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Executive Summary

1.1

1.2

The primary considerations in relation to audit committee membership should 
be maximising the committee’s knowledge base and skills as a collective 
body, being able to demonstrate objectivity and independence, and having a 
membership that will work together. Elected members of local authorities bring 
knowledge of the organisation, its objectives and policies to the audit 
committee. Members who are also involved in scrutiny or standards offer 
additional knowledge of activity, risks and challenges affecting those areas.

However, good practice shows that co-option of independent members is 
beneficial to the audit committee. It is a requirement for police audit 
committees, English combined authorities and for local authorities in Wales, 
and it is usual practice for non-executives to be committee members in health 
and central government audit committees. It is also very common practice to 
have independent audit committee members within the private sector. The 
injection of an external view can often bring a new approach to committee 
discussions. Authorities that have chosen to recruit independent members 
have done so for a number of reasons:

 To bring additional knowledge, experience and expertise to the 
committee, particularly in areas such as governance, finance, risk 
management and/or audit;

 To reinforce the political neutrality and independence of the committee; 
and

 To maintain continuity of committee membership where membership is 
affected by the electoral cycle.

Recommendation

2. Members to consider a proposal to appoint an independent member, in 
addition to those independent members who were recruited under the terms of 
the Localism Act 2011, to the Audit and Governance Committee and to make 
a recommendation to Council to approve an amendment to the existing 



Constitution to accommodate this.

Reason for Recommendation

3. To comply with best practice set out within guidance issued by CIPFA which 
endorses the approach of mandating the inclusion of a lay or independent 
member and recommends that those authorities, for whom it is not a 
requirement, actively explore the appointment of an independent member to 
the committee.

Key Points for Consideration

          Background

4.1

4.2

4.3

In 2018 CIPFA issued guidance entitled Audit Committees: Practical Guidance 
for Local Authorities and Police which draws on best practice from both local 
government and the wider public sector. This updates previous guidance 
issued in 2013. This Guidance highlights that the composition of an audit 
committee is a key factor in achieving the characteristics of a good audit 
committee. This is a matter considered in more depth within the report Audit 
and Governance Committee Effectiveness Self–Assessment presented to 
Members on 17 December 2018.

Size of audit committee

In terms of the size of an audit committee, in the local authority sector where 
membership of the committee is drawn from elected representatives, the 
depth of knowledge and experience that is desirable may be harder to achieve 
with a small number. However there is always a risk that creating a large 
committee will mean that it is harder to create the necessary focus. A 2016 
survey by CIPFA confirmed that there is no consistency in the local 
government sector on the size of such a committee. At that time 47% of audit 
committees had between six and eight members with 50% having more than 
eight members. The nine members in Rochdale therefore aligns closely with 
common practice.

Consideration of independent members

As part of the Guidance, CIPFA endorses the approach of mandating the 
inclusion of a lay or independent member and recommends that those 
authorities, for whom it is not a requirement, actively explore the appointment 
of an independent member to the committee. Whilst it is recognised that there 
are two independent persons who are members of the Committee, they were 
originally recruited in accordance with the Localism Act 2011 to support the 
old Standards Committee (which has since been merged into the Audit and 
Governance Committee) and not necessarily with the skill sets, role or remit 
associated with an audit committee member. Therefore the Council currently 
does not align with recommended best practice in terms of having an 
independent member for audit committee purposes. The benefits of such an 
appointment are set out in paragraphs 1.1 and 1.2 above.



4.4

4.5

4.6

4.7

4.8

In order to present a balanced view it should also be recognised that there are 
some potential pitfalls to the use of independent members which should be 
born in mind:

 Over-reliance on the independent member(s) by other committee 
members can lead to a lack of engagement across the full committee;

 Lack of organisational knowledge or context among the independent 
member(s) when considering risk registers or audit reports; and

 Effort is required from both independent members and officers to 
establish an effective working relationship and establish appropriate 
protocols for briefings, training and access to information.

Voting of independent members

Local authorities must have regard to Section 13 of the Local Government and 
Housing Act 1989 which relates to the voting rights of non-elected committee 
members. Where the audit committee is operating in an advisory capacity 
under the Local Government Act 1972, making recommendations rather than 
policy, then all members of the Committee should be able to vote on that 
recommendation. For those matters on which the Council delegates decisions 
to the Committee, such as the adoption of the Annual Financial Accounts, the 
independent member would not be able to vote on those matters for decision. 
The minutes of each meeting would make clear in what capacity the 
Committee is voting.

Recruitment process

As part of the recruitment process for an independent member, the job 
description would be drawn up and agreed before commencing the process. 
This is a process that could be undertaken by a sub-group of the Committee 
involving both Members and officers. The requirement for relevant knowledge 
or expertise should be clearly determined and should include areas such as 
governance, finance, risk management and/or audit.

Vacancies would be publicly advertised, as is good practice for any public 
appointment. Candidates should be able to demonstrate their political 
independence and their suitability would be checked. It is noted that only 
independent members for combined authorities have to satisfy specific 
definitions of their independence. Appropriate enquiries would have to be 
made as part of the recruitment process to ensure that any applicants satisfy 
the requirements, and continuation of compliance would have to be monitored 
during the term of appointment.

Independent members’ appointments should be for a fixed term and be 
formally approved by Council. Provision should be made for early termination 
and extension to avoid lack of clarity in the future. While operating as a 
member of the Audit and Governance Committee, the independent member 
would follow the same code of conduct as elected members and a register of 
interests should be maintained.



4.9

4.10

4.11

The primary considerations in relation to audit committee membership should 
be maximising the committee’s knowledge base and skills as a collective 
body, and being able to demonstrate objectivity and independence. 

Process and timescales

If Members agree to recommend to Council that an independent member 
should be recruited to form an additional part of the Audit and Governance 
Committee, the key steps and timescales for the process could run as follows:

 Agree on Member/ officer group to develop recruitment process;
 Develop recruitment process including job specification, advert and 

interview process/ questions;
 Write a proposal to submit to Council on 14 February 2019 

recommending an extension of the membership of the Audit and 
Governance Committee of one (or more) members with a governance, 
finance, risk management and/or audit background;

 Initiate recruitment process setting appropriate timescales;
 Complete recruitment process with a view to submitting details of the 

preferred candidate(s) to Council on 22 May 2019; and
 Once the full complement of the Committee has been confirmed by 

Council for the 2019/20 municipal year, including the independent 
member(s), an appropriate induction and training programme will be 
developed and implemented.

Alternatives Considered

The alternative is to leave the membership of the Committee as it is currently 
and not benefit from the advantages set out within paragraph 1.2.

Costs and Budget Summary

5. The cost of this proposal is a matter for Members to consider if it accepted and 
may include recompense for expenses incurred by an independent member.

Risk and Policy Implications

This proposal seeks to address the risk that the effectiveness of the Audit 
and Governance Committee may not be optimised through bringing in 
additional skills, knowledge and expertise that add value to the experience 
already provided by existing members of the Committee. 

6.

Consultation

7. Consultation so far has taken place with the Chair of the Audit and 
Governance Committee, Director of Resources, Assistant Director (Legal, 
Governance & Workforce)/Monitoring Officer and Chief Finance Officer and 
is now a matter for consideration by the wider membership of the Audit and 
Governance Committee.



Background Papers Place of Inspection

8. CIPFA: Audit Committees: 
Practical Guidance for Local 
Authorities and Police 2018

Number One Riverside

For Further Information Contact: Ian Corbridge, Tel: 01706925452, 
ian.corbridge@rochdale.gov.uk


