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WEST OXFORDSHIRE DISTRICT COUNCIL  

Minutes of the meeting of the Audit and General Purposes Committee held in 

Committee Room One, Council Offices, Woodgreen, Witney, Oxon on 

Thursday 31 January 2018 at 6:00 pm 

PRESENT 

Councillors: Alvin Adams (Chairman); Harry St John (Vice-Chairman); Julian Cooper; 

Merilyn Davies, Harry Eaglestone; David McFarlane; Elizabeth Poskitt and Alex Postan. 

Also in attendance: Michelle Burge, Grant Thornton 

23. MINUTES 

RESOLVED: that the minutes of the meeting of the Committee held on 8 November 

2018, copies of which had been circulated, be confirmed as a correct record and signed by 

the Chairman. 

24. APOLOGIES FOR ABSENCE AND TEMPORARY APPOINTMENTS 

Apologies for absence were received from Councillor Jeanette Baker, Duncan Enright, 

Peter Handley, Gill Hill and Richard Langridge and from Julie Masci of Grant Thornton. 

25. DECLARATIONS OF INTEREST 

There were no declarations of interest from Members relating to items to be considered 

at the meeting.  

26. PARTICIPATION OF THE PUBLIC 

There were no submissions from members of the public. 

27. EXTERNAL AUDIT REPORTS 

The Committee received and considered the report of the Chief Finance Officer, together 

with the Audit Plan for 2018/19 summarising the work to be carried out by Grant 

Thornton, the Council’s external auditors for the year ending 31 March 2019 and the 

Housing Benefit Subsidy Certification Letter for 2017/18. 

Michelle Burge, Audit Manager – Grant Thornton, introduced the audit report and outlined 

the key messages set out therein. In terms of significant risks, it was noted that the 

Council’s investment property was to be subject to an independent valuation. 

Councillor Adams enquired whether the pension fund liability was based upon a current 

actuarial value and Ms Burge advised that it was an estimate based upon the annual fund 

valuation, not the triennial review.  

In response to a question from Councillor St John, Frank Wilson, Executive Director – 

Publica, confirmed that the Council’s actual pension fund contribution was based upon the 

triennial review and that the interim annual fund valuations were simply a snapshot of the 

fund’s value as at 31 March. The triennial review was forward looking over time. In 

response to a further question, Mr Wilson advised that the triennial valuation incorporated 

sophisticated sensitivity analysis to reflect external factors such as low interest rates. 

Councillor Postan noted that there were contribution shortfalls across all authorities and 

considered that there was a question as to how this would be addressed politically when 

those liabilities fell due.  
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In response, Mr Wilson advised that the Council would be required to fund its proportion 

of the shortfall so as to bring the pension fund back into balance over a 25 year period. 

Decisions on the required level of funding were made by the County Council and were 

common to all partners. The triennial actuarial valuation was the means by which the 

projected shortfall was addressed over the lead-in period and the next was due to take 

place in 2019/2020.  

Councillor McFarlane enquired whether the anticipated level of further savings of £1 

million had been identified. In response, Mr Wilson advised that these remained to be 

identified and indicated that there was a significant degree of uncertainty surrounding the 

Local Government settlement going forward from next April. Whilst the position would 

become clearer by November, uncertainty remained as the four year funding settlement 

was coming to an end and the comprehensive expenditure review would take place along 

with the introduction of the fairer funding formula. Added to this, the future of the New 

Homes Bonus was unclear and, whilst West Oxfordshire had benefited from Business 

Rates growth, the impact of the Business Rates re-set was not yet clear.  

Given this general uncertainty, it was possible that there would be the need to secure 
additional savings in the future. However, West Oxfordshire had significant revenue 

reserves and was in a position to avoid the need to make a knee jerk reaction. If there was 

a significant loss of income in 2020 there was only limited scope to increase Council Tax 

and the only alternative to securing additional savings would be through a reduction in 

services. 

In response to questions from Councillor Davies, Ms Burge advised that, whilst a level of 

materiality for audit purposes had been set at 2% of gross expenditure, any other than 

clearly trivial errors were reported to the Committee. In response to a question Mr 

Wilson advised that the sum of £17,500 per annum had been allocated by government to 

the Council  to mitigate the impact of Brexit over the next two years. 

In response to a question from Councillor Poskitt, Ms Burge advised that the recent 

tendering process had led to a reduction in the audit fee for the year ended 31 March 

2018. 

In response to a question from Councillor McFarlane, Mr Wilson advised that the Council 

held a wide range of investment properties, details of which were reported to the Finance 

and Management Overview and Scrutiny Committee on an annual basis. The last report 

had been submitted in July 2018. Councillor McFarlane questioned whether there had been 

any significant movement in capital valuations and Mr Wilson advised that these tended to 

fluctuate based upon such factors as the lease terms remaining. 

Councillor Postan enquired whether Grant Thornton had any experts on intellectual 

property valuation as the skills within Publica and Ubico were unrecognised, unregistered 

and under-valued. The identification and subsequent valuation of such skills were vital in 

the expansion of Publica. 

Mr Wilson advised that the founder member authorities of Ubico benefited from the 

increased value by agreement before any further members were admitted. Arrangements 

to ensure that they secured the benefit of any increase in value would need to be put in 

place should the partner council’s choose to expand Publica and Mr Wilson undertook to 

discuss what scope there was for this with the auditors. 
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The Committee went on to consider the Housing Benefit Subsidy Certification Letter. Ms 

Burge advised that this was a particularly detailed piece of work and explained that, whilst a 

qualified claim had been issued, the errors identified were relatively insignificant compared 

with the total subsidy receivable. 

Councillor Davies enquired whether the move to Universal Credit would impact upon the 

administration of Housing Benefit. In response, Ms Burge advised that there would be 

fewer Housing Benefit Claims for the Council to process.  

In response to a question from Councillor St John, Ms Burge indicated that the question of 

materiality was less important in real terms as errors generally related to incorrect 

classifications which were subsequently corrected. She stressed that any instances of fraud 

would be disclosed. 

RESOLVED: That the contents of the reports be noted. 

28. INTERNAL AUDIT PROGRESS REPORT 

The Committee received and considered the report of the Section 151 Officer which set 

out the key findings of recent internal audits and provided an update on progress against 

the internal audit plan for 2018/2019. 

The Assistant Director, SWAP Internal Audit Services, advised that the next year’s Audit 

Plan was being prepared and invited Members to identify any particular areas which they 

thought required examination. 

Councillor Poskitt noted that Disclosure and Barring Service checks had not been carried 

out on certain service providers engaged by the Council to assist in the management of the 

Syrian Refugee Resettlement Scheme and Councillor Davies suggested that, where the 

Council funded voluntary organisations it could require DBS checks to be undertaken. 

Mr Wilson explained that the Council had not gone through a voluntary body in this 

instance which related to the engagement of a single individual under specific 

circumstances. 

Councillor Adams reminded Members that the question of training had been raised at the 

last Council meeting and enquired whether any arrangements had been put in place. In 

response, Mr Wilson advised that a broader training programme was being developed for 

implementation following the elections in May. He suggested that this be included in the 

Committee’s Work Programme. 

RESOLVED: That progress of the audit programme and the key findings of recent 

internal audits be noted. 

 

The meeting closed at 6:40 pm  

 

 

CHAIRMAN  


	WEST OXFORDSHIRE DISTRICT COUNCIL
	Minutes of the meeting of the Audit and General Purposes Committee held in Committee Room One, Council Offices, Woodgreen, Witney, Oxon on Thursday 31 January 2018 at 6:00 pm
	PRESENT
	23. MINUTES
	24. APOLOGIES FOR ABSENCE and temporary appointments
	25. DECLARATIONS OF INTEREST
	26. PARTICIPATION OF THE PUBLIC
	27. EXTERNAL AUDIT REPORTS
	28. INTERNAL AUDIT PROGRESS REPORT

