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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

BAF REFERENCE: 

Design Opinion Substantial 
Design 
Effectiveness 

Moderate 

Recommendations 

SCOPE 

BACKGROUND 

An annual review of corporate governance feeds into the production of the 
Council’s Annual Governance Statement. Effective corporate governance 
should equip the Council with a mechanism for ensuring that the focus of 
activities supports the achievement of its strategic aims. Good corporate 
governance extends from policy setting through to control objectives and is 
based on the people, ethos and culture established within the organisation. 
Governance processes can be more narrowly defined as comprising 
committee structures, schemes of delegation, higher level strategies, 
policies and processes.  

AREAS REVIEWED 

The purpose of this review was to assess the operation of the newly 
established Committee Structure to assess whether it is line with best 
practice and delivering the outcomes required by the district. In order to 
provide an opinion we considered whether the Council had taken account of 
the LGA’s Model Councillor Code of Conduct and integrated the updated 
declarations of interest guidance into their processes, assessed the 
onboarding and training provisions for Members and Chairs, the scrutiny of 
the Planning Advisory Service report and the effectiveness of the Overview 
and Scrutiny Committee.  

We interviewed the Programmes, Performance and Governance manager 
and the Lead Legal Specialist and Monitoring Officer to understand the 
Committee Structure and processes in place. We then reviewed the detailed 
minutes, reports and terms of reference related to each of the areas noted 
above to observe how the structure operates and evaluated the 
effectiveness of this. We also obtained the onboarding process map and 
copies of the training materials and attendance records as evidence. 

AREAS OF 
STRENGTH 

Our review noted the following areas of strength: 

 The LGA’s Model Councillor Code of Conduct had been reviewed by the
Council, with a report presented to the Joint Standards Committee (JSC)
in February 2022 who recommended adopting it into Council practice
(see observational finding below)

 We confirmed there is an adequate process in place regarding the current
declarations of interest procedure and this is covered as part of the
onboarding process

 A Members onboarding process map shows the detailed timeline of the
induction process, separated by the responsible department or
individual; this includes access to an E-Learning portal which we have
reviewed and verified members are provided with adequate information

0 2 0 
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about the Code of Conduct, protocol on Member-Officer relations, 
declarations of interest and relevant workbooks 

 Compulsory training is provided on an annual basis to cover planning and
for members new to licensing, with refresher training after 3 years. In
both of these cases, the Council implement sanctions in the form of not
being able to vote on planning decisions or not being included in calls to
sit on the sub-committee should training not be completed

 Annual Chairman training is provided to all Chairs and Vice Chairs. We
have reviewed the training materials which provide detailed training
covering the process from pre- to post-meeting. Additional information
was added to the 2022/23 training and the sessions include information
on how to handle committee disruption and difficult members. Ongoing
support is offered from the Committee Clerk throughout the year.
Although training is not compulsory there was a 100% attendance rate at
the recent May 2022 training session (an improvement from 85% in
2021/22)

 There is a well-established Overview & Scrutiny Committee in place. In
August 2021 a new working group for the committee was established.
Both the main Committee and working group were politically balanced
and we confirmed to the current membership that members involved do
not also sit on the Strategy & Resources or Performance Committees,
thereby ensuring sufficient independence. The working group for this
municipal year will be formed in July when they next meet. In 2021/22
a total of six formal meetings were held by the Committee and we
observed the operations of the group by reviewing the meeting minutes
and reports associated with these. There was evidence of adequate
consideration and scrutiny being given to all items presented before
making a decision as to whether to add them to the annual work plan.

AREAS OF 
CONCERN 

 The Planning Advisory Service report which recommended improvements
to the Committee operations and structure was rejected by Council
without sufficient scrutiny (Finding 1 - Medium)

 Compulsory training sessions provided on scrutiny were only attended by
48% of Members (Finding 2 - Medium)

We have also included an observational finding to note that although the 
new Code of Conduct has been reviewed by the Council and approved by 
JSC, it has been agreed it should be adopted in line with Essex County 
Council who had not actioned this at the time of our audit. The Council 
should therefore continue to be mindful of this and ensure it is implemented 
by the agreed date of November 2022.  

CONCLUSION 

 In conclusion, our review noted a number of areas of good practice,
including the onboarding and induction process, the training and support
provided to Chairs and the structure and functioning of the Overview and
Scrutiny Committee.

 We have raised two findings in relation to the attendance of training and
the scrutiny and review of the Planning Advisory Service report by
Council and thereby conclude a substantial design opinion and moderate
operational effectiveness opinion.
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DETAILED FINDINGS 

1 FINDING TITLE 

TOR Risk: The recent report from the Planning Advisory Service has not been 
sufficiently scrutinised and reviewed 

Significance 

FINDING 

In March 2021, the Planning Advisory Service (PAS) drafted a Virtual Planning Committee 
Review document for the Council. The report identified that the Council’s current structure 
of having four separate planning committees (three area and one district) is not best 
practice and can result in higher resourcing costs and workload for Councillors to service 
multiple committees. It notes there is a challenge to applying district wide policies 
consistently across multiple committees and members can struggle to separate their role 
as a ward member representing their residents to their role on the Planning Committee 
(which involves making potentially difficult decisions on behalf of the whole district).  

The report also found that the current process of the Chair automatically moving the 
Officers recommendation on a case and for it to be immediately seconded was limiting the 
ability to have an open discussion about the merits of the application before a motion 
emerges; they believe this may have contributed to the sometimes confrontational 
approach between Members and Officers. They state Members at times appear to read pre 
prepared statements before they have heard any debate, therefore opening them up to 
challenge that they have made their decisions before listening to the information and 
debates. The report highlighted this approach differs from how planning committees usually 
operate in other areas. 

The PAS report was received by the Corporate Governance Working Group (CGWG) who met 
in July 2021 to produce a summary report of the findings and recommended changes 
Council, which included: 

• Council's Solicitor attending Committee meetings to offer legal advice when
decisions are being made

• Changing the practice of Chairs moving Officers' recommendation and having it
seconded at the start of the meeting, instead allowing general discussion before
putting motions up from debate

• An electronic voting system

• Scheme of compulsory training for all Members - including process for consideration
of particular types of application, policy driven decisions, difference between being
representative of Ward and a Councillor in terms of planning decisions and
predetermination/bias

• Encourage Members to discuss concerns about applications with officers prior to
public meetings

• Review of the current multiple committee arrangement, high number of committee
members and scheme of delegation

The CGWG report included an analysis of the cost savings the Council could benefit from by 
adopting a single committee structure, as well as highlighting that it would allow for legal 
presence at every meeting, which is not feasible under the current structure. A Terms of 
Reference for the proposed District Planning Committee was also drafted by the working 
group.  
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In September 2021 Council received the paper for consideration and we have reviewed the 
meeting minutes of their discussion. They noted that the majority of the recommendations 
were operational and procedural matters, however, the removal of the multiple Planning 
Committees would require constitutional amendments and an updated ToR for the District 
Planning Committee (which had been drafted and attached). The minutes note there was a 
lengthy debate regarding the move from three Area Planning Committees to one single 
Planning Committee, they note there was some support for this, however, concern was 
raised particularly in respect of representing local residents. One Councillor proposed the 
Council did not accept the one Planning Committee option and retain the current three 
committee structure, stating they were important to Members and Council democracy; this 
proposal was then seconded. It goes on to state 'further debate ensued', and as a result it 
was proposed the item be withdrawn and be brought back with further information in 2022 
but this is yet to be done. Voting was then held on the proposal to reject the paper, with 
12 voting in favour of the rejection and 7 voting against (with one Councillor abstaining). It 
was therefore declared as resolved - "the Council retains the three Area Planning 
Committees and rejects the proposal for one Planning Committee".  

However, the minutes do not make any reference to the other five recommendations, 
focusing purely on the recommendation to move to one committee and basing their decision 
to reject the paper on this. The report and appendix provided to Council give detailed 
information about the PAS report findings, cost savings, benefits in terms of best practice 
and having legal presence, how these would work operationally and proposed ToR for the 
updated District Planning Committee. The minutes behind the decision to reject do not 
make reference to these details, therefore there is insufficient evidence to show that the 
report was sufficiently scrutinised and considered in full.  

As the Council has not been able to move forwards with the recommendations of the PAS 
report, there is a risk that the Planning Committees are continuing to operate outside best 
practice, with the absence of legal presence and potential further Member-Officer tension. 

RECOMMENDATION 

A. The report from the CGWG should be reconsidered by the Council. If the Council is 
unwilling to accept the full recommendations at this time it should be considered 
whether separate voting be done on the recommendations of the report, to allow 
adoption of some of the other five improvements in the absence of the full report 
being approved.  

MANAGEMENT RESPONSE 

The governance issues and wider budget concerns means we will do an urgent review and 
report for council to take back the CGWG points.  

Responsible Officer: Cheryl Hughes/ Paul Dodson 

Implementation Date: October 2022 
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2 FINDING TITLE 

TOR Risk: Member’s induction training and the on-boarding process is not sufficient 

for them to fulfil their roles 

Significance 

FINDING 

We enquired about the training provisions in place for Members and obtained a copy of the 
training schedule for 2021/22, as well as the attendance rates for sessions that had been 
agreed as mandatory. 

We were advised that Scrutiny training is provided by the LGA (Local Government 
Association) and for 2021/22 this was run over two sessions. Of the 31 Members at the time 
only 15 (48%) were able to attend the latest training in full. Unlike the compulsory training 
that was provided in relation to planning and licensing, we understand the Council is not 
able to enforce attendance or implement sanctions if Members do not attend, which 
therefore contributes to the lower attendance rate.  

The LGA note that scrutiny will take place within committees to identify where 
improvements need to be made. Whichever governance system a Council operates, scrutiny 
is an essential part of ensuring that local government remains transparent, accountable and 
open, resulting in improved public policies and services. 

There is a risk that Members are not receiving sufficient training to carry out their roles 
effectively due to low attendance at training sessions.    

RECOMMENDATION 

A. The Council should continue to remind Members of the importance of completing 
regular training, which for key areas such as Planning, Licensing and Scrutiny should 
be on an annual basis 

B. Due to Scrutiny training being considered mandatory, the Council should assess if it 
is appropriate to remove Councillors from committees where they have not yet 
completed the necessary scrutiny training, similar to those who do not attend 
Planning and Licensing training who have their roles reduced and are temporarily 
prevented from voting on certain items.  

MANAGEMENT RESPONSE 

A. Officers will endeavour to communicate and promote training. As part of the May 
2023 elections and any new Member onboarding we will also highlight this 
expectation as part of the onboarding process  

B. This recommendation will be reported back to the CGWG upon acceptance of the 
report, for detailed consideration and recommendation 

Responsible Officer: Cheryl Hughes 

Implementation Date: Jan 2023 
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OBSERVATIONS 

CODE OF CONDUCT 

We considered whether the latest LGA Code of Conduct had been reviewed and adopted by 
the Council, with particular focus on the updated declarations of interest process. The new 
code has been updated from the previous 2016 version to be written in the first person, 
include details on social media and confidentiality, the duty to comply with any sanction 
imposed and strengthen declarations of interest by including relatives and close associates 
(where previously only spouses/civil partners and co-habitees were required). The LGA have 
confirmed they will be undertaking annual reviews of the Code to ensure it continues to be 
fit for purpose.  

We confirmed that the Council have obtained and reviewed the latest Code of Conduct and 
noted the changes required to the Council's declarations of interest process. The new Model 
Code of Conduct was considered by the Joint Standards Committee (JSC) in February 2022, 
with them recommending it be adopted by the Council. We have seen a copy of the report 
presented for consideration and verified agreement to meeting minutes.  

We understand this has not yet been actioned as, due to some Councillors having joint roles, 
management are looking to co-ordinate the adoption of the code with Essex County Council. 
Essex had originally planned to bring it in for November 2022 but this may occur earlier and 
the Council will look to align its adoption with theirs in that case.  
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APPENDIX I – DEFINITIONS 

LEVEL OF 
ASSURANCE 

DESIGN OF INTERNAL CONTROL FRAMEWORK OPERATIONAL EFFECTIVENESS OF CONTROLS 

FINDINGS 
FROM REVIEW 

DESIGN 
OPINION 

FINDINGS 
FROM REVIEW 

EFFECTIVENESS 
OPINION 

Substantial  Appropriate 
procedures and 
controls in place to 
mitigate the key 
risks. 

There is a sound 
system of internal 
control designed to 
achieve system 
objectives. 

No, or only minor, 
exceptions found in 
testing of the 
procedures and 
controls. 

The controls that are 
in place are being 
consistently applied. 

Moderate  In the main there 
are appropriate 
procedures and 
controls in place to 
mitigate the key 
risks reviewed albeit 
with some that are 
not fully effective. 

Generally, a sound 
system of internal 
control designed to 
achieve system 
objectives with some 
exceptions. 

A small number of 
exceptions found in 
testing of the 
procedures and 
controls. 

Evidence of non-
compliance with 
some controls, that 
may put some of the 
system objectives at 
risk.  

Limited  A number of 
significant gaps 
identified in the 
procedures and 
controls in key 
areas. Where 
practical, efforts 
should be made to 
address in-year. 

System of internal 
controls is weakened 
with system 
objectives at risk of 
not being achieved. 

A number of 
reoccurring 
exceptions found in 
testing of the 
procedures and 
controls. Where 
practical, efforts 
should be made to 
address in-year. 

Non-compliance with 
key procedures and 
controls places the 
system objectives at 
risk. 

No  For all risk areas 
there are significant 
gaps in the 
procedures and 
controls. Failure to 
address in-year 
affects the quality of 
the organisation’s 
overall internal 
control framework. 

Poor system of 
internal control. 

Due to absence of 
effective controls 
and procedures, no 
reliance can be 
placed on their 
operation. Failure to 
address in-year 
affects the quality of 
the organisation’s 
overall internal 
control framework. 

Non-compliance 
and/or compliance 
with inadequate 
controls. 

RECOMMENDATION SIGNIFICANCE 

High  A weakness where there is substantial risk of loss, fraud, impropriety, poor value for money, or 
failure to achieve organisational objectives. Such risk could lead to an adverse impact on the 
business. Remedial action must be taken urgently. 

Medium  A weakness in control which, although not fundamental, relates to shortcomings which expose 
individual business systems to a less immediate level of threatening risk or poor value for money. 
Such a risk could impact on operational objectives and should be of concern to senior 
management and requires prompt specific action. 

Low  Areas that individually have no significant impact, but where management would benefit from 
improved controls and/or have the opportunity to achieve greater effectiveness and/or 
efficiency. 
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APPENDIX II - TERMS OF REFERENCE 

KEY RISKS 

Based upon the risk assessment undertaken during the development of the internal audit operational 
plan, through discussions with management, and our collective audit knowledge and understanding 
the potential key risks associated with the area under review are: 

 The Council have not taken into account the LGA’s Model Councillor Code of Conduct and looked
to integrate aspects into their processes such as declarations of interest

 Member’s induction training and the on-boarding process is not sufficient for them to fulfil their
roles

 Chairs of Groups and Committees are not equipped with the relevant skills to fulfil their roles

 The recent report from the Planning Advisory Service has not been sufficiently scrutinised and
reviewed

 The role of the Overview and Scrutiny Committee is unclear with a lack of formalised
arrangements in place for establishing work plans

SCOPE & 
APPROACH 

The following areas will be covered as part of this review: 

 Member’s inductions as well as ongoing development training to ensure they are equipped with
the relevant skills to complete all aspects of their roles

 Steps taken by the Council following the LGA’s issuance of updated guidance regarding Councillor
Code of Conduct

 Process for the collation and renewal of declarations of interest to ensure robust practices

 The Planning Advisory Service report and where this was reviewed and discussed to ensure
sufficient oversight

 Process for establishing work plans for Overview and Scrutiny as well as it’s membership to ensure
fair and equitable practices are in place

The scope of the review is limited to the areas documented under the scope and approach. All other 
areas are considered outside of the scope of this review. However, Internal Audit will bring to the 
attention of management any points relating to other areas that come to their attention during the 
course of the audit.  

We assume for the purposes of estimating the number of days of audit work that there is one control 
environment, and that we will be providing assurance over controls in this environment. If this is 
not the case, our estimate of audit days may not be accurate. 

It is intended that this audit will be completed through a combination of remote working and onsite 
meetings and testing, based upon the most effective way of carrying out the work. 

In delivering this review BDO may need to observe and test confidential or personal identifiable data 
to ascertain the effective operation of controls in place. The organisation shall only provide the 
Shared Personal Data to BDO using secure methods as agreed between the parties. BDO will utilise 
the data in line with the General Data Protection Regulations 2016 (GDPR) and the Data Protection 
Act 1998 and shall only share Personal Data on an anonymised basis and only where necessary. 



 

 

FOR MORE INFORMATION: 

GREG RUBINS 

greg.rubins@bdo.co.uk 

This publication has been carefully prepared, but it has been written in general terms and should 
be seen as broad guidance only. The publication cannot be relied upon to cover specific situations 
and you should not act, or refrain from acting, upon the information contained therein without 
obtaining specific professional advice. Please contact BDO LLP to discuss these matters in the 
context of your particular circumstances. BDO LLP, its partners, employees and agents do not accept 
or assume any liability or duty of care for any loss arising from any action taken or not taken by 
anyone in reliance on the information in this publication or for any decision based on it. 

BDO LLP, a UK limited liability partnership registered in England and Wales under number OC305127, 
is a member of BDO International Limited, a UK company limited by guarantee, and forms part of 
the international BDO network of independent member firms. A list of members’ names is open to 
inspection at our registered office, 55 Baker Street, London W1U 7EU. BDO LLP is authorised and 
regulated by the Financial Conduct Authority to conduct investment business.  

BDO is the brand name of the BDO network and for each of the BDO Member Firms.  

BDO Northern Ireland, a partnership formed in and under the laws of Northern Ireland, is licensed 
to operate within the international BDO network of independent member firms.  

© June 2022 BDO LLP. All rights reserved. 
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