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The contents of this report relate only to those matters which came to our attention during the conduct of our normal audit procedures which are designed for the purpose of
completing our work under the NAO Code and related guidance. Our audit is not designed to test all arrangements in respect of value for money. However, where, as part of our
testing, we identify significant weaknesses, we will report these to you. In consequence, our work cannot be relied upon to disclose all irregularities, or to include all possible
improvements in arrangements that a more extensive special examination might identify. We do not accept any responsibility for any loss occasioned to any third party acting, or
refraining from acting, on the basis of the content of this report, as this report was not prepared for, nor intended for, any other purpose.

Grant Thornton UK LLP is a limited liability partnership registered in England and Wales: No.OC307742. Registered office: 8 Finsbury Circus, London, EC2M 7EA. A list of members is
available from our registered office. Grant Thornton UK LLP is authorised and regulated by the Financial Conduct Authority. Grant Thornton UK LLP is a member firm of Grant
Thornton International Ltd (GTIL). GTIL and the member firms are not a worldwide partnership. Services are delivered by the member firms. GTIL and its member firms are not agents

of, and do not obligate, one another and are not liable for one another’s acts or omissions.
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Introduction

This report brings together a summary of all the work we have undertaken for South Gloucestershire Council during 2024/25 as the appointed
external auditor. The core element of the report is the commentary on the value for money (VfM) arrangements. The responsibilities of the
Council are set out in Appendix A. The Value for Money Auditor responsibilities are set out in Appendix B.

Opinion on the financial statements Auditor’s powers Value for money

j:ﬁ:;rsniov\cﬂiP?Zoorﬁc;?r::;r?ettiz?:hoengczlol Under Sectf(.)n 30 of the Local Auglit and Under the Local Audit and Accountability Act

e give a true andlfair view of therfinancial pesttioniof Accountob|l|'tg Act 2014, the oudltf)r of a 2014, we are required to be satisfied whether the
the Council as at 31 March 2025 and of its local authority has a detU to co.n:3|der Council has made proper arrangements for
expenditure andlincome for the year then ended whgther th'ere are ong'|ssyes orlsmg' securing economy, efficiency and effectiveness

« have been properly prepared in accordance with during their work that mdpote pOSSIb'|e in its use of resources (referred to as Value for
the CIPFA/LASAAC Code of practice on local or oc.:tuol unlowfu'l expenditure or action Money). The National Audit Office (NAO) Code of
authority accounting in the United Kingdom Ieoc'Jhr\g to a possible or actual loss or Audit Practice ("the Code'), requires us to assess
2024/25 deficiency that should be referred to the arrangements under three areas:

Secretary of State. They may also issue:

* have been prepared in accordance with the  financial sustainability

requirements of the Local Audit and Accountability » Statutory recommendations to the full \ gvETEREE
Act 2014 Council which must be considered
publicly * improving economy, efficiency and
We also consider the Annual Governance Statement effectiveness.

) » A Public Interest Report (PIR).
and undertake work relating to the Whole of

Government Accounts consolidation exercise.

Our report is based on those matters which come to our attention during the conduct of our normal audit procedures, which are designed for the purpose of
completing our work under the NAO Code and related guidance. Our audit is not designed to test all arrangements in respect of value for money. However, where,
as part of our testing, we identify significant weaknesses, we will report these to you. In consequence, our work cannot be relied upon to disclose all irregularities,
or to include all possible improvements in arrangements that a more extensive special examination might identify. The NAO has consulted on and updated the
Code to align it to accounts backstop legislation. The new Code requires auditors to share a draft Auditor’s Annual Report (AAR) with those charged with
governance by a nationally set deadline each year, and for the audited body to publish the AAR thereafter. This deadline for the current year is 30 November
2025.
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Local government — context

Local government has remained under significant pressure in 2024/25

National

2

Local

Past
Funding Not Meeting Need

The sector has seen prolonged funding
reductions whilst demand and
demographic pressures for key statutory
services has increased; and has
managed a period of high inflation and
economic uncertainty.

Workforce and Governance Challenges

Recruitment and retention challenges in
many service areas have placed pressure
on governance. Recent years have seen a
rise in the instance of auditors issuing
statutory recommendations.

Present

Financial Sustainability

Many councils continue to face
significant financial challenges, including
housing revenue account pressures. There
are an increasing number of councils in
receipt of Exceptional Financial Support
from the government.

External Audit Backlog

Councils, their auditors and other key
stakeholders continue to manage
and reset the backlog of annual
accounts, to provide the necessary
assurance on local government
finances.

i
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Future

Funding Reform

The UK government plans to reform the
system of funding for local government
and introduce multi-annual settlements.
The state of national public finances
means that overall funding pressures
are likely to continue for many councils.

Reorganisation and Devolution

Many councils in England will be
impacted by reorganisation and / or
devolution, creating capacity and other
challenges in meeting business as usual
service delivery.

The Council is a unitary council with a population of 299,449 residents. The Council operates under an Executive decision-making model, which oversees the
formation of all major policies, strategies and plans and as such the Council’s formal decision making and governance structure constitutes the Full Council and
an Executive (the Cabinet). Full Council and Cabinet are supported by three scrutiny committees, which incorporate embedded overview functions. The Council
has 61 councillors who are elected every 4 years by registered voters in their wards. The most recent elections were in May 2023 following which the Council
entered a period of no overall control, leading to a coalition between the Liberal Democrats and Labour.

It is within this context that we set out our commentary on the Council’s value for money arrangements in 2024/25.

© 2025 Grant Thornton UK LLP
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Executive Summary — our assessment of value for money arrangements

Our overall summary of our Value for Money assessment of the Council’s arrangements is set out below. Further detail can be found on the

following pages.

Criteria 2023/24 Assessment of arrangements 2024/25 Risk assessment

2024/25 Assessment of arrangements

No significant weaknesses in

Financial , arrangements identified, but six 1 risk of significant weakness
sustainability improvement recommendations identified.
raised

Significant weakness in
arrangements procurement were  No risks of significant weakness

SOl identified and six improvement identified.
recommendations raised
Improving No significant weaknesses in
economy, arrangements identified, but four  No risks of significant weakness
efficiencyand @A  improvement recommendation identified.
effectiveness raised

G No significant weaknesses or improvement recommendations.
A No significant weaknesses, improvement recommendation(s) made.
- Significant weaknesses in arrangements identified and key recommendation(s) made.

© 2025 Grant Thornton UK LLP

A

A

Significant weakness in arrangements for DSG deficit identified
and a key recommendation made relating to delivering the DSG
recovery plan.

1 improvement recommendation also raised.

No significant weaknesses in arrangements identified, but 2
improvement recommendations made. One in relation to
ensuring that improvements in relation to procurement are fully
embedded, and a recommendation relating to the information
to support the financial statements.

No significant weaknesses in arrangements identified, but 2
improvement recommendations made, both in relation to
ensuring actions are implemented following regulatory visits.

Auditor’s Annual Report Year ending 31st March 2025 | 7
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Executive Summary

We set out below the key findings from our commentary on the Council’s arrangements in respect of value for money.

Financial sustainability

2024/25 has remained financially
challenging for the Council, with sustained
pressures in Adult Social Care and an
increasing deficit on the Dedicated School
Grant (DSG). The Council reported a £783k
revenue underspend in 2024/25 against a
£305.7m budget. Capital delivery was
£106.9m with underperformance due to
reprofiling of key projects. Of the £40.3m
savings plan we note that only 45 % was
delivered as recurrent savings which
increases pressure in future years of the
MTFP. Reserve levels remain strong, but the
Council continues to be over-reliant on
reserves to balance the medium-term
position. Quarter 1 financial projections
indicate a significant overspend in 2025/26,
driven primarily by Adult Social Care
pressures and a growing DSG deficit. This
position moves the Council further away
from the ‘safety valve’ funding agreement
with the Department for Education.

© 2025 Grant Thornton UK LLP

@ Governance

The Council maintains appropriate
arrangements for risk management, internal
control and fraud prevention. Strategic risks
are monitored through an Organisation Risk
Register, supported by regular reviews and a
whistleblowing policy. An established
constitution is in place, with the most recent
updates taking place in May 2024. Internall
Audit provided “reasonable assurance” for
2024/25, with 80% of recommendations
implemented. Counter-fraud measures
include a dedicated officer and targeted
training. Financial monitoring is integrated
with performance data via Dynamics 365,
however difficulties have been experienced
in ensuring appropriate reporting to support
the financial statements. The procurement
function is being strengthened, and further
actions are underway including training and
system improvements. The Council needs to
ensure all actions are completed and
new processes are embedded.

%\ Improving economy, efficiency and
% / effectiveness

The Council has a structured
performance framework wherein financial
and non-financial data are reported to
relevant stakeholders. The Council recently
implemented the Finance module in
Dynamics 365, which is aimed at improving
data centralisation. The benefits of this have
not yet been fully realised. A COC
inspection of Adult Social Care rated
services as ‘requires improvement’. This has
led to an improvement plan and oversight
board. In addition, an ICO audit identified
urgent data protection actions.
Improvement recommendations have been
made in relation to both regulatory
inspections. The Council continues to work
well with partners, and we note
strengthening relationships with the West of
England Combined Authority (WECA).

Auditor’s Annual Report Year ending 31st March 2025 |
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Executive summary — auditor’s other responsibilities

This page summarises our opinion on the Council’s financial statements and sets out whether we have used any of the other powers available to
us as the Council’s auditors.

Auditor’s responsibility 2024/25 outcome

Opinion on the Financial

ofe . . . . th
Statements An unqualified audit opinion was given on 18" February 2026.

We did not make any written statutory recommendations under Schedule 7 of the Local
Audit and Accountability Act 2014.

We did not make an application to the Court or issue any Advisory Notices under Section

28 of the Local Audit and Accountability Act 2014.
Use of auditor’s powers
We did not make an application for judicial review under Section 31 of the Local Audit

and Accountability Act 2014.

We did not identify any issues that required us to issue a Public Interest Report (PIR)
under Schedule 7 of the Local Audit and Accountability Act 2014.

© 2025 Grant Thornton UK LLP Auditor’s Annual Report Year ending 31st March 2025 | 9
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Opinion on the financial statements

These pages set out the key findings from our audit of the Council’s financial statements, and whether we have used any of the other powers
available to us as the Council’s auditors.

Audit opinion on the financial statements
An unqualified audit opinion was given on 18t February 2026.

The full opinion is included in the Council’s Annual Report for 2024/25,
which can be obtained from the Council’s website.

Grant Thornton provides an independent opinion on whether the
Council’s financial statements:

* give a true and fair view of the financial position of the Council as at
31 March 2025 and of its expenditure and income for the year then
ended

* have been properly prepared in accordance with the CIPFA/LASAAC
Code of practice on local authority accounting in the United Kingdom
2023/24

* have been prepared in accordance with the requirements of the Local
Audit and Accountability Act 2014.

We conducted our audit in accordance with: International Standards on
Auditing (UK), the Code of Audit Practice (2024) published by the
National Audit Office, and applicable law. We are independent of the
Council in accordance with applicable ethical requirements, including
the Financial Reporting Council’s Ethical Standard.

© 2025 Grant Thornton UK LLP

Findings from the audit of the financial statements

The Council provided draft accounts in line with the national deadline of 30 June
2025, publishing on the 27t June. The audit fieldwork commenced at the end of
June as agreed with the finance team. Delays have been experienced in gaining
the necessary supporting information to support the balances in the accounts,
with the finance team still working to utilise the reporting functionality in the new
financial system.

The audit identified material adjustments to the draft financial statements which
management corrected, and a small number of unadjusted misstatements that the
audit team are comfortable do not have a material impact on the opinion.

Audit Findings Report

We report the detailed findings from our audit in our Audit Findings Report.
Requests for this Audit Findings Report should be directed to the Council.

Auditor’s Annual Report Year ending 31st March 2025 | 11
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Other reporting requirements

Annual Governance Statement

Under the Code of Audit Practice published by the National Audit Office we 3
are required to consider whether the Annual Governance Statement does not 4
comply with the requirements of the CIPFA/LASAAC Code of Practice on
Local Authority Accounting, or is misleading or inconsistent with the
information of which we are aware from our audit.

0N

74
4

We are not required to consider whether the Annual Governance Statement
addresses all risks and controls or that risks are satisfactorily addressed by
internal controls.

We have nothing to report in this regard at this stage of the audit.

© 2025 Grant Thornton UK LLP Auditor’s Annual Report Year ending 31st March 2025 | 12
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Value for Money — commentary on arrangements

This page explains how we undertake the value for money assessment of arrangements and provide a commentary under three specified
areas.

All Councils are responsible for putting in place proper arrangements to secure economy, efficiency and effectiveness from their resources. This includes taking
properly informed decisions and managing key operational and financial risks so that they can deliver their objectives and safeguard public money. Council’s report
on their arrangements, and the effectiveness of these arrangements as part of their annual governance statement.

Under the Local Audit and Accountability Act 2014, we are required to be satisfied whether the Council has made proper arrangements for securing economy,

efficiency and effectiveness in its use of resources. The National Audit Office (NAO) Code of Audit Practice ("the Code'), requires us to assess arrangements under
three areas:

Financial sustainability Governance %\ Improving economy, efficiency and
{:c:)}* effectiveness
Arrangements for ensuring the Council can Arrangements for ensuring that the Council makes Arrangements for improving the way the Council
continue to deliver services. This includes planning appropriate decisions in the right way. This delivers its services. This includes arrangements for
resources to ensure adequate finances and includes arrangements for budget setting and understanding costs and delivering efficiencies
maintain sustainable levels of spending over the budget management, risk management, and and improving outcomes for service users.
medium term (3-5 years). making decisions based on appropriate

information.

© 2025 Grant Thornton UK LLP Auditor’s Annual Report Year ending 31st March 2025 | 14
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Financial sustainability — commentary on arrangements

We considered how the Council: Commentary on arrangements Rating

In February 2024, the full council approved the Revenue Budget of £305.7m for 2024/25. The 2024/25 revenue
outturn was a £783k underspend position. Key financial pressures were the 2024/25 local government pay offer,
increasing demand for housing support and continued inflationary and demand led pressures in social care related
services, along with some income shortfalls.

The capital programme outturn was £106.9m against a budget of £138.7m, with delays to some capital programmes
caused by external factors that had not been anticipated when the budget was set.

- » - - . In 2024/25 the Council has reported a significant deterioration in its ability to contain overspends on its Dedicated
identifies all the significant financial  Schools Grant (DSG). This relates specifically to Special Educational Needs & Disabilities (SEND) funded from the high

pressures that are relevant to its needs block of the DSG. This deficit reached a cumulative total of £39.8m at the end of 2024/25. We provided an
short and medium-term plans and improvement recommendation in the prior year for the Council to ensure it continues to work with its partners to
builds these into them deliver the DSG recovery plan and works to reduce its deficit position. Due to the rapid deterioration in the expected

deficit this has been upgraded to a key recommendation in 2024/25 (see page 19).

The budget for 2025/26 was set in February 2025 and the Medium-Term Financial Plan (MTFP) was updated at the
same time. This identified the key financial pressures of social care price contingency (E4.3m), and demand changes
across social care, education and housing (E7m). The updated base budget for 2025/26 was £330m against
estimated resources of £331.6m, resulting in a £1.6m surplus after applying savings and adjustments. Deficits are
expected to rise to £14.8m by 2026/27. The MTFP proposes to close this gap through the use of one-off reserves and
the continuation of the savings programme.

G No significant weaknesses or improvement recommendations.
A No significant weaknesses, improvement recommendations made.
- Significant weaknesses in arrangements identified and key recommendation(s) made.

© 2025 Grant Thornton UK LLP Auditor’s Annual Report Year ending 31st March 2025 | 15
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Financial sustainability — commentary on arrangements

We considered how the Council: Commentary on arrangements Rating

The Council has an organisation-wide savings and transformation programme for 2024/25, with a total target of
£10.3m to be delivered by 2027/28. This programme forms the backbone of the Medium-Term Financial Plan (MTFP)
and includes a range of proposals, some of which require further development and consultation from 2024/25
onwards. The Council's arrangements to deliver planned savings in 2024/25 has fallen significantly short of target,
with only 45% delivered as permanent cost reductions. This means that these pressures will be carried forward into
2025/26 and will still need to be mitigated through savings delivery. We note that the Q1 2025/26 forecast outturn
report is projecting an overspend of £12.7m, with adult social care a primary driver of this. One of the key pressures is
that the original savings plans in place are unlikely to deliver sufficient value on the timescale required (for example,
digital savings of £3.5m, which are unlikely to materialise). These issues, coupled with ever increasing demand in Adult =~ A
Social Care present a challenging position unless controls are put in place to limit the overspends and manage the
position. We have raised an improvement recommendation to emphasise the importance of making sure that savings
proposals are robustly challenged before being accepted into the budget and that responsible managers are held to
account for their delivery. While the Council has established a structured resource planning process and governance
mechanisms through the One Council Portfolio Board and Senior Leadership Team (SLT), the current framework may
benefit from the introduction of additional risk-based procedures. These should be applied during both the
identification and delivery phases of savings initiatives, particularly for high-risk or delayed projects, to enhance
long-term financial sustainability.

plans to bridge its funding gaps and
identify achievable savings

G No significant weaknesses or improvement recommendations.
A  No significant weaknesses, improvement recommendations made.
- Significant weaknesses in arrangements identified and key recommendation(s) made.

© 2025 Grant Thornton UK LLP Auditor’s Annual Report Year ending 31st March 2025 | 16
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Financial sustainability — commentary on arrangements

We considered how the Council:

Commentary on arrangements Rating

plans finances to support the
sustainable delivery of services in
accordance with strategic and
statutory priorities

As part of the budget-setting process, in February each year the Council approves a Financial Strategy, 10-year
Medium Term Financial Plan, and an annual revenue budget, in alignment with its Corporate Plan. Investments are
scrutinised by the Strategic Leadership Team (SLT). Governance is supported by the One Council Portfolio Board,
aligning resources with priorities and delivery capacity. While the Council does not explicitly distinguish between
statutory and non-statutory spend, public consultation indicates a strategic focus on reducing internal costs. This
includes initiatives such as the Fit for Future programme and the cessation of temporary roles. The Council aims to
minimise service cuts, leveraging capital flexibility to fund transformation projects by capitalising eligible revenue
costs—thereby reducing future demand and expenditure. Additionally, spending controls implemented in 2024/25 are
expected to continue into 2025/26, wherein any non-essential expenditure is deferred or withheld, even if budgeted,
subject to approval by an Executive Director or delegate. Workforce planning for 2025/26 addresses £2.7m NI cost
pressures, assumes 3% annual pay growth plus 1% contingency, and invests £1.8m in service-level initiatives, alongside
technology upgrades and preventative programmes to reduce long-term demand.

ensures its financial plan is
consistent with other plans such as
workforce, capital, investment and
other operational planning which
may include working with other
local public bodies as part of a
wider system

The Council’s financial plans broadly align with supporting strategies. For example, in regard to the capital

programme the Council acknowledged a risk in the budget and MTFS around the timing of capital receipts that would

be used to offset the need for borrowing. It was stated that if planned sources of finance are delayed or reduced,

schemes must be re-profiled or alternative funding identified to avoid revenue pressure. In 2023/24 we made a
recommendation on the need for the council to improve its arrangements to provide assurance of adherence to grant G
conditions on capital programmes. Progress is been made in this area, with a focus on current high-risk projects.

Work by Internal Audit on Capital Governance continued to highlight issues with unclear governance structures,
inaccessible project documentation, lack of evidence for grant compliance, insufficient revenue cost planning and
overlapping Board roles.

G No significant weaknesses or improvement recommendations.

A  No significant weaknesses, improvement recommendations made.

- Significant weaknesses in arrangements identified and key recommendation(s) made.

© 2025 Grant Thornton UK LLP
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Financial sustainability — commentary on arrangements

We considered how the Council: Commentary on arrangements Rating

ensures its financial plan is
consistent with other plans such as
workforce, capital, investment and

It also identified improvements are needed to grant funding scheme assurance. An action plan is in place to address
all outstanding matters and therefore we have not raised any further recommendations in this area.

other operational planning which The Council’s 2025/26 capital strategy outlines medium-term MRP and revenue financing impacts. Current priorities G
may include working with other local include strengthening governance, addressing audit recommendations, and focusing on high-risk/value projects

public bodies as part of a wider through rigorous approval. Integration of processes with Solver and consistent Portman PMO use is underway to

system (Contd.) enhance oversight and control.

The Reserves Policy was reviewed and approved by Cabinet in 2023 and no further changes were proposed for the
current year. The Council’s 2024/25 budget included a £954k deficit, to be met from the Financial Risk Reserve.
Recognising new pressures the budget also transferred £56m from the Business Rates and Council Tax Smoothing

identifies and manages risk to Reserve to the Financial Risk Reserve. Allocations were then made from the Financial Risk Reserve to fund the

financial resilience, e.g. unplanned  implementation costs for parking reforms (£750k), pay severance costs as a result of service delivery changes

changes in demand, including (E500k), and provide £1m each for the necessary capacity to deliver work programmes and ERP implementation. In G
challenge of the assumptions in 2024/25, all reserves were reviewed with the aim of consolidating invest to save reserve funding into one invest to save
underlying plans reserve to consolidate the Invest to Save Reserve (£7m). Spending controls remain in place, including vacancy scrutiny

and restrictions on non-essential expenditure. The Financial Risk Reserve, alongside General Fund Balances (E19m), is
held as a contingency against Local Government Funding Reform and potential removal of the Safety Valve statutory
override.

G No significant weaknesses or improvement recommendations.
A  No significant weaknesses, improvement recommendations made.
- Significant weaknesses in arrangements identified and key recommendation(s) made.

© 2025 Grant Thornton UK LLP Auditor’s Annual Report Year ending 31st March 2025 | 18
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Financial sustainability (continued)

Significant weakness identified in relation to financial sustainability

Key Finding: Whilst the Council continues to take steps to manage its DSG deficit and keep within the terms of the Safety Valve Agreement, we note that the DSG
deficit has increased ahead of what had been planned and moved further away from the agreed trajectory. The 2024/25 outturn report showed a £11.455m
overspend after applying a £2m safety valve contribution and a £333k transfer from the Financial Risks Reserve. The council has met with DfE officials on several
occasions sharing progress against the plan, suggesting amendments that would benefit from the DfE’s support to improve the deficit recovery, including the need
for extra capital to expand local SEND provision. The Council has now escalated the issue on the Corporate Risk register.

Evidence:

For 2024/25, the Council’s Dedicated Schools Grant (DSG) allocation was £298.7m, which included the High Needs block (£51.5m). Over the past few years the
Council has generated a deficit on DSG expenditure in Special Educational Needs & Disabilities (SEND) funded from the high needs block of the DSG. This deficit
reached a cumulative total of £38.9m at the end of 2024/25. Up to 2023/2%4 the Council had delivered in line with a deficit reduction plan. This utilised a ‘safety vale’
agreement with the Department of Education (DfE) that provided additional funding if the council could deliver cost reductions on an agreed trajectory to reduce
the deficit over time. In 2024/25, the Councils DSG deficit increased by £11.4m, breaching the requirements of the ‘safety valve’ agreement due to rapidly increasing
levels of demand. From the Q1 2025/26 monitoring, there is a predicted overspend of £12m at year end resulting in a potential cumulative DSG deficit of £566m. The
DfE have continued to fund the agreement, despite the Council breaching the 'safety value'. This is a sector wide issue, with the Government expected to announce
its SEND system reforms in autumn 2025.

Impact: At present the Council is benefitting from a nationally agreed accounting ‘statutory override’ that enables it to avoid charging the deficit to the Council’s
general fund reserves, however this arrangement has only been extended to 2027/28. Without further intervention, the available earmarked financial risk reserve
balance of £13.3m is insufficient to cover the predicted deficit. There is a significant risk that the Council’s financial sustainability in the medium term would be
impacted should this occur.

Key recommendation 1

KR1: The Council needs to ensure it continues to work with its partners to deliver the DSG recovery plan in order to reduce its deficit position.

© 2025 Grant Thornton UK LLP Auditor’s Annual Report Year ending 31st March 2025 | 19
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Financial sustainability (continued)

Area for Improvement identified: identifying and delivering recurrent savings

Key Finding: Whilst the Council continues to take steps to manage its medium to financial resilience, there remain unidentified savings or actions to meet funding
gaps in the MTFP. This is particularly the case given ongoing significant demand and cost pressures in relation to Adult Social Care.

Evidence: Q1 monitoring for 2025/26 forecasts show a year-end overspend of £12.7 million, predominantly within Adult Social Care. This overspend is largely driven
by the insufficiency of the current savings plans to deliver the required outcomes within the necessary timeframe. For example, digital savings of £3.5m are now
considered unlikely to materialise. Furthermore, increasing complexity are exerting additional financial pressure. In response, the Council is pursuing a range of
mitigation strategies, including the development of supported living models, implementation of strict financial controls, and conducting deep dives into high-cost
care packages. Participation in the ADASS Spring Survey 2025 (with a 91% national response rate) confirms alignment with national trends, with 59% of

Directors being “extremely concerned” and 36% “quite concerned” about transition-related costs. These challenges, compounded by rising demand, are likely to

place the Council in a financially vulnerable position at year end unless immediate controls are implemented to curtail overspending and stabilise the financial
position.

Impact: Although the Council has adopted tactical savings plans, operating controls, agency utilisation, and scrutiny of Integrated Care Board (ICB) costs, these
measures may prove insufficient.

Improvement Recommendation 1

IR1: The Council must ensure that:

* It has sufficient short term spending controls in place to mitigate the projected 2025/26 overspend and protect reserves.

* It has sufficient budget savings to reduce its reliance on reserves while meeting its medium-term financial gap.

Savings proposals are rigorously challenged for timing and value before inclusion in the budget, with accountable managers held responsible for delivery to
account for their delivery.

© 2025 Grant Thornton UK LLP Auditor’s Annual Report Year ending 31st March 2025 | 20
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Governance - commentary on arrangements

We considered how the Council: Commentary on arrangements

The Council has established arrangements to monitor and assess risk and gain assurance over the effective operation
of internal controls, including fraud prevention and detection. The Head of Internal Audit co-ordinates the Council’s

strategic approach ensuring there is an up-to-date Strategic Risk Management policy with regular reviews conducted
by the Corporate Governance Working Group. All strategic risks are recorded through a RAG rated mechanism in the

Organisation Risk Register.
monitors and assesses risk and how

the Council gains assurance over the The Internal Audit function provides ongoing assurance and reported a “reasonable assurance” opinion for 2024/25.

effective operation of internal 100% of due recommendations were followed up, with 80% implemented. These arrangements are supported by G
controls, including arrangements to regular challenge sessions and alignment with management priorities. There is a whistleblowing policy which applies
prevent and detect fraud to all staff and stakeholders. The Council has a counter-fraud, corruption and bribery policy that was last updated

and approved by the AAC in January 2024. Internal Audit plays a key role in counter fraud by delivering a risk-based
audit programme that includes fraud investigation and monitoring, reviewing outputs from the National Fraud
Initiative, and supporting the council’s zero-tolerance Anti-Fraud, Corruption and Bribery Policy. We issued two
improvement recommendations in the prior year concerned with strengthening risk management and counter fraud
arrangements have now been closed (see page 46).

G No significant weaknesses or improvement recommendations.
A  No significant weaknesses, improvement recommendations made.
- Significant weaknesses in arrangements identified and key recommendation(s) made.
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Governance — commentary on arrangements (Continued)

We considered how the Council: Commentary on arrangements Rating

The 2025/26 budget setting process began in July 2024 with the Cabinet approval of the base budget assumptions.
Departments collaborated with corporate finance teams over the summer to develop base budgets, including known
demand changes, deliverable savings and projections for demographic and price growth. Budget panels were held
throughout the budget setting process. These Panels were made up of the three Executive Directors, the Chief

Finance Officer and Service Director for HR and a Cabinet Member for oversight. The Panels made recommendations G
to the Cabinet, after which the budget was approved by Full Council in February 2025. The S151 officer provided a
commentary on the robustness of the budget setting process, and this was included in the budget documentation

and reporting. The Council also conducted public and stakeholder consultation through which feedback was received
from 1,869 people.

approaches and carries out its
annual budget setting process

Budgetary control is maintained through regular monitoring and outturn reporting, whereby quarterly budget
monitoring reports are provided to the cabinet. These reports provide detailed insights into both revenue and capital
budgets, including forecasts, progress on planned savings, and explanations for any variances. The Council follows a
Resource Planning Process through which known demand changes and deliverable savings are developed and
considered. Underlying spend profiles are considered by departments, and appropriate projections of future
budgetary requirements, including demographic and price growth have been undertaken based on the latest
available information and intelligence. In 20245/25, the Council replaced its core HR and Finance systems under the
Fit for the Future Programme introducing a fully integrated Enterprise Resource Planning system on the Microsoft
Platform called Dynamics 365. To support informed decision-making, the Council integrates financial data with non-
financial performance information.

ensures effective processes and
systems are in place to ensure
budgetary control; to communicate
relevant, accurate and timely
management information; supports
its statutory financial reporting; and
ensures corrective action is taken
where needed, including in relation
to significant partnerships

G No significant weaknesses or improvement recommendations.
A  No significant weaknesses, improvement recommendations made.
- Significant weaknesses in arrangements identified and key recommendation(s) made.
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Governance — commentary on arrangements (continued)

We considered how the Council:

Commentary on arrangements Rating

ensures effective processes and systems are
in place to ensure budgetary control; to
communicate relevant, accurate and timely
management information; supports its
statutory financial reporting; and ensures
corrective action is taken where needed,
including in relation to significant
partnerships (continued)

ensures it makes properly informed
decisions, supported by appropriate
evidence and allowing for challenge and
transparency, including from audit
committee

We note from our audit of the Counci's financial statements for 2024/25 that there have been difficulties in
providing timely and accurate information to support the balances in the accounts. Delays have been
experienced as finance staff learn how to generate the necessary reporting from the new financial system. At
this draft reporting stage, the financial statements audit remains in progress, and it is anticipated that the
audit opinion can still be delivered before the backstop date in February 2026. An improvement
recommendation has been raised in this area.

The Council has an established constitution that was last updated in May 2024. Full Council is responsible

for agreeing the authority's policy framework and budget, which will be proposed by the Cabinet. The

Council has a well- established process for documenting and recording Council decisions and the level of
information provided to Cabinet via decision papers is in line with what we would expect. The Audit

Committee plays a key role in providing assurance and challenge. In 2024/25, it met 4 times with good levels G
of attendance. The Committee’s terms of reference shows that it is responsible for holding officers,

departments, and auditors accountable for audit outcomes, governance standards, financial integrity, and
implementation of recommendations. In response to an improvement recommendation last year the Council

are to take steps to recruit an independent co-opted member to the Audit Committee.

G No significant weaknesses or improvement recommendations.

A  No significant weaknesses, improvement recommendations made.

- Significant weaknesses in arrangements identified and key recommendation(s) made.
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Governance — commentary on arrangements (continued)

We considered how the Council:

Commentary on arrangements Rating

monitors and ensures appropriate
standards, such as meeting
legislative/regulatory requirements
and standards in terms of staff and
board member behaviour

A progress review conducted by LGA recognised that the Council is well-led with strong governance. The AGS

2024/25 highlights key governance challenges including procurement capacity and capability across the council,
and the increasing DSG deficit.

Following a key recommendation last year the Council has taken steps to strengthen procurement arrangements,
including holding training sessions on the requirements of the Procurement Act 2023 and refresher training on
procurement procedures. Further improvements are planned for 2025/26 and we have raised an improvement
recommendation to ensure that the new arrangements are embedded.

Last year, an improvement recommendation was provided to create a corporate register of member interests and
gifts and hospitality and ensure this was reviewed and kept up to date at least bi-annually. While the Council has a
plan to achieve this, there is no system currently in place.

G No significant weaknesses or improvement recommendations.

A  No significant weaknesses, improvement recommendations made.
- Significant weaknesses in arrangements identified and key recommendation(s) made.
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Governance (continued)

Area for Improvement identified: identifying and delivering recurrent savings

Key Finding: In the prior year we noted that the Council had struggled with sufficient capacity and expertise in the procurement team to support services. We note
that improvements have been made in 2024/25, but it is now important that these are effectively monitored and fully embedded into the Council’s operational
processes.

Evidence: Following the key recommendation provided in 2023/24, the Council has proposed various arrangements which are ongoing or in their initial phases. These
include — strengthening the supplier and purchase card processes through measures such as exchequer team-only amendments, rejection tracking, five staff training
sessions, potential use of National Anti-Fraud Network tool, conducting mandatory procurement training and holding a central record to monitor adherence. The
Council is in the process of strengthening capacity and capability in the procurement team.

An internal audit in January 2025 assessed the Council’s readiness for the Procurement Act 2023, rating it “Reliable Standard” and identifying gaps in contract
publication, training, and policy updates. Five recommendations were made. A follow-up in April 2025 found two of the four high and medium priority actions fully
implemented and two partially completed. Remaining actions are scheduled for completion by October 2025

Impact: Failure to embed new arrangements may lead to non-compliance with procurement requirements resulting in potential fraud risk and financial inefficiencies.

Improvement Recommendation 2

IR2: The Council should ensure that all the planned procurement actions are implemented, and a review is undertaken to ensure that the new arrangements are fully
embedded as intended.
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Governance (continued)

Area for Improvement identified: Providing timely and accurate supporting evidence to support the balances within the financial statements

Key Finding: As identified on page 11 under our commentary on the financial statements, we noted that there had been difficulties in providing timely and accurate
information to support the balances in the accounts.

Evidence: During 2023/24 the Council procured and implemented a new financial system to go live from the 1st April 202%4. As a result, the 2024/25 financial
statements are the first set to be produced with the new system. While the implementation of the finance system has generally gone well, there has been a steep
learning curve for members of the finance team in how to get the necessary information from the system to support the year end audit. As a result, significantt delays
have been experienced in the provision of information, and in many cases there has been multiple iterations of reports needed before the audit team were able to
select transactions to test. This has been most pronounced in relation to our testing of journals, which is a significant risk area for the audit.

Impact: The delays and accuracy of the reports produced has resulted in additional time being spent on the audit, and the original timeline has slipped beyond what
was agreed. At present every effort is being made to ensure sufficient work can be completed before the statutory backstop date in February 2026. The audit team
will re-visit this recommendation on completion of the financial statement audit.

Improvement Recommendation

IR3: The Council should carry out a full lessons learned exercise upon completion of the financial statement audit and an action plan developed to ensure that
appropriate reporting can be obtained from the financial system that is right first time.
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Improving economy, efficiency and effectiveness — commentary on
arrangements

We considered how the Council: Commentary on arrangements Rating

The Council has adequate arrangements in place to use financial and service performance information to identify
areas for improvement. In prior years we note that the Council had identified some weaknesses in supplier data
controls, purchase card logs, and legacy systems. Adult social care services were impacted by fragmented data
systems and lack of outcome-focused metrics, prompting recommendations for improved monitoring and hiring of
data analysts. This prompted the development of a revised performance management framework. Annual reviews of
data security governance, an ICO audit and a dedicated Data Protection Policy further aim at strengthening the
data quality. We issued two improvement recommendations in the prior year relating to the development of the

uses financial and performance performance management framework and to make sure that lessons were learned from previous system
information to assess performance to Implementations (Mosaic). The Council appointed a new Director for Strategy, Engagement and Change to develop G
identify areas for improvement a performance framework, utilizing a balanced scorecard and focusing on financial performance, risk management,

and data quality. There are also other projects underway to strengthen data quality and a new Data Strategic Leads
group to champion change. In 2024/25 a lessons learned exercise was conducted for the Mosaic system. Similar
plans are in place for the HR and Finance elements of D365. A P2P scoping group has also been established to review
the process. These recommendations have therefore been closed.

The Council implemented and new financial system, D365 for Finance, in April 2026. This new system is supported by
training and introduces new data tools, improved data centralisation and flexible reporting to provide a
comprehensive view of performance.

G No significant weaknesses or improvement recommendations.
A  No significant weaknesses, improvement recommendations made.
- Significant weaknesses in arrangements identified and key recommendation(s) made.
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Improving economy, efficiency and effectiveness — commentary on
arrangements

We considered how the Council: Commentary on arrangements Rating

The Council regularly evaluates service performance and has demonstrated that it has good arrangements in place
for actioning the findings of external review. The Council has been addressing a number of matters in 2024/25:

Adult Social Care CQC Inspection (May 2025): The Council was rated ‘requires improvement’ in a number of areas
including delays in assessments, data systems and workforce challenges. In response, the Council established an
Executive Assurance Board for oversight, submitted an improvement plan with phased priorities and risk mitigation,
and implemented progress tracking highlighting amber and red-rated actions. A data analyst was seconded to
address intelligence gaps, focusing on high-cost cases, review backlogs, and provider engagement. Ongoing
engagement with CQC reinforces ASC’s commitment to good governance, transformation and co-production of
solutions.

evaluates the services it provides to  Vinney Green Secure Unit: ICO Audit (April 2025) and OFSTED inspection (July 2024 and follow-up Jan 2025)
assess performance and identify ICQO’s audit found limited assurance of data protection compliance at SCG, with substantial risks requiring A
areas for improvement immediate action. Vinney Green Secure Unit was inspected by Ofsted and was found as requiring improvement to be

good (we raised an improvement recommendation on this in the prior year). In the follow-up conducted in January

2025, it was found that leaders had taken steps to address the concerns and continue to strengthen staff practice

and that the provider was making good progress against the agreed plan. No serious or widespread concerns for the

care of children was identified. We have provided an improvement recommendation for this on page 31.

Local Government and Social Care Ombudsman’s Report

An initial report provided in December 2023 included 3 recommendations. Subsequently, a high-level action plan was
developed including plans to improve the offer for children with disabilities. Actions taken by the council included the
setting up of a multi-agency steering group which included members of the parent/carer forum. Subsequent updates
provided indicate that stipulated actions were complete.
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Improving economy, efficiency and effectiveness — commentary on
arrangements

We considered how the Council: Commentary on arrangements Rating

The Council appears to have adequate arrangements to engage stakeholders and partners. This includes — a joint
industrial strategy development with WECA as a key partner, establishment of a prevention fund match funded by
the ICB, a community conversations initiative and ongoing Local Strategic Partnership reviews. The Council works
with WECA on transport, infrastructure, and adult education and collaborates through the South Gloucestershire

ensures it delivers its role within Local Strategic Partnership to address key local issues. In 2023, it adopted Community Conversations principles to
significant partnerships and engages improve transparency and two-way engagement, piloting area committees to enhance resident involvement and

with stakeholders it has identified, in hear diverse voices. Following an initial Corporate Peer Challenge review in November 2023, a progress review was G
order to assess whether it is meeting  undertaken in November 2024. This found that the Council has worked with WECA to produce a collaborative

its objectives industrial strategy, and noted the productive relationships currently in place. Officers and members from South

Gloucestershire have been working closely with the mayor and representatives of WECA and it is worth noting that
the Best Value Notice previously in place at WECA has been allowed to expire on 5" March 2025.

The Council embeds governance across its partnerships using a standardised framework. This is currently under
review to reflect evolving economic and political contexts.

G No significant weaknesses or improvement recommendations.
A  No significant weaknesses, improvement recommendations made.
- Significant weaknesses in arrangements identified and key recommendation(s) made.
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Improving economy, efficiency and effectiveness — commentary on
arrangements (continued)

We considered how the Council: Commentary on arrangements Rating

The Council has adequate arrangements for commissioning services and realising benefits.

The Council commissions its services through a resource planning process with three annual panel rounds to identify,
scope, and deliver savings. This is supported by the finance department and the Transformation and Efficiency

team, which ensures reporting to the One Council Portfolio Board, Strategic Leadership Team, and members.

Savings are reviewed biannually and adjusted if projects do not deliver expected benefits. This process has delivered
£140.3m in savings under the current Medium-Term Financial Plan. The council also has a PIVOT (Procurement

Innovation & Value Optimisation Transformation) Programme underway. This is structured around the Local

Government Association’s National Procurement Strategy (NPS) 2022 Toolkit, using it as a benchmark to address
audit-identified weaknesses and drive improvements. There is a particular focus on strengthening collaboration,
standardising good practice, and enhancing both transparency and accountability. G

commissions or procures services,
assessing whether it is realising the
expected benefits

In August 2025, the Council transitioned from a 25-year PFl to a managed waste service. Procurement for this was

well managed with external support. An expanded waste team will now oversee contract delivery, performance
monitoring, and financial reporting via the new financial system. An internal audit in January 2025 assessed the
Council’s readiness for the Procurement Act 2023, rating it “Reliable Standard”. Five recommendations were made. A
follow-up in April 2025 found two of the four high and medium priority actions fully implemented and two partially
completed.

As noted under the governance theme, the Council has been working to improve its procurement arrangements. It is
important all of the planned actions are completed and that new arrangements are fully embedded as intended.

© 2025 Grant Thornton UK LLP Auditor’s Annual Report Year ending 31st March 2025 | 30



Commercial in Confidence

Improving economy, efficiency and effectiveness

Area for Improvement: Data Protection Compliance

Key Finding: The Data Protection arrangements at Vinney Green Secure Unit may not be sufficient and require immediate actions for improvements. There is also a
need to ensure all plans following the OFSTED inspection are embedded appropriately.

Evidence: The April 2025 ICO audit gave the Council “very limited” assurance on governance and accountability, citing high risk of non-compliance with data
protection objectives. Key gaps included: no Appropriate Policy Document, incomplete Information Asset Register, inadequate DPIA process, and insufficient
privacy notices for children and visitors. The audit issued 50 recommendations—Governance & Accountability (5 urgent, 25 high) and Information & Cyber Security
(11 high, 9 medium)—to ensure UK GDPR and DPA 2018 compliance.

Following the inspection of the unit by OFSTED in July 2024 where it was found as requiring improvement, the unit has received two further visits, (November 2024
and January 2025). The latest report identified that progress is being made against the agreed action plan however, one requirement and four recommendations
have been restated. These will be revisited as part of the next inspection.

Impact: Failure to implement corrective actions may result in unlawful data processing, regulatory breaches, reputational harm, and compromised individual rights.

Improvement Recommendation 4

IRY: The Council should -

* Ensure that it delivers improvements based on recommendations provided following the ICO audit of the Vinney Green Secure Unit to strengthen its data
protection arrangements.

* Ensure that all necessary arrangements in response to the OFSTED inspection are implemented and monitored appropriately.
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Improving economy, efficiency and effectiveness

Area for Improvement: Adult Social Care

Key Finding: The Council was visit by COC in early 2025 and was assessed as requires improvement.

Evidence: The Council achieved an overall score of 59. While the report highlighted the Council’s commitment to person centred assessment and care planning and
competent assessment teams, it also outlined weaknesses in a number of areas. These included improving the timeliness of assessments, strengthening data
systems, addressing workforce challenges and expanding and evaluating key initiatives.

The findings from CQC were largely in line with the Council’s own internal self assessments.

Following the inspection an action plan has been submitted to the Department of Health and Social Care, which is in two phases. Phase one focuses on priorities
(e.g. waiting times, governance, prevention and market management) and phase two is about focus (e.g. hospital discharge, mental health and contingency). An
Adult Social Care Assurance Board is in place, chaired by the Chief Executive that meets every six weeks. The primary function of the board is to monitor progress,
but also support and challenge services to drive sustainable improvement and resolve system issues collaboratively.

Impact: Failure to implement corrective actions may result in further regulatory findings in the future.

Improvement Recommendation 5

IR5: The Council should -

* Ensure that all necessary arrangements in response to the CQC inspection are implemented and monitored appropriately.
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Key recommendations raised in 2024/25

Recommendation Relates to Management Actions
The Council needs to ensure it continues to [EiT] Actions:

KR work with its partners to deliver the DSG tainabilit R ble Officer:
recovery plan in order to reduce its deficit sustainaoiity esponsible Lticer:
position. (Page 19) Due Date:

© 2025 Grant Thornton UK LLP Auditor’s Annual Report Year ending 31st March 2025 | 34
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Recommendation

Relates to

Management Actions

Commercial in Confidence

The Council must ensure that:

* It has sufficient short term spending
controls in place to mitigate the projected
2025/26 overspend and protect reserves.

* It has sufficient budget savings to reduce
IR1 its reliance on reserves while meeting its
medium-term financial gap.

* Savings proposals are rigorously
challenged for timing and value before
inclusion in the budget, with accountable
managers held responsible for delivery to
account for their delivery.

The Council should ensure that all planned
procurement actions are implemented, and a

IR2  review is undertaken to ensure that the new
arrangements are fully embedded as
intended.
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Financial
sustainability
(Page 20)

Governance
(Page 25)

Actions:
Responsible Officer:
Due Date:

Actions:
Responsible Officer:
Due Date:
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Improvement recommendations raised in 2024/25

Recommendation Relates to Management Actions
The Council should carry out a full lessons Actions:
learned exercise upon completion of the oVl e - -
IR3 financial statement audit and an action plan (Page 26) Responsible Officer:
developed to ensure that appropriate Due Date:
reporting can be obtained from the financial
system that is right first time.
The Council should -
* Ensure that it delivers improvements based
on recommendations provided following Improvement T
the ICO audit of the Vinney Green Secure ~ €c°NoMy. ctions:
IRY Unit to strengthen its data protection efficiency and Responsible Officer:
effectiveness
arrangements. Due Date:
* Ensure that all necessary arrangements in (Page 31)
response to the OFSTED inspection are
implemented and monitored appropriately.
Improvement
The Council should - el st

- E that all tsi efficiency and  Regponsible Officer:
IR5 nsure that all necessary arrangements in - _tro ctiveness

response to the CQC inspection are Due Date:
implemented and monitored appropriately. (Page 32)
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Key recommendations
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Follow up of 2023/24 Key recommendations
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Prior Recommendation Raised  Progress Current status Further action
To strengthen procurement arrangements, the
council has introduced various mechanisms,
with further enhancements planned during
2025/26. Following the D365 implementation,
there has been an increase in the number of
contracts being loaded to the system. The
The Council needs to significantly Procurement review has an objective to target
improve its procurement 80% achievement level across all departments in Downaraded to Improvement
arrangements by ensuring it has this area, with internal audit planned to provide R 9 dati >
sufficient capacity to ensure independent assurance in 2025/26. Sl ecommendation.
KR1 robust controls are in place to 2023/24 - ) ) rartiaiy Refer Improvement Recommendation
Additionally, the council held a series of implemented

demonstrate financial and
procurement decision-making
compliance and achievement of
value for money.
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procurement trainings that covered the
requirements of the Procurement Act 2023 and
a refresher on the SGC procurement
procedures.

An internal audit in January 2025 assessed the
Council’s readiness for the Procurement Act
2023, rating it “Reliable Standard” and
identifying gaps in contract publication,
training, and policy updates.

provided on page 25
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07 Appendices

© 2025 Grant Thornton UK LLP Auditor’s Annual Report Year ending 31st March 2025 | 39



Appendix A: Responsibilities of the Council

Public bodies spending taxpayers’ money are
accountable for their stewardship of the resources
entrusted to them. They should account properly for
their use of resources and manage themselves well so
that the public can be confident.

Financial statements are the main way in which local
public bodies account for how they use their
resources. Local public bodies are required to prepare
and publish financial statements setting out their
financial performance for the year. To do this, bodies
need to maintain proper accounting records and
ensure they have effective systems of internal control.

All local public bodies are responsible for putting in
place proper arrangements to secure economy,
efficiency and effectiveness from their resources. This
includes taking properly informed decisions and
managing key operational and financial risks so that
they can deliver their objectives and safeguard public
money. Local public bodies report on their
arrangements, and the effectiveness with which the
arrangements are operating, as part of their annual
governance statement.
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The Council’s Chief Finance Officer is responsible for
preparing the financial statements and for being
satisfied that they give a true and fair view, and for such
internal control as they determine necessary to enable
the preparation of financial statements that are free
from material misstatement, whether due to fraud or
error.

The Chief Finance Officer is required to comply with
CIPFA/LASAAC code of practice on local authority
accounting in the United Kingdom. In preparing the
financial statements, the Chief Financial Officer is
responsible for assessing the Council’s ability to
continue as a going concern and use the going concern
basis of accounting unless there is an intention by
government that the services provided by the Council
will no longer be provided.

The Council is responsible for putting in place proper
arrangements to secure economy, efficiency and
effectiveness in its use of resources, to ensure proper
stewardship and governance, and to review regularly
the adequacy and effectiveness of these arrangements.

Commercial in Confidence
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Appendix B: Value for Money Auditor responsibilities

Our work is risk-based and focused on providing a commentary assessment of the Council’s Value for Money arrangements

Phase 1 — Planning and initial risk assessment

As part of our planning, we assess our knowledge of the Council’s arrangements and whether we
consider there are any indications of risks of significant weakness. This is done against each of
the reporting criteria and continues throughout the reporting period.

Phase 2 — Additional risk-based procedures and evaluation

Where we identify risks of significant weakness in arrangements, we will undertake further work
to understand whether there are significant weaknesses. We use auditor’s professional
judgement in assessing whether there is a significant weakness in arrangements and ensure that
we consider any further guidance issued by the NAQO.

Phase 3 — Reporting our commentary and recommendations

The Code requires us to provide a commentary on your arrangements which is detailed within
this report. Where we identify weaknesses in arrangements we raise recommendations.

A range of different recommendations can be raised by the Council’s auditors as
follows:

Information that informs our ongoing risk assessment

Statutory recommendations — recommendations to the Council under Section 24 (Schedule 7)
of the Local Audit and Accountability Act 2014.

Key recommendations — the actions which should be taken by the Council where significant
weaknesses are identified within arrangements.

Improvement recommendations — actions which are not a result of us identifying significant
weaknesses in the Council’s arrangements, but which if not addressed could increase the risk

Qf a significant weakness in the future. )

Key performance and risk
management
information reported to the
Executive or full Council

Cumulative knowledge of
arrangements from the prior
year

External review such as by the
LGA, CIPFA, or Local
Government Ombudsman

Interviews and discussions with
key stakeholders

Regulatory inspections such as

Progress with implementing
from Ofsted and CQC

recommendations

Annual Governance
Statement including the
Head of Internal Audit annual
opinion

Findings from our opinion audit
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Appendix C: Follow up of 2023/24 improvement
recommendations

Prior Recommendation Raised  Progress Current position Further action

For the 2024/25, the Council’s Dedicated Schools Grant
(DSG) allocation totals £298.7m, split across four blocks:
Schools (£211.45m), Central Schools Services (£3.3m), High
Needs (£51.5m), and Early Years (£32.4m). From the
2024/25 Budget, we note that while the DSG allocation is
£298.7m, the forecast deficit of £39.8m represents 13.3% of . .
the total DSG allocation. The 2024/25 outturn showed a recommendation provided on Page 19
£11.455m overspend after applying a £2m safety valve

contribution and a £333k transfer from the Financial Risks

Reserve.

The Council needs to ensure it
continues to work with its partners
IR1  to deliver the DSG recovery plan  2023/2Y4
and works to reduce its deficit
position

Re-raised and Refer key
upgraded to key recommendation
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Appendix C: Follow up of 2023/24 improvement

recommendations

Prior Recommendation Raised

Progress Current position

Commercial in Confidence

Further action

The Council needs to ensure it has
sufficient budget savings to
IR2 reduc.:e |t§ use on reserves Yvhlle  2023/24
meeting its medium-term financial
gap and a clear strategy for

reserves replenishment

© 2025 Grant Thornton UK LLP

In 2024/25, the Council achieved 45% of its savings on a
permanent basis, with a further 40% delivered temporarily
but with plans in place for permanent realisation. The
remaining 15% of savings are currently at risk and are being
offset through contingency measures. Notably, £2.7 million
(equating to 19% of the overall savings plan) is reporting in-
year risks, particularly within Adult Services. These risks are
primarily attributable to staffing constraints and delays in
partnership arrangements. While the Council has

established a structured resource planning process and Re-raised
governance mechanisms through the One Council Portfolio improvement
Board and Senior Leadership Team (SLT), the current recommendation

framework may benefit from the introduction of additional
risk-based procedures. Additionally, Q1 monitoring for
2025/26 shows that an overspend of £12.7m is expected.
Although the Council has adopted tactical savings plans,
operating controls, agency utilisation, and scrutiny of
Integrated Care Board (ICB) costs, these measures may
prove insufficient. If savings plans continue to lack
alignment with corporate objectives, this is expected to
result in a material financial weakness.

Refer improvement
recommendation
provided on Page 20
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Appendix C: Follow up of 2023/24 improvement
recommendations (Continued)

Prior Recommendation

Raised

Progress

Current
position

Commercial in Confidence

Further action

IR3

IRL

IR5

The Council needs to
consistently apply cost and
performance benchmarking
across services through the
Panel process to benefit the
Council's savings programme

The Council needs to develop a
costed workforce plan

The Council needs to ensure it
aligns its revenue and capital
budgets to its corporate plan
priorities
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2023/24

2023/24

2023/24

An extract from the ongoing PIVOT Transformation indicated
that the Council aims to enhance transparency and
accountability to ensure that the audit recommendation was
addressed sufficiently. A key component of the standard
transformation project approach and discovery phase is to
clarify baselines and use benchmarking to inform projects

when they are initiated.

In 2024/25, the Council went live with the HR and Payroll
elements of its ERP system which is expected to underpin
improvement efforts against workforce planning.
Additionally, the Council published its People Strategy which

is available to view on the intranet.

To support the MTFP and Corporate Plan, the Council has
introduced a Transformation and Organisational
Development Strategy centred on workforce capability and
cultural change. The 2026/27 Resource Planning process
prioritises revenue, demand pressures, and transformation.
Further alignment between the capital programme and
transformation efforts is planned for 2025/26.

Closed.

Implemented
and closed

Good progress
in
implementation

There is scope for the Council to
further enhance it’s use of
benchmarking, in particular
ensuring key KPI’s and
performance monitoring matrices
are applied consistently across
different services to improve the
Council’s savings programme.

No further action required.

No further action required

Auditor’s Annual Report Year ending 31st March 2025 | 44



Appendix C: Follow up of 2023/24 improvement
recommendations (Continued)

Prior Recommendation

Raised

Progress

Current position

Commercial in Confidence

Further action

The Council needs to improve its
capital programme governance
including adherence with grant

conditions

IR 6
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2023/24

The capital programme outturn was £106.905m against a
budget of £138.695m, excluding £30.943m associated with
the property investment fund. The annual capital strategy
2025/26 set out the medium term MRP impact of the
capital programme and other revenue financing costs.
Internal Audit’s July 2025 follow-up on Capital Governance
found five key recommendations still required action. Issues
included unclear governance structures, inaccessible
project documentation, lack of evidence for grant
compliance, insufficient revenue cost planning, and
overlapping Board roles. An action plan has been agreed to
address all outstanding matters, demonstrating that
sufficient arrangements are in place. Additionally, the
Council is focusing on higher risk/value projects undergoing
an approval process. The Council is also developing the
integration of processes with new systems (Solver) and
consistent use of Portman as PMO system across the
organisation.

Closed.

No further action
required.
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Appendix C: Follow up of 2023/24 improvement
recommendations (Continued)

Prior Recommendation Raised

Progress Current position

Commercial in Confidence

Further action

IR7

The Council could enhance its risk
management arrangements by:

including opportunities with risk,

improving the risk register

template by including assurances, 2023/24

The Council’s risk management approach was reviewed in
consultation with a specialist risk consultant from their
insurers, Zurich and was deemed to be sound. The risk
register has been re-formatted from scratch to include
further attributes such as risk scores. Departmental Risk

) Implemented and
Registers are currently under development and once these P

No further action

. . . . | ired.
target risk score, and ensuring are complete, an updated Risk Management Strategy will closed required
risk, performance and finance are be formed. The Director for Strategy, Engagement &
integrated into quarterly Cabinet Change is also developing a balanced scorecard approach
reporting. whereby risk performance and financial performance will
be reported in a coherent manner
While the council does not have a dedicated counter-fraud
function, management is responsible for fraud risk,
ThelC sunailiecds o improvelits supported F)g Intsernol Audit through plonr?lng and briefings.
The Council previously used the commercial arm of another
arrangements for counter-fraud ) . .
. : council for fraud support. While there is no such current
including staff awareness and engagement, agreements are in place for any such future ~ Good progress in No further action
IR8 training, improved data matching, 2023/24 9qg - 99 np J sueh Tutd Prog ' Y !

improved counter-fraud
procedures and mandated cyber
essentials providers checks.

© 2025 Grant Thornton UK LLP

use. The Council's legal team is a key resource for fraud- implementation
related advice. To mitigate mandate fraud risks, a

dedicated staff member has now been appointed to

perform daily data checks and deliver targeted training for

18-invoice handling teams alongside mandatory refreshed

e-learning.

required.
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Appendix C: Follow up of 2023/24 improvement
recommendations (Continued)

Prior Recommendation Raised  Progress Current position Further action

The Council may wish to . . . . .
differentiate Cabinet items for While the Council does not differentiate between items for

IRo [EECECRE BRI e nie 2023/2\ dec.|3|on—mok|ng and thos'e Yvh|ch are for mformatlor) or Closed. No ftfrther action
noting on the agendas, this is not expected to result in a required.

are for information or noting on its o e
significant weakness within its processes.

agendas.

The Council needs to provide
external support for its Audit
Committee by appointing

In July 2025, the proposal to appoint 2 independent

members to was presented to the Accounts and Audit Good progress in .
No further action

IR10 . . 2023/24 Committee. Subsequently, the next steps to be pursued in ~ implementation. !

independent members to provide o\ : required.

.. . recruiting an independent co-opted member of the
expertise in areas like .
. committee was agreed.

transformation.

The Council needs to create and Updated responses from the management state that the

publish a corporate register of Council has a plan that intends to notify legal services of The Council should ensure

member interests and gifts and any such interests which will then be recorded on the legal that the agreed plan
IR 11 e . 2023/24 . Closed. :

hospitality and ensure this is case management system, followed by a report that will be continues to be

reviewed and kept updated at published bi-annually. These are however not currently implemented.

least bi-annually. implemented.
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Appendix C: Follow up of 2023/24 improvement
recommendations (Continued)

Prior Recommendation Raised Progress Current position Further action
Updated responses from management state that
The (?ounoi[csh?L:Ld c_i_omplg with thé . gorr:j2p025/26 poglrlnsnts ok;/lerhEzOO and Plurchose Partially N further aetern
requirements of the Transparency Code ard Payments will be published quarterly. . —
IR12 2015; by ensuring it publishes required et & Payments over £5,000 are published monthly. As of eroileeénented and &9
data on a quarterly basis July 2025, from the Council’s website, we note that '
this has been updated to March 2025.
The Council needs to improve its
performance management and reporting
by: ensuring it has a substantive corporate
lead for performance management, having
integrated quarterly performance, finance
and risk reporting to the Cabinet and the In 2024/25, the Council appointed a new Director
Scrutiny Commission. Ensuring its for Strategy, Engagement and Change to develop a The Council should ensure
corporate KPIs are outcome focused, performance framework, utilizing a balanced Good progressin that the agreed plan
IR13 specific and measurable with clear 2023/24 scorecard and focusing on KPIs. There are also other implementation  continues to be

baselines and targets. Ensuring service
planning is developed and consistently
applied by all services.

Developing a performance framework
linking the corporate plan to service and
team planning. Improve data quality and
data management to strengthen
performance.

© 2025 Grant Thornton UK LLP

projects underway to strengthen data quality and a implemented.

new Data Strategic Leads group to champion
change
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Appendix C: Follow up of 2023/24 improvement
recommendations (Continued)

Commercial in Confidence

Prior Recommendation Raised  Progress Current position Further action
The Council needs to undertake a Updated responses from management state that a lessons
full lessons learned review of the learnt session was conducted following the implementation
business change programmes that of the Mosaic System. Similar sessions have been planned Good broaress in No further action
IR14 implemented new core systems for 2023/24 for the HR and Finance elements of the D365 systems ol P tg ¢ red

Social Workers (Mosaic) and following their implementation. The Council has also implementation. required.
Finance and HR (D365, Zellis) to established a P2P scoping group aimed at reviewing the
inform future programmes. process

In January 2025, OFSTED conducted a monitoring visit,

wherein it was noted that the Council was making good

progress against agreed plans thereby steering in the

direction of safeguarding and security. The report also

stated that there was a need to embed these plans and Improvement

The Council needs to ensure it
delivers the improvements required
by Ofsted to the Vinney Green
Secure Unit.

culture into the daily operations to ensure continuous
2023/24 development, adherence and resilience for overall
development.

In the Audit Report from the ICO provided in April 2025,
there was very limited level of assurance that processes and
procedures are in place to deliver data protection
compliance. It was noted that immediate action is required
to improve the control environment.

Good progress in

IR15 . .
implementation

© 2025 Grant Thornton UK LLP

recommendation has
been added to ensure
continued focus in this
area, see page 31.
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Appendix C: Follow up of 2023/24 improvement
recommendations (Continued)

Prior Recommendation

Raised

Progress Current position

Commercial in Confidence

Further action

The Council needs to improve its
compliance with contract
management plans for contracts
over £0.1m and ensure it has
robust performance management
arrangements in place with
contract providers relative to the
size of the contract.

IR16

© 2025 Grant Thornton UK LLP

A Procurement Review Programme is ongoing at the

Council. The Council has introduced training mandates,

centralised records, and continues to implement D365,

incorporating lessons learned for HR and Payroll modules.  )osed.
The PIVOT programme, aligned with the LGA’s NPS 2022

Toolkit, aims to enhance collaboration, standardise

practices, and improve transparency. Ongoing monitoring

is essential to ensure corrective actions achieve contract
management compliance.

No further action
required.
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