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DARTFORD BOROUGH COUNCIL

AUDIT BOARD

MINUTES of the meeting of the Audit Board held on Wednesday 21 September 
2016 at 7.00 pm.

PRESENT: Councillor D A Hammock (Chairman)
Councillor A Bardoe (Vice-Chairman)
Councillor J S Hawkes
Councillor J A Hayes
Councillor A R Lloyd
Councillor J M Ozog (Substitute)
Councillor D Swinerd

ABSENT: Councillor Mrs J A Ozog

IN ATTENDANCE: Sarah Martin – Strategic Director (Internal Services)
Marie Kelly-
Stone

– Head of Legal Services & Deputy 
Monitoring Officer

Tim Sams – Financial Services Manager
Liz Jackson – Grant Thornton UK, LLP
Matthew Dean – Grant Thornton

16. APOLOGIES FOR ABSENCE. 

The Chairman relayed apologies from Councillor Mrs Julie Ozog and 
confirmed that Cllr. Jan Ozog was attending the Board as a Substitute.

Liz Jackson and her colleague Matthew Dean from Grant Thornton UK 
[External Auditors] were welcomed to the meeting and Mrs Jackson 
congratulated on her recent marriage. 

The Strategic Director (Internal Services) the Head of Legal Services and the 
Financial Services Manager were also welcomed to the proceedings.

The Chairman advised that there was an ‘Urgent’ item for consideration by the 
Board [Item 4] but proposed that it be taken after Items 6 and 7 in the 
published agenda [to be presented by the Head of Legal Services].

The Board agreed to the proposed change in the order of published business.

17. DECLARATIONS OF INTEREST. 

There were no declarations of interest.
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18. CONFIRMATION OF THE MINUTES OF THE MEETING HELD ON 29 JUNE 
2016 

RESOLVED:

That the Minutes of the Audit Board meeting held 29 June 2016 be confirmed 
as accurate. 

19. REFERENCES FROM OTHER COMMITTEES [IF ANY] 

There were no references from other Committees for the Board to consider.

20. ANNUAL REPORT 2015/2016 OF THE MONITORING OFFICER ON THE 
REVIEW OF ETHICAL GOVERNANCE ARRANGEMENTS AND 
ANCILLARY MATTERS 

The report, which had been marked as ‘To-Follow’ in the published agenda 
[page 6] was ‘tabled’ for consideration by the Board that evening. Members 
were asked to endorse the Monitoring Officer’s Annual Report 2015/16 on the 
Review of Ethical Governance Arrangements and ancillary matters, as set out 
in Appendix A.

The Head of Legal Services & Deputy Monitoring Officer reminded the Board 
that the report was a standard item considered each year and that the format 
of the report remained unchanged.

In response to a specific request from the Vice-Chairman to summarise the 
salient points in the 2015/16 report, she briefly advised Members of relevant 
new legislative requirements regarding the Council’s Constitution, anti-slavery 
obligations [Modern Slavery Act 2015] and impending changes to the Data 
Protection Act 1998. The Government’s Brexit negotiations [when concluded] 
would be likely to further impact on current legislation. 

Members were advised that the Review had encountered two areas of 
concern regarding, respectively, out of date Parish Council websites and the 
need to ‘chase’ one Parish Council for its DPI registration forms. These issues 
had caused difficulties in the collation of accurate data regarding DPIs 
(Disclosable Pecuniary Interests) for serving Parish Members. The Head of 
Legal Services explained that the late submission of DPI forms to the 
Monitoring Officer had been resolved and that it was the responsibility of 
Parish Clerks to maintain accurate Parish Council records, including websites. 
Members suggested that this message be re-enforced to Parish Clerks at the 
next Parish & Borough Forum [11 October 2016]. 

The Head of Legal Services added that; there appeared to be a measure of 
confusion amongst Members as to what properly constituted a DPI. If any 
Member was in doubt over a specific interest they should seek advice from 
the Monitoring Officer or herself as Deputy Monitoring Officer or in their joint 
absence, the Member Services Manager.



AUDIT BOARD

WEDNESDAY 21 SEPTEMBER 2016

3

The Shadow Leader advised that he felt he had been unable to properly 
digest the contents of the Monitoring Officer’s Annual Report for 2015/16 as 
tabled that evening. He held no concerns over its accuracy and 
comprehensive nature, but as Shadow Leader and Chairman of the Scrutiny 
Committee, he needed more time to fully consider the papers and properly 
comment as appropriate.

The Chairman noted the Shadow Leader’s concerns in light of which, the 
Board RESOLVED:

(i) That endorsement by the Board of the Monitoring Officer’s Annual 
Report 2015/16 on the Review of Ethical Governance Arrangements 
and ancillary matters (as set out in Appendix A to the covering report) 
be deferred for 14 working days from the date of the meeting [until 11 
October 2016] pending any written representations from the Shadow 
Leader of the Council;

(ii) That in the absence of written representations from the Shadow Leader 
[within 14 working days from the date of the Board], the report be 
considered as endorsed and that that status be formally confirmed at 
the next meeting of the Board in January 2017.

21. COMPLAINTS MONITORING AND PROCEDURE REVIEW - 2015 / 2016 

The report and Appendices provided Board Members with information on the 
Council’s Corporate Complaints Procedure, including the number and nature 
of complaints received in respect of the services provided by the Council, 
during the period 1 April 2015 to 31 March 2016.

The Head of Legal Services advised that the report was another standard 
item presented each year.  She advised that there were no updates to the 
information provided on agenda pages 40 and 41 and offered to take 
questions.

The Shadow Leader asked, with specific regard to process and lessons to be 
learnt from complaint handling [report para.3.20 (f) agenda p.23] what role 
Members played with regard to policy change.

The Chairman gave as an example of Member involvement in the Council’s 
complaints process and possible impact on policy; his own role as ‘designated 
person’ for the Council in the resolution of complaints relating to the Council’s 
function as landlord. As ‘designated person’ the Chairman sought to resolve 
issues at the local level prior to referral to the Housing Ombudsman. 
Following his consideration of a recent housing complaint, he had asked 
Officers to amend an ambiguous housing form. 

The Head of Legal Services confirmed the Chairman’s role as the Council’s 
‘designated person’ for Housing landlord related complaints and advised that 
the 2016/17 complaints procedure review report would include information on 



AUDIT BOARD

WEDNESDAY 21 SEPTEMBER 2016

4

how the information from complaints is used to improve working practices 
and/or policy.

The Shadow Leader expressed his surprise that only 2 (two) housing 
complaints had been recorded in the period under review [table agenda p.22 
– report para. 3.20 (c)] this seemed low in the context of his own constituency 
work ‘In-tray’.

The Chairman explained that only 2 complaints had been referred to the 
Housing Ombudsman in 2015/16. The vast majority of housing complaints 
were resolved by the Housing Department at Stage 1 level, or failing that, 
referred to a separate Council Department for Stage 2 resolution. If the 
complainant was still not satisfied following the Stage 2 decision, they were 
referred to Councillor Hammock as the Council’s ‘designated person’, 
together with the contact details of the Housing Ombudsman. Complainants 
could then choose to approach the ‘designated person’ immediately following 
Stage 2, or wait 8 weeks from the date of the Stage 2 decision and take the 
matter direct to the Housing Ombudsman. If the ‘designated person’ considers 
and rejects the complaint against the Council, the complainant may still 
approach the Housing Ombudsman within the 8 week period following the 
Stage 2 decision.

RESOLVED:

1. That the Complaints Monitoring and Procedure Review – 2015/16 
report and Appendices be endorsed;

2. That the Head of Legal Services be thanked for her further 
explanations in support of her comprehensive report. 

   

22. URGENT ITEM - DETECTION OF COUNCIL TAX FRAUD BY AGENCY 
STAFF IN THE COUNCIL'S JOINT REVENUE & BENEFITS SECTION 

The Chairman advised Board Members that the Staff Manager for the 
Council’s joint Revenue & Benefits Section operation with Sevenoaks Council 
had detected an incident of Council Tax fraud amounting to £2K committed by 
a temporary staff member recruited from an agency. 

Press coverage of the crime had reported fraud amounting to some £90K with 
the intimation that the Council had been the sole victim. However, subsequent 
enquiries with other local authorities [who had previously employed the culprit] 
revealed that Hackney Council in London had been the major victim and that 
the Council had only suffered losses amounting to £2K. The Leader of the 
Council had immediately issued a Press Statement to this effect to counter 
the misleading press article and help repair the Council’s reputation in the 
eyes of the Dartford public.
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As a result of the fraud detection, the Council had tightened up its security 
checks for both agency and permanent staff and agency staff no longer 
worked in the Revenue & Benefits Section. The Section’s Staff Manager had 
been thanked by the Managing Director and the Strategic Director (Internal 
Services) for his vigilance and prompt action in saving the Council from further 
financial losses.

In response to subsequent specific questions from Board Members the 
Chairman and the Strategic Director (IS) confirmed the following points:

 There was no recourse to be obtained from the recruitment agency for 
failing to properly vet its client(s) before appointment by the Council;

 It was the responsibility of the Council to ensure that agencies had 
undertaken all appropriate checks of candidates prior to appointment 
by the Council and Officers were reviewing procedures in this regard;

 The Council would also be undertaking its own checks in the future, for 
both agency and permanent staff, to ensure applicants had the legal 
right to work in the U.K. and did not hold a criminal record;

 Agency staff no longer worked in the Revenue & Benefits Section;
 The bona-fides of agency staff working in other Sections of the Council 

were in the process of being confirmed;
 A report would be submitted to a future meeting of the Board updating 

Members on the action that had been undertaken to verify the bona-
fides of agency staff currently employed by the Council, in addition to 
detailing action taken by the Council with recruitment agencies  to 
ensure that any and all candidates referred to the Council for 
employment had been properly vetted by the agencies beforehand;

 The Council had worked with Kent Police to obtain a 2 year conviction 
of the offender for the offence committed in Dartford.

The Shadow Leader asked:

(i) Why all Councillors were not being briefed by the Audit Board 
Chairman;

(ii) Why the Audit Board, as the due body, had not considered the topic 
prior to the Press Statement being released by the Leader of the 
Council, which had effectively pre-empted the Board’s view of the 
incident and any recommendations it might have made.

The Chairman advised that the Leader’s Press Statement had been required 
to issue as soon as possible, to re-but the misleading press article that had  
intimated that Dartford Council had suffered a £90K fraud, and get into the 
public domain the fact that the Council’s loss was ‘only’ £2K.  

The Strategic Director (Internal Services) confirmed that:

(i) Cabinet had been advised of the fraud as part of the council tax write-
off report considered at the meeting held on 8 September 2016 and 
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that the Minutes [Cabinet Min. No. 45 refers] reflected the action taken 
and were available to all Members;

(ii) Early release of the Leader’s Press Statement had been required to 
refute the £90K loss to the Council intimated in the misleading press 
article.

The Cabinet Member for Strategic Council Finances proposed that a report be 
presented to a future meeting of the Board, for Members’ consideration, once 
proportionate new measures had been put in place and tested by Officers to 
ensure that all agency and permanent staff employed by the Council were 
properly vetted.

Liz Jackson confirmed to the Board that Grant Thornton UK, as the Council’s 
External Auditor, had been made aware of the fraud by the SD (IS) and that 
the immediate action undertaken by the Council had been good.  A report 
back to the Board confirming that new processes had been put in place would 
also be appropriate in terms of good governance.

RESOLVED:

1. That a report be submitted to a future meeting of the Audit Board 
confirming that new procedures had been put in place by the Council 
and tested, to ensure that all agency and permanent staff employed by 
the Authority had been properly vetted, both by the Council and by 
agencies proposing candidates for employment by the Council whether 
on a temporary or permanent basis.

23. REPORT FROM THE EXTERNAL AUDITOR 

The covering report from the Financial Services Manager (FSM) informed the 
Audit Board that the External Auditor had completed the audit of the Council’s 
2015/16 Accounts and that her ‘Audit Findings’ report was presented to 
Members for consideration (attached as Appendix A to the covering report). 
Members were also asked to approve the Letter of Representation attached 
as Appendix B.

Liz Jackson, Engagement Lead, Grant Thornton, UK advised Board Members 
that her ‘Audit Findings’ report proposed an unqualified opinion in respect of 
the Council’s 2015/16 Accounts and value for money (VfM) conclusion, that 
no misstatements had been identified in the Accounts. The report made two 
recommendations, one related to bank reconciliations which had been 
implemented, the second recommendation related to the Council’s Financial 
Plans. The External Auditor had pointed out that the recommendation was not 
specific to Dartford Council but reflected the reducing central government 
grant for all local authorities in England and Wales.



AUDIT BOARD

WEDNESDAY 21 SEPTEMBER 2016

7

The Chairman endorsed the comments of the External Auditor and asked that 
the appreciation of the Audit Board be passed to the Council’s finance team 
by the FSM.  

RESOLVED: 

1. That the Audit Board Members noted and welcomed the intention of 
the External Auditor to issue an unqualified opinion on both the 
Financial Statements for 2015/16 and the Value for Money (VfM) 
Conclusion as set out in Appendix A to the report;

2. That Board Members approved the Letter of Representation attached 
as Appendix B to the report;

3. That the Board’s appreciation of the efforts of the Council’s finance 
staff in the preparation of the 2015/16 Accounts be relayed by senior 
managers present.

24. FINANCIAL STATEMENTS (STATEMENT OF ACCOUNTS) 2015/16 

The report presented to the Audit Board the Council’s Statement of Accounts 
for the period 1 April 2015 to 31 March 2016. 

Board Members were asked to adopt, approve the publication of, and 
authorise for issue, the 2015/16 Statement of Accounts as a formal 
requirement to enable the External Auditor to issue her unqualified opinion on 
both the Accounts and the Value for Money (VfM) Conclusion, as set out in 
the previous agenda item [Min. No. 23 refers].

The Financial Services Manager (FSM) reminded Members that the 
Statement of Accounts was prepared in accordance with ‘proper accounting 
practice’ i.e. with regard to all the accounting rules issued by the Accounting 
Standards Board and the CIPFA Code of Practice on Local Authority 
Accounting. Those Accounting rules differed from the statutory regulations 
that the Council was required to follow; the local authority accounts 
demonstrated how the two regimes were reconciled. Adherence to the 
accounting rules ensured consistency between years and between 
organisations.

Members were advised that the Accounts were complex and comprised off a 
few core statements supported by several “disclosure notices”. The FSM drew 
out the following more important elements of the 2015/16 Accounts for 
Members: 

 The Comprehensive Income and Expenditure Statement (CIES) 
[agenda p.119] effectively showed the surplus of deficit (using proper 
accounting practices) for all the services provided by the Council 
including council housing;
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 The CIES showed an “accounting” surplus for 2015/16 of £51.3M most 
of which comprised unrealised gains represented within the unusable 
reserves. A significant part of the surplus was due to property 
revaluations also reflected in the unusable reserves plus a positive 
adjustment to the pensions reserve due to a change in valuation;

 Reconciliation of the CIES with the reserve balances on the Council’s 
statutory General Fund at year end [31 March 2016] was reflected in 
the Movement in Reserves Statement (MIRS) [agenda p.117];

 The CIES comprised both the General Fund and the Housing Revenue 
Account these were shown separately in the MIRS which started from 
opening balances as at 31 March 2015 then the surplus (or deficit) line 
on the provision of services from the CIES which totalled £11.7M in 
reserves for 2015/16;

 The MIRS then adjusted the surplus figure with a line of Adjustments 
[between accounting and funding basis] which needed to be reversed 
out. The main accounting adjustments that had been required were to 
the cost of using assets (depreciation and impairment), revaluations 
and the different way pensions were treated between accounting and 
the General Fund;

 The position of the General Fund had been reported to Cabinet in July 
[Min. No. 25] with no subsequent changes to that position as set out in 
the Narrative Statement for the Accounts [agenda p.98 and 99];

 The MIRS showed that the Council had a total of £38M in usable 
reserves of which £4M was specifically for capital, £12M related to 
housing and £17.6M for the General Reserve;

 The increase in general reserves had derived in the main from gains 
from business rates of £780K from 2014/15, £1.1M from 2015/16 and a 
timing difference of £1.6M held in a business rate stability fund. It was 
expected that the increases in general reserves would be used to fund 
the deficit payment for 2017/18. In addition, the 2015/16 revenue 
outturn position meant that the Council did not now need to make the 
planned new homes bonus withdrawal from reserves to support the 
revenue position;

 The Balance Sheet [agenda p.120] showed the assets and liabilities of 
the Council at 31 March 2016. The main elements to be drawn out of 
the Balance Sheet included; (i) a significant increase in the value of 
Property, Plant and Equipment following professional revaluations of 
the Council’s Housing stock and an increase in local house prices 
during the period under review; (ii) a decrease in the pension liability of 
£4M due changes in financial assumptions by the Council’s actuary;

 The Cash Flow Statement [agenda p.121] showed the changes in cash 
and cash equivalents for the Authority in the period under review 
resulting in an increase of £7.1M;

 The HRA debt continued to be paid down each year and now stood at 
£69M down from the initial Government loan of £87M;

 The Housing Revenue Account (HRA) [agenda p.187] showed an 
accounting surplus of £9.5M for 2015/16, offset by accounting 
Adjustments of £7.8M resulting in a balance on the Statutory HRA of 
£11.7M.
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In response to a specific question from the Shadow Leader concerning the 
£5M reduction recorded in the Council’s HRA loan, the Chairman advised that 
the Treasury Management Panel closely monitored the Council’s HRA loan 
arrangements. 

The Shadow Leader asked how the Council’s useable reserves, totalling 
some £26M for general use and £11.7M for housing and considered to be 
‘prudent and adequate’ [agenda p. 102] were managed and what 
considerations were applied to that management process e.g. formulaic, 
mechanistic or subjective. 

The FSM advised that the Council’s management of adequate levels of 
usable reserves required the judgement of several different risk factors 
affecting the day-to-day operation of the Authority as a whole. The Council 
had previously set a minimum level of useable reserves of £2M, had 
increased that to £2.5M and that the level of the general reserve held was 
now above minimum at £3M. 

The Shadow Leader expressed his concern over the lack of clarity concerning 
Business Rate income post 2020. He asked whether there was not a case for 
releasing general reserves now, to help meet Council objectives.

Liz Jackson, External Audit Manager (Grant Thornton) advised that the 
disbursement of the Council’s useable reserves was addressed in her Value 
for Money (VfM) Conclusion [agenda Item 8 Section 3 pages 75-78]. 

The Cabinet Member for Strategic Council Finances advised that he held 
regular conversations with the Leader and other Cabinet Members concerning 
the prudent use of the Council’s useable reserves in the continuing volatile 
financial climate including future prospects post Brexit and the likelihood of 
continued cuts in funding from central government. The notion that the 
Council should simply spend reserves it had today to expand service delivery 
without concern for the future fiscal climate would be neither prudent nor 
responsible.

RESOLVED:

1. That Audit Board Members adopted, approved for publication and 
authorised for issue, the Council’s 2015/16 Statement of Accounts.

 
25. PROGRESS REPORT ON INTERNAL AUDIT ANNUAL PLAN 2016/17 

This report and Appendices provided Members of the Board with information 
regarding the progress of the Internal Audit Team in delivering the Annual 
Internal Audit Plan 2016/17.

The Strategic Director (Internal Services) referred Members to the table that 
formed Appendix A to the report which detailed the actions and stages 
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reached for the 10 (ten) audits currently in progress. With regard to Appendix 
B she advised that the training of the 2 new team members and the continued 
absence of the Audit Manager on sick leave had impacted on the actual work 
days completed against the expected work day estimate. 

The Audit Plan would be kept under review going forward to allow for the 
continued impact of staff training and further sick leave as appropriate.

RESOLVED:

1. That the report and Appendices be noted.  

26. REVIEW OF INTERNAL AUDIT RECOMMENDATIONS - PROGRESS 
REPORT 

This report and Appendices updated the Board on the progress that had been 
made in the implementation of recommendations agreed with Management 
during the year (Appendix A) in addition to reporting on outstanding 
recommendations due to be implemented by 31 July 2016 (Appendix B).

Members were referred to Appendix B of the report and advised that the 
outstanding Recommendation concerning HR policies and procedures 
(agenda p.220) had been progressed since the report had been issued and 
that the Recommendation was now at the ‘Draft’ stage. 

The Shadow Leader noted that the language used to describe the ‘Latest 
Position’ regarding the audit of IT Security 2013/14 (agenda p.218) was in the 
old format that Members had asked to be revised to include a reference to the 
‘source’ for the update and a meaningful timeline.

The Strategic Director (Internal Services) undertook to relay the point to the 
Audit Team for amendment and future presentation.

RESOLVED:

1. Audit Board Members noted the reasons for delayed implementation of 
audit recommendations as set out in Appendix B to the report;

2. The Board endorsed the revised dates for implementation provided by 
Management as noted in Appendix B.

27. AUDIT REPORTS ISSUED SINCE LAST MEETING OF THE BOARD 

The report and appendices informed Audit Board Members of the outcomes of 
audits that had been completed since the previous report to the Board on 29 
June 2016 and gave Members the opportunity to request further clarification 
or more information as deemed necessary.
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Members were advised that all 9 (nine) audit reports listed in Appendix A had 
been finalised. Seven reports had received a ‘Good’ Opinion for both 
Framework and Compliance; one report had been marked ‘Satisfactory’ for 
both categories and one report had received a ‘Substantial Assurance’ audit 
Opinion.

RESOLVED:

1. That Audit Board Members noted the contents of the report.

28. SELECTIVE INVOICE CHECKS 

At the last meeting of the Board on 29 June 2016 Members selected five (5) 
creditor payments for checking. The report advised Members of the outcome 
of that exercise.

The Board were advised that all payments selected by Members on that 
occasion had been found to be in order and in compliance with the Council’s 
procedures.

Members were invited to select five (5) further creditor payments for 
examination by the Internal Audit Team and subsequent reporting to the 
Board in January 2017.

RESOLVED:

1. That Members noted the contents of the report and that five (5) further 
payments were selected for checking by Internal Audit and the 
outcomes reported to the Board in January 2017.

29. FUTURE APPOINTMENT OF EXTERNAL AUDITORS 

The report provided an update to Board Members on the arrangements for 
appointing external auditors following the abolition of the Audit Commission 
and the ending of the transitional arrangements at the conclusion of the 
2017/18 audits. The report recommended, as a preferred option, that the 
Council opt into a sector led body to negotiate the appointment of an external 
auditor [post 2017/18] and that the General Assembly of the Council (GAC) be 
asked to approve the recommendation.

The Strategic Director (IS) confirmed for Members that the update report 
followed on from previous reports presented to the Board in March and June 
2016 [Min. Nos. 57 and 15 refer] which had outlined three options for 
consideration by the Board and recommendation to the GAC. Those options 
remained as previously reported:
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 Option 1 – procuring a stand-alone appointment overseen by a 
specially set up independent Audit Panel: this option provided no 
economies of scale [with other Kent Councils] and would incur costs 
associated with the recruitment of independent members and the 
maintenance of an Audit Panel;

 Option 2 – joining with other councils to set up a joint independent 
Auditor Panel: this option would present economies of scale but would 
also distance the decision making body [the Audit Panel] from the local 
input of the Audit Board;

 Option 3 – opting into a sector led body: this was the preferred option 
for recommendation to the GAC. It was the most cost effective option, 
offering economies of scale and dispensed with the need and cost of 
an Audit Panel.  With one possible exception, all the other Kent 
authorities were opting for the sector led approach and the 
appointment of a single external auditor for Kent should ensure audit 
fees were competitive. 

Members were advised that the Council had expressed their interest in 
supporting Option 3 - a sector led body approach - to the Local Government 
Association (LGA) before their deadline of 30 April 2016. 

The Strategic Director (Internal Services) explained that the Council now 
awaited a formal invitation from Public Sector Appointments Ltd (PSSA) the 
public sector body appointed by the Secretary of State and established by the 
LGA, to take matters forward. Once a formal invitation had been received by 
the Council from the PSSA, the Board’s recommendation would be put before 
the GAC for final decision.

RESOLVED:

1. That the General Assembly of the Council (GAC) be recommended to 
approve a public sector led approach to the negotiation and 
appointment of the external auditor for the Council; as the preferred 
procurement route; upon receipt of a formal invitation from the public 
sector body PSAA to participate in such an appointment exercise. 

The meeting closed at 8.05 pm

Councillor D A Hammock
CHAIRMAN


