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Minutes of the Audit and Risk Assurance Committee meeting held on Thursday 10 December 

2020 at 2.00pm via videoconference 

 

Present: Deirdre Fitzpatrick (Chair) 

Louise Crilly 

 Alison Millar 

 Daire Murphy 

 

In attendance: Don Leeson (Chief Executive) 

 Paul Lowe (Interim Director of Corporate Services) 

 Alison Wolfe (Secretary) 

 Wendy Carberry (Department for the Economy) 

 Sarah Davidson (NI Audit Office) 

 Matthew Kaye (PWC) 

 Barry McLeod (Department for the Economy) 

 Amanda McMaw (ASM) 

 Brian O’Neill (NI Audit Office) 

  

Apologies: Gary McMichael 

 

Members of the Audit and Risk Assurance Committee met ‘in-camera’ before the 

meeting formally commenced.  The key points from this discussion are recorded at 

agenda item 9. 

 

The Chair welcomed Don Leeson in his new role as Chief Executive and Accounting 

Officer and congratulated him on his appointment.  The Chair also welcomed 

Paul Lowe, Interim Director of Corporate Services, and Alison Wolfe, Secretary, to 

their first Committee meeting.  The Chair went on to welcome Amanda McMaw, 

representing ASM, and Sarah Davidson attending as an observer from the NIAO. 

 

Declarations of Interest:  no conflicts of interest were declared. 

 

 

1. Minutes of the Last Meeting 

 

1.1 The minutes of the Audit and Risk Assurance Committee meeting held on 

17 September 2020 (paper ARAC 01–12/20) were agreed as an accurate 

record. 

 

 
2. Matters Arising from the Last Meeting 

 

2.1 The Committee Chair reported that Board member appraisals will be used 

by the Board Chair to ensure that Committee members have a clear 

understanding of their role (paragraph 2.1 (first bullet) of the minutes of 

the last meeting refers).  
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2.2 An induction programme will be developed for new Board and Committee 

members (paragraph 2.1 (second bullet) of the minutes of the last meeting 

refers).  The programme will be submitted for approval at the March 2021 

Committee and Board meetings. 

Action:  Chief Executive 

 

2.3 A presentation on the Agency’s information security management 

arrangements covered by ISO 27001 is scheduled for the March 2021 

meeting (paragraph 2.1 (third bullet) of the minutes of the last meeting 

refers).  The annual ISO 27001 accreditation audit takes place on 22 and 

23 December 2020.  Information security policies will be updated prior to 

the audit. 

Action: IT Manager 

 

2.4 The Committee’s annual in-camera discussion with Internal and External 

Audit will take place at the June 2021 Committee meeting (paragraph 2.1 

(fifth bullet) of the minutes of the last meeting refers).  

Action:  Committee Chair 

 

2.5 The revision of the Memorandum of Understanding with OITFET is a 

priority for the new Director Corporate Services and will provide an 

opportunity to meet colleagues in OITFET (paragraph 2.6 of the minutes of 

the last meeting refers). 

Action:  Director for Corporate Services 

 

2.6 The Committee noted that Covid-related safety measures are in place in 

Head Office (paragraph 2.6 of the minutes of the last meeting refers).  

However, with the prospect of a third wave of infections, it is anticipated 

that Head Office will not re-open before spring 2021, in line with public 

health guidance.  The full range of services are being delivered virtually.  

Strict controls are currently in place for Head Office to open for staff who 

need to come in to perform specific tasks.  Plans for a re-opening of 

Regional Office will follow that of Head Office. 

 

2.7 It was noted that the Department for the Economy (DfE) has provided 

additional funding to cover the cost of the Head Office rent increase in 

2020-21 (paragraph 2.8 of the minutes of the last meeting refers).  

 

2.8 It was noted that the revised Risk Management Framework, together with 

updated corporate governance policies, will be presented to next 

Committee meeting for consideration before ratification at the March 

2021 Board meeting (paragraphs 2.10 and 7.5 of the minutes of the last 

meeting refer).  

Action:  Chief Executive/Director for Corporate Services 
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2.9 The Committee noted that DfE provided helpful information on Webex 

(paragraph 3.6 of the minutes of the last meeting refers).  This was fed into 

a scoping study of videoconferencing platforms.  A trial of the preferred 

option is being arranged as soon as other priorities permit.  In the 

meantime, the Agency has purchased a Webex licence to use with 

customers who do not wish to use Zoom. 

 

2.10 The Agency’s new mobile phone contract is now in place.  The switchover 

of numbers between the old and new network providers is scheduled for 

10 December 2020 (paragraph 7.2 of the minutes of the last meeting 

refers). 

 

 

3. Chief Executive’s Business 

 

Budget 

 

3.1 The Chief Executive reported that the Agency’s in-year bids for funding 

have been met in full and expressed appreciation to DfE for their support 

in this matter.   

 

3.2 The key issue now is to secure sufficient funding to meet demand for 

services in 2021-22.  The Agency is seeking almost £1m in additional 

funding.  Most of this was provided in 2020-21, with additional funding 

sought for an inescapable liability in respect of Head Office dilapidations.  

Nevertheless, the Agency has responded to a scenario planning exercise 

regarding the impact of budget cuts of 4% and 8%; nevertheless, DfE 

appreciates the Agency’s statutory duties and a reduction in budget is 

thought unlikely. 

 

3.3 There are continuing problems with the web portal and case management 

and records system (CMRS), which are affecting employer and employee 

representatives.  Dialogue with the service provider is ongoing to resolve 

this matter as soon as possible. 

Action: Chief Executive 

 

Staffing 

 

3.4 The James House project is progressing.  A revised floor layout, which 

reflects a post-Covid requirement for fewer workstations and more 

collaborative space, is being considered by a staff working group. 

Action: Chief Executive 
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3.5 The HR Team, in conjunction with Chest, Heart and Stroke, carried out a 

‘Work Well, Live Well’ survey of staff.  An action plan is being developed to 

address the findings, which indicated worrying levels of stress among staff.   

Action:  Director for Corporate Services 

 
 
4. External Audit Matters 

 

4.1 The NI Audit Office (NIAO) reported that the Comptroller and Auditor 

General is content with the wording in the Report to Those Charged with 

Governance regarding payments to Board members and the document is 

final.  The NIAO has engaged with The Executive Office and Department 

of Finance to encourage them to clarify guidance on this matter.   

 
 
5. Internal Audit Matters 

 

Covid-19 Business Impact Audit 
 

5.1 ASM presented the report on the audit of the business impact of Covid-19 

(paper ARAC 02–12/20).  Satisfactory assurance is given for the controls in 

place during the pandemic; ASM reported that the Agency’s response to 

the Covid-19 situation had been particularly strong. 

 

5.2 A number of Priority 3 recommendations have been made; all have been 

accepted by the Agency.  These cover permanently replacing manual 

sign-off processes with electronic ones, ensuring purchase orders are 

prepared and approved in advance of expenditure being committed, and 

documenting procedures for accelerated procurements.  There were also 

recommendation regarding non-financial controls: implementing 

two-factor authentication when logging onto the Agency’s IT network; and 

revising the Board Practice and Standing Orders document to permit 

virtual meetings. 

 

5.3 Committee members expressed concern that purchase orders for five of 12 

invoices sampled had been approved retrospectively.  The Chief Executive 

explained that these related to IT purchases made in the period after staff 

had begun working from home.  Verbal approval had been given to allow 

purchases to be made quickly to ensure business continuity.  At the 

Committee’s request, further sampling of payments will be undertaken 

during the next audit (see below). 
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High Level Financial Review – Terms of Reference 

 

5.4 ASM presented the terms of reference and control objectives for a 

high-level review of financial procedures (paper ARAC 03–12/20).   

 

5.5 The Committee approved the terms of reference, subject to including an 

additional control objective to sample the approval of payments made 

between September and December 2020, including classification of 

expenditure, and accuracy and timeliness of payments.  Revised terms of 

reference will be circulated to Committee members and agreed by 

correspondence. 

Action: ASM 

 
Progress Report on the Implementation of Internal Audit Recommendations 
from 2019-20 

 

5.6 The Chief Executive presented the progress report on the implementation 

of internal audit recommendations from 2019-20 (paper ARAC 04–12/20).  

 

5.7 The Committee noted that since the last report the extension to the IS 

Managed Services contract had been agreed through CPD.  This includes 

key performance indicators, which are reviewed at monthly meetings 

between the Agency and the service provider. 

 
 
6. Risk Management 

 

6.1 The Chief Executive presented the Corporate Risk Register, updated as at 

December 2020 (paper ARAC 05–12/20). 

 

6.2 The Committee noted that the likelihood of the risk regarding the Agency’s 

reputation for providing quality services materialising has increased.  This 

follows a surge in demand for conciliation as a result of several large 

organisations wishing to settle holiday pay liabilities.  It was agreed that the 

impact rating of this should be increased in the Risk Register. 

 

6.3 This increase in demand risks overwhelming the Agency’s resources and 

may require staff to be diverted from other services.  The Committee 

noted that, while it is the Agency’s policy to recruit externally, posts may 

need to be filled internally due to budget uncertainty and it is quicker to 

train pre-existing staff.  A paper will be presented to the December 2020 

Board meeting on how the Agency intends to respond to this matter, 

including bidding for additional funding and streamlining processes.   

Action:  Chief Executive/Director for Corporate Services 
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7. Raising Concerns (Whistleblowing) Guidance 

 

7.1 The Director of Corporate Services presented the Raising Concerns 

(Whistleblowing) Guidance (paper ARAC 06–12/20). 

 

7.2 The Committee noted that the guidance is based on DfE’s approach, which 

was informed by NIAO guidance published in June 2020.  Louise Crilly is 

named in the guidance as the Board contact for staff to raise concerns 

with. 

 

7.3 The Committee approved the draft guidance for consultation with the 

Trade Union Side.  The final document will be presented to the March 

2021 Committee meeting for sign-off and submission to the Board for 

approval. 

Action:  Director for Corporate Services 
 

 
8. Any Other Business 

 

Direct Award Contracts agreed since the last meeting  

 

8.1 The Committee noted that no Direct Award Contracts have been awarded 

during 2020-21 to date. 

 
External Guidance Documents Received  

 

8.2 The Committee noted the list of relevant external guidance documents 

received by the Agency since the last meeting (paper ARAC 07–12/20).  

 

 
9. Record of Any Matters Arising from the In–Camera Session 

 

9.1 The Chair confirmed that the matters arising were discussed under the 

relevant agenda items. 

 
 
10. Date of Next Meeting 

 

10.1 The next Committee meeting will be on 8 March 2021. 

 


