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SUMMARY:  
This report sets out the findings (appendix A) and proposed Action Plan (Appendix B_ 
from CIPFA’s review of the effectiveness of the audit committee following a 
commission by the Audit Committee in response to a Section 24 recommendation by 
the external auditor.   
 
RECOMMENDATIONS:                                                                               
The Audit Committee is asked to note the comments of the review in Appendix A and 
discussed the proposed actions in response to the recommendations set out in 
Appendix B. 

 
 
1. INTRODUCTION 

1.1. As part of their audit of the 2017/18 financial statements the Council’s external 
auditors Grant Thornton made two recommendations to Council under section 
24 schedule 7 of the Local Audit and Accountability Act 2014. The report 
included a recommendation to carry out an independent Audit Committee 
effectiveness review.  

1.2. This review was undertaken by CIPFA and their report is set out in Appendix A 
with a proposed action plan for discussion with the Audit Committee set out in 
Appendix B.  

1.3. The report concludes that based on all of the evidence examined during the 
review it is apparent that the foundations for an effective Audit Committee are 
in place, but there is a need and scope to enhance the skills and knowledge of 
the members to improve the Audit Committees effectiveness.   

2.     COMMENTS AND CONSIDERATIONS 
 
2.1. EIA Comments: N/A 

2.2. Climate/Environmental Impact Commentary: N/A 
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2.3. Policy Framework: N/A 

2.4. Other consultee comments, if any: N/A 

3. LGR COMMENTARY  
 

3.1. The Audit Committee is asked to consider the proposed actions in the context of 
LGR. 

4. RESOURCE REQUIREMENTS 
 
4.1. It is likely that some of the actions will require a small cost however, this is 

expected to be contained within the Internal Audit budget.  

5. HOW WILL THE PROPOSALS BE PROJECT MANAGED AND HOW ARE THE RISKS 
GOING TO BE MANAGED? 

 
5.1. Regular reporting to the Audit Committee.  

6. STATUTORY OFFICER COMMENTS 
 
6.1. The Monitoring Officer’s comments are: No legal comments arise as a result of 

this report. 

6.2. The Section 151 Officer’s comments are: included in the report. 

 
List of Appendices  
 
Appendix A - Review of the Effectiveness of the Audit Committee. 
Appendix B - Proposed Review of the Effectiveness of the Audit Committee Action 
Plan. 
 
List of Background Documents: 
 
None 
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Review of the Effectiveness of Copeland Borough Council’s Audit 

Committee –Summer 2021 

 

1. Introduction and Background 

1.1 During the external quality assurance review of Copeland Borough Council’s (CBC) 

Internal Audit Service during the summer of 2021, the CIPFA assessor undertook a 

review of the effectiveness of the Council’s Audit Committee. In carrying out this 

review, there were a number of factors that have had an impact on the Council, 

Internal Audit and the potential effectiveness of the Audit Committee that the assessor 

was aware of and has taken note of during this effectiveness review.  

1.2 The first of these is the fact that CBC was subjected to a catastrophic cyberattack back 

in 2017, the result of which was the complete loss of most of its data and information 

technology systems. It has taken several years to recover from this and although 

significant progress has been made, there are still some systems that are not fully 

recovered. 

1.3 The second factor is the on-going COVID-19 pandemic which, like all local authorities 

around the UK, has had an impact on service delivery and, in the case of the Audit 

Committee, being able to hold meetings and the flow of information needed for 

meetings. 

1.4 The third factor is the local government reorganisation for Cumbria which went out for 

consultation earlier in 2021 and resulted in a number of alternative proposals being 

submitted to the Ministry of Housing, Communities and Local Government to consider. 

On the 22 July 2021 the Communities Minister issued his decision and Cumbria is to 

become two unitary authorities from April 2023. Copeland will join with Allerdale 

Borough Council, Carlisle City Council and part of Cumbria County Council. This 

decision will undoubtedly have an impact on the way that CBC chooses to deal with 

the issues identified during this effectiveness review. 

1.5 The fourth and final factor is the Section 24 notice that the Council’s external auditor, 

Grant Thornton, issued in February 2021. This was issued as a result of the Council 

being unable to close its accounts for several years, due in part to the cyber-attack 

outlined above, and Council’s ability to recruit and retain suitably qualified and 

experienced staff, and their concerns at the overall effectiveness of the Audit 

Committee. The Section 24 notice required CBC to undertake the full EQA of the 

internal audit service that is due in 2021, and in addition, to undertake an effectiveness 

review of the Audit Committee to strengthen the internal control environment at the 

Authority. 

 

2. Review Process 

2.1 The review was carried out predominantly in July and August  2021, and included a 

review of the documents provided during the PSIAS EQA of the Internal Audit Service 

covering the previous twelve months and interviews with the Chair of the Audit 

Committee, the Director of Financial Resources, the external auditor and CIPFA 

colleagues who have recently supported officers and members at CBC. All of the 

members of the Audit Committee, were asked to complete a comprehensive 

questionnaire, based on CIPFA’s publication ‘Audit Committees – Practical Guidance 

for Local Authorities and Police – 2018’ , and a series of other questionnaires relating 

to their knowledge and experience of a range of key areas found in all audit 

committees. 

2.2 The review process also included a detailed examination of the agendas and minutes 

for the Audit Committee for 2020/21, progress reports submitted to the Committee 

by Internal Audit, including the annual opinion; the Committee’s terms of reference; 

and the Council’s annual governance statement.  
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3. Findings and Observations 

3.1 The Audit Committee 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; 

 the role and responsibilities of the Audit Committee and how they can add value 

to the Council; 

 governance, ethics and standards;  

 risk management, including the Council’s risk appetite and the relationship 

between strategic and operational 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 authority’s financial arrangements;  

 treasury management; 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, CBC had not done this for the Audit Committee for 

some time, despite being a requirement in the Committee’s terms of reference. This 

high-level review therefore set out to ascertain whether the Committee has (or has 

access to) all of the core skills and knowledge required to be an effective, challenging 

audit committee that adds value to CBC, and to make suggestions on ways of 

enhancing the knowledge and skills of the Audit Committee where appropriate.   

3.3 The Audit Committee is an average size for an authority the size of CBC and is made 

up of seven elected members and an independent (co-opted) chair.  As part of this 

review process, the views of all eight members were sought through the use of a set 

of comprehensive questionnaires.  Only four responses were received back from the 

Audit Committee members 50%), leaving four members who did not submit completed 

questionnaires.  This is a relatively low response rate and perhaps an indication of 

either the level of engagement that some members have with the role of the Audit 

Committee, or perhaps their reluctance to disclose their concerns over weaknesses in 

their levels of knowledge.  

3.4 During the interview with the Chair of the Audit Committee he informed the assessor 

that he holds a professional accountancy qualification. We do not, however, know if 

any of the other Audit Committee members 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.   

3.5 Whilst it is appreciated that minutes of Council meetings are summarised and not 

verbatim, a review of these for the Audit Committee meetings held during the past 

twelve months indicates that there appears to be a limited amount of discussion and 

challenge on the agenda items being presented to the Committee.  One reason for 



 

Page 5 of 7 Pages 

this may be due to the quality and detail of the agenda items produced by the officers 

in that they are very clear and explain matters well, requiring little in the way of in-

depth discussion and challenge by the Audit Committee members.  Alternatively, and 

equally likely is that the members may feel they do not have sufficient skills or 

knowledge, particularly in some areas of the Audit Committees remit, to enter into in 

depth discussions and challenge officers and external audit on the reports that they 

have produced and presented to the Committee.  The responses received to the survey 

questionnaires and the feedback received from the key stakeholders interviewed  tend 

to indicate that the latter may be the case, at least for some of the members and for 

some topics, such as governance, the assurance framework, internal and external 

audit, fraud risks, and risk management.   

3.6 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 sufficient and relevant knowledge of the core fields covered by the 

committee, and the more effective they become at using that knowledge.  

3.7 To assist the Committee in performing its role, members should have access to a 

competent and professional team of officers who can attend the Audit Committee and 

provide advice and guidance as and when required. Some of the members have 

indicated in their returned questionnaires that they feel this advice and guidance could 

be stronger.   

3.8 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.  

Some respondents to the questionnaire have identified areas where they feel their 

knowledge could be enhanced.  These topics include risk management and how this 

can help CBC deliver its core objectives; counter fraud and managing fraud risks; 

governance, the annual governance statement and the CIPFA/SOLACE ‘Delivering 

Good Governance framework’; the Seven Principles of Public Life; the role of the 

external auditor, and the role of internal audit 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; the application of 

the three lines of defence model as part of the control framework; and treasury 

management.  Consideration should be given to producing a comprehensive 

programme of training sessions and briefing papers on key topics for the members of 

the Committee.   

3.9 Another source of relevant information for the Audit Committee (and CBC officers) to 

consider is from CIPFA’s Better Governance Forum (BGF).  Membership of the BGF not 

only provides access to specialist advisors for governance, risk management, internal 

audit and counter fraud, but also provides officers and members with access to cost-

effective training courses, webinars, briefing papers, and the quarterly Audit 

Committee briefings.  CBC does not currently subscribe to the BGF. 

3.10 The Audit 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, officers and the electorate that it is an effective and 

challenging committee that adds value to the Council.  Unlike the other CBC overview 

and scrutiny committees, the Audit Committee does not currently produce an annual 

report to Full Council on the work it has performed during the year. Some members 

felt that there is a lack of awareness amongst officers and members of the role of the 

Committee and, as such, the Audit Committee was not adding as much value to the 

Council as it should do. 

3.11 The latest version of the terms of reference for the Audit Committee is not easily 

located from the CBC website as all links appear to take the user to the 2015 version 

of the Council’s constitution which includes the terms of reference for the old Audit 

and Governance Committee. It is however possible to find the correct document by 
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doing a word search of the documents available on the Committees, Agendas and 

Minutes page, but this is not an ideal way of finding the document.  The latest version 

of the terms of reference does not include overseeing the Council’s risk management 

process as one of the functions of the Committee, even though this is a role that they 

perform, so this needs to be added to the terms of reference at the next review. 

4. Conclusion 

4.1 Based on all of the evidence examined during this review and the EQA review of the 

Internal Audit Service, and the completed questionnaires received from the members, 

it is apparent that the foundations for an effective Audit Committee are in place at 

CBC, but there is a need and scope to enhance the skills and knowledge of the 

members to improve the Audit Committees effectiveness.  To facilitate this, we have 

set out below a range of suggested actions that should be considered by the Audit 

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 Audit 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 Audit 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 (although this may be included as 

part of a CIPFA publications package if CBC subscribes to one). Undertaking an annual 

self-assessment of the effectiveness of the Audit Committee is a requirement of the 

Committee’s terms of reference. 

5.2 Annual report to Full Council 

The Audit 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 CBC.  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, some training sessions 

could be held before or after the scheduled Committee meetings, whilst others such 

as understanding financial statements, risk management and treasury management, 

may be better as standalone events hosted by an external trainer. Some topics lend 

themselves to being delivered by web casts or as on-line courses.  This action should 

be quite simple to implement and is a relatively low-cost item. 
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Suitable topics for training session include, but are not limited to:-  

 the role of the audit committee; 

 managing fraud risks;  

 the CIPFA/SOLACE good governance guide;  

 understanding and challenging the annual governance statement; 

 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; 

 business continuity;  

 how audit committees can add value to an organisation;  

 treasury management; 

 understanding local authority financial statements; 

 financial management;  

 the accounts and audit regulations;  

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

5.4 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:-  

 The role of the audit committee; 

 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. 
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5.5 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 Raise the profile of the Audit Committee 

The Council should consider raising the profile of the Audit Committee by ensuring 

that all officers and members are aware of its function and how it adds value to the 

Council. The production of an annual report to Full Council will help with this, but 

consideration could also be given to the Audit Committee issuing briefing papers for 

members (and officers) on relevant topics and having a presence on the Council’s web 

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

5.7 Pre-meetings with the Chair and Vice-chair of the Committee 

Many Councils have pre-meetings prior to the Audit Committees that are attended by 

the key officers and external audit to formalise the agenda for the meeting, and to go 

through the key issues in the reports being presented to the Committee. This helps 

the Chair and Vice-chair to get a better understanding of the material issues in the 

reports that they are receiving and can identify key areas that need to be discussed 

during the meeting. This action should be quite simple to implement and is a relatively 

low-cost item. 

5.8 Library of key reference publications for the Audit Committee 

Provide copies of key documents produced by CIPFA and the IIA-UK to the Audit 

Committee as part of a library of relevant reference material. These should include, 

but are not limited to:- 

 CIPFA publication ‘Audit Committees – Practical Guidance for Local Authorities 

and Police (2018)’; 

 CIPFA/SOLACE publication ‘Delivering Good Governance in Local Government: 

Framework (2016 Edition)’ ; 

 CIPFA publication ’The role of the Head of Internal Audit in public sector 

organisations’; 

 CIPFA publication on ’The Role of the Chief Financial Officer in Local 

Government’; 

 CIPFA publication ’Financial Management Code’; 

 Public Sector Internal Audit Standards and the CIPFA Local Government 

Application Note; 

 The IIA’s paper ‘The Three Lines Model’; 

 Relevant papers from ALARM and/or the IIA on risk management. 

This action should be quite simple to implement but there may be some cost 

implications to consider. 

5.9 Joint presentations from Internal Audit and Heads of Service 

Consideration should be given to introducing a process where Heads of Service are 

required to attend Audit Committee meetings and make a joint presentation with 

Internal Audit when an audit report is being presented. Internal Audit can set out the 

details of the audit and the findings, and then the Head of Service can explain the 

progress they have made in addressing the issues identified during the audit. Using 

this type of model not only raises the profile of internal audit but is more likely to lead 

to greater ownership by the Heads of Service of the identified issues and prompt action 
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to rectify them. This action should be quite simple to implement and is a relatively 

low-cost item. 

5.10 More information on risk management 

Sound risk management is a fundamental part of a well-managed local authority. 

Some members of the Audit Committee felt that they would like to see more frequent 

and detailed information on the Council’s risk management processes. Consideration 

should be given to including risk management on every Audit Committee agenda to 

give members the opportunity to question and challenge officers on the way the 

Council is managing its strategic and operational risks, the Council’s risk appetite and 

its risk maturity. This action should be quite simple to implement and is a relatively 

low-cost item. 

5.11 Using working groups for deep dive exercises 

Consider using working groups of Audit Committee members to carry out in-depth or 

‘deep dive’ exercise on key issues outside of the Committee meetings and feeding 

back the outcomes of the exercises to the Audit Committee. This action should be 

quite simple to implement and is a relatively low-cost item. 

 

 

Ray Gard, CPFA, FCCA, FCIIA, DMS 

 
14th September 2021 
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Appendix B 
 
Proposed Review of the Effectiveness of the Audit Committee Action Plan  
 

Recommendation Proposed Action 
Annual self-assessment of the 
Committees effectiveness (5.1) 

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)’ 
will be undertaken for consideration 
at the next Audit Committee.  
Director of Financial Resources (June 
2022) 
 

Annual report to Full Council (5.2) The Audit Committee will produce an 
annual report to Council setting out 
the work undertaken by the 
Committee during the year with 
particular focus on bringing the 
Council’s financial statements upto 
date.   
Director of Financial Resources 
(September 2022) 
 

Training sessions for members of the 
Committee (5.3) 

Agree a training programme with the 
Audit Committee to support their 
programme of work in the final year 
of the Council; 2022/23. 
Director of Financial Resources (June 
2022) 
 

Briefing papers for members of the 
Committee (5.4) 

Agree the suite of Briefing Papers 
with the Audit Committee to support 
their programme of work in the final 
year of the Council; 2022/23. 
Director of Financial Resources (June 
2022) 
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Recommendation Proposed Action 

Subscribe to CIPFA’s Better 
Governance Forum (5.5) 

To Subscribe to CIPFA’s Better 
Governance Forum to provide access 
to a range of specialist adviser, 
training courses, webinars, and the 
quarterly Audit Committee briefings. 
Director of Financial Resources (April 
2022) 
 

Raise the profile of the Audit 
Committee (5.6) 

Discuss the merits of this 
recommendation with the Audit 
Committee, the annual report to Full 
Council will help raise the profile but 
further work may may be of limited 
value in the final year of the Council. 
Director of Financial Resources 
(March 2022) 
 

Pre-meetings with the Chair and 
Vice-chair of the Committee (5.7)
  

Pre-meetings with the Chair and 
Vice-chair of the Committee will be 
put in place with key officers to 
discuss the agenda items.  
Director of Financial Resources 
(March 2022) 
 

Library of key reference publications 
for the Audit Committee (5.8) 

Provide electronic access to these 
documents on a dedicated page of 
the intranet.  
Director of Financial Resources (April 
2022) 
 

Joint presentations from Internal 
Audit and Heads of Service (5.9) 
 

Invite Heads of Service to attend the 
Audit Committee when their audit 
reports are discussed to give a 
management perspective and 
progress on key recommendations. 
Director of Financial Resources 
(March 2022) 
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Recommendation Proposed Action 

More information on risk 
management (5.10) 

Risk management to be included on 
every Audit Committee agenda to 
give members the opportunity to 
question and challenge officers on 
the way the Council is managing its 
strategic and operational risks. 
Director of Financial Resources (June 
2022) 
 

Using working groups for deep dive 
exercises (5.11) 

Discuss with the Audit Committee 
opportunities for deeper work by the 
Audit Committee whilst being 
cognisant of the remit of the 
committee and the context of the 
final year of the Council.  
Director of Financial Resources 
(March 2022) 
 

 
 


