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HERTFORD REGIONAL COLLEGE           




           


MINUTES OF THE MEETING OF THE AUDIT COMMITTEE 
WEDNESDAY 23 JUNE 2021
BY VIDEO-CONFERENCE
679 
PRELIMINARY PROCEDURAL MATTERS
679.1 Attendance, Apologies & Agenda Order
Present: 
Mick Dempsey 




(Until 680.2bii)
John Sills

(Committee Chair)
Charlotte Simmonds





      
Judith Wickes

Jan Wing


In Attendance: Andrew Clare

(Deputy Principal Finance & Resources) 
Jayne Chaplin 
(Clerk to the Corporation)
Mark Eagle

(MacIntyre Hudson)


Leisyen Keane            (Scrutton Bland - IAS)               (From Item 680.1b)

Apologies:
Paul Goddard

(Scrutton Bland - IAS)  

         





Rajeev Shaunak
(MacIntyre Hudson)

It was RESOLVED to take Items 680.1 – 680.2a as the first items of business.

679.2 Declaration of Interests & Confidential Items

   None.

679.3 Private Meetings


679.3a Auditors (IAS) without Officers Present
Noting matters to be covered on the Agenda, it was confirmed that no separate, private meeting was considered necessary.

679.3b Officers without Auditors Present
Noting matters to be covered on the Agenda, it was confirmed that no separate, private meeting was considered necessary.



679.4 Minutes & Matters Arising
679.4a Minutes of the Meeting 
The Minutes of the meeting of the 10 March 2021 were approved as a correct record and signed by the Chair.

679.4b Matters Arising: Anti-fraud framework (677.1biii)

An oral report on developments was received:

· Providing confirmation of anti-fraud training provided to and focused on specifically identified managers and staff.
· Advising members that example documentation had been provided by the Internal Audit Service but that with further work required to adapt to College requirements, the roll-out of training had been prioritised to ensure completion before the year-end. 
After expressing reassurance in the progress made, the update was noted.

680
COMPLIANCE, IN-YEAR MONITORING & 2020/21 YEAR-END 

Reports were received, comprising:

680.1 Compliance & Risk Management

680.1a Risk Management: Summer Term Update
The summer term update of the College Risk Register and Action Plan was received.

The most recent changes were reviewed, reflecting on developments since the last report, noting where and why areas of risk had declined.

There was particular discussion of the increased incidents of cyber-attacks arising from lockdowns and remote working:

· Specifically welcoming confirmation of liaison with the College insurers and the recognition of the potential risk to College systems generally rather than those solely confined to the IT infrastructure, noting consideration now being given to the use and cost implications of cloud based technologies.
· Generally, observing those organisations more recently the subject of cyber security breaches, exploring with Management the potential nature and implications of such attacks. After noting how email, HR and student records systems and student work had been affected and responding to questioning, members were advised of subsequent Management discussions and action that had taken place, including a recent College-wide password reset, introducing increased security access.
Following discussion the report was noted.


680.1b Compliance - Updated Post-16 Audit Code of Practice
A report was presented outlining changes to the Post-16 Audit Code of Practice for 2020/21.

Providing a common standard for the provision of assurance to the ESFA in the funding of post-16 providers, the Committee considered the changes for the year 2020 to 2021, discussing specifically:

· The clarification provided by the ESFA that whilst it would will continue to provide corporations and their auditors with a statement of grant payments made in respect of the funding year, the statement now would not constitute assurance over the funds earned. 
Whilst noting the intention of the ESFA to engage with corporations and sector auditors to work through any implications, members explored with Management and the College auditors the scale of potential additional testing and possible implications arising from such a change in approach. Observing the practicalities for completion of such activity and the need to ensure compliance with the timescales and funding body requirements for formal submission, it was confirmed that the EAS would be discussing arrangements with Management. 
· The proposal for external auditors to present their findings annually at a meeting of the board/ to the Chair or Board. 
After reflecting further on the rationale that it was considered this would enhance the understanding and accountability of the Board, observations then were made regarding the potential to undermine the principles of collective responsibility, the current role of and possible impact on the independence of the Audit Committee; and the extent to which the approach proposed actually would address concerns about the understanding and accountability of boards.
After noting the amendments within the 2020/21 Post-16 Audit Code of Practice, it was agreed that the two points of focused discussion should be brought the attention of the Corporation at its forthcoming meeting.

Leisyen Keane joined the meeting.

680.2 Audit Year-end Planning & In-year Activity

Reports regarding audit activity and planning for the year-end were received, comprising:

680.2a External Audit: Audit Plan 31/07/21 Financial Statements


A report was received from the External Audit Service summarising its proposed approach for the audit of the College Financial Statements for the year-end 31/07/21.
The timescales for completion of fieldwork to allow for presentation of its report and opinion in advance of formal submission of the Financial Statements, the proposed arrangements for the financial year-end were summarised highlighting:

· Those risks considered of most importance confirming in the light of the continued sector pressures and COVID-19 issues, how the matter of going concern and those risks relating to income completeness and management override of controls would continue to be of significance.

· A Materiality threshold of £200,000 based on the year end forecast set out in the management accounts.
· That the fees proposed for the College and College Group remained unchanged from the previous year 

Observing discussions that had taken elsewhere on the agenda (Minute 680.1b refers), the Plan was noted and endorsed.

680.2b Internal Audit Risk & Assurance Reports

i. Progress against 2020/21 Audit Plan
Following the Corporation’s approval of the Risk and Assurance Audit Plan for 2020/21, an update was received on activity at year-end. 
Reviewing progress it was noted that with the exception of the Departmental Performance Review, completion of the Plan was confirmed. Responding to questioning, members were advised that whilst moved at the request of College Management, fieldwork had been completed and it was proposed for the report in its final format to be presented to the first meeting in the new academic year. 
Reflecting on the volume business requiring consideration at that time, it was requested instead for the report to be circulated to members for review once available to avoid overloading the autumn term agenda.
The update was noted and reports then were presented comprising:

ii Internal Audit Review: Safeguarding & Prevent
A review of the adequacy and appropriateness of the controls in place to safeguard learners and to comply with the Prevent duty, members were advised how the scope of the review had been changed to also cover temporary staff to ensure an independent assessment of the systems in place. Confirmation then was provided of a Significant Assurance Opinion with arrangements found to be effective in terms of the identification and action of issues, an appropriate and well communicated Policy; and the demonstration of good practice across the safeguarding and prevent framework.
There was consideration of the one medium and one low risk recommendations made to improve the performance of the system of internal controls. Discussing the two areas where it was considered improvements should be made, the need was noted to ensure the completion of Safeguarding and Prevent training by all temporary teaching staff and the accurate reporting of the actions completed in the prevent risk register. Members then were advised of additional measures introduced subsequently with the inclusion of sub-contracted provision in future reporting to ensure no differentiation between College learners.

Mick Dempsey left the meeting.

iii Internal Audit Review: Learner Recruitment Retention 
A review to establish the presence and implementation of efficient and effective processes for the admission, retention and monitoring of learner progress, confirmation was provided of a Significant Assurance Opinion with arrangements found to be robust and consistently applied.

Reviewing the two low risk recommendations and three added value points to improve the performance of the system of internal controls, discussion included:

· Observation of the issues identified in the context of processes put in place in response to the on-line operating environment, noting the recommendations to be constructive and helpful to ensure an improved experience for the new academic year.
· The merits in general and the findings in particular of the mystery shopping exercise undertaken as part of the review, welcoming confirmation that the experience was found to be of good quality and timely and reflected favourably against other colleges.

The report was noted.

iv Internal Audit Review: Employer Engagement & Apprenticeships Recruitment
Originally scheduled as part of the 2020/21 Plan to provide confirmation of an appropriate framework and consistently applied processes to ensure the delivery of Apprenticeships, members were advised that a departmental review instead had been undertaken by Management responding to its concerns about the provision. It was noted therefore that the purpose of the audit had been to review subsequent action and progress.
Presenting conclusions in this context, members were advised of the interim nature of the report with a Reasonable Assurance Opinion provided:

· Confirming satisfaction with progress to date, highlighting the development of an Employer Engagement Strategy and activity in identifying and implementing changes, although it was noted that the planned restructure was still to be formalised.
· Acknowledging the opportunity presented for a second review to be undertaken during the 2021/22 academic year with focus on the delivery of the Employer Engagement Strategy.
After recognising and expressing satisfaction in progress to date, the report was noted.



v Internal Audit Review: IT Infrastructure & Cyber Security
After noting the purpose of the audit to review the controls in place to protect data and to prevent and detect cyber-attacks, including the effective use of software, monitoring and staff awareness, confirmation was welcomed that overall the College IT Infrastructure and cyber security frameworks had been considered robust and appropriate with a Significant Assurance provided.
There was review of the report findings and the low risk recommendation and best practice point raised to improve the performance of the system of internal controls, particularly discussing the issue of the port scan of the College firewall and the detection of one “open” port, noting it to be considered is best practice for such ports to be ‘hidden’ to prevent the identification of vulnerabilities and the potential for exploitation. Members were advised however that subsequent enquiry with the software provider confirmed and it was recognised that to do so was not possible in all instances.
After commending the vigilance of the College and the measures in place, the report was noted.
vi Internal Audit Review: Sub-contracting Review
Providing an independent review of the College’s subcontracting provision and undertaken in alignment with ESFA’s guidance, members were advised of a Significant Assurance with overall the controls and processes in place considered to be were robust and well embedded with no areas identified for improvement. 
It was noted however that one recommendation had been made regarding the signature of contracts prior to the contract commencement, welcoming confirmation of the introduction of an e-signature tool to be in place for the 2021/22 contract process. 

The report was noted.

vii Internal Audit Review: Audit Follow-up
A follow up audit to review the progress made with the implementation of recommendations from previous reports, confirmation was welcomed of good progress with 12 recommendations implemented and three partially implemented or in progress. Noting the three not implemented, members were advised where recommendations had been revised or restated and provided with updated implementation dates.
Expressing reassurance in the progress made, the report was noted.

681
ACADEMIC YEAR 2021/22: ARRANGEMENTS

681.1 Audit Arrangements: Internal Audit Strategy & Plan.
The Internal Audit Strategy and Audit Plan for 2021/22 were presented. 
Summarising the coverage proposed within the Plan for the year, there was consideration of the areas prioritised for review and the planned allocation of activity for the year in the context of and the Committee’s discussions concerning the College risk profile. Reviewing the proposed Plan in more detail, discussion with Management included:

· The rationale for the proposed Safeguarding review observing the audit undertaken as part of the 2020/21 Plan. Highlighting its heightened focus of attention nationally, members were advised that its inclusion was considered prudent to provide a further and independent assurance in the autumn term, particularly with a new intake of learners.
· In the context of activity and changes in the usage of the College estate, the timing of the Estates Management review, noting it last to have been considered in 2018/19. After advising members that the timing currently was considered to be appropriate, the flexible nature of the Plan was highlighted and acknowledging its importance in supporting curriculum delivery, its potential inclusion as part of a more general review of the curriculum and accompanying resource requirements was noted.
After consideration, it was RESOLVED to RECOMMEND for the Corporation to:
· APPROVE the Internal Audit Strategy and Plan for 2021/22.
682
OTHER BUSINESS & NEXT MEETING 

682.1 Any Other Business: Member Departures
Noting the meeting to be the last for members Mick Dempsey and Jan Wing, thanks were extended to both for their invaluable contributions and all their time and support to the Committee.

682.2 Dates of the Next Meetings

There was discussion of the proposed start time and meeting dates for 2021/22.


The dates and earlier meeting start time of 5.00pm were approved:


Wednesday 24 November 2021, 4.30pm

Wednesday 9 March 2022, 5.00pm

 
Wednesday 22 June 2022, 5.00pm
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