Belfast City Council – Background Information for applicants for post of Non-Executive Member for the Audit and Risk Panel

Belfast City Council

Belfast City Council serves a population of over 330,000 with a gross revenue expenditure of approximately £200 million and over 2,400 employees. Following local government reform, the council assumed responsibility for powers and services including land-use planning, community planning and economic development. The Belfast Agenda identifies the work that the council needs to do. Its content is shaped by a substantial evidence base; by conversations with people across the city about the type of place they want Belfast to be and by a deep understanding of the opportunities and challenges that we face. The council’s core commitment continues to be providing high quality and cost-effective services on a daily basis, ensuring that Belfast is an attractive place in which to live, work in, invest in and visit. 

More information on the council can be found on the council’s website www.belfastcity.gov.uk

Audit and Risk Panel

Belfast City Council has had an Audit Panel since 1998.  In 2014/15 the council reviewed its governance arrangements and re-constituted its existing Audit Panel as the ‘Audit and Risk Panel.’  The Panel undertakes the role of an Audit Committee although it is technically constituted as a working group that reports to the council’s Strategic Policy and Resources Committee.  It is comprised of six Elected Members; one from each of the main political parties who are supported by the independent, non-executive member of the Panel.  The Panel is expected to meet at least four times a year, although this may be increased if special meetings are called or if training is being provided.  The terms of reference for the Panel are attached at Appendix 1 and an indicative annual programme of its business for 2026 is provided at Appendix 2.

Audit, Governance and Risk Services

Belfast City Council has an established internal audit function, known as Audit, Governance and Risk Services.  The Head of Audit, Governance and Risk Services is represented at the Audit and Risk Panel and provides regular reports on internal audit activity.

Northern Ireland Audit Office (NIAO)

The Council’s external auditor is the NIAO.  The NIAO undertakes the statutory audit of the Council’s financial statements and undertakes other audit reviews (such as value for money audits, review of performance management arrangements).  The NIAO attends meetings of the Audit and Risk Panel.



Appendix A


Belfast City Council

Audit and Risk Panel

Statement of Purpose and Terms of Reference 
Statement of Purpose
1. The Audit and Risk Panel is a key component of Belfast City Council’s corporate governance arrangements. It provides an independent and high-level focus on the audit, assurance and reporting arrangements that underpin good governance and financial standards.
2. The purpose of the Audit and Risk Panel is to provide independent assurance to those charged with governance (Members and senior management) on the adequacy of the risk management framework and the internal control environment.  It provides independent review of the council’s governance, risk management and control frameworks and oversees the financial reporting and annual governance processes. It will provide an independent scrutiny of the council’s financial and non-financial performance to the extent that it exposes the council to risk and weakens the control environment. It oversees internal audit and external audit, helping to ensure efficient and effective assurance arrangements are in place.
Governance, Risk and Control
3. To review the council’s corporate governance arrangements against the good governance framework, including the ethical framework and consider the local code of governance.
4. To consider the effectiveness of the Standards and Business Committee (established October 2021) as part of the annual governance review.   
5. To consider the council’s arrangements to secure value for money and review assurances and assessments on the effectiveness of these arrangements.
6. To consider the council’s framework of assurance and ensure that it adequately addresses the risks and priorities of the council.
7. To monitor the effective development and operation of risk management in the council, to include overseeing the council’s risk, control and governance arrangements for health and safety.
8. To approve the council’s risk management strategy and monitor progress in addressing risk-related issues reported to the Panel, including the corporate risk register and assurance information on the management of key corporate risks.  
9. To consider reports on the effectiveness of internal controls and monitor the implementation of agreed actions.
10. To consider reports on the effectiveness of financial management arrangements, including
compliance with CIPFA’s Financial Management Code.
11. To review the assessment of fraud risks and potential harm to the council from fraud and corruption.
12. To approve the council’s fraud and whistleblowing (raising concerns) policies and monitor the implementation of these policies, including the counter-fraud strategy, actions and resources.
13. To oversee and monitor the Council’s structures, processes, systems and related arrangements for performance management and to assure itself through receipt of regular reports on the planning, delivery, reporting and reviewing arrangements that appropriate plans and policies to support the performance management framework are in place and that its statutory responsibilities are being met.

14. To review the governance and assurance arrangements for significant partnerships or collaborations.

Financial and Governance Reporting
Governance Reporting
15. To review the Annual Governance Statement prior to approval and consider whether it properly reflects the risk environment and supporting assurances, including the head of internal audit’s annual opinion.
16. To consider whether the annual evaluation for the Annual Governance Statement fairly concludes that governance arrangements are fit for purpose, supporting the achievement of the authority’s objectives.

Financial Reporting
17. To monitor the arrangements and preparations for financial reporting to ensure that statutory requirements and professional standards can be met.
18. To review the annual statement of accounts. Specifically, to consider whether appropriate accounting policies have been followed and whether there are concerns arising from the financial statements or from the audit that need to be brought to the attention of the council.
19. To consider the external auditor’s report to those charged with governance on issues arising from the audit of the accounts
Arrangements for audit and assurance
20. To consider the council’s framework of assurance and ensure that it adequately addresses the risks and priorities of the council.
External audit
21. To support the independence of external audit through consideration of the external auditor’s annual assessment of its independence 
22. To consider the external auditor’s annual letter, relevant reports, and the report to those charged with governance.
23. To consider specific reports as agreed with the external auditor.
24. To comment on the scope and depth of external audit work and to ensure it gives value for money.
25. To advise and recommend on the effectiveness of relationships between external and internal audit and other inspection agencies or relevant bodies.
26. To consider the external auditor’s report on performance management, specifically the annual improvement assessment and to consider the adequacy of management responses / action taken to address issues arising from these reports.
27. To provide free and unfettered access to the Audit and Risk Panel Chair for the auditors, including the opportunity for a private meeting with the Panel.
Internal audit
28. To approve the internal audit charter. 
29. To review proposals made in relation to the appointment of external providers of internal audit services and to make recommendations.
30. To approve the risk-based internal audit plan, including internal audit’s resource requirements, the approach to using other sources of assurance and any work required to place reliance upon those other sources.
31. To approve significant interim changes to the risk-based internal audit plan and resource requirements.
32. To make appropriate enquiries of both management and the Head of Audit, Governance and Risk Services to determine if there are any inappropriate scope or resource limitations.
33. To consider any impairments to the independence or objectivity of the head of internal audit arising from additional roles or responsibilities outside of internal auditing and to approve and periodically review safeguards to limit such impairments.
34. To consider reports from the Head of Audit, Governance and Risk Services on internal audit’s performance during the year, including the performance of external providers of internal audit services. These will include:
a) Updates on the work of internal audit including key findings, issues of concern and action in hand as a result of internal audit work.
b) Regular reports on the results of the Quality Assurance and Improvement Programme.
c) Reports on instances where the internal audit function does not conform to the Global Internal Audit Standards in the UK Public Sector, considering whether the non-conformance is significant enough that it must be included in the Annual Governance Statement. 
35. To consider the Head of Audit, Governance and Risk Services’ annual report:
a) The statement of the level of conformance with the Global Internal Audit Standards in the UK Public Sector and the results of the Quality Assurance and Improvement Programme that supports the statement – these will indicate the reliability of the conclusions of internal audit.
b) The opinion on the overall adequacy and effectiveness of the council’s framework of governance, risk management and control together with the summary of the work supporting the opinion – these will assist the Panel in reviewing the Annual Governance Statement. 
36. To consider summaries of specific internal audit reports as requested.
37. To receive reports outlining the action taken where the Head of Audit, Governance and Risk Services has concluded that management has accepted a level of risk that may be unacceptable to the authority or there are concerns about progress with the implementation of agreed actions.
38. To contribute to the Quality Assurance and Improvement Programme, both to the internal quality assessment of internal audit and in particular, to the external quality assessment of internal audit that takes place at least once every five years.
39. To consider a report on the effectiveness of internal audit to support the Annual Governance Statement, where required to do so by the Accounts and Audit Regulations.
40. To provide free and unfettered access to the Audit and Risk Panel Chair for the Head of AGRS, including the opportunity for a private meeting with the Panel.
Accountability arrangements
41. To report to those charged with governance (Members and senior management) on the Panel’s findings, conclusions and recommendations concerning the adequacy and effectiveness of their governance, risk management and internal control frameworks; financial reporting arrangements, and internal and external audit functions.  The Panel will do this by reporting to the council’s Strategic Policy & Resources Committee on a regular basis through reports and minutes of meetings.  It may also report, with the approval of the Strategic Policy and Resources Committee, to other standing committees on matters that are of direct relevance to the responsibilities of these committees.
42. To report to full Council (through the Strategic Policy and Resources Committee) on a regular basis on the Panel’s performance in relation to the terms of reference and the effectiveness of the Panel in meeting its purpose.
43. To publish an annual report on the work of the Panel, including a conclusion on the
compliance with the CIPFA Position Statement Audit Committees in Local Authorities (2022).

44. The Audit and Risk Panel shall consider any issue referred to it in relation to these terms of reference by the Council or any Standing Committee.  Furthermore, the Audit and Risk Panel shall also consider any matter brought to its attention by the Chief Executive.  Where any individual Member wishes to raise an issue under these terms of reference, the Member shall accordingly either raise the matter through the Strategic Policy and Resources Committee or in the case of urgency with the Chief Executive.


Membership

45. The Panel comprises of one member from each of the main political parties and a non-executive member.

Meetings

46. The Panel meets quarterly.

47. As a working group, the quorum for the Panel is one quarter.

48. The Panel may sit privately without any non-members present for all or part of a meeting if they wish.

49. The Panel is attended by the following Chief Officers and members of their management team as appropriate; Deputy Chief Executive and Strategic Director of Corporate Services, Director of Finance, Director of Human Resources, City Solicitor, Director of Legal and Civic Services, Director of City and Organisational Strategy; and officers from the Northern Ireland Audit Office.

Information requirements

50. An annual programme of business is agreed with the Panel in December setting out the routine and other reports that should go to each meeting of the Panel.


7
APPENDIX B- BELFAST CITY COUNCIL AUDIT AND RISK PANEL – INDICATIVE PROGRAMME OF BUSINESS 2026/2027


	3 March 2026 
	9 June 2026 
	11 September 2026 
	8 December 2026 

	Routine matters 

	· Corporate health and safety 
· Absence management 
	· Corporate health and safety 
· Absence management 
	· Corporate health and safety 
· Absence management 
	· Corporate health and safety 
· Absence management 


	
Audit & Risk Panel  

	· Private pre-meet with NIAO Director (external audit)  
· Annual review of Audit and Risk Panel purpose and terms of reference  
	· Annual report from Audit and Risk Panel to Strategic Policy and Resources Committee 
	· Private pre-meet with Head of AGRS (internal audit) 
 
	· Annual review of effectiveness of Audit and Risk Panel 
· Audit & Risk Panel proposed training for 2027 
· Annual programme of work 


	
Governance, Risk and Control 

	· AGRS Progress Report 
· Corporate Risk Management report 
· Audit Recommendations Monitor report  
 
 
 
 
 
	· AGRS Progress Report 
· Corporate Risk Management report 
· Head of AGRS Annual Report and opinion and summary of internal audit activity 
· Annual Governance Statement & Code of Governance 
· Annual review and update of Fraud and Bribery policy, annual report on Fraud and Raising Concerns, National Fraud Initiative and Corporate Fraud Risk Assessment 







	· AGRS Progress Report 
· Corporate Risk Management report 
· Review and update of the Risk Strategy including Risk Appetite 
· Review and update of the Business Continuity Management policy 
 
 
 
 
 
	· AGRS Progress Report 
· Corporate Risk Management report 
 
 
 

	Internal Audit  

	· Approve AGRS (internal audit) Strategy and Annual Plan 2026/27 including Quality Assurance and Improvement Plan 
· Annual review of AGRS terms of reference / charter 

	 
	 
	 

	External Audit / Financial Accounts 

	 
	· NIAO’s Audit Strategy for the audit of the Council’s financial statements 2025/26 
 
	· To receive the NIAO’s draft Annual Audit Letter and draft Report to Those Charged with Governance including an update on the 2025/26 audit 
· Financial Statement of Accounts for approval 
 
	· NIAO’s final Annual Audit Letter / final Report to Those Charged with Governance for 2025/26 (including management response) 
· Local Government Auditor’s Annual Report (all Councils) 
 
 

	External Audit / Performance Management  

	· Performance Improvement Q3 Update  
· NIAO – Performance Audit and Assessment report for 2026-27
 
	· Performance Improvement Year-end Update  
 
	· Performance Improvement Q1  Update  
  
	· Performance Improvement Q2 Update  
 
 




