

		AC.24.06.2024
ARDS AND NORTH DOWN BOROUGH COUNCIL

A meeting of the Audit Committee was held at the Council Chamber, Church Street, Newtownards, on Monday 24th June 2024 at 7.00pm. 
 
PRESENT:-
 
In the Chair: 	Councillor Hollywood
					
Councillors:		Cochrane			McKee
			Harbinson			McLaren
			McCollum (19:05)		Wray
				 
Independent Member:	P Cummings

In Attendance:	NIAO – Brian O’Neill
[bookmark: _Hlk114771938]	Deloitte – C McDermott
	Deloitte – N Sammon

Officers:	Chief Executive (S McCullough), Director of Corporate Services (M Steele), Head of Finance (S Grieve), Director of Environment (D Lindsay), Head of Transformation & Performance (S Denny) and Democratic Services Officer (S McCrea)

1.	Apologies

Apologies for lateness were recorded for Councillors Ashe and McCollum.

NOTED. 

2.	Chairman’s Remarks

The Chairman welcomed everyone to the meeting including the internal auditors from Deloitte.  
NOTED. 

3.	Declarations of Interest

No Declarations of Interest were declared. Members were reminded that they could declare throughout the meeting.

NOTED. 

4.	Matters Arising from Previous Meetings 

(a)  	Audit Committee Minutes from 19 March 2024

PREVIOUSLY CIRCULATED:- Copy of the above minutes. 

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

(b) 	Follow-Up Actions (File ref: AUD02)

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 since been actioned.

RECOMMENDED that Council notes the report.

The Head of Finance explained the report’s content to Members. Of the five actions outstanding at the last meeting, three had been completed, one was outstanding, and the Director would later update on the remaining item. 

Proceeds from the vesting of William Street were in line with normal protocol for the Committee. Members were asked to note that the Audit & Assessment report recommended a review for the Terms of Reference for the Audit and Corporate Services Committees in respect of performance matters which would be done through a Scheme of Delegation review. 

The Head of Finance had worked on draft policies for Travel and Employee Benefits which had gone to the Director and Head of HR today, 24th June. The policies would go to the Corporate Services Committee after a consultation process, with a target for the end of the financial year.

The Director of Corporate Services provided a brief update on William Street, advising that the Council was still amid discussions with the DfI and DSO and that numerous statutory declarations made by the Council had not been deemed sufficient for the DSO to progress. Another declaration had been sent in the last week and updates would be presented to Members when available.

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

Paul Cummings asked if NI Audit Office could resolve the statutory declaration issue for William Street given the accounting treatment of the asset was different in both organisations. Brian O’Neill advised that though they were external auditors for both parties, until the Department believed all requirements were in place, it was not a matter that NIAO could involve themselves in and also would not certify accounts of either party until the accounts were correct. Brian O’Neill would however raise the issue with the responsible Director in the Department for Infrastructure in this year’s audit.

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

5. 	Corporate governance
	
(a)	Statements of Assurance Report
(File ref: SOA1)

PREVOUSLY CIRCULATED: - Report from the Director of Corporate Services which explained that, in accordance with the Council’s Risk Management Strategy, Heads of Service were required to provide Statements of Assurance.  Assurance Statements comprised of 4 main sections to be completed by each Head of Service following consultation with each of their Service Units.  Period of this report, 1 October 2023 - 31 March 2024.

Findings

General – Identification of Risk, Monitoring  and Control measures
No key issues had been declared as not having appropriate internal controls in place beyond those which had been identified by audit and were being worked through as part of management actions. All Services had confirmed that any risks identified had appropriate internal controls and any further actions taken, or to be taken, to adequately mitigate or resolve the risk had been identified.

The Corporate Risk Register was reviewed by the Heads of Service Team and Corporate Leadership Team, for which owners had been assigned for each of the Risks.

Section 1 – Strategic and Operational Risk Management 
Services report appropriate controls were currently in place and had identified satisfactory actions to review, monitor, control, mitigate and resolve issues, where appropriate. 

Administration had reported that The Digital Strategy had identified the EDRMS as a priority workstream and that the existing paper files posed a risk. A filing rationalisation project was underway to ensure that Council was retaining records in accordance with the Retention and Disposal Schedule.

HR and Organisational Development had reported that an absence management action plan was in place and an Absence Dashboard had been developed to be presented to CLT and HOST on a quarterly basis.

Parks and Cemeteries had reported that cemetery grave spaces were running low, resolution of this issue was being progressed by the Cemetery Provision Project board.

Planning had escalated a service risk regarding the Local Development Plan timetabling of independent examination and ongoing issues associated with statutory consultees to the Strategic Planning Group (Department for Infrastructure) to the Corporate Risk Register. 

Tourism had reported that a Fire Risk Assessment was carried out for the Ards Visitor Information Centre and that several recommendations from this were now being progressed by the Assets and Property team.

Waste and Cleansing reported that Arc21 had been informed that the current landfill used was to close in January 2025, and therefore the award of the interim residual waste contract was critical for the Council for service delivery.  Reported previously, significant financial liability risk remained an issue with hope that progress could be made.  The previously reported challenge by an unsuccessful bidder regarding the tender putting in place interim measures to treat residual waste remained to be heard in the High Court.  

Section 2 – Internal Control

Generally, there had been no key issues arising to cause significant concern or requiring immediate action. 

Administration had reported that they received the draft Northern Ireland Public Services Ombudsman guidance on dealing with promoting positive behaviour. The policy would be developed to localise this guidance to ANDBC. The review of the Land Use policy was completed in November 2023 and had gone live, and the Health and Safety team had caught up on the backlog of training previously reported.

Capital Projects advised that their Capital Project Handbook and Brief ere awre kept under review to ensure they had been updated to reflect good practice. Work was also ongoing with the Finance Service to refine Business Case templates, and with Procurement Services or CPD, where applicable, in relation to procurement templates.

Communications and Marketing had reported on the launch of Citizen Lab which was a digital engagement platform to improve engagement and address lack of trust with key stakeholder groups. Their work was ongoing on the development of an engagement framework to achieve more consistency across Council on this matter.
HR and Organisational Development reported that Deloitte had completed an internal audit on Absence Management, a draft report on this was produced in March 2024 and a final report was to be submitted once management responses had been received. An outworking of this audit was that a report was to be put in place to allow HR to inform Managers if staff are exceeding permitted flexi balances.

Economic Development reported that Work was ongoing with consultants and solicitors to progress the procurement of operators for the Bangor Waterfront project.
 
Licencing and Regulatory Services reported that an audit had been completed by Deloitte resulting in three outstanding Priority 3 findings relating to the system for dog licensing which were being resolved.

Leisure had reported that an unsuccessful recruitment exercise and consistent lower than acceptable staffing levels across the section were resulting in service delivery being negatively impacted.  A significant redesign of posts was ongoing.

Strategic Transformation and Performance reported that across the three service units within it, there are three Priority 1, nine Priority 2 and nine Priority 3 recommendations which were being progressed.

Tourism reported that the five Priority 3 recommendations that they had outstanding would be implemented in the 2024/25 season.

Waste and Cleansing reported that they had one Priority 2 finding and one Priority 3 finding, both of which were being addressed.

Section 3 – Governance

Administration reported that Council had approved the extinction of a Public Right of Way which may result in a Public Enquiry. They also reported one instance of deviation from the Procurement Policy in a trial of digital postal services; a deviation form had been submitted.

Assets and Property Services reported that the legal action regarding construction defects at the Aurora leisure centre remained ongoing.  

Economic Development reported a deviation for the Labour Market Partnership public relations campaign which was duly reported on a deviation form.

Environmental Health Protection and Development reported that the Appeal, in the Magistrates Court, against the Council for failing to revoke caravan site licence conditions relating to unregulated access to council carparks used for overnight stops in campervans remained adjourned. The review of council by-laws and physical barriers at the Commons Donaghadee to prevent overnight stays or provision of a compliant facility at that site, or another, was ongoing.

Finance reported that the first payments for holiday pay arrears had been made, but some aspects of this were still being worked on by HR and Organisational Development service in conjunction with the Unions.  A Direct Award contract had been made to facilitate the upgrade of existing software to a cloud based system; this necessitated a deviation from Procurement Policy, the deviation form had been completed.

Licensing and Regulatory Services reported that the NET Kennelling contract was awarded to the sole quotation provided.  Out of those approached, they were the only company prepared to offer this service.

Leisure reported there were two direct awards in the project to supply new fitness equipment at Comber Leisure Centre. In addition, a deviation was reported in the repair/upgrade works for the pool in Aurora Leisure Centre as the supplier concerned is the manufacturer of the system concerned.

Planning advised that the case reported in Period 1 with papers seeking a Judicial Review of planning approval granted was not resolved.  Awaiting Judge’s direction. 

Tourism reported a Direct Contract award for delivery of a hospitality/tourism careers takeover day as the supplier was the only one providing this.

Section 4 – Miscellaneous

Finance had again reported that workload and long-term sickness inhibited the execution of service and governance improvements, that the failure to implement a corporate information management strategy was inhibiting service efficiencies from being explored. 

Parks and Cemeteries reported that the impacts of changing weather patterns and the lessening ‘seasonal’ variation effecting service delivery. This had resulted in criticism of the service with regard to grass cutting across the Parks and Cemeteries service and also sports pitch availability. Mitigations were planned with increased investment in drainage projects and realignment of staffing structures / maintenance schedules.

The Director of Community and Wellbeing had commented that a proposed transformation programme for Leisure was in progress and the effects of the second phase of this on the swim programme had grown income and resulted in a full complement of staff. The next phase which was proposed for Leisure and Fitness Associates in 2023 had been approved by CLT and whilst not yet implemented, the recruitment adverts which reflect this evaluation pending had resulted in the highest interest in recruitment into Leisure for 5 years.

RECOMMENDED that Council note this report.

Councillor Wray proposed, seconded by Councillor McKee, that the recommendation be adopted.

Councillor McCollum referred to Page 2, Residual Waste Contract and asked for more information on Waste, Cleansing and Landfill with the residual waste contract. The Director of Environment explained that an initial award that been made on behalf of Belfast City Council through Arc21 had been challenged. Ards and North Down Borough Council were reviewing elements of risks regarding continuation of the process and further tenders. Residual waste was not sent anywhere other than landfill. A process of procurement was proceeding, and various assessments of risk would be undertaken before that contract. He hoped the Council would get a tender contract awarded in time for the target set at the beginning of the year which was when landfill options would begin to diminish.

In response to a query on cemetery provision by Councillor Wray, the Director of Corporate Services explained that a Project Board had been established to analyse the issue. With regard to Movilla, surveys were ongoing to support planning applications. Another solution was to look at new potential sites which was being explored as part of the Project Board.

Councillor Wray asked what progress was being made whilst the court case was adjourned regarding caravans in Council Carparks and what plans existed for the changing of Council bylaws. The Director of Environment advised that bylaws in the context of a legal position prevented overnight stays which Council could not permit under licensing legislation and planning. The court case had been adjourned pending the issue of revised terms and conditions for licensing of caravan sites which should be due this year. When clarity of licensing requirements would arise from new model bylaws, a move would be made to make arrangements to provide a certain level of provision in the number of carparks around the borough to provide an offering to the caravan and touring segment of tourism. Until that time, the law prohibited overnight stays. 

Councillor McCollum asked if the review of bylaws was contingent on the magistrate appeal. The Director of Environment explained that if revised model conditions for licencing sites came out sooner than later, it may be better waiting to decide what the Council does in finality but if later, Council would review again and make a decision earlier. Much of the issue was contingent upon identification of suitable capital funding. The best scenario would be having a solution for next season but that could not be guaranteed.

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

(a) Corporate Risk Register
(File Ref: AUD02)

PREVOUSLY CIRCULATED: - Report from the Director of Corporate Services explaining that, as had been previously reported, the redesign of the Corporate Risk Register (CRR) was undertaken following the Deloitte facilitated workshop on 25 July 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.  

A further development action followed to improve assurance and reporting capability. The outworking of this was the attached CRR Action Plan.  The enhanced level of detail provided in the Action Plan includes:
· more detail on Current Controls.  Note that the actions being undertaken may not always relate to current controls. Similarly, Current Controls would not require further action if the Service determined the control remained sufficiently effective 
· Risk Detail, this describes the specific risk being addressed (headline risk descriptions are broad)
· associated Operational Risk Lead.  The Lead would normally be the Head of Service associated with the particular risk being addressed however, in some cases other officers were identified as the appropriate lead for the risk treatment 
· a Target date for completion of the risk treatment and a status update.  

The CRR and Action Plan remained a live document.  It was reviewed quarterly by the Corporate Leadership Team and Heads of Service, and biannually reported to Audit Committee.  

There were, at the time of writing, 17 risks on the CRR. There were five risks with a residual risk rating of High.  Of these, CR4 and CR5 related to climate change with an Averse risk appetite.  External factors associated with cost of measures, and additionally in the case of CR5, the availability of affordable technologies, political and public were considered primary barriers to lowering the risk.   CR11, decline in the non-domestic tax base, had a Risk Taking risk appetite, was similarly affected by external factors with legislation and funding for the transfer of regeneration powers not in place.  CR15, provision of burial space, had an Averse risk appetite.  A progress report was to be brought to the Community and Wellbeing Committee in June 2024.  CR17, Council lands being taken without permission, had an Averse risk appetite.  A project to detect early encroachment was at the design stage at the time of writing.  

There are four other risks on the Register with a residual risk rating of medium that were showing a Risk Status of Action.  Actions, along with primary current controls, were detailed in the attached Action Plan. 

RECOMMENDED that Council note this report.

The Director of Corporate Services explained that the Committee would have had oversight of the improvements made to corporate risk. A report on risk appetite had been presented last year and in the most recent Committee, identification of corporate level risks and work ongoing in relation to producing an action plan to combat those risks. That work was outlined in Item 5b, produced on a top-down basis. The future would involve a bottom-up approach with departments reviewing their own risk registers to be updated for the Corporate Risk Register with the ability to escalate any risks to a corporate level for monitoring. 

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

(b) Performance Improvement Update

PREVOUSLY CIRCULATED: - Report from the Director of Corporate Services, which advised of The Local Government Act (Northern Ireland) 2014 placing a duty upon Councils to make arrangements to secure continuous improvement and to account for it.  At the beginning of each financial year, the Council was required to determine its priorities for improvement which were aligned to the Community Plan and Corporate Plan and to publish a Performance Improvement Plan (PIP) by 30th June, which would set out improvement objectives for the year ahead, and by 30 September to publish a Self-Assessment Report to review performance against the improvement objectives set in the preceding year.  

Performance Planning and Management

To fulfil this requirement, Council approved the Performance Management Policy and Handbook in October 2015.  The Performance Management Handbook outlined the approach to the Performance Planning and Management process as:

· Community Plan – published every 10-15 years 
· Corporate Plan – published every 4 years (Corporate Plan 2024-2028 soon to be launched)
· PIP – published annually in June
· Service Plans – developed annually 

The Council’s 18 Service Plans outlined how each respective Service were to contribute to the achievement of the Corporate objectives including, but not limited to, any relevant actions identified in the PIP.

Section 90 of the Act required a council, during each financial year, to collect information which would allow it to assess its performance in achieving its improvement objectives and to measure its performance against performance indicators or standards set by the Department or any other indicators or standards which the council chooses to use.

The Council had governance arrangements in place to assure accountability for improvement and to ensure the delivery of its plans took place in an open, effective, honest and accountable manner.

These arrangements included:
· Alignment of the service planning and budget process to ensure all costs are included in the estimate process
· An electronic performance management system (Ideagen), which can: 
· analyse data on a range of frequencies for trends and comparison
· track the progress of indicators and actions
· provide and communicate regular and robust performance information to managers, Elected Members and the public
· Half yearly reporting on Service Plans to relevant standing committees; in December and June. 
· Half yearly reporting on progress against the Performance Improvement Plan to Audit Committee 
· Monthly reporting on Capital Projects to Corporate Projects Portfolio Board 
· Reporting to Strategic Policy and Finance Group on at least 3 occasions per year
· Appropriate risk management in relation to main programmes of work. 

Performance Improvement Plan 2023/24
This year council’s PIP identified 5 improvement objectives with a corresponding 42 actions together with 7 Statutory Indicators and 4 self-imposed indicators. 
It should be noted that this report reflected performance of the PIP only and was not necessarily representative of the overall performance of the organisation. 
Where PIP measures were not being met, Action Plans would be presented to parent Committees as part of half yearly Service Plan performance reporting. 

An update on performance against the 2023/24 PIP was attached at Appendix 1.  

RECOMMENDED that Council note the attached Performance Update Report for the 2023/24 PIP.

The new PIP for 2024/25 will be published by 30th June, following Corporate Committee and Council approval. 

A formal annual Self-Assessment Report for 2023/24 will be completed and published by 30th September 2024, following Corporate Committee and Council approval in September. 

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

Councillor McCollum recalled suggestions of this item going between Corporate and Audit Committees and asked what the future held. The Director of Corporate Services explained that the plan had been to make it a Corporate Committee only item. The issue had been that Plans came to Audit whilst Monitoring was discussed at the Corporate Committee. The Terms of Reference would be updated as part of a Scheme of Delegation approved by the Corporate Committee earlier in the month.

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

6.	External AUDIT

(a) [bookmark: _Hlk114656452]Draft Audit Strategy

PREVOUSLY CIRCULATED: - Copy of the above report from Northern Ireland Audit Office.

Brian O’Neill explained how the strategy outlined NIAO’s approach to auditing the year’s accounts as well as audit assurance throughout the process. Materiality was £1.7m based on 2% of expenditure of last year. Fees had increased from last year to £77k with Performance Improvement Audit costing £18k. 

Fees had increased as the private sector contractor who had been tendered five years ago had increased their fees whilst audits are carried out to an international audit standard resulting in a higher level of work.

Actions listed for the Audit Committee included discussing if assessments of risk were complete and whether management had any suspected fraud/compliance issues with the Council. The report confirmed NIAO’s independence of Council, how it managed personal data, and changes to the code of practice. 

Two significant audit risks had been identified, namely managing overriding controls (an element of all audits involving looking at journal entries when counting estimates and attempt to discover any transactions outside of the norm) and financial resilience (high inflation rates 2023-24 with significant impact on Council finances). Chief Financial Officer’s assessment of growing concern, ensure financial projections and plans adequate and consider disclosures re financial position 31st March 24. 

The output VAT recoverable relating to supporting services was a Council-wide subject, brought forth by an HMRC ruling which NIAO would audit to discover how the Council had accounted for it. 

Last year, NIAO referenced outstanding amounts receivable through the Department for Infrastructure which NIAO would again look at through Audits for any progress made. In terms of timescales, NIAO’s Audit was due to start in a few weeks with a view to certification by a Local Government Officer by the 30th September; a timeframe shared by the Performance Improvement Audit.

[bookmark: _Hlk146011915]Councillor McKee proposed, seconded by Councillor McCollum, that the recommendation be adopted.

Councillor McCollum asked if NIAO was satisfied with progress on the vesting of lands and the amount outstanding from the Department of Infrastructure. Brian O’Neill advised that such subjects would be looked into as part of the Audit and could not be assessed until all information had been investigated.

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

7. 	INTERNAL AUDIT

(a) Annual Report 2023-24

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

Camille McDermott (Deloitte) explained that this evening’s report had come in a draft form at the previous committee meeting. Final Audits had been completed to the end of March 2024 with no change to the overall assurance rating with a note on the continuation of making progress on the implementation of recommendations. Of note, at the last Committee meeting, three Priority #1 had been identified as outstanding while the progress report for this period showed that two of them had been completed; a good evidence base for progress being made. 

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

(b) Annual Plan 2024/25

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

Camille McDermott explained that the Annual Plan had been presented at the last Committee meeting and approved. The only update was to propose start dates.

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

(c) Progress report 2024/25

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

Camille McDermott explained that the report was to update Members on what had been completed since the last Committee. There were two parts; the closure and completion of the 2023-24 plan and progress on the 2024-25 plan. Fieldwork had already commenced for the 2024-25 plan and planning had commenced for three further audits. 

The outstanding recommendations database update sought management status updates on open internal recommendations. If these were a Priority #3, advice would be taken and a test sample at the years’ end whilst if they were Priority #1 or #2, a detailed review of evidence for assurance would be carried out to ensure recommendations were being implemented. There were 44 issues open at the last Audit Committee, 21 of which had been closed. With those added at the previous meeting, 37 recommendations were open, 15 of which were in progress. There were no Priority #1 that were not at least in progress with page 21 identifying a Priority #1 with only 1 aspect of the overall recommendation that had yet to be implemented and would happen at the end of the year. 

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

(c-1)	Vehicle Management

This report had been requested in addition to the 2023-24 plan involving Vehicle procurement, disposal and maintenance. Two Priority #1s and three Priority #2s had been raised with overall limited assurance. The key points of Priority #1s related to the disposal of vehicles. The Replacement Strategy document did not consider buy/lease cost analysis. It had also been noted that information on forms had not been fully completed with a lack of documented approval from Heads of Service on the needs analysis. There was a purchase order that should have been approved at Director level but had not been whilst some information was missing on purchase order forms that would have been expected and a lack of documented rationale. In other instances, vehicles were purchased through a framework supplier but the framework provided the option of further mini-competitions with potential suppliers whilst a direct award option had been taken without any rationale.

The second Priority #1 related to vehicle checks which were important for evidencing health & safety. In a sample of 15 vehicles, 2 had no evidence of a vehicle check in their lifetime, 4 with no evidence in 15 months and a larger majority where signature inspections were undated. Some of the sections of the periodic inspection forms were incomplete and though this may have been due to being non-applicable, leaving them blank raised the question as to whether they should have been completed. Recommendations were accepted by management and responses had been provided.

In Priority #2 findings related to having specific policies and procedures for vehicle procurement, replacement and disposal that were separate from the broader asset management policy. When investigating three vehicles disposed of, it was noted that disposal forms did not require the Head of Service Approval which should be a requirement. There was no documented rationale for the disposal of vehicles; how the trade-in price was reached and a valuation of the trade-in method. There was no process for review by Heads of Service. In another Priority #2 finding regarding vehicle parts inventory, a clear process should be required to carry out stock counts with documentation and the restriction of access to the storeroom. It was noted that staff should be trained in making use of technology as on the site inspection date, staff were unable to provide a report of the stock count. 

Councillor McCollum queried if the issues outlined related to inadequate staff resources or training. Camille McDermott confirmed it had been a training issue with the system.

Councillor McLaren asked if the lack of safety inspections would invalidate insurance, noting concern of Council vehicles in public that may not be safe. Camille McDermott could not confirm that the daily checks were not completed, just that they were not documented which was a challenge for Council but was unable to comment on its effect on insurance. It had been listed as a significant Priority #1 risk and in the event of an accident, the Council would have to demonstrate all checks had been completed.

	(c-2) HR Absence Management

Camille McDermott summarised the report to Members, explaining that the report looked at processes around Occupational Health and Absence Management. It had been noted in the overview that overall absence for the reporting period was 6% made largely from long-term absences. Of note, any person absent for four weeks or more was referred to Occupational Health which helped to manage long-term absences with monitoring of attendance to Occupational Health appointments. Line Managers and HR would monitor longer term absences and there was a clear process to undertake such reviews. This review sought satisfactory assurance. There were no Priority #1 findings, two Priority #2 findings and two Priority #3 findings. 

Priority #2 findings related to automatic notifications for particular absence trigger points which would assist HR Staff monitoring by removing duplicated effort. The second finding related to a small number in the sample of supporting documentation not being uploaded to the HR Core system. The Priority #3 findings were with regard to enhancements for key person dependency risk with one reporting system, Power BI having only one staff member trained to use reports. 

	(c-3) IT Control Systems

This report investigated user access management controls with the Core HR system and Windows Active Directory. The report received limited assurance with two Priority #1 findings, one Priority #2 finding and one Priority #3 finding. 
The first Priority #1 related to privileged accounts on the system that had a greater level of ability in terms of systems and access. On seventeen of these accounts, Council were unable to confirm the appropriateness of accounts to have that level of access and were undertaking an assessment. There were a number of generic accounts on the system that did not have rotating passwords with accounts that did not expire and no management tool for the protection of passwords. The second Priority #1 referred to password settings in Windows and Core. An Access Control Policy existed for minimum length of passwords with two systems not meeting that policy. Some passwords did not expire whist others did not have double authentication for logging in. Those findings were accepted by management and responses had identified required actions.

The first Priority #2 was with regard to the monitoring of what the Core HR in Council systems does and, ensuring as a process, applying the principle of leased privilege whilst periodically reviewing users with that level of access. The second Priority #2 was with regard to two accounts having privileged-level access to payroll and security menus which would result in a segregation of duties conflict. Management confirmed manual monitoring controls were in place for any unauthorised actions, however, it was noteworthy that this kind of dual access did not adhere to best practice guidelines. Both findings were accepted by management with an action plan in place to implement them.

The Priority #3 finding related to having a process for when a staff member leaves and ensuring work is saved into a shared folder which would assist in the event of a Freedom of Information request that may require access of a leaver’s account as had been exampled in one instance reviewed by the team. That process was not set out within documents and has been accepted by management with an action plan in place.  

Councillor Wray referenced the review of IT Controls to Support Remote Working and how five of the six management responses had been implemented with the sixth requiring automated SIEM. He asked what the associated costs would be and to where the funding application had been submitted. The Head of Transformation & Performance explained that applying for funding was actually part of the estimates process and had been secured for the year. It was profiled to happen in October of 2024.

Councillor Wray queried Travel & Subsistence and the requirement for a single policy with clarification around essential and casual car users. He asked why the original date cited had been 2019 with target dates changed yearly from 2022 to 2025. The Head of Finance explained that this had been part of a range of policies. Policies had been an issue for finance as noted in the Audit Committee. In the past fifteen months, the Head had reviewed one policy and had six pass through Council. A draft of this policy had gone to the Director and the Head of HR as well as an Employee Payments Policy on the 24th June 2024. Challenges existed for various reasons such as resourcing and the number of Directors involved as well as Coronavirus, Cost of Living etc. Significant progress had been made over the past year with additional resources secured.

Councillor McLaren asked if the systems in place for absence management were sufficient as the topic was raised at meetings regularly. The Director of Corporate Services explained that the review had been around processes, procedures and controls with a focus on the Core HR System. Recommendations from the review would allow for enhancing the functionality of the IT system. A working group had been established between the Head of Finance, Head of Transformation & Performance, HR and other departments to review the use of the Core HR system. The system package had recently been increased after exploring additional uses. 

In the broader point of absence, this issue was not just limited to Council but for many Public Sector Organisations. The Director had presented a paper on Absence Management at the Corporate Committee which showed that absence statistics were increasing but that also stated the various approaches to managing it from supporting the individual through a number of methods like Occupational Health, Westfield and new initiatives like early-intervention mental health services, as was being piloted with seventy staff with the aim of preventing mental health-related absences before they happened. The other issues identified around internal controls such as return to work meetings being carried out when they were due, and absence management review points have improved which was reflected in the action plan. However, there were a number of elements outside of the Council’s control such as appointment waiting times.

Councillor McCollum commended the efforts of Deloitte in identifying areas of improvement such as the absence trigger notification which may assist in the 5% plus threshold being addressed more easily. She suggested that it should be elementary that return to work interviews were completed and monitored and that all return to work interviews had a pathway of due diligence for reasons such as employee welfare and the culture of the organisation as a whole. Though Councillor McCollum understood that elements such as doctor appointments and medical forms took longer to access and were outside of Council control, they still required some kind of improvement. The Director of Corporate Services agreed, explaining some issues had been due to a lack of technology that should be in place as standard and were being worked through by the aforementioned Working Group. Absence Management was the number one priority for the group and with automated return to work notifications, an improvement would be made. It could be possible that, similar to the vehicle management report, some return to works may have been completed but were not documented which may be corrected by more system-based checks. 

Councillor Cochrane recalled an experience of staff leaving and accounts not being shut off such as the NET email which appeared to no longer be in use. He believed an automatic email should be placed on such accounts if they remain open to inform senders of the accounts’ invalid status.  The Director of Corporate Services was not aware of the NET email issue but agreed that in circumstances where an email group ceased to be used, action was required.

Councillor Harbinson asked what the nature of account holders had been, believing it to be a concerning issue. The Head of Transformation & Performance welcomed Deloitte’s efforts in flagging issues which were actioned quickly. Of the nine Priority #1s, four had been closed, 4 were about to close and the other was likely to close around September 2024. The team were aware of the account holders and the reasons for access and were not concerned. 

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

8.	ANY OTHER NOTIFIED BUSINESS

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

NOTED.

CIRCULATED FOR INFORMATION

The Chairman (Councillor Hollywood) drew Members’ attention to the four items circulated for information. 

Planning Fraud Risks | Northern Ireland Audit Office (niauditoffice.gov.uk)
Internal Fraud Risks | Northern Ireland Audit Office (niauditoffice.gov.uk)
Grant Fraud Risks | Northern Ireland Audit Office (niauditoffice.gov.uk)
Procurement Fraud risk guide | Northern Ireland Audit Office (niauditoffice.gov.uk)

NOTED. 

[bookmark: _Hlk172625869]EXCLUSION OF PUBLIC/PRESS

AGREED TO RECOMMEND, on the proposal of Councillor Cochrane, seconded by Councillor McLaren, that the public/press be excluded during the discussion of the undernoted items of confidential business at 20:06. 

11.    dRAFT FINANCIAL STATEMENTS
	(File Ref: FIN23)

***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 report was provided from the Director of Corporate Services advising that the draft Financial Statements for 2023/24 were attached for the Committee’s information and to note, before submission to the Department for Communities, Local Government & Housing Regulation Division and the commencement of the external audit.

It was recommended that the Council notes the draft Financial Statements for 2023/24.

The recommendation was AGREED.

9. 	SINGLE TENDER ACTIONS UPDATE (FILE 231329)

***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)

Council was asked to note that there had been one single tender award since the previous Audit Committee meeting. The recommendation was adopted.

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)

12.    MEETING WITH NI AUDIT OFFICE AND INTERNAL AUDIT OFFICE IN THE ABSENCE OF MANAGEMENT

***IN CONFIDENCE***

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

TERMINATION OF MEETING 

The meeting terminated at 21:08.
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