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HERTFORD REGIONAL COLLEGE           




           


MINUTES OF THE MEETING OF THE AUDIT COMMITTEE 
WEDNESDAY 18 JUNE 2025
BY VIDEO-CONFERENCE
724 
PRELIMINARY PROCEDURAL MATTERS
724.1 Attendance, Apologies & Welcome
Present: 
Kathryn Hardwidge
(Chair)

Ahmed Mohammed

Deepa Rao

John Sills





Charlotte Simmonds
(From Item 725.1c)
In Attendance: Andrew Clare

(Deputy Principal Finance & Resources) (Except Item 724.3a)
Jayne Chaplin 
(Clerk to the Corporation)
Leisyen Cox

(Scrutton Bland - IAS) (Except Item 724.3b)
Shachi Blakemore
(Buzzacott – EAS) (Except Item 724.3b)
In the context of the imminent departure of some Committee members, it was explained that as the Committee’s new Chair, Kathryn Hardwidge would Chair the meeting. On behalf of the Committee, thanks were extended to John Sills for his leadership, guidance and invaluable contribution during his time as Committee Chair. 

All were welcomed to the meeting

It was RESOLVED for Item 724.3b to be taken as the last item of business.

724.2 Declaration of Interests

   No interests were declared.

724.3 Private Meetings

724.3a Auditors without Officers Present
(i) The Internal Audit Service (IAS) confirmed that experience had remained positive. Members then questioned and there was discussion of the:
· Rationale for and the correlation between assurance ratings and recommendations in the context of some reports where points had been raised previously, particularly highlighting the report on GDPR. 
· Extent of any challenge by Management. 
· Implementation of audit previous recommendations, particularly in cases of partial implementation where dates had been extended previously

The underlying reasons and conclusions reached were acknowledged and observing the forthcoming Audit Follow-up review, it was emphasised for the matters raised to be the focus of particular attention during the review.
(ii) External Audit Service confirmed that that audit planning meeting had taken place and in the context the Audit Planning Memorandum appearing later on the agenda, highlighting how the Committee would be invited to comment on the risks identified and forming the basis of the approach outlined.

724.3b Officers without Auditors Present

Members were advised how discussions with the:

· EAS had focused on the fees proposed for the year-end review
· IAS had been around continuing improvements to service arrangements for the forthcoming year



724.4 Minutes & Matters Arising
724.4a Minutes of the Meeting 

The Minutes of the meeting of the 12 March 2025 were approved as a correct record and the application of the Chair’s signature was authorised, subject to the amendment of Minute 722.2aiii to read “ the major risks identified by Management at that time, confirming there to be nothing further on which to add.

724.4b Matters Arising
After acknowledging those items appearing on the agenda, it was agreed there were no further matters arising on which to report.
725 ACADEMIC YEAR 2024/25: DEVELOPMENTS, YEAR-END & ACTIVITY 
725.1 Developments, Audit Activity & Year-end Planning

Reports were reviewed comprising:

a. Audit & Regularity Framework – Developments

Following earlier circulation and reflecting on the Committee’s responsibilities, members considered the recent changes in the context and in anticipation of the forthcoming financial year-end, observing the changes to be predominantly minor clarifications and updates with the substance of College requirements and responsibilities essentially remaining unchanged.

The updated requirements were noted.
b. Financial Statements Audit year-ended 31/07/25
          (i) Letters of Engagement 

Comprising sector standard content and reflective of the DfE Framework and guide in relation to the audit of, and reporting on, the College’s annual report and financial statements and for the purpose of reporting on regularity assurance and its Teachers’ Pensions Scheme Return, the Letters of Engagement were considered and reviewed.
It was RESOLVED to RECOMMEND for the Corporation to:
· APPROVE the Letters of Engagement for Buzzacott LLP 
(ii) Audit Planning Memorandum



Summarising its proposed approach for the audit of the College Financial Statements for the year-end 31/07/25, the Committee’s discussions with the EAS included:

· Its approach to the audit, noted to have included a meeting with College Management along with an initial assessment of potential risks for consideration, explaining that the overall scope remaining unchanged with reliance to be placed on the findings from the internal audit reviews
· The Materiality thresholds, risks considered of most importance in the context of continued sector pressures and the issues of audit significance
· The fees proposed, noting after discussion with Management, these would be in line with CPI with dialogues taking place regarding efficiencies that could be introduced into the review process
· The risks identified and forming the basis of the approach, particularly the approach to fraud risk, then confirming its satisfaction with those outlined 
Then reflecting on Sector and reporting developments, particularly:

· Published amendments to FRS 102, members noted the preparation required ahead of the introduction of a new model of lease accounting bringing assets under operating leases on to the balance sheet, designed to align UK GAAP with IFRS 16 Leases
· The DfE announcement regarding the Government’s guarantee of the LGPS and the suggestion for colleges to contact their pension fund to request an employer contribution rate review, it was confirmed that this was being looked into to ascertain the extent of any potential benefits
· Noting discussions that had taken place following the publication of the FE Commissioner Report on Weston College, highlighting DfE expectations regarding compliance. Suggesting for a review to be undertaken to ensure confidence in this regard, it was confirmed that this was underway in preparation for the forthcoming academic year

Following review it was RESOLVED to RECOMMEND for the Corporation to:

· APPROVE the Audit Planning Memorandum for the audit of the College Financial Statements for the year-end 31/07/25.
c. Internal Audit: 2024/25 Audit Plan Progress and Risk & Review Reports

(i) Internal Audit Service Charter 

Setting out the service standards underpinning the delivery of the College internal audit service, the Internal Audit Service Charter was presented following update in response to changes made by the Chartered Institute of Internal Auditors to its Global Standards.
Reflecting on the amendments to the IAS Charter there was observation of the generic nature of the changes made.  Highlighting instances where these did not align with the Global Standards or identify how achievement would be measured; it was agreed that further review would be undertaken and the Charter re-presented at the next meeting in the event of any substantive changes.
(ii) Audit Plan Progress Report
Confirming progress with the Audit plan for the year and highlighting reviews in respect of Management Information, Follow-up and Funding Assurance to be underway or scheduled to take place, members were advised that it was proposed for a September meeting to be added to the calendar for 2025/26 to allow presentation of the reports ahead of the December meeting.
Risk and review reports then were presented comprising:
(iii)  Apprenticeships, Recruitment & Employer Engagement
A review to confirm the College approach to the development of its programme offer, management and apprenticeship onboarding to ensure consistent and robust processes were followed, members were advised of a Significant Assurance with one Low risk recommendation and one value added point raised.
The report conclusions were reviewed, specifically reflecting further on the recommendation regarding the implementation of a Customer Relationship Management (CRM) System:
· Observing the resourcing required in the current recording and maintaining of a database of employers, noting whilst considered a straightforward solution that met needs at the time, a more sophisticated CRM system now was required

· Discussing with Management the options were being considered. Responding to questioning, members were advised how the system would not address all the points highlighted in the report, explaining how Management were assessing the extent to which it could be integrated to do so. Querying the work required ahead of the stated implementation date noting a phased approach was proposed commencing from October 2025, it was requested for key milestones and dates up to the date of full implementation to be provided.
Following discussion, the report was noted.


(iv) IT Infrastructure & Cyber Security
A review to assess the adequacy and security of the IT system, networks and infrastructure, and appropriate controls and processes to protect from and a timely and appropriate response to cyber-attack, members were advised of an overall, effective cyber-security framework and a suitable replacement cycle for IT hardware.
Whilst confirming a Significant assurance, it was reported that one Medium, two Low rated recommendation and two Value Added points were raised to improve the performance of the system of internal controls, which were accepted by Management. After acknowledging examples of good practice observed where the College compared favourably against other clients, the report findings were considered further:
· In the context of similar observations highlighted in other reports presented, discussing the Medium-rated recommendation regarding the frequency of staff training, noting confirming of review by Management with a revised approach to the timescales and reporting for mandatory and refresher training introduced
· Querying the rationale for Low rated recommendation with the external penetration testing of the firewall not completed at the time of the review, observing the risk presented and its potential impact. Noting it to be based on the findings overall, the IAS satisfaction was expressed in the College response with testing was scheduled for the summer, within the timescales for implementation
· Progress was clarified regarding the application for Cyber Essential Certification

Then reflecting on some of the more heightened challenges of the current operating environment, particularly around cyber-security and human resources, it was suggested that the opportunity would be welcome to discuss these with the Head of IT and the Director HR & Corporate Development at a future meeting.

(v)  UK General Data Protection Regulations (GDPR)
A review to confirm the extent of College compliance with the UK GDPR, members were advised that the College was effectively managing compliance in this regard, confirming a Significant assurance. It was noted however that five Low rated recommendations and six Value Added points had been raised to improve the performance of the system of internal controls.
After acknowledging discussions elsewhere on the Agenda (Minute 725.1civ refers), the report findings and conclusions were considered particularly considering:

· The rationale for the overall Assurance rating based on the overall number of recommendations and value-added points raised
· The absence of any reported data breaches. Whilst acknowledging it to be potentially positive, it was recognised to be unusual in the context of experience in similarly sized organisations and potentially indicative of under-reporting and highlighting a need to raise awareness of recognition and reporting. Assigned a Low rated recommendation, there was discussion with Management of the current approach and any concerns, noting that there was nothing to suggest there were any issues requiring attention but further action was acknowledged to be prudent to remain reassured in this regard. As a point raised in previous reviews, members reflected on the rating assigned to the recommendation, requesting for it to be revisited
· The observations and recommendations regarding enhancements to policies and privacy notices, questioning the reason for the November 2025 implementation period, noting confirmation that the date had been revisited and would be brought forward
Discussing with the audit service any particular examples of good practices that could be shared, members were advised that overall frameworks were similar but perhaps there could be a more heightened profile via communications raising awareness of recognition and reporting as suggested in the report recommendation.

After discussion, the report was noted. 

(vi) Artificial Intelligence (AI)
An advisory review of the College approach to AI, members were advised that whilst overall it was on a positive journey towards the introduction and embedding of AI for staff and students, ten suggested areas for improvement had been raised to improve the performance of the system of internal controls.
Noting the College to be slightly further ahead of similar organisations, the report findings and the areas for improvement were considered:
· Noting how the College had welcomed the approach and as an area that was constantly evolving, had responded positively to the suggestions, agreeing that the proposed inclusion of College partners was helpful and could be incorporated into the scope for future reviews
· Questioning timescales for implementation to allow the Committee to monitor progress. Noting that with AI Group required time to consider the most appropriate way forward with the points raised, members were advised how the suggestions were being regarded as a framework within which to respond, confirming that an update would be provided at the next meeting, including any changes to the suggestions made.

After commending the wider approach to and inclusion of ethical considerations and the environmental impact of the use of AI, the report was noted.


d. Other Audit Activity: Audit Recommendations Tracker
Progress in the implementation of previous audit recommendations was summarised and considered:

· Recognising the number of recommendations implemented, then suggesting for future reports to include a summary of completed, partially completed and outstanding recommendations to allow review of remaining recommendations in the appropriate context  
· Discussing those still outstanding, particularly those Medium rated recommendations partially implemented where dates had been extended previously, reassurance was sought regarding implementation, exploring with Management the potential for any further extensions to dates. After acknowledging instances where deadlines had been optimistic, members were advised that the conclusion of outstanding recommendations was expected and would be confirmed via the forthcoming Follow-up audit review to be presented at the next meeting.

Following review, progress to date was noted.

725.2 Compliance & Good Practice - Risk Register – Summer Term Update
The Risk Register was presented following recent management discussions, highlighting amendments capturing those risks evolving within the College, the sector, and the wider environment noting the newly identified and changes to existing risks.

Members then:

· Questioned the rationale for the rating for the risk on critical incident, noting this to be attributed to the risks presented by the uncertainties and challenges of the external environment.
· Were advised of one further new risk that was to be added regarding exam protocols. Explaining the circumstances in which the risk had been identified and the rationale for its inclusion in the context of the potential consequences of breach, also advising members of the proposal for its inclusion in the Audit Plan for the forthcoming year as prudent action to ensure independent reassurance.
Following discussion, the update was noted.
726 ACADEMIC YEAR 2025/26: ARRANGEMENTS 



726.1 Audit Arrangements - Internal Audit Strategy & Plan 
The Internal Audit Strategy and Audit Plan for 2025/26 were presented. 

Summarising the coverage proposed within the Plan for the year, there was consideration of the areas prioritised for review and the planned allocation of activity for the year in the context of and the Committee’s discussions concerning the College risk profile. After observing an appropriate balance of financial and non-financial reviews, the Plan was considered in more detail:

· In the context of the nature of the particular risks presented, welcoming the inclusion of Funding Assurance reviews
· Reflecting on the review of Human Resources proposed, suggesting the inclusion within the scope of any impact of problems with recruitment on staff turn-over 
· Explaining in response to questioning, how the proposed review of Cybersecurity would differ from previous previews, then noting in the context of the overall Plan that consideration would be given to the inclusion of a review of exam protocols 
It was then emphasised that the Plan remained flexible and that adjustments could be made, as necessary, with opportunities during discussion of progress to give consideration to any in-year changes.
After consideration, and subject to the Committee’s comments, it was RESOLVED to RECOMMEND for the Corporation to:
· APPROVE the Internal Audit Strategy and Plan for 2025/26.

726.2 Governance Arrangements
Confirming the periodic review of the Committee’s composition and its remit to ensure it remained appropriate for the fulfilment of its responsibilities, the arrangements and supporting documentation proposed for the forthcoming academic year were considered.
After noting confirmation of the Committee Chair’s review of and contentment with the updated arrangements ahead of presentation, it was RESOLVED to:

· RECOMMEND Board APPROVAL

727 
OTHER BUSINESS & NEXT MEETING


727.1 Any Other Business

None advised

727.2 Dates of the Next Meetings 

All commencing at 5pm and on-line via teams, the dates were confirmed as follows:

Tuesday 23 September 2025

Tuesday 9 December 2025

Wednesday 11 March 2026

Wednesday 17 June 2026
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