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Key Messages

• The 2015-16 financial statements were 
certified without qualification as outlined in 
my audit report 

• Appropriate balances were brought forward 
from the legacy councils

• The Council has in place proper arrangements 
to secure economy, efficiency and effectiveness 
in the use of its resources

• The governance statement reflects compliance 
with relevant guidance and government 
standards  

• The Whole of Government Accounts annual 
return was submitted for HM Treasury’s 
consolidation process

• The latest National Fraud Initiative report was 
published (July 16)

• Sick absence was an average of 10.3 days 
per full time employee

• Audit work was completed within the estimated 
fee quoted

• Group accounts will be necessary next year 
to consolidate the new Belfast Waterfront and 
Ulster Hall Limited company established from  
1 April 2016
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Introduction

1. The results of my statutory responsibilities 
for 2015-16 are summarised in this 
report. The legislative role for the Local 
Government Auditor is contained in the 
Local Government (Northern Ireland) 
Order 2005 and the Local Government 
(Northern Ireland) Act 2014. In 
addition, the Code of Audit Practice 
published in March 2016 prescribes 
the way in which audit functions under 
the legislation are to be carried out. The 
Code of Audit practice is supported 
further by a Statement of Responsibilities 
of Local Government Auditors and 
Local Government Bodies. Both of these 
documents are published on the NIAO 
website.

2. Management have specific 
responsibilities regarding the production 
of financial statements. They are also 
expected to have effective governance 
arrangements in place to deliver the 
corporate objectives. The publication of 
the financial statements is an essential 
means to account for the stewardship 
and use of public money each year.

3. As external auditor, it is my responsibility 
to form an opinion on whether:

• the financial statements give a true 
and fair view of the financial position 
of the Council and its expenditure 
and income for the year;

• the financial statements have been 
prepared properly in accordance 
with the relevant accounting and 
reporting framework as set out in 
legislation, applicable accounting 
standards or other direction;

• other information published together 
with the audited financial statements 
is consistent with the financial 
statements; and

• the part of the remuneration report 
to be audited has been properly 
prepared in accordance with 
the Department for Communities’ 
(formerly Department of the 
Environment) directions.

4. There is a range of various matters 
which can be reported by exception 
and they are outlined in the Code of 
Audit Practice. One of these items relates 
to the information published with the 
audited financial statements, such as 
the governance statement. I report if the 
governance statement is not consistent 
with the information gathered during 
the audit including that gained from 
carrying out audit work on the Council’s 
arrangements for securing economy, 
efficiency and effectiveness of resources 
and performance improvement.

5. This report is solely based upon those 
matters that have come to my attention 
as a result of normal audit procedures. 
Consequently, our comments should not 
be regarded as a comprehensive record 
of all deficiencies that may exist or 
improvements that could be made.
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Audit of Financial Statements

Statement of Accounts

1. The accounts should be prepared in 
accordance with International Financial 
Accounting Standards as interpreted for 
Local Government in the `The Code of 
Practice on Local Authority Accounting in 
the United Kingdom’.  

2. The financial statements were signed by 
the Chief Financial Officer and submitted 
for audit before the statutory deadline of 
30 June 2016. Following the audit, the 
accounts were certified by me on 26 
September 2016 and published on the 
website of the Council.

3. On conclusion of the audit, the 2005 
Order requires me to issue a certificate 
stating that the audit is complete and 
to give an opinion on the statement 
of the accounts. The audit certificate 
and opinion are contained within the 
Statement of Accounts

Audit Opinion

4. For the year ended 31 March 2016 I 
gave the following unqualified opinion 
on the financial statements.   

 In my opinion

•  the financial statements give a 
true and fair view, in accordance 
with relevant legal and statutory 
requirements and the Code 
of Practice on Local Authority 
Accounting in the United Kingdom 
2015-16 , of the financial position 
of the Council as at 31 March 2016  

and its income and expenditure for 
the year then ended; and

• the financial statements have been 
properly prepared in accordance 
with the Local Government (Accounts 
and Audit) Regulations (Northern 
Ireland) 2015 and the Department 
for Communities’ directions issued 
thereunder.

5. At the end of the audit I issued a Report 
to those charged with Governance, 
addressed to the Chief Executive of 
Council, on the results of the audit, 
noting the most significant issues, 
making recommendations and seeking 
comments.  That report was presented 
separately to the Audit Panel.
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Audit work on economy, efficiency and effectiveness

Proper Arrangements

1. The Local Government (Northern 
Ireland) Order 2005 requires me to be 
satisfied that the Council has proper 
arrangements in place for securing 
economy, efficiency and effectiveness in 
the use of its resources.

2. Councils are required to maintain an 
effective system of internal control 
that supports the achievement of their 
policies, aims and objectives, while 
safeguarding and securing value for 
money from the public funds and other 
resources at their disposal.  

3. My review of the Council’s arrangements 
for securing value for money covered a 
wide range of  areas  including

• Strategic priorities and financial 
strategies and policies;

• Financial reporting systems and 
sound financial internal controls; 

• Procurement strategies and policies 
to deliver sustainable outcomes and 
value for money;

• Promoting a good governance 
environment including managing risks 
and systems of internal control;

• Asset management strategies and 
policies to safe guard assets, deliver 
objectives and generate value for 
money; and 

• A framework in place to manage the 
work force to effectively support the 
achievement of strategic priorities.

4. On the basis of my review this year, I 
am satisfied the Council has in place 
proper arrangements in place to securing 
economy, efficiency and effectiveness in 
the use of its resources.

Performance Improvement 

5. The Council has a general duty 
to make arrangements to secure 
continuous improvement in the exercise 
of its functions and to set improvement 
objectives for each financial year. 
Councils are now required to gather 
information to assess improvements in 
the services it provides and to issue 
a report annually on its performance 
against indicators set themselves or that 
have been set by the Department for 
Communities. 

6. It is my responsibility under statute to 
review the performance improvement 
plans, and the arrangements made to 
deliver on those plans, for each financial 
year. 

7. As the 2015-16 financial year was the 
first cycle of this process, there were 
limited requirements for Councils and the 
audit process was aligned accordingly. 
However, from the next financial year, 
the results of performance improvement 
audit work will be published on the 
NIAO website.
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Governance

Key Principles

1. The Good Governance Standard for 
Public Services sets out the key principles 
of good governance which:

•  focus on the organisation’s purpose 
and on outcomes for citizens and 
service users;

• perform effectively in clearly defined 
functions and roles;

• promote values for the whole 
organisation and demonstrating the 
values of good governance through 
behaviour;

• take informed, transparent decisions 
and manage risk;

• develop the capacity and capability 
of the governing body to be 
effective; and

• engage stakeholders and make 
accountability real.

Annual Governance Statement

2. The Council is required to conduct a 
review at least once in a financial year 
of the effectiveness of its governance 
framework (including its system of 
internal control) and to then approve an 
Annual Governance Statement. 

3. I am required to report if the Annual 
Governance Statement

• does not reflect compliance with the 
Code of Practice on Local Authority 
Accounting in the United Kingdom 
2015-16;

• does not comply with proper 
practices specified by the 
Department for Communities; or

• is misleading or inconsistent with 
other information I am aware of from 
my audit.

4. My review did not highlight any 
inconsistencies. The Council outlined 
the following significant issues in its 
Governance Report:

• New delivery/operating models,

• Agreement and delivery of the 
Community Plan/Belfast Agenda,

• City Centre Regeneration,

• Waste Management,

• Change Management,

• Delivery of the Local Development 
Plan, and

• Delivery of the Leisure Estates 
Programme.

Internal Audit

5. The Local Government (Accounts and 
Audit) Regulations (NI) 2015 requires 
councils to undertake an adequate 
and effective internal audit of its 
accounting records and of its system 
of risk management, internal control 
and governance processes using 
current internal auditing standards. The 
Council has an in-house Internal Audit 
function that conducted a review on the 
effectiveness of the system of internal 
audit during 2015-16. The findings 
of the review were considered by the 
Council’s Audit Panel.
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Governance

Audit Panel

6. It is essential that Members exercise 
effective scrutiny of the internal control 
processes and procedures in place 
within the Council. One way that 
Members carry out this function is 
through the Audit Panel.  

7. The Audit Panel is also invited to review 
my audit reports and my staff attend 
meetings to present audit findings.
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Other areas of audit interest

WGA

1. Whole of Government Accounts (WGA) 
are consolidated financial statements 
for the whole of the UK public sector. 
The National Audit Office audits these 
accounts and sets the overall audit 
approach. As such the Council is within 
the band of organisations in 2015-16 
where additional audit procedures were 
not required.

2. The Whole of Government Accounts 
annual return has been submitted for HM 
Treasury’s consolidation process.

NFI

3. The Council participates in the National 
Fraud Initiative, a UK wide data 
matching exercise designed to highlight 
savings for the public sector as a whole.

4. The latest report was published in July 
2016 and is available on the NIAO 
website.

Absenteeism

5. For the twelve months to the end of 
March 2016, the average number of 
day’s sick absence in the Council was 
10.3 days per full time employee. 

Audit Fee

6. The estimated audit fee is disclosed 
in note 4 of the financial statements. 
The final audit cost is in line with the 
estimate. 

Outlook

7. This financial year has been particularly 
challenging for Councils and it is the 
first reporting period in the new eleven 
council configuration. In addition to 
restructuring, Councils have taken 
on several functions from central 
government, such as new planning 
powers, off-street car parking, local 
economic development and heritage 
responsibilities.

8. It was also envisaged that Councils 
would have urban regeneration and 
community development powers from 
2016-17. However, the mechanisms to 
enable this transfer have not been put 
in place and Northern Ireland Executive 
approval will be required. 

9. A new Council owned company was 
created to operate the Belfast Waterfront 
and Ulster Halls from 1 April 2016. We 
expect the Council to produce a set of 
group accounts next year to consolidate 
the activities of the new company.
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