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PUBLIC MEETING - AUDIT & RISK ASSURANCE COMMITTEE 

TUESDAY 8 DECEMBER 2015 AT 1.30PM 

SCOTTISH FIRE & RESCUE SERVICE 

MAIN STREET, MADDISTON, FALKIRK FK2 0LG 
 
 

 
PRESENT:  
Neil Pirie (Chair) (NP) 
James Campbell (JC) 
Sid Patten (SP) 
 

Bob Benson (BB) 
Bill McQueen (BMcQ) 
 

 
IN ATTENDANCE: 
Alasdair Hay (AH) Chief Officer 
Sarah O’Donnell (SO’D)  Director of Finance & Contractual Services 
Peter Murray (PM) Director of Service Transformation 
Robert Scott (RS) Director of Strategic Planning, Performance and 

Communications 
Paul Bready (PB) External Audit – Grant Thornton LLP 
Graeme Fraser (GF) Her Majesty’s Fire Service Inspectorate 
Myra Binnie (MB) Internal Audit 
Gary Gibb (GG) Internal Audit 
Eleanor Craig (EC) Performance Improvement Officer 
Roy Dunsire (RD) Business Support 
Gill Cochrane  Business Support/Minutes 
 
 
1 CHAIR’S WELCOME 
1.1 The Chair welcomed everyone to the meeting, and expressed congratulations to EC 

on her recent appointment to the role of Performance Improvement Manager. 
 
2 APOLOGIES 
 Alex Clark, Deputy Chief Officer 
 
3 DECLARATION OF INTERESTS 
3.1 The Chair confirmed again that his son was in continuing employment with Grant 

Thornton. 
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4 MINUTES OF PREVIOUS MEETING:  7 SEPTEMBER 2015 
4.1 These were approved as an accurate record. 
 
5 ACTION LOG  
5.1 The Committee considered the action log which was updated. 
 
5.2 The Committee noted the action log. 
 
6 INTERNAL AUDIT  
6.1 SFRS Internal Audit Progress Report 2015/16 
 
6.2 MB provided a summary of Internal Audit’s activities in the Scottish Fire and Rescue 

Service since the Committee’s last meeting in September 2015.  It was noted that: 
6.2.1 Work on the 2015/16 programme was progressing well and there were no significant 

issues emerging at this time; 
6.2.2 The future Head of Internal Audit would be appointed at Director level; 
6.2.3 The Forward Plan would commence in January when a meeting would be set up  

with the Chair and other members of the Committee and Management Team; 
6.2.4 GG advised that the overall assurance level was reasonable, all recommendations 

had been accepted and were progressing to implementation over the next 12 
months. 

 
6.3 During discussion, the following issues were raised: 
6.3.1 Joint Training:  BB sought clarification of the opportunities for shared training; the 

implications for SFRS staff working with other external partners, and whether or not it 
would create something new in terms of shared values. 

6.3.2 GG advised there would be opportunities to fit into the Scottish Government’s 
arrangements, eg procurement, records management training courses.  When the 
Training Needs Analysis was complete, he anticipated this would help to identify 
opportunities to share training between the Scottish Government and SFRS.   

6.3.3 Table 1:  Implementation of Priorities:  SP enquired if the Auditors were satisfied with 
the pace at which high priorities were being addressed. 

6.3.4 MB and GG advised that this had improved particularly with SO’D taking on the role 
and providing focus.  This included the development of monthly meetings when any 
concerns can be addressed 

6.3.5 Recommendations:  BMcQ sought clarification in regard to 2 recommendations which 
had not been implemented and the reasons for this. 

6.3.6 MB advised that these related to policies/procedures for Fleet and Property 
Management which had not yet been implemented and were, effectively, 
outstanding. 

6.3.7 Head of Internal Audit:  BMcQ commented that the grading of the post at Director 
level highlighted the importance of this role in maintaining independent scrutiny. 

6.3.8 MB advised that the recruitment process had commenced and it was anticipated that 
interviews would commence in February.  In the meantime, the contract of the 
current incumbent had been extended. 

6.3.9 Work Schedule 2015/16:  NP sought clarification regarding whether or not any issues 
were anticipated in regard to completing the programme as detailed. 

6.3.10 GG advised that current staff absence was likely to be exacerbated early in 2016.  
However, if there was likely to be any impact on future audits, the Chair and 
Committee would be appraised.  It was hoped to conclude the programme by mid-
March / early April. 
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7 ANNUAL REPORT TO MEMBERS AND AUDITOR GENERAL FOR SCOTLAND 
2014/15 

7.1 PB updated members in regard to the final 2014/15 Annual Report to the Board and 
the Auditor General for Scotland.  It was reported to the Committee at its October 
meeting that there was some outstanding audit work to be done.  However, all 
matters had now been satisfactorily concluded, and the report updated to reflect this 
final position.  He drew members’ attention to Appendix C Fees, non-Audit Services 
and Independence. 

 
7.2 During discussion, the following issues were raised: 
7.2.1 Firefighters Pension Scheme:  SP sought clarification regarding whether or not the 

necessary controls were in place or in process. 
7.2.2 PB advised that these were contained in the Action Plan at Appendix 3; and SO’D 

advised that these were on target to be implemented. 
7.2.3 BMcQ sought clarification of whose role it was to undertake a predictive analytical 

review of pension payroll expenditure. 
7.2.4 PB advised that this would be undertaken by the Auditors with information provided 

by SFRS Finance Team, and he outlined the process used.  This would include a 2-
year trend analysis from SFRS database. 

7.2.5 De-minimus level for accruals and prepayments:  SP sought clarification regarding 
whether or not cumulative figures were identified. 

7.2.6 PB advised that testing had been done on a number of identified items coming to 
circa £1,500 at most but an absolute number had not been identified. 

7.2.7 Duplication of Invoices:  NP sought clarification regarding whether or not the Auditors 
/ SFRS were content that any duplicates were being identified. 

7.2.8 SO’D advised that both External and Internal Audit, as well as SFRS, carry out 
sample checks periodically.  The National Fraud Initiative also takes samples.  
However, she agreed that it was likely some would slip through. 

7.2.9 Audit Fees:  SO’D advised that it was her understanding that the level of Audit Fee 
was aligned to the complexity of work involved. 

 
7.3 Members noted the content of the report, and expressed appreciation for the 

work done to date. 
 
8 PERFORMANCE IMPROVEMENT FORUM (PIF) UPDATE 
8.1 RS updated members in regard to the work of the Performance Improvement Forum, 

highlighting that, in line with the ARAC Forward Work Plan, three action plans had 
been developed, ie a new Audit Scotland Action Plan, a 6-montly update on HMFSI 
Emergency Medical Response Action Plan, and a 6-monthly update on HMFSI Equal 
Access to National Capacity Action Plan.  In addition, a report would come forward to 
the March meeting on 4 new action plans, ie HMFSI, Performance Management 
information Systems, Planning and Defining Service Resources, Management of 
Unwanted Fire Signals and Flooding Preparedness. 

 
8.2 RS reminded members of the role of the cross-Directorate, Performance 

Improvement Forum which was to consider recommendations from various reports.  
The group meets every 2 months to consider SFRS response to any 
recommendations arising.   

 
8.3 JC sought clarification of the process for external reports coming into the 

organisation, where and when these were published, and at which stage it would be 
presented to the full Board for further scrutiny. 
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8.4 RS outlined the process, ie when a final report is produced, it would be considered by 
the Performance Improvement Forum (PIF) to determine where the 
recommendations best sit in terms of Directorates.  An Action Plan would be 
developed and EC would engage with Directorate members to complete any 
narrative and to ensure ownership by Directorates.  The Action Plan would then be 
brought forward to this Committee for comment.  Reports would be made ‘by 
exception’ showing only those which are RED or of concern.  6-monthly updates 
would be brought forward in order that the ARAC might monitor progress.   

 
8.5 In terms of storing the report this was currently under consideration, but cognisance 

would be taken of the Publication Scheme and SFRS Sharepoint site which, in future, 
would facilitate access for Board members to view progress between meetings. 

 
8.6 BMcQ expressed the view that the process did not allow Board members an early 

opportunity to discuss Policy issues with Officers, eg the UFAS Policy.  NP 
suggested that it was for Board members to identify reports and raise issues with the 
Chair or Deputy Chair.  JC commented that it would be inappropriate for Board 
members to have input prior to a professional response being developed. 

 
8.7 It was agreed that the process and the issue raised by BMcQ would be subject 

of discussion at the next Committee Chairs’ meeting. 
ACTION:  NP 

 
8.8 AH advised that, as Chief Officer, he was broadly comfortable with the approach 

which had the right checks and balances in place.  The process was in keeping with 
the Scheme of Delegation, and provision was made for discussion to take place at 
the appropriate time.  In addition, all SFRS policies have a Review Date which can 
be initiated early if required. 

 
8.9 Long-term Financial Planning:  SP expressed some concern in regard to short-term 

funding, commenting that many organisations undertake scenario planning rather 
than producing formal long-term financial plans. 

 
8.10 SO’D advised that Audit Scotland had set out their expectations of SFRS and these 

were being worked through, including scenario planning; the output from this would 
be taken forward to the Board with a view to producing a final document by 31 
March; SFRS was also working towards short-term plans for 2016/17 but the final 
budget position was awaited from the Scottish Government. 

 
8.11 Maud and Braemar Pilot:  SP sought assurance that evidence was available to 

ensure full evaluation of the pilot studies. 
 
8.12 AH advised that SFRS involvement in Out of Hospital Cardiac Arrests (OHCA) 

initiative was a first step, and confirmed that evaluation would take place following 
the pilot studies.  

 
8.13 Critical Savings Pathway:  SP sought assurance that there was clear understanding 

of what is required in this regard in order that SFRS did not become involved in 
unnecessary work. 

 
8.14 SO’D confirmed that SFRS was working only on those elements requested. 
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8.15 Transformational Change:  SP referred to discussion around SFRS’ relationship with 
SAS, and sought clarification regarding whether or not the current approach would 
achieve transformation change. 

 
8.16 AH commented that recent discussions focused on the pace of change, and it is 

considered that the best service will be provided by public sector bodies working to 
the Christie principles.  At a recent meeting with the Director General, it was agreed 
that high level meetings would take place early in 2016 to consider changes with a 
view to improving the outcome for communities.  Much progress was being made 
although it may not be as quickly as we would like. 

 
8.17 JC commented that it would be helpful if SFRS senior management ensure that 

information is fed back to Committee Chairs in regard to the outcome of high level 
meetings. 

 
8.18 EC advised that as Sharepoint is developed beyond using it for initial workload 

management purposes, Board members will have access and will be able to see the 
terms of SFRS responses to HMFSI inspection reports. 

 
9 HM FIRE SERVICE INSPECTORATE 
9.1 HMFSI Routine Report 
 
9.2 GF provided a general progress report on HMFSI inspection and reporting activity.  

He highlighted that: 
9.2.1 Haddington Fire Appliance Accident:  a letter in this regard had been drafted and 

would be issued as soon as possible. 
9.2.2 Western Isles Report:  due to a technical issue, this report would not be in the public 

domain until later this week or early next week. 
9.2.3 Looking Ahead:  due to resourcing issues within the Inspectorate, the outline 

inspection programme would not be progressed at this time; it was expected that the 
new Chief Inspector would take up the role in January 2016, and that a timetable 
would be developed for appointing a replacement for Paul Considine who had 
resigned. 

9.2.4 Local Area Inspections:  work had now concluded on West Lothian and a report was 
being drafted; an inspection of Dundee City was planned to commence in January; 
although local area inspections were planned to take place in 2016/17, it was difficult 
to confirm that these would go ahead as planned since much would depend on the 
new Chief Inspector’s views. 

 
9.3 AH advised that: 
9.3.1 He was scheduled to meet with the new Chief Inspector and Pat Watters prior to 

Christmas; 
9.3.2 He had received a copy of the Western Isles report last night; it was his 

understanding of the HMFSI Consultation/Feedback protocol that discussions would 
take place with DACOs and LSOs, rather than the Chief Officer / Board and, in this 
connection, he would meet tomorrow with the relevant North SDA officers to discuss 
the recommendations in detail;  

9.3.1 With regard to the weekend’s flooding, very positive feedback had been received 
from the Deputy First Minister’s office in relation to SFRS response; this included 
thanks to the whole service, and very positive comments about the role of Gold 
Command, headed up by David Goodhew, and how they interacted with Scottish 
Resilience Development Service (ScoRDS); although very successful, the 
operational response would be reviewed and the results fed in to the continuous 
improvement cycle. 
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9.4 On behalf of those present, NP expressed congratulations to ACO David 
Goodhew. 

 
10 INTERNAL CONTROLS UPDATE 
10.1 Corporate Risk Register 
 
10.2 SO’D provided members with a quarterly review of the Corporate Risk Register.  She 

highlighted the recommendation to remove Corporate Risk 15 in relation to the 
identification of a permanent HQ, and to amend the rating of two other risks.  It was 
noted that no new issues had been identified, and that the Risk Register now 
reflected the inclusion of a new section on Risk Appetite, with 4 risks sitting above 
the defined corporate appetite for risk. 

 
10.3 During discussion, the following issues were raised: 
10.3.1 SFRS HQ:  SP sought clarification regarding whether or not there were any residual 

risks associated with SFRS HQ. 
10.3.2 SO’D advised that, once the risk was removed from the register, the issue would be 

subject to change management policies and would be brought back if necessary. 
10.3.3 Harmonisation of Pay & Grading Structures:  SP suggested that consideration be 

given to when this would be incorporated into the Risk Register. 
10.3.4 SO’D advised that this would remain on the Risk Register pending the appeals 

process. 
10.3.5 Risk Appetite:  SP expressed appreciation that this was now included; however, he 

suggested that the categorisation of these risks, ie those in the RED zone, should be 
reviewed.  NP suggested that, considering the work done by SFRS and the controls 
in place to minimise risk, the rating level of some appeared to be rather high. 

10.3.6 SO’D commented that the high level of risk was likely to due over-caution and would 
be reviewed in light of comments. 

10.3.7 Approved Management Actions:  BMcQ commented that, whilst removing this column 
might make it more readable, he was concerned that Board members who were not 
on this Committee would not get sight of the more detailed log. 

10.3.8 SO’D advised that, in bringing this forward to the full Board, it would include the 
Approved Management Actions. 

10.3.9 Financial Sustainability:  NP advised that another Board member had suggested that 
the rating applied to Corporate Risk 7 was rather low. 

10.3.10 SO’D advised this would be reviewed once the outcome of the Spending Review 
was known. 

 
10.4 Members noted the content of the report, and expressed appreciation for the 

work done by SO’D and David Johnston in this regard.  They approved the 
recommendation to remove Corporate Risk 15 as detailed, and it was agreed 
that the section on Risk Appetite would be reviewed with SP off table. 

ACTION:  SO’D 
 

10.5 Anti-Fraud 
10.6 No update. 

 
10.7 Legal and Regulatory Issues 
10.8 No update. 
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11 FORWARD PLANNING 
11.1 ARAC Forward Plan Update 
11.2 It was noted that SO’D and PB would have a discussion around the planning for next 

year’s external audit work programme and details of this would be brought to the 
March 2016 meeting.  

ACTION:  SO’D/PB 
 
11.3 SFRS Board Forward Plan 
11.4 NP commented that this item provided an opportunity for Committee members to 

raise any issues which they feel should come forward to SFRS Board. There were no 
issues identified by Committee Members as needing to go forward to the Board  
 

12 DATE OF NEXT MEETING  
 Tuesday 15 March 2016 @ 1:30pm 

The Braidwood Suite, CAMBUSLANG 
 


