ITEM 8.1	
		AC.15.12.2022PM
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 Thursday 15 December 2022 at 7.00pm. 

 
PRESENT:-
 
In the Chair: 	Councillor Gilmour 

Via Zoom
Councillors:		Greer		McClean (7.20pm)
			McAlpine	McRandal
				 
Independent Member: Mr P Cummings
	
In Attendance:	ASM (via Zoom)  – J McCallion
[bookmark: _Hlk114771938]	Deloitte (via Zoom)   – C McDermott
	Deloitte (via Zoom)   – D Kinsella
	NIAO –  A Allen

Officers:	Director of Finance and Performance (S Christie), Head of Finance (S Grieve) and Democratic Services Officer (P Foster)

1.	Apologies

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

Apologies were received from Councillors Chambers, Irwin, Thompson and the Chief Executive.

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.

Continuing she also welcomed Councillors Chambers and McRandal as newly appointment members of the Committee.

NOTED. 

3.	Declarations of Interest

The Chairman asked for any Declarations of Interest and the following were declared:

David Kinsella & Camille McDermott (Deloitte) – Item 11  – Internal Audit Contract Tender Update

NOTED. 

4.	Matters Arising from Previous Meetings 

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

PREVIOUSLY CIRCULATED:- Copy of the above minutes. 

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

(b) 	Follow Up Actions (FILE AUD02)

[bookmark: _Hlk114658228]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.

	Item 

	Title
	Action
	Officer
	Status

	December 2021

	6a
	External Audit
	· Escalate non-payment from DfI for former ALC site
	Head of Finance
	Outstanding due to communications from Council’s solicitor



RECOMMENDED that the Committee notes the report.  
At this stage Councillor Greer sought confirmation that the meeting was quorate as the Committee Chamber appeared to have no members present.

The Director confirmed that three members were attending the meeting via Zoom with the Chairman present in the Council Chamber, thereby deeming the meeting quorate and able to proceed.

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





5. 	EXTERNAL AUDIT 

(a) Improvement Audit and Assessment Report  (Appendix II)

[bookmark: _Hlk114038328]PREVIOUSLY CIRCULATED:- Report from the Northern Ireland Audit Office summarising the work of the Local Government Auditor (LGA) on the 2022-23 performance improvement audit and assessment undertaken on Ards and North Down Borough Council.

RECOMMENDED that the report is noted.

Mr Allen (NIAO) provided members with a brief synopsis of the report which had been previously circulated highlighting the salient points within it.

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

(b) Final Report to Those Charged with Governance (Appendix III)

PREVIOUSLY CIRCULATED:- Report from the Northern Ireland Audit Office summarising the key matters from its audit of the 2021-22 Ards and North Down Borough Council (ANDBC) financial statements which must be reported to the Audit Committee, as those charged with governance.

RECOMMENDED that the report is noted.

Mr Allen again provided members with a brief synopsis of the report which had been circulated to members highlighting the salient points within it. He drew members attention to the Unqualified Audit Opinion which had been given.

Councillor Greer asked what an Unqualified Audit Opinion meant for the Council.

In response Mr Allen advised that it meant there were no issues found and as such a clean audit opinion could be given to the Council in the form of an Unqualified Audit Opinion.

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

(c) Annual Audit Letter (Appendix IV)

PREVIOUSLY CIRCULATED:- Report from the Northern Ireland Audit Office summarising the results of the audit of the 2021-22 Statement of Accounts.

RECOMMENDED that the report is noted.

Mr Allen provided members with a brief synopsis of the report which had been circulated to members highlighting the salient points within it. Continuing he advised members that the publication of the Annual Audit Letter was a legislative requirement which the Council was required to meet. Mr Allen referred to several areas of interest which had been included within the report including Absenteeism, Performance Improvement Audit & Assessment and the National Fraud Initiative. 

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

6.	INTERNAL audit

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

PREVIOUSLY CIRCULATED:- Report from Deloitte summarising the internal audit progress, for the four areas referred to below.

[bookmark: _Hlk114814558]Mr Kinsella (Deloitte) provided members with an overview of the above report, adding that he was content the Council was on track to complete its Audit Plan.

AGREED TO RECOMMEND, that the report be noted.

(i) PCSP  (Appendix VI) 

PREVIOUSLY CIRCULATED:- Copy of the above report.

Ms McDermott (Deloitte) highlighted the salient points and audit priorities within the report and noted there was one Priority 2 recommendation and one Priority 3 recommendation with an overall Satisfactory level of assurance given.  Ms McDermott provided members with a brief synopsis of each of those Priority findings before seeking queries from members.

Councillor McAlpine referred to the Priority 2 recommendation and asked if that was an issue perhaps generally throughout the entire organisation. 

In response Ms McDermott confirmed that all projects were required to keep the same documentation and added that this was more of an issue within the PCSP. 

(Councillor McClean joined the meeting via Zoom – 7.20pm)

AGREED TO RECOMMEND, that the report be noted.

(ii)	Strategic Financial Planning (Appendix VII)

PREVIOUSLY CIRCULATED:- Copy of the above report.

Ms McDermott highlighted the salient points and audit priorities within the report and noted there were three Priority 2 recommendations and two Priority 3 recommendations with an overall Satisfactory level of assurance given.  Ms McDermott provided members with a brief synopsis of each of those Priority findings before seeking queries from members.

Councillor McAlpine referred to the Business Cases commenting that they seemed to take a long time to go through and as such she asked if there were any which were submitted annually rather than one offs. 

In response the Head of Finance commented that those Business Cases referred to were more routine ones and going forward he would be encouraging budget holders to prepare Business Cases in advance in order to achieve greater collaboration. 

AGREED TO RECOMMEND, that the report be noted.

(iii)	Treasury Management (Appendix VIII)

PREVIOUSLY CIRCULATED:- Copy of the above report.

Ms McDermott highlighted the salient points and audit priorities within the report and noted there was one Priority 2 recommendation and two Priority 3 recommendations  with an overall Satisfactory level of assurance given.  Ms McDermott provided members with a brief synopsis of each of those Priority findings before seeking queries from members at this stage.

AGREED TO RECOMMEND, that the report be noted.

(iv)	Half-Yearly Follow-Up Report (Appendix IX)

PREVIOUSLY CIRCULATED:- Copy of the above report.

Ms McDermott (Deloitte) provided members with an overview of the above report paying particular interest to the Summary Update which detailed the status of the implementation of internal audit recommendations. Members were advised that currently there were 65 open issues since the last follow up report was presented in March 2022, with 34 additional issues since that point. 21 issues had been closed since the March 2022 meeting. Issues remaining open as of 31 October 2022 were 78 with four of those being Priority 1 issues.  Ms McDermott added that further details were included within the report and invited questions from members at this stage.

Mr Cummings expressed disappointment with what he had heard adding that in his view it was below satisfactory, with the list of open issues growing longer. He stated that the Covid 19 pandemic could no longer be blamed for this particularly as the issues appeared to be Council wide, with no sign of improvement. As the Committee’s independent member, he expressed concern with this, adding that it was disappointing that the Chief Executive had been unable to attend the meeting to provide the Committee with some assurance on the matter.

Acknowledging Mr Cumming’s concerns, the Head of Finance confirmed that a number of actions had been implemented to address the matter, adding that the delay was due to resourcing constraints and the impact of the Covid 19 pandemic.  Continuing he reported that staff had subsequently been recruited and a number of policies were under development which would help to address the issue. The Head of Finance added that he would also flag it up with his colleagues.

At this stage the Director reminded members that a number of years ago the outstanding recommendations were at a much higher level than this and action had been taken to address that including a much better reporting process involving the Internal Auditor. Prior to the Covid 19 pandemic improvements had been made but Covid undoubtedly had a negative impact upon that progress. He agreed that it now was a priority and confirmed the Chief Executive was aware of the number of outstanding recommendations being briefed as recently as earlier that day. The Director indicated that he would also raise the matter with his Corporate Leadership Team colleagues. 

Mr Cummings indicated that he would welcome that assurance from the Chief Executive and continuing suggested that Heads of Service were brought to the next meeting of the Committee to be held to account if they had not responded to the Internal Auditors progress update request.

Thanking Mr Cummings for his comments, Councillor McRandal noted there were a few recommendations which had been outstanding for a long period of time and he asked if any progress had been made with those.

In response the Head of Finance confirmed his intention to take a new Draft Asset Management Policy to the Heads of Service Team in January 2023 which would then be put to the February 2023 meeting of the Corporate Services Committee. He added that he had also commenced work on a discussion paper on income and pricing which he hoped would be advanced prior to the end of the year. The Head of Finance added that he hoped that would assist to address several of the outstanding issues. Continuing he advised that following the commencement of his new Director he would hope to be able to undertake a review of the mileage and travel policy. He added that it was his intention to highlight the importance of such matters with his colleagues particularly as it had been raised by the Committee.

Councillor McRandal asked if an update could be provided on those outstanding issues which fell outside the remit of the Finance section.

The Head of Finance replied stating that detail was included within the report, and continuing he provided members with an overview of the process involved. He added that he had held discussions with the Internal Auditors with a view to strengthening the process currently in place to encourage more timely and rigorous responses.

At this stage Councillor McAlpine expressed concern that some Heads of Service had yet to respond and as such she suggested they should be asked to attend the next meeting of the Committee to provide an explanation.

In response the Director stated that he did not feel such a request was unreasonable and was something which could be built into the process. 

Councillor McAlpine welcomed the Director’s comments stating that she would just be concerned that in another six months’ time they could be no further on. She added that Mr Cummings was right to raise the matter as some of the recommendations had been sitting for a considerable length of time.

The Director added that the response had improved significantly, and he did as a matter of course receive an update from the Auditors before the report was finalised.  He agreed that it was unacceptable that no response was provided.

Councillor McAlpine agreed that a timely reminder should be issued and if no response was received then those Heads of Service be asked to attend a meeting of the Committee.

AGREED TO RECOMMEND, on the proposal of Councillor McAlpine, seconded by Councillor McRandal, that the report be noted and furthermore that appropriate officers be asked to attend the Committee for the next report if they had not provided updated responses to the auditors’ requests.

7.	CORPORATE GOVERNANCE

(a) 	Interim Statements of Assurance (FILE SOA1)

[bookmark: _Hlk106615032]PREVIOUSLY CIRCULATED:- Report from the Director of Organisational Development and Administration stating that in accordance with the Council’s Risk Management Strategy Heads of Service were required to provide Statements of Assurance.  Assurance Statements comprised 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 2022 - 30 September 2022.

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

The HR and Organisational Development Service had suspended Pride and Performance conversation and a working group had been appointed to compile a new appraisal scheme for the Council. Managers had been encouraged to continue ongoing coaching with their employees and submit any training recommendations in accordance with good practice in the interim. 

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). In the Assurance Statement report for October to March 2022 it was reported that Planning permission was refused by the DFI Minister; this was now subject to judicial review. All of this had significant implications for the future of arc21, in terms of delivering infrastructure for member Councils, this was further complicated by a member Council seeking to withdraw from the residual waste project and the Strategic Review of NI Council Waste Management Arrangements.

The Tourism section had added in greater review and risk assessment of inclement weather into event management plans and plans to further explore methods of assessing this risk and potential mitigation options in the future.

The Regulatory Services section had identified a training need to mitigate against the risk to officers from physical attack with the training to focus on de-escalation and avoiding physical assault.

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

The Administration Service had reported that with the appointment of a Public Right of Way Officer the management of those was now in hand, reducing risk to the organisation in this area. The Service also reported that the Emergency Plan and Business Continuity Plan were aligned but work was to take place to detach those two aspects as different officers were responsible for each element. Further to this a lease/licence register was being reviewed and updated, a subgroup had been appointed to look into this.

The Environmental Health, Protection and Development Service had reported significant scrutiny of their work on food and consumer goods standards which was impacting on their resources.

Progress on Audit findings was reported to 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 six services were noted there. 

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, those were being addressed.

The Human Resources and Organisational Development Service had three outstanding priority 3 recommendations relating to their service plan. Those were all being progressed.

Strategic Transformation and Performance had two Priority 1 findings, one Priority 2 findings and three Priority 3 findings outstanding 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 four priority 2 findings related to grants with an SLA administering, grant monitoring in general, declarations of interest and supporting documentation. In addition, the service also had four priority 3 findings relating to guidance documents for partnerships and elected members, grant advance payments and the need for the grants policy to be reviewed. All of those findings were in progress for implementation.

Finance Service had recorded one outstanding Priority 1 Audit finding relating to the provision of an Asset Management Policy, in addition there were twenty-two Priority 2 findings and twelve Priority 3 findings. Of those findings, many related to policy development that was previously on hold due to lack of staff resources. Policy development was in process for the majority of those policies with discussion papers out for consultation within finance on the Pricing and Income policy and wider within Council on the Travel and Subsistence policy. The Asset Management policy consultation had been completed and Finance were now drafting the policy and procedures related to it. There had not been progress yet on the proposed Budgeting policy as it was dependent on the previously mentioned policies being finalised.

Of the remaining non-policy related recommendations, action plans existed for all of those with set target dates for implementation.

Regulatory Services had one outstanding priority 2 recommendation which was to review their risk register. In addition, they had two priority 3 recommendations to reconcile payments daily and to sign off the assurance statement. All of those were in progress.

Section 3 – Governance
Administration had reported that there were currently two contentions Public Right of Way cases which were currently getting legal advice. As reported on the previous statement the further roll out of Te-Care software throughout Council departments was planned to improve the ability of officers to meet the requirements of the Council’s complaints policy. A new version of the Model Complaints Handling Procedure would be available from March 2023 and would be launched with refresher training for all staff.

In addition, an issue had been identified with the Te-Care software system.  Te-Care had a limited maintenance programme and GDPR concerns were currently being investigated.  Those related to Data Erasure requests (concerns over the ability to fully erase a person from the multiple systems within the organisation) and Data Subject Access Requests (concerns over capture of all data available when employees were asked to reactively respond to requests v an automated computer system).

Assets and Property Services had provided an update to the extended tender of the sale of electricity from the wind turbine at Balloo Wood Bangor. The tender would be revised in accordance with the new energy market and aligned with the Energy Manager Joint Forum electricity contract to use the services of a utility broker.

The Strategic Transformation and Performance service had provided an update relating to the hire of vehicles for pandemic purposes in cleansing. As reported previously this had been flagged by External Audit as non-compliance. The service reports that this had been changed into a single tender action.

Communications and Marketing had reported two instances where the procurement policy was not followed, those being for Visit Belfast and for Clear Channel, in both cases this was due to them being the sole provider for those services.

The Leisure Service had reported that the potential financial position of the Council and difficulty recruiting staff may lead to an inability to return to pre-covid levels of service provision. In addition, the service was anticipating potential significant loss of income claims from Serco.

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 Council was facing substantial pay and utility cost pressures.

Regulatory Services had reported that there were concerns around income generation due to external factors in the property market impacting on home renovations.

Community and Culture had reported that issues had been identified in the Core system for October 2022 and in collaboration with Human Resources an investigation had begun.

Section 4 – Miscellaneous
The Finance Service had reported that workload and long-term sickness had inhibited the execution of service and governance improvements, that the absence of a corporate information management strategy was inhibiting service efficiencies and that combined with limited business technology equipment was inhibiting some staff working more effectively in a hybrid manner.

The Leisure Service had reported staff welfare was under strain throughout the service due to the demands being placed on officers due to financial constraints, Covid-19, governance and ongoing uncertainty around leisure provision. Continued difficulties in recruiting staff was placing a strain on those covering gaps over a long period of time.

The Director of Community and Wellbeing had made a comment regarding the Parks and Cemeteries Assurance statement that given the current financial pressures and the need to complete the agreed transformation process to save on costs and improve service quality and service governance and accountability, the phase 2 (restructure) would need to be expedited.

RECOMMENDED that the report be noted.

The Director informed members that in accordance with the Council’s Risk Management Strategy, Heads of Service were required to provide Statements of Assurance.  Assurance Statements comprised four main sections to be completed by each Head of Service following consultation with each of their Service Units twice yearly. He summarised the report highlighting the salient points contained within it adding that he was content all disclosure and mitigations had been made.

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

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 McClean, seconded by Councillor McRandal, that the public/press be excluded during the discussion of the undernoted items of confidential business. 

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)

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)

(Having declared an interest in the next item, David Kinsella and Camille McDermott were both put on hold via Zoom – 7.54pm)



11.    internal audit contract tender 

***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)

(David Kinsella and Camille McDermott were both brought back to the meeting via Zoom – 7.56pm)

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

***IN COMMITTEE***

The Director of Finance & Performance, Head of Finance and Democratic Services Officer all withdrew from the meeting during the discussion of the item (7.57pm).

RE-ADMITTANCE OF PUBLIC AND PRESS

AGREED TO RECOMMEND, on the proposal of Councillor McClean, seconded by Councillor McAlpine, that the public/press be readmitted to the meeting.  

TERMINATION OF MEETING 

The meeting terminated at 8.00 pm.
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