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We are required under 
Section 20(1)(c) of the Local 
Audit and Accountability Act 
2014 to satisfy ourselves that 
the Council has made 
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securing economy, 
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in its use of resources. The 
Code of Audit Practice 
issued by the National Audit 
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report to you our 
commentary relating to 
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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 the matters which have come to our attention, which we believe 
need to be reported to you. It is not a comprehensive record of all the relevant matters, which may be 
subject to change, and in particular we cannot be held responsible to you for reporting all of the risks 
which may affect the Council or all weaknesses in your internal controls. This report has been prepared 
solely for your benefit and should not be quoted in whole or in part without our prior written consent. 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. 
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Value for money 
arrangements and key 
recommendation(s) 

Opinion on the financial 
statements 

Financial sustainability

We assessed the arrangements concerning 
Financial Sustainability and raised no indications 
of potential significant weaknesses. 

We note the Council is operating in an 
increasingly uncertain financial environment and 
for the second successive year, the 
Comprehensive Spending Review was a single 
year spending review. Whilst the Council will need 
to continue to plan with a lack of certainty over 
funding in the medium term it has the assurance of 
a track record of delivering its financial position.

We have audited the financial statements of Elmbridge 
Borough Council for the year ended 31 March 2021 which 
comprise the Comprehensive Income and Expenditure 
Statement, the Movement in Reserves Statement, the 
Balance Sheet, the Cash Flow Statement, the Housing 
Revenue Account and notes, the Collection Fund Statement 
and notes to the financial statements, including a summary 
of significant accounting policies. The financial reporting 
framework that has been applied in their preparation is 
applicable law and the CIPFA/LASAAC code of practice on 
local authority accounting in the United Kingdom 2020/21.

In our opinion the financial statements:

• give a true and fair view of the financial position of the 
Council's and of the Authority as at 31 March 2021 and of 
the Council’s expenditure and income and the 
Authority’s expenditure and income for the year then 
ended; 

• have been properly prepared in accordance with the 
CIPFA/LASAAC code of practice on local authority 
accounting in the United Kingdom 2020/21; and 

• have been prepared in accordance with the 
requirements of the Local Audit and Accountability Act 
2014.

Executive summary
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Under the National Audit Office (NAO) Code of Audit 
Practice ('the Code'), we are required to consider whether 
Elmbridge Borough Council (the ‘Council’) has put in place 
proper arrangements to secure economy, efficiency and 
effectiveness in its use of resources. The auditor is no longer 
required to give a binary qualified / unqualified VFM 
conclusion. Instead, auditors 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.

Auditors are required to report their commentary on the 
Council’s arrangements under specified criteria. As part of 
our 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. We did not identify any significant risks in 
respect of any of the three criteria: 

Financial sustainability

Governance 

Improving economy, efficiency and effectiveness

Improving economy, efficiency and 
effectiveness

We assessed the arrangements concerning the 
3e’s and raised no indications of potential 
significant weaknesses. 

The Council has demonstrated a clear 
understanding of its role in securing economy, 
efficiency and effectiveness in its use of resources. 
Covid-19 has had an adverse impact on finances 
but the Council, despite having to re-deploy and 
alter priorities, was still able to maintain a large 
proportion of its services as planned.

Governance

We assessed the arrangements concerning 
Governance and raised no indications of potential 
significant weaknesses. 

The Council has demonstrated that both its 
business as usual and temporary arrangements 
arising due to Covid-19 are appropriately robust 
and applied across the organisation.
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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:

4

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 the following pages. 
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We considered how the Council:

• 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.

How the body ensures that it identifies all the significant 
financial pressures that are relevant to its short and medium-
term plans and builds these into them

The Council has sound systems of control in place of robust 
budget setting and delivery. We have reported previously that the 
processes in place incorporates an appropriate level of challenge 
and scrutiny from Committees to ensure budgets are achievable 
operationally, there is a good level of support from finance to 
ensure budgets are achievable from a resourcing perspective. 
There are appropriate process in place to secure timely and 
accurate budget monitoring throughout the year to ensure 
budgets remain relevant with risks identified quickly. The strong 
processes underpinning financial management has allowed the 
Council to consistently identify significant financial pressures 
and build these into short and medium term plans.

In 2019/20 the Council recorded a total reserve position on the 
balance sheet of £156k. Covid-19 did not particularly impact the 
2019/20 financial position. Covid-19 evidently had a major impact 
on the Council’s operations in 2020/21 and will continue to do so 
in 2021/22 and beyond. The Council has  approved its 2020/21 
budget and its Medium Term Financial Plan (MTFS) for 2021/22 -
2023/24. 

These financial projections are based on reasonable assumptions. 
The Council in 2021/22 and 2022/23 plans to use significant level 
of reserves due to impact of covid on its income streams and 
expect that the net expenditure will be reduced to match the 
funding available including rebuilding of reserves. The 2021/22 
Budget includes the use of £4.8m of reserves  of which 2.4m was 
to cover the estimated impact of Covid-19. The MTFS identifies the 
need for a further £3m of reserves to be utilised over the three 
year period 2022/23 to 2024/25. This will mean that revenue 
reserves will decrease from £18.5m in 2020/21 to £8.5m in 
2024/25. In addition to the use of reserves the Council will also

need to find savings of £5.3m over the three year period to achieve 
its financial plans. 

Due to Covid-19, some services were suspended while staff were 
diverted to Covid related work including paying out Covid related 
support grants across the District. 

As part of the government’s response to Covid, Elmbridge paid 
£45m of grants to Businesses. Approximately £5m of these grants 
were paid where the Council acted as principal.

Given the uncertainty of the financial regime, the Council’s budgets 
throughout the pandemic have been drawn up on prudent 
assumption on future income streams. The Council has considered 
the financial pressures brought about by the pandemic and has 
also looked at long term pressures on funding streams such as 
Council Tax, Business Rates and the Government funding 
settlement. 

The future financing of local government is still unclear. A planned 
government long term spending review has been postponed from 
2020 due to the pandemic and the current settlement only covers 
the 2021/22. The date of the long-term review is yet to be confirmed. 
The lack of information on future funding is a national issue but we 
note the Council has a track record of robust financial planning 
and budget management.

Financial plans are discussed at Finance Overview and Scrutiny 
Committee, Cabinet and Council. The Council has a history of 
transparency in financial matters and financial plans are discussed 
with stakeholders through a continuous consultation exercise, 
although Covid precluded having a public meeting in 2020. Review 
of Council papers indicate the assumptions used for the financial 
planning for 2020/21 and 2021/22 are sound.

Covid-19 has clearly impacted the Council and its previous financial 
plans however pre Covid-19 there was still projections requiring the 
use of reserves. The Council is aware that whilst its reserves position,

Financial sustainability

5
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The Council has financial planning process which ties in with corporate objectives. There is 
extensive consultation to ensure the budget meets the needs of the service. The process 
ensures that key services remain funded. We found no evidence of the need to curtail 
services to support short term funding deficiencies. We note the People Strategy elapsed in 
2020 and will be updated once the Council’s senior manager re-organisation is complete. 

The Council has the necessary resources for financial management including a financial 
system able to provide timely financial information, the necessary financial skills, experience 
and capacity in the finance team and budget holders in the services, clearly defined 
responsibilities for budget management and Corporate Management and member challenge 
of performance, holding budget holders to account, and making decisive interventions where 
necessary. The Finance team is well established with significant experience of managing the 
Council’s finances. The Council appears to have a positive financial culture and an 
appropriate ‘tone from the top’. The ongoing management of the Council’s financial position 
over recent years is evidence of this. 

The Council has a workforce Strategy, however this isn’t updated since 2018, and therefore 
no longer aligns to corporate plans or financial budgets given the changes made since 
Covid-19. 

Budgets are monitored on a monthly cycle and the financial position is reported to Finance 
Overview and Scrutiny and Cabinet quarterly so any deviations from plan are quickly 
identified and appropriate actions taken to rectify.

The capital programme is overseen by Cabinet and the relevant Overview and Scrutiny 
Committee, while individual projects are subject of a robust planning and approval process 
and are oversee by project boards. Capital funding is targeted at property maintenance 
and service improvement. 

Additionally, as part of any review of strategy the Council should ensure it appropriately 
considers both its investment property portfolio and its operational assets. The Council had 
£102m of operational assets and £93m of investment property as at 31 March 2021. To date 
the value of these assets have held up despite uncertainties arising from the pandemic. The 
Council’s investment property delivered a £.22m (net after direct operating expenses) in 
2020/21. Like many others in the sector, the Council will need to consider any new strategy 
take into account changes in risk and the differing ways of working and providing services 
that could become permanent due to Covid-19 e.g. the need for office space given a

6

Financial sustainability

investment position and low levels of debt repayment that continued used of reserves is not 
sustainable. 

How the body plans to bridge its funding gaps and identifies achievable savings

An indicative savings target is issued to services following the update of the MTFS at the 
start of the budget setting process. Services submit savings proposals, which are then 
scrutinised by senior management and Members. As part of the process, services are 
expected to consider service implications of their proposals, so it is ensured that cost 
reductions do not adversely impact quality of services. The final budget including savings 
plans were approved by Council. Progress against savings targets are monitored on a 
monthly basis and reported to the Senior Leadership team and Cabinet. We reviewed the 
internal audit report for 20/21 and found that the Internal Audit of budget monitoring 
system has not been done  however the Council has a history of delivering on savings and 
on its budget. 

Historically we note saving plans are developed in conjunction with departments. Changes 
identified are incremental rather than transformational so that they will not put 
unnecessary pressure on services in the short term.

We have previously recommended action to address the underlying budget gaps to avoid 
a scenario where either reserves levels become unsustainable or rapid service cuts are 
required to maintain a sustainable position. We note the saving/income target for 2022/23 
to 2024/25 is £5.3m. This target is the minimum needed on top of the need for the 
utilisation of reserves. We understand £1.8m of this £5.3m has been identified with the 
remaining £3.5m to be identified. The Council is being proactive in seeking to take 
mitigating actions over the MTFS period. For example it has commissioned Ignite to 
complete a Strategic Benchmarking and Opportunity Identification for all its services. 
Once actions are identified from this review the Council should ensure there is a clear 
timetable in place that sets how saving gaps are going to identified over the next three 
years to reduce the risk of a need to draw down reserves in excess of the levels already 
planned. 

How the body plans finances to support the sustainable delivery of services in accordance 
with strategic and statutory priorities. How the body ensures that its financial plan is 
consistent with other plans such as workforce, capital, investment, and other 
operational planning which may include working with other local public bodies as 
part of a wider system.
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a potential continuation of hybrid/home working. 

The Council has relied heavily on New Homes Bonus receipts to fund Capital Projects. Beyond 
2022/23, it is unclear if Councils will receive any NHB funding. There will be a consultation in 
the spring which will inform the future of New Homes Bonus payments. The need for any capital 
spending plan will need to kept under review to ensure it continues to meet the objectives of the 
Council. 

How the body identifies and manages risks to financial resilience, e.g., unplanned 
changes in demand, including challenge of the assumptions underlying its plans.

The pandemic has created challenges to routine financial management in 2020/21, The Council 
had to be flexible and agile in terms of how it managed the changes in demand and needed to 
have sound reporting processes to understand what this meant for financially delivery. As 
noted already, the financial impact and potential income gaps moved significantly during 
2020/21 until there was clarity on what funding would be received from government. The 
Council has needed to demonstrate flexibility and an understanding of its costs and service 
provision to manage the position as the pandemic has developed. 

In terms of capturing the risks from the pandemic and discussing these within the governance 
structure, the Council has identified the risk of reductions in income and other factors leading 
to financial unsustainability within the Strategic Risk Register. The risk was recorded with an 
initial risk score of “25”  with an impact of 5. It was noted that there is a failure to address the 
ongoing revenue funding gap identified in the Council’s medium term indicating that whilst the 
risk is being managed to a degree it cannot be eliminated without further work. 

CONCLUSION

We found no evidence or indication of significant risks to your financial sustainability as 
such no further risk-based work has been undertaken in this area. The Council remains 
financially resilient given its historical position but we do note the continued plan use of 
reserves that will see usable reserves half from the levels held as at 31 March 2022. The 
Council also needs to deliver a challenging saving plan for the next three years with 66% 
of the £5.3m target not yet identifiable. 

7
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We considered how the Council:

• 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.

How the body monitors and assesses risk and how the body 
gains assurance over the effective operation of internal 
controls, including arrangements to prevent and detect fraud

Governance is the system by which an organisation is controlled 
and operates and is the mechanism by which it and its staff are 
held to account. It works from Council meetings to the front line. 
Ethics, risk management, compliance, internal control and best 
practice are all element of governance. Effective governance 
requires both clear and unambiguous structures and processes 
and effective working of people within these frameworks. Effective 
governance also requires an open culture that promotes 
transparency, a willingness to learn and improve and no fear to 
speak the truth. 

The Council Corporate Risk Register is reported to Audit and 
Standards Committee and Cabinet. Council minutes show there is 
detailed discussions of risks, the causes of risk and the Council 
approaches to mitigate those risks and not just debate around risk 
scores. 

The Corporate Risk Register’s format is similar to that used across 
the sector with a 5x5 risk scoring matrix. It contains key 
controls/mitigations and a RAG rating for each risk. Each risk is 
allocated a Senior Officer and linked to Council’s Strategic 
Objectives.

Whilst the format of the Corporate Risk Register does include 
examples of good practice there are further opportunities available 
to further enhance its effectiveness. For example, the Corporate 
Risk Register could have a target score to provide an indication of 
what level of risk is tolerable and show how far the existing 
arrangements are from achieving this.  Furthermore, the Corporate 
Risk Register would benefit from identifying future actions to 
support the management/mitigation of each risk. All actions 
identified would need to be SMART (specific, measurable, 
achievable, realistic, and timely).

The Council’s Risk Strategy is updated every year and presented to 
the November Audit and Standards Committee . The strategy is 
comprehensive clearly documenting the Council’s agreed risk 
appetite, roles and responsibilities and how risks are identified, 
assessed, monitored and controlled.

Counter fraud services are provided in-house. Counter fraud 
operations are underpinned by a code of conduct and a 
whistleblowing and a separate anti- fraud and corruption policy 
included within the Constitution. Fraud Awareness, Anti-Money 
Laundering and Whistle-blowing training are Compulsory Training 
Requirements for all staff. There were no fraud or irregularities 
identified, reported or investigated by Counter Fraud Services 
during 2020/21. 

Internal audit presented no limited assurance report in 2020/21 and 
2019/20 and no Priority 1 recommendations are raised indicating 
the strong controls framework operated at the organisation. It is 
clear from Audit and Standards Committee minutes that actions 
have been taken to address the small number of issues identified 
and the findings of internal audit is given appropriate attention.  

How the body approaches and carries out its annual budget 
setting process

The financial landscape due to Covid-19 made 2020/21 a unique 
year for financial planning. Whilst future funding is unclear, a pre-
Covid 19 medium-term financial plan was  produced based on 
prudent assumptions about future income streams. 

We’ve previously concluded the Council has effective 
arrangements in place, using analysis and scenario planning to 
understand its financial position and identify saving and 
investment options. Despite the pandemic there is no evidence the 
arrangements in place have been compromised. Budgets are 
discussed with budget holders, senior leadership and other 
stakeholders prior to approval at Committee level. It is also evident 
from a review of the 2021/22 budget that the impact of Covid-19 on 
budgets was factored in saving plans.

Governance

8
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How the body monitors and ensures appropriate standards, such as meeting 
legislative/regulatory requirements and standards in terms of officer or member 
behaviour (such as gifts and hospitality or declarations/conflicts of interests)

Various internal and external mechanisms are used to ensure that the Council meets the 
necessary standards and legislative requirements.

Our work has not identified any non-compliance with the Constitution, statutory 
requirements or expected standards of behaviour. We have not been made aware of any 
data breaches at the Council.

Officer and Member conduct is set in codes of conduct. Members interests are currently 
published on the Council website and there is an opportunity for Members to declare 
interests at every meeting as a set agenda item. Related party transactions are required 
to be declared as part of year end closure of accounts and sent to all Members and Senior 
officers for their completion. The gifts and hospitality register is retained by the Monitoring 
Officer and is available for inspection on request. Employers are required to register with 
the Monitoring Officer any gift or hospitality with an estimated value of at least £25 within 
28 days of its receipt. A reminder of the rules and declaration requirements is sent to all 
members and officers annually. We found no evidence of adverse outcomes of interests 
not being declared. 

CONCLUSION

We found no evidence or indication of significant risks to your governance 
arrangements as such no further risk-based work has been undertaken in this area.

.
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How the body ensures effective processes and systems are in place to ensure budgetary 
control.

Budget managers have access to finance system and can review budgets at any time. All 
budget holders in the council have a specific named service accountant that supports specific 
service areas in the Council. The budget holders meet with their service accountants to discuss  
variances to budget.  Variances are highlighted and mitigation plans are created where 
applicable. 

Budgets are reviewed at every Cabinet meetings and review of minutes indicates variances are 
adequately identified. 

The Finance team is duly qualified stable and experience and experienced. A recent temporary 
appointment for team leader in financial and regulatory accounting has been replaced by a 
permanent appointment to further stabilise the team. 

Budget management arrangements are robust and we have found no areas of concern during 
our work.

How the body ensures it makes properly informed decisions, supported by appropriate 
evidence and allowing for challenge and transparency.

The Council’s decision-making processes are open, transparent and strong and we have no 
evidence that reactive or unlawful decisions have been made. Council and Cabinet are 
attended by the Chief Executive and relevant Directors and Assistant Directors to help provide 
sufficient support and explanation to the members in discharge of their function. 

It is evident from our review of papers that sufficient information is provided to council’s 
members and they hold senior management to account. The Council is engaged and provides 
appropriate levels of scrutiny to External and Internal Audit. There is no evidence of serious and 
pervasive weaknesses in final accounts processes leading to material errors in draft accounts, 
failure to meet statutory reporting deadlines and/or a modified opinion on the financial 
statements
Covid-19 did impact on many organisation’s ability to make decisions in line with existing 
delegations, however we have not identified any indication that existing arrangements were 
overridden at the expense of appropriate scrutiny and challenge. 

Governance
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We considered how the Council:

• 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.

How financial and performance information has been used to 
assess performance to identify areas for improvement

This year has been incredibly challenging one for public services as 
a whole and Elmbridge is no different. The Council has grants relief 
to many businesses which has meant that income from business 
rates has been reduced leaving a collection fund deficit. The first 
six months of the year were spent getting to grips with the unique 
challenges of the pandemic, as services adapted to this unknown 
threat and challenges of the first lockdown. Local Government will 
face yet more challenge as it moves from the Covid-19 response 
stage to the task of supporting long-term economic and social 
recovery 

The Council has a corporate plan for 2021/22 which sets out the 
strategies, priorities and services. As per the plan it ‘outlines 
council’s vision and priorities as well as providing a focus for 
service delivery and performance’.

As a framework the Council’s approach to performance reporting is 
similar to others in the sector. The Overview and Scrutiny 
Committee receives monthly updates on progress. 

Covid-19 has impacted on both the cycle with the actual 
achievement of performance. This was to be expected and the 
Council has still continued to collate its performance data and 
explain clearly where Covid-19 is specifically impacting on data 
during the year. 

Whilst there has not been a specific Internal Audit on performance 
data in recent years there are various reviews completed as part of 
the annual plan that will consider the quality and accuracy of 
performance information. In the year 2020/21 the internal audit 
reviewed corporate governance and information governance and 
gave substantial and reasonable assurance respectively.   

The Council has an independent Overview and Scrutiny 
Committee . Its key roles are:

Holding the Cabinet to account, which may include reviewing 
decisions taken by Cabinet, but not yet implemented, via the 
‘call-in’ procedure; 

Monitoring Council performance; 

Reviewing policy; 

Developing policy; 

Scrutinising externally issues of public concern beyond the 
remit of the Council.

During 2020-21 the Overview and Scrutiny Committee 
continued to raise important local issues with external 
organisations, examine Council performance, scrutinise 
Portfolio Holders and examine future plans for the Council.

There are various working groups that the scrutiny committee 
work with. 

Countryside Consultative Group

Constitutional Review Member Working Group

Community Safety Working Group

Elmbridge Older Person’s Advisory Body

Elmbridge Energy and Sustainability Group

Elmbridge Annual Grants 

Performance and Finance Panel

Improving economy, efficiency and 
effectiveness

10
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How the body evaluates the services it provides to assess performance and identify 
areas for improvement

A quarterly performance report is prepared and presented to the Performance and Finance 
Panel, Cabinet and Council. The report is detailed and covers a wide range of KPIs across 
the Council’s core priority areas. Each performance element has a performance aim, 
performance code, performance title, a code is given to each indicator. The report provides 
current performance, targets and short term and long term trends. Attention is focused on  
performance indicators when there are variances of 10%  to target. The reporting includes a 
covering report and additionally a Covid-19 dashboard. 

For quarter four of 2021 performance was largely on track. 15 indicators were not on track 
but within 10% of the target whilst five were delayed due to Covid-19. This is clearly 
signposted in the report and not unreasonable given the impact Covid-19 has on a number of 
activities. 

How the body ensures it delivers its role within significant partnerships, engages with 
stakeholders it has identified, monitors performance against expectations, and ensures 
action is taken where necessary to improve.

We are aware that benchmarking analysis is being completed as part of the Ignite Strategic 
Benchmarking and Opportunity Identification review. Benchmarking undertaken identified 
overperformance in relation expenditure where that are above average to their neighbouring 
authorities. We have not reviewed the completed report or action plans but note the intention 
for this work to inform future decision making.

Where the body commissions or procures services, how the body ensures that this is 
done in accordance with relevant legislation, professional standards and internal 
policies, and how the body assesses whether it is realising the expected benefits.

The Council has a Procurement Strategy covering the period 2018- 2023. They work under 
the National Procurement Strategy for Local Government in England 2018. The National 
Procurement Strategy also provides a toolkit for the Council to assess its progress against 
the themes and objectives within the strategy.

The Council has a legal duty to secure value for money in commissioning and procuring its 
requirements and to continually improve the quality in everything the public sees and expects 
from it. Central Government policy seeks to ensure that all commissioning and procurement 
activity should be based on obtaining value for money. We found no evidence that appropriate 
procurement processes were not followed during 2020/21. 

Dependent on the size and the nature of the project, monitoring may be carried out to 
understand Contract Performance Management , Supplier Relationship Management, Asset 
Management, end of life and Recycling/disposal . We have reviewed the strategy and its  has 
clear guideline on how procurement will support the Council in achieving its corporate vision in 
line with the Corporate Priorities through its tendering exercises and contract management.

Internal audit have reviewed the procurement strategy of the council and raised no red  
recommendation and a reasonable assurance was given, however the review did find that the 
Contract Procedure Rules were due to be revised and they did not contain procurement 
thresholds. No specific procurement related conflict of interest process was in place. Council is 
currently implementing these amber recommendations. 

CONCLUSION

We found no evidence or indication of significant risks to your economy, effectiveness and 
efficiency arrangements as such no further risk-based work has been undertaken in this 
area. 

Improving economy, efficiency and 
effectiveness
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COVID-19 arrangements
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Since March 2020 
COVID-19 has had a 
significant impact on 
the population as a 
whole and how 
services are 
delivered.

We have considered 
how the Council’s 
arrangements have 
adapted to respond 
to the new risks they 
are facing.

Financial sustainability

Covid-19 has had a significant impact on the services Councils have 
been required to provide. The Council has needed to step in to 
support vulnerable residents with food, prescriptions and other 
needs, has been required to put in place measures to make public 
spaces secure and also support local businesses by administering 
government funded grants. At the same time the Council has to 
transition to remote working and deal with resourcing issues when 
staff were either unwell with Covid-19 or required to isolate.

The impact on finances to date has ultimately been limited due to 
government support but as we reported earlier in this report there 
were periods of uncertainty when it was unclear what support would 
be received. The council did receive covid grants as mentioned in our 
report earlier. Payment of grants by the Council to local businesses 
totalled in excess of £40m in 2020/21. Further government grant 
schemes were introduced in March 2021 and payments were being 
made to businesses for these grants in the year 2021/22.

There is likely to be significant pressure on public funds in future 
years given the levels of borrowing undertaken by Government to 
fund Covid-19 support measures. The Council has reworked future 
budgets but will need to wait for clarity on what support will be 
forthcoming in the medium term. 

Governance

Governance arrangements were amended to meet the challenges of 
the pandemic. Specific cost centres were set up to allow for accurate 
recording of Covid related costs.

As soon as these were lawful, the Council started holding members’ 
meetings online.  This allowed for Council and key Committees to 
continue to meet, discuss and continue to be involved in decision 
making. Many corporate support staff began to working from home 
as the Council was required to transition to IT-enabled home working 
away from the office.

The Council was required to act in response the government’s ‘Working 
safely during Coronavirus’ guidance issued in May 2020. This created a 
significant amount of work to ensure buildings and services were subject to 
health and safety measures to be Covid Secure. To maintain essential 
services, the Council procured and supplied necessary PPE.

The Internal Audit Plan was updated to reflect the changes, new systems 
and processes, and to provide additional assurances over revised 
arrangements. The delivery of the internal audit plan was impacted but has 
not affected the ability to provide a Head of Internal Audit’s year end 
opinion. The changes to the plan were set out and approved by the Audit 
Committee. 

Improving economy, efficiency and effectiveness

The council measures its performance against its core strategy,  
development management document and council plan for the year. They 
publish the monitoring report every year. This enables the Council to share 
the performance and achievements of the planning service with the local 
community at least once every 12 months

Monitoring indicators include KPI’s across the following themes. 

• Performance of Planning Services; 

 Delivering the right homes; 

 Housing land supply; 

 Supporting the local economy and employment; 

 Protecting and enhancing the natural environment 

 Sustainable lifestyles; 

 Conserving the historic environment; and 

 Quality of life.
CONCLUSION

We found no evidence or indication of significant risks to your Covid-19 
arrangements as such no further risk-based work has been undertaken in this 
area.
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Recommendation One Recommendation Two

Auditor judgement The 2021/22 Budget includes the use of £4.8m of reserves. The current MTFS 
identifies the need for a further £3m of reserves to be utilised over the three year 
period 2022/23 to 2024/25. This will mean usable revenue reserves will decrease 
from £18.5m in 2020/21 to £8.5m in 2024/25.  At the same time the Council’s 
saving/income target for 2022/23 to 2024/25 is £5.3m. This target is the minimum 
needed on top of using reserves to deliver a balanced budget. We understand 
£1.8m of this £5.3m has been identified with the remaining £3.5m still to be 
identified. 

The Council has a Workforce Strategy however it has not been updated since 2018 and 
no longer reflects corporate plans or takes into account the impact of Covid-19. 

Summary 
recommendation

The Council has a strong track record around the delivery of its financial position 
and savings. This has allowed it to build strong reserves and maintain affordable 
debt levels. The existing planned actions of the MTFS however reduce the level of 
headroom and flexibility available to the Council in relation to its financial position.

The Council is being proactive in seeking to take mitigating actions over the MTFS 
period. For example it has commissioned Ignite to complete a Strategic 
Benchmarking and Opportunity Identification for all its services. Once actions are 
identified from this review and other work the Council should ensure there is a clear 
timetable in place that sets how saving gaps are going to identified over the next 
three years to reduce the risk of a need to draw down reserves in excess of the 
levels already planned. 

We recommend the current Workforce Strategy is updated and aligned to Council’s 
corporate plans. This will help align the Council’s strategic visions to workforce plans 
and allow action plans to be identifiable for tracking and monitoring.

Management 
comment

An updated Reserves position was reported to members in November and in 
February 2022 as part of the budget report. It was reported that the latest forecast 
on the use of reserves in 2021/22 was lower than what was projected early in the 
year. The MTFS reported in February 2022 shows that the usable reserves is 
expected to decrease from £ 18.5 million in 2020/21 to £ 10.1 million in 2024/25. The 
2022/23 Budget is a balanced budget and includes £ 1.9 million of savings and 
additional income. The current Administration has agreed as part of their 2030 
vision that services will need to be re shaped so that the Council if financially 
sustainable and has committed to reduce spend in discretionary service areas over 
the next three years  and also to rebuild reserves to pre pandemic levels by 2030.

A decision was made deliberately because of Covid to delay updating the workforce 
strategy, until the Council had a better understanding of the medium-term impact of 
Covid. Updating the Strategy before the impacts of Covid have been understood would 
have been abortive and meant that the strategy would not have reflected any potential 
changes in work patterns etc. We consider that now is the correct time to update the 
strategy, given the Council has a better understanding of the impact of Covid on its 
workforce, and can develop a strategy that would meet there needs and the ongoing 
requirement of the Council. As such, it is included in the service plan for 2022/23.

Financial Sustainability
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Recommendation Three Recommendation Four

Auditor judgement The Council had £101m of operational assets and £93m of investment property 
as at 31 March 2021 and their values to date have held up despite uncertainties 
arising from the pandemic. There could be implications in terms of the risk 
profile of investment assets and value for money considerations for operational 
assets given there are annual maintenance costs to consider.

As part of our audit we reviewed the version of the Corporate Risk Register used by 
management and reported through the Council’s governance structure. The current 
format is clear, showing risk score, risk owners, current controls and links to strategic 
objectives. However the Corporate Risk Register does not include a target score nor does 
it identify any further actions. It is therefore difficult to determine whether the existing 
controls are sufficient in managing the risk identified or whether further actions are 
required. 

Summary 
recommendation

The Council will need to consider whether its existing strategies take into 
account changes in risk relating to investment properties and the differing ways 
of working and providing services and whether it therefore is holding the right 
type of operational assets. 

As at 31 March 2021, the Council held £93m of investment assets and should 
ensure it is satisfied the portfolio mix remains appropriate.  As at 31 March 2021, 
the Council held £101m of operational assets and should ensure it is satisfied its 
estate is the appropriate size particularly given the changes in working patterns 
arising since the pandemic.

The Council should consider the following additions to the format of its Corporate Risk 
Register:

• Include a target score to provide an indication of what level of risk is tolerable and 
how far the existing arrangements are from achieving this.

• For each risk identify future actions to support the management/mitigation. All actions 
identified should be SMART (specific, measurable, achievable, realistic, and timely).

Management 
comment

The Council continues to monitor the impact of covid and has been taking 
mitigating actions to reduce the impact. The Investment portfolio is well 
balanced with less exposure on retail and offices and this balance is constantly 
kept under review. In addition, all Investment properties are within the borough 
boundaries.

As for Operational properties, the accommodation needs, and site options 
review is part of the Vision for Elmbridge 2030 and the resulting transformation 
programme which focusses on meeting needs and outcome and not where and 
who provide the service. As part of the Transformation programme the Council 
will review all of its operational properties.  

The Corporate Risk Management Group meets every second month to review the risks 
based on risk scores, access work and update the risk register. The Council believes it is 
compliant with the Local Authority Practical Guidance issued in 2018. No risk is considered 
acceptable and the target should always be to minimise the risk score, when risks fall below 
a accepted score they are no longer considered to be Corporate Strategic Risk, this doesn’t 
mean that they are not managed, only that they have been managed to below the Councils 
level of tolerance, effectively meeting this recommendation. Only those with a risk score 
above 6, or where the impact is 5 are included in the Corporate Strategic Risk Register 
considered by Cabinet. The Corporate Strategic Risk Register is a concise document easily 
understood by Council Taxpayers, insurers, and our partners. No issues have been raised 
by the Councils insurer on its risk management practices. 

Officers do not support the recommendation, they believe the register is fit for purpose, 
meets our obligations, and most importantly is easily understandable.

Financial Sustainability Governance
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Audit opinion on the financial statements
We gave an unqualified opinion on the financial statements in November 2021.

Audit Findings Report
More detailed findings can be found in our AFR, which was published and reported to the Council in October 
2021.

Preparation of the accounts
The Council provided draft accounts in line with the national deadline and provided a good set of working 
papers. 

Whole of Government Accounts
To support the audit of the Whole of Government Accounts (WGA), we are required to review and report on the 
WGA return prepared by the Council. This work includes performing specified procedures under group audit 
instructions issued by the National Audit Office.

As in previous years we expect the Council to be below the threshold requiring audit procedures however at the 
time of issuing this report the Group Instructions have not been issued by the NAO to confirm the approach for 
2020/21. 

Opinion on the financial statements

15
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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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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 13- 14

A range of different recommendations can be raised by the Council’s auditors as follows:
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The following are formal powers that can be used by auditors:

Formal power Used by auditor in 2020/21

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

Not required.

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.

Not required.

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.

Not required.

Advisory notice
Under Section 31 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.

Not required.

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.

Not required.
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