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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  

at 6:00 pm on Thursday 25 July 2019 

PRESENT 

Councillors: Andy Graham (Vice-Chairman – in the Chair), Jake Acock,                                

Luci Ashbourne, Harry Eaglestone, Duncan Enright, and Harry St John, Dan Levy and Geoff 

Saul 

6. MINUTES 

RESOLVED: that the Minutes of the meetings of the Committee held on 25 April and 

15 May 2019, copies of which had been circulated, be confirmed as correct records and 

signed by the Chairman. 

7. APOLOGIES FOR ABSENCE AND TEMPORARY APPOINTMENTS 

Apologies for absence were received from Andrew Beaney, Jane Doughty, Gill Hill,  
Richard Langridge and Alex Postan and the following resignations and temporary 

appointments were received and noted 

Councillor Levy for Councillor Poskitt                                                                            

Councillor Saul for Councillor Bolger 

8. DECLARATIONS OF INTEREST 

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

the meeting.  

9. PARTICIPATION OF THE PUBLIC 

There were no submissions from members of the public. 

10. ANNUAL INTERNAL AUDIT OPINION 

The Committee received and considered the report of the Section 151 Officer, together 

with the Annual Internal Audit Opinion for 2018/2019. 

The Chief Finance Officer introduced the report and Lucy Cater, assistant director, SWAP 

Audit Services, outlined the internal audit annual report and opinion. She advised that the 

internal audit service had completed 34 out of the projected 45 reviews with a further 

eight now in draft stage to be concluded and reported to the next meeting. Summaries of 

the audit opinions and recommendations were set out at pages eight and nine of the audit 

report.  

(Councillor St John joined the meeting at this juncture) 

In response to questions from Members, Ms Cater advised that all audit recommendations 

were followed up to ensure that they had been followed. She explained that a finding of ‘no 

opinion’ indicated that the audit service had been unable to offer any assurance whilst a 

‘non-opinion’ related to advisory work where it was not appropriate to offer assurance. 
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Councillor Acock questioned why the full audit programme had not been completed and it 

was explained that, of the eight pieces of work outstanding, three had been deferred whilst 

the remainder were in draft. Councillor Acock suggested that Members should determine 

the annual audit programme.  

The Chief Finance Officer advised that the annual audit programme was approved by the 

Committee and Members had the opportunity to identify any further audit work they 

thought necessary. She also indicated that the reasons for deferring certain work were set 

out in the report. 

In response to question from Councillor Enright, the Chief Finance Officer explained that, 

whilst full audit reports were available to Members, they were not public documents as the 

purpose of audit work was to protect the Council and to do so could prejudice this 

objective. However, the key points arising were incorporated within the periodic reports 

submitted to the Committee. 

Councillor Ashbourne indicated that the Vulnerable Persons Resettlement Scheme 

Working Party had found the full audit report useful and suggested that full reports should 

be made available to Members as a matter of course. The Chief Finance Officer indicated 
that Service Managers should be able to provide relevant information to Members in such 

circumstances and undertook to consider the suggestion further. 

Councillor St John drew attention to the recommendations regarding the inspection of 

private water supplies set out in appendix B and asked how many inspections remained 

outstanding. Ms Cater advised that, at the time of the audit, there were 85 inspections 

outstanding and indicated that the current position would be subject to further review.  

Councillor Acock questioned why the Council’s costs were not recovered in some 40% of 

cases and suggested that the relevant Officers be invited to attend the next meeting of the 

Committee to provide further information on the operation of the service. Officers 

undertook to make the necessary arrangements. 

Councillor St John reminded Members that an undertaking had been given to provide 

Members with access to a complete list of Section 106 planning agreements to enable them 

to ensure that agreed developer contributions were received and asked what progress had 

been made towards achieving this. Officers undertook to make enquiries and advise 

Members accordingly. 

Councillor Levy noted that the audit assurance offered in relation to monitoring the 

delivery of the agreed Affordable Housing provision within developments was less robust 

and, in response to a question from Councillor Acock, the Chief Finance Officer confirmed 

that this was the case and that the findings were qualified, hence the recommendations set 

out at Appendix B to the report. 

Councillor Acock proposed that the Council be recommended to appoint a designated 

Officer to oversee/manage the S106 process, either from amongst existing staff or through 

a new appointment. 

 The Chief Finance officer advised that one of the agreed actions arising from the audit was 

to appoint an officer with responsibility for overseeing and managing the Community 

Infrastructure Levy and Section 106 agreements from April 2020. 

Councillor St John suggested that the key to effective monitoring was the accessibility of 

information. 



3 

Whilst Councillor Acock considered that action should be taken now, Councillor Graham 

noted that the service was in a period of transition and felt that it would be more 

appropriate to adhere to the audit recommendation. 

Members then turned to address the recommendation regarding the 2018/2019 subsidy 

claims. The Chief Finance Officer advised that this related to the Government subsidy 

received by the Council in relation to Housing Benefit claims and explained that, whilst 

subject to audit, there was no element of materiality. Councillor St John asked whether the 

Council could be penalised for errors and the Chief Finance Officer advised that the 

Department of Work and Pensions could withdraw subsidy hence the recommendation 

that better quality control procedures should be put in place. Arrangements had now been 

made for independent checks to be carried out. In response to a question from Councillor 

Levy, she advised that financial penalties could also be imposed. 

Councillor Acock noted that it was stated at page 11 of Appendix A that Northgate system 

alerts should inform officers of any duplicate Housing Benefit and Council Tax support 

payments or accounts and asked whether this system works satisfactorily. The Chief 

Finance Officer advised that, whilst reconciliations with the Council’s ledger system were 
carried out, these were conducted by one individual without independent verification. The 

audit recommended that reconciliations should be reviewed or signed off by another 

Officer and exception reporting introduced to strengthen control. 

Julie Masci, Engagement Lead with Grant Thornton advised that, as part of the external 

audit work on the subsidy claim, benefits granted had been verified against expenditure and 

calculations checked and found to be satisfactory.  

Councillor Graham enquired whether the recommendation regarding the procedure for 

debt recovery for premises and club licences had been adopted. In response, the Chief 

Finance Officer advised that the recommendation had yet to be closed and undertook to 

follow this up with the relevant Officers. 

Councillor Ashbourne questioned why the issue of Disclosure Barring service checks for 

those working with Syrian refugees had been highlighted by the audit when other issues 

such as the underspend of Central Government had not. The Chief Finance Officer advised 

that this had been identified as a weakness in internal controls giving rise to a potential risk 

to the Council. Councillor Graham considered that Members should have been informed 

of the underspend and the Chief Finance Officer advised that this had been identified 

during the audit. 

RESOLVED: That the Annual Internal Audit Opinion for 2018/2019 be noted. 

11. EXTERNAL AUDIT REPORTS 

The Committee received and considered an update report from Grant Thornton, the 
Council’s external auditors. 

Julie Masci, Engagement Lead with Grant Thornton, introduced the report and explained 

that, whilst the Financial Statements Audit had been delayed due to constraints in 

resources, there were no statutory consequences for the Council. The Authority would 

still publish its accounts by 31 July with the caveat that the audit had yet to be concluded. 

RESOLVED: That the contents of the report be noted. 
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12. FINANCIAL STATEMENTS 2018/2019 

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

with the Council’s unaudited Statement of Accounts for the period 1 April 2018 to 31 

March 2019. 

The Chief Finance Officer introduced the report and thanked Philip Alway, the Business 

Manager – Finance, and his team for their hard work in compiling the draft accounts. She 

explained that it would be necessary to hold a special meeting of the Committee to 

formally present the finalised accounts for Members’ approval and it was AGREED that a 

special meeting of the Committee would be held at 6.00pm on Thursday 26 September. 

 The Chief Finance Officer advised that, should any Member wish to see a revision to the 

supporting narrative, they should make their views known to her within the next two 

weeks as any such amendments also had to be audited. 

The Chief Finance Officer confirmed that it was anticipated that further changes would be 

required to be made to the accounts to reflect the impact of the McCloud judgement on 

the Local Government Pension Scheme and address other minor adjustments. 

In response to a question from Councillor Levy, the Chief Finance officer explained that 
Publica Group Support Ltd was a not-for-profit company wholly owned by the consortium 

of partner local authorities. 

Councillor Acock expressed his surprise at the priorities for the Council as expressed in 

the third paragraph of page one of the narrative report, indicating that he did not see these 

reflected in its activities. Councillor Graham saw these as weighty aspirations and suggested 

that they should be revised to more accurately reflect the services directly provided by the 

Authority. 

The Chief Financial Officer advised that the priorities reflected the Council’s existing 

Corporate Plan which reflected the Council Plan approved by full Council. Any 

amendments put forward by Members would be considered as the Council Plan was 

currently being refreshed. In addition to the services provided directly by West 

Oxfordshire, the priorities also reflected the influence it could bring to bear through place 

shaping and lobbying etc.  

Councillor Asbourne made reference to revenue outturn and performance and, in 

particular to the underspend set out at paragraph 3.10 of the report. The Business Manager 

– Finance, confirmed that this was an underspend against the revised budget and advised 

that reports on financial performance were submitted to the Cabinet on a quarterly basis. 

Whilst the current report provided the headline figure, a breakdown of the underspend 

was set out in the report submitted to the Cabinet at its meeting on 19 June available on 

the Council’s website here 

Councillor Levy suggested that funds held in earmarked reserves had been generated by 

underspends in previous years. The Chief Finance Officer confirmed that a proportion of 

the funds could be considered to have been created in this way but could also include 

other sources of income such as Government Grants. 

In response to a question from Councillor St John, the Chief Finance Officer explained that 

‘Unusable Reserves’ were technical accounting entries and agreed that there was a need to 

define these within the narrative report. 

http://cmis.westoxon.gov.uk/Cmis/Document.ashx?czJKcaeAi5tUFL1DTL2UE4zNRBcoShgo=w%2bAcqd1f7RC1t0s7Kh9PULEIBogk2coqaZQFZKU26wjbs3RE0AiKOw%3d%3d&rUzwRPf%2bZ3zd4E7Ikn8Lyw%3d%3d=pwRE6AGJFLDNlh225F5QMaQWCtPHwdhUfCZ%2fLUQzgA2uL5jNRG4jdQ%3d%3d&mCTIbCubSFfXsDGW9IXnlg%3d%3d=hFflUdN3100%3d&kCx1AnS9%2fpWZQ40DXFvdEw%3d%3d=hFflUdN3100%3d&uJovDxwdjMPoYv%2bAJvYtyA%3d%3d=ctNJFf55vVA%3d&FgPlIEJYlotS%2bYGoBi5olA%3d%3d=NHdURQburHA%3d&d9Qjj0ag1Pd993jsyOJqFvmyB7X0CSQK=ctNJFf55vVA%3d&WGewmoAfeNR9xqBux0r1Q8Za60lavYmz=ctNJFf55vVA%3d&WGewmoAfeNQ16B2MHuCpMRKZMwaG1PaO=ctNJFf55vVA%3d
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Councillor Acock suggested that the narrative regarding the challenges ahead at page 3 of 

the report required updating to recognise the increasing likelihood of a ‘no-deal Brexit’ and 

enquired whether the Council had procedures in place to deal with such an eventuality. 

The Chief Finance Officer advised that Officers were aware of the potential impact upon 

services and regular meetings were held with representatives of authorities in Oxfordshire 

and Gloucestershire and other stakeholders such as Thames Valley Police. 

The greatest impact was likely to be on Environmental and Regulatory Services and, 

potentially, ICT. Other services were less likely to be affected. 

Councillor Graham felt that Members should be privy to the steps being taken and the 

Chief Finance Officer agreed to submit a report to the next meeting. 

Councillor Saul reminded Members that the Finance and Management Overview and 

Scrutiny Committee had received a report in the potential impact of Brexit on the 

Council’s investments under various exit scenarios at its meeting held on 30 January. 

(Councillor St John left the meeting at this junction) 

Councillor Acock requested a list of the Council’s property assets. The Chief Finance 

Officer advised that a report on the Council’s investment properties was submitted to the 
Finance and Management Overview and Scrutiny Committee on an annual basis and 

undertook to provide details at the next meeting. 

Councillor Acock noted that the Council maintained a General Fund Reserve and 

questioned the underlying objective. The Chief Finance Officer advised that, whilst she was 

under a duty to offer advice on the matter, it was for the Council to determine what it 

considered to be an appropriate level of operational reserves. 

Councillor Graham questioned why there had been a significant movement in the fair value 

of investment property. The Business Manager - Finance advised that this was a result of 

the revaluation of the Council’s investment properties over the course of the year but 

stressed that the change was minimal compared with the total value of the holdings. In 

response to a question from Councillor Levy he advised that the fair value calculation was 

based on income streams. The Chief Finance Officer advised that the valuation would also 

be reviewed during the audit of accounts. 

Councillor Acock questioned whether the decision to hold some £32 Million in reserves 

was a matter of political choice.  

Councillor Eaglestone considered that this was not an appropriate question to direct to 

the Council’s Officers and left the meeting. 

The Chief Finance Officer indicated that the Council was responsible for setting the budget 

and the level of reserves reflected its policy decisions.. 

RESOLVED:- 

(a) That the Accounting Policies that had been applied in producing the Statement of 

Accounts be noted; 

(b) That the draft Statement of Accounts 2018/2019 be approved; 

(c) That the key balances and messages from the Statement of Accounts 2018/2019 be 

noted. 
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13. CYBER SECURITY UPDATES 

The Committee received and considered the report of the ICT Audit Compliance 

Manager/Data Protection Officer which provided an update on the Cyber Security Action 

Plan in place, and outlined the progress made against millstones to provide assurance that 

Cyber related risks were being managed and appropriate actions carried out. 

In response to a question from Councillor Enright, Tony Oladejo, the Council’s ICT Audit 

Compliance Manager/Data Protection Officer, acknowledged that Members had differing 

training requirements from staff, particularly to reinforce the question of personal liability. 

In response to a further question from Councillor Graham, he advised that staff training 

made greater use of technology such as on-line courses and blogs than the face to face 

training offered to Members. It was important that training methods catered for the 

particular needs of the client group. 

Councillor Acock suggested that it would be interesting to gain a comparison between the 

number of Members completing on-line equality and diversity training as opposed to those 

attending face to face courses. 

Mr Oladejo advised that the Information Commissioner’s Office made data protection 

training compulsory hence records had to be maintained. Councillor Graham indicated that 

it was important for training to be made available on a regular basis. 

Councillor Ashbourne stated that her employment made it difficult to attend training 

events during office hours. In response, Mr Oladejo advised that he would seek to provide 

alternative opportunities for Members. 

RESOLVED: That the updates to the Council’s Cyber security action plan be noted. 

14. RISK MANAGEMENT UPDATES 

The Committee received and considered the report of the Head of Paid Service which 

provided an on the changes to the Council’s Corporate Risk Register as at the end of 

2018/2019. 

In introducing the report, the Chief Finance Officer emphasised that, as the submitted 

report had been compiled at the end of March, the Corporate Risk Register required 

updating. In particular, there was a need to incorporate the risk associated with changes to 

the Council’s pension liability as a result of the triennial revaluation. Whilst initial feedback 

had suggested that the Council’s liability would be reduced, leading to reduced or fixed 

contributions, following more detailed analysis carried out by the actuary, the position had 

changed. 

The pension fund was receiving less in contributions than it was paying out and the position 

was considered to be unsustainable. A significant employer’s contribution would be 

required to ensure a reasonable probability of the fund becoming fully funded in the long 
term and the Chief Finance Officer advised that she was exploring the possibility of making 

a lump sum payment. This requirement would be addressed in future financial planning. 

In response to a question from Councillor Graham, the Chief Finance Officer advised that 

the position should become clear within the next few weeks. 
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Councillor Enright questioned how the recent change in Central Government would 

impact upon local government finance. The Chief Finance Officer advised that, given that 

no definitive proposals had been put forward to date, she thought it likely that the changes 

anticipated to have taken effect from April 2020 would be deferred for a further year. 

However, the Government could make changes to schemes such as the New Homes 

Bonus, diverting funding to other areas. 

Councillor Acock suggested that it would be helpful for Members to know how the level of 

risk was assessed and reiterated that the risk of a no-deal Brexit had greatly increased. The 

Chief Finance Officer acknowledged the need to review the level of risk surrounding Brexit 

and undertook to provide a copy of the Council’s Risk Management Policy to all Members 

of the Committee. 

RESOLVED: That the updates to the Council’s Corporate Risk Register be noted. 

15. MISCELLANEOUS LICENSING SUB-COMMITTEE – RECEIPT OF REPORTS 

The report of the meeting of the Miscellaneous Licensing Sub-Committee held on 27 June 

2019, copies of which had been circulated, was received and noted. 

 

The meeting closed at 8:00 pm  

 

 

CHAIRMAN  
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