there were a number of significant issues around this however he reiterated that he would endeavour to have a draft Policy available for the next meeting of the Audit Committee.

Referring to the Outstanding Recommendations associated with the HR Recruitment & Retention Policy, Councillor McCollum noted that three Target Dates had been scored out with a new date of 31.03.2025 now set. She suggested consideration of those outstanding issues were prioritised particularly as recruitment and retention problems continued to persist within the Council.

At this stage the Director of Corporate Services commented on the significant amount of documentation within HR which would need to be brought together to create a Workforce Strategy. Continuing he advised that this piece of work had to be reprioritised due to competing work pressures and the need to close off any outstanding Priority One recommendations.

In response to a query from Councillor McCollum about who made the judgement over whether something should be classed as Priority One or Two, the Director of Corporate Services confirmed that was considered by the Auditors. However he agreed with the Auditors that this one was not a Priority One risk and was content with its classification as a Priority Two recommendation. 

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

(i)	PCSP Review  
(Appendix III)

PREVIOUSLY CIRCULATED:- Copy of the above report from Deloitte.

Councillor Hollywood proposed, seconded by Councillor Cochrane, that the recommendation be adopted.

The proposer, Councillor Hollywood commented on the poor attendance at a recent PCSP training event adding that he would have some concerns about that. He asked what form the training had taken, whether it had been face to face or online. He also asked if any alternative dates had been offered or presentation materials made available to those members unable to attend.

The Chairman recalled that only four members out of the 21 members had attended the training session, referred to by Councillor Hollywood.

The Director of Corporate Services commented that as this had been highlighted as an issue it would need to be investigated further.

Commenting as one of the members who attended the training session, Councillor Wray reported that it had been based around ‘Outcome Based Accountability’ and while it had not been mandatory training he suggested many members may have already undertaken such training, hence the low turnout. Continuing he welcomed the report before them adding that he was content the issues raised were manageable. 

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

(ii)	Labour Market Partnership Review 
(Appendix IV) 

PREVIOUSLY CIRCULATED:- Copy of the above report from Deloitte.

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


(iii)	Dog Licensing Review 
(Appendix V) 

PREVIOUSLY CIRCULATED:- Copy of the above report from Deloitte.

The Chairman invited Ms Sammon from Deloitte to speak to the report.

Ms Sammon (Deloitte) highlighted the salient points and audit priorities within the report commenting that it had considered the Council’s responsibilities under The Dogs (NI) Order 1983. She reported that there were four Priority 3 recommendations identified with an overall satisfactory level of assurance given. Queries from members were sought at this stage.

Referring to concessionary dog licensing fees, Councillor Hollywood asked what evidence was sought.

Ms Sammon noted there were three Concessionary license fees available for applicants who were: 

• In receipt of income-related benefits; 
• Applying for a dog who had been neutered;
• Those over 65 who had already availed of their free dog licenses

It was recommended that Council Management should liaise with its counterparts in other Councils to determine whether it was possible to validate income-related benefits, prior to the issue of a discounted license. 

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

(iv)	Events Management Review 
(Appendix VI) 

PREVIOUSLY CIRCULATED:- Copy of the above report from Deloitte.

The Chairman invited Ms Sammon from Deloitte to speak to the report.

Ms Sammon (Deloitte) highlighted the salient points and audit priorities within the report and noted there were five Priority 3 recommendations with an overall satisfactory level of assurance given.  Ms Sammon provided members with a brief synopsis of each of those Priority findings before seeking queries from members.

Councillor McCollum noted one of the recommendations around Event Debriefing and agreed this was a useful exercise to be undertaken by all those involved with the event. Important issues such as liability, challenges during the event and lessons to be learnt could all be discussed post-event. As such she asked how information from those debriefing events could be made accessible, for example could they be included in some form of handbook or be downloaded.

Ms Bonar suggested that would be a matter for Council Management to consider going forwards.

The Head of Finance indicated that he would feed those comments back to the relevant Head of Service for further consideration.

At this stage Councillor Wray noted the success last year’s events had been for the Council, however he commented that he did have some concerns in respect of the tendering process for trade stalls to attend Council events.

Ms Sammon advised that the Internal Audit was undertaken primarily to consider Events Planning and Budgeting. Any tendering exercises undertaken as part of an event was not considered as part of the Audit process. 

Councillor Wray asked if feedback from members of the general public had been considered as part of the overall Audit scope.

In response Ms Sammon confirmed that the Audit had taken into consideration the post event procedures and processes rather than public feedback. 

AGREED TO RECOMMEND, on the proposal of Councillor Wray, seconded by Councillor McCollum, that the report be noted.

(b)	Annual Assurance Statement 
(Appendix VII)

PREVIOUSLY CIRCULATED:- Report from Deloitte detailing its statement on the overall adequacy and effectiveness of Ards and North Down Borough Council’s framework of governance, risk management and internal control as it operated during the year to 31 March 2024 (FY2023/24).

RECOMMENDED that the report be noted.

The Chairman invited Ms Bonar from Deloitte to speak to the report.

Ms Bonar (Deloitte) provided members with an overview of the report highlighting the salient points within it. Members were advised that their reporting process ensured that all issues identified as part of the assurance Internal Audits were categorised as being either a Priority 1, 2, or 3.  Currently there were no Priority 1 issues, four Priority 2 issues and 19 Priority 3 issues.  It was further noted that some Audits were still ongoing and as such the report would be updated in due course. Referring members to Page 6 of the report, Ms Bonar advised that based upon the conclusions of their work during the year 1 April 2023 to 13 March 2024, a satisfactory level of assurance in relation to the Council’s arrangements for governance, risk management and control was provided to the Chief Executive .It was however noted that there remained a significant number of Internal Recommendations that had to be fully implemented. 

Councillor McCollum expressed delight that there were no new Priority 1 recommendations and continuing she sought clarification on how close the Council was to closing off those remaining outstanding Internal Recommendations. 

Ms Bonar commented that it was difficult to say adding that it was a question regularly raised by clients. She added that they preferred to base their decisions upon whether or not every element within each recommendation had been completed.  All details she commented were included within the attached Appendix and included all current and previous target dates with context provided as to why some of those targets had been missed. 

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

(c)	Internal Audit Plan 2024/25 
(Appendix VIII)

PREVIOUSLY CIRCULATED:- Report from Deloitte detailing its draft Internal Audit Plan for 2024/25.

RECOMMEDED that the report be noted.

Ms Bonar (Deloitte) guided members through the report and highlighted the salient points contained within it. She informed members that the last Internal Audit Plan was approved in March 2023. It was noted that a significant amount of work went into the planning process including taking into account what was happening within the sector itself. Queries from members were sought at this stage and none were put forward.

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

7.	corporate governance

(a)	Corporate Risk Register 
(Appendix IX)

PREVIOUSLY CIRCULATED:- Report from the  Director of Corporate Services detailing that the redesign of the Corporate Risk Register (CRR) was reported to the Committee in September 2023.  The redesign incorporated improved headline Risk descriptions aligned to the achievement of strategic priorities, associated risk categories and assignment of the Risk Appetite agreed by Council.  There were currently 18 Corporate Risks, those were identified during the July 2023 CLT / HOST workshop facilitated by Deloitte.  Each Corporate Risk now had named Risk Leads to assist with the oversight, management and reporting of risks in line with the Corporate Risk Strategy.  As members would be aware, the Corporate Risk Register (CRR) was a live document which was amended as required.  The attached CRR reflected the status as of 27 February 2024.  

Further Development
Work continued to develop the Corporate Risk Register with the aim of improving assurance and reporting detail capability.  Risk detail and actions plans were currently in development with the updated and revised register to be reported to Audit in June 2024.

RECOMMENDED that Council note the report.

The Director of Corporate Services guided members through the report highlighting the salient points within it. He took the opportunity to remind members that the CRR was a live document and one which was reviewed by the Council’s Corporate Leadership Team and Heads of Service. 

In response to a query from Councillor McCollum, the Director guided members through the headings at the top of the CRR and explained their rationale.

Referring to CRR5, Council’s Ability to meet Net Zero Targets, Councillor Wray sought clarification on whether those were Council targets or Northern Ireland wide targets. 

In response the Director indicated that the Council’s target was to action those targets laid out within the relevant legislation.

As a member of the Council’s Environment Committee, Councillor Wray was of the opinion that the Council was doing well in respect of its Net Zero targets. As such he believe that Northern Ireland and indeed all of Europe needed to be doing more to achieve those targets. Continuing he referred to CRR16 which was around failure to fulfil the Council’s statutory obligations under the Burial Grounds Regulations (NI) 1992 regarding the provision of burial space. He noted that this was a Category 5 Inherent Risk adding that clearly there was work there which needed to be carried out in the not too distant future.

The Director of Corporate Services commented that the risk was that of failure of the Council to meet its statutory obligations and categorised as a five which flagged up the need for a full plan to be put into place to fulfil those obligations.

At this stage Alderman McAlpine asked if all members of the Council’s Corporate Leadership Team adopted the same approach when it came to mitigations presented in the CRR. She added that would be important for a level of consistency to be maintained when managing any risks.

In response the Director of Corporate Services suggested that it could be a case of ‘Apples versus Oranges’ but he advised that there was a linkage in the middle of the process in the form of the Risk Manager who reviewed and challenged the members of the Corporate Leadership Team on those matters.  Continuing he stated that once the CRR was completely up and running he would be looking to report on matters such as this and include any changes which had taken place in scoring and provide an update on actions. 

Alderman McAlpine stated that what she would be looking for would be to establish if the action had been taken and if it was then completed. However if there were any issues which remained as work in progress those in her opinion remained a risk. She added that consistency across the board would be useful.

AGREED TO RECOMMEND, on the proposal of Councillor McCollum, seconded by Alderman McAlpine, that the recommendation be adopted.
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8.	MEETING SCHEDULE AND WORKPLAN 2024/25 (FILE AUD02)

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

	Meeting Date
	Agenda Items

	24 June 2024
	· Draft Financial Statements Review
· Governance Statement Review
· Statements of Assurance Update
· Review of Terms of Reference
· Internal Audit Strategic and Annual Plan
· Performance Improvement Progress


	23 September 2024
	· Audited Financial Statements Approval
· Draft Report to those charged with Governance
· Internal Audit Recommendations follow-up
· Corporate Risk Register Review
· Policy Status Review


	16 December 2024
	· Final Report to Those charged with Governance
· Final Audit Letter
· Improvement Audit and Assessment Reports
· Interim Statements of Assurance Update
· Performance Improvement Progress
· Internal Audit Contract Review


	24 March 2025
	· Annual Internal Audit Report
· Draft Internal Audit Plan for 2023/24
· Review of Corporate Risk Register
· Internal Audit Recommendations follow-up
· Internal Audit Plan 2024/25
· Meeting Schedule and work plan 2025/26




In addition, there were standing items on the agenda:
· Follow-up actions from previous committee meetings
· Outstanding Audit Recommendations Follow-up
· Performance Improvement Progress
· Internal Audit Update
· Single Tender Action Update
· Fraud, whistleblowing and data breaches update

RECOMMENDED that Council notes the report.

At this stage the Director of Corporate Services drew members attention to the section highlighted in yellow within the report which was around Performance Improvement Progress. Referring to Item 4B considered earlier in the meeting he noted a follow up action from the previous Committee meeting about a review of the terms of reference in respect of the Performance Improvement Progress. He added that as there had been queries around whether that should be reported to this Committee or the Corporate Services Committee, that was why it had been highlighted in yellow in the report.

Councillor McCollum asked if there could be an argument for bringing those outcomes to both Committees, going to Corporate Services first before coming before the Audit Committee even if just for noting.

The Director of Corporate Services indicated that the member’s comments would be taken on board.

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

9.	ANY OTHER NOTIFIED BUSINESS

The Chairman advised that there were no items of Any Other Notified Business.

NOTED.

EXCLUSION OF PUBLIC/PRESS

AGREED TO RECOMMEND, on the proposal of Councillor Cochrane, seconded by Councillor McCollum, that the public/press be excluded during the discussion of the undernoted items of confidential business. 

10. 	SINGLE TENDER ACTIONS UPDATE (FILE 231329)

***IN COMMITTEE***

3. Exemption: relating to the financial or business affairs of any particular person    
Council was asked to note that there had been no single tender awards since the previous Audit Committee meeting.
The recommendation was adopted.   



11.	FRAUD, WHISTLEBLOWING AND DATA-PROTECTION MATTERS

***IN COMMITTEE***

NOT FOR PUBLICATION SCHEDULE 6 – INFORMATION RELATING TO THE FINANCIAL OR BUSINESS AFFAIRS OF ANY PARTICULAR PERSON (INCLUDING THE COUNCIL HOLDNG THAT INFORMATION)

(Councillor Wray left the meeting at this stage – 8.14pm)

12.    Meeting with NI Audit Office & Internal Audit Service in the absence of Management

***IN COMMITTEE***

NOT FOR PUBLICATION SCHEDULE 6 – INFORMATION RELATING TO THE FINANCIAL OR BUSINESS AFFAIRS OF ANY PARTICULAR PERSON (INCLUDING THE COUNCIL HOLDNG THAT INFORMATION)

RE-ADMITTANCE OF PUBLIC AND PRESS

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

TERMINATION OF MEETING 

The meeting terminated at 8.16 pm.
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