

		AC 16.12.2024 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 16th December 2024 at 7.00pm. 
 
PRESENT: -
 
In the Chair: 	 Councillor Hollywood

					
Councillors:		Ashe (Zoom)		McKee (Zoom)
			Harbinson		Thompson (Zoom)
			Cochrane (Zoom)	Wray (Zoom)
					 
Independent Member: Mr P Cummings
	
In Attendance:	Camile McDermott (Deloitte), Sarah Heanen (NIAO, Zoom)

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 were received from Councillor McCollum for inability to attend. 

NOTED. 

2.	CHAIRMAN’S REMARKS

The Chairman (Councillor Hollywood) welcomed Deloitte and Northern Ireland Audit Office representatives Camile McDermott and Susan Haanan respectively as well as Independent Member Paul Cummings.

3. 	DECLARATIONS OF INTEREST

Camile McDermott declared an interest in Item 9: Review of Internal Audit Contract. Members were reminded that they could declare an interest at any time throughout the meeting.

NOTED. 

4.	MATTERS ARISING FROM PREVIOUS MINUTES 

4 (a)	COMMITTEE MINUTES FROM 23 SEPTEMBER 2024

PREVIOUSLY CIRCULATED:- Copy of the above minutes. 

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

4 (b)	 FOLLOW-UP ACTIONS
[bookmark: _Hlk146011915]
PREVIOUSLY CIRCULATED:- Report from the Director of Corporate Services detailing, 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
	Acton
	Officer
	Status

	Dec 23
6b
	Audit and Assessment Report
	· Drafting of formal consultation strategy
	Head of Comms & Marketing
	Due March 2025

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

	12
	Private Meeting with Auditors
	· Need for progress with regard to Governance and Internal Audit issues
	Director of Corporate Services
	In progress see item 7a

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

	
	
	· Need for additional meeting to be considered during Annual Meeting
	Director of Corporate Services
	June 2025

	Sep 24
5a
	Draft Report to those charged with Governance
	· Special  Committee meeting to be held 
	Director of Corporate Services
	October 2024



RECOMMENDED that Council notes this update.

AGREED TO RECOMMEND, on the proposal of Councillor Harbinson, seconded by Councillor Wray, that Council notes the update.  

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 WERE followed up on.

	Item
	Title
	Acton
	Officer
	Status

	Dec 23
6b
	Audit and Assessment Report
	· Drafting of formal consultation strategy
	Head of Comms & Marketing
	Due March 2025

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

	12
	Private Meeting with Auditors
	· Need for progress with regard to Governance and Internal Audit issues
	Director of Corporate Services
	In progress see item 7a

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

	
	
	· Need for additional meeting to be considered during Annual Meeting
	Director of Corporate Services
	June 2025

	Sep 24
5a
	Draft Report to those charged with Governance
	· Special  Committee meeting to be held 
	Director of Corporate Services
	October 2024



RECOMMENDED that Council notes this update.

AGREED TO RECOMMEND, on the proposal of Councillor Wray, seconded by Councillor Harbinson, that Council notes the update.  

5.	CORPORATE GOVERNANCE 

5 (a)	STATEMENTS OF ASSURANCE REPORT

PREVIOUSLY CIRCULATED:- Report from the Director of Corporate Services detailing that, in accordance with the Council’s Risk Management Strategy, Heads of Service were required to provide Statements of Assurance.  Assurance Statements comprised of four main sections to be completed by each Head of Service following consultation with each of their Service Units.  Period of this report, 1 April 2024 - 30 September 2024.

Findings

General – Identification of Risk, Monitoring and Control measures

No key issues had been declared as not having appropriate internal controls in place. All Services have 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 have been identified.

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


Section 1 – Strategic and Operational Risk Management 

Services reported appropriate controls were in place and had identified satisfactory actions to review, monitor, control, mitigate and resolve issues, where appropriate. 

The Administration service had reported that the new Corporate Risk Register was now live* with assigned Risk Leads and action plans for each item. (*the new live Corporate Risk Register and associated Action plan was reported to Audit Committee in June 2024).  Also reported, fortnightly data protection advice was being provided to staff via the News and Info, to address perceived trends in this area. The process of obtaining reinstatement valuations for insurance purposes had been formalised and a suitable surveyor would be appointed following a tender exercise in 2025.

The Parks & Cemetery Service had reported that the staff restructuring ad hahs taken longer than expected but new momentum had been achieved by weekly meetings with HR. They anticipated that this process would be complete by March 2025.  In addition, the Service had continued to report that grave space across the borough was running low, this was being progressed by the Cemetery Provision Project Board.

Waste and Cleansing Service had continued to report on the significant financial liability for the Council should the bidding process for the Residual Waste Treatment project be collapsed by the client. The current landfill being used by the Council was due to close in January 2025, so award of the interim residual waste contract was critical for the Council.

Environmental Health, Protection and Development Service had continued to report that they were working with funding organisations and other Councils to understand the impact of changes in regulation in relation to the Safeguarding the Union document.

Tourism Service had reported that in relation to the leak at the Ards Visitor Information Centre, the Council was in protracted discussions with the landlord to seek clarity on whose responsibility it was to fix. The leak was a potential Health and Safety hazard and had also caused damage to the space. Lands Officers ere seeking legal advice on the matter.

Section 2 – Internal Control

Generally, there were no key issues arising to cause significant concern or requiring immediate action. 
	
Parks and Cemeteries had reported that they have two new systems, PSS Live and Plotbox, which were being introduced on a phased basis with a further stage of Plotbox being considered.

Human Resources and Organisational Development had reported that possible improvements were identified for the Core system to be able to notify managers of absence triggers being met and to notify them when suitable action had been taken.

Both Regulatory Services and Communications and Marketing had reported regarding a Facebook page which was outside the Council’s control. Facebook had been contacted regarding removal of this page.

Finance Service had noted that the lack of an electronic purchase ordering system meant that the service did not have a full understanding of financial commitments on a live basis.  A project to introduce a system was underway.

Administration Service had reported successes with completing a title deed scanning exercise and the establishment of a Policy register to ensure a consistent development process for Council policies.

[bookmark: _Hlk184490272]Leisure Service had reported that there were concerns within the section that lower than acceptable staffing levels in Leisure and an unsuccessful recruitment exercise had resulting in service delivery being negatively impacted and staff welfare compromised. A transformation process was underway to address this but there were concerns regarding the speed at which it was being implemented.
 
Section 3 – Governance

The Finance Service had previously reported on challenges involving the interaction of overtime and holiday pay which were still being examined. 

On the subject of complaints, the Parks and Cemeteries Service had responded to recent complaints regarding cemetery and sports turf maintenance by implementing solutions based around increased monitoring and record keeping of maintenance together with the inclusion of the Service in the Council-wide Te-Care system; a report on this was being prepared for the Community and Wellbeing Committee.

The Administration Service had reported that Council had approved the extinction of a Public Right of Way which may result in a public enquiry; legal advice was being sought.

Some services reported deviations from the Procurement Policy for single tender actions or Direct Awards, however for each of these a deviation from Procurement policy form was completed and submitted.

The Planning Service had reported that an objection to Planning Approval had progressed to the lodging of Pre-Action papers, followed by full papers seeking a Judicial Review. If this action was successful, Council may be held responsible for reimbursing the legal fees of the objector.

Regulatory Services had reported two main pressures, the first was the recent introduction of XL Bully legislation which would require additional training for staff and additional housing for the dogs which would add a financial burden. The second pressure as due to an overall drop in car parking income and a greater demand for maintenance of car parks.

Assets and Property Service had reported that legal action continued regarding Aurora construction defects. The Service had reported that the tender for the sale of electricity from the wind turbine in Balloo Wood Bangor had been extended due to changes in the electricity market. 

Section 4 – Miscellaneous

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

RECOMMENDED that Council note this report. 

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

Councillor Wray noted the leak at Ards Arts Centre, the bid for residual waste and lack of grave space in cemeteries. He asked what implications may occur in working with other organisations and councils around regulation changes in the Safeguarding the Union document and what work might be entailed.

The Director of Corporate Services explained that the document was produced every six months. Risk Management received assurances from eighteen departments in Council. Within those, notes would range from ongoing tasks, mitigations, and provided opportunities for Heads of Service to outline key issues in their service areas. This report extracted and summarised information as opposed to supplying the Audit Committee with eighteen different reports. The Director advised that he would seek and provide further information. Councillor Wray queried whether further information could be provided on the facebook page and extinction of right of way mentioned within the report. The Director of Corporate Services advised that he would also procure further information on both items. 

Councillor McKee asked who the client referred to on page 2 regarding Waste and Cleansing Services and for clarification on the bidding process. The Director of Corporate Services confirmed that Arc21 was the client and explained that as the Audit Committee only met quarterly, the information in the report was based on April-September, but since then, the situation had progressed to allow for more certainty in costs that would be incurred with financial liability not being as great as first perceived. Councillor McKee asked for further clarity on wording as one part spoke of an interim contract whilst the other appeared to reference the collapse of Arc21 in its entirety. The Head of Finance advised that Arc21 were undertaking the tender process for the residual waste treatment plant that had been amidst the planning process for a number of years. There had been various court cases on the matter but there was an agreement with the preferred bidder should the tendering process collapse due to the client withdrawing. There was a contingency agreement with Arc21 and other Councils and there was no intention of the client collapsing the tender process with difficulties instead lying with getting planning permission.

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

5 (b)	CORPORATE RISK REGISTER

PREVIOUSLY CIRCULATED:- Report from the Director of Corporate Services which explained that the Corporate Risk Register had last been reported to Committee in June 2024, providing the first detailed Action Plan.  This report focused on the period 1 June 2024 – 30 September 2024.  As this report covered a 4-month period, a significant number of updates were not expected, particularly for those actions with long completion target dates. The next report to Audit Committee was to cover the period October 2024 to April 2025.

The Corporate Leadership Team together with the Heads of Service reviewed the Corporate Risk Register in October.  There ere no changes to the Corporate Risk Register.  Within the Action Plan, there were a number of updates recorded for the period, as summarised below.  This summary did not include Corporate Risks or associated Actions without specific updates (reflecting no change), or where the update reflected that the action was ongoing or under development.  

CR1 – Inability to meet targets set out within The Integrated Strategy for Tourism, Regeneration and Economic Development, Under the Action Plan, sub-risk of Failure to Increase the share of overnight NI Trips and Failure to increase visitor spend, the NISRA statistics for 2023 had been received, however NISRA had advised that they could not be compared to the 2019 data as the methodology used had been changed.

CR3 – relating to Member engagement in development plan and more targeted Corporate Plan.  The first action in relation to the design and development of the Corporate Plan had been complete. There was one status update in relation to the second action to use the Corporate Plan to shape the future direction of the council, the Review of Organisational Redesign has restarted with a target date for completion of the first phase of March / April 2025.

CR4 – the risk of Failure to adequately plan for the impact of climate change.  There were no officers in post to take these actions forward at the time of writing.  The current target date for completion of the five identified risks was March 2025.

CR5 – the risk of Not achieving the Council’s Net Zero targets.  Under the first (control) detail risk, it was noted that there was no officer in place.  Under the control risk Poor monitoring of progress, the action for the Roadmap to Sustainability had been updated reporting that work was underway with SNI to review the roadmap to incorporate current obligations.  The deadline for completion had been adjusted to March 25 due to the lack of internal resource to support this work.  The Routine Carbon budget progress reporting action had been updated, reporting that that work on Co-Design with DAERA was being undertaken in relation to climate change reporting.

CR6 – the risk of Failure to work in effective partnerships to meet Council Objectives had three detail risks.  The following updates related to the Community Planning Partnership detail risk.  The November Strategic Partnership meeting would see the chair of the Strategic Community Partnership Group change and a vice chair to be elected for two years.  The Annual progress update report would be presented and proposals to amend the wording of outcomes, reducing priorities, better structures and alignment of workstreams would be discussed.  In relation to the action on Benchmarking with other models, the Operational Risk Lead also reported that there was council participation in the Community Planning Officers Network meetings and the DfC Working Group.

CR8 – Risk of Death as a result of Council actions or omissions had ten detail risks. Under Event Safety, it was noted that the Lands Policy was currently under review and the Events Toolkit was under revision. Commencing the 2025/26 season, the inclusion of a requirement for early engagement, requirement for specified documentation and / or attendance at Safety Advisory Group meetings would be set out in the Terms and Conditions for those receiving grants to deliver events and for external operators supported to deliver tourism experiences.   

CR11 – Decline in the Council’s non-domestic tax base was now highlighted in the 2024 – 2028 Corporate Plan. The action to develop a number of key projects to address need to start to grow the non-domestic rate base had been updated.  The status relating to the Regeneration budget had been updated to confirm the 2024/25 budget was being managed and the 2025/26 budget requirements were being considered before the budget scrutiny panel.

CR15 – A report of the risk of Failure to fulfil the Council’s statutory obligations under the Burial Grounds Regulations was brought to the Community and Wellbeing Committee in June 2024.  The recommendation in this report was adopted with a further review scheduled for December 2024.

RECOMMENDED that Council notes this report.

Councillor Harbinson proposed, seconded by Councillor Ashe, that the recommendation be adopted.

Councillor McKee referenced the report’s mention of no officer being in post to ensure compliance with required steps in planning for climate change and asked if there was any update. The Director of Corporate Services explained that further developments had occurred since the report. The role had been recruited in the intervening period. Unfortunately, this particular area was under-resourced but management were amidst a review of Senior structures in the organisation and, once completed, more comprehensive resourcing requirements would be investigated that could help further actions regarding climate change.

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


6.	EXTERNAL AUDIT

6 (a)	FINAL REPORT TO THOSE CHARGED WITH GOVERNANCE

PREVIOUSLY CIRCULATED:- Copy of the above report.

Sarah Heanen, representative of the NIAO advised that the report contained three recommendations with this final version including management responses that had been accepted. 

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

6 (b)	S95 AUDIT AND ASSESSMENT REPORT

PREVIOUSLY CIRCULATED:- Report from the Director of Corporate Services which explained that the Local Government Auditor’s (LGA) audit and assessment work on the Council’s performance improvement arrangements had concluded. The Audit and Assessment 2024-25 Report to the Council and the Department for Communities under Section 95 of the Local Government (NI) Act 2014 had been attached at Appendix 1 for Members’ information. 

SUMMARY OF THE AUDIT 
The LGA had certified the performance arrangements with an unqualified audit opinion, without modification. They certified that an improvement audit and improvement assessment had been conducted. The LGA also stated that, as a result, they believed the Council has discharged its performance improvement and reporting duties under Section 95 of the Local Government Act 2014, including its assessment of performance for 2023-24 and its 2024-25 improvement plan, and had acted in accordance with the Guidance

In their opinion, the Council had demonstrated a track record of ongoing improvement, and they believed that the Council was likely to comply with Part 12 of the Act during 2024-25.

During the audit and assessment, the LGA identified no issues requiring a formal statutory recommendation under the Act. 

The LGA made one proposal for improvement as follows (to be considered when developing 2025/26 Performance Improvement Plan):

	Thematic area 
	Issue 
	Proposal for improvement 

	Governance arrangements 
	Most objectives have more than one Senior Responsible Officer, in addition there are numerous Heads of Service feeding into the progress of the measures within the objective. Whilst progress is reported, it could be to several different Standing Committees. 
	The Council should consider that each objective should have one Senior Responsible Officer, therefore ensuring clear ownership of the objective and ensuring that the overall progress of the objective is reported to one committee. 



RECOMMENDED that Members note the above summary and attached Report at Appendix 1. 

Camile McDermott of Deloitte summarised the report to Members, advising that the audit opinion on the report was unqualified which was good news and that guidance had been applied appropriately. There were no issues regarding formal statutory recommendations. The report contained one recommendation, though small in nature; a proposal for improvement which should provide a responsible officer to each objective and reported to one Committee in order to give ownership. 

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

6.C.	FINAL AUDIT LETTER

PREVIOUSLY CIRCULATED:- Copy of the above report.

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

7.	INTERNAL AUDIT

PROGRESS REPORT 2024/25

Camile McDermott summarised the report to Members, advising that PCSP and budgetary control drafts expected this week. Deloitte were content that all audits would be completed within the audit year with remaining reports being presented at the next committee meeting. It was noted that there was a request from management to defer the business technology governance review and in its place, Deloitte brought forward the transformation program and project management review that had been on the plan for 2025-26. Outstanding recommendations had a new format as could be seen on page 14 of the report. Whereas before, Members would have viewed the total open issues as of the last Audit Committee meeting, instead they will now see the total number of open issues present at the beginning of a reporting year, items added to the tracker and items closed. It was hoped this would provide a better overview of movement. Four Priority #1 recommendations had been closed in the current internal audit year and only one remaining that related to procurement of vehicles. A test still had to be carried out that the new process would be followed but as there had been no procurement of vehicles, the item could not be progressed within the current period. There were twenty two items not started and overdue but none were categorised as Priority #1. A smaller number existed of items that were not yet due. Six Priority #2 had also been closed.

Items 7.A-1 and 7.A-2 were explained by Camile McDermott and noted as a group item.
7.A-1	PROCUREMENT (BELOW THE TENDER THRESHOLD)

PREVIOUSLY CIRCULATED:- Copy of the above report.

The report looked toward processes for procurement below £30,000. Procurement Service Units would not usually be involved in smaller sums, being at management level. There as one Priority #1 finding and overall limited assurance. The finding related to compliance with purchase ordering requirements. Whilst individual amounts were perhaps not at a material level for the Council, Internal Audit did not operate on materiality. There was a significant volume of instances within the sample  which led to the recommendation that staff are reminded of the need to comply with the policy whilst ensuring the Procurement Handbook was also updated.

Councillor Ashe asked if a process was in place to ensure Council did not become vulnerable to a debtor. The Head of Finance advised that the Council were in the process of implementing systems with the new financial management system including Purchase to Pay systems which would address the issues. However it could take up to and beyond a year to implement the system. The electronic order system would have a workflow which would address any issues. Whilst implementation was ongoing, the Finance Department would continue to work closely with all Services to ensure compliance for Purchase Orders.

7.A-2	INFORMATION AND DATA PROTECTION

PREVIOUSLY CIRCULATED:- Copy of the above report.

This report looked specifically at controls and processes around data breaches and subject access requests with one Priority #1, two Priority #2 and one Priority #3 finding and overall limited assurance. The Priority #1 related to requirements of having a complete of processing activities which was a requirement under GDPR (ROPA for short).Part of that included the completion of a data mapping exercise which was part of the Information Commissioner’s Office guidance. Though there was a draft ROPA, GDPR had come into effect in May, 2018, it was important for the ROPA to be finalised and kept up to date including documentation outlining responsibility of maintaining it within each Service Area. The document should remain live with periodic updates. The first of the Priority #2 recommendations related to Data Protection training wherein the policy did not outline its mandatory nature. Compliance levels at the time of writing showed that approximately 47% of staff had not completed refresher training within the last three years. The second Priority #2 recommendation related to updates within the data protection, information access and retention and disposal policies to ensure they are in line with GDPR. The Priority #3 related to retaining evidence of the usage of the self-assessment tool when the Data Protection officer is considering whether a data breach is reportable to the Information Commissioner’s Office. The ICO offer this tool on their website and it would be good practice to keep that evidence trail in the event that an issue has to be revisited.

AGREED TO RECOMMEND, on the proposal of Councillor Ashe, seconded by Councillor Harbinson, that the reports be noted. 


8.	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 Harbinson, seconded by Councillor Ashe, that the public/press be excluded during the discussion of the undernoted items of confidential business at 19:32.

Camille McDermott left the Chamber at 19:32 due to her previously declared interest in the following item.

9.	REVIEW OF INTERNAL AUDIT CONTRACT

***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)

The Council was obliged to have an adequate and effective internal audit servicer as per regulations Members were asked to consider a report that had been brought to the Committee.

Camile McDermott returned to the Chamber at 19:33. 

10.	SINGLE TENDER ACTIONS UPDATE

***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)

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

The recommendation was adopted.

11.	FRAUD, WHISTLEBLOWING AND DATA PROTECTION MATTERS

***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)

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

12.	MEETING WITH NI AUDIT OFFICE & INTERNAL AUDIT SERVICE IN 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 TO RECOMMEND that the public/press be re-admitted to the meeting.

TERMINATION OF MEETING 

The meeting terminated at 19:41.
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