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Audit Resources 

Title Name Email  Telephone 

Audit Manager Gill Martin gill.martin1@cumbria.gov.uk 01228 226252 

Lead Auditor(s) Gemma Benson gemma.benson@cumbria.gov.uk 01228 226252 

 

 

Audit Report Distribution  

For Action: Michael Fisher, Revenues and Benefits Manager 

For Information: Shelagh McGregor, Assistant Director - Resources 

Debbie Storr, Director - Policy and Resources 

Audit Committee The Audit Committee, which is due to be held on 23rd April 2015 will receive  the Executive summary (sections 1-4) and 

the Management Action Plan (section 5) 
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1. Background 

 

1.1. This report summarises the findings from the audit of Council Tax. This audit was a planned audit assignment which was undertaken in 

accordance with the 2014/15 Audit Plan.   

 

1.2. South Lakeland District Council collects Council Tax on behalf of Cumbria County Council, Cumbria Police and Crime Commissioner and Parish 

Council’s as well as itself, and aims to collect nearly £69 million from approximately 52,500 properties by 31st March 2015. 

 

1.3. This income is vitally important to the Council as it contributes greatly to the services it provides. South Lakeland District Council will receive 

approximately £7.7 million of the amount they collect which is around 60% of its net budget for 2014/15. 

 

2. Audit Approach 
 

2.1. Audit Objectives and Methodology 

 

2.1.1. Compliance with the mandatory Public Sector Internal Audit Standards requires that internal audit activity evaluates the exposures to risks relating 

to the organisation’s governance, operations and information systems.  A risk based audit approach has been applied which aligns to the five key 

audit control objectives which are outlined in section 4; detailed findings and recommendations are reported within section 5 of this report. 

 

2.2. Audit Scope and Limitations 

 

2.2.1. The Audit Scope was agreed with management prior to the commencement of this audit review.  The Client Sponsor for this review was the 

Assistant Director Resources and the agreed scope areas for consideration were identified as follows: 

 Payments and Refunds – to include BACS and Direct Debit payments and reconciliations; 

 Discounts – to include discount / premium changes introduced in April 2013; 

 Recovery Policy – to include use of different actions to recover debts and promptness of action taken; 

 Performance – to include service targets and monitoring / reporting of these.

 

2.2.2. There were no instances whereby the audit work undertaken was impaired by the availability of information. 
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3. Assurance Opinion 
 

3.1. Each audit review is given an assurance opinion and these are intended to assist Members and Officers in their assessment of the overall level of 

control and potential impact of any identified system weaknesses.  There are 4 levels of assurance opinion which may be applied. The definition 

for each level is explained in Appendix A. 

 

3.2. From the areas examined and tested as part of this audit review, we consider the current controls operating within Council Tax provide 

Reasonable assurance.    

 

 Note: as audit work is restricted by the areas identified in the Audit Scope and is primarily sample based, full coverage of the system and 

complete assurance cannot be given to an audit area. 

 

4. Summary of Recommendations, Audit Findings and Report Distribution 
 

4.1. There are three levels of audit recommendation; the definition for each level is explained in Appendix B.  

 

4.2. There are seven audit recommendations are arising from this audit review and these can be summarised as follows: 

No. of recommendations 

Control Objective High Medium Advisory 

1. Management - achievement of the organisation’s strategic objectives achieved (see section 5.1.) - - 1 

2. Regulatory - compliance with laws, regulations, policies, procedures and contracts (see section 5.2.) - 2 - 

3. Information - reliability and integrity of financial and operational information (see section 5.3) - 2 2 

4. Security - safeguarding of assets - - - 

5. Value - effectiveness and efficiency of operations and programmes - - - 

Total Number of Recommendations 0 4 3 
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4.3. Strengths: The following areas of good practice were identified during the course of the audit: 

 The Department has a Service Plan, which states objectives and targets for the service. 

 Targets are regularly reported on, with reasons for underperformance considered. 

 There is an approved debt recovery policy in place. 

 

4.4. Areas for development: Improvements in the following areas are necessary in order to strengthen existing control arrangements: 

 

4.4.1. High priority matters: 

There are no high priority matters for report. 

 

4.4.2. Medium priority matters: 

 Debt recovery procedures should be reviewed and updated to be more task focused rather than action focused; 

 Debt recovery reports should be routinely distributed for the required review and recovery actions to be taken in line with expected 

procedures; 

 The required performance (accuracy) checks should be undertaken in line with expected procedures, within timescales and the results should 

be reported; 

 Approved authorisers of refund payments processed by BACS should be clarified, documented and all relevant staff should be made aware of 

these arrangements. 
 

4.4.3. Advisory issues: 

Consideration should be given to  

 including the date of last review against each operational risk; 

 reviewing all accounts receiving a discount on a more regular basis; 

 running and reviewing a report on accounts in credit on a more regular basis. 

 

Comment from the Assistant Director (Resources) 

The report highlights the thorough work being undertaken by the revenues team in providing this level of assurance, with recommendations only 

been of a minor in nature. I believe this report provides me with the re-assurance and that the services objectives are being met whilst 

recognising there are times when resources need to balanced and focused upon areas where they can be best utilised. 



Management Action Plan South Lakeland District Council | Audit of Council Tax 

      
 
Cumbria Shared Internal Audit Service: Internal Audit Report Page 5 

 
 

  

5 

5. Matters Arising / Agreed Action Plan 
 

5.1. Management - achievement of the organisation’s strategic objectives. 

● Advisory issue 

Audit finding Management response 

5.1.1  Operational Risks 

Operational risks are included in the quarterly service plan update report along with when they 

should next be reviewed but the date of last review is not shown.  

Agreed management action:  

There is no reason why this can’t be included within 

the reports and will be implement by Q1 Service 

Plan review  
Recommendation 1: 

Consideration should be given to recording the date of last review against each operational risk 

identified. 

Risk exposure if not addressed: 

 Lack of trail/evidence that risks are reviewed in line with Council policy; 

 Changes to risks are not identified / recorded. 

Responsible manager for implementing:  

Revenues & Benefits Service Manager 

Date to be implemented: 

06/2015 

 

 

5.2. Regulatory - compliance with laws, regulations, policies, procedures and contracts. 

R2 and R3 ●  Medium priority 

Audit finding Management response 

5.2.1  Debt Recovery 

While procedures were provided on debt recovery, they focused on the different actions taken to 

recover debt rather than the processes undertaken by staff, such as running and reviewing debt 

reports. 

 

It was stated that four main debt reports (run on a four weekly basis i.e. one a week) are used to 

ensure that debt is followed up and does not remain at the same stage of debt recovery for an 

Agreed management action:  

The processes involved are all automated and run 

automatically on an appropriate cycle, alteration to 

this cycle are only made in exceptional 

circumstances.  A review of the recovery 

procedures is likely to be undertaken in the 

forthcoming financial year this will include the 
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extended period but reports have not always been run or reviewed regularly during the current 

financial year. The Senior Recovery Officers (who primarily deal with the later stages of debt 

recovery) are informed by department managers / team leaders whether the debt reports can be 

given out to Revenue Officers for review; this is dependent on other workloads and resources. 

Senior Recovery Officers have been reviewing these reports where possible, when they have not 

been given out, but this has not always been on a regular basis either. There is a risk that 

inconsistent review of these reports could result in debts not being promptly followed up, though it 

was advised that priority is given to areas where payment is most likely to be received and to larger 

debts. 

 

Council Tax collection rates for 2012/13 and 2013/14 (excluding write offs) are already above their 

targets of 99.6% and 99.5% respectively. The current year’s collection is slightly behind target; it 

has been reported that the 98.8% collection rate is expected to be achieved. Reasons for this fall in 

performance include more customers electing to pay over 12 instalments and an enforcement 

warning letter now being sent before cases are referred to the bailiffs, therefore slowing down the 

recovery process.  

documentation. 

 

This work on the whole is being carried out, 

whether by the Revenues Officers or the Senior 

Recovery Officers 

 

These reports will continue to be run in accordance 

with the agreed timescales. They will be checked in 

a timely manner by either the Revenues Officers or 

the Senior Recovery Officers dependent upon 

workloads.  

 

It has been reiterated the importance ensuring 

cases are progressed  in a timely manner 

  

 

Recommendation 2: 

Debt recovery procedures should be reviewed and updated to be more task focused rather than 

action focused. 

 

Recommendation 3: 

Debt recovery reports should be routinely distributed to responsible officers for the required review 

and recovery actions to be taken in line with expected procedures. 

Risk exposure if not addressed: 

 Expected process not formally documented; 

 Non-compliance with expected process; 

 Debts not promptly followed up. 

Responsible manager for implementing:  

Revenues & Benefits Manager & Revenues 

Manager 

Date to be implemented: 

04/2015 
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5.3. Information - reliability and integrity of financial and operational information. 

●  Advisory issue 

Audit finding Management response 

5.3.1 Discount Reviews 

The Council undertakes reviews every five years on the largest discount category Single Person 

Discount (SPD), there are no targets in place for other types of discount given. It was advised that 

a timetable for reviewing other discounts was considered but that workloads do not allow time to do 

this. 

 

Eligibility reviews on discounts granted have been undertaken in the last couple of years on 

accounts receiving a disabled discount and Class A discounts and checks are undertaken as part 

of year end processes that reminders have been set for disregards / exemptions which are time 

limited (e.g. students) but these reviews are not comprehensive.  It was stated that prior to 2013, 

disabled discounts had not been looked at in nearly 10 years and that disregards for ‘permanent’ 

conditions, such as mental impairment, are not reviewed.  

 

Council Tax payers are responsible for contacting the Council if they receive a discount they are 

not entitled to (or believe is at the incorrect rate). Given that historic data is removed from the 

document imaging system, evidence from a review may be the only documentation retained to 

support the entitlement to a discount in many cases. Clarification should be sought on the retention 

arrangements around documents like this, which are several years old but still potentially the only 

evidence of entitlement to a discount which is carried forward each financial year.  

 

Whilst it is acknowledged that reviews of certain discounts will require sensitive handling for some, 

good practice would involve more regular reviews being undertaken on all types of discounts 

offered; such as checking the disregarded person is still registered at the address. More regular 

and wider reviews would keep records more up to date and may help to identify cases where 

discounts are no longer eligible. 

Agreed management action:  

A process and agree timescale will be put in place 

to review all discounts on a rolling cycle as 

appropriate to the type of Discount being reviewed.   

 

It is envisaged some discounts will require 

reviewing on different timescales. Therefore any 

proposed programme will have this built into it.  
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Recommendation 4: 

Consideration should be given to reviewing all accounts receiving a discount on a more regular 

basis. 

Risk exposure if not addressed: 

 Ineligible discounts continued; 

 No evidence of discount entitlement; 

 Loss of income; 

 Inaccurate records. 

Responsible manager for implementing:  

Revenues & Benefits Manager & Local Taxation 

Team Leader 

Date to be implemented: 

06/2015 

 

●  Medium priority 

Audit finding Management response 

5.3.2 Performance Checks 

There is a target in the Service Plan to undertake accuracy checks on 3 completed items of Council 

Tax changes for each Revenues Assistant within 5 days of the date they are processed but the 

latest two quarterly service update reports have not included a figure for this target. It was advised 

that the member of staff who completes the checks sometimes undertakes other duties to help 

reduce the backlog and assist in achieving service plan targets. One report stated that all of the 

new member of staffs work has been checked rather than a selection of the other Revenues 

Assistants work.  

Given the generic nature of the Revenue Assistants’ role it is important that a review of work is 

independently undertaken to provide assurance that changes to liability  / actions taken are valid; 

particularly as no other controls are in place to provide this assurance and with the decision being 

taken to only deny staff access to their own accounts.  

Agreed management action:  

A review of this target will be undertaken as part of 

the Service Planning process during the coming 

financial year.  

 

Details of what checks will be included within the 

Service Plan and  reported in the quarterly service 

updates 

  

Recommendation 5: 

The required performance (accuracy) checks should be undertaken in line with expected 

procedures, within timescales and the results should be reported.  
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Risk exposure if not addressed: 

 Processing errors not identified / identified promptly; 

 Common errors not identified and steps not taken to reduce instances of these;  

 Loss of income. 

Responsible manager for implementing:  

Revenues & Benefits Manager 

Date to be implemented: 

04M/2015 

 

● Advisory issue 

Audit finding Management response 

5.3.3 Accounts in Credit 

A report is produced each day which highlights accounts that have just gone into credit the 

previous day (not those that remain with a credit on them). This report is reviewed by staff on the 

Revenues & Benefits helpdesk and action taken where appropriate; closer to year end, it was 

advised that credits are left on accounts as many people specifically overpay to build up a credit. 

 

It was stated that Systems Admin run reports on accounts in credit but these are not run regularly. 

A report of closed accounts in credit which was being reviewed at the time of the audit contained 

over 1500 records (some dating back to 2005), with credits totalling just over £238,000.  

 

The Council needs to ensure that the management of these credit balances is in line with expected 

practice and that it is not managing monies which it is not entitled to. 

Agreed management action:  

A review of outstanding Credit balances will be 

undertaken during the forthcoming financial year.  

 

It must be recognised that this work is lower priority 

than dealing ongoing with accounts and therefore 

has taken a back seat in the recent past due to 

outstanding work issues. 

 

Progress against this target will be reviewed on a 

quarterly basis 

  

Recommendation 6: 

Consideration should be given to running and reviewing a report on accounts in credit on a more 

regular basis.  

Risk exposure if not addressed: 

 Accounts not brought up to date / cleared; 

 Number of accounts requiring action increases; 

 Reputational risk. 

Responsible manager for implementing:  

Local Taxation Team Leader 

Date to be implemented: 

07/2015 

  



 South Lakeland District Council | Audit of Council Tax 

      
 
Cumbria Shared Internal Audit Service: Internal Audit Report Page 10 

 
 

  

10 

●  Medium priority 

Audit finding Management response 

5.3.4 Authorisation 

Three members of the department can authorise BACS refunds with individual refunds over £5k 

requiring authorisation by a senior officer in the department (or another appropriate senior officer 

outside the department). Any refunds over £10k requiring two signatures but this was not 

documented.  

 

The authorisation of refunds for payment is the same as for creditor payments but this procedure is 

not documented within the department. 

 

Confirmation of authorisation is sought from Finance prior to processing refunds but Finance’s 

understanding of the approved authorises was different to the officers clarified by the department.  

It is therefore unclear who is appropriate to authorise payments and whether the sample reviewed 

were correctly authorised. 

Agreed management action:  

Refund procedures have been documented and 

are now in place. 

 

Details of these are to publicised at team meetings 

 

 

Recommendation 7: 

Approved authorisers of refund payments processed by BACS should be clarified, documented and 

all relevant staff should be made aware of these arrangements. 

Risk exposure if not addressed: 

 Inappropriate authorisation of payment; 

 Inconsistent information / understanding within department; 

 Lack of compliance with organisation’s procedures. 

Responsible manager for implementing:  

Revenues & Benefits Manager 

Date to be implemented: 

03/2015 
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Audit Assurance Opinions 

There are four levels of assurance used; these are defined as follows: 

 

 

Definition: Rating Reason 

Substantial  There is a sound system of internal control designed to achieve 
the system objectives and this minimises risk. 
 

The controls tested are being consistently applied and no 
weaknesses were identified. 
 
Recommendations, if any, are of an advisory nature in context of 
the systems and operating controls & management of risks. 

Reasonable There is a reasonable system of internal control in place which 
should ensure that system objectives are generally achieved, 
but some issues have been raised which may result in a degree 
of risk exposure beyond that which is considered acceptable. 

Generally good systems of internal control are found to be in 
place but there are some areas where controls are not effectively 
applied and/or not sufficiently developed.  
 
Recommendations are no greater than medium priority. 

Partial The system of internal control designed to achieve the system 
objectives is not sufficient. Some areas are satisfactory but there 
are an unacceptable number of weaknesses which have been 
identified and the level of non-compliance and / or weaknesses 
in the system of internal control puts the system objectives at 
risk. 
 

There is an unsatisfactory level of internal control in place as 
controls are not being operated effectively and consistently; this is 
likely to be evidenced by a significant level of error being 
identified.  
 
Recommendations may include high and medium priority matters 

for address. 

Limited / None Fundamental weaknesses have been identified in the system of 

internal control resulting in the control environment being 

unacceptably weak and this exposes the system objectives to an 

unacceptable level of risk. 

Significant non-compliance with basic controls which leaves the 
system open to error and/or abuse. 
 
Control is generally weak/does not exist. Recommendations will 

include high priority matters for address. Some medium priority 

matters may also be present. 
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Grading of Audit Recommendations 

Audit recommendations are graded in terms of their priority and risk exposure if the issue identified was to remain unaddressed. There are three levels of 

audit recommendations used; high, medium and advisory, the definitions of which are explained below. 

 

Definition: 

High ● Significant risk exposure identified arising from a fundamental weakness in the system of internal control 

Medium ● Some risk exposure identified from a weakness in the system of internal control  

Advisory ● Minor risk exposure / suggested improvement to enhance the system of control 

 

 
 

 


