ITEM 
		AC.21.09.2026
[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, 21 September 2026 at 7.00pm. 
 
PRESENT: -
 
In the Chair: 	Councillor Morgan

Aldermen:	McAlpine 

Councillors:		Harbinson 	Newman
Hollywood 	Thompson
McKee 	Wray

Independent Member: Stephen Ballentine-Kearns

In Attendance:	Mr Tomas Wilkinson (NIAO)
			Ms Camille McDermott (Deloitte)
			Ms Prachi Jain (Deloitte)

Officers:	Chief Executive (S McCullough), Director of Corporate Services (M Steele), Head of Finance (S Grieve), and Democratic Services Officer (J Alexander)
[bookmark: _Hlk178327944]
1.	APOLOGIES

Apologies had been received from Alderman Graham.

NOTED. 

2.	CHAIR’S REMARKS

The Chair welcomed the auditor representatives from the Northern Ireland Audit Office (Tomas Wilkinson), and from Deloitte (Camille McDermott and Prachi Jain). She also welcomed the Committee's new Independent Member, Stephen Ballentine-Kearns.

3.	DECLARATIONS OF INTEREST

The Chair sought Declarations of Interest at this stage.

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

NOTED. 



4.	MATTERS ARISING FROM PREVIOUS MEETINGS 

a) Committee Minutes from 18 May 2026 

No matters arising.

b) Committee Minutes from 22 June 2026 

Councillor Newman advised that she attended the June 2026 meeting in person rather than remotely as noted in the Minutes. The Chair instructed that the June 2026 Minutes be amended accordingly.

c) Follow-up Actions 

PREVIOUSLY CIRCULATED: Report from the Director of Corporate Services detailing 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.

	Item
	Title
	Action
	Officer
	Status

	Dec 2023
6b
	Audit and Assessment Report
	Drafting of formal consultation strategy
	Head of Comms and Marketing
	Proposed for Committee March 2027

	Dec 2025
4b
	Follow-up actions
	Review ToR to reduce change in membership
	Head of Finance
	Item 9  & Annual Meeting June 2026

	May 2026
5c
	Raising Concerns in the NI Public Sector
	Review of Whistleblowing Policy 
	Head of Human Resources
	To be considered when policy due for review

	9
	Review of Terms of Reference
	Private meeting with auditors to be once per annum
	Head of Finance
	December agenda 



RECOMMENDED that the Council note the Matters Arising and the Follow-up Actions Report.   

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



5. 	EXTERNAL AUDIT
	
a) Draft Report to those Charged with Governance  

PREVIOUSLY CIRCULATED: Copy of the above Draft Report.

[bookmark: _Hlk146011915]RECOMMENDED that Council Approves the External Audit Draft Report to those Charged with Governance.

The Chair advised that this item was for Approval rather than to Note. She invited Tomas Wilkinson, from the Northern Ireland Audit Office, to present the report.

Mr Wilkinson advised that the report summarised the key issues that had arisen from the NIAO audit of the Council's Financial Statements. That audit had been ongoing for 6-7 weeks. He confirmed that the 2025-26 Financial Statements would be published with an unqualified audit opinion without any modifications, and that the Local Government Auditor.

In relation to adjusted misstatements, he advised that the net effect of adjustments from the audit was nil. There was an uncorrected misstatement of £99K which was not, in NIAO's opinion, a material amount.

In terms of proper arrangements, the NIAO was satisfied that the Council had proper arrangements in place for securing economic efficiency and effectiveness.

Page 2 of the report stated the status of the audit as substantially complete. A small amount of work was required on property, plant, equipment and some expenditure but he did not anticipate any issues arising.

Once the audit was complete, the Chief Financial Officer could sign the Statement of Accounts and the NIAO's Letter of Representation. He recognised that it had been a challenging year for Council staff with the migration to a new financial management system after year-end, together with the loss of some key staff. That had resulted in the audit taking longer than originally anticipated.

Page 3 of the report pertained to the management of information and personal data, and he confirmed that auditors were unaware of any data handling incidents during the year. He assured the Committee that any personal data that auditors had access to, was destroyed on completion of the audit, in line with NIAO policies and procedures. 

Mr Wilkinson advised that performance improvement would be reported separately in October 2026.

Turning to page 5 of the report, he advised that when the NIAO audit plan and audit strategy were completed, there was one significant audit risk which was the presumed significant risk of material misstatement. That risk appeared in all sets of accounts because management were in a unique position to override controls. Therefore, auditors completed tests around journals, accounting estimates and any significant transactions. He confirmed that no particular issues were found.

Page 6 of the report referenced the new financial management system that was put in place on 01 April 2026, one day after year-end, and he noted that Council staff had heavy involvement in migrating data and preparing draft accounts which caused some delays. Mr Wilkinson noted that the Council had robust processes in place for the production of accounts and that it continued to produce good quality working papers. Therefore, no change was required to accounting policies. The audit included a review of accounting estimates, and the auditors were broadly satisfied.

Page 8 of the report referred to other audited areas in relation to the going concern, the narrative report, the remuneration report, and the governance statement, and he confirmed that there were no issues with how those had been prepared.

Page 9 of the report referred to internal controls, and he confirmed that no significant deficiencies were noted.

Mr Wilkinson advised that from page 11 onward, the report noted the findings identified during the audit.

Finding 1 (Priority 2) related to issues identified within provisions. 

For Public and Employer's Liability cases, the process was that the Council's Risk Management Team provided an estimate of the likely liability to the Finance Team, and an adjustment was carried out based on the average settlement figures of the last four years. The adjustment process was incorrect and should have been based on the expected outturn of individual cases. This had not had a material impact on the accounts in this instance, but the adjustment must be carried out differently moving forward.

In addition, legal cases from the previous year had not been reviewed during the year.

A further issue was noted in relation classification of provisions as either current or long-term, as there was no evidence to support the split of those figures. That was a disclosure issue in the accounts rather than a substantive issue. 

Recommendations were made for the Council to review its methodology and how it calculated the Public and Employer's Liability provisions; to review all ongoing cases at year-end so as to provide an accurate reflection of circumstances at year-end; and to provide evidence to support all disclosures in the accounts. 

He confirmed that management had accepted those recommendations.

Finding 2 (Priority 2) related to outstanding internal audit recommendations.

At year-end, there were 38 outstanding recommendations, 18 of which had not been started.

A recommendation was made that the volume and ageing of those actions could present a risk to the Council; and that the Council needed to consider the impact of the outstanding recommendations on the effectiveness of its control environment.

Mr Wilkinson confirmed that management had accepted the recommendation and had undertaken to work towards resolving the issue.

Finding 3 (Priority 3) was in relation to IT and Information vulnerabilities.

Mr Wilkinson advised that the Council had identified Information Asset Owners for each key line of business. However, those Information Asset Owners had not completed formal risk assessments to ensure the proper protection and management of information.

In addition, he advised that the Council did not undertake an independent assessment of all IT systems and cyber security controls, known as an IT Health Check.

Recommendations were made for the Council's Information Asset Owners to complete formal risk assessments and for the Council to undertake independent IT health checks.

He confirmed that management had accepted those recommendations.

Finding 4 (Priority 3) related to areas for improvement regarding Proper Arrangements.

In particular, Mr Wilkinson noted the work that was needed to address two legacy policies: the Staff Travel Policy and the Employee Expenses and Benefits Policy, both of which needed to be updated.

A recommendation was made that the Council ensured that all policies were up to date and approved as soon as practicable.

He confirmed that management had accepted that recommendation.

Mr Wilkinson advised that, during the preparation of the accounts, some changes had to be made but that those changes did not have any net effect on Income and Expenditure. Details were set out on page 15 of the report.

Page 17 of the report referred to the previously mentioned understatement of £99K. This was an understatement of provision for tribunal cases which had not been adjusted and had been understated by the Council. Mr Wilkinson advised that NIAO did not consider this material. However, the auditors would require Committee approval that the understatement would not be changed by NIAO auditors or by the Council.

He concluded by directing the Committee's attention to the Letter of Representation at the end of the report.

Councillor Hollywood asked if the understatement of £99K would be corrected and why it had not yet been corrected. He recognised that making the correction would involve additional work. Mr Wilkinson advised that it was below the NIAO Auditors' level of materiality. They would not insist on a correction being made and it was Council's decision if the change should be made.

The Head of Finance advised that £90K was not material in a set of accounts where the Council was dealing with in excess of £80M. He confirmed that the Council would review how it addressed that issue in the future, and that it was content that there was no serious misstatement in the Financial Statements.

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

6.	INTERNAL AUDIT

a) Progress Report 

PREVIOUSLY CIRCULATED: Copy of the above Progress Report.

RECOMMENDED that Council note the Internal Audit Progress Report.

Camille McDermott of Deloitte advised that one report was currently before the Committee, but that planning had commenced for a further four reviews, some of which would be brought to the next Audit Committee meeting. She assured the Committee that there were no concerns around completing all reviews within the internal audit year.

b) Performance Improvement Audit 

PREVIOUSLY CIRCULATED: Copy of the above Performance Improvement Audit.

The 2026/27 Annual Internal Audit Plan included provision for an assurance review of the Council's statutory Performance Improvement Process and the controls in place to support effective performance improvement management.

RECOMMENDED that Council note the Internal Audit Performance Improvement Audit.

Prachi Jain of Deloitte advised that, for the Performance Improvement review, auditors had looked at Council's statutory performance improvement process and the controls in place to support effective performance improvement management.

A satisfactory level of assurance had been given for the Performance Improvement Process review.

One Priority 2 finding and two Priority 3 findings had been identified.

The Priority 2 finding was in relation to the Performance Management Handbook which did not accurately reflect the H1 report review and approval process.

A recommendation was made that the Council should update the handbook to reflect the actual process.

She confirmed that management had accepted the recommendation and had updated the process.

The first of the Priority 3 findings was that one of the objective measures stated a higher investment target in the Performance Improvement Plan, compared with the final approved Parks and Cemeteries Service Plan.

A recommendation was made that the Council should ensure that PIP figures were cross-checked after all Service Plans had been approved and finalised.

She confirmed that management had accepted the recommendation.

The second Priority 3 finding was that the Performance Management Framework had not been reviewed since it was developed in September 2018. In addition, the Performance Management Handbook had been updated periodically to reflect changes in practice, but it did not include an approval log documenting the date of review and approval.

A recommendation was made that the Council should establish a review cycle for the Performance Management Framework aligned with the Corporate Plan review, every four years or when significant changes occur.

A recommendation was also made that the Council should include a version control log on both the Framework and Handbook documents, including the date of the last review, the approver and the date of the next review.

She confirmed that management had accepted both recommendations.

Ms Jain noted that, at the last Audit Committee meeting, there were 38 open issues and that 3 further issues had been added to the issue tracker. As part of the follow-up exercise, management had implemented recommendations around 10 actions, which were noted as closed. In addition to the 10 closed actions, management proposed 6 open items for risk acceptance, where the implementation of the recommendation was either dependent on other related actions, or where further action was outside the Council's control. Therefore, there were now 25 open actions: No Priority 1; 16 Priority 2; and 9 Priority 3 recommendations.

Councillor Wray referred to the Draft Report to those charged with Governance, the Internal Audit Progress Report and 38 outstanding issues previously discussed. He noted that the Progress Report referred to HR, recruitment and the Workforce Plan which was due to go before the Corporate Services Committee. He noted that the Workforce Plan had been to the last Corporate Services Committee meeting and asked if any of the officers wanted to comment.

He added that he had attended the recent Budgeting Workshop where mention was made of the Council's struggle to recruit staff with the right skills for some jobs. He believed that this difficulty was due to competitiveness with other sectors and asked what practical actions Council could take to recruit the right people for those jobs, perhaps in terms of pay scales or other offerings in the workplace.

The Director of Corporate Services responded that the Council's first ever Workforce Plan had been endorsed by the Corporate Services Committee earlier in September 2026 and that Ards and North Down Borough Council was the first council in Northern Ireland to have a workforce plan approved. That was a step on the road to trying to address some of those issues.

He advised that there was a series of factors which impacted the Council and that the challenges were different in different areas. At times, the Council had struggled to recruit in areas such as Digital Services, Procurement or Leisure Services. For example, if another council gave an upgrade in a particular area, then that council would look more appealing, and we would likely lose staff.

There were a number of actions that could be taken, such as looking at the competitiveness of the Council's pay grading for roles that were particularly difficult to fill. More broadly, the Council could review its offerings that made it unique or different from competitor organisations. He advised that, as officers worked through the Workforce Plan, they were considering all these factors including contributions to health and wellbeing such as volunteer work and apprenticeship schemes and to try to attract people from a younger demographic.

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

7. 	AUDIT FINANCIAL STATEMENTS 

PREVIOUSLY CIRCULATED: Copy of the Audit Financial Statements.

RECOMMENDED that Council Approves the Audit Financial Statements.

The Head of Finance advised that, although the Committee had discussed the Statements at its June 2026 meeting, it was important to note that a number of changes had been made to the Income and Expenditure Statement or, in private sector language, to the Profit and Loss account. One of the legal provisions, which was increased by a significant portion, had affected the year-end surplus and reduced it from £258K to approximately £58K. To mitigate that effect, money had been released from some of the contingency earmarked funds, which is exactly what those funds are for.

In addition, the Head of Finance, noted an instance where the Council had treated a capital grant element correctly but not the revenue element. That had been corrected in the Financial Statements. He confirmed that it did not have any net effect because the Council produced financial statements on an accounting basis, so it was comparable to private sector financial statements, and maintained its reserves on a rates basis. There were items such as depreciation, and early grant recognition that would need to be mitigated and removed. Again, there was no net effect, but this had changed the income levels in the report. There was still some work to be completed on presentation and minor errors prior to the Chief Executive and the Chair of the Audit Committee signing the Financial Statements, after which they would be submitted to the auditor for his certification and then published before Wednesday, 23 September 2026.

Councillor Wray remarked that it was good to see that the general fund was above the minimum settled in the Reserves Policy and noted that the earmarked fund was heavily focused on the strategic objectives. He asked if the £148M projected borrowing by 2033 was a worst-case scenario and, if it did reach that level of borrowing, would it be manageable.

The Head of Finance advised that the Council was under a statutory obligation to ensure that its plans were affordable, sustainable and prudent. That was part of the rationale for including 1.45% of the rate increase each year allocated to capital and allowed the Council to build resilience in a consistent way. That would be addressed through the budget strategy again this year. It was also part of the reason why the Council was trying to undertake a capital review. He recognised that it was easy to get a project onto the capital project list but considerably more challenging to remove a project. Therefore, after the election, when the Council was in the new mandate, the Director of Corporate Services and the Head of Finance would liaise with colleagues and members about undertaking a review. It would not include every possible project. There were a number of projects that were not formally in the capital list but would need to be considered. That would also form part of the review.

Councillor Wray agreed on the timing of the review, after the election, and asked what lessons could be learned to prevent a project from getting on to the capital list, and should there be a limit as to how much was enough in terms of projects.

The Director of Corporate Services advised that balance was the key. The projects that the Council had on its capital projects list over the next ten years did not reflect everything that members had discussed over the years. Those capital projects were not solely about spending money; they were about delivering outcomes that the Council wanted to achieve. Therefore, a balance had to be struck between the Council's level of financial risk in taking on that level of debt versus the risk of not taking some of those projects forward; for example, where the Council was seeking a health and wellbeing outcome or an economic prosperity outcome to grow the rate base which was the Council's priority key objective. 

He confirmed that there was no scenario where a Council capital investment would be completely risk-free. The Director of Corporate Services and the Head of Finance continued to highlight the need for the Council to be mindful of the risks in relation to debt when it was making decisions. More debt would be fine to a certain extent provided it was manageable. However, there would come a point when the risk associated with, for example, interest rate increases would become too much risk. It was a balancing act.

Councillor Harbinson confirmed that he was content to second the recommendation in relation to the Financial Statements. He expressed his concern around the capital spend but looked forward to the review in the next mandate.

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

8.	ANY OTHER NOTIFIED BUSINESS 

There were no items of Any Other Notified Business.

EXCLUSION OF PUBLIC/PRESS

AGREED, on the proposal of Councillor Wray, seconded by Councillor Harbinson, that the public/press be excluded during the discussion of the undernoted items of confidential business.

9.	SINGLE TENDER ACTIONS UPDATE 

***IN CONFIDENCE***

NOT FOR PUBLICATION SCHEDULE 6 – INFORMATION RELATING TO THE FINANCIAL OR BUSINESS AFFAIRS OF ANY PARTICULAR PERSON (INCLUDING THE COUNCIL HOLDING THAT INFORMATION)
An update on Single Tender Actions brought to the attention of the Procurement Service Unit was provided.

The recommendation that Council note the report.

The recommendation was acceded to.


10.	ADVISORY REVIEW – PROCUREMENT OF SYNTHETIC PITCHES 

***IN CONFIDENCE***
NOT FOR PUBLICATION SCHEDULE 6 – INFORMATION RELATING TO THE FINANCIAL OR BUSINESS AFFAIRS OF ANY PARTICULAR PERSON (INCLUDING THE COUNCIL HOLDING THAT INFORMATION)
A Preliminary Review report into the procurement and payment of a leisure contract was provided.

The recommendation was that Council note the report.

The recommendation was acceded to.






11.	FRAUD, WHISTLEBLOWING AND DATA-PROTECTION MATTERS 

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

An update on fraud, whistleblowing and data protection matters was provided.

The recommendation was that Council note the verbal report.

The recommendation was acceded to.

12.	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 HOLDING THAT INFORMATION)

Committee members met with representatives of the Northern Ireland Audit Office and the Internal Audit Services.

The recommendation was that Council note the meeting.

The recommendation was acceded to.

RE-ADMITTANCE OF PUBLIC AND PRESS

AGREED, on the proposal of Councillor Wray, seconded by Councillor Thompson, that the public/press be re-admitted to the meeting.

TERMINATION OF MEETING 

The meeting terminated at 8.32pm.
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