
  September 2019 

AUDIT COMMITTEE 
Minutes of a meeting of the Audit Committee, held in the Council Chamber, the old Town 
Hall, Letchworth, on Monday 30 September 2019. 

PRESENT 

Geoff Lambert (Chair) 
Vernon McClure 

Philip Moore 

 
IN ATTENDANCE 

Kit Davies (Chief Executive) 
Paul Harte (Group Finance Director) 
Daniel Harris (RSM) 

Skip Singleton (Head of Data and 
Planning) to Item 3 only 
Robert Dale (Company Secretary) 

 
INTRODUCTORY 

 Geoff Lambert welcomed members to his first meeting as Audit Chair. 

ITEM 1A: APOLOGIES FOR ABSENCE 

 Lynne Ceeney, Danny Malyon and David Stern. 

ITEM 1B: DECLARATIONS OF INTEREST 

 None. 

ITEM 1C: MINUTES OF THE PREVIOUS MEETING 

 Minutes of the meeting held on 3 June 2019 were signed as an accurate record of 
proceedings. 

ITEM 1D: MATTERS ARISING 

 Actions had been progressed as follows: 

 Include HERTVEC on 28 June Board agenda.  Action complete.  The 
HERTVEC Board expected that the performance bonds (a major risk for 
shareholders) will be lifted soon once a ‘full and final’ settlement of the 
HERTVEC contract was finalised.  The HERTVEC Board had also agreed a 
partial repayment of shareholder loans, resulting in NHC receiving £448k not 
included in the 2019/20 budget. 

 Circulate Final Internal Audit reports to Members after the meeting.  Action 
complete.  The final reports from the 2018/19 programme (on Learner Numbers 
and Follow-up) have been included with the papers for this meeting. 

 Prepare a brief on engagement with best practice programmes such as Colleges 
of the Future.  Action under way.  A briefing note is attached to these minutes; 
Kit will update the wider Board through his CEO’s report. 

 Propose and secure agreement for an extra meeting date in September/October 
2019.  Action complete.  This meeting is the result of that process. 
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 Circulate Outlook appointments for the agreed meeting dates.  Action 
complete.  Diary appointments had been circulated. 

ITEM 2: CORPORATE RISK REGISTER 

 There were 24 risks on the current register.  Since the last meeting, two had been 
closed and seven opened.  Two were rated Red – including a HERTVEC risk, which it 
was anticipated could be closed shortly. 

 The risk of an ESFA funding audit had arisen and a final report was expected on or 
about 11 October.  Initial feedback had been broadly positive, although (as with any 
audit) some errors and issues would be found.   

Question: Should there be a separate risk about the timing of a receipt from the Hitchin land 
sale?  Risk 4 would be reworded to show this more clearly or an extra risk would be added. 

Question: Should the post-mitigation assessment of Risk 12 (Maths and English 
achievement rates) be higher?  There was evidence of progress in most parts of the Group 
year-on year, and a better sense of the level of risk in this area could be gained from the 
Self-assessment Review (SAR) panel meeting on 1 October.  The SMT would reflect on this 
score after that meeting.  Maths and English achievement rates would continue to be in the 
Quality Improvement Plan (QIP) for 2019/20 in any event; improving outcomes in these 
areas remained a key focus for the Group. 

Question: Were there enough operational risks listed?  Risk 16 covered IT infrastructure 
and service risks; staff risks were found in business unit and department risk registers but 
were not considered so significant as to warrant inclusion in the corporate register. 

 Subject to these comments, members endorsed the Corporate Risk Register. 

ITEM 3: INTERNAL AUDIT REPORTS 

 Two Internal Audit Reports from RSM had been shared with the Committee; (a) 
Learner Numbers; and (b) Follow-up on implementing previously agreed actions.  
These completed the internal audit programme for 2018/19. 

 Skip Singleton attended the meeting to support discuss the Learner Numbers report.  
This had been completed shortly after the previous Audit Committee meeting in June, 
enabling substantial progress to have been made in addressing the agreed actions.  
The audit report had been extremely useful in identifying areas for improvement in 
advance of the Education and Skills Funding Agency (ESFA) funding audit that had 
been taking place in September.  For example, the team had revamped its mechanism 
for gathering and recording work experience evidence.  A new skills scan system had 
also been introduced which helped to ensure that individuals were recruited to the right 
programme – both for them and for the college. 

Question: Why had such a high error rate on learner records arisen?  The real concern 
about this from governors was acknowledged.  The apprenticeships team had learned a lot 
from the internal audit and had taken action to remedy the deficiencies since June, and as 
the Internal Audit plan for 2019/20 would show, was also keen to have their reformed 
practice reviewed early in 2020 to check that changes had been implemented.  For example, 
the team had gone back over records of off the job experience to check errors and obtain 
missing signatures.   Initial feedback from the ESFA funding audit suggested that the work 
carried out over the summer had had a positive impact on the quality of learner records. 
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 RSM commented that data quality was a sector-wide issue and that the Group was 
approaching its challenge constructively.  RSM would review how effective the action 
taken had been through a new audit in February 2020.  Governors welcomed this 
commitment, thanked Skip Singleton for her contribution and she left the meeting. 

 The second report from RSM covered progress made on previous recommendations 
from audit reports made between 2016/18 and 2018/19.  20 Medium category 
recommendations had been reviewed, of which 17 had been fully implemented and 1 
superseded.  Two recommendations had not been actioned and staff were seeking the 
Committee’s advice about the right course of action.  Overall, RSM had been satisfied 
that Good Progress (the best Opinion) described the Group’s response. 

 The two recommendations that had not been actioned were: (a) creating an assurance 
map to support the Corporate Risk Register; and (b) setting up an incentive scheme to 
increase room utilisation on Group premises. 

 Governors strongly advised that an assurance map was a valuable tool to improve the 
assessment and awareness of risks and mitigation – so long as the process for 
creating it was not unduly bureaucratic.  They suggested that staff engage with RSM 
over this, and RSM agreed to share some simple examples. 

Action: Make a proposal to the next meeting for the creation of an Assurance Map. 

 The recommendation about an incentive scheme to increase room utilisation 
originated from a 2015 internal audit report.  However, in order to consider such an 
action, a better reporting mechanism for collecting data was needed.  At present, this 
was a resource-intensive and slow process.  Since 2015, a new Management 
Information (MI) system had been introduced; while it was operating well, it was 
possible that not all of its functionality was currently being used, and this might enable 
a more effective data collection process. 

 Governors were keen to have a clear view about the efficient use of the estate and 
agreed that a report be presented to the next meeting about how better room utilisation 
data could be collected and analysed.  They noted that a recent JLL report (gathered 
as part of the work on the Financial Recovery Plan in 2018) had suggested that space 
provision at the ECC was generous, and that the main Stevenage campus could 
accommodate more students – because of the return to the college of the Da Vinci 
building, formerly used to house a Studio School, closed in 2017. 

Action: Develop a proposal for better and more regular reporting of room utilisation data and 
report to the next Audit Committee meeting. 

 Members accepted the final two Internal Audit reports from the 2018/19 plan. 

ITEM 4: RECOMMENDATIONS FROM THE BOURNVILLE COLLEGE INVESTIGATION 

 The Chief Executive of the ESFA had asked college Chairs to bring to the attention of 
fellow governors the outcome of an investigation report into activities at Bournville 
College, Birmingham.  Issues raised by the investigation were sufficiently serious that 
consideration was given to prosecution by West Midlands Police and regulatory action 
by the Charity Commission – although no further action was in the end taken.  The 
investigation report included 11 recommendations for governing bodies to consider. 

 Governors were invited to consider the self-assessment carried out against these 
recommendations, which suggested that the Group’s practice already included the 



Minutes of the Audit Committee meeting, 30 September 2019 

actions and controls described.  The self-assessment would be shared with the 
external auditors.  Governors asked: 

Question: What prevented the kind of financial malpractice identified at Bournville College 
from taking place at North Hertfordshire College?  There were several kinds of control; 
financial systems (Integra) included built in authorisation levels and dual approvals; process 
controls limited access to systems and data; oversight included scrutiny by governors, 
auditors and third parties, such as the bank and the Department for Education.  Independent 
reporting mechanisms, such as the Whistleblowing policy – used to raise concerns over the 
way in which part of the apprenticeship business had been operating in 2017/18 – were also 
in place.  Risks posed by individuals were significantly mitigated; risks arising from culture or 
wider neglect were mitigated by staff awareness of and commitment to the Group’s values – 
including integrity.  But questions would always need to be asked and challenge accepted. 

 Reports on management over-rides, where they arose, should be made to the 
Committee.  This issue had been identified in discussion about the Finance 
Regulations – for example, in connection with procurement waivers. 

Action: Develop processes for collecting information about any ‘management over-rides’ of 
system or process controls and reporting them to the Audit Committee. 

 Members accepted the report and agreed to share its consideration with the Board 
through the usual Audit Committee report. 

ITEM 5: INTERNAL AUDITORS PROGRESS REPORT AND ANNUAL REPORT 2018/19 

 Daniel Harris (RSM) reported that all the planned internal audit work for 2018/19 had 
now been completed and reported to the Committee.  This enabled him to give a 
positive internal audit opinion in the Annual Report for 2018/19.  This had also taken 
account of the report produced at the end of 2018 by BDO on the Group’s Financial 
Recovery Plan to which RSM had been given access. 

 The audit opinion was that the Group had “an adequate and effective framework for 
risk management, governance and internal control” but that there were “opportunities 
for further enhancements to the framework”.  This was the second most positive 
opinion; few clients received the most positive opinion. 

 The report had included a recommendation that the Statement on Corporate 
Governance to be included in the 2018/19 Annual Report should make reference to 
the outcome of the Learner Numbers internal audit report.  As there had been a 
subsequent ESFA funding audit, the conclusions of which were awaited, that could 
also be covered in the Corporate Governance statement. 

Action: Include a Learner Number audit narrative in the draft Corporate Governance 
statement. 

 Sector issues highlighted in the report might also be shared with Board members as 
they covered matters that might influence strategic thinking. The committee had found 
Risk Register analysis reported to the previous meeting useful benchmarking data. 

 Members accepted the progress report and the Internal Audit Opinion for 2018/19. 
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ITEM 6: RISK AND ASSURANCE FRAMEWORK 2019/20 

 Daniel Harris (RSM) presented the proposed internal audit plan for 2019/20 which had 
been developed by RSM in discussion with the Group’s Executive team and compared 
with the Risk Register.  As well as the required audit of sub-contracting (necessary 
because more than £100k of ESFA funding was for sub-contracted delivery) the 
proposed internal audit reports would cover: 

 Learner Number systems – based on a substantive funding audit undertaken by 
the ESFA in 2019. 

 Preparation for meeting ISO27001 standards (this had been a new ESFA 
funding agreement requirement later withdrawn but which may be reintroduced). 

 The Group’s management of GDPR requirements. 

 Management of apprentice programmes, including effectiveness of forecasting. 

 The Group’s use of the ESFA Provider Data Self-Assessment Toolkit (DSAT). 

 Follow-up on previous recommendations. 

 Four of the five substantive reports (excluding the follow-up item) were directly linked 
to corporate risks and the plan was jointly recommended to the Audit Committee. 

Question: What work had been done to review internal apprenticeship forecasting 
processes?  There was better forecasting quality and more rigorous challenge since 
2017/18, when the process had been insufficiently strong.  Although the target was not 
reached in 2018/19, the gap was much smaller and there was a firmer evidence base for the 
2019/20 forecast.  These assumptions had been reviewed independently by BDO during the 
development of the financial recovery plan – and had been considered ‘not unreasonable’.  
The FE Commissioner’s team had also subjected them to challenge. 

 Governors remained concerned about the proposed scope of this internal audit report 
and asked that further thought be given to it.  They believed that two questions needed 
to be answered: (a) where has the forecasting process been weak historically? and (b) 
what, realistically, could be done to improve those weaknesses? 

Action: Present a revised scope for this proposed internal audit to the next meeting. 

Question: What was the scope of ISO27001?  Was it a purely technical standard or did it go 
beyond this?  The proposed audit built on a report from earlier in 2018/19 auditing against 
the government’s ‘Cyber Essentials’ scheme.  This had found evidence to support the 
College’s self-assessment that controls were established for 28 of the 34 requirements for 
the five Cyber Essentials control themes.  Actions were agreed for the remaining six and the 
validated self-assessment scores generated an overall status of ‘Working Towards 
Implementation’.  All actions had since been implemented. 

 The three-year profile of internal audit coverage helped demonstrate that assurance 
was sought across a range of risk and control issues. 

 With the exception of seeking a review of the scope for the internal audit on the 
management of apprenticeships to be considered at the next meeting, Members 
approved the Internal Audit plan for 2019/20. 
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ITEM 7: REGULARITY SELF-ASSESSMENT 2018/19 

 This document was a required element of the evidence gathered (and tested) by 
external auditors through the year-end process and referenced in the post-16 Audit 
Code of Practice (ACoP).  Initial drafts had been shared with the external auditors and 
a further iteration would be considered during the full audit starting on 21 October 
when any further evidence requested by the auditors would be provided. 

 Governors considered that the current draft seemed reasonable and appropriate and 
the evidence associated with the self-assessment was relevant. 

 Members accepted the draft regularity self-assessment.  

ITEM 8: FRAUD AND WHISTLEBLOWING 

 No instances of fraud had been reported and no new whistleblowing cases had come 
to light since the previous meeting. 

Question: How were staff made aware of the whistleblowing policy?  A range of promotional 
vehicles were used to raise awareness, including induction training, sharepoint, all-staff 
emails and Group newsletters.  Although there had been no cases raised in 2018/19, 
several had been raised in previous years. 

 Members accepted the report. 

ITEM 9: GIFTS AND HOSPITALITY REGISTER 

 One declaration had been made since the previous meeting.  This was in respect of 
four tickets to a Stevenage Town home match (marking the opening on their new 
seated stand) taken up by Kit Davies and his family (the face value of which was 
£59.00).  Through the College’s Fresher Fair, the football club had offered a large 
number of free tickets to college student and staff as it had to other substantial 
stakeholders in the town. 

 A separate declaration had been made on the day of the meeting in respect of the 
other tickets offered and would be reported formally at the next meeting.  It is not clear 
how many of the free tickets were actually taken up. 

 Members accepted the report. 

ITEM 10: CLOSED SESSION 

 No one had asked for a confidential discussion with the Committee and so Members 
decided that a closed session was not required. 

 It was proposed that as a matter of good practice, a minimum of one closed session 
should be held within an academic year.  The Chair reported that he had met the 
internal auditors privately before the meeting and had also arranged to speak to the 
external auditors independently, so members could be reassured that there were 
opportunities for communications outside the meeting. 

Action: Schedule a closed session for the final meeting of the academic year – unless one 
was requested by members earlier. 
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ITEM 11: ANY OTHER BUSINESS 

 None. 

ITEM 12: DATE OF NEXT MEETING 

 Monday 2 December 2019, starting at 18.30, at the old Town Hall, Letchworth. 

ITEM 13: EMERGING ISSUES IN THE FE SECTOR 

 A report published by RSM had been circulated for members’ information.  This was a 
useful document and could helpfully be shared with the Board as it drew attention to 
potential strategic issues that could influence Board thinking. 

Action: Share RSM report with the Board. 

 

…………………………………………………………………..  …………… 

Signed as an accurate record   Chair    Date 

 

ACTION LOG 

Meeting Minute 
Reference 

Summary of Action Who When 

30/09/19 3. Make a proposal to the next meeting for 
the creation of an Assurance Map. 

Paul Harte 15/11/19 

30/09/19 3. Develop a proposal for better reporting of 
room utilisation data and report to the 
next Audit Committee meeting. 

Paul Harte 15/11/19 

30/09/19 4. Develop processes for collecting data 
about any ‘management over-rides’ of 
system or process controls and reporting 
them to the Audit Committee. 

Paul Harte 31/12/19 

30/09/19 5. Provide narrative in the draft Corporate 
Governance statement covering the 
Learner Number audit outcomes. 

Robert Dale 31/10/19 

30/09/19 6. Present revised scope for this proposed 
internal audit to the next meeting. 

Paul Harte 31/10/19 

30/09/19 10. Schedule a closed session for the final 
meeting of the academic year – unless 
one was requested by members earlier. 

Robert Dale 31/10/19 

30/09/19 13. Share RSM report with the Board. Robert Dale 31/10/19 
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