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Executive summary

Purpose of this letter

Our Annual Audit Letter (Letter) summarises the key findings arising from the 

work we have carried out at Ashford Borough Council (the Council) for the year 

ended 31 March 2017.

This Letter provides a commentary on the results of our work to the Council and 

its external stakeholders, and highlights issues we wish to draw to the attention of 

the public.  In preparing this letter, we have followed the National Audit Office 

(NAO)'s Code of Audit Practice (the Code) and  Auditor Guidance Note (AGN) 

07 – 'Auditor Reporting'.

We reported the detailed findings from our audit work to the Council's Audit 

Committee (as those charged with governance) in our Audit Findings Report on 

11 July 2017.

Our responsibilities

We have carried out our audit in accordance with the NAO's Code of Audit 

Practice, which reflects the requirements of the Local Audit and Accountability 

Act 2014 (the Act). Our key responsibilities are to:

• give an opinion on the Council's financial statements (section two)

• assess the Council's  arrangements for securing economy, efficiency and 

effectiveness in its use of resources (the value for money conclusion) (section 

three).

In our audit of the Council's financial statements, we comply with International 

Standards on Auditing (UK and Ireland) (ISAs) and other guidance issued by the 

NAO.

Our work

Financial statements opinion

We gave an unqualified opinion on the Council's financial statements on 15 July

2017.

Value for money conclusion

We were satisfied that the Council put in place proper arrangements to ensure 

economy, efficiency and effectiveness in its use of resources during the year ended 

31 March 2017. We reflected this in our audit opinion on 15 July 2017.

Use of additional powers and duties 

We are required under the Act to give electors the opportunity to raise questions 

about the Council's accounts and we consider and decide upon objections received 

in relation to the accounts. We received one objection to the accounts and are 

currently finalising this work. 

Certificate

We are currently unable to certify that we have completed the audit of the 

accounts of Ashford Borough Council as we have not yet completed work in 

respect of an objection received.

Certification of grants

We also carry out work to certify the Council's Housing Benefit subsidy claim on 

behalf of the Department for Work and Pensions. Our work on this claim is not 

yet complete and will be finalised by 30 November 2017. We will report the results 

of this work to the Audit Committee in  our Annual Certification Letter.

Working with the Council/Authority

We would like to record our appreciation for the assistance and co-operation

provided to us during our audit by the Council's staff.

Grant Thornton UK LLP

October 2017
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Audit of  the accounts

Our audit approach

Materiality

In our audit of the Council's accounts, we applied the concept of materiality to 

determine the nature, timing and extent of our work, and to evaluate the results of 

our work. We define materiality as the size of the misstatement in the financial 

statements that would lead a reasonably knowledgeable person to change or 

influence their economic decisions. 

We determined materiality for our audit of the Council's accounts to be £1.7 

million, which is 2% of the Council's gross revenue expenditure. We used this 

benchmark, as in our view, users of the Council's accounts are most interested in 

how it has spent the income it has raised from taxation and grants during the year. 

We set a lower threshold of £86,000, above which we reported errors to the Audit 

Committee in our Audit Findings Report.

The scope of our audit

Our audit involves obtaining enough evidence about the amounts and 

disclosures in the financial statements to give reasonable assurance they are free 

from material misstatement, whether caused by fraud or error. This includes 

assessing whether: 

• the Council's accounting policies are appropriate, have been consistently 

applied and adequately disclosed; 

• significant accounting estimates made by the Chief Finance Officer are 

reasonable; and

• the overall presentation of the financial statements gives a true and fair view.

We also read the narrative report and annual governance statement to check 

they are consistent with our understanding of the Council and with the accounts 

included in the Statement of Accounts on which we gave our opinion.

We carry out our audit in line with ISAs (UK and Ireland) and the NAO Code 

of Audit Practice. We believe the audit evidence we have obtained is sufficient 

and appropriate to provide a basis for our opinion.

Our audit approach was based on a thorough understanding of the Council's 

business and is risk based. 

We identified key risks and set out overleaf the work we performed in response 

to these risks and the results of this work.
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Audit of  the accounts

Risks identified in our audit 

plan How we responded to the risk Findings and conclusions

Valuation of pension fund net 

liability

The Council's pension fund net 

liability, as reflected in its balance 

sheet, represents a significant 

estimate in the financial 

statements.

As part of our audit work we:

• identified the controls put in place by management to ensure that the pension fund liability was 

not materially misstated. We also assessed whether these controls were implemented as 

expected and whether they were sufficient to mitigate the risk of material misstatement.

• reviewed the competence, expertise and objectivity of the actuary who carried out the pension 

fund valuation

• gained an understanding of the basis on which the valuation was carried out

• carried out procedures to confirm the reasonableness of the actuarial assumptions made

• reviewed the consistency of the pension fund asset and liability and disclosures in notes to the 

financial statements with the report from your actuary.

Our audit work has not identified any 

significant issues in relation to the risk 

identified.

However, our audit work identified that 

the discount rate factor used by the 

actuary, Barnett Waddingham, is 

outside of the auditors expert 

assessment and additional procedures 

will be required to confirm the factor 

used and variance is reasonable.

Valuation of property plant 

and equipment

The Council revalues its assets 

on a rolling basis over a five year 

period. The Code requires that 

the Council ensures that the 

carrying value at the balance

sheet date is not materially 

different from the current value. 

This represents a significant 

estimate by management in the 

financial statements.

As part of our audit work we have:

• undertaken a walkthrough of the council's processes and controls over this area to gain an 

understanding of these

• reviewed management's processes and assumptions for the calculation of the estimate

• reviewed the competence, expertise and objectivity of any management experts used

• reviewed the instructions issued to valuation experts and the scope of their work

• held discussions with the valuer about the basis on which the valuation is carried out and 

challenge of the key assumptions

• review and challenge of the information used by the valuer to ensure it is robust and consistent 

with our understanding

• tested revaluations made during the year to ensure they are input correctly into the Council's

asset register

• evaluated the assumptions made by management for those assets not revalued during the year

and how management satisfied themselves that these are not materially different to current 

value.

Our audit work has not identified any 

significant issues in relation to the risk 

identified.

However, we agreed a number of 

amendments to Note 14 Property, Plant 

and Equipment to improve and simplify 

the disclosures on the value of the 

Council’s assets.

These are the risks which had the greatest impact on our overall strategy and where we focused more of our work. 
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Audit of  the accounts continued

Risks identified in our audit 

plan How we responded to the risk Findings and conclusions

CIPFA Code – ‘Telling the 

Story’

New requirements in the CIPFA 

code require restatement of 

Comprehensive Income and 

Expenditure Statement (CIES) 

and Movement in Reserves 

Statement (MIRS), plus 

additional note disclosures.

As part of our audit work we:

• reviewed the restated CIES and MIRS

• verified that all additional note disclosures are included correctly

• carried out a comprehensive review of the draft financial statements for compliance with the 

CIPFA Code.

Our audit work has not identified any 

significant issues in relation to the risk 

identified.

However, we have requested that 

management move the EFA disclosure 

for the prior year restatement in the draft 

accounts to be a note to the accounts 

and not be shown as part of the 

Comprehensive Income and 

Expenditure Statement.
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Audit of  the accounts

Audit opinion

We gave an unqualified opinion on the Council's accounts on 15 July 2017, in 

advance of the 30 September 2017 national deadline.

The Council produced a good quality set of accounts on 22 May 2017 supported 

by well prepared working papers. Staff responded quickly and helpfully to queries 

and have done well to continue to bring forward the timetable for accounts 

preparation. 

Issues arising from the audit of the accounts

We reported the key issues from our audit of the accounts of the Council to the 

Council's Audit Committee on 11 July 2017.  We did not identify any adjustments 

affecting the group and Council's reported financial position.

Annual Governance Statement and Narrative Report

We are required to review the Council’s Annual Governance Statement and 

Narrative Report. It published them on its website with the draft accounts in line 

with the national deadlines. 

Both documents were prepared in line with the relevant guidance and were 

consistent with  the supporting evidence provided by the Council and with our 

knowledge of the Council. 

Other statutory duties 

We also have additional powers and duties under the Act, including powers to 

issue a public interest report, make written recommendations, apply to the 

Court for a declaration that an item of account is contrary to law, and to give 

electors the opportunity to raise questions about the Council's accounts and to 

raise objections received in relation to the accounts.

We received one objection to the accounts and are currently finalising this work. 
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Value for Money conclusion

Background

We carried out our review in accordance with the NAO Code of Audit Practice 

(the Code), following the guidance issued by the NAO in November 2016 which 

specified the criterion for auditors to evaluate:

In all significant respects, the audited body takes properly informed decisions and deploys resources 

to achieve planned and sustainable outcomes for taxpayers and local people. 

Key findings

Our first step in carrying out our work was to perform a risk assessment and 

identify the key risks where we concentrated our work.

The key risk we identified and the work we performed is set out overleaf.

Overall VfM conclusion

We are satisfied that in all significant respects the Council put in place proper 

arrangements to secure economy, efficiency and effectiveness in its use of 

resources for the year ending 31 March 2017.
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Value for Money 

Risk identified Work carried out Findings and conclusions

Management capacity

The Council put in place succession 

plans to address the loss of Council 

knowledge and experience as 

senior managers retired or departed 

during the 2015/16 financial year. 

This a continuous process for the 

Council as new roles are developed 

to ensure that all key roles are 

covered and the new management 

team works cohesively to drive the 

Council forward.

Review the implementation of 

the Council's succession plans 

to gain assurance over how the 

Council is identifying, managing 

and monitoring the impact of 

changes to the management 

team during the prior year to 

ensure arrangements are in 

place to deliver the Council’s 

objectives.

As noted in our Audit Plan, succession planning to address the loss of Council knowledge and experience 

through the departure of a number of key senior managers has been a continuous process, and we 

included this issue as a significant risk in our 2015/16 VFM risk assessment. 

Our findings, as reported in the 2015/16 AFR, were as follows:

‘The Council has a clear approach to succession planning, with proposals agreed at Cabinet meetings. It 

has a leadership and management development programme across Heads of Services in the Council. The 

majority of the changes in senior managers have been expected and transition arrangements well planned. 

These changes have allowed for the Council to reassess its directorate structure, alongside its member 

portfolios. Changes have been well communicated throughout teams with the introduction of regular Chief 

Executive walkabouts which include presentation of key Council issues and developments.’

On this basis we concluded that the risk was sufficiently mitigated and the Council had proper 

arrangements.

Since we reported the above findings in July 2016, the Council has continue to take measure to address 

the impact of senior departures on its management capacity. The Council’s current approach to Strategic 

Risk Management has identified seven key themes. The first was initially entitled ‘Workforce skills & 

capacity’, and has subsequently been revised to ‘Organisational Skills & Capacity to Deliver’ to reflect that 

the Council frequently needs to work in partnership with Members and partner organisations, private 

companies and other public sector providers. This theme clearly encompasses the risk of loss of 

knowledge and experience from senior management departures, and is ‘owned’ at senior level by the 

Director of Law and Governance. 

Key controls identified for this risk include succession planning, a flexible resourcing framework that gives 

ability to access to short term skilled staff, and business continuity plans. The need for an integrated 

approach to succession planning with the medium term financial plan and the Council’s wider programme 

management processes has been identified as a key area for oversight by Directors and the Management 

Team.

The Council’s initial response to the prospect of a number of key senior level retirements was to establish a 

leadership development programme, and a number of programmes to prepare officers and the organisation 

for future roles were completed between 2013 and 2016. 

[Continued over….]

Value for money risks
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Value for Money continued 

Risk identified Work carried out Findings and conclusions

Management capacity 

(continued)

Continued from above When the then Chief Executive left the Council in February 2016, the current Chief Executive took this role on an interim 

basis pending the outcome of discussions on a county and regional basis on potential devolution and mergers. However, 

in January 2017 the Council came to the view that a merged Council in East Kent was not appropriate for Ashford and 

chose not to progress with this.

The Council therefore determined that it was appropriate to ratify the appointment of the Chief Executive on a permanent 

basis, and this occurred at the Full Council meeting on 20th April 2017. This in turn allowed a revision of the Council’s 

senior management structure on a permanent basis to commence, moving to a structure with three Directors and 10 

Heads of Service, which was approved by Cabinet in April 2017. Four vacant senior posts in the structure have now been 

through the Member Appointments Committee process and have been advertised for both external and internal 

candidates, with interviews scheduled for July 2017.

Alongside this, the Council has also sought to strengthen its programme management and project initiation 

arrangements, in order to better identify the capacity required to deliver its key projects. This in turn has helped to 

determine the senior leadership structure needed to deliver the Council’s objectives.

The Council has put in place adequate temporary appointments during 2016/17 to provide senior leadership 

pending resolution of the East Kent Council merger discussions. Once the Council took the decision to withdraw 

from the East Kent discussions in January, it took effective action to start a senior manager restructure which is 

approaching completion. We are satisfied that the Council maintained proper arrangements to ensure sufficient 

senior capacity to deliver its objectives.
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Appendix A: Reports issued and fees

Fees

Proposed 

fee

£

Actual fees 

£

2015/16 fees 

£

Statutory audit of Council 60,311 60,311 60,311

Audit of subsidiary company – A Better 

Choice for Property Limited

10,000 TBC 10,000

Audit of subsidiary company – A Better 

Choice for Building Consultancy 

Limited 

6,000 TBC 6,000

Housing Benefit Grant Certification 10,650 TBC 8,112

Total fees (excluding VAT) 86,961 TBC 84,423

We confirm below our final fees charged for the audit and provision of non-audit services.

Fees for other services

Service Fees £

Audit related services:

• Certification of housing pooling capital receipts return 2,000

Non-audit services 0

The proposed fees for the year were in line with the scale fee set by Public Sector 

Audit Appointments Ltd (PSAA). 

We have not yet concluded our work on the two company audits or the Housing 

Benefit grant certification and will report actual fees to the Council once work is 

completed.

Reports issued

Report Date issued

Audit Plan 21 March 2017

Audit Findings Report 11 July 2017

Annual Audit Letter October 2017

Non- audit services

• For the purposes of our audit we have made enquiries of all Grant 

Thornton UK LLP teams providing services to the Council. The table 

above summarises all other services which were identified.

• We have considered whether other services might be perceived as a 

threat to our independence as the Council’s auditor and have ensured 

that appropriate safeguards are put in place, as set in the table on the 

next page.
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Reports issued and fees continued

We have considered whether other services might be perceived as a threat to our independence as the Council’s auditor and have ensured that appropriate safeguards 

have been applied to mitigate these risks.

The above non-audit services are consistent with the Council's policy on the allotment of non-audit work to your auditor and have been approved by the Audit 

Committee.

Service provided to Fees Threat identified Safeguards

Audit related 

services 

Pooling of housing 

capital receipts 

return

Ashford Borough Council 2,000  Self-interest This is a recurring fee and therefore a self-interest threat exists. However, 

the level of this recurring fee taken on its own is not considered to be a 

significant threat to independence as the fee for this work in comparison to 

the total fee for the audit (£60,311) for the Council, and in particular to 

Grant Thornton UK LLP overall turnover. Furthermore, the work relates to 

audit related services for which there is a fixed fee and no contingent 

element to the fee. These factors are deemed to adequately mitigate the 

perceived self-interest threat to an acceptable level.

TOTAL £2,000
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