STANDARDS & AUDIT COMMITTEE

Minutes of the meeting of the Standards & Audit Committee held on Thursday, 3 April 2008 at 6.00 p.m. at the Civic Offices, Telford

PRESENT:  A. Simpson (Independent Member – Chairman), Councillors S. Burrell, I.T.W. Fletcher, V.A. Fletcher, R.E. Groom, H. Rhodes, U.E. Sambrook and A.J. Stanton, F. Beasland (Independent Member) and Councillor R. Wickson (Parish Council Representative)
ST-54

APPOINTMENT OF VICE-CHAIRMAN
Following the resignation from the Council of Councillor D. Blackwell, it was necessary to appoint a Vice-Chairman for the remainder of the municipal year. Councillor S. Cain had also left the Committee, and it was reported that Councillors I.T.W. Fletcher and V.A. Fletcher had joined the Committee as the Conservative Group’s nominations to replace Councillors Blackwell and Cain.

It was moved, seconded and

RESOLVED -   that Councillor A.J. Stanton be appointed Vice-Chairman for the remainder of the Municipal Year.
ST-55

MINUTES

The Group Solicitor (Standards & Regulatory) provided an update to Members on two issues referred to in the minutes of the last meeting:

Re: minute ST-50 – work had started on looking at the provision of “on-line” Code of Conduct training, and responses had been received from 10 Town and Parish Councils about Code of Conduct training that had been provided to their Members.

Re: minute ST-53 – the membership of the Committee only allowed for one parish council representative to formally attend meetings. However, the other parish council representatives did receive agendas and papers for meetings, and were welcome to attend as observers. Councillor Wickson expressed the view that there should be greater representation for parish councillors on the Committee, and it was suggested that there should also be greater clarification of their role.
RESOLVED – 
(a)
that the minutes of the meeting held on 29 January 2008 be confirmed and signed by the Chairman.
(b)
that a report about the membership and role of parish councillors on the Committee be brought to the next meeting.
ST-56

APOLOGIES FOR ABSENCE
Councillor L. Lomax
B. Bayley and A. Selvaratnam (Independent Members) 

Councillor R. Williams (Parish Council representative)
ST-57

DECLARATIONS OF INTEREST
None
ST-58
KPMG REPORT ON USE OF RESOURCES AND DATA QUALITY REVIEW 2007
The Chairman welcomed Andy Cardoza and Tim Pearce from the external auditors KPMG, who presented their report, which formed part of ongoing work on the 2007/08 Audit and Inspection Plan .  
The Use of Resources assessment was carried out in August and September 2007. The Review had confirmed that the Authority had good arrangements in place across all the areas of the Use of Resources assessment, with scores of 3 or 4 in all 11 areas of the assessment despite the assessment criteria becoming more challenging by comparison to 2006. The maximum score had been achieved for asset management, risk management and ethical conduct. In many cases, arrangements had been further strengthened compared to 2006, although there remained some improvements which would further refine the Authority’s processes and allow for potential further increases in scores. Areas for improvement included developing communications with the public and financial reporting mechanisms, where current arrangements did not quite meet best practice standards. However, it was recognised that there were resource implications to implement these improvements, and the Council would have to assess the costs and benefits of further investment.
The Data Quality Audit concluded that good arrangements were in place, and that improvements had been made from the previous Audit. The Council had adopted a data quality policy, which would ensure that good practice would be applied across the authority. A sample of six performance indicators were tested, and no significant issues were found. Some practical recommendations for improvements had been made, and incorporated into the Action Plan appended to the report. It was suggested that progress on the Action Plan might be something that Members would wish to monitor.
During the ensuing discussion, Members questioned the KPMG representatives about the assessment of financial reporting, and how this could be improved. Mr Cardoza and Mr Pearce advised that the Council had good financial reporting systems, but more could be done to streamline reporting to Members and to present financial information in a clearer way to the public. It was suggested that the Auditors could also include the Council’s budget consultation process in its assessment.  
RESOLVED – 
(a)
that the report be noted.
(b)
that progress in addressing the recommendations in the Action Plan be reviewed by this Committee on a quarterly basis.
ST-59
INTERNAL AUDIT PLAN 2008/09
The Audit & Risk Manager presented the report of the Corporate Director: Resources, which presented the Internal Audit Plan 2008/09 for approval.

The report set out the legislative requirements and CIPFA guidance that underpinned the preparation of the Internal Audit Plan. In accordance with good practice, internal audit planning needed to be directly linked to the Council’s risk management processes. The Strategic Risk Register was therefore used as the starting point for the audit planning process and to identify the key areas for audit attention. The planning process was then informed by previous internal audit work and intelligence, discussions with the Corporate Director: Resources and consultations with Portfolio senior management teams and the Corporate core. 
The draft Plan for 2008/09 was appended to the report. Based on good practice, the Plan contained around a 10% contingency to meet any unexpected work requirements or changes to resources during the year. In addition, the Plan would be kept under review and any major changes would be agreed with senior management and reported to this Committee. Specialist IT audit work would continue to be undertaken by Haines Watt as part of a 3 year contract, and detail of the IT audit plan would be provided to Members when available. The Plan also included the provision of 30 days work to Transforming Telford under a Service Level Agreement.
During consideration of the Plan, reference was made to the City Region work the Authority was involved in, and whether this should be audited. The Audit & Risk Manager advised that this had not yet been identified as a key risk, and that in terms of monitoring, it might be more appropriate as a scrutiny activity. Further information was also given about the way in which the Plan was monitored.
RESOLVED – that the Internal Audit Plan for 2008/09, as shown at Annex 1 of the report, be approved.
ST-60
RESULTS OF THE SURVEY ON THE AUDIT ACTIVITIES OF THE STANDARDS & AUDIT COMMITTEE 

The Audit & Risk Manager presented the report of the Corporate Director: Resources, which provided Members with the results of the survey about the effectiveness of the audit activities of the Committee.

Out of the 18 surveys sent out, 9 were returned from both Members and officers. An analysis of the results was presented in the report. Three areas which had scored well were on there being clear up-to-date terms of reference for the audit activities of the Committee; that the Committee was clear about its role in relation to governance and risk management; and that the Committee was informed of the anti-fraud and Speak Up procedures in place. There were a number of areas which had scored less well, and which tended to support the separation of audit activities from Standards work. This would allow more focussed training and support to address the concerns raised about lack of understanding and volume of information/paperwork. 

A number of suggested actions to address the results of the survey were outlined in the report. This included seeking further comments from Members on a separate Audit Committee, rather than the Audit Sub-Committee that was originally envisaged, and to look at the ways in which audit activities could link to the Value for Money Scrutiny Group. 

Members expressed clear support for the proposal to have a separate Audit Committee, and the benefits this should bring. It was also agreed that there should be an “independent” member on any dedicated Audit body in order to provide “external” challenge. However, it was felt that the Value for Money Scrutiny Group had a different role and that there was not an overwhelming case for strong links to an Audit Committee. Members also commented that information presented to them on technical financial reports needed to be clearly understandable to the layperson.
RESOLVED –
(a)
That the results of the Survey on Audit Activities be noted;
(b)
That the proposal for a separate Audit Committee be supported, and that this view be notified to the Council’s Constitution Committee. 

(c)
That the membership of a separate Audit Committee should include an external “independent” person.
ST-61
REVIEW OF THE KEY STRATEGIC RISK REGISTER – JANUARY 2008
The Audit & Risk Manager presented the report of the Corporate Director: Resources, which outlined the changes made to the Strategic Risk Register following a recent review with appropriate Risk Owners. The revised Register, as appended to the report, had been approved by Cabinet on 11 February 2008.

A new Key Risk around sustaining the capacity of the Council to identify and deliver its ambitions and priorities had been added to the Register, and there were amendments to a small number of existing risks. Risk 17 – failure to transform the Customer Experience for Residents – had been removed from the Register. In response to a question regarding the Key Risk of failure to deliver a financially viable Rail Freight project, the Audit & Risk Manager stated that there had been delays in this project, and work was being carried out to address some of the risk issues. 
RESOLVED – that the changes to the Key Strategic Risk Register, as shown at Appendix A of the report, be noted.
ST-62
UPDATE ON KEY INTERNAL AUDIT FOLLOW-UPS 
The Audit & Risk Manager presented the report of the Corporate Director: Resources, which updated Members on three follow-up audits that had been highlighted in the Quarter 3 update report presented at the last meeting.

In relation to Corporate Parenting – 16+ Client Allowances, a follow-up audit had revealed improvements, although not all the agreed processes were fully operational. A further review would therefore take place in June/July 2008. The Oakengates Childrens Centre follow-up review had now taken place, and the results showed that the controls had improved from an amber rating to green. In respect of Community Use of Burton Borough School, controls had improved from an amber rating to yellow. A few minor recommendations still required implementation, and a further review would take place in 3-6 months. 
RESOLVED – that the results of the follow-up work be noted.
ST-63
UPDATE FROM CORPORATE RISK MANAGEMENT GROUP MEETING – 6 MARCH 2008
Attached to the agenda for information were the notes from a recent meeting of the Corporate Risk Management Group. 

ST-64
EXCLUSION OF PUBLIC AND PRESS
RESOLVED – that the public and press be excluded from the meeting for the following item of business on the grounds that it involved the likely disclosure of exempt information as defined in Paragraphs 1 and 2 of Part 1 of Schedule 12A of the Local Government Act 1972. 
ST-65
UPDATE ON COMPLAINTS AGAINST MEMBERS TO THE NATIONAL STANDARDS BOARD FOR ENGLAND
The Group Solicitor (Standards & Regulatory) presented the report of the Head of Legal Services and Monitoring Officer, which provided information on the complaints to the Standards Board for England for the period January to December 2007 against members from Telford & Wrekin Council and Parish/Town Council members in the Borough.

During 2007, 4 complaints had been made against Telford & Wrekin Councillors, and 15 complaints against Parish/Town Councillors. Details of each complaint were shown in an appendix to the report. Only four complaints referred to the Standards Board had resulted in an investigation – no action had been taken in two cases, and the remaining two cases were still under investigation. In analysing the cases, many of the complaints related to allegations that a Member had brought their office or authority into disrepute or had failed to treat someone with respect. Although none of the cases had resulted in the Standards Board recommending any action to address the issues raised, it was suggested that any future training could be focussed on these parts of the Code of Conduct. 

Members then debated the issue of Code of Conduct training, with differing views as to the frequency that it should be provided, and concerns about costs. A number of Members expressed the view that Parish/Town Councils had a higher turnover of members (including through co-option), and that it was important to be able to offer the opportunity of training to newly elected/co-opted Councillors. 
RESOLVED:
(a)
That the report be noted;

(b)
That Code of Conduct training be offered to all Borough and Town/Parish Councillors on an annual basis. 
The meeting ended at 7.35 pm





Chairman:  ……………………………………






Date:  ………………………………………….
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