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Audit Resources 

Title Name Email  Telephone 

Audit Manager Gill Martin gill.martin1@cumbria.gov.uk 01228 226281 

Lead Auditor(s) Diane Lowry diane.lowry@cumbria.gov.uk 01228 226281 

 

 

Audit Report Distribution  

For Action: 
Jim Maguire (Community & Leisure Manager) 

Deborah Wright (Principal Community Spaces Officer)  

For Information: Simon Rowley (Assistant Director - Neighbourhood Services) 
David Sykes  (Director of People and Places) 

Tony Naylor (Green Spaces Officer) 

Audit Committee The Audit Committee, which is due to be held on 4th December will receive the Executive summary (sections 1-4) and the 

Management Action Plan (section 5) 

 

Note: Audit reports should not be circulated wider than the above distribution without the consent of the Audit Manager. 
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1. Background

 
1.1. This report summarises the findings from the audit of the Grounds Maintenance contract management arrangements. This audit was a planned 

audit assignment which was undertaken in accordance with the 2014/15 Audit Plan. 
 
1.2. The Council manages all parks and open spaces within the South Lakeland district that are either owned by or leased by the Council.  They 

employ contractors to carry out all of the grounds maintenance work. 
 

1.3. Continental Landscapes, a nationwide construction and maintenance specialist, have been contracted by the Council since 1991; delivering 
grounds maintenance services.  The current contract is for 7 years from 1 April 2010, with an option to extend for another 7 years. The contract 
has a value of over £700K. 
 

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 – Neighbourhood Services.  The agreed scope areas were identified as follows: 

 

 Contract monitoring arrangements to ensure successful delivery of core contract requirements 

 Flexibility developed to provide scope for undertaking ‘off contract’ / additional works and through the development of partnership working 
arrangements between the Council and the contractor on key initiatives which result in other positive outcomes / successes for the Council. 

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

 
 

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 
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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 grounds maintenance provide 
partial 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 9 audit recommendations are arising from this audit review and these can be summarised as follows: 

 
 

4.3. Strengths: The following areas of good practice were identified during the course of the audit: 

 The Council and the contractor work actively with volunteers around the district on community projects. A Volunteer Scheme is currently being 

piloted to support such projects. 

No. of recommendations 

Control Objective High Medium Advisory 

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

2. Regulatory - compliance with laws, regulations, policies, procedures and contracts (see section 5.2.) 1 4 ~ 

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

4. Security - safeguarding of assets (see section 5.4) - - - 

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

Total Number of Recommendations 2 7 ~ 
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 The support of volunteers allows the contractor to be more flexible, undertaking additional ‘off contract’ work, such as the digital mapping of 

the sites covered by the contract. 

 Experienced and knowledgeable staff are in place. 

 Regular contract management meetings are held with the contractor to discuss work programmes, issues raised and actions to address.  

 

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

 

4.4.1. High priority issues: 

 A Service Plan for Grounds Maintenance should be prepared to include service aims and objectives and associated service targets / 

outcomes. The Plan should be monitored and reported through an appropriate forum.  

 The arrangements for identifying, authorising, recording and reporting contract alterations (variations to specified works) and ‘off contract’ 

contract extras (additional works) need to be developed to enhance the transparency and decision making around the general contract 

management arrangements.  

 

4.4.2. Medium priority issues: 

 Management should consider the formal introduction of performance indicators to aid the management of the contract. 

 Advice should be sought from Legal Services to ensure that the process for implementing alterations to the contract are appropriate, 

evidenced.  The legal implications of managing performance based contracts should also be clarified. 

 The use of Street Scene Monitors should be reviewed to ensure the approach is still relevant and adds value to the monitoring arrangements 

of the grounds maintenance contract.  The purpose and agreed (revised) approach should be should be documented and supported by a 

Service Level Agreement to clarify the level of service expected and the responsibilities of all parties. Performance against these 

arrangements may also be monitored. 

 Monitoring of complaints associated with the Grounds maintenance contract should be more accurately identified, reported and followed up by 

the Council.  Staff should be made aware of the procedures for responding to and the resolving of complaints and how applicable matters 

should be relayed to the contractor for address.  Statistical information on related complaints should be developed to aid service 

improvements and client contract monitoring arrangements. 

 Documented procedures should be prepared to inform staff of the steps to be taken should contractual disputes or the need to challenge the 

Contractor arise.  Actions to resolve complaints should also be reported within contract monitoring minutes. 

 Evidence that the Contractor’s monthly extras sheet has been checked for arithmetical accuracy and agreed to both the Day-Work sheets and 

the Order Register should be recorded. 
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 The Contractor should be required to provide invoices for extras on a timely basis; these should be paid only after the appropriate checks 

have taken place. 

 

Comment from the Assistant Director (Neighbourhood Services) 

The audit report’s conclusion of partial assurance for those areas of Grounds Maintenance Services that were subject to this audit is 

constructive in identifying areas for further improvement. 

The strengths and areas of good practice identified within the service that were noted during the audit are pleasing as they identify the very 

areas that have been developed to enhance community engagement in this service area and acknowledges that the flexibility this engagement 

can bring to allow the redirection of contracted services.  Moving forward, this work is informing the future requirements of grounds maintenance 

in the context of the Council’s priorities. It will inform the work we will need to do in considering options for the contract as it approaches the end 

of its current seven year term in 2017.  The knowledge and experience of staff in this service area has also been recognised and is welcomed. 

Prior to the Audit, we have made change to how the contract is managed, with the contact and dialogue between the Council and the Contractor 

increasing in frequency and regularity to enable the changes we are seeking. 

The Audit identifies improvements to these processes, so improving surety and assurance.  Work has already commenced on implementing the 

recommendations made in this audit report, which it is acknowledged will enhance the delivery of grounds maintenance services.  
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5. Matters Arising / Agreed Action Plan 
 

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

●  High priority  

Audit finding Management response 

5.1.1  Service Planning and Corporate Objectives 

Service objectives, aims and performance for the grounds maintenance service are expected to be 

defined in a Service Plan with a clear link to core council priorities contained in the Corporate Plan.  

No such Service Plan could be located for the Grounds Maintenance service. Without a service 

plan there is a risk that service objectives are not agreed and aligned with corporate priorities, 

service aims for the period are not properly defined, (in house) performance targets are not set and 

available resources are not used efficiently and effectively.  

Agreed management action:  

The Council service plans at a level higher than the 

individual contract for Grounds Maintenance. The 

service is developing the Parks and Open Space 

Strategy which will identify and agree the strategic 

objectives for the management of these sites, 

ensuring alignment with the Council priorities. Basic 

performance indicators are included in the contract 

monitoring and it accepted that the range of 

indicators and targets needs improvement.  

 

A growth bid has been requested for extra support 

to enable this work to proceed more quickly. 

Recommendation 1: 

A Service Plan for Grounds Maintenance should be prepared to include service aims and 

objectives and associated service targets / outcomes. The Plan should be monitored and reported 

through an appropriate forum. 

Risk exposure if not addressed: 

 Overall Council priorities are not achieved because the grounds maintenance service objectives 

have not been defined and communicated. 

 Performance cannot be measured if targets have not been set.  

Responsible manager for implementing:  

Community Leisure Manager 

Date to be implemented: 

04/2015 

 

●  Medium priority  

Audit finding Management response 

5.1.2. Performance Indicators and Monitoring 

There is a lack of formal performance measurement in the contract. Performance indicators should 

Agreed management action:  

Please refer to the response to 5.1.1.   
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link to the Service Plan (see 5.1.1 / rec 1) and should be monitored via contract monitoring 

meetings and reported on a regular basis.  

 

Complaints associated with the contract may form part of these performance management 

arrangements (see 5.2.2 / recommendation 4).  

 

Management expressed their interest in capturing performing measures for the Grounds 

Maintenance contract in Flare (performance management database) although this is still to be 

developed. 

 

A stronger range of performance indicators will be 

developed. 

 

The option for the use of Flare will be fully 

investigated and a timeframe agreed with IT for 

implementation.   

Recommendation 2: 

Management should consider the formal introduction of performance indicators to aid the 

management of the contract. 

Risk exposure if not addressed: 

 The Council’s core priorities are not supported. 

 Service Planning is not sufficiently developed and reported. 

 Lack of established performance measures to measure output and outcomes and hold the 

contractor to account. 

Responsible manager for implementing:  

Principal Community Spaces Officer 

Date to be implemented: 

04/2015 

 

 

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

●  Medium priority   

Audit finding Management response 

5.2.1  Spot Checks  

Street Scene Monitors are employed by the Council and the Grounds Maintenance budget 

contributes approximately £56.5K towards this service.  There is no service level agreement for this 

service and no documentation to indicate the expected inputs/outputs and outcomes. 

 

Agreed management action:  

The audit acknowledges that regular, weekly 

contract monitoring meetings take place.  

 

The service is working to drive more value and 
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Discussions with staff in the Parks and Open Spaces confirmed that checklists were developed 

some time ago for use by the Street Scene Monitors and it was understood that spot checks of 20 

sites would be visited each week to and the checklists completed.  The purpose of these checks 

would aid wider grounds maintenance contract monitoring arrangements.  The purpose and 

approach to be taken by Street Scene Monitors was not documented.  As a result the checklists 

are rarely received and the Monitors do not attend the weekly contract monitoring meetings to 

provide any feedback on the issues arising. 

flexibility from the contract and within this context 

the use of the street scene monitors will be 

reviewed to ensure added value to the developing 

contract monitoring arrangements which are 

developing.  Arrangement will be recorded in a 

service level agreement.  

 

 
Recommendation 3: 

Management should review the arrangements around the use of Street Scene Monitors to ensure 

the approach is still relevant and adds value to the monitoring arrangements of the grounds 

maintenance contract.   

The purpose and agreed (revised) approach should be documented and supported by a Service 

Level Agreement to clarify the level of service expected and the responsibilities of all parties. 

Performance against these arrangements should also be monitored.  

Risk exposure if not addressed: 

 Economic and effective grounds maintenance monitoring service cannot be evidenced as there 

is no clear plan or structure of what is monitoring activity is expected. 

 Potential contract defaults go unreported / no action taken to address issued identified.  

 Lack of effective contract monitoring regimes 

Responsible manager for implementing:  

Principal Community Spaces Officer/Assistant 

Director 

Date to be implemented: 

03/2015 

 

●  Medium priority 

Audit finding Management response 

5.2.2 Complaints 

The Council has a formal complaints process which is documented on their website.   

 

Internal audit was advised that if a complaint is received in respect of ‘Grounds’, the Contact Centre 

notifies the Contractor directly.  The contractor maintains a list of the complaints and a record of 

Agreed management action:  

The existing complaint system will be revised. The 

Contact Centre will ensure the service will be made 

aware of complaints received and forwarded to the 

contractor. 
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whether the complaint relates to an area that would be covered in the contract is maintained.  The 

Parks and Open Spaces Team is only notified that a complaint has been received if the contractor 

deems the complaint to be outside of the contract.   

 

The level and types of complaints are an important measure when monitoring effective service 

delivery and contractor performance. Staff were not aware of this process and, as a result, there 

has been no monitoring of complaints relating to the contract which have been reviewed by the 

Council since the start of the current contract. 

 

The Council should be receiving and monitoring all complaints associated with grounds 

maintenance issues and those relating to contract areas should be addressed through routine 

contract management meetings.   

 

Also, there is currently no record maintained that would easily provide details of common areas 

where complaints are made (frequency, locations etc).  This type of information would be useful 

addition to aid service improvements and client contract monitoring arrangements.  

 

A complaints register will be monitored and brought 

to the weekly contractor monitoring meetings to 

inform performance monitoring and the 

identification of areas which may need extra works. 

 

 

Recommendation 4: 

The arrangements for managing complaints associated with the Grounds Maintenance contract 

should be more accurately identified, reported and followed up by the Council, in particular:   

 Staff should be made aware of the procedures for responding to and the resolving of 

complaints and how applicable matters should be relayed to the contractor for address.   

 Statistical information should be developed to aid service improvements and client contract 

monitoring arrangements. 

Risk exposure if not addressed: 

 Standards are not maintained. 

 Non-compliance with expected procedures. 

Responsible manager for implementing:  

Principal Community Spaces Officer/Assistant 

Director 

Date to be implemented: 

12/2014 
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●  Medium priority (Recommendation 5)   ●  High priority (Recommendation 6) 

Audit finding Management response 

5.2.3 Contract Monitoring 

The Grounds Maintenance contract includes a performance based element which enables a 

degree of flexibility in terms of how the work is to be carried out. The contract sets out the level of 

performance and compliance expected of the contractor and regular meetings are held with the 

contractor and any decisions are minuted in the monthly contract monitoring meetings. 

 

The Contract does not set out the required frequency for each part of the specification; this allows 

the Council (client) some flexibility around standard delivery and other expected outputs / 

outcomes.  This Council is using this flexibility to gain efficiencies from the Contract by requesting 

contract alterations (variations to specified works) as part of the routine contract delivery 

arrangements.  ‘Off contract’ extras (additional works) are also used; these need to be precisely 

recorded (see comments regarding the use of Works Request forms within section 5.3.1) and 

budgeted for.  All outputs also need careful measurement and included in contract performance 

and financial reporting arrangements. 

 

There are no documented procedures / authority to support such changes to / in excess of the 

original contract.  There is a risk that the specification has been substantially varied from the 

original requirements to suit alternative grounds maintenance needs and legal support and 

direction should be sought in this before developing this approach further.  The Council also needs 

to provide assurance that the quality of the grounds maintenance service is not affected by such 

contract alterations.   

 

The Procurement Manager reports to SMT on all contracts as part of the routine contract 

monitoring arrangements but no reports on the variations made to the standard contract are made 

to senior managers.  

Agreed management action:  

Within the terms of the existing contract, the 

service is working to improve the flexibility, 

adaptability and value for money of the contract to 

better meet the needs of local communities and 

grounds maintenance. This involves the trialling of 

new approaches. 

 

It is accepted that the documentation of these 

processes now needs to be improved.  Legal 

services have now been requested to provide 

advice and guidance.  

The procedures for seeking and agreeing such 

change will be formalised and documented.  

Improvements to procedures for Works order 

requests have already been made in response to 

the audit discussions 
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Recommendation 5:  

Advice should be sought from Legal Services to ensure that the process for implementing changes 

to the contract in this way is appropriate and legal as the service develops. 

 

Recommendation 6: 

The arrangements for identifying, authorising, recording and reporting contract alterations 

(variations to specified works) and ‘off contract’ contract extras (additional works) need to be 

developed to enhance the transparency and decision making around the general contract 

management arrangements. In particular: 

 

(i)  Procedures adopted to enable flexibility in the contract should be documented; this should 

include the authority for Staff to request ‘alterations’ and how these should be recorded and 

approved by Senior Management. 

 

(ii) The arrangements for the requesting and recording of ‘off contract’ extras need to be 

formalised.  All requests for ‘extras’ should be made on a Works Order Request form which 

could include the source of the request, i.e. as a result of a complaint / observation by 

Team. It would also be beneficial for the Works Order Request forms to be sequentially 

numbered to allow for easy cross referencing to the Register and Contractor’s monthly 

extras sheet.  

 

(iii) More detailed reporting, which should include agreed variations from the contract 

specification, should be presented to senior management to improve transparency around 

the management of the contract, impact on the budget and general performance 

management arrangements. 

Risk exposure if not addressed: Responsible manager for implementing:  
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 Robust Contract monitoring arrangements are not evidenced. 

 Lack of transparency. 

 Process may be open to challenge by third parties. 

 Potential infringement of procurement law / regulations. 

Principal Community Spaces Officer 

Date to be implemented: 

04/2015 

 

 

●  Medium priority 

Audit finding Management response 

5.2.4 Contractual Disputes 

The contract includes the terms and conditions in respect of how disputes or defaults should be 

dealt with.  There are no documented internal procedures available to inform staff of who should be 

informed or what action should be taken and when. 

 

The Principal Community Spaces Officer (PCSO) explained that it had not been necessary to 

handle any contract disputes to-date, but recent concerns over grass cutting at certain sites has led 

to a letter of dissatisfaction to be drafted.    This matter is yet to be reported to senior management. 

Agreed management action:  

At present, such an occurrence would be 

addressed on an ad hoc basis, involving the 

guidance of the Community Leisure Manager and 

the Assistant Director.   

 

As noted, the incidence of disputes is very low. It is 

however accepted that improvement can be made. 

 

Internal procedures to deal with disputes or 

defaults, will be discussed and formalised in 

writing. 

Recommendation 7: 

Documented procedures should be prepared to inform staff of the steps to be taken should 

contractual disputes or the need to challenge the Contractor arise.  

 

Actions to resolve complaints should also be reported within contract monitoring minutes. 

Risk exposure if not addressed: 

 Senior Managers are unaware of contractual issues which may affect the Council. 

 Non-compliance with expected procedures. 

Responsible manager for implementing:  

Principal Community Spaces Officer 

Date to be implemented: 

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

●  Medium priority (Recommendations 8 & 9)  

Audit finding Management response 

5.3.1 Contract Variations (additional works) 

Procedures are being developed for the recording of additional work requested of the Contractor.  

A Work Order Request and a Register of Orders have been designed to summarise the additional 

requests. The register is reviewed at the weekly contract meetings. 

 

Contract variations are discussed at the weekly contract meetings and on a monthly basis the 

Contractor provides Day-Work sheets and a Summary of Extras for review by the PCSO.  This 

forms the basis of the monthly ‘extras’ invoice. 

 

An attempt was made to track a sample of ‘extras’ from meetings to the Work Order, to the Order 

Register and then to agree the Contractor’s Day-Works sheets and monthly extras sheet.  Difficulty 

was experienced in trying to agree the records and some discrepancies were noted. 

 Orders had not been made out for all entries on the Order Register.  

 Entries on the Contractor’s monthly extra’s sheet were not always recorded on a Work Order 

or the Order Register.  

Note:  the above two matters are raised within Section 5.2.3 - Contract Monitoring - 

Recommendation 5(ii) refers. 

 Amounts on the Contractor’s Day-Work sheets did not all agree to the monthly extras sheet for 

the month examined and there was no evidence that any of the records had been checked or 

agreed. 

 

Although the Contractor’s Extra’s sheets are provided on a monthly basis no payments had been 

made in the current financial year.  Commitments have been input to allow for these ‘extras’ but no 

payments had been made at the time of the audit.  

Agreed management action:  

The audit recognises the work in progress and the 

discussion on contract variations which is covered 

on a weekly and monthly basis between the 

contractor and officers. 

 

A System of sign off has now been agreed with the 

contractor to improve the clarity and consistency 

between the day works, monthly sheets and order 

register. 

 

The audit notes that budget commitments are 

made, which enables budget monitoring. It is 

accepted that this would be strengthened with more 

frequent payments. Claims for payments will be 

sought on a frequent basis. 
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Recommendation 8: 

Evidence that the Contractor’s monthly extras sheet has been checked for arithmetical accuracy 

and agreed to both the Day-Work sheets and the Order Register should be recorded. 

 

Recommendation 9: 

The Contractor should be required to provide invoices for extras on a timely basis; these should be 

paid only after the appropriate checks have taken place. 

Risk exposure if not addressed: 

 Variances are not adequately controlled or accounted for. 

 Non-compliance with expected procedures. 

 Inaccurate payments made to the Contractor. 

 Lack of budget monitoring and control. 

Responsible manager for implementing:  

Principal Community Spaces Officer  

Date to be implemented: 

12/2014 
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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 

 

 
 

 


