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Minutes of the Audit and Risk Assurance Committee meeting held on Monday 8 

March 2021 at 10.00am via videoconference  

   

Present:   Deirdre Fitzpatrick (Chair)  

   Gary McMichael  

   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)   

   Matthew Kaye (PWC)   

   Barry McLeod (Department for the Economy)   

   Amanda McMaw (ASM)   

   Brian O’Neill (NI Audit Office)   

   Moses Tibamwenda (PWC)  

    

Apologies:   Louise Crilly   

   

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 10.   

   

The Chair welcomed Moses Tibamwenda, PWC to his first meeting.    

  

The Committee noted that this would be Brian O’Neill’s last meeting before taking 

over audit management responsibilities for a different portfolio of organisations.  

The Committee thanked him for his work during the past five years.  Karen Beattie 

takes over audit responsibility for the Agency.  

  

The Committee noted that this would be Alison Millar and Gary McMichael’s last 

Committee meeting before their terms of office end on 30 April 2021.  The Chair 

thanked them for their valuable contribution to the Committee.  

  

Declarations of Interest:  no conflicts of interest were declared.  Chair reminded 

attendees to raise any conflicts that may arise during the meeting.  

  

  

1. Minutes of the Last Meeting   

   

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

on 10 December 2020 (paper ARAC 01–03/21) were agreed as an 

accurate record.   
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2. Matters Arising from the Last Meeting   

  

2.1 The Committee’s annual in-camera meeting with Internal and External 

Audit will be scheduled for the June 2021 meeting (paragraph 2.4 of the 

minutes of the last meeting refers).  

Action:  Chief Executive   

   

2.2 Due to absence within OITFET, the update of the Memorandum of  

Understanding with the Agency remains pending (paragraph 2.5 of the 

minutes of the last meeting refers).  

Action:  Director of Corporate Services  

  

2.3 Development work to address problems with the web portal is 

underway (paragraph 3.3 of the minutes of the last meeting refers).  

Several meetings with the provider took place during February to agree 

a fixed and discounted rate to complete the work.  It is anticipated that 

the portal will be fully operational by the end of March 2021.  The 

contract with the current provider expires in August 2021; a 

procurement exercise to appoint a new provider is being planned.  

Action:  Chief Executive  

  

2.4 The floor layout for James House has been signed-off by a staff working 

group (paragraph 3.4 of the minutes of the last meeting refers).  The next 

phase of design work is to choose colour schemes and furniture for the 

new premises.  The draft Licence Agreement for the Agency’s 

occupation of James House is with the legal adviser for review.  The 

period of the lease will be five years.  The relocation date has been 

confirmed as 8-11 April 2022.  

  

2.5 The Senior Management Team, Trade Union Side and Employment 

Relations Group have been consulted on an action plan to address the 

‘Work Well, Live Well’ survey results (paragraph 3.5 of the minutes of 

the last meeting refers).  .  While high levels of stress are reported, 

feedback indicates that the Agency is doing all it can to support staff and 

that stress is largely as a result of external factors such as home 

schooling, caring responsibilities.  The Agency is looking to work towards 

‘Healthy Place to Work’ accreditation; the organisation behind this has 

been invited to conduct semi-structured interviews with staff to ensure 

that there is nothing more the Agency can be doing to support staff and 

relieve stress.  

Action:  Chief Executive  
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3. Chief Executive’s Business   

  

3.1 The Chief Executive confirmed that he attended mandatory training in 

Public Accountability and Governance for Accounting Officers on 

3 March 2021.  

  

3.2 The Agency awaits confirmation of budget allocation for 2021-22 for 

which the Agency has bid for additional funding to meet demand for 

services.  Pending this, temporary staffing arrangements, which were 

due to end on 31 March, have been extended to end June 2021.  This is 

to provide continuity and resourcing for the Agency’s services.  The 

Agency is in the process of recruiting staff to deliver holiday pay 

conciliation.  Appointments will be made once the additional funding is 

confirmed.  

Action: Chief Executive  

  

3.3 The Chief Executive reported that he anticipates re-opening Head 

Office in early summer 2021.  In support of this, a vaccination policy is 

being developed, which will be shared with other organisations as a 

model policy, hopefully with the endorsement of the NI Engagement 

Forum.  The Committee agreed that the policy will be an important issue 

for workplaces going forward.  

Action:  Chief Executive/Interim Director of Corporate Services  

  

3.4 The Chief Executive reported on legal advice obtained in respect of the 

impact on the Agency of a Court of Appeal judgement regarding another 

arm’s length body’s ability to delegate functions to staff.  This advice 

shows that the Agency’s founding legislation has similar shortcomings.  

The Chief Executive has written to DfE about this matter; DfE is seeking 

advice from the Departmental Solicitor’s Officer on next steps.  

Action: DfE  

  

  

4. External Audit Matters   

  

4.1 PWC introduced the Audit Strategy for the Agency’s Annual Report and  

Accounts for 2020-21 (paper ARAC 02-03/21). 

  

4.2 The Committee approved the strategy.  

  

4.3 The Chief Executive reported that there have been developments 

regarding the Agency’s liability for Head Office dilapidations and would 

welcome a further consultation with PWC on this matter.  

Action:  Chief Executive/PWC  
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5. Internal Audit Matters   

   

5.1 ASM presented the report on the high-level review of financial 

procedures (paper ARAC 03–03/21).     

  

5.2 An overall satisfactory level of assurance is provided following the audit.  

  

5.3 A number of audit recommendations were made; all of which have been 

accepted by the Agency.  

  

5.4 The Committee members queried the feasibility of a recommendation 

regarding the preparation of management accounts each year from May 

onwards.  It was noted that this was contingent on the Agency’s budget 

having been confirmed.  

  

5.5 The Committee noted that, at members’ request, further sampling of 

payments had taken place as part of this audit.  This sampling identified 

some payments had been processed prior to the completion of a 

purchase order.  The Chief Executive reported on the circumstances 

behind each of these.  It was agreed that it would be beneficial to 

arrange a good governance session for relevant staff to reinforce the 

need to follow procedures when making purchases.  

Action: Director of Corporate Services  

  

5.6 The audit report was approved by the Committee.  

  

5.7 The Committee noted that the progress report on implementation of 

previous Internal Audit recommendations is not on the agenda for this 

meeting.  This was because implementation was reviewed by Internal 

Audit during the week commencing 22 February 2021 and a formal 

report on the findings will be made to the next Committee meeting.  The 

terms of reference for this review were approved by the Committee 

Chair and Chief Executive by correspondence.  

Action:  ASM   

  

  

6. Risk Management   

   

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

at March 2021 (paper ARAC 04-03/21).   

   

6.2 The Committee noted the reduced risk assessment for three risks 

because of actions taken.  
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6.3 It was noted that the assessment of the Agency’s reputational risk 

remains at ‘extreme’.  This is linked to the Agency’s ability to respond to 

demand for holiday pay conciliation.  Pending confirmation of funding in 

2021-22 for additional staff kept, a new team has been established with 

staff transferred from other duties.  Some services are being reduced in a 

managed way to facilitate this.    

  

  

7. Board and Committee Induction Arrangements   

   

7.1 The Chief Executive presented the Board and Committee Induction 

Arrangements (paper ARAC 05–03/21).    

   

7.2 Committee members were content that the induction programme is 

comprehensive.  Members were particularly pleased with the proposal 

for a buddy system, which will involve pre-existing Board members 

mentoring new appointees.  

  

7.3 It was agreed that an evaluation process should be incorporated into the 

induction programme.  Subject to this, the Committee approved the 

induction programme for submission to the March 2021 Board meeting.  

Action:  Chief Executive  

   

   

8. Review of Governance Policies  

  

8.1 The Interim Director of Corporate Services introduced the review of 

governance policies (paper ARAC 06-03/21), highlighting proposed 

changes to the them.  

  

8.2 The Committee noted that the Risk Management Framework has been 

updated to reflect new DfE guidance.  The Committee expressed a 

preference to retain the approach and terminology regarding ‘current’ 

and ‘future’ risk assessments.  DfE agreed to seek the rationale for the 

Department’s approach that looks instead at ‘inherent’ and ‘residual’ risk 

ratings.  

Action:  DfE  

  

8.3 The Committee approved the revised corporate governance policies for 

submission to the March 2021 Board meeting.    

Action: Chief Executive/Director of Corporate Services  
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9. Any Other Business   

   

Direct Award Contracts agreed since the last meeting    

   

9.1 The Chief Executive confirmed noted that no Direct Award Contracts 

have been awarded during 2020-21 to date.   

   

ISO 27001 Audit Report  

  

9.2 Given the heavy agenda for the meeting, the planned presentation on 

information security management and cyber security has been deferred 

to September 2021.  

Action: Director of Corporate Services 

 

 9.3 In lieu of this, the report on the Agency’s recent ISO 27001 audit report 

was noted by the Committee (paper ARAC 06-03/21).  No compliance 

issues were raised in the audit report; all systems are rated as ‘mature’.    

  

External Guidance Documents Received    

   

9.4 The Committee noted the list of relevant external guidance documents 

received by the Agency since the last meeting (paper ARAC 08–03/21).  

  

9.5 The Chief Executive referred to the NIAO report, ‘Capacity and 

Capability in the Northern Ireland Civil Service’.  It was noted that the 

report may lead to changes to the way in which NICS recruits staff, 

which may have implication for the Agency’s own recruitment 

processes, particularly the use of the NICS Competency Framework.  

   

   

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

   

10.1 The Chair reported that the Committee had used the in-camera session 

to selfassess using National Audit Committee’s checklist.  The Chair 

undertook to document the improvement actions identified by the 

Committee.  

Action: Committee Chair  

  

  

11. Date of Next Meeting   

   

11.1 The next Committee meeting will be on 7 June 2021.   


