	

		AC.20.03.2023
ARDS AND NORTH DOWN BOROUGH COUNCIL

[bookmark: _Hlk122076765]A hybrid meeting (in person and via Zoom) of the Audit Committee was held at the Council Chamber, Church Street, Newtownards and via Zoom, on Monday 20 March 2023 at 7.00pm. 

PRESENT:-		
 
In the Chair: 		Councillor Gilmour 

Via Zoom: 
Alderman 			Armstrong-Cotter 

Councillors			Greer		McAlpine 
				Irwin 		Thompson  
				
Independent Member	Mr P Cummings
	
In Attendance:	ASM (via Zoom) - C Hagan  
[bookmark: _Hlk114771938]	Deloitte (via Zoom) - C McDermott
	Deloitte (via Zoom)  – D Kinsella
	
Officers:	Chief Executive (S Reid), Director of Corporate Services (M Steele), Head of Finance (S Grieve) and Democratic Services Officer (H Loebnau)

1.	Apologies

The Chair (Councillor Gilmour) sought apologies at this stage.

Apologies were received from Councillor McClean and Councillor McRandal.

NOTED. 

2.	Chairman’s Remarks

The Chairman welcomed everyone to the meeting including the internal and external auditors to the Committee from the Northern Ireland Audit Office, ASM and Deloitte.  She also welcomed the independent Member Mr Paul Cummings who was present in the Chamber.   

NOTED. 

3.	Declarations of Interest

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

NOTED. 

4.	Matters Arising from Previous Meetings 

(a) 	Committee Minutes from December 2022 (Appendix I)

PREVIOUSLY CIRCULATED:- Copy of the above minutes. 

Proposed by Councillor McAlpine, seconded by Councillor Greer, that the minutes be noted. 

Mr P Cummings, referring to a line in the minutes, made it clear to the Chief Executive who had not been at the last meeting that he was not disappointed in him but rather disappointed that the Committee were not able to explore the follow up audits and that hopefully there would be an opportunity to do that later in this meeting.      

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

(b) 	Follow Up Actions

[bookmark: _Hlk114658228]PREVIOUSLY CIRCULATED:- Report from the Director of Corporate Services detailing 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. 

RECOMMENDED that the Council notes the report.   

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

5. 	EXTERNAL AUDIT 

(a) Draft Audit Strategy (Appendix II)

[bookmark: _Hlk114038328]PREVIOUSLY CIRCULATED:- Report from the Northern Ireland Audit Office. 

The Chair invited the external auditor to speak to the report and Ms Hagen (ASM) outlined the above report to Members, highlighting the findings and recommendations within in it.

Members had no questions it was proposed by Alderman Armstrong-Cotter, seconded by Councillor Irwin, that the Draft Audit Strategy be noted.    

At this point Ms Hagen drew Members attention to page three of the Draft Audit Strategy, Actions for the Audit Committee, asking them to indicate whether they had knowledge of any actual, suspected or alleged fraud affecting the Council or knew of instances of non-compliance with laws and regulations that could be expected to have a fundamental effect on the operations of the Council.  None of the Members made a declaration.   

AGREED, on the proposal of Alderman Armstrong-Cotter, seconded by Councillor Irvine, that the information be noted.    

6.	INTERNAL audit

(a) [bookmark: _Hlk114656452]Internal Audit Progress Report 2022/23 
(Appendix III) 

PREVIOUSLY CIRCULATED:- Report from Deloitte summarising the internal audit progress.

The Chair invited the internal auditors Ms McDermott and Mr Kinsella (Deloitte) to speak to the report and highlight the findings and recommendations within in it and to outline the reports below.    

AGREED, on the proposal of Councillor Thompson, seconded by Alderman Armstrong-Cotter, that the Internal Audit Progress Report 2022/23 be noted.

(i)	Environmental Health Service Review 
(Appendix IV) 

PREVIOUSLY CIRCULATED:- Copy of the above report.

AGREED, that the report be noted.

(ii)	Strategic Environmental Planning Review 
(Appendix V)

PREVIOUSLY CIRCULATED:- Copy of the above report.

AGREED, that the report be noted.

(iii)	Waste Management Review 
(Appendix VI)

PREVIOUSLY CIRCULATED:- Copy of the above report.

AGREED, that the report be noted.

(iv)	Labour Market Partnership 
(Appendix VII)

PREVIOUSLY CIRCULATED:- Copy of the above report.

AGREED, that the report be noted.

(v) 	Procurement Review (Appendix VIII)

PREVIOUSLY CIRCULATED:- Copy of the above report.  

Councillor McAlpine asked if the auditors had been concerned about any of the procurement practices that the Council had carried out.  In response Ms McDermott indicated that where a procurement process involved a payment over £30,000 from a provider in the framework auditors would like to see an analysis on why the supplier was chosen.  It was accepted that in some instances there were limited suppliers available in specialist areas, but no concern was being raised by the Procurement Review and the Council had not shown tendencies towards preferred suppliers.      

AGREED, that the report be noted.

(vi) 	Follow-Up Review  (Appendix IX)

PREVIOUSLY CIRCULATED:- Copy of the above report.

Deloitte had undertaken the review and highlighted that 78 issues remained open and of those 66 were overdue and that was viewed as significant.  The Council should consider finishing those in a timelier manner.    
   
Councillor McAlpine asked the reason for that and in response the Chief Executive stated that while some progress had been made the number remained unacceptability high and that it was important that further progress was made.  There were a number of issues such as the challenge of staff resources and additional funding had been put in place to address the matter.   The biggest issue was the need to take responsibility for that across the Council and it was not a matter for the finance section alone to address.   The Council’s Corporate Leadership Team would be working with the Heads of Service to continue to give full attention to the matter and provide the resources to do that.   

The Director of Corporate Services echoed those comments and hoped that a fresh perspective would re-energise management’s attention to addressing recommendations.  He was aware that action was being undertaken to improve the situation and that was not reflected in the current figures.   Going forward the matter would be placed high on the agenda of Council Directors and Heads of Service.   

AGREED, on the proposal of Councillor Irwin, seconded by Councillor McAlpine, that the report be noted.   

(b)	Annual Assurance Statement (Appendix X)

PREVIOUSLY CIRCULATED:- Copy of the above report.

Mr Kinsella, Deloitte, gave a summary of the Annual Assurance Statement and referred to the Council’s satisfactory level of assurance.   

Independent Member, Mr Cummings, commented on the warning within the letter indicating twelve months to get the ‘house in order’ and he hoped that the figures referred to would come down significantly.       

RECOMMENDED, that the report be noted.    

AGREED TO RECOMMEND, on the proposal of Alderman Armstrong-Cotter, seconded by Councillor Thompson, that the recommendation be adopted.   

(c)	Contract Update 

PREVIOUSLY CIRCULATED:- Report from the Director of Corporate Services detailing that as Members were aware the current internal audit contract was due to expire at the end of this month.  An invitation to tender was issued in December 2022.  A number of submissions were received, and an award report was approved at the Corporate Services Committee in February.  Following due process an award notice was recently issued to Deloitte in line with the Council decision and the agreement of acceptable terms.

As a result of that recent award, planning for the next four-year strategic plan and the first annual plan had only recently commenced and was scheduled to be reported to the June meeting of this Committee for approval.

However, in order to allow for steady progress to be made during the full financial year it was requested that the Council approve the commencement of a number of audit reviews in advance of approval for the whole year as follows:


	Audit Area
	Reason for early start

	Service review 1 – Finance
	Two reviews carried out each year focussing on governance. This approach will continue as only half of the Council’s services has been reviewed to date.

	Service review 2 – to be determined
	

	Policing and Community Safety Partnership 
	Undertaken each year as required by funders.

	Labour Market Partnership
	



RECOMMENDED that the Council notes the appointment of Deloitte and approves commencement of work in the areas noted in the report.

AGREED TO RECOMMEND, on the proposal of Councillor Irwin, seconded by Alderman Armstrong-Cotter, that the recommendation be adopted.   

7.	CORPORATE GOVERNANCE

(a) 	Corporate Risk Register  (Appendix XI)

PREVIOUSLY CIRCULATED:- Report from the Director of Corporate Services detailing that as Members would be aware, the Corporate Risk Register (CRR) was a live document which was amended as required to reflect new or changing risk factors.  The following detailed deletions and key amendments. 

Risks removed from the Register
Three risks had been removed.

CR11, Impact of Brexit on Council. That risk had been removed as the level of risk was no longer viewed as having the potential for a high impact on the Council.  Any significant residual risk would be reflected in service plans and risk registers.

CR14, Covid-19 Response and Recovery, had been removed entirely as had references to Covid (where they involved arrangements) had also been removed.  Covid-19 was still a cause for concern and remained monitored by the Risk Management Service Unit.  At the current level of risk, with Covid measures still in place where appropriate, any residual risk would be managed at Service level in line with existing Health and Safety policies and procedures. 

CR16, the integration of former North Down leisure facilities had been recorded as a potential risk (noted in the previous report to Committee as being under consideration as a significant risk).  It had now been removed following the Council Decision to extend the existing management contract with NCLT.  

Changes to remaining Risks
Minor updates to reflect progress or changes to Current Controls had been made across the CRR however this report did not seek to report on each change.  

CR1 The Community Plan implementation risk had been significantly updated to reflect progress and further actions.  

CR2 Service delivery, staff morale and well-being risk.  Priority recommendations from the December 2023 IIP Audit had been Implemented and the New Ways of Working Group was reviewing and looking at ways to further embed the Behaviour Charter.

CR4 Business Continuity and Emergency Planning risks, identified Martyn’s Law as potentially having significant impacts on the Council and those using its premises or land.  That was currently a draft bill, to be published in spring, which was aimed at forcing venues to draw up plans to prevent terrorist attacks and ensure public safety.  Whilst it would have a layered approach to the extent of considerations and arrangements according to the numbers attending it was not known at this time whether the provisions would extend to facilities such as leisure centres for their normal operation or whether the focus would remain on events.  The potential significant business continuity risk of industrial action impacting on Waste and Cleansing had been removed following the outcome of payment negotiations.  Cloud based systems and the implementation of the Core 2 system had built on the resilience required whilst also facilitating hybrid working arrangements. Whilst that risk control was reflected in CR4 it was also considered to have a positive impact on service delivery (CR2).

CR10 	Local Development Plan, identified the need to seek Counsel opinion in relation to the requirement for Sustainability Appraisals under the draft Local Development Plan.

CR15 	Impact of Inflation, was a new risk recognising the potential high impact of excessive inflation on Council operations.  Financial measures had been implemented and planned which complemented the current financial arrangements and controls in CR3.  In addition, a Vacancy Control Policy was in place.

Future Actions
Risk Strategy training, incorporating the Corporate Risk Register and Assurance Statements was ongoing with two more sessions in March facilitated by Deloitte.  If required additional sessions would be facilitated by the Risk Manager in the first quarter of the new financial year.  Following training the planned update to the CRR, to bring it in line with the revised Risk Strategy and facilitate improved reporting on risks and progress, would be progressed.

RECOMMENDED that the Council note the report.

AGREED TO RECOMMEND, on the proposal of Councillor Thompson, seconded by Alderman Armstrong-Cotter, that the recommendation be adopted.

(b) 	Anti-Fraud, Bribery and Corruption Policy (Appendix XII)

PREVIOUSLY CIRCULATED:- Report from the Director of Corporate Services detailing that in line with good practice, the Anti-fraud, Bribery and Corruption Policy had been reviewed by Finance management.  There had been limited changes to the previous version of the policy, largely around: 
· aligning the principles of public life to those stated in the Nolan review
· updating terminology; and 
· the introduction of a fraud notification form.

Both the Heads of Service Team and Corporate Leadership Teams had been consulted on the proposed changes.

RECOMMENDED that the Council approves the version 3 of the Anti-fraud, Bribery and Corruption Policy.

AGREED TO RECOMMEND, on the proposal of Alderman Armstrong-Cotter, seconded by Councillor Thompson, that the recommendation be adopted.

8.	Meeting schedule and work plan 2023/24 

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

	Meeting Date
	Agenda Items

	26 June 2023
	· 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


	18 September 2023
	· Audited Financial Statements Approval
· Draft Report to those charged with Governance
· Internal Audit Recommendations follow-up
· Corporate Risk Register Review
· Policy Status Review


	14 December 2023
	· Final Report to Those charged with Governance
· Final Audit Letter
· Improvement Audit and Assessment Reports
· Interim Statements of Assurance Update
· Performance Improvement Progress


	18 March 2024
	· 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 2024/25




In addition, there were standing items on the agenda:
· Declarations of Interest
· 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 the Council approves the work plan for the 2023/24 financial year.

AGREED TO RECOMMEND, on the proposal of Councillor Greer, seconded by Councillor Irwin, 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 Alderman Armstrong-Cotter, seconded by Councillor Thompson, that the public/press be excluded during the discussion of the undernoted items of confidential business. 

10.	Quarterly single tender actions report q4

***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)

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)

12.    Meeting with NI Audit office and 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 Alderman Armstrong-Cotter, seconded by Councillor Irwin, that the public/press be readmitted to the meeting.  

TERMINATION OF MEETING 

The meeting terminated at 8.03 pm.
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