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Minutes of the meeting of the Audit Committee held on 17 May 2012 at 10.00 am in the Elisabeth Room, Endeavour House, Ipswich.
	Present:

	Councillors Richard Smith, MVO (Chairman), Peter Bellfield, Michael Bond (Vice-Chairman), David Grutchfield and Chris Punt

	Also present:
	Councillors Alan Murray and Jane Storey 

	Supporting officers present:
	Geoff Dobson, Head of Strategic Finance, Chris Ellis, Business Support Co-ordinator (clerk) and Peter Frost, Interim Head of Audit Services 


54.
Public Participation Session
There were no applications to speak in the Public Participation Session.  
55. Apologies for Absence and Substitutions
There were no apologies for absence received. 
56. Declarations of Interests and Dispensations
There were none declared. 
57. Minutes of the Previous Meeting
The minutes of the meeting held on 15 March 2012 were confirmed as a correct record and signed by the Chairman.
58. Audit Commission – Progress and Update Report 
The Committee received a report at Agenda item 5 from the Audit Commission which provided information about how the external auditor had delivered his responsibilities. 
The Committee was advised that the Audit Commission had secured through a competitive process, savings for public bodies of over £30 million a year for a minimum of five years. The Commission had published the final scales of audit fees for 2012/13 on 11 April 2012. The scale of audit fees had been reduced by 40% in 2012/13 and would be fixed for five years irrespective of inflation. 

Decision:  The Committee agreed that the report be noted. 
Reason for Decision:  The report contained matters relevant to the Committee under its Terms of Reference. 
Alternative options:  There were none considered. 
Declarations of interest:  There were none declared. 
Dispensations:  There were none reported. 
59. External Audit Plans 
The Committee received a report at Agenda item 6 from the Audit Commission which provided the Audit Plans for both the County Council and Suffolk Pension Fund. 
The Committee was advised that no significant risks had been identified against the Suffolk Pension Fund. The fee had been set at £39,000 to take account of this and was 5% below the amount identified on the Commission’s scale of fees. 
Decision:  The Committee agreed that the Audit Plans be noted. 
Reason for Decision:  The report contained matters relevant to the Committee under its Terms of Reference. 
Alternative options:  There were none considered. 
Declarations of interest:  There were none declared. 
Dispensations:  There were none reported. 
60. Review of the Effectiveness of the System of Internal Audit 
The Committee received a report at Agenda item 7 which invited the Committee to consider and support the recommendation of the Head of Strategic Finance that the Council’s internal audit is effective and the opinion of the Interim Head of Audit in his Annual Report can be relied upon as a key source of evidence in the Annual Governance Statement. 
The Committee recognised that it was good practice for the Committee to be assessed from time to time. In the past it had been independently assessed by an external advisor. The Audit Committee Self Assessment Checklist attached at Appendix B to the report provided an assurance that the Committee was working in an effective way. 
Decision:  The Committee agreed the recommendation of the Head of Strategic Finance that the Council’s internal audit was effective and the opinion of the Interim Head of Audit in his Annual Report could be relied upon as a key source of evidence in the Annual Governance Statement. 
Reason for Decision:  The Committee agreed that the evidence was sufficient to demonstrate that an effective system of internal audit was in place.  
Alternative options:  There were none considered. 
Declarations of interest:  There were none declared. 
Dispensations:  There were none reported. 
61. Audit Services – Annual Report 2011/12 
The Committee considered a report at Agenda item 8 which provided the Committee with a summary of the work undertaken by Internal Audit in 2011/12 along with the conclusions reached. 
The Committee was provided with the proposed wording for the opinion of the Interim Head of Audit Services on the Council’s internal control environment. The Committee requested the opinion make reference to the fact that elected members would be provided with an assurance along with the Chief Executive, Directors, Assistant Directors, Service Leads and the Audit Committee that the authority maintains an effective control environment that enables it to manage its significant risks.  
The Committee was advised that internal audit had made a range of recommendations in relation to Corporate Procurement Cards which had been implemented. The Committee felt it would be helpful to receive a report on the audit of fuel cards to enable them to discuss the improvements and changes required. 
Decision:  The Committee agreed that:

a. it was satisfied that the work undertaken by Audit Services was sufficient and enabled it to take assurance in the operation of internal controls; 

b. the performance of Audit Services met expectations; and 

c. regard be given to this report when considering whether the Annual Governance Statement properly reflects the risk environment of the Council.  
Reason for Decision:  The report contained matters relevant to the Committee under its Terms of Reference. 
Alternative options:  There were none considered.
Declarations of interest:  There were none declared. 
Dispensations:  There were none reported. 
62. Annual Governance Statement 
The Committee received a report at Agenda item 9 which invited it to review the Annual Governance Statement, comment accordingly and suggest areas for improvement. 
The Committee noted that it was mentioned twice within the Annual Governance Statement. The Committee requested that officers amend the wording of paragraph 25 to read “The Committee receives, comments upon and challenges reports on a regular basis covering issues such as: Risk Management; Internal Audit and Governance Arrangements.” 

The Committee requested that an emphasis on plain English be used when writing the Annual Governance Statement to make it more accessible to members of the public. 

Decision:  The Committee agreed the Annual Governance Statement be received but requested it be reviewed to remove jargon and improve its clarity. 
Reason for Decision:  The report contained matters relevant to the Committee under its Terms of Reference. 
Alternative options:  There were none considered. 
Declarations of interest:  There were none declared. 
Dispensations:  There were none reported. 
63. Human Resources (HR) Corporate Governance Arrangements 
The Committee received a report at Agenda item 10 which invited it to review the suitability of the current HR arrangements and endorse them.
The Committee was provided with information relating to the significant change in the structure of the Council and its workforce. The Committee was provided with a summary of workforce issues that had been identified within the directorates along with the measures that HR had taken to combat them.  

The Committee was advised of the future programme of HR work aimed at supporting the Council’s transformation which included a fresh approach to performance management, performance reward and health and wellbeing.  
Decision:  The Committee agreed 
a. that the HR arrangements be endorsed; and 
b. to receive a report on the implementation of the Health and Wellbeing Policy within twelve months time. 

Reason for Decision:  The report contained matters relevant to the Committee under its Terms of Reference. 
Alternative options:  There were none considered. 
Declarations of interest:  There were none declared. 
Dispensations:  There were none reported. 

Councillor Chris Punt left at 12.00 noon
64. The Cost of Trade Union Representation 
The Committee received a report at Agenda item 10 which invited it to acknowledge the arrangements for funding Trade Union facilities time and a reduction in funding for 2012/13. 
The Committee was provided with information regarding the role and purpose of Trade Unions at Suffolk County Council; the costs associated and the value arising. The Committee was given an opportunity to examine the changing environment in which unions operated and the resulting impact on their membership levels, time and resources. 
Decision:  The Committee agreed that the arrangements for funding Trade Union facilities time and the reduction in funding for 2012/13 be acknowledged. 
Reason for Decision:  The Committee agreed that Trade Unions have a role to play in organisations undergoing change. The rate and complexity of change in the Council has been unparallelled in recent years. Divestments, Transfer of Undertakings (TUPE); internal restructures; redundancies and the creation of academies all required consultation with employee representatives to meet the Council’s statutory obligations. 
Alternative options:  There were none considered. 
Declarations of interest:  There were none declared. 
Dispensations:  There were none reported. 
65. Forward Work Programme 
A report at Agenda item 12 invited the Committee to approve the contents of its Forward Work Programme. 
Decision:  The Committee agreed that:

a. to receive a report at its meeting scheduled for 31 January to consider the use and control of the Council’s fuel cards; and
b. to receive a report on the implementation of the Health and Wellbeing Policy within twelve months time. 

Reason for Decision:  The production of an up to date Forward Work Programme was a responsibility of the Committee under its Terms of Reference.
Alternative options:  There were none considered. 
Declarations of interest:  There were none declared. 
Dispensations:  There were none reported. 
66. Urgent Business

There was none considered.  
The meeting closed at 12.41 pm.
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