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We are required under Section 
20(1)(c) of the Local Audit and 
Accountability Act 2014 to 
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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 those matters which came to our attention during the conduct of our 
normal audit procedures which are designed for the purpose of completing our work under the NAO Code and 
related guidance. Our audit is not designed to test all arrangements in respect of value for money. However, where, 
as part of our testing, we identify significant weaknesses, we will report these to you. In consequence, our work 
cannot be relied upon to disclose all irregularities, or to include all possible improvements in arrangements that a 
more extensive special examination might identify. We do not accept any responsibility for any loss occasioned to 
any third party acting, or refraining from acting on the basis of the content of this report, as this report was not 
prepared for, nor intended for, any other purpose.

Grant Thornton UK LLP is a limited liability partnership registered in England and Wales: No.OC307742. Registered 
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Executive summary Financial sustainability

Following our review we are satisfied that the Council has appropriate arrangements in place to 
ensure it manages risks to its financial sustainability. We have not identified any significant 
weaknesses. We have made improvement recommendations with regard to the following:

• realistic savings targets should be agreed and where significant uncertainties exist within 
financial planning, then a scenario analysis should be included within the medium term 
financial plan (MTFS)

• The MTFS should clearly set out the impact of funding gaps on the Council’s strategic priorities

• Identification and implementation of further opportunities to support additional income 
generation, 

• ensuring the financial implications of climate change and the Council’s declaration to become 
carbon neutral by 2030 are identified and monitored and the risks to such programs 
recognised in the Council’s corporate risk register.

• ensuring the Treasury Management Strategy and Annual Review reports contain the budget 
and outturn information where relevant

Further details and managements response is provided on pages 11-15.
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Value for money arrangements and key 
recommendation(s)

Under the National Audit Office (NAO) Code of Audit Practice ('the Code'), we are required to 
consider whether the Authority has put in place proper arrangements to secure economy, 
efficiency and effectiveness in its use of resources. We are required to 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. 

2020/21 was an unprecedented year in which the Council operated with many of its staff home 
working whilst supporting local businesses and residents through the pandemic. The Council 
incurred significant budget pressures relating to Covid-19 that included additional waste and 
recycling agency costs, and reductions in income particularly in relation to car parking and leisure 
services. The Council administered £42m in government funded grants to support businesses 
through the pandemic. The 2020/21 General Fund (GF) outturn position was a £1.085m 
underspend against the original budget. The Council has specific reserves at February 2021 of 
£9.4m with an additional £1.084m set aside as General Fund Balance to deal with unforeseen 
events; this represents 11.1% of the Council's net annual revenue budget. Whilst the Council has a 
healthy level of reserves and a strong history of delivering financial targets and savings, the 
financial challenge and uncertainty continues to increase.

We have not identified any significant Value for Money (VFM) weaknesses, but have identified 
thirteen opportunities for improvement which are set out in detail within our report.

Governance

We have not identified any areas of significant weakness in the Council’s governance 
arrangements with regard to managing risk, setting ethical standards, internal control and 
budget monitoring. We have made improvement recommendations with regard to:

• budget reports should distinguish between recurring and non-recurring variances,

• the Council’s Corporate risk register should be mapped to corporate priorities. 

• improving the recording and review of the Gifts and Hospitality Register

Further details and managements response is provided on pages 19-21.

Improving economy, efficiency and effectiveness

We have not identified any areas of significant weakness in arrangements with regard to 
improving economy, efficiency and effectiveness. We have made improvement 
recommendations that the Council should:

• Ensure adequate governance and reporting arrangements are put in place with regard to 
the wholly owned Leisure Company

• Align the workforce plan to its strategic objectives and Medium Term Financial Plan

• benchmark service costs against similar organisations

• create a Data Quality Policy

Further details and managements response is provided on pages 24-27.

Criteria Risk assessment Finding

Financial sustainability A risk of significant weakness was 
identified in relation to revenue and 
capital funding

No significant weaknesses in 
arrangements identified, but five 
improvement recommendations made

Governance No risks of significant weakness 
identified

No significant weaknesses in 
arrangements identified, but three 
improvement recommendations made

Improving economy, 
efficiency and 
effectiveness

No risks of significant weakness 
identified

No significant weaknesses in 
arrangements identified, but three 
improvement recommendations made

No significant weaknesses in arrangements identified.

No significant weaknesses in arrangements identified, but improvement 
recommendations made.

Significant weakness in arrangements identified and key recommendation made.
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Under International Standards of Audit (UK) (ISAs) and the 
National Audit Office (NAO) Code of Audit Practice ('the Code'), 
we are required to report whether, in our opinion:

• the Council's financial statements give a true and fair view of 
the financial position of the Council and the Council’s income 
and expenditure for the year;  and

• have been properly prepared in accordance with the 
CIPFA/LASAAC code of practice on local authority accounting 
and prepared in accordance with the Local Audit and 
Accountability Act 2014.

We are also required to report whether other information 
published together with the audited financial statements, 
including the Annual Governance Statement (AGS) and Narrative 
Report, is materially inconsistent with the financial statements or 
our knowledge obtained in the audit or otherwise appears to be 
materially misstated.

Our audit work was completed remotely, principally from June to 
December 2021. Full details of our initial findings from the audit 
are reported in our Audit Findings Report dated 27 September 
2021 and updated in our report date 8 July 2022.

No material adjustments were required to the financial 
statements.

We have made recommendations regarding valuations of 
property; the need for robust controls when setting up the 
planned wholly owned Leisure Management Company, and 
improvements to the payroll processes and systems.

4

Opinion on the financial 
statements
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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:

5

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 
pages 6 to 26. Further detail on how we approached our work is included in Appendix B at page 29 .
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We considered how the Council:

• responded to the financial challenges 
posed by the Covid-19 pandemic

• 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.

As a result of  our work on our Audit Findings 
Report we identified in the audit plan a risk of 
significant weakness in relation to Financial 
Sustainability.

Financial sustainability
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Outturn 2020/21

The 2020/21 General Fund (GF) outturn position was a £1.085m underspend against the original budget. The Council’s GF reserve at the start of 
the year was £1.084m and earmarked reserves £8.908m. Whilst the Council has a healthy level of reserves and a strong history of delivering 
financial targets and savings, the financial challenge and uncertainty continue to increase, as it does for all in the sector.

This outturn position reflects financial pressures associated with the pandemic including £0.5m in reduced car parking income, and a £0.4m 
reduction in business rates. These variances were more than offset however as the Council received significant financial support from the 
government to fund the financial pressures resulting from the pandemic, including £1.2m in general Covid-19 support grant and £0.4m in 
compensation for lost sales, fees and charges. There was also an increase in planning income of £0.6m compared to budget.

The Council identified a substantial backlog of maintenance within the Council’s leisure facilities, estimated at £750k. Furthermore the current 
outsourced leisure contract was due to end in March 2022, and it was envisaged that the Council would incur significant mobilisation costs for 
either of the options on the table: run the leisure facilities through a wholly owned company or bring the operation in-house. On this basis the 
entire surplus for 2020/21 was set aside in anticipation of these additional costs.

Covid-19 arrangements

No significant weaknesses in arrangements have been identified, however, the Council distributed £26.3m of government funded business 
support grants during the year. Given the value of grants the possibility of fraudulent grant applications led to a Post Payment Assurance Plan 
implementing Grant Fraud Checks. Additional work was also provided by Internal Audit who gave a ‘Reasonable Assurance’ level on the 
adequacy of the Council’s internal control framework for 2020/21. 

As already noted, the Council has seen its income fall in areas such as: Car Parking and Business rates. The financial year 2020/21 also saw 
unprecedented demand (and income) for the Council’s planning and land charges services. As noted above despite these challenges the Council 
made a surplus on revenue in 2020/21  of £1.085m against the original budget. 
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There was good scrutiny from Members during the budget setting process. Draft budget proposals 
were considered by the Community and Resources Committee in January 2021 prior to the final 
budget being approved by Full Council in February 2021. As the Council develops a more strategic 
approach to identifying savings to balance the budget, it should ensure that relevant stakeholders 
are consulted in order to identify priorities for resource allocation and the impacts of service 
reduction. An Improvement Recommendation has been included in this respect.

Overall we found no evidence of significant weaknesses in the Council’s budget setting 
arrangements.

Medium Term Financial Strategy (MTFS)

The MTFS includes assumptions around New Homes Bonus, business rate income, council tax 
increases, fees and charges, pay increases and borrowing costs.

Pay pressures were initially forecast at realistic levels.

At the time of setting the MTFS in February 2020, there was no indication as to whether the Covid-19 
Business Rate reliefs will continue into 2021/22. Minimal growth was therefore projected on the 
Council’s Business Rate base over the life of the MTFS.

Due to uncertainties around the timing and impact of funding reforms, the December 2020 MTFS 
still does not model potential reductions in business rate income over the four year period and 
therefore assumes that the business rate income will be maintained. 

Our review of the Council’s MTFS indicates that financial planning is based on realistic assumptions, 
although annual settlements and the delay of the fair funding review and business rate reset have 
made financial planning more difficult. 

The Council has been realistic in acknowledging the financial challenges which lie ahead but to date 
has still not formulated firm plans for how these will be sustainably addressed in the medium term. 
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Budget 2021/22

In Feb 2021 the 2021/22 budget and Medium-Term Financial Strategy (MTFS) for the period to 2025-
26, identified a gap of £1.4m that will be funded from reserves. The Council has also identified the 
need to identify £5.7m of additional funding, through to 2025/26 to deliver its £26.9m capital 
programme. 

The Council has been in a fortunate position where it has achieved a surplus in budget and this has 
enabled the Council to avoid difficult decisions in the short term. As a result the Council has not had 
to put in place structured savings plans previously and should consider what systems and processes 
it will need to put in place in order to support any difficult choices required to achieve financial 
sustainability in the longer term. We have made an improvement recommendation in this respect 
through this report.

The 2021/22 budget was set based on the funding announced in the local government finance 
settlement. This introduced additional measures to support councils through their recovery from the 
pandemic, such as another tranche of general Covid-19 funding, additional sales, fees and charges 
(SFC) compensation grant, and a new one-off tranche of New Homes Bonus grant. The Council 
included the £0.4m Covid-19 support grant in the base budget. 

Funding within the budget also includes a 2.96% or £5 increase in council tax in accordance with 
referendum principles.

New Homes Bonus has reduced significantly from £1.189 in 2019/20, to £381,453 in 2021/22 
increasing budgetary pressures. 

The amount of business rates to be collected from businesses within Torridge fell from £12m to circa 
£4.5m in 2020/21; with the Council being compensated for the income not being collected by 
Section 31 grant monies. The budget report for 2021/22 provides a clear and detailed narrative on 
the key budget assumptions, risks and uncertainties, and the minimum level of unallocated reserves.

Financial sustainability (cont’d)
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The Council has established an income generation working group, with the aim to ensure that the 
council is commercially aware, and adopts a more entrepreneurial approach to investment 
strategies. The Council is still yet to identify major initiatives in this respect and there have been no 
proposals put forward by officers. There is no evidence that the Council has looked outside its own 
boundary to see what could be learned from other Councils in this respect.

The Council is also currently developing a Carbon, Environment and Biodiversity Plan which will have 
an impact on the capital programme, and capital strategy resulting in extra costs and commitments. 
These additional costs and commitments have not been quantified at this time. As part of financial 
planning the Council will need to ensure that it identifies and models the financial implications of 
climate change and the Council’s declaration to become carbon neutral by 2030. The risks to such 
programs should be fully recognised in the Council’s corporate risk register. We have included a 
recommendation through this report.

The 2021/22 budget is not heavily reliant on achieving service savings to balance the overall financial 
position. The February 2021 budget report confirms that the 2021/22 budget provides for broadly 
the current level of service provision to continue.

Subsequently the MTFS reported to Full 21st February 2022 projected that the Council's budget 
would not come back into balance by 2026-27. Potential funding pressures of circa £3.5m have been 
identified.

We have found no evidence of significant weakness in the Council’s financial planning arrangements. 
Improvement recommendations have been identified to further strengthen arrangements in relation 
to ensuring savings targets are set and monitored and opportunities for commercial income streams 
are identified.

Capital strategy and treasury management

The Council approved the Capital Programme, Capital Strategy and Treasury Management Strategy 
for 2020/21 in during February 2020 and reviewed again in February 2021 for 2021/22. These 
documents set out the Council’s capital expenditure, capital financing, minimum revenue provision 
and borrowing projections. The February 2021 review updated the Treasury Management and 
Investment Strategy to prioritise “Green treasury Deposits.
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The Council holds a Transition in Government Funding reserve which it plans to utilise to balance the 
revenue budgets until such time as savings or additional revenue streams are identified. The balance 
on the Transition in Government funding reserve as at Feb 2021 was £1.2m. The MTFS shows that 
these reserves will be exhausted by 2023-24 unless remedial action is taken. The recommendations 
set out in the MTFS were implemented regarding increasing carpark income and green waste, thus 
preserving an element of the Transition in Government funding reserve, to protect against future 
uncertainty. The budget gap at that time was £0.105m in 2021-22 rising to £0.278m in 2022-23. 

The Council has identified a number of pressures and anticipated savings within the 2021-22 budget 
however no structured medium term savings plans have been formulated or considered by 
members. 

Financial gaps have been identified by the Council however it is concerning that there is a lack of 
robust plans to address the gaps. In setting the 2020-21  budget the Council considered three ways 
to address the gap: increased charges; stopping discretionary services, and reducing levels of service 
for mandatory services. The Council has not considered other efficiency savings or identified 
additional more commercial opportunities for increasing income. The impact of the financial gaps on 
the delivery of the Council's strategic aims is not clear as there is no reference to the Council's 
strategic aims in the budget papers. The Director of Finance acknowledges this and intends to align 
future MTFP with the potential impact on strategic priorities. We have raised an improvement 
recommendation in this respect through this report.

The Council has rarely if ever had to develop formal savings plans in order to balance the budget and 
therefore arrangements for approving and monitoring such savings plans need to be put in place. 
We have made an improvement recommendation that the Council should ensure that realistic 
savings targets are agreed for inclusion within the MTFS. When setting savings targets it should be 
ensured that they are sufficient to bridge the gaps identified in the MTFS, even if there is slippage to 
the plan. Savings targets should be separately identified and monitored using Red, Amber, Green 
(RAG) ratings during the financial reporting cycle.  

When setting and monitoring the budget, the distinction between discretionary and core spend is 
not clear. Highlighting core and discretionary spend would enable the Council to better consider the 
discretionary nature of some costs when deciding whether to continue with the delivery of such 
services. An improvement recommendation in this respect is included in this report

Financial sustainability (cont’d)
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No new long-term loans were taken out with the Public Works Loan Board (PWLB) during 2020/21. It 
was envisaged that borrowings from PWLB at 31 March 2021 will total £0.661m. The next scheduled 
redemption will occur in March 2022 when a maturity type loan of £0.191m will be settled. There are 
3 fixed interest rate loans outstanding totalling £0.470m with redemption dates that run from March 
2024 to March 2027.  

On 31st March 2021 short-term investments placed with financial institutions were estimated to be 
approximately £10m. The bulk of this amount represents the balances on Reserves and Usable 
Capital Receipts.

The Council envisaged that substantial further long-term borrowing of £1.6m in the year 2021/22 
relating to a new Environmental Centre. This will bring total estimated borrowing in 2021/22 to 
£6.6m. 

Treasury Management reports were considered by the Council’s Internal Overview and Scrutiny 
Committee.  Each quarter that Committee considered the Council’s ethical investment policy. In 
August 2020 Full Council received an annual Treasury Management report for 2019-20  and a mid-
year review of Treasury Management 2020-21 was received in December 2020. A Counterparty limit 
with Lloyds bank was breached but only as a result of the Council holding funds provided by Central 
government for the distribution of Covid-19 support grants to local businesses. The Council does not 
currently have significant levels of income from commercial activities. The current Treasury 
Management Policy is limited in the funds it allows for investment. 

Commercial investment by local authorities has been under increasing scrutiny from HM Treasury 
and CIPFA. The PWLB introduced new lending terms in November 2020 which support borrowing for 
Council functions, including housing and regeneration. Councils cannot access PWLB funding if they 
have investments purely for yield in their 3-year capital programmes. CIPFA, through the revised 
Prudential Code published in December 2021, have confirmed that commercial investments funded 
from borrowing are not regarded as prudent activity for Councils to undertake. Going forward if the 
Council considers further commercial activity they will need to ensure that they are not investing in 
assets purely for yield in order to ensure compliance with the Prudential Code and continued access 
to PWLB funds. If the Council increases its external and internal borrowing it should ensure that 
financing costs are reflected in the revenue budget.

The Council’s Community and Resources Committee received cashflow updates as part of 
broader financial impacts reports in June and Sept 2020.  More detailed cash flow reporting was 
also provided to Full Council and the Executive as part of budget setting and final outturn 
reporting. Cash and cash equivalents at the end of the reporting period  increased from £4.9m in 
2019/20 to £10.5m in 2020/21. This was largely driven by an increase in cash equivalents 
explained by the Central Government business support grants not spent by the Council as at 31 
March 2021

The Council’s capital expenditure plans for the remaining years of the Medium Term Financial 
Strategy and capital programme amounted to £26.1 million. New capital bids are scrutinised and 
existing plans reviewed however it is not always clear how decisions are aligned to strategic 
priorities.

In Feb 2021 the Council’s capital financing requirement (CFR) was forecast to increase from 
£1.04m to £7.3m in 2021/22 before falling slightly to just under £7m for future years. An increase 
in internal borrowing is also forecast over this period.

Financial sustainability (cont’d)
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The Annual Treasury Management Review 2020/21 reports the return from short term investments 
in 2020/21 was £31,000 compared with a return of £116,000 in 2019/20. This reduction was due to 
cuts in the Bank of England Base rates as well as the Council focusing on short-term low interest 
investments in order to manage cash-flow pressures caused by Covid-19. The annual report does not 
compare this outturn position to the budget so that performance can be measured. We have made 
an improvement recommendation that the Treasury Management Strategy and Annual Review 
reports should contain the budget and outturn information where relevant. 

We have found no evidence of significant weakness in the Council’s capital and treasury 
arrangements. 

Reserves and risk mitigation

The Council has historically demonstrated a prudent approach to setting the budget which has 
enabled the Council to build its reserves. 

The Council has specific reserves at February 2021 of £9.4m with an additional £1.084m set aside as 
General Fund Balance to deal with unforeseen events. This represents 11.1% of the Council's net 
annual revenue budget. The Council has set aside a further £1.2m funds into a Transition in 
Government Funding Reserve to meet in the short term the impact of the identified funding gap 
however this is not stainable in the long term The MTFS shows that these reserves will be exhausted 
by 2023-24 unless remedial action is taken. 

Although the full impact of the pandemic over the life of the MTFS was unknown the Council 
believed that its relative financial strength would be sufficient to maintain its financial sustainability 
over the medium term. 

The budget for the capital programme for the year 2020/21 was £11.105m. During the year, capital 
expenditure amounted to £2.942m funded by a combination of capital receipts, external grants and 
utilisation of earmarked capital reserves. The Council was unsuccessful in its bid for the Future High 
Street Fund (£9.687m) and therefore this project was removed from the Capital Programme. The 
Council has identified the need to identify £5.7m of additional funding, through to 2025/26 to 
deliver its £26.9m capital programme.

We have undertaken our own financial benchmarking of the Council when compared to its statistical 
nearest neighbours. The Council is ranked 6 out 8 in terms of Uncommitted (or non-earmarked) 
General Fund reserves as a % of net annual expenditure. The graph opposite shows the level of 
reserves over time. This shows a reduction in earmarked reserves over the last two financial years. 
The Council should continue to review the level of reserves it holds in order to ensure that they are 
adequate to mitigate financial risk, and that the Council can respond to unforeseen budget variances 
without impacting on its ability to deliver corporate priorities.  
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Financial sustainability (cont’d)

We have found no evidence of significant weakness with regard to the Council’s reserves 
strategy and mitigation of risk

Conclusion

We identified financial sustainability as a significant risk in planning this work. Following our review we are 
satisfied that the Council has appropriate arrangements in place to ensure it manages risks to its financial 
sustainability. We have not identified any significant weaknesses. 

However, we recognise that the COVID-19 support provided by government will cease and this, combined 
with the need to manage more significant funding gaps in 2022/23 and 2023/24, will present a bigger 
challenge for the Council. This includes increased levels of savings required in these years, as well as the 
inevitable increased strain on services due to the cost of living crisis. Continued close in year monitoring 
and timely corrective action will be required to ensure savings are delivered and service redesign with 
partners are successfully implemented.  

We have identified five opportunities for improvement which are set out on the following pages.
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Improvement recommendations

Financial sustainability
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1 Recommendation The Council should ensure that realistic savings targets are agreed for inclusion within the MTFS which 
incorporate an element of headroom for if there is slippage to the plan. Savings targets should be 
separately identified and monitored using Red Amber Green (RAG) ratings during the financial reporting 
cycle. Discretionary and Core expenditure should also be clearly identified in financial plans and budget 
monitoring to aid decision making. Relevant stakeholders should be identified and consulted on any 
proposed savings and/or reduction in services.

Why/impact Balancing the budget without reducing services is becoming increasingly difficult and the Council needs to 
ensure a strategic approach to savings and resource allocation.
Highlighting core and discretionary spend  would enable the Council to better consider the discretionary 
nature of some costs when deciding whether to continue with the delivery of such services. It would also 
provide greater transparency to the public.

Summary findings Budget reports presented to Cabinet as part of the 2021/22 budget setting process recognise that a 
strategic approach to identifying savings is required to balance the financial position. 
The Council had not developed any firm savings plans, and was reluctant to further raise prices on areas 
of discretionary income e.g. car parking and commercial lets.  When setting and monitoring the budget 
the distinction between discretionary and core spend is not clear. 

Management 
comment

The Council created a Member Budget Working Group (MBWG) to formulate proposals to bring the 
budgets back into balance. The initial proposals were reported to Full Council on  5

th
Sept 2022, and 

accepted. The savings amounting to £479k for 23/24 raising to £704k for 26/27.  The Council reported the 
key areas of discretionary spend when updating the MTFS on the 5

th
Sept 2022.  Management does not 

intend to separate discretionary spend from statutory spend as part of its budget monitoring process.
In  21/22 a new Quarterly Budget Reporting format was agreed with Members which did not include 
separation of Discretionary and Statutory spend. It should be noted that it is not straight forward to 
separate all expenditure between Discretionary and Statutory; for example grounds maintenance covers 
both  parks (discretionary) and cemeteries (statutory).

The range of recommendations that external auditors can make is explained in Appendix C.
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Improvement recommendations

Financial sustainability
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2 Recommendation The Council should identify and implement further commercial opportunities to support additional 
income generation.

Why/impact The Council needs to take a more entrepreneurial approach to income generation

Summary findings The Council only considered three ways to address the gap: increased charges; stopping discretionary 
services, and reducing levels of service for mandatory services.  The Council has not considered other 
efficiency savings or identified additional more commercial opportunities for increasing income. This was 
a criticism in the 2017 Peer Review which has still not been addressed.

Management 
comment

In the 2021/22 budget setting the Members approved increases in car parking and green waste charges 
over three years with a view to bringing the Environment Centre online in order to bring the recycling in-
house thereby generating further income. 

The MBWG has identified areas of increasing income for the Council and will continue to do so going 
forward. For example the MBWG recommended changes to the Council’s Treasury Management Policy to 
allow increased counter party limits to access greater financial returns.

The range of recommendations that external auditors can make is explained in Appendix C.
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3 Recommendation The Director of Finance should align future MTFS with the potential impact on strategic priorities. 

Why/impact There is a risk that the Council will not be in a position to deliver its strategic priorities.

Summary findings The impact of the financial gaps on the delivery of the Council's strategic aims is not clearly set out.

Management 
comment

Agreed the MTFS will going forward make more direct reference to the Council’s Strategic Plan.

The range of recommendations that external auditors can make is explained in Appendix C.
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Financial sustainability
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4 Recommendation As part of financial planning the Council  should ensure that it identifies and models the financial 
implications of the Council’s declaration to become carbon neutral by 2030. The risks to such programs 
should be fully recognised in the Council’s corporate risk register.

Why/impact There is a risk that the Council will not be in a position to deliver its strategic priorities.

Summary findings Current financial plans currently do not model the financial implications of climate change and the 
Council’s declaration to become carbon neutral by 2030. The risks to such programs should be fully 
recognised in the Council’s corporate risk register. We have included a recommendation through this 
report.

Management 
comment

Management does not agree with this recommendation.  As individual climate schemes come to light 
their funding and financing implications will be analysed. Any failure of the Council to become carbon 
neutral by 2030 is reputational, there are no financial penalties accruing to the Council for not achieving 
this target.  The work to cost up how much resources would be required for the Council to go Carbon 
Neutral would be very substantial and provide minimal added value. 

The range of recommendations that external auditors can make is explained in Appendix C.
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5 Recommendation The Treasury Management Strategy and Annual Review reports should contain the budget and outturn 
information where relevant. 

Why/impact The current reports do not compare outturn position to the budget and so performance cannot be 
measured.

Summary findings The Annual Treasury Management Review 2020/21 reports The return from short term investments in 
2020/21 was £31,000 compared with a return of £116,000 in 2019/20. This reduction was due to cuts in 
the Bank of England Base rates. The report does not compare this outturn position to the budget so that 
performance can be measured.

Management 
comment

Management does  not agree, Treasury Management performance is compared to prior financial year 
and accompanying narrative provides reference (e.g. changes to interest rates etc)

The range of recommendations that external auditors can make is explained in Appendix C.
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We considered how the Council:

• considered the impact of Covid-19 on the governance 
arrangements

• 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.

COVID-19 arrangements

During the 2020/21 financial year the Council supported the community, businesses and the delivery of critical services through the 
pandemic, and adapted governance arrangements as required. Council and Committee meetings were held remotely throughout the 
year, allowing public accessibility as well as Council business to continue. The majority of Council staff were required to work from home 
during the pandemic, 10 officers were furloughed and others redeployed in order to maintain vital services including assisting with 
Waste and Parking issues.

In August 2020 the Overview and Scrutiny Committee received a special report setting out a Covid-19 Initial Impact Analysis for the 
period March-June 2020. These updates included the progress on delivering grants to support local businesses, reopening public 
conveniences and communal enclosed spaces safely. The report did not set out the financial impacts of Covid-19.

As already mentioned the Council distributed £26.3m of government funded business support grants during the year. £50,000 was paid 
out to support Voluntary and Community Groups. The Council was also allocated £85,000 from Devon County Council to support the 
economically vulnerable.  It was reported that in total 7,700 people had been furloughed across Torridge and 3,800 claims for self 
employment support with a value of £10.6m.

The Audit and Governance Committee received updates from officers as to the progress in making the payments, the controls in 
operation and the risk of potential fraudulent payments. Processes were put in place to obtain sufficient information to confirm an 
application was eligible before payments were made. The Spotlight assurance system was used for prepayment checking and the 
National Fraud Initiative tool was used for post payment verification, in order to identify potential fraud.  The Devon Audit Partnership 
(the Council’s internal audit provider) also reviewed the system for processing Covid-19 business grants, giving a reasonable assurance 
opinion. The Council put in place adequate arrangements to prevent fraudulent payments, while ensuring that businesses received 
prompt financial support.

The Devon Audit Partnership adapted their audit approach in order to be able to provide an annual assurance opinion to the Council for 
2020/21, with the focus on assurance mapping to understand risk and controls. The internal audit plan was revised to include specific 
areas of Covid-19 risk such as the award of business grants and reviewing the safety of staff operations.

Governance

16
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Delivery against the plan was further affected by the pandemic as officer time was focused on front 
line service delivery and supporting the wider community. As a consequence, six planned audits 
were deferred to a future year. DAP audited 88% of Key System Audits. The audit work that has been 
completed in 2020/21 has mainly been achieved via remote working. 

During 2020/21, core financial and administrative systems were reviewed by Internal Audit through 
specific reviews. DAP also reviewed practices related to the Covid-19 response (e.g. Grant payments) 
and have concluded that a ‘Reasonable Assurance’ level  on the adequacy of the Council’s internal 
control framework for 2020/21. 

There have been no identified frauds (other than benefit claims) within the Council. During the year 
the DAP Partnership Manager concluded that overall systems at Torridge are effective however 
Torridge  must ensure that they do not get complacent as the risk of fraud will always be there.

Under the Constitution, the Finance Manager and Section 151 Officer, and appointed external 
auditor are required to attend the Audit Committee. These Officers also have access to the 
committee, or chair, as required. The Constitution requires members of the Audit and Governance 
Committee to be properly trained. There is a good level of challenge from this committee which 
would indicate the information provided has been scrutinised. The Committee met the planned four 
times in 2020/21. From our work we have found no areas of significant weakness in the 
management and reporting on internal control.

Senior Managers provide annual Assurance Statements and an annual review of governance 
arrangements is undertaken.

An Internal Audit report in 2019 highlighted weaknesses in existing arrangements for Payroll, 
including weaknesses in the leavers process and duplication of effort and data between Payroll and 
HR systems. Although not the primary driver for change these weaknesses were addressed with the 
implementation of a new Payroll system iTrent which went live in April 2020. 

In the 2019/20 Annual Governance Statement an issue was identified regarding the lack of an up-to-
date Asset Management Plan (AMP). That work is still outstanding. A new senior manager with 
responsibility for the Council’s asset portfolio is due to start in June 2021 and one of the post’s first 
tasks will be to review and update the AMP. 

17

Managing risk

The Council’s Risk Management Policy is approved annually by the Audit and Governance 
Committee. Internal Audit carried out an audit of the Council’s Risk Management arrangements for 
2020/21 and provided ‘Reasonable Assurance’ concluding that there was generally sound system of 
governance, risk management and control in place.

The Council has a Risk Management Strategy and its risk appetite is described as cautious. The 
Council maintains a corporate risk register. The corporate risk register is reviewed by Risk 
Management Group and reported to the Audit and Governance Committee on a quarterly basis. 
Verbal updates only are provided. Service level risk registers have been incorporated into the 
Business Planning process so they are reviewed in tandem on an annual basis. Workforce 
information and performance against strategic priorities are reported as part of the Quarterly 
Business Reports (QBRs) which also includes financial reports however each are reported 
independently.

The risk registers reported to Members include a description of the risk, mitigating actions, and a 
Red, Amber, Green (RAG) rated risk score derived from the severity and likelihood of the risk 
occurring. Risks are assigned to named officers and contain a narrative on the current position. 

Financial risks are reported to Council however the impact of other risks are not linked through to 
financial plans or strategic priorities. The risk register appears to be seen as an output from the 
decision making process rather than as a tool to inform decisions.

From our work we have not identified any significant areas of weakness in the Council’s 
arrangements to manage and report risk. We have made an improvement recommendation that 
risks within the risk register should be mapped to financial plans and corporate priorities to ensure 
that their potential impact on the corporate plan is understood so that risk reporting becomes more 
dynamic and integral to the financial planning process. 

Internal control

Internal audit is undertaken by the Devon Audit Partnership (DAP). The Internal Audit Strategy and 
Plan for 2020/21 was due to be presented and approved by the Audit and Governance Committee in 
March 2020, however due to the Covid-19 pandemic this meeting was cancelled. The plan as shown 
on the Council website at the time was adopted.

Governance
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Monitoring Standards

The Council has constituted a Standards Committee to promote and monitor compliance with the 
Members' Code of Conduct. The Committee has the power to deal with complaints regarding 
conduct and to impose sanctions. The Composition of the Committee includes 3 independent 
persons. There is evidence of an appropriate culture within the Council to prevent and detect fraud 
and corruption, with the relevant policies in place and subject to regular review. 

A revised Anti-Fraud and Corruption Policy and Strategy were approved 2019 and is not due for 
further review until 2022. A revised Whistleblowing Policy was approved in July 2020. 

Codes of conduct are in place for both Members and officers and these include the policies relating 
to declarations of interest and gifts and hospitality. The Financial Procedures Rules also contain 
provisions for declaration of Conflicts of Interests specific to contracts for purchase of goods and 
services. A specific review in 2020/21 centred around the Local Government Ethical Standards 
Report and their List of Best Practice Recommendations, resulting in updates to the Member’s Code 
of Conduct.

Member declarations of interest are available on the Council’s website. There were no declarations 
of gifts and hospitality made by Members during the year. We have identified two receipts of officer 
hospitality were recorded for 2020/21 which appear to be outside of the Gifts and Hospitality Policy. 
The Council should ensure that the Gifts and Hospitality register is regularly reviewed and incidents 
of apparent breaches investigated with the outcome/justification recorded in the register. 

The Council has a range of officers who are responsible for ensuring and monitoring compliance with 
statutory standards, such as the Monitoring Officer and the Section 151 Officer who both sit on the 
Council’s leadership team. Through our review we are not aware of any instances where officers or 
elected Members have not complied with the necessary standards. 

The Council revised its Corporate Governance Code in January 2021 In line with Code of Corporate 
Governance is derived from work undertaken by the Independent Commission on Good Governance 
in Public Service – a commission set up by the Chartered Institute of Public Finance and Accountancy 
(CIPFA) and the Office for Public Management. 

We have not identified any significant weaknesses with regard to the Council’s arrangements for 
ensuring adherence to laws and regulations or ethical standards but we have made 
recommendations for improvements in the way in which officer gifts and hospitality are recorded on 
the register.

Budgetary control 2020/21

We have considered the Council’s processes for monitoring the 2020/21 budget during what was a 
difficult year to accurately forecast costs and income due to the effects of the pandemic, periods of 
lockdown, and incremental announcements of government funding.

Budget monitoring reports were submitted quarterly during the year to the Internal Overview and 
Scrutiny Committee, which include a detailed analysis of budget variances. The quarterly reports 
include monitoring of the capital programme. The Capital Programme is also reviewed by the 
Community and Revenue Committee. Summary budget updates were provided to Cabinet during the 
year in addition to the formal quarterly monitoring.

As the financial year progressed the overall forecast outturn position improved as the costs of the 
pandemic and associated government funding became more certain. There was no requirement 
during the year to implement additional controls on expenditure.

The budget monitoring and outturn reports provide detailed information on budget variances. The 
reporting did not distinguish between recurring and non-recurring elements relating to the 
pandemic or other non-Covid19 related variances. We have made an improvement recommendation 
that additional analysis should be provided in budget reports to distinguish between recurring and 
non-recurring variances that together make up the net revenue position. An example would be the 
on-going impact of the pandemic on future years.

We have not identified any significant weaknesses with regard to the Council’s arrangements for 
budget monitoring.

Conclusion

Overall, we found no evidence of significant weaknesses in the Council’s arrangements for ensuring 
that it makes informed decisions and properly manages its risks.  We have made three improvement 
recommendations which are set out on the following page.

Governance
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6 Recommendation Risks within the Council’s Corporate risk register should be mapped to corporate priorities and the 
methodology for assessing and scoring risks included in the Risk Management Strategy. Reporting of key 
strategic risks should be through written reports not verbal updates. 

Why/impact Mapping risks to corporate priorities would ensure that their potential impact on the corporate plan is 
understood and only key risks are reported to Members. The methodology would ensure consistency of 
approach.

Summary findings The risk registers reported to Members include a description of the risk, mitigating actions, and a RAG 
rated risk score derived from the severity and likelihood of the risk occurring. Risks are assigned to named 
officers and contain a narrative on the current position. Risks are not mapped to corporate priorities. Risk 
updates to members are generally provided verbally.

Management 
comment

Management does not see this as adding any value.  Key strategic risks are reported in reports to the 
Council’s various committees, Full Council, Community & Resources, Internal Overview and Scrutiny, 
Audit and Governance etc. It is factually inaccurate to state that strategic risks such as financial viability, 
cyber security etc are not communicated to members.

The range of recommendations that external auditors can make is explained in Appendix C.
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7 Recommendation The Council should improve the recording and review of the Gifts and Hospitality Register by including 
the name of the individual who received the gift/hospitality; the actual or estimated value of the 
gift/hospitality received/offered and a requirement to record a justification for gifts and hospitality 
received in excess of the stated policy.

Why/impact Transparency in the recording of Gifts and Hospitality Register is a key control in mitigating the risks of 
bribery and corruption and ensure impartiality in decisions made by the Council.

Summary findings The current Gifts and Hospitality Register does not require the name of the individual who received the 
gift/hospitality or the value of the gift/hospitality received/offered. There is also no requirement to 
record a justification for gifts and hospitality received in excess of the stated policy.

Management 
comment

In practice gifts are often sent to Council Teams rather than individuals, additionally it is not always 
possible to assign a price to the gifts, although this can be inferred e.g. Box of Chocolates. Management 
believe the current publication of the gift and hospitality register provides sufficient context for elected 
members and the wider public.

The range of recommendations that external auditors can make is explained in Appendix C.



© 2022 Grant Thornton UK LLP. Auditor’s Annual Report  | October 2022

Commercial in confidence

Improvement recommendations

Governance

21

8 Recommendation Budget reports should distinguish between recurring and non-recurring variances that together make up 
the net revenue position. An example would be the on-going impact of the pandemic on future years.

Why/impact It is not clear within the context of the predicted funding gaps, what the net cost of the pandemic was 
and how this would impact on future income and expenditure streams.

Summary findings The budget monitoring and outturn reports provide detailed information on budget variances. The 
reporting did not distinguish between recurring and non-recurring elements relating to the pandemic or 
other non-Covid19 related variances. It was not clear at outturn what the cost of the pandemic was to the 
Council and how this would impact future years.

Management 
comment

Management does not agree with this recommendation, when undertaking budget monitoring it is not 
always possible to know if variances are one off or recurring.  These issues are picked up when the MTFS 
is updated and assumptions made about income and expenditure pressures over the life of the MTFS.

The period covered by this report ends right in the middle of the pandemic when there was no way of 
knowing what the impact would be going forward so it would not have been practical to undertake this 
work in additional to the reporting to Central Government via various returns and the additional 
workload of distributing Covid grant aid.

The range of recommendations that external auditors can make is explained in Appendix C.
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We considered how the Council:

• responded to the changes required as 
a result of Covid-19 

• 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.

COVID-19 arrangements

During 2020/21, the Section 151 Officer continually assessed the impact of COVID-19 on the Council’s long-term financial viability and provided regular 
updates to Members as part of the standard financial reporting to members. Overall Central government covid related support exceeded directly 
attributable covid cost pressures/lost income by approx. £0.37m. The Council is able to identify directly attributable Covid-19 impacts for some 
income streams such as business rates, parking and leisure, it is not able to identify the Covid-19 related impact indirectly attributable for other 
income such as planning. Planning income almost doubled in 2020/21 . An element of this could be connected to peoples’ desire to relocate to the 
south west with increased working from home. We have therefore made a recommendation for improvement in this respect. It is important for the 
Council to get an understanding of the exceptional non-recurring nature of these variances to budget so that it can more accurately assess the 
financial impact of Covid-19 for the future.  

Performance management

The Council’s Corporate Plan was approved in February 2020 and sets out the four key priority themes of local economy, community, health and 
housing, and the Council. The Council has set a carbon neutral target of 2030. 

Key Performance Indicators (KPIs) relating to the delivery of services and the Council’s Corporate Strategy are reported quarterly to the Council’s 
Senior Management Team (SMT) and then to members through the Quarterly Business Reports (QBRs).  The QBR style changed in 2021 to reduce level 
of detail and provide better alignment to the Corporate Plan.

Performance monitoring reports are presented quarterly to Cabinet, and the Internal Overview and Scrutiny Committee. The reporting includes RAG 
rated key performance indicators that are aligned to the relevant corporate priority, with the previous year’s performance, the target performance 
and actual performance provided. The responsible manager is identified and can provide commentary on the level of performance. Trends analysis 
has been introduced to reports in the latter part of the year. Performance that is below target is easily identifiable from the indicators, the indicators 
are supported by narrative in a covering report identifying key trends.

Performance Data is obtained from service heads and collated by the Performance Officer. A Sense check is applied by Performance Officer and SMT 
but underlying data not validated. A Data Quality Policy is not in place.

Our review of the Council’s arrangements for managing performance has not identified any significant areas of weakness. We did identify the 
following improvements from our work. The Council should create a Data Quality Policy to recognise that good data is integral to performance 
management and so needs to be accurate, timely and complete. The policy should set out the relevant roles and responsibilities and the need for 
adequate controls over data input and verification.

The Council has a workforce strategy however this is not aligned to financial plans or strategic priorities. Like many organisations the Council is 
suffering from recruitment and retention problems resulting in long term use of expensive agency staff. The relative costs/benefits of increasing 
salaries to improve recruitment of permanent staff v the costs of agency staff (including investment in training) has not been explored. An 
improvement recommendation has been made in this respect.

Improving economy, efficiency and effectiveness

22
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Benchmarking 

Benchmarking is an effective tool that enables an organisation to compare and analyse 
its performance with others. It can provide a basis for collaboration and identify areas 
for improvement.

We have identified that the Council does undertake performance benchmarking for 
some key service areas. The Council benchmarks data against 150 indicators by 
comparing those data points to its nearest neighbours as defined by the CIPFA nearest 
neighbours grouping. The results are then mapped against the Council’s corporate 
performance as set out in the QBRs.  It is not clear how this data is then used by the 
Council to improve performance, inform future strategy or identify areas for possible 
savings.

The benchmarking that we undertook compared the unit costs for a range of services 
and identified areas where the unit costs were very high in comparison to its nearest 
neighbours. Nearest neighbours in this context are those  with similar age 
demographic, employment, education and deprivations levels as shown in the chart 
opposite. Our analysis showed that overall costs per head of population were in line 
with those neighbours there was one outlier with higher costs per head in 
Environmental and Regulatory Services. This is an are the Council may wish to consider 
the reasons for such outlier.

An LGA Peer Review in 2017 identified the need for the Council to embrace digital and 
become more entrepreneurial. As stated previously the Council and officers are still 
not demonstrating the level of entrepreneurial or commercial capability required to 
sustainably meet long term funding gaps

Significant partnerships

Sub-committees have bee established to monitor performance of key partnerships

The Leisure Contract between Torridge District Council and 1610 expired in March 
2022. These activities have been severely impacted by the Covid-19 pandemic. Going 
forward it has been agreed that Leisure Services will be provided through a Local 
Authority Trading Company. This is the first time that Torridge District Council have 
undertaken this type of activity and therefore carries significant risk.

Improving economy, efficiency and effectiveness

The Council has recognised that it did not have sufficient in-house expertise for such a complex 
venture and planned to engage external consultants to assist with this project. In addition, the 
Council needs to ensure that adequate governance and reporting arrangements are in place 
and that any revenue and capital costs are adequately factored into the medium-term financial 
plan and treasury management strategy. 

The Council works with a variety of partners to deliver corporate objectives and priorities for 
the local area. There are many examples of strategies developed at partnership level being 
translated into actions for the Council to deliver, and evidence that partnership work is 
overseen by the Council. Separate entries on the Corporate Risk Register confirm risks are 
being assessed for such partnerships.

An External Overview & Scrutiny Committee monitors the performance of key partners. The 
Committee received a number of such reports which were reviewed and challenged by the 
Committee. 

The Council has adopted the Devon Districts Procurement Strategy. The joint strategy aims to 
embed a corporate procurement approach and promote collaboration opportunities. The 
strategy includes an action plan that identifies four priority areas of contract management, 
sustainable procurement, engaging with local business and behaving commercially. The Devon 
District Procurement Group reviews each council’s progress against the plan.

Team Devon, a partnership comprising representatives from business, education and local 
authorities, launched the Covid-19 Economy and Business Recovery Prospectus in July 2020. 
This sets out the vision for Devon’s economic recovery and forms the basis for lobbying the 
government for additional funding.  The Economy Policy Development Group received regular 
updates during the year on the Covid-19 economic response, including the work of Team 
Devon.

Our work has not identified any areas of significant weakness regarding how the Council works 
with its strategic partners.

Conclusion

Overall, we found no evidence of significant weaknesses in the Council’s arrangements for 
improving the way the Council delivers its services. .  We have made three improvement 
recommendations which are set out on the following pages.
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9 Recommendation The Council should be clearer on how it utilises benchmarking data to improve performance, inform 
future strategy or identify areas for possible savings.

Why/impact Formal corporate benchmarking of service costs can be used to inform future budget rounds and service 
redesign. This will be particularly relevant as the Council seeks to implement a more strategic approach to 
generating savings to balance the budget.

Summary findings It is not clear how the Council  utilises benchmarking data to improve performance, inform future 
strategy or identify areas for possible savings.

Management 
comment

Bench marking rarely provides a meaningful insight of the performance of one’s Council against similar 
Councils as all Councils organise their affairs differently.  As a simple example a Finance department may 
include the payroll function whereas in an other Council this is undertaken within HR.  Management note 
the observation but see bench marking as having little merit.

The range of recommendations that external auditors can make is explained in Appendix C.
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10 Recommendation The Council’s Workforce Plan should be clearly aligned to requirements for the delivery of the Council’s 
strategic objectives and costs of the plan reflected in the Council’s Medium Term Financial Plan. 

Why/impact To ensure that the potential workforce implications of the Council’s overall strategy are fully thought 
through and costed. The Council needs to ensure that it has the right people in the right place at the right 
time in order to deliver its strategic objectives and that financial and workforce plans are aligned

Summary findings The Council is suffering from recruitment and retention problems resulting in long term use of expensive 
agency staff. 

Management 
comment

The Councils’ workforce plan includes reference to Apprentices and Graduate Appointments and the 
need for succession planning. Monies have been set aside to reserve to fund these appointments.  The 
Council’s agreed staffing structure are fully costed over the life of the MTFS

The range of recommendations that external auditors can make is explained in Appendix C.
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11 Recommendation The Council should create a Data Quality Policy. The policy should set out the relevant roles and 
responsibilities and the need for adequate controls over data input and verification.

Why/impact Good data is integral to performance management and so needs to be accurate, timely and complete

Summary findings Data is obtained from service heads and collated by performance officer. A Sense check is applied by 
Performance Officer and SMT but underlying data is not validated.

Management 
comment

The Council data from Service Heads collated by the performance officer is circulated and reviewed by 
the Senior Management Team before publication and available for challenge at the various Committee 
levels.  The QBR reporting is closely links the Financial reporting and the Strategic goal reporting and is 
well scrutinised by officers and members alike..

There is a formal process albeit not collated into a named Data Quality Policy because there are so many 
departments.  Our website has undergone a total refresh with training to review and improve our data 
sharing and accessibility. Each department  processes and controls for publication of data.

The range of recommendations that external auditors can make is explained in Appendix C.
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12 Recommendation The Council needs to seek professional advice at each stage of setting up the trading company to deliver 
leisure services. In addition, the Council needs to ensure that adequate governance and reporting 
arrangements are in place and that any revenue and capital costs are adequately factored into the 
medium-term financial plan and treasury management strategy.

Why/impact This is a complex new development for the Council which it has not undertaken before and therefore 
carries significant risk.

Summary findings It has been agreed that on the expiry of the current arrangement Leisure Services will be provided 
through a Local Authority Trading Company. This is the first time that Torridge District Council have 
undertaken this type of activity.

Management 
comment

The Council did engage consultants to advise on the establishment of the wholly owned trading company 
Active Torridge. Governance arrangements are in place for the LATC, with a board consisting of elected  
members, Officers and a Non Executive member.

The range of recommendations that external auditors can make is explained in Appendix C.

Improving economy, efficiency and effectiveness
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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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Risk of significant weakness Procedures undertaken Findings Outcome

Financial sustainability was identified as a 
potential significant weakness at the 
planning stage, see pages 6 to 15 for 
more details.

No additional procedures undertaken. Financial 
sustainability was assessed through the standard 
procedures including reviewing the budget setting process 
and medium term financial plan.

No significant weaknesses identified Appropriate arrangements in 
place,  five improvement 
recommendations raised.

Governance was not identified as a 
potential significant weakness at the 
planning stage. see pages 16 to 21 for 
more details.

No additional procedures undertaken No significant weaknesses identified Appropriate arrangements in 
place, three improvement 
recommendations raised.

Improving economy, efficiency and 
effectiveness was not identified as a 
potential significant weakness, see pages 
22 to 27 for more details 

No additional procedures undertaken No significant weaknesses identified Appropriate arrangements in 
place, four improvement 
recommendations raised.

As part of our planning and assessment 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 that we needed to perform further procedures 
on. The risks we identified are detailed in the table below, along with the further procedures we performed, our findings and the final 
outcome of our work:
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Type of 
recommendation Background Raised within this report Page reference

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 Council to discuss and respond 
publicly to the report.

No N/A

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 N/A

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 Pages 11-15
Pages 19-21
Pages 24-27

A range of different recommendations can be raised by the Council’s auditors as follows:
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We bring the following matters to your attention:

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

We have not issued any statutory recommendations.

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.

We have not issued a public interest report.

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.

We have not made an application to the Courts.

Advisory notice
Under Section 29 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.

We have not issued any advisory notices.

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.

We have not applied for a judicial review.
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