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Commercial in confidence

We are required under 
Section 20(1)(c) of the Local 
Audit and Accountability Act 
2014 to satisfy ourselves that 
the Council has made 
proper arrangements for 
securing economy, 
efficiency and effectiveness 
in its use of resources. The 
Code of Audit Practice 
issued by the National Audit 
Office (NAO) requires us to 
report to you our 
commentary relating to 
proper arrangements.   

We report if significant 
matters have come to our 
attention. We are not 
required to consider, nor 
have we considered, 
whether all aspects of the 
Council’s arrangements for 
securing economy, 
efficiency and effectiveness 
in its use of resources are 
operating effectively. 
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The contents of this report relate only to the matters which have come to our attention, which we believe 
need to be reported to you. It is not a comprehensive record of all the relevant matters, which may be 
subject to change, and in particular we cannot be held responsible to you for reporting all of the risks which 
may affect the Council or all weaknesses in your internal controls. This report has been prepared solely for 
your benefit and should not be quoted in whole or in part without our prior written consent. We do not 
accept any responsibility for any loss occasioned to any third party acting, or refraining from acting on the 
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Value for money 
arrangements and key 
recommendation(s) 

Opinion on the financial 
statements 

Financial sustainability

We assessed the arrangements concerning 
Financial Sustainability and raised no indications 
of potential significant weaknesses. 

We note the Council is operating in an increasingly 
uncertain financial environment and for the second 
successive year, the Comprehensive Spending 
Review was a single year spending review. Whilst 
the Council will need to continue to plan with a 
lack of certainty over funding in the medium term it 
has the assurance of a track record of delivering 
robust financial plans.

We have audited the financial statements of 
Dartford Borough Council (the ‘Authority’) for the 
year ended 31 March 2021, which comprise the, 
Comprehensive Income and Expenditure Statement, 
Movement in Reserves Statement, the Balance Sheet, 
the Cash Flow Statement, the Housing Revenue 
Account Income and Expenditure Statement, the 
Movement on the Housing Revenue Account 
Statement, the Collection Fund Statement  and notes 
to the financial statements. The financial reporting 
framework that has been applied in their preparation 
is applicable law and the CIPFA/LASAAC code of 
practice on local authority accounting in the United 
Kingdom 2020/21.

In our opinion the financial statements:

• give a true and fair view of the financial position 
of the Authority as at 31 March 2021 and of the 
expenditure and income for the year then ended; 

• have been properly prepared in accordance with 
the CIPFA/LASAAC code of practice on local 
authority accounting in the United Kingdom 
2020/21; and 

• have been prepared in accordance with the 
requirements of the Local Audit and 
Accountability Act 2014.

Executive summary
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Under the National Audit Office (NAO) Code of Audit 
Practice ('the Code'), we are required to consider whether 
Dartford Borough Council (the ‘Council’) has put in place 
proper arrangements to secure economy, efficiency and 
effectiveness in its use of resources. The auditor is no longer 
required to give a binary qualified / unqualified VFM 
conclusion. Instead, auditors report in more detail on the 
Council's overall arrangements, as well as key 
recommendations on any significant weaknesses in 
arrangements identified during the audit.

Auditors are required to report their commentary on the 
Council’s arrangements under specified criteria. As part of 
our work, we considered whether there were any risks of 
significant weakness in the Council’s arrangements for 
securing economy, efficiency and effectiveness in its use of 
resources. We did not identify any significant risks in 
respect of any of the three criteria: 

 Financial sustainability

 Governance 

 Improving economy, efficiency and effectiveness

Improving economy, efficiency and effectiveness

We assessed the arrangements concerning the 3e’s 
and raised no indications of potential significant 
weaknesses. 

The Council has demonstrated a clear 
understanding of its role in securing economy, 
efficiency and effectiveness in its use of resources. 
Covid-19 has had an adverse impact on a number of 
KPIs but the Council, despite having to re-deploy 
and alter priorities, was still able to maintain a large 
proportion of its services as planned.

Governance

We assessed the arrangements concerning 
Governance and raised no indications of potential 
significant weaknesses. 

The Council has demonstrated that both its 
business as usual and temporary arrangements 
arising due to Covid-19 were appropriately robust 
and applied across the organisation.
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Governance 

Arrangements for ensuring that 
the Council makes appropriate 
decisions in the right way. This 
includes arrangements for budget 
setting and management, risk 
management, and ensuring the 
Council makes decisions based 
on appropriate information.

Improving economy, efficiency 
and effectiveness 

Arrangements for improving the 
way the Council delivers its 
services.  This includes 
arrangements for understanding 
costs and delivering efficiencies 
and improving outcomes for 
service users.

Commentary on the Council's arrangements 
to secure economy, efficiency and 
effectiveness in its use of resources

Councils report on their arrangements, and the effectiveness of these arrangements as part of their annual governance statement.

Under the Local Audit and Accountability Act 2014, we are required to be satisfied whether the Council has made proper arrangements for securing economy, efficiency and effectiveness in its 
use of resources.

The National Audit Office’s Auditor Guidance Note (AGN) 03, requires us to assess arrangements under three areas:

4

Financial sustainability

Arrangements for ensuring the 
Council can continue to deliver 
services.  This includes  planning 
resources to ensure adequate 
finances and maintain 
sustainable levels of spending 
over the medium term (3-5 years).

All Councils are responsible for putting in place proper arrangements to secure economy, efficiency and effectiveness from 
their resources.  This includes taking properly informed decisions and managing key operational and financial risks so that 
they can deliver their objectives and safeguard public money. The Council’s responsibilities are set out in Appendix A.

Our commentary on each of these three areas, as well as the impact of Covid-19, is set out 
on the following pages. 
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We considered how the Council:

• identifies all the significant financial  
pressures it is facing and builds these 
into its plans

• plans to bridge its funding gaps and 
identify achievable savings

• plans its finances to support the 
sustainable delivery of services in 
accordance with strategic and 
statutory priorities

• ensures its financial plan is consistent 
with other plans such as workforce, 
capital, investment and other 
operational planning

• identifies and manages risk to 
financial resilience, such as 
unplanned changes in demand and 
assumptions underlying its plans.

How the body ensures that it identifies all the significant financial 
pressures that are relevant to its short and medium-term plans and 
builds these into them

The Council has consistently demonstrated a track record of robust 
budget setting and delivery. We have reported previously that the 
processes in place incorporates an appropriate level of challenge and 
scrutiny from Committees to ensure budgets are achievable 
operationally, there is good level of support from finance to ensure 
budgets are achievable from a resourcing perspective and timely and 
accurate budget monitoring throughout the year to ensure budgets 
remain relevant with risks identified quickly. The strong processes 
underpinning financial management has allowed the Council to 
consistently identify significant financial pressures and build these 
into short and medium term plans.

The Council set its budget for 2020/21 in February 2020. The pandemic 
started in March 2020 and it became clear over the next couple of 
months that it would have a fundamental impact on the Council’s 
finances. The Cabinet were briefed on the financial impact of Covid in 
June 2020. At that time, it was projected that the Council would forego 
over £2m in income and incur additional costs in the region of £1.1m. 
This planned response to this was for the shortfall to be funded by a 
reduction in the contribution for 2020/21 to the general fund reserve 
from £6.3m to £2m. Ultimately, due to subsequently announced 
government grant support and better than planned returns on 
investments. The final outturn was net expenditure on services £2.17m 
lower than the original budget meaning the Council could contribute 
£8.4m to reserves. So whilst others in the sector have had to utilise 
reserves, Dartford has been able to further increase its future financial 
resilience by further contributing to its reserves.

The impact of COVID-19 business rate reliefs is expected to have 
unusual effects on the timing of income recognition. This is because 
the grant to compensate for lost income is counted as income in 
2020/21 alongside the original estimated income. This will be adjusted 
for through reserves with a significant deficit payment of over £23m 
due out of the fund in 2021/22 as a result of the grant. Ignoring 

timing issues, the overall position is that in year collection dropped 
in 2020/21. It is difficult to project the ongoing effect of this but a 
larger provision for bad debts will be required in the collection fund. 
The Council estimated in February 2021 that income collected may 
fall to £4.2m from £5.8m. This drop will not be felt in year but will 
form part of a deficit to be funded by preceptors going forward. The 
government have determined that any underlying deficit relating to 
business failure/lower payment rates will be spread over three 
years. Grants to cover some unrecoverable losses as a result of 
COVID-19 were announced in the 2020 Spending Review.

A balanced budget was set for 2021/22 in March 2021 and despite 
the uncertainty relating to Covid-19 the Council does not plan to use 
reserves to support the revenue position. We have therefore not seen 
any evidence that short term measures are being used to relieve 
current pressures.

We note 2021/22 budget monitoring indicates that whilst the effect 
of the pandemic is still impacting the Council’s finances, to date 
grant funding from Government has been sufficient to support the 
necessary additional expenditure and loss of income. The Council 
therefore expects to deliver the planned financial position without 
needing to draw down from reserves/reduce transfer to reserves. 

The Council has a detailed financial plan covering the years to 
2024/25. Given the uncertainty of the financial regime, its plan has 
been drawn up on prudent assumptions on future income streams. 
The Council has considered the financial pressures brought about 
by the pandemic and has also looked at long term pressures on 
funding streams such as Council Tax, Business Rates  and the 
Government funding settlement. 

The fact the Council has continued contributing to reserves whilst 
others in the sector have had to draw down from reserves to deliver 
balanced budgets suggests the Council is in a strong position 
financially in the short to medium term. In addition, the Council has 
significant investment and cash balances of approximately £150m 
and low levels of borrowing. 

5
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How the body plans to bridge its funding gaps and identifies achievable savings

Separate savings plans are not prepared.   A savings programme is developed at the start of 
the budget setting process and then built into the base budget. As part of the process, 
services are expected to consider service implications of their proposals, so it is ensured that 
cost reductions do not adversely impact quality of services. The final budget is then 
approved by Council. Achievement of savings then becomes part of the normal budget 
monitoring process and the achievement of budget. The Council has a history of delivering 
on savings and on its budget and its approach is felt to be appropriate.

As part of the 2021/22 budget setting, budgets have been reviewed and changes to the 
budget were made adjusting for pressures, new initiatives, expected cost increases and 
income changes. In order to ensure the Council can continue to focus on key service delivery 
and the crisis response, there has been no requirement for managers to make changes to 
their services to deliver budget savings. 

How the body plans finances to support the sustainable delivery of services in 
accordance with strategic and statutory priorities. How the body ensures that its 
financial plan is consistent with other plans such as workforce, capital, investment, and 
other operational planning which may include working with other local public bodies as 
part of a wider system.

The Council has a robust financial planning process which ties in with corporate objectives. 
There is extensive consultation to ensure the budget meets the needs of the services it 
delivers. The process ensures that key services remain funded. We found no evidence of the 
need to curtail services to support short term funding deficiencies.

The Council has the necessary resources for financial management including a financial 
system able to provide timely financial information, the necessary financial skills, experience 
and capacity in the finance team and budget holders in the services, clearly defined 
responsibilities for budget management and Corporate Management and member challenge 
of performance, holding budget holders to account, and making decisive interventions where 
necessary. The Finance team is well established with significant experience of managing the 
Council’s finances.  The Council has a positive financial culture and an appropriate ‘tone 
from the top’. The ongoing management of the Council’s financial position over recent years 
is evidence of this. 

Budgets are monitored on a monthly cycle and the financial position is reported to Cabinet 
quarterly so any deviations from plan are quickly identified and appropriate actions taken to 
rectify.

Financial sustainability

The capital programme is overseen by Cabinet, while major projects are subject to an 
appraisal and approval process. Capital funding is targeted at regeneration, property 
maintenance and service improvement. The Council have, recently employed a Major 
Projects Officer to lead on corporate projects to improve this function. Introduction of a 
formal project management framework is planned and we will monitor how this progresses.

In 2020/21, an additional role of the Council was to support the response to the pandemic. 
The response was coordinated at a county level by the Kent Resilience Forum (KRF), of which 
Dartford Borough Council is a member. The Council has paid out millions pf pounds in Covid 
grants, supported local residents and business and providing advice to business. Planning 
for 2021/22 has been challenging as the pandemic has provided increased uncertainty 
around future funding. In November 2020, a one-year funding settlement was announced 
and the next year’s funding settlement is due for announcement shortly.

How the body identifies and manages risks to financial resilience, e.g., unplanned 
changes in demand, including challenge of the assumptions underlying its plans.

The pandemic has created challenges to routine financial management in 2020/21, with the 
temporary cessation of some services to deal with Covid demands and a changing profile of 
demands of other services. The Council had to be flexible and agile in terms of how it 
managed the changes in demand and needed to have sound reporting processes to 
understand what this meant for financial delivery. The financial risks are captured in the 
Council’s Strategic Risk Register and a list of financial risks have been clearly identified and 
discussed within the budget and monitoring process. 

CONCLUSION

We found no evidence or indication of significant risks to your financial sustainability as 
such no further risk-based work has been undertaken in this area. 
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We considered how the Council:

• monitors and assesses risk and gains 
assurance over the effective operation of 
internal controls, including arrangements to 
prevent and detect fraud 

• approaches and carries out its annual 
budget setting process 

• ensures effectiveness processes and systems 
are in place to ensure budgetary control 

• ensures it makes properly informed 
decisions, supported by appropriate 
evidence and allowing for challenge and 
transparency

• monitors and ensures appropriate 
standards.

How the body monitors and assesses risk and how the body 
gains assurance over the effective operation of internal 
controls, including arrangements to prevent and detect 
fraud

Governance is the system by which an organisation is 
controlled and operates and is the mechanism by which it and 
its staff are held to account. It works from Council meetings to 
the front line. Ethics, risk management, compliance, internal 
control and best practice are all element of governance. 
Effective governance requires both clear and unambiguous 
structures and processes and effective working of people within 
these frameworks. Effective governance also requires an open 
culture that promotes transparency, a willingness to learn and 
improve and no fear to speak the truth. 

The Annual Internal Audit Opinion for 2020/21 notes “Risk 
Management within the organisation as a whole has increased 
in momentum since 2019/20, as the Strategic Risk Register was 
updated and presented to Audit Board in January 2021. 
Nonetheless, the risk maturity of the organisation requires 
further development over the forthcoming financial year. As set 
out in the Annual Governance Statement Action Plan, this will 
include a redesign of the overarching framework, including 
policy and guidance”.

The Council has a risk management policy that was last 
approved in January 2016 however we understand an update is 
being drafted for approval in early 2022. 

The Council’s Strategic Risk Register is not reported regularly to 
members. It is presented to the Audit Board once a year –
usually in January. No other Committee receives either a version 
of the Strategic Risk Register or a summary. The Council should 
therefore consider whether going forward risk is reported more 
frequently.

The Strategic Risk Register presented at the meeting had 52 
risks. A report with so many risks makes it difficult for a scrutiny 
committee to be able to meaningfully discuss and challenge.

.  

For a Council the size of Dartford we’d expect the Committee 
managing risk to be considering 10-20 separate risks. The simplest 
approach would be to only present the red scored risks – there were 
24 of these in the January 2021 update.

The Strategic Risk Register’s format is similar to that used across the 
sector using a 3x3 risk scoring matrix (some use 4x4 or 5x5 but this 
doesn’t change the approach substantively). It contains key 
controls/mitigations and a RAG rating for each risk, a target score 
and a risk owner. We understand once the Council approves its new 
risk management policy that it will consider the format of the 
Strategic Risk Register and when it does this we would recommend it 
considers reporting a ‘gross’ and ‘net’ risk score rather than a 
‘current’ risk score so members can see how effective existing 
controls in place are in mitigating risks. Furthermore, the Risk 
Register would benefit from identifying future actions to support the 
management/mitigation of each risk. All actions identified would 
need to be SMART (specific, measurable, achievable, realistic, and 
timely).

Internal Audit services are provided in partnership with Sevenoaks 
District Council. Although the agreed plan had to be adjusted 
because of the pandemic sufficient fieldwork and reports were 
completed within the year and the Head of Internal Audit Opinion 
provided to the Council by July 2021. Progress reports highlighting 
key issues and findings on reviews are reported to Audit Board 
periodically. The Head of Internal Audit Opinion concludes that the 
Council has “Reasonable” assurance over systems of risk 
management, governance and control. This means that although 
these systems are generally sound, some areas for improvement 
were identified which, if not addressed, may put the achievement of 
some objectives at risk. Review of the Annual Internal Audit Opinion 
indicates a wide breadth of work during the year covering financial 
and operational processes and including a flexible approach which 
allowed adjustments to the plan in year. 

Internal audit presented six limited assurance reports in 2020/21. 
These reports covered broadly two headings – information 
technology and contract management. 

Governance
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Budgets are discussed with budget holders, senior leadership and other stakeholders prior to 
approval at Council level. 

How the body ensures effective processes and systems are in place to ensure 
budgetary control.

Budget managers have access to finance system and can review budgets at any time. 
Finance have ad hoc meetings with budget holders which are carried out as required. 
Budgets are monitored on key high-risk areas for the first part of the year with a full 
projection exercise carried out for early December Cabinet using end of September data. 
Meetings are held with managers to agree these projections and then subsequently budgets 
as well. 

The monthly corporate revenue monitoring process means Management team discuss any 
ongoing variances and reflect on mitigation ideas or alternative plans for financial 
management and the outcome is reported to Cabinet on a quarterly basis. Review of 
Cabinet papers indicates that variances are adequately identified and explained.

The Finance team is duly qualified, stable and experienced. S151 Officer is the Head of 
Finance and sits on the Management Team. 

We consider budget management arrangements to be robust and we have found no areas of 
concern during our work.

How the body ensures it makes properly informed decisions, supported by appropriate 
evidence and allowing for challenge and transparency.

There is no evidence to suggest the Council’s decision-making processes are not open or  
transparent. Papers provide sufficient information to members and they challenge and hold 
senior management to account appropriately. The Council is engaged and provides 
appropriate levels of scrutiny to external and internal audit. There is no evidence of serious 
and pervasive weaknesses in the final accounts processes leading to material errors in draft 
accounts, failure to meet statutory reporting deadlines and/or a modified opinion on the 
financial statements.

Covid-19 did impact on many organisation’s ability to make decisions in line with existing 
delegations (e.g. decisions often having to be made outside of Committee cycles) however 
we have not identified any indication that existing arrangements were overridden at the 
expense of appropriate scrutiny and challenge. 
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It is clear from Audit Board papers that actions have been taken to address the issues 
identified and the findings of internal audit is given appropriate attention. 

We note the independent assessment of internal audit planned was completed in 2020/21. 
The report concluded that ‘ the Dartford and Sevenoaks Internal Audit Partnership 
conforms with the majority of the Standards, as well as the Definition, Core Principles and 
the Code of Ethics, which form the mandatory elements of the Public Sector Internal Audit 
Standards (PSIAS) and the Institute of Internal Auditors’ International Professional 
Practices Framework (IPPF), the globally recognised standard of quality in Internal 
Auditing.’ 

Counter fraud services are also provided in partnerships with Sevenoaks District Council. 
An annual report on counter fraud activity was presented to Audit Board in July 2021. The 
Counter Fraud & Compliance Team coordinated the Council’s participation in all of the 
government led counter fraud initiatives and undertook pro-active exercises designed to 
protect valuable Council Tax and Business Rate revenue collection. They also support the 
distribution of Covid Business Support Grants by creating payment assurance plans and 
devising checking protocols to ensure that funding only went to bona fide claimants. 

Counter fraud operations are underpinned by a code of conduct and whistleblowing and 
a separate anti- fraud and corruption strategy. There were last updated in October 2020.

The annual work plans for internal audit are currently approved and overseen by Board. 
From our attendance at Board, we consider it to robustly review the work of internal audit, 
providing appropriate challenge.

How the body approaches and carries out its annual budget setting process

The financial landscape due to Covid-19 made 2020/21 a unique year for financial 
planning. While future funding is unclear, a pre-Covid 19 medium-term financial plan had 
been produced based on prudent assumptions about future income streams. 

We’ve previously concluded the Council has effective arrangements in place, using 
analysis and scenario planning to understand its financial position and identify saving 
and investment options. Despite the pandemic there is no evidence the arrangements in 
place have been compromised. Budgets are discussed with budget holders, senior 
leadership and other stakeholders prior to approval at Committee level. It is also evident 
from a review of the 2021/22 budget that the impact of Covid-19 on budgets was factored 
in. 

Governance
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How the body monitors and ensures appropriate standards, such as meeting 
legislative/regulatory requirements and standards in terms of officer or member 
behaviour (such as gifts and hospitality or declarations/conflicts of interests)

Various internal and external mechanisms are used to ensure the Council meets the 
necessary standards and legislative requirements.

Our work has not identified any non-compliance with the Constitution, statutory 
requirements or expected standards of behaviour. We have not been made aware of any 
data breaches at the Council.

Officer and Member conduct is set in codes of conduct within the constitution. The Member 
code is dated July 2020 but the Officer code dates from October 2013 and consideration 
should be given to its review. Members interests are published on the Council website and 
there is an opportunity for Members to declare interests at every meeting as a set agenda 
item. Related party transactions are required to be declared as part of year end closure of 
accounts and sent to all Members and Senior officers for their completion. There is a member 
protocol on gifts benefits and hospitality. The gifts and hospitality register are retained by 
the Monitoring Officer and is available for inspection on request. Officers are advised on the 
rules related to gifts and hospitality and registering of interests but there is no register of 
gifts and hospitality for officers or a formal annual declaration of interests. While we found 
no evidence of adverse outcomes of interests, gifts or hospitality not being declared, the 
Council may wish to introduce these measures in the interests of transparency. 

CONCLUSION

We found no evidence or indication of significant risks to your governance 
arrangements as such no further risk-based work has been undertaken in this area. 
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We considered how the Council:

• uses financial and performance 
information to assess performance to 
identify areas for improvement

• evaluates the services it provides to 
assess performance and identify areas 
for improvement

• ensures it delivers its role within 
significant partnerships, engages with 
stakeholders, monitors performance 
against expectations and ensures action 
is taken where necessary to improve

• ensures that it commissions or procures 
services in accordance with relevant 
legislation, professional standards and 
internal policies, and assesses whether it 
is realising the expected benefits.

How financial and performance information has been used 
to assess performance to identify areas for improvement

This year has been incredibly challenging one for public 
services as a whole and Dartford is no different. Kent was the 
first to see the Alpha variant of Covid-19 and this has meant the 
county has been particularly hard hit by the pandemic with a 
higher than Kent average death rate for COVID-19 in Dartford. 
The first six months of the year were spent getting to grips with 
the unique challenges of the pandemic, as services adapted to 
this unknown threat and challenges of the first lockdown. 
Dartford played its part in the county wide effort to support 
residents and local business. Local Government will face yet 
more challenge as it moves from the Covid response stage to 
the task of supporting long-term economic and social recovery.

The Council has traditionally had three year Corporate Plans 
with the last iteration covering 2017-20. Due to Covid-19 a new  
version covering a two year period was not approved until 
October 2021 which is understandable given the impact on 
resources as the Council responded to the pandemic and the 
uncertainty arising in the sector. The new Corporate Plan 
retains the key themes included in the 2017-2020 Corporate 
Plan with some minor adjustments. The underlying in year 
monitoring of delivery also remains unchanged. 

Pre-pandemic, Cabinet received a quarterly update on the 
delivery of key performance indications identified from the 
Corporate Plan and actions taken.  This process was 
suspended during 2020/21 as the Council dealt with the issues 
arising from the pandemic and therefore didn’t have a revised 
Corporate Plan that identified key performance indicators for 
monitoring. We understand that now a Corporate Plan has 
been approved for 2021-23 that the quarterly updates to 
Cabinet will be re-instated.

The approach to quarterly reporting is similar to others in the 
sector. A key action report is supported by an Appendix which 
reports on delivery of the 50 key performance indicators under the 
six themes of the Corporate Plan. The report details performance 
over the previous three years, with a RAG rating and target rating. 
Minutes from Cabinet pre-Covid-19 clearly demonstrate good 
challenge and discussion on performance. When the Council is 
next reviewing its presentation of key performance indicators it 
could consider some of the good practice. In particular, the 
Council should consider whether its reporting includes information 
on the accuracy of each KPI. This should include how the indicator 
is complied e.g. from an electronic system/manual and whether it 
has subject to any verification, audit or any other type of 
validation either internal or external). 

The Council have a Data Quality Policy which has been reviewed 
this year. The policy sets out the Council’s data quality objectives 
and standards, roles and responsibilities for data quality and the 
Council’s expectations in regard to system, processes, controls and 
data security, inter alia. It also includes some tips to help improve 
accuracy in data entry. 

Whilst there has not been a specific Internal Audit review on 
performance data in recent years there are various reviews 
completed as part of the annual plan that will consider the quality 
and accuracy of performance information. These reviews will 
occasionally result in limited assurance ratings but in general the 
majority of reviews end up with full or substantial assurance 
conclusions. The annual Audit Plan also includes one or more 
financial management reviews that will assess financial 
information – for 2020/21 these reviews covered feeder systems 
and budget monitoring.

Improving economy, efficiency and 
effectiveness

10
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How the body evaluates the services it provides to assess performance and identify 
areas for improvement

The Corporate plan is used by officers to deliver services and to inform their 
recommendations to service committees. Councillors use it to inform their decisions too. The 
previous Corporate Plan expired in March 2020 and there was a slight delay in finalising the 
next iteration due to Covid-19. There is a now a Corporate Plan covering the period for 2021 
to 2023. The Corporate Plan is supported by other corporate strategies including the local 
plan. We have been informed further supporting plans, policies and strategies, as well as 
performance measures are being developed. 

The Council liaises regularly with other Kent Districts and has a good knowledge or what 
others are doing and where good practice is in place. However the evidence of formal 
benchmarking to support performance improvement is limited. The Council is aware of the 
various sources of benchmarking data like the LGA Research Report, however it is not clear 
how this information has been used in the Council’s own development of performance 
indicators. It is important that benchmarking is only used when credible data sets are 
available especially as in recent years Councils have diverged from standard models of 
delivery. The Council should therefore explore what types of benchmarking it might 
undertake. Firstly, it could compare its performance reporting (in terms of number and types 
of KPIs against other District Districts to determine whether others are capturing and 
reporting useful information the Council is not. Secondly, the Council could actually 
compare the performance of existing KPIs against other Councils (starting in Kent initially to 
determine whether the exercise is useful).     

How the body ensures it delivers its role within significant partnerships, engages with 
stakeholders it has identified, monitors performance against expectations, and ensures 
action is taken where necessary to improve.

Partnerships and in particular shared services have been seen as a cost effective and 
efficient way to provide services by the Council for a number of years. Partnerships have 
been entered into with neighbouring councils in Kent to provide key services such as 
revenues, payroll and internal audit. The Council is flexible in its approach, working in 
partnership when it is efficient and economical to do so, and reverting to direct provision, 

should circumstances call for that. The Council is transparent about its dealing with 
significant partners except where commercial sensitivity precludes this.

Where the body commissions or procures services, how the body ensures that this is 
done in accordance with relevant legislation, professional standards and internal 
policies, and how the body assesses whether it is realising the expected benefits.

Procurement support services across the organisation delivering front line and back-office 
services. The Council has a Procurement Strategy but it has not been updated since 2014. 
The Council do work under the National Procurement Strategy for Local Government in 
England 2018. The National Procurement Strategy also provides a toolkit for the Council to 
assess its progress against the themes and objectives within the strategy. 

The Council has a legal duty to secure value for money in commissioning and procuring its 
requirements and to continually improve the quality in everything the public sees and 
expects from it. Central Government policy seeks to ensure that all commissioning and 
procurement activity should be based on obtaining value for money. This is defined as 
considering the optimum combination of whole life cost and the quality necessary to meet 
the customer’s requirements. In conjunction with relevant legislation and the Council’s 
Constitution (particularly the Financial Procedure Rules and Contract Standing Orders). 

We found no evidence that appropriate procurement processes were not followed during 
2020/21. 

The Council has no significant commercial ventures.

CONCLUSION

We found no evidence or indication of significant risks to your Covid-19 arrangements 
as such no further risk-based work has been undertaken in this area. 

11

Improving economy, efficiency and 
effectiveness
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Since March 2020 
COVID-19 has had a 
significant impact on 
the population as a 
whole and how Council 
services are delivered.

We have considered 
how the Council's 
arrangements have 
adapted to respond to 
the new risks they are 
facing.

In March there was an impact on business as usual and delivery of services 
mainly from staff working at home and some self-isolation, some services 
were unable to function during the initial lockdown such as parking 
enforcement. Decisions around any necessary changes to internal controls 
were discussed with senior managers and escalated if necessary.

Member meetings went on-line and all staff started working from home 
where possible to reduce the risk of spread of the disease. Other measures 
were put in place to ensure the safety of those who still had to work in the 
community.

Governance arrangements were amended to meet the challenges of the 
pandemic. Specific cost centres were set up to allow for accurate 
recording of Covid related costs.

The Council was kept up to date with the situation through regular updates 
through reports to Cabinet. 

Improving economy, efficiency and effectiveness

The Council’s previous Corporate Plan expired in March 2020 and there 
was a slight delay in finalising the next iteration due to Covid-19. There is a 
now a Corporate Plan covering the period for 2021 to 2023. Additionally, 
the lack of a Corporate Plan meant the Council didn’t report against key 
performance indicators during the year. We understand, now a Corporate 
Plan covering 2021-23 has been approved that quarterly reporting to 
Cabinet will be re-instated.

CONCLUSION

We found no evidence or indication of significant risks to your Covid-
19 arrangements as such no further risk-based work has been 
undertaken in this area. 

Financial Sustainability

The pandemic has had significant financial effect on the Council 
predominately through the loss of income from commercial rents and 
car parking. However, operational changes have led to a change in 
expenditure profile which have partially offset losses.

In the early stages of the pandemic the Government announced 
various funds to provide financial support for business (Small Business 
Grant Fund, the Retail, Leisure and Hospitality Grant Fund and the 
Local Authority Discretionary Grant Fund (LADGF)). Local authorities 
were made responsible for delivering grants to eligible businesses.

Nevertheless, there is likely to be significant pressure on public funds in 
future years given the levels of borrowing undertaken by Government 
to fund Covid-19 support measures. We are informed the Council has 
commenced some scenario modelling  on the potential impact on the 
Council Tax base for the number of households from which full Council 
Tax can be collected, to understand how this may affect the Council’s 
core funding in the immediate future. In the short term any unexpected 
shortfall in funding will be met from reserves.

The Council received additional grant funding to cover costs incurred 
as a result of Covid-19. This funding was utilised in a variety of ways. 
The Government also announced a support package to partly cover 
the irrecoverable council tax and business rate loss of income in 
2020/21, whereby 75% of losses incurred will be funded by Government 
Grant.

Governance

In response to the covid-19 pandemic, the multi-agency Strategic 
Coordination Group declared the coronavirus pandemic a major 
incident on 24 March 2020 and Kent and Medway went into a national 
lockdown on that date. These measures did not significantly change 
through the whole financial year 2020/21. The first six months of the 
year was spent largely adjusting to the demands of the pandemic with 
new services being introduced and the payment of grants to support 
residents and local business. Staff were seconded to help with Covid 
related work and this had a knock-on effect to day-to-day services. 
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Recommendation One Recommendation Two

Auditor judgement The Council is in the process of approving a new risk strategy. Subsequent to this 
will be a review of the format of the Strategic Risk Register. As part of this review the 
Council should consider whether certain existing practices remain appropriate. For 
example:

• The Audit Board only receives a risk update once a year. 

• The Audit Board receives a copy of the Strategic Risk Register which in January 
2020 had over 50 risks. This is arguably too many risks for a Committee to be 
able to adequately consider and discuss in one meeting.

• The Strategic Risk Register reports a current risk score so it is difficult to see how 
effective existing controls in place are in mitigating risks. 

• The Strategic Risk Register does not identify future actions to support the 
management/mitigation of each risk. 

The Council has a Procurement Strategy but it has not been updated since 2014. 

The previous version of the Strategy set out objectives but did not consistently 
articulate what actions would be taken, by when and how they would be 
monitored. There was also no regular reporting on the delivery of the strategy to 
Cabinet or any other Committee of Council so it is difficult to evidence whether the 
policy achieved its intended objectives.

Summary 
recommendation

As part of the Council’s review of risk management it should consider:

• Increasing the frequency of reporting of risk to the Audit Board.

• Reduce the number of risks in the report presented to the Audit Board to a more 
manageable level e.g. just including high risk recommendations would bring the 
number of risks down to 24.

• Report a gross and net risk score so it possible to demonstrate how effective 
existing controls are in mitigating risks. 

• identifying future actions to support the management/mitigation of each risk.  
These should be SMART (specific, measurable, achievable, realistic, and timely).

We recommend the Procurement Strategy  is updated and includes the following:

• SMART (specific, measurable, achievable, realistic, and timely) objectives are 
clearly set out in the Strategy to allow the Council to assess whether the 
Strategy is delivering as intended.

• A framework for how the delivery of the Strategy will be achieved. An annual or 
biennial review against SMART objectives reported to the Resources and 
Strategy Committee would allow the Council to assess how successful the 
Strategy is in delivering its objectives. 

Management comment The revised risk management strategy will be going to Audit Board for approval in 
January 2022 and then on to Cabinet in February 2022. This includes increasing 
the review of the strategic risk register by Audit Board to six monthly. Once the 
strategy has been approved, a complete review of the strategic risk register will be 
undertaken taking on board the recommendations  made above

Work on a new strategy with a SMART action plan has begun with completion 
target by August 2022.

Governance Improving economy, efficiency and 
effectiveness
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The range of recommendations that external auditors can make is explained in Appendix B

Recommendation Three Recommendation Four

Auditor judgement The pre-Covid 19 annual performance reporting cycle for planning, in year 
progress and year end outturn is fit for purpose. However the Council should 
consider as part of its next review of the process on whether it should also 
capture information on the accuracy of each KPI.

The Council liaises regularly with other Kent Districts and has  good knowledge of what 
others are doing and where good practice is in place. However the evidence of formal 
benchmarking to support performance improvement is limited. The Council is aware of 
the various sources of benchmarking data like the LGA Research Report, however it is not 
clear how this information has been used in the Council’s own development of 
performance indicators.

Summary 
recommendation

The Council should consider including information on the accuracy of each 
KPI. This should include how the indicator is complied e.g. from an electronic 
system/manual and whether it has subject to any verification, audit or any 
other type of validation either internal or external). Other organisations use a 
scoring mechanism or dial to show the quality of the metric (with indicators 
subject to audit or external scrutiny and obtained via system reports scoring 
higher).

In its next assessment of performance reporting arrangements the Council should 
explore what type of benchmarking it could undertake. Firstly, it could compare its 
performance reporting (in terms of number and types of KPIs against other Kent 
Districts) to determine whether others are capturing and reporting useful information the 
Council is not. Secondly, the Council could actually compare the performance of 
existing KPIs against other Councils (starting in Kent initially to determine whether the 
exercise is useful).   

Management comment Noted. The Pentana system allows notes on each KPI and we will update those 
notes to reflect how the KPI is compiled. 

Noted.  The Leadership Team will discuss the potential benefits of benchmarking though 
we must ensure we only benchmark against comparable authorities.

Improving economy, efficiency and 
effectiveness
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Audit opinion on the financial statements
We gave an unqualified opinion on the financial statements in September 2021.

Audit Findings Report
More detailed findings can be found in our AFR, which was published and reported to the Council in September 2021.

Preparation of the accounts
The Council provided draft accounts in line with the national deadline and provided a good set of working 
papers. 

Whole of Government Accounts
To support the audit of the Whole of Government Accounts (WGA), we are required to review and report on the 
WGA return prepared by the Council. This work includes performing specified procedures under group audit 
instructions issued by the National Audit Office.

As in previous years we expect the Council to be below the threshold requiring audit procedures however at the 
time of issuing this report the Group Instructions have not been issued by the NAO to confirm the approach for 
2020/21. 

Opinion on the financial statements

15
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Role of the Chief Financial Officer 
(or equivalent):

• Preparation of the statement of 
accounts

• Assessing the Council’s ability to 
continue to operate as a going 
concern

Public bodies spending taxpayers’ money 
are accountable for their stewardship of the 
resources entrusted to them. They should 
account properly for their use of resources 
and manage themselves well so that the 
public can be confident. 

Financial statements are the main way in 
which local public bodies account for how 
they use their resources. Local public bodies 
are required to prepare and publish 
financial statements setting out their 
financial performance for the year. To do 
this, bodies need to maintain proper 
accounting records and ensure they have 
effective systems of internal control. 

All local public bodies are responsible for 
putting in place proper arrangements to 
secure economy, efficiency and 
effectiveness from their resources. This 
includes taking properly informed decisions 
and managing key operational and 
financial risks so that they can deliver their 
objectives and safeguard public money. 
Local public bodies report on their 
arrangements, and the effectiveness with 
which the arrangements are operating, as 
part of their annual governance statement. 

The Chief Financial Officer (or equivalent) is 
responsible for the preparation of the 
financial statements and for being satisfied 
that they give a true and fair view, and for 
such internal control as the Chief Financial 
Officer (or equivalent) determines is 
necessary to enable the preparation  of 
financial statements that are free from 
material misstatement, whether due to fraud 
or error. 

The Chief Financial Officer (or equivalent) 
or equivalent is required to prepare the 
financial statements in accordance with 
proper practices as set out in the 
CIPFA/LASAAC code of practice on local 
authority accounting in the United Kingdom. 
In preparing the financial statements, the 
Chief Financial Officer (or equivalent) is 
responsible for assessing the Council’s 
ability to continue as a going concern and 
use the going concern basis of accounting 
unless there is an intention by government 
that the services provided by the Council 
will no longer be provided.

The Council is responsible for putting in 
place proper arrangements to secure 
economy, efficiency and effectiveness in its 
use of resources, to ensure proper 
stewardship and governance, and to review 
regularly the adequacy and effectiveness of 
these arrangements. 
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Type of 
recommendation Background

Raised within this 
report

Statutory Written recommendations to the Council under Section 24 (Schedule 7) of the Local Audit and Accountability Act 2014. A 
recommendation under schedule 7 requires the Service to discuss and respond publicly to the report.

No

Key
The NAO Code of Audit Practice requires that where auditors identify significant weaknesses as part of their arrangements 
to secure value for money they should make recommendations setting out the actions that should be taken by the Council. 
We have defined these recommendations as ‘key recommendations’.

No

Improvement
These recommendations, if implemented should improve the arrangements in place at the Council, but are not a result of 
identifying significant weaknesses in the Council’s arrangements.

Yes, see pages 13 and 14.

A range of different recommendations can be raised by the Council auditors as follows:
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The following are formal powers that can be used by auditors:

Formal power Used by auditor in 2020/21

Statutory recommendations

Under Schedule 7 of the Local Audit and Accountability Act 2014, auditors can make written recommendations to the audited body which need to be 
considered by the body and responded to publicly

Not required.

Public interest report

Under Schedule 7 of the Local Audit and Accountability Act 2014, auditors have the power to make a report if they consider a matter is sufficiently 
important to be brought to the attention of the audited body or the public as a matter of urgency, including matters which may already be known to 
the public, but where it is in the public interest for the auditor to publish their independent view.

Not required.

Application to the Court
Under Section 28 of the Local Audit and Accountability Act 2014, if auditors think that an item of account is contrary to law, they may apply to the 
court for a declaration to that effect.

Not required.

Advisory notice
Under Section 31 of the Local Audit and Accountability Act 2014, auditors may issue an advisory notice if the auditor thinks that the authority or an 
officer of the authority:

• is about to make or has made a decision which involves or would involve the authority incurring unlawful expenditure,
• is about to take or has begun to take a course of action which, if followed to its conclusion, would be unlawful and likely to cause a loss or 

deficiency, or
• is about to enter an item of account, the entry of which is unlawful.

Not required.

Judicial review
Under Section 31 of the Local Audit and Accountability Act 2014, auditors may make an application for judicial review of a decision of an authority, or 
of a failure by an authority to act, which it is reasonable to believe would have an effect on the accounts of that body.

Not required.
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