
AUDIT AND ASSURANCE COMMITTEE

Meeting date: 21st March 2016

From: Chair of Audit & Assurance Committee 

REVIEW OF AUDIT & ASSURANCE COMMITTEE 
EFFECTIVENESS

1.0 EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

1.1 At its meeting on 23rd March, Audit & Assurance Committee agreed that 
an external trainer would be commissioned to provide training on audit 
committee effectiveness and to facilitate a self-evaluation of the 
committee’s effectiveness against the 2013 CIPFA guidance.

1.2 This report summarises the outcome of the self-evaluation and agreed 
action plan following the session.

1.3 The outcome of the self-evaluation was very positive with members 
agreeing that overall, the committee works effectively, conforms with 
the CIPFA guidance and performs well in its role of providing 
assurance to Council over the arrangements for governance, risk 
management, internal control and financial management.

1.4 Particular areas of note were:

 The positive impact of the regular ‘deep dives’ in providing Audit & 
Assurance Committee with assurance over the council’s key risks.

 The regular briefings from the Chief Executive, Assistant Director, 
Finance and Corporate and Assistant Directors on areas of concern 
for the Committee.

 The recent review of the committee’s Terms of Reference to ensure 
these are aligned with the latest CIPFA Guidance. 

 The range of skills and experience across the committee, the 
impartiality and objectivity of members and non-political nature of 
meetings, focused on ensuring the council has effective governance, 
risk management and internal controls in place.

1.5 Members were also keen to identify any areas for further enhancing the 



effectiveness of the Audit and Assurance Committee and have put 
together a short action plan to reflect further developments identified 
at the session.

2.0 STRATEGIC PLANNING AND EQUALITY IMPLICATIONS

2.1 Audit and Assurance Committee’s role is to provide assurance to full 
Council over the adequacy and effectiveness of the council’s 
arrangements for governance, risk management, internal control and 
financial management and reporting.  This assurance is fundamental to 
the Council being assured that risks to achievement of its priorities 
and objectives are being effectively managed.  

3.0 RECOMMENDATION

3.1 Members are asked to:

a).  note the outcomes of the Review of Effectiveness; and

b). confirm the respective priorities of the actions contained within the 
action plan.

4.0 BACKGROUND

4.1 CIPFA published its 2013 Guidance for Audit Committees in Local 
Government and the Police in early 2014.  The guidance is not mandatory 
but represents CIPFA’s view of best practice for local authority audit 
committees.

4.2 Contained within the guidance is CIPFA’s position statement which outlines 
the core functions of an audit committee.  The guidance also includes 
guidance on membership and effectiveness and checklists for assessing the 
committee’s effectiveness.

4.3 It was against this guidance that the session was developed, with Members 
individually completing a questionnaire in advance of the session, scoring 
the committee against a range of areas from the CIPFA guidance.

4.4 The session began with a summary of the core functions of an audit 
committee, a reminder of the six core principles of good governance and 
guidance on what makes audit committees effective.

4.5 The second part of the session focused on the responses to the 
questionnaires already completed by Members.  The session was used to 
explore areas for further development where scores could be improved and 
to constructively challenge where scores were high to give Members strong 
assurance over the effectiveness of the arrangements in place.



4.6 The session then concluded with some tips for Members on ‘Tips and 
Tactics’ to further enhance Members’ individual and collective skills as an 
Audit & Assurance Committee member.

4.7 The outcomes of the session are summarised below:

4.8 Areas of Good Practice

4.8.1 Membership of the committee – Membership is politically balanced in line 
with the CIPFA guidance.  Members have a wide range of skills and 
experience with a good mix of experienced audit committee members and 
newer members able to bring fresh perspective and challenge.  Several 
members have a financial or managerial background.  The facilitator also 
reminded the group of the value brought by members who don’t necessarily 
have this type of background being able to ask probing questions to further 
their understanding and thereby receive strong assurances from 
management on the arrangements in place.  Members also confirmed that 
meetings are non-political and focus on the core purpose of receiving 
assurances on areas of governance, risk management, internal control and 
financial management and reporting.

4.8.2 The regular deep dive into an area from the corporate risk register was 
considered to be an effective way for the committee to receive assurances 
from the managers responsible for the management of the risk.  This is in 
line with the ‘3 Lines of Defence’ model discussed in the training whereby 
the first source of assurance should be from the management responsible 
for an area.  Members were clear that these assurances are sought from the 
appropriate level of management with Assistant Directors, Corporate 
Directors and, where appropriate the Chief Executive being invited to attend 
meetings to explain their arrangements for managing risks.

4.8.3 Regular briefings on issues of concern – Members agreed that the 
committee is kept well informed of how the Council is managing particular 
areas of concern.  Members have received briefings at key times from the 
Chief Executive, AD Finance and Assistant and Corporate Directors on 
specific matters such as contractual disputes.  Where appropriate these 
briefings are held in private with the committee’s agreement.

4.8.4 Terms of Reference – these had been recently reviewed to align with the 
latest CIPFA Guidance on Audit Committees. 

4.8.5 Accountability – Members confirmed that the committee reports directly to 
full Council where the Chair regularly presents the minutes of each meeting 
and responds to any questions from Members of the Council.  The Chair 
also prepares an annual report which summarises the work of the committee 
over the year and confirms conformance with the CIPFA Position Statement.  

4.8.6 Links with Scrutiny – The Chairs and Officers of Audit & Assurance 
Committee and Scrutiny Management Board meet during the year to share 
workplans and to identify areas of common interest to ensure effective 
coverage and avoid duplication.  Both Chairs are clear that where 
appropriate matters may be referred to the other committee for further work 



to be commissioned in order to further enhance governance and effective 
management.

4.8.7 Relationships and administrative support – Members considered that the 
committee has good working relationships with other committees, with 
internal and external audit and managers across the Council.   The 
committee meets privately with the external auditor on a regular basis to 
ensure Members are kept informed of any issues from the auditor’s 
perspective.  Members also felt that the committee received a good level of 
administrative support, recognising that there have been several changes in 
personnel in recent months; Members did not feel that this had impacted on 
the service they receive.

4.8.8 Further to the areas of good practice identified, the Chair was invited to 
speak at a recent Grant Thornton conference to share his experience as an 
audit committee chair with their audit staff.

4.9 Areas for further development

4.9.1 Integrated Assurance Framework – Members agreed that an integrated 
assurance framework would be a useful tool to assist them in ensuring that 
the committee is receiving assurances on all key risk areas.  A model based 
on the ‘3 Lines of Defence’ model was shared with Members during the 
session and was considered to be a good start point for the Council. 

4.9.2 Awareness and understanding of the role of Audit & Assurance Committee 
across the Council – it was agreed that there is scope for further raising of 
awareness across the Council in this respect.  Members agreed that this 
may be through the Chair writing to all Members as well as through wider 
Member training sessions using real-life examples of governance failings in 
other organisations to highlight the importance of Audit & Assurance 
Committee’s role.

4.9.3 Emerging Governance issues – Whilst the committee receives a regular 
report on emerging risks within the Council, there is not currently a formal 
mechanism for reporting emerging governance issues in advance of the 
Annual Governance Statement.  Members were confident that they are 
appraised of all key governance issues during the year, however it was 
agreed that a formal mechanism for receiving information on emerging 
governance issues would be a useful development.  Members to consider 
this alongside the regular report on the Annual Governance Statement 
Action Plan.

4.9.4 Effectiveness of external audit – it was identified that whilst the committee 
has a positive relationship with the external auditor, there is not currently a 
mechanism for Members to review the effectiveness of the external auditor.   
Members were confident that any issues in relation to the external audit 
process would be raised with them by the AD Finance (S151 Officer); 
however members considered that a mechanism should be in place to 
demonstrate how the committee fulfils the responsibilities set out in the 
CIPFA Guidance in this respect.  It was also considered that capturing this 
information could be useful when the Council is required to appoint its own 
external auditor.



4.9.5 Skills Framework – Members considered that the current membership of the 
committee possess a wide range of skills and experience.  It was agreed that 
there are informal arrangements in place to ensure that membership is 
adequately skilled and trained, but that it is appropriate that these 
arrangements are formalised.    Members agreed that should it become 
necessary to bring in independent advisors for specific purposes, this would 
be considered as appropriate.

4.9.6 Audit & Assurance Committee Feedback – the Chair has regular a dialogue 
with key officers and the external auditor where he seeks feedback on how 
the committee is performing.   It was also agreed that if there was an issue, 
this would be brought to the attention of the Chair or the respective Group 
Leaders.  Members agreed that in order to demonstrate and confirm that 
these arrangements are in place and working effectively, it would be 
appropriate for them to be formalised, to include a mechanism for capturing 
good practice as well as areas for development.

4.10 Next Steps

4.10.1 The areas for further development are summarised in the action plan 
attached at Appendix 1.

4.10.2 It is envisaged that the actions will be programmed into the committee’s 
workplan over the forthcoming 12 – 18 months to be completed by March 
2017.

Niki Riley, Group Audit Manager
2nd October 2015

APPENDICES

Appendix 1:  Review of Effectiveness – Action Plan

IMPLICATIONS

Staffing: none
Financial: none
Property: none
Electoral Division(s): none

Executive Decision No*

Key Decision No*

If a Key Decision, is the proposal published in the current Forward Plan? N/A*

Is the decision exempt from call-in on grounds of urgency? No*

N/A*If exempt from call-in, has the agreement of the Chair of the relevant 
Overview and Scrutiny Committee been sought or obtained?

Has this matter been considered by Overview and Scrutiny? No*



If so, give details below.

PREVIOUS RELEVANT COUNCIL OR EXECUTIVE DECISIONS
[including Local Committees]

No previous relevant decisions

CONSIDERATION BY OVERVIEW AND SCRUTINY

Not considered by Overview and Scrutiny

BACKGROUND PAPERS

No background papers

Contact: Niki Riley, 01228 226261, niki.riley@cumbria.gov.uk

mailto:niki.riley@cumbria.gov.uk


Audit Committee Effectiveness – Action Plan

Item Action Benefits Actions required Responsibility target date

1 Introduce an 
Integrated 
Assurance 
Framework.

Provides reliable and timely information on 
the management of key risks to the Council.
Facilitates the escalation of risk and control 
matters by providing a cohesive and 
comprehensive view of assurance across all 
key risks
Provides an opportunity to identify gas in 
assurances and allows these to be plugged
Can be used to raise organisational 
understanding of key risks and the roles of 
management in providing assurances on 
these.
Facilitates effective use of assurance skills 
and resources

Map current sources of 
assurance against risks 
and governance issues 
from corporate risk 
register and Annual 
Governance Statement.
Review sources of 
assurance to identify any 
further requirements.

Group Audit 
Manager / Senior 
Risk Officer
Audit & Assurance 
Committee

2 Raise awareness 
of role and 
purpose of Audit & 
Assurance 
Committee

To raise awareness among officers and 
Members of the key risks facing the council 
and the role of Audit & Assurance Committee 
in providing assurance to Council over risk 
management and governance matters.
To ensure clarity of responsibilities of all 
officers and members in relation to 
governance and to ensure matters are 
appropriately reported to Audit & Assurance 
Committee.

Chair to write to all 
members with annual 
report of Audit & 
Assurance Committee to 
raise awareness.
Develop training session 
to be delivered at other 
Member training sessions 
to raise awareness of the 
role of Audit & Assurance 
Committee.

Chair of Audit & 
Assurance 
Committee
Group Audit 
Manager with 
Chair and Senior 
Democratic 
Services Officer.

3 Identification of To ensure that emerging governance issues To be addressed through Corporate 



Item Action Benefits Actions required Responsibility target date
emerging 
governance issues

are identified and reported to Audit & 
Assurance Committee on a timely basis to aid 
identification of assurance requirements.

regular review and 
reporting on the 
assurance framework.

Governance Group

4 Formalise review 
of effectiveness of 
external audit 
process

To receive assurance on the effectiveness of 
the appointed external auditor.
To fully demonstrate conformance with the 
good practice in the CIPFA Guidance for 
Audit Committees.

To provide baseline information against which 
to assess providers in the event that the 
Council needs to appoint its own auditor.

Assess current 
arrangements against 
specific requirements in 
the CIPFA Guidance and 
identify any gaps to be 
addressed.

Group Audit 
Manager in 
conjunction with 
the Chair

5 Skills Framework To assist with identification of future training 
and development for committee members.

Use Skills framework 
from the CIPFA guidance 
to assess the skills and 
experience of committee 
members and identify 
training requirements.
Develop a training plan 
from this assessment.

All Audit & 
Assurance 
Committee 
members.

6 Capture Feedback 
on Audit & 
Assurance 
Committee’s 
performance

To demonstrate publicly the effectiveness of 
the Audit & Assurance Committee in fulfilling 
its responsibilities.
To continuously identify opportunities for 
further development of the committee’s 
effectiveness.

Identify the available 
sources of potential 
feedback and determine 
how feedback will be 
captured and reported.

Group Audit 
Manager / Chair


