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CORPORATION BOARD of UNITED COLLEGES GROUP 

Minutes of the Audit Committee 

Monday 09 March 6.00 pm– by Zoom 

 

Members Present:  Stephen Grainge (Chair), Andrew Dowsett, Grainne Brankin, Dasha Dockree. 

 

In attendance: Zoë Lawrence, Paul Goddard (Scrutton Bland)*, Amanda Thorneycroft (CFO), Shane 

Woodhatch (Director of Finance), Paul Bradley (Director of Business Intelligence)*, Paul Hardman 

(Head of IT)*. 

 

*for relevant agenda item only 

1 Welcome and apologies for absence 
SG welcomed everyone to the meeting.  There were no apologies – 100% attendance.  
 

2 Declarations of Interest in the agenda items 
There were two items on the agenda relating to the internal auditors Scrutton Bland, for which it 
was considered there was a conflict of interest.  These concerned an evaluation of their 
performance and the option to extend their contract for 12 months.  Paul Goddard left the 
meeting for these items.   
 

3 i. Minutes of the joint Audit Committee meeting held on 01 December 2025. 
The relevant sections of the minutes of the Audit Committee (held jointly with the Finance 
and Resources Committee) on 01 December 2025 were approved as an accurate record.   

 
ii. Matters Arising 

a. Banking Covenant Breach  
See Confidential Minutes  

 
b. Staff Mandatory Training (update) 

The level of completed mandatory staff training for cyber security, anti-bribery, fraud 
and GDPR as set out in the paper was disappointing.  AT said that there was a definite 
plan in place to push staff to complete it ahead of the Easter break and staff names 
would be given to managers regarding non-completion.  This would then be pursued 
through disciplinary processes if necessary.  New staff would not complete their 
probation unless training had been completed.  Alternative methods to online training 
were being considered for non-desk-based staff such as cleaners and catering staff.  
The Committee agreed that this should be kept under review and ask that the next 
report included the proportion at manager level and above who had not completed 
training, the completion rates for relevant groups of staff (i.e. finance and HR) the 
number that were overdue for each type of training, and information on the training 
cycle frequency.  AT said she thought this a good idea and would take this forward 
with the Learning and Development Co-ordinator.  It was also suggested that this 
training be included in managers objectives for their teams.  Comment was also made 
that this had been a relatively long-standing issue which was still at a disappointing 
level of completion and which created a risk to the college.  

 
iii. External Governance Review (EGR) Feedback 

a. Audit Committee Cycle of Business 
One of the comments made in the EGR concerned the clarity of the scope of the 
Audit Committee. In response to this the cycle of business had been provided 
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which also included the list of policies considered by the committee and the deep 
dives from this and prior years.  DD asked how value for money (VFM) was 
included in the scope of the committee.  ZL said that VFM was integral to 
governance as a whole and a responsibility of all committees and the Corporation.  
It was part of several policies including the Standing Financial Instructions, the 
procurement policy, subcontracting, tuition fees etc. and underpinned by the 
internal and external audit processes.  DD suggested that procurement be 
considered for a future deep dive.  ZL said that this was useful and for it to be 
considered at the June meeting when the IA plan and deep dives for 2026/27 
would be agreed.   
 
Two other points that had been mentioned in the EGR report were ensuring 
quorum throughout the meeting and the timeliness of papers.  SG reminded 
governors of the importance of quorum and reliability and sought that papers for 
future meetings be on time to be distributed a week in advance of the meeting 
date.  Comment was also made that the EGR this time had been of little value to 
the Corporation as a whole.   

4 RISK 
 

i. Deep Dive – Cyber Security 
PH presented his paper which concerned actions that would be taken in the event of a 
cyber security breach.  PH detailed the mature position the college considered itself to be 
in following the cyber essentials accreditation and that work was progressing to Cyber 
Essential Plus.  Work was also being taken forward with JISC to strengthen systems and 
platforms and back up processes. SG asked if scenario planning had been considered.  PH 
said that a full ransomware exercise had been recently completed which had been useful 
and would be repeated.  Testing was in place to recover separate systems on a regular 
basis. GB said that she considered the Cyber Essentials Accreditation as a major milestone 
and congratulated the college on achieving that and thanked PH for the helpful and clear 
report.  She suggested that the table on page 5 could be enhanced by some benchmarking 
information possibly from JISC.  SG asked if PH thought all attacks were detected.  PH 
described the range of approaches and considered that most would be detected.  The 
Committee raised the follow-up recommendations (to be discussed at item 5ii) noting that 
several related to cyber security and were from a few years ago.  PH confirmed that these 
were work in progress with some reliant on other policies.  He was anticipative that they 
could be closed out by the time of the next Audit Committee meeting in June 2026.  

 
ii. Cyber Security Code of Governance  

PB explained how this Cyber Security Code of Governance was consistent with Cyber 
Essentials and Cyber Essentials Plus and should be pursued by UCG.  He commented that 
several of the tasks included in the Code were onerous and sought that a sensible plan and 
timeline be considered for completion.  He was keen to set reasonable expectations about 
taking it forward.  The automation of some of the platforms would help expediate its 
implementation but he would appreciate a realistic approach.  The Committee was in 
agreement for analysis of requirements against the Code to be undertaken with a 
realistic plan for completion to be brought back to the next meeting of the Committee.  
DD asked about the split of responsibilities for cyber security across the committees, that 
the IT strategy currently came under the Property & Infrastructure Committee with 
compliance and assurance being undertaken by the Audit Committee. 
 

PB and PH left the meeting at this point in the agenda.    
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iii. Strategic Risk Register  

AT indicated the risk movement since the previous meeting of the committee which 
included three financial risks, plus four for the Wembley Park Project which had changed 
now that the project had gone unconditional into the implementation phase.  Student 
behaviour risk had also increased at the Willesden Campus as a result of the refurbishment 
works, which would result in more students in less space.  The risk on student 
achievement was no longer above tolerance so had been taken off the strategic risk 
register.  DD commented on the actions being taken to mitigate the first two financial risks 
and that these had not reduced the residual risk sufficiently to be below tolerance.  AT 
explained that the cash flow between the Wembley Park Project and the college were 
inextricably linked and dependent on receiving grant claims on time to be able to pay large 
invoices for the build each month.  Given the number of funding streams being relied on 
she was conscious that cash flow would be a continual risk.  PG commented that 
comparing UCG’s risk register with other colleges he was surprised that AI, SEND reforms 
and the impact of the DfE White Paper did not feature more. Comment was also made 
that there may be an unconscious finance bias to the risk register with it being owned by 
the CFO. A training session on risk management had been arranged for 7 May with 
Scrutton Bland at which some of these issues would be discussed.  
 

iv. Draft Board Assurance Framework  
ZL had brought a draft Board Assurance Framework (BAF) for discussion to the Committee 
with view to developing it further for the next meeting.  She said that the idea came from 
a letter sent by the FE Commissioner and that she had used HM Treasury guidance as the 
basis for her draft.  The BAF made reference to the policy framework, and three lines of 
defence.  She said that she was keen for the BAF to remain simple and not overly complex, 
but to provide an internal assurance framework for the Corporation.  The Committee 
agreed that it was a useful document.  Suggestion was made to emphasise the internal 
controls more, consider the assurance aims and outcomes (criteria for satisfactory 
assurance), and to expect assurance to be more static compared to risks being dynamic.  
Overall the BAF received support in principle and for the next version to be developed. 
 

5 INTERNAL AUDIT 
i. Internal Audit Reports  

Ahead of presenting the IA reports, PG explained that the opinion and risk categories in 
the reports had been updated to reflect the revisions to the global auditing standards.  The 
audit opinion was now either limited, reasonable or substantial with the significant and 
strong assurance combined to substantial.  
 

a. Examinations  
This internal audit achieved substantial assurance with the recommendations 
focusing on fine tuning of the administrative processes.  PG commented on the 
willing and knowledgeable exams team and that he was pleased with the 
managers’ responses to the recommendations which had all been accepted.  AT 
commented on an error on the completions dates which would be corrected.  
 

b. Student Experience and Satisfaction 
This internal audit also received substantial assurance demonstrating an effective 
student voice through surveys and the complaints procedure.  PG commented on 
the high response rate from students to the surveys and that students understood 
the value of responding.  The recommendations concerned more transparency on 
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providing feedback to students (You said / we did), which would benefit from a 
refresh.  DD queried the recommendation on the complaints policy and whether 
the policy required revising to be able to meet timelines within existing resources.  
PG agreed with this and that the alternative may be a consistent approach to 
prioritising complaints. 
 

c. Budgetary Control and Cash Flow Management 
This internal audit also received substantial assurance.  PG said that Scrutton Bland 
were impressed by the robust approach, the knowledgeable staff and good 
rationale.  There was one recommendation to provide cash flow projections in 
graphic format which had been provided previously but not currently following the 
new finance system being introduced.  SG welcomed the report and said that the 
conclusions were encouraging.   
 

ii. Follow-up Spreadsheet – review 
This spreadsheet of outstanding IA recommendations had been updated following the 
previous meeting with completed actions closed out, and recommendations from this 
year’s audit now included.  It was noted that progress was being made and that a detailed 
audit by Scrutton Bland of the recommendations from the previous year’s audit would 
take place in June to report in the Autumn term.  The cyber security recommendations had 
been discussed earlier in the meeting. 
 

iii. Internal Audit Progress Report 
PG noted that there had been a few changes of dates for some of the audits made in 
agreement with management, but overall the audits were being completed and reported 
on schedule. 
 

iv. External Funding Audits 
AT explained that there had been two external funding audits, one led by the GLA and a 
second led by the DfE.  The GLA audit had been completed and the report was included in 
the papers. This had resulted in a satisfactory opinion with no clawback.  The second by 
the DfE was still underway and a summary of progress was provided in the paper. It was 
thought that a small immaterial level of clawback might be possible at conclusion.  AT said 
that UCG had been selected at random for the audits post year end and that the external 
and independent audits were a useful form of assurance for the college.    
 

PG left the meeting at this point in the agenda.  
 

v. Evaluation of internal and external auditors 
AT had provided a paper for this item which was based on an evaluation questionnaire for 
both the internal and external auditors.  The Committee considered this a useful exercise 
and of benefit to have recorded.  AD commented on the word ‘surprises’ in the paper and 
that this may be amended to say ‘unexpected adjustments’.   Comment was made that 
Scrutton Bland could have contributed more to the development of the BAF and been 
more proactive in referencing the sector-wide risks.  AT said that the external auditors had 
been operationally good, though some aspects of the audit were left quite late, though 
this had not held up the signing off of the financial statements.  The partner and manager 
were both personable and easily available when needed.  Overall, the Committee were 
supportive of the internal and external audit partners.   
 

vi. Internal Audit Contract  
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A paper had been provided to the committee proposing the extension of the internal audit 
contract with Scrutton Bland for a further year due to the current procurement workload. 
Given the evaluation discussed previously, and that it was considered that Scrutton Bland 
had continued to maintain their independence and objectivity, the Committee was in 
agreement to recommend the contract extension for one year to the Corporation for 
approval.  Comment was made on whether there was an expected price increase.  AT said 
that this may be dependent on the number of agreed audits and audit days for next year.  
  

6 POLICY REVIEWS  
I. Risk Management Policy 

The committee agreed to postpone the consideration of this policy to the June meeting to 
allow for it to be reviewed in detail by management at a risk management workshop led 
by Scrutton Bland on 7 May 2026.  Governors would be involved in this process regarding 
the setting of risk tolerance levels.  Comment was made that the current risk tolerance 
table and numbering was confusing and could be improved.   
 

II. Health & Safety Policy 
This policy had been revised to include Martyn’s Law which had come into effect during 
2025.  The Committee were content with the amendments and recommended the policy 
to the Corporation for approval.  

 

7 AOB 
i. Health & Safety Termly Report 

Members noted the reformat of the report with the focus on summaries and trend data 
which made it useful and clear.  DD asked whether the evacuation times for the fire drills 
were as expected or if there was an evacuation time that was being aimed for.  AT offered 
to investigate this and report back at the next meeting.  
 

8 Date of next meeting 
Monday 09 June 2026 
 
Meeting closed at 7.55 pm  
 

Minutes taken by Zoë Lawrence 10 March 2026 

ACTIONS 

REF ACTION LEAD STATUS 

4iii 
06/10 

A further report on the use of Alvius and internal 
controls to be brought back to the June meeting. 

AT Complete 

03ii a An update on the position of the Banking Covenants 
to be provided to the June meeting of the Audit 
Committee 

AT Complete 

03ii b For a further report on the completion of mandatory 
training be provided to include the proportion of 
manager level and above who had not completed 
training, the completion rates for relevant groups of 
staff (i.e. finance and HR), the number that are 
overdue for each type of training, and information on 
the training cycle frequency 

AT/NEA Complete 

04ii  For an analysis of requirements against the Cyber 
Security Code of Governance to be undertaken with 

PB/PH In progress 
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a realistic plan for completion to be brought back to 
the next meeting of the Committee. 

04iv To further develop the BAF in line with suggestions 
made for the next meeting of the committee 

ZL Complete 

07i To provide information on the expected evacuation 
times for UCG building and compare performance.  

AT Complete  

 

 

 

SIGNED:     …………………………………………..   Date:   

Stephen Grainge, Chair 


