		

		AC.26.06.2023PM
ARDS AND NORTH DOWN BOROUGH COUNCIL

A hybrid meeting (in person and via Zoom) of the Audit Committee was held at the Council Chamber, Church Street, Newtownards and via Zoom, Monday 26 June 2023 at 7.00pm. 
 
PRESENT:-
 
In the Chair: 	 Alderman Armstrong-Cotter

Alderman:		 McAlpine (Zoom 7.05pm)
	
Councillors:		Ashe (Zoom 7.04pm)	McKee
			Cochrane			Wray
			Hollywood
				 
Independent Member: Mr P Cummings (Zoom)
	
In Attendance:	ASM (via Zoom) – Christine Hagan
	Deloitte (via Zoom) – Camille McDermott 
Deloitte (via Zoom) - Niamh Sammon 
	NIAO (via Zoom) – Peter O’Sullivan

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 Vice Chairman, Alderman Armstrong-Cotter, sought apologies at this stage and those were noted from the Chairman, Councillor McLaren, Councillor MacArthur and David Kinsella, Deloitte. 

NOTED. 

2.	Chairman’s Remarks

The Vice Chairman offered her best wishes to the Chairman, Councillor McLaren for a speedy recovery and similarly to Councillor MacArthur, following a recent stay in hospital.

Continuing the Vice Chairman welcomed all those new members to the Committee noting their enthusiasm and passion. She also welcomed the internal and external auditors to the Committee from the Northern Ireland Audit Office, ASM and Deloitte.      
NOTED. 


3.	Declarations of Interest

The Vice Chairman asked for any Declarations of Interest at this stage and none were made.

NOTED. 

(Councillor Ashe joined the meeting online at this stage – 7.04pm)

4.	Matters Arising from Previous Meetings 

(a) 	Audit Committee Minutes from March 2023  

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. 

(Councillor McAlpine joined the meeting online at this stage – 7.05pm)

(b) 	Follow-Up Actions from Previous Meetings (FILE AUDO2) 
(Appendix I)

PREVIOUSLY CIRCULATED:- Report from the Director of Corporate Services detailing that in line with best practice, the purpose of the 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.

RECOMMENDED that the Committee notes the report.

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

5. 	INternal Audit 

(a) Internal Audit Progress Report 2022/23  (Appendix II)

PREVIOUSLY CIRCULATED:- Audit Committee Progress Report for Ards and North Down Borough Council, from Deloitte.

RECOMMENDED that the report be noted.  

At this stage the Director of Corporate Services provided members with a brief overview of activities which had taken place during the past three months. While he referred to a number of outstanding issues members were advised that progress had been made in a number of service areas with a number of Plans now well underway. 

The Vice Chairman invited the internal auditor Ms McDermott (Deloitte) to speak to the report and highlight the findings and recommendations within in it. 
Ms McDermott provided members with a brief synopsis of the report highlighting the significant points contained therein. 

AGREED TO RECOMMEND, that the recommendation be adopted.

(a)	Cyber Security Review 
(Appendix III) 

PREVIOUSLY CIRCULATED:- Audit Committee Progress Report for Ards and North Down Borough Council from Deloitte detailing an assurance review to assess the status of implementation of recommendations made in the Advisory Cyber Security review in 2019/20.

RECOMMENDED that the report be noted.  

The Vice Chairman invited the internal auditor Ms McDermott (Deloitte) to speak to the report and highlight the findings and recommendations within in it. 

Ms McDermott provided members with an overview of the report highlighting the main points of interest within it. Following a review undertaken of Cyber Security in 2019 of the implementation of any recommendations made it was noted that most of those remained open or had not been started. As such she advised that a limited level of assurance was given by the Internal Auditors. 

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

Councillor Hollywood noted the issue of cyber security and sought clarification on any associated costs.

In response the Director of Corporate Services commented that this area posed one of the greatest risks for the Council and that as a fast developing area it was difficult to put a cost on that.  He reported that cyber security was being looked at with a procurement exercise currently underway to secure a partner to assist the Council with its digital strategy. He added that a Business Case in relation to this would be brought forward for members consideration in due course.

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

(b)	Annual Audit Plan 
(Appendix IV)

PREVIOUSLY CIRCULATED:- Annual Audit Plan for Ards and North Down Borough Council from Deloitte.

RECOMMENDED that the report be noted.  

The Vice Chairman invited the internal auditor Ms McDermott (Deloitte) to speak to the report and highlight the findings and recommendations within in it. 

Ms McDermott provided members a with a brief synopsis of the report highlighting the salient points within it.

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

(c)	Annual Assurance Statement 
(Appendix V)

PREVIOUSLY CIRCULATED:- Annual Assurance Statement for Ards and North Down Borough Council from Deloitte.

RECOMMENDED that the report be noted.  

The Vice Chairman invited the internal auditor Ms McDermott (Deloitte) to speak to the report and highlight the findings and recommendations within in it. 

Ms McDermott commented that this report was the final version and as such was being presented to members for noting.

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

(d)	Internal Audit Charter 
(Appendix VI)

PREVIOUSLY CIRCULATED:- Internal Audit Charter for Ards and North Down Borough Council from Deloitte.

RECOMMENDED that the report be noted.  

The Vice Chairman invited the internal auditor Ms McDermott (Deloitte) to speak to the report and highlight the findings and recommendations within in it. 

Ms McDermott guided members through the report highlighting the salient points within it before seeking queries from members.

There being no comments from members the Vice Chairman acknowledged the amount of work which had gone into compiling the report before them.

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

The proposer, Councillor Wray expressed his thanks to officers for the in depth report before them adding that he appreciated their efforts to make it slightly easier to understand. 

The seconder Councillor Cochrane indicated that he fully concurred with Councillor Wray’s comments. 

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

6.	corporate governance  

(a)	Statement of Assurance - End of Year (FILE SOA1) 

[bookmark: _Hlk106615032]PREVIOUSLY CIRCULATED:- Report from the Director of Corporate Services stating that in accordance with the Council’s Risk Management Strategy Heads of Service were required to provide Statements of Assurance twice yearly.  Assurance Statements comprised four main sections to be completed by each Head of Service following consultation with each of their Service Units.  This report cover focused on changes reported for the second period of the 2022-23 year, 1 October 2022 - 31 March 2023.

General – Identification of Risk, Monitoring and Control Measures

Internal audit had highlighted a significant number of outstanding recommendations (detailed in separate report on this agenda). Aside from the audit recommendations all Services had confirmed that they were satisfied 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.

COVID 19 Pandemic Impacts

COVID 19 remained a risk but was now considered alongside other potentially impactful risks as part of the normal risk assessment process. 
 
· Environmental Health continued to reprioritise service delivery due to the backlog of inspections and business interventions in addition to the continued implementation of the Food Standards Agency (FSA) recovery plan.  
· Leisure service had highlighted the potential loss of income claims by Northern Community Leisure Trust (NCLT), in part due to COVID 19.  
· Parks and Cemeteries reported post-COVID 19 stress, particularly within the Cemeteries team with interventions planned to assist staff in association with Cruse Bereavement Care and the Institute of Cemeteries and Cremation management.  
· Staff training was undergoing a renewed focus to catch up on lost training during COVID 19.  

Section 1 – Strategic and Operational Risk Management 

Services reported appropriate controls were currently in place and had identified satisfactory actions to review, monitor, control, mitigate and resolve issues, where appropriate. The below summarised the current issues identified within each service area. 

Risk Management training took place in March 2023 delivered by Deloitte to CLT/HoST/SUMs, with further improvement in the risk management framework proposed in the coming months.  The first of two workshops would review the Corporate Risk Register.  This would include a redesign of the template to incorporate the identification of Risk Owners.  The second workshop was for senior managers to define and develop the Council’s risk appetite.

The Administration service had reported that a data sharing agreement database had been created and was being populated by all services to ensure that it was comprehensive. The CCTV policy had been approved and was reviewed in light of union concerns about body worn cameras.

Human Resources and Organisational Development service reported that the three-year assessment under Investors In People had been completed and the Council maintained its Silver level of accreditation. An action plan would be put in place based on the findings of this report. The service had also reported that there was a new draft appraisal scheme for the Council which was anticipated to be implemented in August 2023, with training for service unit managers on the new scheme.

The Leisure contract with NCLT had been extended for a further five years. Contract management procedures were still in place and being followed up by Assets and Property. Risk Management training was to be rolled out across the Leisure service. Leisure service reported that staffing levels were a concern and that the impact of this on staff welfare and service delivery was an ongoing issue.

Parks and Cemeteries service had reported that the proposed restructure of the service had been delayed due to staff concerns. A fortnightly management team meeting had been established to address concerns. The service continued to experience issues related to grave depths and associated media attention. A series of internal controls were being implemented to better inform cemetery customers.

Environmental Health Protection and Development service continued to work with funders and other Councils to understand the impact of changes to regulation in relation to EU exit and the NI protocol.  The implications for service delivery remained unknown as guidance on the Windsor Agreement was still outstanding.

Regeneration service had reported that the Rural Development programme had finished and that all audits had been completed.

Economic Development had reported that funding had been withdrawn for the Labour Market Partnership. 

Waste and Cleansing services had confirmed that the previously reported significant financial liability risk, if the bidding process for the Residual Waste Treatment project was collapsed by the client (arc21) remained.  The Planning permission refused by the DFI Minister was now subject to judicial review. All this had significant implications for the future of arc21, in terms of delivering infrastructure for member councils. The matter was further complicated by one member Council seeking to withdraw from residual waste project and Strategic Review of NI Council Waste Management Arrangements

Section 2 – Internal Control

Internal audit had highlighted a significant number of outstanding recommendations (detailed in separate report on this agenda). Aside from the audit recommendations the below summarised the current controls identified within each service area.

Tourism service reported that all events in 2023/24 had alternative set up solutions devised with regard to climate mitigations. They also report that the TASTE Facebook group was identified as requiring governance and management improvements which would be addressed as a priority. Formal event debriefs would continue and actions would be undertaken as a result of the learnings from those. 

Administration Service reported that the composition of the screening panels had been reviewed to ensure wide representation and would sign up to the Nolan Principles. The Council had also adopted the Northern Ireland Public Services Ombudsman (NIPSO) Model Complaints Handling Procedure and it would be rolled out over the next six months. 

Communications and Marketing reported that a community engagement framework was being developed to help address a perceived lack of trust with key stakeholder groups.

Planning service reported that the NI planning portal website had been reconfigured, and staff had been redirected to relevant publications on this on the Department for Infrastructure website.

Strategic Capital Development reported that templates had been produced for project briefs and the five step-model business case. In addition, the project risk registers had been updated.

Waste and Cleansing Services review was agreed as part of the rate setting process for 2023/24. 

Regulatory Services reported interim structural changes in the service, implemented due to the absence of a Head of Service, with those duties being delivered by the relevant Service Unit Managers.

Parks and Cemeteries service had introduced new cemetery software.

Section 3 – Governance

The below summarised the current governance issues identified within each service area.

Finance Service reported two instances of suspected fraud discovered and acted upon. 

Assets and Property Services had reported that there was an ongoing dispute over design and workmanship at Aurora which was expected to be a lengthy legal process. In addition the service had also reported that the situation with a large contract existing for vehicle hire with a local company which had not been subject to procurement processes was ongoing. 

Strategic Transformation and Performance service had reported that an anonymous whistleblowing allegation had been received relating to the procurement and management of a minor external works and hired plant contract which was being investigated.

Human Resources and Organisational Development had reported that a single tender action was undertaken to extend the Agency contract for a further six months until a competitive process could take place.

Waste and Cleansing reported that a noise complaint had been lodged regarding operations at the North Road Depot, following the removal of trees and an earth bund by a developer. The service was awaiting the outcome of Environmental Health monitoring reports to identify if mitigation was required. The service had also reported that whilst quotations were sought for the provision of refuse services at Council HRCs only one suitable quotation was received.

Communications and Marketing service reported that they deviated from procurement processes for the provision of a borough-wide Support Local campaign with the Spectator Newspaper as they were the sole provider. In addition the contract for web hosting for service specific websites with a local provider had been extended for a further year after discussion with the services concerned who were very satisfied with the service provided. During the 2023/24 financial year work would be progressed on a new .gov website which would allow for further consideration of this contract.

Economic Development service reported that a locomotive was purchased for use in the Pickie Amusements, the purchase was made without a competitive process as there was only one supplier in the UK due to the size of the gauge. In addition, the LMP had procured a single award contract with SERC for training and education services.

Regeneration service reported two purchases of street furniture directly after unsuccessful quotation and tender exercises.

Planning had reported that the introduction of the new planning portal replacement resulted in downtime and inability to accept planning applications which had an impact on fee income and targets, this had been addressed since the introduction of the new portal.

Community and Culture service reported a single tender action for willow beacons as there was a single supplier. The previously reported COVID grant claim error had potentially been resolved and the service was awaiting the processing of the final claims. The service had also reported that irregularities in the timekeeping of employees had been discovered which was being investigated.

Regulatory Services reported a risk of significant reduction in building control income due to the current economic uncertainty. In addition there was the possibility of changes in how this service was delivered depending on the outcomes of the Grenfell Report and Building Safety Review.

Leisure service reported that the preferred operating model for Community Centres and Halls needed to be determined and planning put in place to ensure continuity of service provision.

Section 4 – Miscellaneous

Leisure service had highlighted the need for a decision on future operating models was required as soon as possible to provide certainty for staff.  The budget setting process had meant that a number of service issues needed to be considered such as reduced opening hours and withdrawal of services not funded.

RECOMMENDED that the report is noted.   

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

(a) Governance Statement (FILE FIN75)  (Appendix VII)

PREVIOUSLY CIRCULATED:- Report from the Director of Corporate Services advising that the Council was required to prepare an Annual Governance Statement, in accordance with the principles of the CIPFA/SOLACE Framework: Delivering Good Governance in Local Government (2016).  This statement explained how the Council met the requirements of Regulation 4 of the above regulations. The Statement formed part of the Financial Statements.

The statement set out the arrangements the Council had in place for 

1. reviewing the Council’s vision 
2. identifying and communicating the Council’s vision 
3. measuring the quality of services 
4. defining and documenting the roles and responsibilities 
5. developing, communicating and embedding codes of conduct, 
6. reviewing the effectiveness of the decision-making framework
7. reviewing the effectiveness of the framework for identifying and managing risks 
8. ensuring effective accountability
9. ensuring effective counter-fraud and anti-corruption arrangements 
10. ensuring effective management of change and transformation
11. ensuring compliance of financial management arrangements conform the CIPFA guidance
12. ensuring compliance with relevant laws and regulations, internal policies and procedures, and that expenditure is lawful
13. ensuring assurance processes conform with the governance requirements of the CIPFA Statement on the Role of the Head of Internal Audit (2010) 
14. undertaking the core functions of an Audit Committee
15. whistleblowing and for receiving and investigating complaints from the public
16. identifying the development needs of members and senior officers 
17. establishing clear channels of communication with all sections of the community and other stakeholders,
18. enhancing the accountability for service delivery and effectiveness of other public service providers
19. reviewing and updating standing orders, standing financial instructions, a scheme of delegation and supporting procedure notes/manuals, and
20. respect of partnerships and other joint working as identified by the Audit Commission’s report on the governance of partnerships. 

The statement then detailed how the Council had determined the effectiveness of its internal controls (including use of internal audit, statements of assurance, risk register and fraud, data protection and whistleblowing reporting) and concluded with that there were no significant governance issues.

RECOMMENDED that Council approves the draft Governance Statement 2022/23.

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

(b)	Terms of Reference Review 
(Appendix VIII)

PREVIOUSLY CIRCULATED:- Report from the Director of Corporate Services outlining that in line with good practice the Audit Committee should review it terms of reference annually and make recommendations to Council to ensure that it kept up to date with developments within legislation, guidance and regional and national issues. 

The last review was carried out in June 2022.

The review had been carried out by the Head of Finance and there was only one minor change (highlighted in the appendix), in respect of updating the officers expected to attend in the light of the recent restructuring at Corporate Leadership Team level at the beginning of the calendar year.

RECOMMENDED that the Committee approves the report.

AGREED, on the proposal of Councillor Hollywood, seconded by Councillor Cochrane, that the recommendation be adopted.  

7.	any other notified business 

The Vice 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 Hollywood, that the public/press be excluded during the discussion of the undernoted items of confidential business. 

8.	Single tender actions update (FILE 231329)

**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)

A report was provided from the Director of Corporate Services detailing the Single Tender Actions awarded since the last Audit Committee meeting.

It was recommended to note the report.

The recommendation was AGREED.

9. 	drAft FINANCIAL STATEMENTS (FIN65)
(Appendix IX)

**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)

A report was provided from the Director of Corporate Services advising that the draft Financial Statements for 2022/23 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 in September.

It was recommended that the Council notes the draft Financial Statements for 2022/23.

The recommendation was AGREED.







10.    fraud, whistleblowing and data-Protection Matters  

**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)

The Chief Executive updated the Committee on new, live and closed cases of Fraud, Whistleblowing and Data Breaches.

It was recommended that this information be noted.

The recommendation was AGREED.

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

***IN CONFIDENCE***

The Chief Executive, Director of Corporate Services, Head of Finance and Democratic Services Officer all withdrew from the meeting during the discussion of the item ( 8.00pm). 

NOTED.

RE-ADMITTANCE OF PUBLIC AND PRESS

AGREED, that the public/press be readmitted to the meeting.  

TERMINATION OF MEETING 

The meeting terminated at 8.04 pm. 
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