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Item 4:   ANNUAL ASSURANCE FRAMEWORK 

 

1.  Purpose of the Report 

1.1 To provide an overview of the various assurance processes which operate within 
Northumberland National Park Authority and asks members to agree the detail of the 
overall annual assurance framework for 2015/16. 

2.  Recommendations 

2.1 The Authority is recommended to:  

a) endorse the assurance framework set out in Sections 5 and 6;  
b) note the internal audit annual report 2014/15 as at Appendix 1;  
c) approve the internal audit strategy 2015/16 – 2017/18 as at Appendix 2;   
d) receive the annual external audit planning report from Deloitte LLP for year 

ending 31st March 2015 as at Appendix 3;  
e) endorse the Forward Plan for the Review Group for July 2015 to November 

2016 as at Appendix 4; and 
f) Authorise the Finance and Audit Group to conclude a new assurance 

framework as detailed in paragraph 5.10. 
 

3.  Implications 

 Financial  
3.1 None. Provision for all proposed actions in the report has been made from within the 

agreed budget plan for 2015/16 to 2017/18.  
 

 Equality  

3.2 None.    

4.  Background 

4.1 The Assurance Framework brings together the key corporate processes which help 
provide assurance to members that effective systems are in place to manage key 
areas of activity and the delivery of the Corporate Plan. 

 These sections include: 

 Financial Management; 

 Health and Safety; 

 Human Resource Management; 

 Governance; 

 Risk Management; and 

 Equality 
 
4.2 In addition, the Authority has a range of performance processes for ensuring that its 

delivery is effective, efficient and focussed on agreed priorities. These include: 

 State of the Park reporting and annual action planning to manage delivery of the 
National Park Management Plan; 

 Performance reporting and key corporate performance indicators to manage 
delivery of the annual Corporate Plan; 

 Quarterly Financial Reporting; and 

 Quarterly project reporting to manage high profile initiatives. 
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5. Levels of Assurance - Statutory 

5.1 Northumberland National Park Authority receives a very high level of regulatory 
assurance and has consistently improved the level of assurance in the last 10 years. 

 
5.2 The key current mechanisms for regulatory assurance are: 

 External Audit; 

 Internal Audit; and 

 Statutory Advisers. 
 

External Audit 

5.3 Currently, an external auditor is independently appointed to annually audit the 
Authority’s accounts. In addition to auditing the financial aspects of the accounts the 
audit includes: 

 a review of controls relating to the financial reporting process and the final audit 
report includes any appropriate recommendations; 

 a review of the annual governance statement in order to form an opinion on 
whether the Authority has in place proper arrangements to secure economy, 
efficiency and effectiveness in its use of resources; and 

 a review of the IT environment. 

5.4 The current auditor Deloitte LLP will conclude their work with the National Park 
Authority with the audit of the 2014/15. The scale of fees has reduced significantly 
and whilst the scope of the audit is unchanged the level of detailed audit work has 
reduced. Members are asked to note that the Sill project will form part of the external 
auditor’s scope under the value for money assessment.  

5.5 As per national regulations, the draft accounts are signed-off by the Chief Financial 
Officer and passed to Deloitte LLP for external audit in June. The final audit report 
and accounts are presented to the September meeting of the Authority, prior to this 
the Finance and Audit Group reviews the detail.  

Internal Audit 

5.6 Statutory regulations covering the English National Park Authorities require the 
authorities to have an effective internal audit service. Internal audit is performed by 
Baker Tilly and is a service the Authority purchases to undertake routine planned 
audit work which undertakes an in-depth test of key systems and high risk 
programmes of work (i.e. not just financial systems). The external auditors place 
reliance on these areas of the work. The Authority competitively tenders for internal 
audit services every six years. The volume of audit work is set according to the level 
of existing assurance and future risk environment. 

5.7  The level of assurance resulting from Internal Auditors had consistently been high for 
a number of years.  The 2014/15 year’s internal audit findings are attached at 
Appendix 1 for the Authority to note. 

5.8 The 2015/16 audit plan for the next three years proposes a change in approach. The 
Authority has consistently been assured that the general systems are robust and well 
managed. However, moving to a small and more enterprising organisation, whilst 
managing the largest project ever by an English National Park Authority (The Sill), 
present a different set of risks. Therefore the new three-year audit plan is deliberately 
focussing on those areas of highest risk or where there are concerns regarding future 
performance. This will not provide an accurate overall picture as it will be focussed on 
the highest risk areas but it will direct internal audit resources at those areas where 
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greatest value can be added through audit. On occasions the resulting audit may 
result in an additional cost. 

Finance and Audit Group 

5.9 The Authority’s governance provides for delegation of financial and audit analysis by 
a small group of members supported by the Chief Financial Officers and Head of 
Corporate Services.  The members review financial matters in accordance with the 
Accounts and Audit (England) Regulations 2011 including high risk areas such as the 
Income Generation Plan and strategic matters such as Treasury Management and 
Pension Scheme funding.  

5.10 In order to maintain a more accurate overall picture of risk assurance members are 
asked to delegate responsibility to the Finance and Audit Group working with the 
Head of Corporate Services to produce an updated assurance framework. This work 
will involve all managers and middle managers.  

The new framework will be based on appropriate national models and will include; 

 identify all types of assurance; 

 take a risk based approach; 

 ensure the Authority’s key risks have different levels of assurance namely a first 
level assurance from departmental day to day processes; a second level of 
assurance from an ‘oversight’ department like HR or Finance; and finally an 
outside or independent level of oversight; 

 identify roles, responsibilities and accountabilities; and 

 ensure that an information and data collection leads to meaningful management 
information. 
 

Statutory Advisers 

5.11 English National Park Authorities are covered by the same legislation as local 
authorities in respect of high level advisers. That is, the Authority is required to 
employ a Chief Financial Officer (Gordon Allan and Hazel Fitzsimmons)) and a 
Monitoring Officer (Stuart Evans) whose respective roles includes reporting to 
members any serious breaches relating to financial matters and possible breaches of 
the law or maladministration. The role of the Monitoring Officer is supported by an 
Independent Standards Member (Philip Ashmore). 

 
6. Non-Statutory Member Review 

 

6.1 Review and Scrutiny is a not a statutory requirement for English National Park 
Authorities. Northumberland National Park Authority, uniquely among the English 
national park family, has a member review / scrutiny committee function. 

 
6.2 The work of Review Group is designed to be both high support and high challenge for 

the staff and should not be confused with the scrutiny function as delivered by 
principal councils. Members have agreed that review should operate on a forward 
rolling timetable to be determined at the Annual Meeting. This plan should 
complement that of the internal audit service and other existing assurance systems. 

 
6.3 The Authority is asked to consider and endorse the forward programme of Review 

from July 2015 as detailed in Appendix 4. 
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Strategic Risk Register 

6.4 The Strategic Risk Register is a process enabling the Authority to set the risk appetite 
and defines levels of risk and likelihood of the risk occurring over a three year 
planning period. Where the risk is estimated to be unacceptably high, the Strategic 
Risk Register sets actions to reduce the likelihood of the risk happening and / or 
actions to reduce the impact should the risk actually occur. The actions to manage 
these high risk areas are reported to the Leadership Team on a quarterly basis. 
Where the risk remains high the Leadership Team informs the Authority as part of the 
quarterly financial and performance reports. The Strategic Risk Register was 
approved at the March 2015 Authority meeting.  

 Health and Safety and Human Resource Management 

6.5 The Authority ensures it has high quality health and safety and human resource 
advisers. Human Resource (HR) activity and priority areas of work (set in the three-
year Human Resource Strategy) are reported to the Authority via regular reports from 
the Leadership Team. External HR advice is provided by Newcastle City Council 
through a Service Level Agreement.  

6.6 Health and Safety issues are addressed through a workplace Health and Safety 
Working Group and serious issues are raised with the Authority via the Leadership 
Team. Staff and volunteer training is planned to ensure that all key operational health 
and safety issues are adequately addressed.  External Health and Safety advice is 
provided by the Peak District National Park Authority through a service level 
agreement. 

7. Conclusion 
 
7.1 In considering all the systems for assurance together, Northumberland National Park 

Authority members receive assurance through a variety of means. In addition 
members have the ability to design some of the detail of the assurance framework to 
address any gaps, particularly through internal audit and review. 

 
7.2 Members are asked to consider, contribute to, and endorse the assurance framework 

as set out in this report for the period to June 2015 and to actively assist in 
establishing a revised assurance framework. 

 
 
Contact Officer: 
For further information contact Stuart Evans, Head of Corporate Services and Monitoring 
Officer on 01434 611527 or stuart.evans@nnpa.org.uk or Gordon Allan, Finance Manager 
on 01434 611504 or gordon.allan@nnpa.org.uk 
 
 
Background papers 

‘Board assurance: A toolkit for higher education institutions: Do we really know what we think 

we know? BakerTilley, April 2015 
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Appendix 4:  Draft Authority Review Programme  
 

 
NORTHUMBERLAND NATIONAL PARK AUTHORITY 

 
DRAFT AUTHORITY REVIEW MEETINGS FORWARD SCHEDULE 

 
July 2015 – November 2016 

 

 
 

 
DATE 

 

 
SUBJECT 

 
July 2015:                 

Land Management and Biodiversity 

 
November 2015:       

Rural Development - Delivering Thriving Communities 

February 2016:         Development Management 

 
May 2016:                

Partnership Programmes and their value to the Authority 

 
July 2016:                 

Historic Environment Review 

November 2016:     
Commercialisation and what Members have learned from the 2015 
away day 

 

 
 
 
Peter Murray 
Chair of Authority Review Meetings 
17 June 2015 
 
 

 

 

 
 

 


