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Item 5:   ANNUAL ASSURANCE FRAMEWORK 

 
1.  Purpose of the Report 

1.1 This report pulls together 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 the year to June 2014. 

 
2.  Recommendations 

2.1 The Authority is recommended to:  

a) endorse the assurance framework set out in Sections 5 and 6 of this 
report;  

b) receive the annual external audit planning report from Deloitte LLP as at 
Appendix 1 to Item 5;  

c) note the internal audit annual report 2012/13 as at Appendix 2 to Item 5;  
d) Receive the strategy for internal audit 2013/14 – 2015/16 as at Appendix 3 

to Item 5; and  
e) endorse the Review Forward Plan for the next 18 months from June 2013 

as at Appendix 4 to Item 5. 
 

3.  Implications 

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

agreed budget plan for 2013/14 to 2015/16.  
 
 Equality  

3.2 None.  

4.  Background 

4.1 The Assurance Framework brings together the key corporate processes to reassure 
members that effective systems are in place manage key areas of activity including: 

 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 

actual 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; 

 Quarterly project reporting to manage high profile initiatives; and 

 Studies of good practice on specific work programmes such as Apprenticeship 
programmes. 
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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 mechanisms for regulatory assurance are: 

 External Audit; 

 Internal Audit; 

 Statutory Advisers; and 

 National Park Authority Performance Assessment (typically every 5 years). 
 

External Audit 

5.3 Currently, the Audit Commission appoint an external auditor 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 has been be reappointed to 2016/17. The scale of 
fees has reduced significantly and the scope of the audit is also reducing. Once the 
new system has been in place for a year or two the Authority will be in a better 
position to determine if the level of external audit remains fit for purpose. The external 
audit plan (Appendix 1) is discussed with management but presented to the Authority 
via the Review Chairman. 

5.5 The draft accounts are signed-off by the Chief Financial Officer and passed to 
Deloitte for external audit in June. Any serious issues found by the external auditors, 
which were not resolved following discussions with management or the Chief Finance 
Officer, would result in the accounts being qualified. The final audit of accounts report 
is presented to the September meeting of the Authority. Extremely serious issues can 
result in the auditors publishing their findings on matters such as ineffective use of 
public resources. 

 
Internal Audit 

5.7 Statutory regulations covering the English National Park Authorities require the 
authorities to have an effective internal audit service. The name is misleading, 
internal does not mean employed by the Authority. Internal audit is a service the 
Authority purchases to undertake routine planned audit work which undertake 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 6 years. The volume 
of audit work is set according to the level of existing assurance. The previous 
provider, RSM Tenon, successfully regained the contract in March 2012. 
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5.8  Over the last five years the level of assurance resulting from Internal Auditors (RSM 
Tenon) has consistently increased and provides members with generally high levels 
of assurance. However, for 2012/13 the Leadership Team felt that the level of internal 
audit challenge had become less strategic and rather too procedural. RSM Tenon 
have been asked to ensure the next audit plan directs its attention and findings at 
more strategic matters. The 2012/13 year’s internal audit findings are attached at 
Appendix 2 for the Authority to note. 

5.9 The 2013/14 audit plan for the next three years is attached at Appendix 3 for 
consideration and approval by members. This plan has not been fully committed. 
Members are requested to identify areas where they feel independent assessment by 
internal audit would add value (see paragraph 6.3). 

 
Statutory Advisers 

5.10 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 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. This 
function was found to be a best practice model in the 2005 National Park Authority 
Performance Assessment and was further endorsed by this process in 2010.  

 
6.2 The work of Review 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 an 18 month rolling 
timetable to be determined at the June Authority meeting. This plan should 
complement that of the internal audit service and other existing assurance systems. 

 
6.3 The Authority is to consider and agree the 18 month programme of Review from June 

2013. A draft 18 month timetable prepared by the Review Chair is attached at 
Appendix 4. 

 

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.  
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This year the Authority reduced its risk appetite due to the reduced level of human 
and financial resources and less operational flexibility. The risk strategy was agreed 
by the Authority in March 2013 alongside agreement of the Three Year Business and 
Budget Plan.  

 
 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 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. The current service is provided by the Peak District National Park 
Authority and this synergy produced by the contract is proving very valuable. 

6.6 Health and Safety issues are addressed through a workplace health and safety 
committee 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. 

 
7. Conclusion 
 
7.1 Northumberland National Park Authority members receive assurance through a 

variety of means. As a result of considering all the systems for assurance together, 
members have the ability to design some of the detail of the assurance framework to 
address any gaps. 

 
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 2014.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
Contact Officer: 
For further information contact Stuart Evans, Head of Corporate Services and Monitoring 
Officer on 01434 611527 or e-mail: stuart.evans@nnpa.org.uk 
 
Background papers 

None 


