READING BOROUGH COUNCIL

AUDIT & GOVERNANCE COMMITTEE 25 SEPTEMBER 2024

COUNCILLOR QUESTION NO. 1

Councillor Moore to ask the Chair of the Audit & Governance Committee:

CIPFA Guidance on Audit & Governance Committees

In 2023, Policy Committee, Audit and Governance Committee, and Full Council all voted unanimously
to endorse the relevant CIPFA guidance on Audit committees, and their updated Terms of Reference.

The guidance clearly states that the Audit & Governance Committee should be independent of the
executive. In a hybrid committee system, the executive is made up of at least the Leader, Deputy
Leader and Lead Members. However, there is a Lead Member on the committee, against the advice.

CIPFA also recommends that each authority audit committee should include at least two co-opted
independent members to provide appropriate technical expertise. However, this advice has also not
been followed.

Can | please ask that given all Councillors voted unanimously to endorse the advice a year ago, why
is it still not being followed?

REPLY by Councillor Williams (Chair of the Audit & Governance Committee):
Thank you very much to Councillor Moore for his question.

Officers were kind enough to provide me with an initial draft reply to your question, and | have used
much of that below, and added in my own thoughts. Any errors will be my own, and all opinions are
mine.

The CIPFA-issued guidance on Audit Committees is not mandatory but is recommended best
practice. You correctly identify that the guidance recommends that the committee be independent of
executive decision-making, and it is. Lead Councillors have no decision-making powers, unlike the
Leader and Cabinet governance structures. In our committee system, all councillors play a part in
decision making through their membership of the various standing committees. It would therefore not
be practical to have an Audit and Governance Committee which does not include at least some
members of the main decision-making committees.

Whilst the Council appoints a Leader, Deputy Leader and Lead Councillors, these councillors have no
additional powers to any other councillor. Lead Councillors do not and cannot lawfully have any
executive powers which can be exercised either individually or collectively. The Council can only
delegate decisions to a committee, sub-committee, or a single officer.

However, | believe that residents, not familiar with all the details of a committee-based system, are
likely to consider Lead Members, who have general oversight roles of their individual portfolios and
receive a special allowance, to be part of a form of hybrid executive. There is not a legally recognised
“hybrid” form of governance, but Lead members have a general responsibility to set the strategic
direction of the authority, and to ensure and monitor the effective management and delivery of
services. They develop, co-ordinate, promote and implement the Council’s corporate strategies,
policies, objectives, and initiatives, as well as overseeing appropriate levels of resourcing and much
else. These will, on occasion, be areas examined by the Audit & Governance Committee.

It is for these reasons that | think, from the Chair, that it would be beneficial for the Administration to
consider the Leadership and Lead Members as a form of executive in this case and to do its best to
ensure that Lead Members are not also members of the Audit & Governance Committee.



That is not to say that the current Lead Member on the Committee is not welcome, as he is a valued
and experienced member, it is rather a view that in an ideal world, this is how | would interpret the
guidance, and | would encourage the Administration to follow the guidance wherever possible.

It is, though, not in the remit of our committee to determine who its members are, as that was
determined by the AGM.

You are also correct in that the guidance recommends that local authority audit committees include
co-opted independent members, but whilst accepting that that was the CIPFA advice, the consensus
view of Audit & Governance Committee at its meeting on 27 September 2023 was that it was not
immediately in favour of co-opted members. It is true that that guidance was accepted by Audit &
Governance Committee, Policy Committee, and Full Council, but my understanding is that without a
strong case being made that this guidance would work for Reading, the current Administration has no
plans to introduce independent members.

Again, from the Chair, | would agree that national guidance should always be weighed in its value to
Reading, and to our residents, but on this point, | would encourage dialogue on the matter to
continue.
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