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Internal audit is the periodic independent review of a council’s internal controls resulting in an assurance report designed to improve the effectiveness and efficiency of the activities and operating procedures under the council’s control.  Managing the council’s internal controls should be a day-to-day function of the staff and management and not left for internal audit.  This report is based on the evidence examined and made available to me.  It would be incorrect to view internal audit as the detailed inspection of every record and transaction of the Council in order to detect error or fraud.  Consequently the report is limited to those matters set out below.

The council is required to take appropriate action on all matters raised in reports from internal and external audit and to respond to matters brought to its attention by internal and external audit. Failure to take appropriate action may lead to a qualified audit opinion.

To the Chairman of the Council:


I met with Gary Youens, the new (since last audit year) Clerk & RFO and Natalie Green, the council’s retained accounts consultant on 18 May to carry out the internal audit.  I thank them both for their assistance and co-operation in carrying out the audit.  Prior to our meeting I examined the publicly available information displayed on the council’s website including the council’s policies, procedures, agendas, minutes, financial and other records.  Because the legal relaxations concerning meetings were largely removed in May 2021, I particularly reviewed the reversion from virtual to face-to-face meetings to ensure that the council’s processes and procedures had been properly re-set; I received an assurance that ‘normal service’ has now fully resumed.  

I sought evidence and was able to confirm that the previous year’s Internal and External Audit reports had been properly reported to and where necessary acted upon by the Council.
  
In discussion with Gary and Natalie, I reviewed the council’s arrangements for the management and control of its business in the areas of bookkeeping, due process and governance (ie compliance with the ‘proper practices’ as set out in the Practitioners’ Guide), risk management, budget setting and monitoring, payroll, asset register, bank reconciliations, internal control and year-end procedures and compliance with the display of information including the exercise of public rights to enable me to reach a conclusion regarding the enquiries I am required to make as set out in the Annual Internal Audit Report (AIAR) that forms part of the Annual Governance and Accountability Return (AGAR).  

I identified the following audit issue relating to the council’s compliance with its Financial Regulations.  There has been a degree of slippage during the second half of the year in the frequency of the checks carried out by the Internal Controls Councillor (ICC) with just one formal check having been carried out since September.  I believe this is attributable to the change of the key participants in this process ie the Clerk / RFO and the ICC, both of whom are newly appointed.  This would normally have led to a ‘no’ response to question B in the Annual Internal Audit Report (AIAR) but this oversight has very largely been mitigated by Natalie Green’s role and work in the council’s financial management and control processes and there has been no significant dilution in the overall strength of the council’s control measures.  That said, it is essential that the council now address this issue to ensure that going forward; 

a) the council’s Financial Regulations (FR)are understood by all who have a role to play, whether explicitly identified eg the RFO or not eg the council as a corporate body and

b) that the council complies with the requirements of its FR, especially in the key areas of the making of payments and the management and monitoring of its processes and procedures that exist for the protection of all parties ie the council, its members, its staff and the public whose money (through the precept) comprises the majority of its income and on whose behalf it is spent.  

I also noted further issues related to the governance arrangements, as follows;

a) the council properly adopted the General Power of Competence (GPoC) when it was entitled to do so but it no longer has a CiLCA qualified clerk.  In the circumstances, whilst the empowerment remains valid until the next annual meeting after the 2023 elections, some limitations on its use by the council will apply.  To that end, the council might wish to check with the Northants CALC before embarking on any major project or scheme that seeks to utilise GPoC as the power from which its authority to proceed derives.

b) the council’s Standing Orders are based on the NALC model template but then locally amended to suit the perceived wants and needs of the council.  Whilst that is permissible, the NALC model templates for both Standing Orders (SO) and Financial Regulations (FR)are legally correct so the council must have certainty that any amendments made, including deletions and additions of text do not give rise to uncertainty or worse, create an illegality.  Further to a) above I noted that during the course of the audit year the council deleted SO 5.10.2.11 that deals with adoption of GPoC; I queried this but in the absence of any explanation, the council might wish to consider reinstatement of this SO. 

c) the council makes grants and the current application form indicates that the council will require the recipient to provide a written report confirming firstly that the funds have been used and secondly for the intended purpose.  This procedure is currently not being monitored or followed up but it should be, to ensure that public money is properly used.

Notwithstanding these comments and despite a year of change and upheaval as a result of the C-19 pandemic, the council has maintained acceptable standards in respect of its  governance arrangements.  I am pleased to be able to report that having tested all the aspects of the council’s internal controls that I am required to consider, based on the information made available to me I am satisfied that in all significant respects, the internal control objectives were achieved throughout the financial year to a standard adequate to meet the council’s needs.  Accordingly, I have completed and signed off the Annual Internal Audit Report as required.  


John Marshall, CiLCA

Internal Auditor to the Council

07505 139832

wjm.marshall1@gmail.com
The figures submitted in the Annual Return are:

	
	Year ending
31 March 2021
	Year ending
31 March 2022

	1. Balances brought forward
	574,776
	599,537

	2. Annual precept
	493,999
	507,094

	3. Total other receipts
	206,982
	208,507

	4. Staff costs
	300,926
	292,835

	5. Loan interest/capital repayments
	120,099
	119,844

	6. Total other payments
	255,195
	420,198

	7. Balances carried forward
	599,537
	482,261

	8. Total cash and investments
	564,616
	500,084

	9. Total fixed assets and long term assets
	4,338,523
	4,450,124

	10. Total borrowings
	1,647,347
	1,594,118


The proper practices referred to in Accounts and Audit Regulations 2015 are set out in Governance and Accountability for Smaller Authorities in England, A Practitioners’ Guide. Please note that sections 1 & 2 constitute the 'proper practices' that smaller authorities must follow and sets out the appropriate standard of financial reporting.    A copy of the current version of the Guide and other useful information is available for free download from this page:

https://www.pkf-littlejohn.com/services-limited-assurance-regime-useful-documents-and-links
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