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Report No: F18/19

Eden District Council
Accounts and Governance Committee

21 February 2019

Review of the Effectiveness of the Accounts & Governance Committee
Portfolio: None

Report from: Assistant Director Finance

Wards: All Wards

OPEN PUBLIC ITEM

1 Purpose
1.1 To present the findings of an external review of the Accounts and Governance 

Committee.

2 Recommendation
It is recommended that:
1. The report from the Chartered Institute of Public Finance and Accountancy, titled 

Review of the Effectiveness of the Accounts and Governance Committee, as 
enclosed as Appendix A to this report be noted; and

2. The recommendations as set out in the report be given further consideration by the 
panel that is currently reviewing the constitution.

3 Report Details
3.1 As reported at Accounts and Governance Committee at its meeting of 29 November 

2018, the Chartered Institute of Public Finance and Accountancy (“CIPFA”) has 
undertaken a review of the Accounts and Governance Committee against the best 
practice framework for Audit Committees. The report is presented at Appendix A to 
this report.

3.2 Part 4 of the report concludes that the foundations for an effective committee are in 
place. Part 5 sets out a number of potential areas that could enhance the operation of 
the Committee. The recommendations can be summarised as follows:
(1) There should be an annual self-assessment of the effectiveness of the 

Committee using the guidance set out in the CIPFA publication ‘Audit 
Committees – Practical Guidance for Local Authorities and Police (2018)’ and 
use the outcomes from these reviews to develop and enhance the Committee;

(2) The Committee should produce an annual report to full Council setting out the 
work undertaken by the Committee during the year, its achievements, and 
showing where it has added value to the Council;

(3) Officers should put together a programme of training sessions for members of 
the Committee covering the key topics covered by an audit committee;

(4) Officers should put together a series of regular briefing papers for members of 
the Committee covering current and key topics that should feature the 
Committee’s radar;
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(5) Consideration should be given to subscribing to CIPFA’s Better Governance 
Forum, which would access to a range of specialist advisers, training courses, 
webinars and quarterly briefings;

(6) The Committee should consider co-opting an independent and unelected 
member to help strengthen the skill sets of the members and

(7) Consideration shoud be given to reducing the size of the Committee.
3.3. It is suggested that detailed consideration of the above suggestions would be best 

dealt with by the panel that is currently conducting the wider annual review of the 
constitution. That panel was established by this Committee at its meeting of 27 
September 2018. Proposed recommendations, including any constitutional 
amendments, would be reported back to the Accounts and Governance Committee at 
its meeting of 13 April 2019.

4 Policy Framework
4.1 The Council has four corporate priorities, which are:

 Decent Homes for All;
 Strong Economy, Rich Environment;
 Thriving Communities; and
 Quality Council.

4.2 This report meets the Quality Council corporate priority.

5 Consultation
5.1 The Chairman and Vice-Chairman have been consulted upon the proposals within this 

report.

6 Implications
6.1 Financial and Resources
6.1.1 Any decision to reduce or increase resources or alternatively increase income must be 

made within the context of the Council’s stated priorities, as set out in its Council Plan 
2015-2019, as agreed at Council on 17 September 2015.

6.1.2 There are no direct financial or resources implications arising from this report. 
Implementing some of the development opportunities may have cost implications; 
these will be clarified as part of any service development proposals to come forward 
over the next financial year. Consideration would have to be given via the 
Independent Remuneration Panel about the appropriate allowance to be given to any 
co-opted member of this Committee.

6.2 Legal
6.2.1 There are no other implications.
6.3 Human Resources
6.3.1 There are no Human Resources implications.
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6.4 Statutory Considerations

Consideration: Details of any implications and 
proposed measures to address:

Equality and Diversity There are no implications

Health, Social Environmental and Economic Impact There are no implications

Crime and Disorder There are no implications

Children and Safeguarding There are no implications

6.5 Risk Management

Risk Consequence Controls Required
No review of the 
effectiveness of Accounts 
and Governance 
Committee.

It may be difficult to 
evidence how a key 
element of the governance 
framework is performing.

External review to provide 
assurance over 
effectiveness.

7 Other Options Considered
7.1 No other options have been considered.

8 Reasons for the Decision/Recommendation
8.1 To enalble Members to note the report and approve a course of action to enable its 

recommendations to be fully considerrd.
Tracking Information

Governance Check Date Considered
Chief Finance Officer (or Deputy) 11 February 2019

Monitoring Officer (or Deputy) 12 February 2019

Assistant Director Not Applicable

Background Papers: None
Appendices: Appendix 1 – CIPFA Assessment of Accounts and 

Governance Committee full report.
Contact Officer: Peter Notley, Assistant Director Finance (Chief Finance 

Officer) 01768 212209
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Appendix 1

Review of the Effectiveness of the Accounts & 
Governance Committee

Eden District Council

Lead Associate: Ray Gard, CPFA, FCCA, CFIIA, DMS

5th February 2019
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Review of the Effectiveness of Eden District Council’s Accounts and 
Governance Committee

1. Introduction and Background
1.1 During the external quality assurance review of Eden District Council’s (EDC) Internal Audit 

service in October 2018, the Director of Finance indicated that there may be opportunities 
to enhance the effectiveness of the Council’s Accounts and Governance Committee and 
commissioned CIPFA to carry out an additional high level review of the Committee to see if 
this was the case, and if so, to make suggestions as to how this could be achieved.

2. Review Process
2.1 The review was carried out predominantly in December 2018 and January 2019, although 

it also included a review of the documents provided during the PSIAS EQA of the Internal 
Audit Service during October 2018, and interviews with key stakeholders that were carried 
out during that process.  The nine members of the Accounts and Governance Committee, 
and the six standing deputies, were all asked to complete a comprehensive questionnaire, 
based on CIPFA’s publication ‘Audit Committees – Practical Guidance for Local Authorities 
and Police – 2018’.

2.2 The review process also included a detailed examination of the agendas and minutes for the 
Accounts and Governance Committee for 2017/18 and 2018/19, progress reports submitted 
to the Committee by Internal Audit, including the annual opinion; the Committees terms of 
reference; and the annual governance statement.

3. Findings and Observations
3.1 The Accounts and Governance Committee performs the role of an audit committee for EDC 

and is a fundamental part of the Council’s overview and scrutiny arrangements.  To fulfil 
this role effectively, it is vital that, collectively, the members have a comprehensive 
knowledge of:

 the Council and its objectives;

 governance, ethics and standards; 

 risk management, including the Council’s risk appetite and the relationship between 
corporate and directorate risks, and their relationship to the Council’s objectives and 
the internal audit plan;

 the Council’s control environment, including the use of the three lines of defence 
model; 

 financial stewardship, including the management of the risk of fraud, and the 
legislation and regulations that govern a local authorities financial arrangements; and

 the assurance framework and where the Council obtains assurance from, primarily 
Internal and External Audit, although there are other internal and external sources of 
assurance such as internal panels and groups for risk management, health and safety 
etc, and external agencies such as shared service providers  and peer reviews.

3.2 If an audit committee is unable to fulfil all of these requirements on a continuous basis, the 
likelihood is it will not be operating at its optimal level, and not as effective as it could be.  
Although recognised good practice is for an audit committee to carry out a self-assessment 
of its effectiveness and the skills and knowledge of its members on a regular basis, usually 
annually, EDC has not done this for the Accounts and Governance Committee for some time.  
This high-level review therefore set out to ascertain whether the Committee has (or access 
to all of the core skills and knowledge required to be an effective, challenging audit 
committee that adds value to EDC, and to make suggestions on ways of enhancing the 
knowledge and skills of the committee where appropriate.
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3.3 The EDC Accounts and Governance Committee is a relatively large audit committee given 
the size of the Authority, comprising nine full members and six standing deputies.  As part 
of this review process, the views of all fifteen members were sought through the use of a 
comprehensive questionnaire.  Six responses were received from the full members of the 
Committee (66%), leaving three members who did not submit a completed questionnaire.  
The three members that did not return questionnaires also do not attend the Accounts and 
Governance Committee meetings on a regular basis.  No responses were received back from 
the standing deputies.

3.4 None of the members that responded hold a relevant professional qualification.  Although 
holding such a qualification has its advantages, it is not a prerequisite for being a member 
of an audit committee, and it is not a substitute for having an enquiring mind and the 
courage to ask challenging questions.  A few members have had practical experience of 
working in environments where they have acquired some knowledge in the core fields 
needed by a local authority audit committee, namely budget management, legislation and 
regulatory frameworks, standards and ethics, and service on an audit committee for another 
organisation.  Whilst it is appreciated that minutes of Council meetings are summarised and 
not verbatim, there appears to be a limited amount of discussion and challenge on the 
agenda items being presented to the Committee.  This could be due to the quality and detail 
of the agenda items produced by the officers that are very clear and explain matters well, 
requiring little in the way of in depth discussion and challenge by the members.  Equally, 
the members may feel they do not have sufficient skills or knowledge, particularly in some 
areas, to enter into in depth discussions and challenge officers on the reports they have 
produced.  The responses received to the questionnaires and the feedback received from 
the key stakeholders interviewed back in October 2018 tend to indicate that the latter may 
be the case, at least for some of the members and for some topics, such as treasury 
management and risk management.

3.5 Like all audit committees, the member’s knowledge is strengthened over time as they are 
exposed to more of the core areas covered by the committee.  Generally, the longer a 
member serves on an audit committee the greater the likelihood of them acquiring and 
sufficient and relevant knowledge of the core fields covered by the committee, and the more 
effective they are become at using that knowledge.  At EDC, the length of time spent serving 
on the Accounts and Governance Committee by the respondents to the questionnaire varied 
in length from eight months to over five years.

3.6 To assist the Committee in performing its role, members have access to a competent and 
professional team of officers who regularly attend the Accounts and Governance Committee, 
and provide advice and guidance as and when required.  Many local authorities have 
appointed professionally qualified and experienced independent (non-elected) advisors to 
their audit committees to help support and guide the elected members.  It is recognised 
that independent advisors can provide a level of challenge to the officers attending the 
meetings where the elected members may feel their limited knowledge on a subject matter 
puts them at a disadvantage to the officers.  This is something that EDC may wish to 
consider as a way of enhancing the effectiveness of the committee.

3.7 Council officers have in the past provided briefings and training sessions on key topics for 
the members of the Accounts and Governance Committee, particularly where there are 
changes to legislation or regulations, or a need has been identified to enhance the skills of 
the members, although it is our understanding that some of the training sessions have not 
always been well attended.  Notwithstanding this, it is important for members to have a 
wide and detailed knowledge of the functions covered by an audit committee, and to ensure 
that this knowledge is kept up to date.  Respondents to the questionnaire have identified 
some areas where they feel their knowledge could be enhanced.  These topics include risk 
management and how this can help EDC deliver its core objectives; counter fraud and 
managing fraud risks; the CIPFA/SOLACE Delivering Good Governance framework; the 
Seven Principles of Public Life; treasury Management; and the Public Sector Internal Audit 
Standards (PSIAS).  Other areas that should be added to this list are assurance frameworks 
and the sources of assurance received by the Council; and the application of the three lines 
of defence model as part of the control framework.  Consideration should be given to 
producing a comprehensive programme of training sessions and briefing papers on key 
topics for the members of the Committee.
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3.8 Another source of relevant information for the Accounts and Governance Committee (and 
EDC officers) is from CIPFA’s Better Governance Forum (BFG).  Membership of the BFG not 
only provides access to specialist advisors for governance, audit and counter fraud, but also 
provides officers and members with access to cost effective training course, webinars, 
briefing papers, and the quarterly Audit Committee briefings.  EDC does not currently 
subscribe to the BGF.

3.9 As mentioned above, the Accounts and Governance Committee is a fundamental and 
important part of the Council’s governance, overview and scrutiny arrangements, and 
should be able to demonstrate to the executive, other members, and the electorate that it 
is an effective and challenging committee that adds value to the Council.  Unlike the other 
EDC overview and scrutiny committees, the Accounts and Governance Committee does not 
currently produce an annual report to Full Council on the work it has performed during the 
year.

4. Conclusion

4.1 Based on all of the evidence examined during this review and the review of the Internal 
Audit Service in October 2018, the completed questionnaires received from the members, 
it is apparent that the foundations for an effective Accounts and Governance Committee are 
already in place at EDC, however there is scope to enhance the skills and knowledge of the 
members, and as such the effectiveness of the Committee.  To facilitate this, we have set 
out below a range of suggested actions that should be considered by the Accounts and 
Governance Committee.  Some of these are relatively simple to implement, while others 
may take longer to do so.  It is also acknowledged that some of the suggested actions have 
a cost attached to them that may prove to be problematic given the other pressures on the 
Council’s budgets.

5. Suggested Actions

All of the suggested actions in this section are designed to help enhance the skills and 
knowledge of the members of the Accounts and Governance Committee, and as such the 
overall effectiveness of the Committee.  The majority of the suggested actions stand alone 
and are not dependent on other actions, so the Committee can choose to implement as 
many or as few as it wishes.

5.1 Annual self-assessment of the Committees effectiveness

The Accounts and Governance Committee should undertake an annual self-assessment of 
its effectiveness using the guidance set out in the CIPFA publication ‘ Audit Committees – 
Practical Guidance for Local Authorities and Police (2018)’ and use the outcomes from these 
reviews to develop and enhance the Committee.  This should be quite simple to implement 
and is a low cost item, although there will be a cost involved if the Council does not already 
have the latest CIPFA guidance.

5.2 Annual report to Full Council

The Accounts and Governance Committee should produce an annual report setting out the 
work undertaken by the Committee during the year, its achievements, and showing where 
it has added value to the Council, and present this to Full Council,.  Production of such a 
report is common practice amongst audit committees around England and is already in place 
for the other overview and scrutiny committees at EDC.  Producing such a document tends 
to raise the profile of the committee with the executive and the members.  This action 
should be quite simple to implement and is a low cost item.

5.3 Training sessions for members of the Committee

Officers should put together a programme of training sessions for members of the 
Committee covering the key topics covered by an audit committee, including the topics 
referred to above.  To minimise the impact on member’s time, training sessions could be 
held before or after the scheduled Committee meetings.  This action should be quite simple 
to implement and is a relatively low cost item.
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5.5 Briefing papers for members of the Committee

Officers should put together a series of regular briefing papers for members of the 
Committee covering current and key topics that should feature on an audit committee’s 
radar, including the subjects referred to above.  This action could run in parallel with the 
training sessions referred to in 5.3 above.  The frequency for the issue of the briefing papers 
should be determined by the Committee, although it is suggested that, initially, this could 
be monthly.

Suitable topics for inclusion in briefing papers include, but are not limited to:-

 managing fraud risks; 

 the CIPFA/SOLACE good governance guide;

 the Public Sector Internal Audit Standards (PSIAS);

 the role of internal audit;

 the Seven Principles of Public Life (Nolan Principles);

 assurance mapping and sources of assurance;

 risk management, risk appetite, and the inter-relationship between risks, Council 
objectives and the internal audit plan;

 adding value;

 treasury management;

 financial management;

 accounts and audit regulations;

 the control framework and the use of the three lines of defence model.

This action should be quite simple to implement and is a relatively low cost item.

5.6 Subscribe to CIPFA’s Better Governance Forum

The Council should consider subscribing to CIPFA’s Better Governance Forum as this will 
provide access to a range of specialist adviser, training courses, webinars, and the quarterly 
Audit Committee briefings.  This action should be quite simple to implement but it does 
have a cost attached to it.

5.6 Independent advisor on the Committee

The Council should consider co-opting on independent (unelected) advisor onto the 
committee to help strengthen the skill sets of the members.  Using independent advisors 
on audit committees is growing in popularity with Councils around the country, and 
providing the Council can find somebody with the necessary skills, can be an effective way 
of enhancing the effectiveness of the Committee.  The challenge will be finding a suitable 
person to take on the role.  Some local authorities have advertised for volunteers to take 
on the role, but this approach is often unsuccessful.  There is also a risk of attracting 
individuals with a specific agenda who have already failed to be elected onto the council.  
Other local authorities opt to pay individuals an attendance allowance and use a proper 
recruitment process to find and appoint individuals, including the use of role and person 
specifications.  This approach tends to be more effective but clearly has a cost attached to 
it.

5.7 Size of the Committee

The Council should consider whether the size of the Accounts and Governance Committee 
is too large and is having an adverse effect on its effectiveness, particularly as attendance 
at the Committee by three members has been relatively low during the past few years.

The co-operation of the members of the Accounts and Governance Committee and those 
officers interviewed during the October 2018 review of the Internal Audit Service is much 
appreciated.

Ray Gard, CPFA, FCCA, FCIIA, DMS


