
AUDIT COMMITTEE 
Minutes of a meeting of the Audit Committee held by videoconference on Monday 
30 November 2020. 

PRESENT 

Geoff Lambert (Chair) 
Vernon McClure 

Philip Moore 
David Stern 

IN ATTENDANCE 

Kit Davies (Chief Executive) 
Paul Harte (Group Finance Director) 
Lizzie Jones (Group Corporate Services 
Director) 

Skip Singleton (Director of MIS, Exams 
and Reporting) 
Hugh Swainson (Buzzacott) 
Robert Dale (Company Secretary) 

INTRODUCTORY 

 This would be David Stern’s last meeting as a member of the Audit Committee.
Colleagues expressed their appreciation for his contributions and for bringing
continuity and expertise to bear during meetings.  His contributions would be missed.

ITEM 1A: APOLOGIES FOR ABSENCE 

 None.

ITEM 1B: DECLARATIONS OF INTEREST 

 Kit Davies declared that he was a member of the Hertfordshire Local Enterprise
Partnership (LEP).

ITEM 1C: MINUTES OF THE PREVIOUS MEETING 

 Minutes of the meeting held on 28 September 2020 were approved as an accurate
record of proceedings and would be signed in due course.

ITEM 1D: MATTERS ARISING 

 Actions had been progressed as follows:

 Consider including a risk or risks to the Register associated with (a) access to
digital technology and a suitable home working environment; and (b) managing
levels of engagement to support learner retention.  Action complete.  Both
matters had been discussed by the SMT.  Learners with inadequate technology
or an unsuitable home working environment are being provided with
opportunities to undertake work in college.  Attendance and engagement
continue to be strong and ahead of county and national benchmarks.

 Consider increasing the assessment of pre-mitigation risk for Safeguarding.
Action complete.  The SMT discussed this risk in the light of the Audit
Committee’s advice and agreed to raise the risk assessment level.  Mitigation
actions continue to be monitored.



Redacted 
FOIA s43 (2)



Audit Committee minutes – 30 November 2020 

Question: Should the post-mitigation risk of failing to meet bank covenant measures be as 
low as 4?  The 31 October covenant tests had been passed; the next test date was 31 
January 2021 and the cash forecast showed that this measure would be exceeded.  A 
review of the EBITDA forecast for 31 January was currently being carried out and would be 
discussed with the Finance Committee.  Considerable attention was being paid to these 
tests and if things went according to plan, there would be no issue.  It was agreed, however, 
that the level of post mitigation risk should be reviewed upwards. 

Action: Review and amend risks associated with bank covenant tests. 

 The Audit Committee endorsed the latest iteration of the Risk Register.

ITEM 4: DRAFT GOING CONCERN STATEMENT 

 This paper set out the draft rationale for the Board to consider that the organisation
remained a going concern.  It covered the forthcoming period up to the end of
December 2021, and outlined revenue and cost forecasts for the period, the ways in
which forecasts had been moderated prudentially to reflect risks in the business
environment, and developments such as the recent resolution to grant planning
permission for development at the Hitchin campus, which would release £18.7m sale
income in 2020/21 and 2021/22.

 Members agreed that the paper was a reasonable assessment of the position and
should reassure the Board that the organisation remained a Going Concern during the
forecast period.  Members suggested ways in which the paper could be improved:

 Highlight four key risks for 2020/21:

 that there could be an application for Judicial Review of the NHDC decision
to grant planning permission for development at Hitchin (which would delay
receipt of sale income);

 that 2020/21 revenue targets could not be achieved as a result of COVID-
19 or wider business environment issues, affecting the 2020/21 budget
including Bank covenant measures;

 

 that a further wave of COVID-19 in 2021 created operational and financial 
issues for the business. 

 Revisit Table 1 to make the revenue journey clearer by highlighting one-off
items.

Action: Review and amend the Board paper in line with Members’ guidance. 

 Subject to these adjustments being made. the Audit Committee agreed to
recommend the report to the Board.

ITEM 5: DRAFT AUDIT COMMITTEE ANNUAL REPORT TO THE BOARD 

 The draft report would be made to the Board at its December meeting.  It covered the
activity of the committee during the year, its scope, membership and attendance and
incorporated the Committee’s upon the risk, control and governance framework,
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informed by the work of the internal and external auditors and from its own 
observations. 

 Members suggested that including a summary of the main risks reviewed by the
Committee during the year would be beneficial.  Otherwise, the report was factual and
clear and they supported it.

Action: Update the draft report to include a summary of key risks reviewed during the year 
for presentation to the Board. 

 Subject to the addition outlined above, the Audit Committee approved the draft
report for presentation to the Board.

ITEM 6: DRAFT ANNUAL REPORT AND FINANCIAL STATEMENTS 

 The meeting pack included the consolidated Group accounts plus individual reports
and financial statements for the two current subsidiary businesses, Hart Learning &
Development Ltd and Plaza Activity Ltd.  The latter was being wound up and had not
been prepared on a going concern basis.  Both subsidiary accounts were consolidated
into the Group accounts.

 The 2019/20 outturn was for a deficit of £823k, against a budget deficit of £339k and
the previous year’s deficit of £819k.  2019/20 had been, however, an exceptional year,
and had the COVID-19 emergency not reduced income and increased costs by c£1m,
a better outcome than budgeted could have been achieved.

 Before the audit, a loss of c£1.2m had been forecast, although the potential for
improving on this position had also been highlighted, for example, if the Greater
London Authority opted not to clawback funds paid to colleges.  Coupled with the final
claim made in the R14 submission (not validated until during the audit itself) this had
made the year end position considerably better.  The statutory position was reduced
by the FRS102 pension loss of £4.3m.   There had been a cash balance of c£1.5m at
year-end, but this was c£0.9m lower than at the end of the previous year.
Nonetheless, the Group had not needed to use its overdraft facility and had remained
cash positive throughout the year.  The net asset position had fallen primarily because
of the higher assessment of the pension deficit.  Pay costs as a proportion of income
were 65% - down slightly from the previous year.

 Members noted that the quality of delivery remained high and the college had self-
assessed as Good with Outstanding elements.  Learner progress and outcomes
continued to improve across all areas of delivery and the Group’s engagement with
stakeholders was increasing its reputation with bodies such as Stevenage Borough
council, the Hertfordshire Local Enterprise Partnership (LP), key clients (Lloyds Bank,
the Co-op, John Lewis etc).  Governors asked:

Question: What impact did the two consecutive years’ increases in pension deficit valuation 
have? What options were there for addressing it?  FRS102 valuations could move 
significantly year on year – for example, the college had benefited in 2017/18 from a £5m 
reduction.  Sectoral comparisons were covered in the Post-audit report from Buzzacott, but 
in brief, there was no immediate impact from this valuation.  Of more significance was the 
triennial valuation of the scheme (last carried out for 31 March 2019, when employer 
contributions were increased to their present level).  It should be assumed for planning 
purposes that there was likely to be a further increase associate with the next valuation 
which might come into effect from 2022/23.  Members did not believe that discount rates 
would materially improve between now and then, while inflation was likely to pick up; there 
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ITEM 10: FRAUD AND WHISTLEBLOWING REPORT 

 No instances of fraud had been reported and no new whistleblowing cases had come
to light since the previous meeting.  The report outlined an attempted fraud via a fake
email, which had been spotted and prevented.

 The Audit Committee accepted the report.

ITEM 11: GIFTS AND HOSPITALITY REGISTER 

 There had been no declarations in respect of the receipt of gifts or hospitality since the
previous meeting.

 The Audit Committee accepted the report.

ITEM 12: CLOSED SESSION 

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

ITEM 13: ANY OTHER BUSINESS 

Year-end and Audit Process 

 Members noted that there had been a smooth and productive audit process this year
under difficult circumstances.  The need to operate remotely had meant both
Buzzacott and NHC teams had been required to approach the process differently but
this had proved extremely effective.  Thanks were expressed to Hugh Swainson and
Debbie Tilson for their oversight and to Paul Harte and his team for their support.

ITEM 14: DATE OF NEXT MEETING 

 Monday 15 March 2021, starting at 18.30, by videoconference.

………………………………………………………………….. …………… 

Signed as an accurate record  Chair Date 






