

		AC.14.12.2023PM
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, Thursday 14th December 2023 at 7.00pm. 
 
PRESENT: -
 
In the Chair: 	 Councillor McLaren

Aldermen:		 Armstrong-Cotter (Zoom)
			 McAlpine (Zoom)
		
Councillors:		Ashe (Zoom)		McKee (Zoom)
			Cochrane 		MacArthur
Hollywood		Wray
			McCollum 		
				 
Independent Member: Mr P Cummings (Zoom)
	
In Attendance:	ASM – C Hagan
[bookmark: _Hlk114771938]	Deloitte – C McDermott
	Deloitte – N Sammon
	Deloitte – D Kinsella (Online)
	NIAO – D Cambell

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

1.	Apologies

The Chairman (Councillor McLaren) sought apologies. Though there were no apologies for attendance, Mr Cummings advised he had another commitment and may not be present for the entire meeting. 

NOTED. 

2.	Chairman’s Remarks

The Chairman welcomed everyone to the meeting including the internal and external auditors from the Northern Ireland Audit Office and Deloitte.  
NOTED. 

3.	Declarations of Interest

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

NOTED. 

4.	Matters Arising from Previous Meetings 

(a) 	Audit Committee Minutes from September 2023

PREVIOUSLY CIRCULATED:- Copy of the above minutes. 

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

(b) 	Follow up Actions

PREVIOUSLY CIRCULATED:- Copy of the above report. 

The Head of Finance advised to Members that the report kept track of actions that had been previously agreed and summarised the content of the report. He explained that Internal Audit had been given explanations as to why implementation dates had been missed and, in relation to the vesting of William Street, advised that Council legal representatives continued to respond to queries from DSO. Consideration on the matter was still ongoing as to whether it should be escalated. 

Mr Campbell (NIAO) recalled that Mr O’Sullivan had been asked to raise the issue with Collette who in turn had taken the issue to BFI. The situation was still being monitored and the Head of Finance assured Members that the matter would be considered by management and reported upon at the next Audit Committee.

Councillor MacArthur proposed, seconded by Councillor Cochrane that the report be noted.

Councillor MacArthur noted the usefulness of the follow-up actions report as well as the verbal update provided.

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

5. 	corporate governance

(a) Risk Appetite Framework

PREVIOUSLY CIRCULATED:- Report from the Director of Corporate Services outlining a draft risk appetite framework developed by the Corporate Leadership Team through a workshop facilitated by Deloitte in August 2023.

RECOMMENDED that the Draft Risk Framework be adopted.

Councillor MacArthur proposed, seconded by Alderman Armstong-Cotter that the recommendation be adopted.

Councillor MacArthur asked if the four headings of the risk register were standard and within which reputational damage may belong. The Director of Corporate Services provided some examples such as breaches in cyber security and difficulties with partnerships and that reputational damage would be considered as part of any corporate risk register used. The draft risk framework before Members was in advance of redrafting the overall corporate risk registers. It was hoped that the revised corporate risk register encompassing relative appetites across risk areas could be presented at the Audit Committee in March 2024. The document would be fluid, evolving over time in response to various internal and external factors, working like a tool to ensure robust decisions were made. 

Camille McDermott (Deloitte) explained to Members that a workshop had taken place to support development of a risk appetite statement and that the risk register and risk appetite were different in that one registered identified risks on the horizon whilst the other was a tool to measure the amount of risk the Council may be willing to take on a decision. Given the sector however, being completely risk averse was impossible and reputational risk was an outcome/ impact of risk as opposed to a category in its own right.

Councillor Wray asked, if, in the event that the Corporate Leadership Team took a particular course of action against the framework, would it need to be taken to the Council meeting and if so, how the Leadership team would arrive at a decision.
The Director of Corporate Services reminded Members that the draft was a tool to be referred to regularly but not in all circumstances. It would not be about where a decision lines up with risks but instead where each risk was associated with a course of actions sits with risk appetite. 

AGREED TO RECOMMEND, on the proposal of Councillor MacArthur, seconded by Alderman Armstrong-Cotter, that the Draft Risk Framework be adopted.

(b) Interim Statements of Assurance November 2023

PREVIOUSLY CIRCULATED:- Report from the Director of Corporate Services detailing assurance statements completed by Heads of Service for the period 1st April to 30th September 2023.

RECOMMENDED that the report be noted.

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

6.	CORPORATE GOVERNANCE
[bookmark: _Hlk114656452]
(a) Report to those charged with Governance

PREVIOUSLY CIRCULATED:- Report from Deloitte detailing key matters from the 2022-23 audit of Ards & North Down Borough Council Financial Statements.

RECOMMENDED that the report be noted.
Mr Campbell explained that the document was in its final format and included manager comments.

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

Councillor MacArthur advised that Members had received an update on the Priority #1 issue discussed at the previous Audit meeting.

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

(b) Audit & Assessment Report

PREVIOUSLY CIRCULATED:- Report from Deloitte summarising the work of the Local Government Auditor on the 2023-24 performance improvement audit and assessment undertaken on Ards and North Down Borough Council.

RECOMMENDED that the report be noted.

Mr Campbell advised Members that this was a standard report in respect of the Performance Improvement Plan for 2023-24 and the Performance Assessment of 2022-23. The Local Government Auditor had given an unqualified audit certificate with no statutory recommendations. Only one new proposal existed as outlined on page 6 regarding good practice regarding Performance Improvement.

Councillor Wray proposed, seconded by Councillor Hollywood that the report be noted.

Mr Cummings referred to annex b within which manager’s comments could be found regarding an audit oversight and asked Officers for comment. The Director of Corporate Services explained that it was a comment in relation to the Performance Improvement Plan which, at the time of writing was presented to the Corporate Services Committee as opposed to the Audit Committee. Management would be reviewing the Terms of Reference for both committees to ensure the correct reports and documents were presented to the most appropriate committees. The other minor recommendation was with regard to Council not having a formal consultation strategy. The Director of Corporate Services had spoken to the Communications & Marketing team and agreed consultation engagement was a top priority with plans to engage the community with initiatives and projects through the Corporate Plan with the likes of Citizen Space potentially being used to further that agenda. It was hoped that the formal consultation strategy would be in place within the next six to twelve months. 

Councillor MacArthur noted mention of limited evidence of audit tracking (page 12 of the report) and asked if it was relevant to the Performance improvement Plan that the Audit Committee had not seen. The Director of Corporate Services confirmed, stating that as discussed earlier, Management would review the Terms of Reference for committees to ensure they aligned correctly, ensuring reports could be presented to the most appropriate.

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

(c)	Annual Audit Letter

PREVIOUSLY CIRCULATED:- Report from 

RECOMMENDED that the report be noted.

Mr Campbell apologised for the report arriving late and explained that the key message was that the 2022-23 financial statements were certified by qualification and no issues were noted.

Councillor Cochrane proposed, seconded by Councillor Wray that the report be noted.

Councillor Hollywood asked if there was any information relating to the causes of high sickness within the Council. The Director of Corporate Services advised that absenteeism was regularly scrutinised at the Corporate Services Committee with quarterly reports which categorised absence reasons.  

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

7.	Internal audit

(a)	Progress & Quarterly Follow-up

PREVIOUSLY CIRCULATED:- Report from Deloitte outlining the Audit Committee’s progress report.

RECOMMENDED that the report be noted.

Camille McDermott summarised the content of the report to Members, explaining that six reports had been completed with three presented at this evening’s Committee. Fieldwork had been completed for two further reviews whilst there were plans for two further reviews in the new year. There had been no changes to the internal audit plan other than a review around vehicle acquisition and disposal for which Deloitte would work with Management regarding the Terms of Reference to be brought before the Audit Committee.

In relation to outstanding internal audit recommendations, 65 were open as of the previous meeting with reports presented at this evening’s meeting having added a further five. However, significant progress had been made as 26 recommendations had been closed by management with 44 remaining. That said, based upon updates, many of those were partially implemented whilst 27 recommendations had not been started in part due to implementation needs or whilst engaging with higher priority recommendations. Of three Priority #1 recommendations at the last meeting, two had been closed whilst the other was partially implemented. The bar chart in the report provided target dates with an expectation of many recommendations being closed off in approximately six months.

Councillor MacArthur proposed, seconded by Councillor Wray that the report be noted.

Councillors MacArthur & McLaren thanked the Director and team for their progress as did Mr Cummings given the reassuring inroad that had been made, whilst Councillor Wray thanked Deloitte for adding additional detail on dates to the report.

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

(b)	Emergency Planning

PREVIOUSLY CIRCULATED:- Report from Deloitte detailing an assurance review undertaken as part of the 2023-24 Internal Audit Operational Plan that reviews the controls in place which enable the Council to fulfil its responsibilities for Emergency Planning and support of communities in the event of a major emergency in the borough.

RECOMMENDED that the report be noted.

Camille McDermott explained that two Priority #3 findings of a relatively minor nature existed which granted a satisfactory level of assurance. The Priority #3s related to updates between the emergency plans and appendices, ensuring processes were in place for lessons learned and that they be documented within the plan with clear action plans in place where lessons had been identified and to follow them up.

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

(c) Finance Service Review

PREVIOUSLY CIRCULATED:- Report from Deloitte outlining a review undertaken as part of the 2023-24 Internal Audit Operational Plan, focusing on key controls in place to manage risks associated with Service planning, performance monitoring/ reporting, risk management and system readiness.

RECOMMENDED that the report be noted.

Camille McDermott summarised the report, explaining that it spanned Service Planning, performance monitoring, reporting and risk management with the addition of adding system readiness with regard to approval for the Finance Department to invest in new systems and its implementation. Satisfactory assurance had been granted.

Overall, there was one Priority #2 and two Priority #3s. The former related to readiness for a new system. In identifying a new system, it was important to know what did not work with the system in place at the time of writing versus what the newer system could achieve. These elements could then be fed into procurement to ensure acquisition of the most suitable system and any training that may be required. At the time of the review being carried out, a post project evaluation of the Core HR Payroll system had yet to be completed. The Priority #3s were minor, consisting of ensuring explanation of under qualifying variants for KPIs and a review of the risk register which was reviewed in the service. However, the risk strategy recommended quarterly though at the time of writing, it was carried out bi-annually.

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

In answer to questions by Councillor MacArthur, Camille McDermott advised that the Priority #2 existed only as a new system was amidst a procurement process and the recommendation would provide some ability to plan. 

The Head of Finance explained that there had been pre-market engagement with a number of suppliers and liaised with other Councils who had recently or were themselves amidst the process of implementing new systems. A business case had been approved as part of last year’s estimates process which had since been revised in line with the estimates process being carried out. Transformation Services were carrying out a post-project evaluation of the Core System with consultation taking place amongst team members with a hope of completion before procurement. The system that was in place was reaching the end of its life cycle with approximately two years left. The Head of Finance hoped to carry out additional consultations with other service managers and administration staff who used the system.

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

(d) Procurement

PREVIOUSLY CIRCULATED:- Report from Deloitte detailing an assurance review undertaken as part of the 2023-24 Internal Audit Operational Plan to review the controls in place over procurement above the tender threshold and controls to manage supply chain risk. The review also included contract management arrangements in-place post-procurement, including performance monitoring controls.

RECOMMENDED that the report be noted.

Camille McDermott summarised the report to Members, advising that there had been one Priority #2 finding and two Priority #3 findings which granted an overall satisfactory assurance. The former related to clarity of tender documentation with regard to roles and responsibilities and performance monitoring. This kind of clarity was important from the outset with contractors to ensure both parties were under no illusion as to their own roles, responsibilities, requirements and performance measures. It had been noted that for three of the five contracts, performance was managed on-site through a site supervisors or visitation for example. However, it was identified that more formal updates would be helpful from contractors.

The Priority #3 was relatively minor, relating to maintenance of a checklist developed by procurement service which each of the service units should use when undertaking procurement which would ensure full documentation and evidence of advertisements. Most Council procurement would find itself on the E-Tender platform and newspapers. It was noted that the E-Tender platform was much easier to evidence than perhaps that of newspapers. 

Finally, it was noted that the procurement handbook required of managers in Council to consider both supply chain and contractor risk when engaging in procurement but there was no formal mapping or consideration as to Council critical suppliers, critical risks around supply chains etcetera.

Councillor McKee proposed, seconded by Councillor MacArthur that the report be noted.

Camille McDermott advised that the renewed contract of leisure did not form part of the review in answer to Councillor McKee’s query.

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

[bookmark: _Hlk146011915]9.	Single tender actions update (FILE 231329)

***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)

A report had been supplied informing those present of updates on Single Tender Actions. A recommendation had been made to note the report.

10. 	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)

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

***IN COMMITTEE***

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

RE-ADMITTANCE OF PUBLIC AND PRESS

AGREED, on the proposal of Councillor Cochrane, seconded by Councillor Wray, that the public/press be readmitted to the meeting.  

TERMINATION OF MEETING 

The meeting terminated at 7.51 pm. 
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