		

		AC.27.06.2022PM
 ARDS AND NORTH DOWN BOROUGH COUNCIL

A meeting of the Audit Committee was held virtually via Zoom on Monday 27 June 2022 at 7.00pm. 
 
PRESENT:-
 
In the Chair: 	Councillor Gilmour 

Alderman:		Armstrong-Cotter 
	
Councillors:		Greer 	
			Irwin (7.30 pm)	
			McAlpine 	
			McClean 				 

Independent Member: Mr T McGonigal
	
In Attendance:	ASM – C Hagan
	Deloitte – C McDermott
	NIAO – A Allen 

Officers:	Chief Executive (S Reid), Director of Finance and Performance (S Christie), Head of Finance (S Grieve) and Democratic Services Officer (H Loebnau)

1.	Apologies

The Chairman, Councillor Gilmour, sought apologies at this stage and those were noted from Councillor Thompson.  Apologies were also noted for David Kinsella, Deloitte, and Members were informed that Camille McDermott would present the internal audit report in his absence.   

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.      
NOTED. 

3.	Declarations of Interest

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

NOTED. 

4.	Matters Arising from Previous Meetings 

(a) 	Audit Committee Minutes from March 2022  (Appendix I)

PREVIOUSLY CIRCULATED:- Copy of the above minutes. 

AGREED TO RECOMMEND, on the proposal of Alderman Armstrong-Cotter, seconded by Councillor Greer, that the minutes be noted. 

(b) 	Follow Up Register (Appendix II)

PREVIOUSLY CIRCULATED:- Report from the Director of Finance and Performance 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 been completed.

RECOMMENDED that the Committee notes the report.  

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

5. 	INternal Audit 

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

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

RECOMMENDED that the report be noted.  

C McDermott spoke as the internal auditor explaining that progress had been set out against the new annual internal audit plan, starting off the 22/23 year.  It would be noticed that both the audits for Q1 were underway and progressing well.  For Q2 terms of reference had been agreed or planning meetings scheduled for this week.  
She added that Q3/Q4 finance dates would be agreed for finance and waste management and planning would commence later for Q3/Q4 and a date had been set for the Q3 audit.  She was happy to take questions from Members on progress.  

Mr McGonigal referred to Q4 and there was no date set to look at cyber security.  In response it was explained that would be discussed at the planning meeting when the cyber team and the business technology team met in September after the summer holidays. She gave assurance that it would be completed before the end of the financial year.   

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

6.	Performance improvement  

(a) 2021/22 Performance Improvement Progress Report to 31 March 2022  (Appendix IV) 

PREVIOUSLY CIRCULATED:- Report from the Director of Finance and Performance detailing that the Local Government Act (Northern Ireland) 2014 Part 12 put in place a new framework to support continuous improvement in the delivery of Council services.  The Council was required each year to determine its priorities for improvement which were aligned to the Community Plan and Corporate Objectives and to publish those in the format of an Improvement Plan.  

In the 2020/21 year the requirement to publish a Performance Improvement Plan was set aside and for the 2021/22 year the publication date was extended to September.  
The Performance Improvement Plan (PIP) for 2021/22, identified 5 improvement objectives with a corresponding 33 measures including 7 Statutory Indicators and 6 self-imposed indicators, all were included in the Council’s Service Plans and were monitored and reported on quarterly through each Service’s respective Standing Committee. 
 
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.

The following table gave an assessment of the status across all measures in the PIP for Quarter 4. 
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Performance Assessment Key
[bookmark: _Hlk523212928]
The key outlined below provided definitions for the three Red, Amber, Green (RAG) status levels which had been chosen to measure progress.

	RAG Status
	Definition

	Red Circle
	Target/standard, actions and measures are of concern and are mostly falling short of plan

	Yellow Triangle
	Target/standard, actions and measures are mostly on track, but some are falling short of plan

	Green Ticked Circle
	Target/standard, actions and measures are on track

	Blue Diamond
	Rescheduled/no progress owing to impact of Covid




	Corporate 
Plan PEOPLE
priority
	Improvement Objective
	No of measures 

	
	
	Diamond
	Red Circle
	Yellow Triangle
	Green Ticked Circle

	PROSPERITY
	· We will grow the economy and create jobs
	
	-
	6
	2

	ENVIRONMENT
	· We will improve the cleanliness of the streets in our borough by targeting littering and dog fouling incidents
· We will improve recycling rates from Household Recycling Centres (HRCs)
	1
	
	2
	-

	
	· 
	
	-
	1
	1

	LIFE
	· We will support our businesses and residents to protect and improve their health and wellbeing
	1
	-
	-
	2

	EXCELLENCE
	· We will use technology to drive change 
	
	-
	2
	2

	STATUTORY INDICATORS
	· Municipal Waste
· Economic Development
· Planning
	
	5
	2
	-

	SELF-IMPOSED
INDICATORS
	· Resident Satisfaction
· Prompt Payment of Invoices
· Average number of working days lost per employee
· % staff attendance
	-
	-
	-
	1

	
	· 
	-
	-
	-
	3

	
	· 
	-
	-
	-
	1

	
	· 
	-
	-
	1
	-

	
	OVERALL 
	2
	5
	14
	12



Detailed information on progress against each of the measures could be found in and appendix to the report.  Information on the Council’s performance against the PIP 2021/2022 could also be found on the Council’s website following ratification of the report.

RECOMMENDED that the report is noted.   

Councillor Greer made an observation in relation to the high tonnage that the Council was sending to landfill and she was aware that the Director of Environment was discussing that with party groups along with potential solutions to that problem.  She asked when further information would be brought back to the Environment Committee.  The Chief Executive reported that consultations would take place over the coming weeks with a view to bringing back a report to the Environment Committee in September.  

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

7.	corporate governance 

(a) Annual Statements of Assurance

PREVIOUSLY CIRCULATED:- Report from Director of Organisational Development and Administration detailing that in accordance with the Council’s Risk Management Strategy, Heads of Service were required to provide Statements of Assurance.  Assurance Statements comprised 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 2021 - 31 March 2022.  One statement for remained outstanding.

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 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.

Brexit and COVID 19 Pandemic Impacts
The impacts of both those issues had been previously reported.  Actual and potential impacts, primarily financial and demands affecting staff, and/or service delivery, were reported across the Statements of Assurance.  

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 Waste and Cleansing Service had reported that a significant financial liability risk remained if the bidding process for the Residual Waste Treatment project was collapsed by the client (arc21). Planning permission was recently refused by the DFI Minister and legal advice was currently being sought on whether to challenge the validity of the decision.  All of that had significant implications for the future of arc21, in terms of delivering infrastructure for member councils.

The Leisure Service had reported that the current insourcing exercise being undertaken for North Down Leisure was greatly adding to the workload of the management team.  Additional leisure and human resourcing staff had been recruited along with the retention of specialist consultancy services to assist in that process.

Section 2 – Internal Control
Generally, there were no key issues arising to cause significant concern or requiring immediate action. 

Progress on Audit findings was reported to the Committee separately, although they were reflected in the Assurance Statements.  Services had recorded progress and plans to complete outstanding audit actions.  Outstanding audit recommendations for four services were noted here. 

The Communications and Marketing Service unit had two outstanding Priority 2 findings and one outstanding Priority 3 finding related to the Social Media Audit conducted in 2021, and those were being addressed.

Strategic Transformation and Performance had three Priority 1 findings, two Priority 2 findings and four Priority 3 findings raised by the Business Continuity and Disaster Recovery Audit and the Business Technology Audit, all those findings were being progressed through an action plan.

Community and Culture Service had two priority 2 findings related to improving the documentation for PCSP grant claims with regards to when a non-standard approach to grant claims was appropriate and to ensure that management approval was documented for variations in grant claim timetables.  In addition, the Service also had 8 priority 3 findings outstanding to be implemented.

Finance Service had recorded one outstanding Priority 1 Audit finding relating to the provision of an Asset Management Policy, in addition there were seven Priority 2 findings and two Priority 3 findings which had not been able to be progressed due to the Covid-19 response and a lack of staff resources to influence policy review and development.  In addition to those there were four Priority 2 recommendations and seven Priority 3 findings, progress and plans for completion of those were recorded.

Finance Service had also noted the absence of new Finance polices as a factor contributing to Internal Control risk.  A business case had been submitted for additional staffing to progress those policies.

Section 3 – Governance
Administration had reported that complaints monitoring had revealed that information was not always being appropriately captured and that, despite formal procedures being in place, officers did not meet the expected standards in terms of response times and responsibilities.  An action plan was in place to address that with the increased roll-out of the Te-Care software.

Assets and Property Services had reported that due to the recent high volatility in fuel prices a “deemed contract” was set up with suppliers in a collective action by councils to secure supply and attempt to achieve a price certainty as far as was practical. Significant overspend was expected, officers would continue to report to Council on that and explore options.  In addition, due to unexpected market conditions the sale of electricity from the wind turbine in Balloo Wood Bangor was extended beyond the tender period, the tender would be revised. 

The Service had also reported that due to the pandemic several vehicles were hired from a local business to support waste collections and other activities, those were hired without the value of the contract being known at the time, but those vehicles had continued to require use for much longer than planned due to the health and safety implications of Covid-19 on operations.

The Leisure Service had reported that the insourcing of the North Down Leisure Services may introduce legal or financial issues which had not been foreseen. To mitigate that the insourcing team had been made up of officers from across multiple sections of the Council for the greatest breadth of experience available to work on that. The loss of income claims submitted by the current operator were being independently reviewed by an external contractor to make an assessment as to the validity of those claims. 

In addition, the Leisure Service had reported that the current difficulties recruiting staff were leading to staffing shortfalls, should that continue there was the possibility of reduction in facility opening hours and associated financial impact.

Environmental Health Protection and Development had again reported potentially significant legal and financial issues due to the demand on the Service both in relation to Covid-19 and the implementation of the Northern Ireland Protocol. In addition, the Service was reporting a difficulty recruiting and retaining environmental health staff, both for front facing and support staff which combined with the other pressures may hinder the Council’s ability to deliver on statutory requirements.

The Finance Service had reported that the issues of the interaction of overtime and holiday pay were still unresolved as well as the implications of the McCloud and Sargent court cases, whilst being accounted for in financial statements for year end March 2022 had not been fully accounted for in employer pension contribution rates.

In addition, the Service had reported that an attempted fraud was discovered on 13 April 2022, that was reported to the Northern Ireland Audit Office and the Department for Communities, no loss was incurred by the Council.

The Parks and Cemeteries Service had reported that there would be an increase in fuel costs associated with the removal of the ability to use red diesel in road-going work vehicles (eg tractors).  The ongoing complaints regarding remaining depths in graves was having a negative impact on cemeteries operations.  Generally, a potential risk in terms of administration support had been identified following recent restructuring and in Cemeteries a need for greater administration support had been noted.  A general review of the structure at SUM level had been identified as a future requirement to prepare for a sustainable and resilient delivery model going forward. 

Human Resources and Organisational Development had reported several Priority 2 and 3 findings resulting from a number of audits.  A timetable had been put in place to ensure appropriate action was taken within reasonable timescales.

Several direct award contracts were reported by services, all of those had been reported to the Council and Council procedures followed.

Community and Culture had reported that there was a deviation from the Council’s grants policy relating to a grant for the Platinum Jubilee celebrations which was agreed by the Council. In addition, the Service had also noted that grant funding relating to Covid-19 costs were claimed in error from SEUPB, and that the Service was working with them to resolve that.

Section 4 – Miscellaneous
Many services had stated continuing difficulty in recruiting and retaining staff at all levels as a key factor contributing to potential risk across a range of Council activities.

The Planning Service had reported that the Service Level Agreement (revision) with Shared Environmental Service required signing for the provision of services in relation to Sustainability Appraisal for the Local Development Plan.

RECOMMENDED that the report be noted.

The Head of Finance outlined the report explaining that this was the Council’s bi-annual report and in line with its risk management strategy which had previously been agreed.  It was the second one of the year and was a summary of issues being reported from each service section.  There were no major issues being shown, however, there were a number of things to be highlighted.   
  
There were some issues in respect of demands on Council staff, financial and workload pressures and difficulties recruiting suitable staff in a number of sections. 

The Head of Finance presented the remainder of the report to Members in detail. 

Mr McGonigal had a question for the Head of Finance about the utilities contract that was going to add significant pressures on the Council’s resources and if there were any contingencies to meet those demands or if there were any opportunities for additional funding from the Department for Communities.   The officer replied that that would be seen later when the meeting considered the financial statements in which it would be seen that the Council had set aside funds to help mitigate that cost pressure. 

In addition, the Association of Local Government Finance Officers (ALGFO) were working on collating a piece of work with a view to putting in a financial pressure bid to the Department for Communities in respect of the economy-wide pressures. That piece of work was ongoing.  

Councillor Gilmour referred to leisure services and the costs of insourcing, both legal and financial issues which would be unforeseen.  Members were informed that insourcing was going through due process and there was already a project board set up and was headed by the Director of Community and Wellbeing.  There were a number of workstreams around leisure and business technology, finance contracts, human resources, assets and property that made up a reasonably lengthy ‘to do’ list.   The reporting was a flag that there may be issues that would come up as the Council went through that due diligence process and in some respects those were issues with an unknown outcome.   

Alderman Armstrong-Cotter asked if the Council had given consideration to how to address the difficulty it faced in relation to recruitment of suitable candidates to work within the organisation.   She was aware that in the planning section there was pressure to progress planning applications, and she wondered how recruitment could be improved.  The Chief Executive agreed that recruitment and retention of staff was currently a key issue for the Council and the matter had been raised at the most recent Corporate Committee which had been held earlier in the month.   The problem was an issue across employment in Northern Ireland generally and a cross Council working group had been set up to consider how the Council could attract more and better applicants, outlining the attractive benefits such as annual leave and the pension scheme.  The Council was vulnerable for example to a general shortage of HGV drivers in the waste and cleansing section and for those with leisure specific qualifications such as sports coaches.  

In response the Member was encouraged to hear of the Council’s plan and suggested that it should also think about promoting the Council in different ways to appeal to younger people stating the benefits of flexibility and time out to travel for example while also meeting the Council’s needs. 

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

8.	TERMS OF REFERENCE REVIEW (Appendix V)

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

The last review was carried out in June 2021.

The review had been carried out by the Head of Finance and there was only one change recommended under Overall Purpose and Objectives add:

· Approve the appointment of an Internal Auditor and receive regular reports therefrom.

RECOMMENDED that the Committee notes the report.

The Head of Finance spoke to Members stating that each year they were made aware that the terms of reference were reviewed to ensure they were fit for purpose and up to date.  This year it had been decided to add in the procedure for the appointment of an internal auditor and while the Council was carrying out that process already this would formalise it.    

Councillor Greer suggested a further amendment to the terms of reference to state that while the appointment to the Audit Committee was for a four-year term there were changes made to the make-up of the committee each year due to Members taking on positions of responsibility.  The Director of Finance and Performance was in agreement with that since there was much shuffling of positions following the Annual Meeting and indicated that that would be incorporated into the Terms if Members were in agreement.  

Members were content that Councillor Greer’s suggestion be included and left it to officers to agree the wording of that addition.  

AGREED, on the proposal of Councillor Greer, seconded by Alderman Armstrong-Cotter, 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 Councillor Greer, seconded by Alderman Armstrong-Cotter, that the public/press be excluded during the discussion of the undernoted items of confidential business. 
10.	Single tender actions update

***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. 	drAft governance statement for 2021/22
(Appendix VI)

 ***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.    draft financial statements for 2021/22  
(Appendix VII)

***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)

13.	fraud, whistleblowing and data-Protection Matters  

[bookmark: _Hlk109202237]***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)

14.	CIRCULATED FOR INFORMATION: NI AUDIT OFFICE GUIDES

***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)

15. 	MEETING WITH NI AUDIT OFFICE AND INTERNAL AUDIT SERVICE 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, on the proposal of Alderman Armstrong-Cotter, seconded by Councillor Greer, that the public/press be readmitted to the meeting.  

TERMINATION OF MEETING 

The meeting terminated at 8.17 pm. 
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