
		AC.23.03.2026 PM
[bookmark: _Hlk178327930][bookmark: _Hlk178327749]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, on Monday, 23 March 2026 at 7.00pm. 
 
PRESENT: -
 
In the Chair: 	Councillor Thompson
						
Aldermen:		Graham
			McAlpine

Councillors:		Harbinson (Zoom)	Newman
			McKee (Zoom)	Wray
				 
In Attendance:	Mr Paul Cummings – Independent Member

	NIAO – Tomas Wilkinson
	         
[bookmark: _Hlk114771938]	Deloitte – Camille McDermott 
	                Prachi Jain
		 
Officers:	Chief Executive (S McCullough), Director of Corporate Services (M Steele), Head of Finance (S Grieve), Community Planning Manager (P Mackey) and Democratic Services Officer (P Foster)
[bookmark: _Hlk178327944]
1.	Apologies

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

Apologies had been received from Councillors Hollywood and Morgan.

NOTED. 

2.	CHAIRMAN’S REMARKS

The Chairman welcomed Members to the meeting and continuing he also welcomed Deloitte and Northern Ireland Audit Office (NIAO) representatives as well as Independent Member Mr Paul Cummings.

NOTED.






3.	Declarations of Interest

The Chairman sought Declarations of Interest at this stage.

No Declarations of Interest were declared. Members were reminded that they could declare throughout the meeting.

NOTED. 

Reports for Noting

4.	Matters Arising from Previous Meetings 

(a)  Audit Committee Minutes from 15 December 2025

PREVIOUSLY CIRCULATED:- Copy of the above minutes. 

AGREED TO RECOMMEND, on the proposal of Councillor Wray, seconded by Alderman Graham, that the minutes be noted. 

(b) Follow-Up Actions 
(File ref: AUD02)

PREVIOUSLY CIRCULATED:- Report from the Director of Corporate Services stating that in line with good practice, a register of actions was maintained to ensure that requests from previous meetings of the Committee were followed up on.

Key Issues
	Item
	Title
	Action
	Officer
	Status

	Dec 23
6b
	Audit and Assessment Report
	Drafting of formal consultation strategy
	Head of Comms and Marketing
	In draft Sep-25

	Sep 25
9
	Request for a Members Survey
	Alternatives to current report ‘noting’ process
	Chief Executive
	Item 7a

	Dec 25
4b
	Follow-up actions
	Review ToR to reduce change in membership
	Head of Finance
	Annual Meeting
Jun-26

	5c
	Performance Audit
	Consider performance improvement audit for 2026/27
	Head of Finance
	Item 6f

	6a
	IA progress report
	Report detailing how long-outstanding rec’s will be prioritised
All HoS to provide responses to follow-up requests
	Head of Finance
	Item 6e

	6c
	Community Plan Review
	Report on success factors for outcomes based accountability
	Community Panning and Climate Manager
	Jun 26

	7a
	Interim Assurance Statements
	Review section 3 regarding inclusion of outstanding IA rec’s
	Head of Corporate Governance
	Jun 26




RECOMMENDED that Council notes the report.

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

5. 	EXTERNAL AUDIT
	
a. ANDBC Audit Strategy 2025-2026(Appendix I)

PREVIOUSLY CIRCULATED: - ANDBC Audit Strategy 2025-2026 from the Northern Ireland Audit Office (NIAO).

RECOMMENDED that the report be noted.

The Chairman invited Tomas Wilkinson (NIAO) to speak to his report.

Mr Wilkinson provided members with an overview of the report highlighting the salient points within it including:

· One significant Audit risk had been identified, that being Management Override of Control. 
· The Audit fees or the year would be £82,600 for the Financial Audit and £17,400 for the Performance Improvement Audit and Assessment. 
· The replacement of the Finance IT System to take effect on 1 April 2026 and would see it being unsupported from 1 June 2026, leaving the system exposed to cyber-attack, data loss and downtime. 

The Chairman thanked Mr Wilkinson for his comments and invited questions from Members. 

In respect of the reference made to the Finance IT system, Councillor Wray sought further clarity around that.

Mr Wilkinson indicated that a potential risk had been identified whereby the new system would be unsupported from 1 June 2026 which could see data being lost and potential for risk from cyber attack. As such he believed that it was important to move to the new system as soon as possible.

The Head of Finance reassured Members that his team were actively working on this with preparations well underway to go live on 1 April 2026. 

AGREED TO RECOMMEND, on the proposal of Alderman Graham, seconded by Councillor McKee, that the report be noted.

6.	INTERNAL AUDIT 

a. [bookmark: _Hlk114656452]ANDBC Audit Committee Progress Report (Appendix II)

PREVIOUSLY CIRCULATED: - Copy of the above report from Deloitte.

RECOMMENDED that the report be noted.

The Chairman invited Camille McDermott, Deloitte to present her report.

Ms McDermott advised that two Internal reports were being presented to the Committee, those being:

· Review of the Labour Market Partnership
· Climate Change Strategy Review

Continuing Ms McDermott reported that there were no changes to the Plan and all additional pieces of work had been undertaken. In respect of Follow Up work, that was set out on Page 14 of report and detailed that:

· 39 Outstanding Recommendations remained in March 2025.
· 30 Items were added to the tracker throughout the year.
· 30 issues had been closed during the year.
· 38 items remained open as at 9 March 2026.

The Chairman thanked Ms McDermott for her comments and invited questions from Members.

Councillor Newman welcomed the report and in particular the review of Leisure Centre procurement arrangements for the provision of synthetic pitches. She was aware that had caused a number of issues for Bangor Hockey Club and other clubs and as such she would look forward to reading the findings around that in due course.

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

(b) ANDBC Review of the Labour Market Partnership (Appendix III)

PREVIOUSLY CIRCULATED: - Copy of the above report from Deloitte.

RECOMMENDED that the report be noted.

The Chairman invited Prachi Jain, Deloitte to present her report.

Ms Jain highlighted the salient points and audit priorities within the report and noted there were no Priority 1, Priority 2  or Priority 3 recommendations and an overall satisfactory level of assurance given.  

There were no queries from Members.

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

(c )	ANDBC Internal Audit – Climate Change Strategy Review (Appendix IV)

PREVIOUSLY CIRCULATED: - Copy of the above report from Deloitte.

RECOMMENDED that the report be noted.

The Chairman invited Prachi Jain, Deloitte to present her report.

Ms Jain highlighted the salient points and audit priorities within the report and noted there were no Priority 1 recommendations, four Priority 2  recommendations and no Priority 3 recommendations. An overall limited level of assurance had been given.  

There were no queries from Members.

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

d. Internal Audit Annual Report 2025-26  (Appendix V)

PREVIOUSLY CIRCULATED: - Copy of the above report from Deloitte.

RECOMMENDED that the report be noted.

The Chairman invited Ms Camille McDermott, Deloitte to present her report.

Ms McDermott guided Members through the report highlighting the salient points within it. It was noted there were 18 Priority 2 issues and five Priority 3 issues and a Satisfactory level of Assurance had been given. 

Queries from Members were sought at this stage.

Alderman McAlpine welcomed that the number of Recommendations had reduced however on reviewing the previous report at Item 6a she had noted that a number of those had been extended. As some of those would now have taken almost nine years to resolve she asked what the major issues were around getting those successfully resolved.

In response Ms McDermott acknowledged that capacity to undertake some of the recommendations had been a challenge particularly as a number of significant transformation projects had been ongoing by the Council. 

The Director of Corporate Services advised that in relation to the Travel and Subsistence outstanding recommendation, it was the intention to include that as part of a wider negotiation around Terms and Conditions including Job Evaluations with Trade Unions etc in the future. Continuing he commented that some of the recommendations would require significant large scale projects and added that one of the biggest large scale projects was the Corporate File Plan which commenced last September and was due to be completed in September 2026. It was noted planning for that had commenced six months prior to September 2025. Members were further advised that some items would require other items to be completed and as such there was a knock on effect for many of those which remained outstanding. As such the Director believed, as was often the case, the numbers did not reflect the amount of work which was ongoing in the background. 

Alderman McAlpine suggested that it would be helpful if that level of detail could be highlighted in future reports.

Referring to Page 6 of the report, Statement of Assurance, Mr Cummings noted the following statement:

“Additionally, the acting Chief Executive and Director of Corporate Services should consider the impact these outstanding recommendations have on the effectiveness of the Council’s control environment”. 

He believed that a formal response to that should be sought by the Committee to that request to consider the full effect of the 38 recommendations.

The Director of Corporate Services indicated that would be given further consideration and reported back to the Committee in due course.

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

e. ANDBC Draft Annual Audit Plan 2026-27 (Appendix VI)

PREVIOUSLY CIRCULATED: - Copy of the above report from Deloitte.

RECOMMENDED that the report be noted.

The Chairman invited Ms McDermott, Deloitte to present her report.

Ms McDermott guided Members through the report highlighting the salient points within it. 

There were no queries from Members.


AGREED TO RECOMMEND, on the proposal of Alderman Graham, seconded by Councillor Newman, that the recommendation be adopted.

f) Detailed Outstanding Recommendations Action Plans (Appendix VII)

PREVIOUSLY CIRCULATED: - Report from the Director of Corporate Services detailing that Council kept a register of internal audit recommendations that were not fully implemented in order to track implementation and allow Deloitte to test actions taken to ensure they satisfy the recommendation.

Key Issues
At its meeting in December 2025, members expressed concern at both the number of recommendations and the length of time taken to implement some of them. The Committee therefore requested officers to bring back a report to the next meeting detailing definite courses of action to see all recommendations implemented as soon as possible. This report fulfilled that request.

RECOMMENDED that the report be noted.

The Head of Finance advised that the report had been prepared following a request from the Committee at its last meeting and it provided fuller responses and actions from Management in respect of each of the outstanding Actions. 

Queries from Members were sought at this stage.

Welcoming the report, Councillor Wray indicated that he had a number of questions and referring to recommendation number 84 noted there were three options and he sought further clarification around those.

In response the Head of Finance advised that the Council’s Human Resources service had subsequently appointed a full time Systems Assistant and as an internal candidate they had prior knowledge of the system. It was noted that while a workplan was already in place, the Member’s comments would be passed on to Human Resources officers.

Continuing Councillor Wray referred to recommendation number 248 which considered the Council’s 5% absence trigger on the system however he noted the commentary around that which was that Line Managers should be reminded that was their responsibility to manage.

The Director of Corporate Services advised that Line Managers often had significant other tasks to complete associated with their jobs and as such what was being considered was a system were reminder emails would be sent to Line Managers once the 5% trigger had been reached by their staff.

Councillor Newman indicated that she wished to make reference to recommendations 195 and 101 which had been started in 2022 and 2022 respectively. She sought clarity that nothing had changed in respect of 195 and suggested that if there had been movement on that the situation currently around Ward Park and Aurora Hockey pitches and carpets could have been prevented.

The Head of Finance indicated that he could not make comment on that particular matter out of confidence, however he confirmed the issue was related to the Council’s new finance system which would go live on 1 April 2026. There remained however a number of issues with this and once the system was automated there would be much stronger compliance demands. Members were further advised that  significant training had already been undertaken. 

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

[bookmark: _Hlk146011915]7. 	CORPORATE GOVERNANCE 

a) Draft Procedure for ‘to note’ Reports

PREVIOUSLY CIRCULATED: - Report from the Chief Executive stating that at its meeting in September 2025, the Committee agreed to explore implementing a new process around ‘to note’ reports, whereby such reports were removed totally from the agenda and alternatively, uploaded to Decision Time for Member’s information only. Such reports would follow similarly to ‘Any Other Notified Business’ where Members could request that a ‘to note’ report was added onto the agenda for the Committee’s consideration.  

Background
Officers had since undertaken to explore this option with another Council who operated a similar system, referred to as the ‘Information and Correspondence Schedule’ (ICS). 

In practice, the ICS was a separate entry on Decision Time to the Committee meeting. For example, if the Committee meeting was scheduled to take place from 7pm-9pm, the ICS was scheduled for 9.30pm. This ‘meeting’ included reports for noting as well as copies of relevant correspondence.

The ICS papers were also circulated by Democratic Services in line with the deadlines set out in the Local Government Act (Northern Ireland) 2014, which required that agendas and associated papers were circulated to Members within five calendar days of the meeting. 

Officers were advised that in the case of ICS reports, Members typically raised questions with the Director directly in advance of the meeting, rather than on the floor of the Committee. 

Governance and Transparency 
Officers had discussed options from a governance perspective, as the Council was required to have a clear procedural framework of its decisions.

Some concern had been flagged around the decision making and formal record keeping of decisions if items were not contained in one meeting and on one agenda. For example, a report circulated in the ICS ‘meeting’, which was then not raised on the floor of the Committee, would not automatically be included in the minutes and would not be ratified at full Council. 

The Local Government Act (Northern Ireland) Act 2014 outlined at 43(1), 

“Copies of the agenda for a meeting of a council and, subject to subsection (2), copies of any report for the meeting must be open to inspection by members of the public at the offices of the council [or on the council’s website] in accordance with subsection (3)…

Any document which is required by subsection (1) to be open to inspection must be open to inspection at least five days before the meeting, except that—

(a)where the meeting is convened at shorter notice, the copies of the agenda and reports must be open to inspection from the time the meeting is convened, and

(b)where an item is added to an agenda copies of which are open to inspection by the public, copies of the item (or of the revised agenda), and the copies of any report for the meeting relating to the item, must be open to inspection from the time the item is added to the agenda.
4) An item of business may not be considered at a meeting of a council unless either—
(a)a copy of the agenda including the item (or a copy of the item) is open to inspection by members of the public in pursuance of subsection (1) for at least five days before the meeting or, where the meeting is convened at shorter notice, from the time the meeting is convened; or

(b)by reason of special circumstances, which must be specified in the minutes, the chair of the meeting is of the opinion that the item should be considered at the meeting as a matter of urgency.”

To be in line with the Act, it was the view of officers that any reports on Council business should appear on the agenda and in the public domain within the appropriate deadlines. 

Scheme of Delegation
Consideration would also be required around ‘to note’ reports that fall under Council Reserved Matters, which were considered at the parent Committee but upon which the Committee did not have delegated authority to make the decision. Such reports would be required to be placed on the agenda of the main Committee meeting, to ensure they were contained in the minutes and ratified at full Council. 

Standing Order changes 
Should the Council agree to implement a new system in the style of the ICS system as outlined, the Standing Orders would need to change. In line with the Scheme of Delegation, this could only be done at full Council. Therefore, a report would be required at the next Council meeting outlining the Committee’s recommendations and therefore proposing changes to the Standing Orders. 

If the Council agreed to proceed with the ICS system, it was recommended that the Standing Orders would be changed as follows:

Standing Order 4 - Notice and Summons of Meetings
4.4 Any Other Notified Business (AONB) cannot be considered at Council meetings or the Planning Committee but may be considered at all other Committee meetings. 

AONB must be submitted in writing to Democratic Services not later than 4pm one working day prior to the meeting. This should also be copied to the Chairperson and Director of the relevant Committee. AONB should be of an urgent nature and usually for information and can be accepted or denied at the discretion of the Chair. It should not be a matter that should be raised as a Notice of Motion.

Insert as new 4.5:

Requests for items from the Information and Correspondence (ICS) schedule to be added to the Committee meeting agenda must be submitted in writing to Democratic Services and the Director not later than 4pm, one working day prior to the meeting. This should also be copied to the Chairperson.

Members should note when making these decisions, that under Standing Order 30 – Suspension and Amendment of Standing Orders – any motion to, add to, vary or revoke the Standing Orders would, when proposed and seconded, stand adjourned and be referred without discussion to the next ordinary meeting of the Council and any resultant amendment would be ratified at the meeting.

As such, should the Committee wish to change the Standing Orders, a report would be placed on the agenda of the next full Council meeting outlining the proposed suspension and amendment at which point the relevant Standing Order would be stood down until the next full Council meeting when the resultant amendment would be debated and ratified. 

Options
The Committee should consider the following options: 

1. Introduce an ICS system
When making this decision, Members should consider the governance and transparency issues outlined above. At this time, further work would need to be done to ensure such a system was compliant with the Act. 

Members should also note that reports for noting were not the same type of business as Any Other Notified Business, which was of urgent nature and for information and should not be something that could otherwise be a Notice of Motion.  Reports, however, regularly stemmed from Notices of Motion. Careful consideration would be required on the nature of such items uploaded to the ICS system. 

Furthermore, consideration should be given to the resource impact on the repeated publication of papers to the public, when reports were added to the agenda on an ad-hoc basis.

Given these implications, officers were not proposing this as a reasonable model. 

2. Introduce further changes to the agenda format 
Members would be aware that in 2024 the agenda format was updated to categorise reports by ‘for approval’ and ‘for noting’ both in public session and in confidence. This was an effort to help address the length of Committee meetings. 

An alternative option was that the Council did not proceed with an ICS system for ‘to note’ reports or items for information. Instead, the agenda format was updated again to take all reports for noting into a new section ‘Not for Discussion’ whereby a proposal would be put to take these items ‘en bloc’. In order for a single report to be considered, it would have to be decoupled from the rest and proposed as such. It would be similar to how ‘Circulated for Information’ items are considered at Council.

The agenda format would look as follows: 

· Public (for approval)
· Not for Discussion: Reports noted en bloc.
· In Confidence (for approval)
· Not for Discussion: Reports noted en bloc.

Members should consider whether this option would address any concerns around the length of Committee meetings.  It was recommended that this option was more favourable than implementing an ICS system.

3. Do nothing
Members should consider whether the most appropriate course of action would be to do nothing or alternatively, refer the contents of this report to full Council for consideration. 

Summary

Members should consider the options outlined in the report on the balance of whether changes were required to how reports were considered at Committee, as well as Council. 

RECOMMENDED that Council agrees to not implement a new process around ‘to note’ reports and agrees to keep the Agenda format as it is.

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

The proposer Councillor Wray acknowledged that this was a big decision for the Council adding that if any changes were to be made that should be debated by the Full Council. As such he asked if this proposal was noted could other Members with an interest in this matter comment on it at the Full Council meeting when the minutes were ratified. 

The Director of Corporate Services advised that the minutes of this meeting would be ratified at the April 2026 Full Council Meeting. The report was the result of significant debate at a previous meeting of the Committee and following a benchmarking exercise it was the view of officers that Council continued with its existing approach on the basis of transparency. He confirmed that the minutes would go to April 2026 meeting of the Full Council and Members would have an opportunity to comment at that stage.

The seconder, Councillor McKee stated that he supported the recommendation and understood the reasoning behind the report before them. Committees had previously been running a lot longer than what they did now and as such what was detailed in the report was not necessary as that problem was no longer a significant issue.

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

Reports for Noting

9.    SINGLE TENDER ACTIONS UPDATE (FILE 231329)
	(File Ref: 231329)

***IN CONFIDENCE***

NOT FOR PUBLICATION 

3. Exemption: relating to the financial or business affairs of any particular person
 
The Committee was asked to consider an update on Single Tender Actions (STA’s).  Each STA is reported to Council by the relevant directorate to request the setting aside of Standing Orders.  Three Single Tender Actions were brought to the attention of the Procurement Service Unit since its last report.

10. 	FRAUD, WHISTLEBLOWING AND DATA PROTECTION MATTERS

***IN CONFIDENCE***

NOT FOR PUBLICATION 
 
SCHEDULE 6:3 – INFORMATION RELATING TO THE FINANCIAL OR BUSINESS AFFAIRS OF ANY PARTICULAR PERSON (INCLUDING THE COUNCIL HOLDNG THAT INFORMATION)
 
Members were advised of any new incidences of fraud, whistleblowing and data protection.  

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

**IN CONFIDENCE**

NOT FOR PUBLICATION 
 
SCHEDULE 6:3 – INFORMATION RELATING TO THE FINANCIAL OR BUSINESS AFFAIRS OF ANY PARTICULAR PERSON (INCLUDING THE COUNCIL HOLDNG THAT INFORMATION)
 
A meeting was held in the absence of management.   

The Chief Executive, Director of Corporate Services, Head of Finance, Community Planning Manager and Democratic Services Officer all withdrew from the meeting during the discussion of the item at 7.57 pm and returned to the Council Chamber at 7.59 pm.

RE-ADMITTANCE OF PUBLIC AND PRESS

AGREED TO RECOMMEND, on the proposal of Alderman Graham, seconded by Councillor Harbinson, that the public/press be re-admitted to the meeting.

TERMINATION OF MEETING 

The meeting terminated at  7.59pm.




10

