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1.0 Purpose of Report or Summary of main Issues
1.1 The Audit and Risk Panel is constituted as a working group of the Strategic Policy and
Resources Committee. The purpose of the Panel is to provide an independent assurance




on the adequacy of the Council’s risk management framework and associated control
environment. The Panel also oversees the Council’s financial reporting process.

1.2 The purpose of this report is to:
Provide a summary to Committee of the key issues that have been considered and
discussed by the Panel during the 2024/25 financial year, the assurances received
and the areas requiring attention.
Present the Annual Governance Statement for 24/25 for consideration and
inclusion in the unaudited statement of accounts which will be certified by the
Chief Finance Officer by 30%" June 2025 and then subject to NIAO audit. The
Statement has been considered by the Audit and Risk Panel but must be approved
by the Committee Chair and the Chief Executive.
Present the updated Raising Concerns policy for approval.
2.0 Recommendations
2.1 The Members of the Strategic Policy and Resources Committee are asked to:
= Note the summary of the work of the Panel during 2024/25 as set out at Section 3.
= Review and approve the draft Annual Governance Statement for 2024/25 at
Appendix A, and particularly the disclosure of the significant governance issues
contained in the statement.
= Approve the updated Raising Concerns policy.
= Note the minutes of the meeting of the Audit and Risk Panel on 3 June 2025 at
Appendix B.
3.0 Main report
Key Issues
Summary of the work of the Audit and Risk Panel in 2024/25
3.1 In March 2024 the Panel approved the internal audit strategy and plan for the 2024/25

year. The plan was designed to allow AGRS to provide independent assurance over the

following areas:

= Key financial systems / income generating activity
= Key programmes / projects

= Corporate priorities

= Management of key corporate risks

= Meeting external grant funding requirements

= Governance arrangements




3.2

3.3

3.4

3.5

During 2024/25, the Panel met four times on a hybrid basis. At these meetings the Panel
considered progress reports on delivery of audit plan and issues arising from audit activity,
including the findings, assurance levels and recommendations arising from audit work and
the progress being made to implement audit recommendations. It also received regular
updates on:

» the Council’s financial position, as set out in its financial statements

» reports from the Council’s external auditors

= risk management

*  business continuity

= fraud, financial irregularity and whistleblowing / raising concerns investigations
= governance related matters

= financial control

= health and safety

= performance management

= staff attendance.

The key assurances that the Panel received are as follows:

» the Council’s financial statements and annual governance statement, as prepared
by the Director of Finance and their team; this provided a management assurance
on the Council’s financial position

= the audited accounts and the associated external audit annual letters for 2023/24
(providing an opinion on the accounts) and report to those charged with
governance (setting out control issues arising from the annual external audit), as
prepared and presented by the Northern Ireland Audit Office. This provided an
external assurance on the Council’s financial position for 2023/24. (The accounts for
2024/25 are to be prepared by the end of June 2025)

= the Head of Audit, Governance and Risk Service’s annual assurance statement on
the adequacy and effectiveness of the Council’s risk management, control and
governance arrangements, based on the findings of audit work completed
throughout the year.

The Panel received assurance from the NIAO regarding their performance improvement
audit and assessment for the Council which resulted in a standard, unqualified opinion
regarding how the Council has discharged its performance improvement and reporting
duties.

In terms of the improvement assessment the Panel learned that the LGA had provided an
opinion, that the Council is likely to discharge its duties in respect of Part 12 of the Act during
2024-25. The Panel also received regular reports on the Performance Improvement
activities.




3.6

3.7

3.8

3.9

3.10

Where areas for improvement have been identified, these have been reported and
implementation of agreed recommendations is actively monitored and reported back to
the Panel. The Panel has, on occasions, raised issues where either audit reports have
identified significant issues or progress against recommendations has not been
satisfactory, with Directors asked, where necessary, to attend the Panel and provide
further explanation. The key areas considered during 2024/25 include:

= Internal audits of key areas such as the Belfast Region City Deal (BRCD) Programme
Management Office, Smart Belfast Urban Innovation Framework, Intelligent Client
Function for the Planning Portal, Markets, Belfast Waterfront Ulster Hall Ltd /
Innovation Factory / Visit Belfast, Asset Management Gap Analysis, Belfast Castle /
Malone House / Zoo, Community Asset Management, Cultural Strategy, External
Affairs, Communications and Marketing, NI Houses in Multiple Occupation, Dog
Warden Service, Government Procurement Cards, Police & Community Safety
Partnerships, Births, Deaths, Marriages & Civil Partnerships, Planning Application
and Decision Making Process, Corporate Complaints and Payroll — Data Analytics.

=  Audit of the management of the corporate risk for the BRCD Digital Strand.

=  Assurance and advisory work over key programmes including the projects to
replace the Accounting System, the new HR system, the In-Cab Technology project,
the Asset Management IT System and the Building Control IT System.

The Audit and Risk Panel have also received updates during the year on the Council’s risk
management arrangements, including reports on the management of the Council’s key
corporate risks.

Compliance with the CIPFA Position Statement

The CIPFA publication “Audit Committees: Practical Guidance for Local Authorities and
Police” dated October 2022 sets out guidance on the function and operation of audit
committees and represents best practice

Based on the Panels evaluation of its impact and effectiveness and the assessment against
best practice in March 2024, and given that there have been no significant changes to the
Panels arrangements during 2024/25, the Panel are compliant with the CIPFA position
statement with one minor exception regarding how the Panel is appointed. Council policy
is based on nomination of one member from each of the main political parties with an
external member to provide independence and expertise, rather than on members skills.

In May 2025, the NIAO issued published its latest Good Practice Guide — Effective Audit
and Risk Committees. This Good Practice Guide supplements the large amount of relevant
guidance already available and is intended to bring all this guidance into one document to
be used by all Audit and Risk Assurance Committees within both Central and Local




Government in Northern Ireland. During 25/26, the Panel will complete a self-assessment
against the new guide.

Annual Governance Statement

3.11 At their meeting on 3 June 2025, the Panel considered and agreed the draft Annual
Governance Statement for the Council for 2024/25 and the significant governance
issues contained in the statement.

3.12 | The Annual Governance Statement is an important document, and it is important that the
Committee is fully aware of its contents. The disclosures in the statement are based upon
the Council’s corporate risk register and take into consideration the disclosures made by
Chief Officers in their individual annual assurance statements. The Annual Governance
Statement also incorporates a summary of the Head of Audit, Governance and Risk
Service’s annual assurance statement.

Updated Raising Concerns Policy

3.13 | At their meeting on 3 June 2025, the Audit and Risk Panel received an update on the
routine review of the Raising Concerns policy. The review identified some minor
amendments which have been agreed through the Councils Industrial Relations
Framework process. Strategic Policy and Resources committee is asked to review and
approve the updated Raising Concerns policy (appendix B).

Minutes of the Audit and Risk Panel meeting on 3 June 2025

3.14 | In line with usual protocol, the minutes of the Audit & Risk Panel meeting are
presented to Strategic Policy and Resources Committee for approval.
Financial & Resource Implications

3.15 None
Equality or Good Relations Implications/Rural Needs Assessment

3.16 None

4.0 Appendices — Documents Attached

Appendix A — Draft Annual Governance Statement for 2024/25
Appendix B — Updated Raising Concerns policy
Appendix C — Minutes of the meeting of the Audit and Risk Panel on 3 June 2025




