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Summary of the audit

Audit outcome Status
Audit opinion Unqualified opinion
Audit assessment The LGA has concluded that she is unable to

assess whether Council was likely to comply
with Part 12 of the Local Government Act
(Northern Ireland) 2014 (the Act) during 2021-
22 due to the impact of the COVID-19
pandemic on normal services.

Statutory recommendations The LGA made no statutory recommendations
Proposals for improvement The LGA made no new proposals for
improvement

This report summarises the work of the Local Government Auditor (LGA) on the 2021-22
performance improvement audit and assessment undertaken on Fermanagh and Omagh District
Council. We would like to thank the Chief Executive and her staff, particularly the Performance
Improvement Manager, for their assistance during this work.

We consider that we comply with the Financial Reporting Council (FRC) ethical standards and that, in
our professional judgment, we are independent and our objectivity is not compromised.

Audit Opinion

The LGA has certified the performance arrangements with unqualified audit opinion, without
modification. She certifies an improvement audit and improvement assessment has been
conducted. The LGAalso statesthat, as a result, she believes that the Fermanagh and Omagh
District Council (the Council) has discharged its performance improvement and reporting duties,
including its assessment of performance for 2020-21 and its 2021-22 improvement plan, and has
actedin accordance with the Guidance.



Audit Assessment

The LGA has assessed whether the Fermanagh and Omagh District Council (the Council) is likely to
comply with its performance improvement responsibilities under Part 12 of the Local Government
Act (Northern Ireland) 2014 (the Act). This is called the ‘improvement assessment’.

In normal circumstances this work would have been undertaken in time for this report to be issued
by 30 November 2021. However, this was impacted by delays in completing the previous period’s
report when legislative changeswere required to clarify the performance improvement
arrangements before work could be concluded.

In light of the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on council services, the LGA has concluded that she
is unable to reach an opinion on whether the Council was likely to have complied with its
performance improvement responsibilities for 2021-22.

The LGA did not exercise her discretion to assess and report whether the council is likely to comply
with these arrangementsin future years.

Audit Findings

During the audit and assessment we identified no issues requiring a formal recommendation under
the Act. We made no proposals for improvement (see Section 3). These represent good practice
which should assist the Council in meeting its responsibilities for performance improvement.
Detailed observations on thematicareasare provided in Annex B.

Status of the Audit

The LGA’saudit and assessment work on the Council’s performance improvement arrangementsis
now concluded. By the end of March 2022 she will publish an Annual Improvement Report on the
Council on the NIAO website, making it publicly available. This will summarise the key outcomes in
this report.

The LGA did not undertake any Special Inspections under the Act in the current year.

Management of information and personal data

During the course of our audit we have access to personal datato support our audit testing. We
have established processes to hold this data securely within encrypted files and to destroy it where
relevant at the conclusion of our audit. We can confirm that we have discharged those
responsibilities communicated to you in accordance with the requirements of the General Data
Protection Regulations (GDPR) and the Data Protection Act 2018.



Part 12 of the Act provides all councils with a general duty to make arrangementsto secure
continuous improvement in the exercise of their functions. It sets out:

e a number of council responsibilities under a performance framework; and
e key responsibilities for the LGA.

The Department for Communities (the Department) has published ‘Guidance for Local Government
Performance Improvement 2016’ (the Guidance) which the Act requires councils and the LGA to
follow. Further guidance to clarify the requirements of the general duty toimprove was issued by
the Department during 2019.

The improvement audit and assessment work is planned and conducted in accordance with the
LGA’s Code of Audit Practice for Local Government Bodies in Northern Ireland and the Statement of
Responsibilities.

The improvement audit

Eachyear the LGA has to report whether each council has discharged its duties in relation to
improvement planning, the publication of improvement information and the extent to which each
council has actedin accordance with the Department’s Guidance. The procedures conducted in
undertaking this work are referredto as an “improvement audit”. During the course of this work the
LGA may make statutory recommendations under section 95 of the Act.

Due to theimpact of COVID-19, legislation was amended so that councils were not required to
produce a Performance Improvement Plan for 2020-21, and thus there was no requirement to set
self-imposed objectives for that year. As a result of this councils did not have to perform a self-
assessment of self-imposed objectives in their 2020-21 self-assessment report, nonetheless the
report was still required to note outturn performance on the statutory indicators and how the
general duty to improve was taken forward during the year.

The improvement assessment

The LGA also has to assess annually whether a council is likely to comply with the requirements of
Part 12 of the Act, including consideration of the arrangementsto secure continuous improvement
in that year. This is called the ‘improvement assessment’. She also has the discretion to assess and
report whether a council is likely to comply with these arrangementsin future years.

The annual improvement report on the Council

The Act requires the LGA to summarise all of her work (in relation to her responsibilities under the
Act) at the Council, in an ‘annualimprovement report’. This will be published on the NIAO website
by March 2022, making it publicly available.

Special inspections

The LGA may also, in some circumstances, carry out special inspections which will be reported to the
Council and the Department, and which she may publish.



This section outlines key observations in the form of proposals for improvement, arising from the
following thematic areas of the Council’s audit and assessment:

e Generalduty to improve;

e Governance arrangements;

e Improvement objectives;

e Consultation;

e |Improvement plan;

e Arrangementsto improve;

e Collection, use and publication of performance information; and
e Demonstrating atrack record of improvement.

These are not formal recommendations, which are more significant matters which require action to
be taken by the Council in order to comply with the Act or Guidance. Proposals for improvement
include matterswhich, if accepted, will assist the Council in meeting its performance improvement
responsibilities. The LGA may follow up how key proposals have been addressed in subsequent
years. We recommend however that the Council’s Audit Panel track progress on all proposals for
improvement.

No new proposals for improvement have been raised in respect of improvement activities in 2021-
22.

Our procedures were limited to those considered necessary for the effective performance of the
audit and assessment. Therefore, the LGA’s observations should not be regardedas a
comprehensive statement of all weaknesses which exist, or all improvements which could be made.

Detailed observations for the thematic areas can be found at Annex B.



4. Annexes




Annex A— Audit and Assessment Certificate

Audit and assessment of Fermanagh and Omagh District Council’s performance improvement
arrangements

Certificate of Compliance

| certify that | have audited Fermanagh and Omagh District Council’s (the Council) assessment of its
performance for 2020-21 and its improvement plan for 2021-22 in accordance with section 93 of the
Local Government Act (Northern Ireland) 2014 (the Act) and the Code of Audit Practice for local
government bodies.

| also certify that | have performed an improvement assessment for 2021-22 at the Council in
accordance with Section 94 of the Act and the Code of Audit Practice.

This is a report to comply with the requirement of section 95(2) of the Act.
Respective responsibilities of the Counciland the Local Government Auditor

Under the Act, the Council has a general duty to make arrangementsto secure continuous
improvement in the exercise of its functions and to set improvement objectives for eachfinancial
year. The Council is required to gather information to assess improvements in its services and to
issue a report annually on its performance against indicators and standards which it has set itself or
which have been set for it by Government departments.

The Act requires the Council to publish a self-assessment before 30 September in the financial year
following that to which the information relates, or by any other such date as the De partment for
Communities (the Department) may specify by order. The Act also requires that the Council has
regardto any guidance issued by the Department in publishing its assessment.

As the Council’s auditor, | am required by the Act to determine and report each year on whether:

e The Council has discharged its duties in relation to improvement planning, published the
required improvement information and the extent to which the Council has actedin
accordance with the Department’s guidance in relation to those duties; and

e The Council is likely to comply with the requirements of Part 12 of the Act.

Scope ofthe auditand assessment

For the audit | am not required to form a view on the completeness or accuracy of information or
whether the improvement plan published by the Council can be achieved. My audits of the Council’s
improvement plan and assessment of performance, therefore, comprised a review of the Council’s
publications to ascertain whether they included elements prescribed in legislation. | also assessed
whether the arrangements for publishing the documents complied with the requirements of the
legislation, and that the Council had regardto statutoryguidance in preparing and publishing them.

For the improvement assessment | amrequired to form a view on whether the Council is likely to
comply with the requirements of Part 12 of the Act, informed by:

e A forward looking assessment of the Council’s likelihood to comply with its duty to make
arrangementsto secure continuous improvement; and



e Aretrospective assessment of whether the Council has achieved its planned improvements
to inform aview astoits track record of improvement.

My assessment of the Council’s improvement responsibilities and arrangements, therefore,
comprised a review of certainimprovement arrangementswithin the Council, along with
information gathered from my improvement audit.

The work | have carried out in order to report and make recommendations in accordance with
sections 93 to 95 of the Act cannot solely be relied upon to identify all weaknesses or opportunities
for improvement.

Audit opinion
Improvement planning and publication ofimprovement information

As a result of my audit, | believe the Council has discharged its duties in connection with (1)
improvement planning and (2) publication of improvement information in accordance with section
92 of the Act and has actedin accordance with the Department for Communities’ guidance
sufficiently.

Improvement assessment

In light of the impact of COVID-19 on Council services | have been unable to assess whether the
Council has dischargedits duties under Part 12 of the Act and has actedin accordance with the
Department for Communities’ guidance sufficiently during 2021-22.

| have not conducted an assessment to determine whether the Council is likely to comply with the
requirements of Part 12 of the Act in subsequent years. | will keep the need for this under review as
arrangements become more fully established.

Other matters

| have no recommendations to make under section 95(2) of the Local Government (Northern
Ireland) Act 2014.

| am not minded to carryout a special inspection under section 95(2) of the Act.
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Local Government Auditor
Northern Ireland Audit Office
1 Bradford Court
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30 March 2022



Annex B — Detailed observations

Thematic area

Observations

General duty to improve

The Council’s arrangementsto secure continuous improvement (including community planning, corporate planning,
service delivery planning and its Performance Improvement Framework and processes) incorporate the seven aspects of
improvement into its assessment of functions and services. The Council uses a multi-faceted approach toidentify its
Improvement objectives, taking into consideration the impact of the pandemic and its associated emerging needs
coupled with the priorities identified in the Corporate Plan ‘Delivering Sustainable Change Together’ for the 2020-2024
period. In March 2020, due to the unforeseen and unprecedented limitations forced on the Council as a result of COVID-
19, the Council developed a document based on the reprioritisation highlighted by key data trends and the emerging
needs of communities, businesses, the economy and the environment.

In line with guidance, the Council has established and implemented an Improvement Framework which allows themto
understand effectively local needs and priorities and to make best use of their resources and capacity to meet them and
to evaluate the impact of their actions.

Project Teams have been established for each Improvement objective, led by a Director, and supported by identified
strand leads. These teamsreport to the Programme Manager who coordinates reporting to the Senior Management
Team, Policy & Resources Committee, and the Audit Panel.

The Council continues to make use of previous performance reports, service data (or other qualitative data)and in
particular, baseline data, performance indicators and measures. These are being developed both internally and as part
of APSE to benchmark to help identify those functions/services which would benefit most from improvement.

Governance arrangements

The Council has established appropriate governance arrangementsto assist it in securing continuous improvement and
continues to develop these, where necessary, to assist in meeting its performance improvement responsibilities.

Responsibility for managing Performance Improvement sits with the Head of Place Shaping and Regenerationand is
supported by the Community Planning and Performance team. Itis managed by the Head of Service supported by a
Performance Improvement Officer and Data & Research Officer. The team looks after strategic planning, including
community planning and performance.
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Thematic area

Observations

The Council has assigned the responsibility for oversight of the performance improvement responsibilities to the
Regeneration and Community Committee. On a quarterly basis it receives progress reports on the Council’s
Improvement Plan 2021-2022. These show how each project and activity is contributing to the overall improvement
objectives, as this information becomes available. Performance improvement will also be reported through Full Council
and the Council’s Audit Panel provides independent scrutiny. The Terms of Reference for the Audit Panel were updated

to reflect their respective performance improvement responsibilities and were agreed by the Audit Panel at its meeting

in March 2017.

Improvement objectives

For the 2021-22 performance year, two previous improvement objectives were not takenforward from the 2019-20
year. The Council have clearly documented within the improvement plan that the performance data relating to each of
these objectives has shown that improvement has been achieved and provided a clear summary to evidence the
achievement.

The objectives were selected based on a range of factors and the four improvement objectives identified in 2021-22
were in line with the Council’s Corporate Improvement Priorities and were clearly documented in the plan. The Council
approved its improvement objectives formally through the Regeneration and Community Committee prior to
Consultation on 20 April 2021 and then reviewed and approved the findings of the consultation report on 8 June 2021.

Within the Plan, the council have included a section headed, ‘Why has this Improvement Objective been selected?’
which details the rationale. The improvement objectives set, meet at least one of the seven criteria required by
legislation and relate to the functions and services identified for improvement set out in the 10-year Community Plan
and the Council’s Corporate Plan Themes.

For each improvement objective, the Council also sets out:
e What are we going to do in 2021-22 (actions)?
e What difference will this make?
e How will we measure success?

The outcomes of each objective are clearly documented within the performance improvement plan and each of the
objectives are robust, deliverable, and demonstrable. Specific measurements and targets have been included for each
activity which will allow the Council to determine if they have been achieved and how they contribute to the overall
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Thematic area

Observations

performance of the objective. Where available, the Council have included prior year data which will allow the council to
demonstrate if improvement has been achieved.

Consultation

The Council has consulted in respect to its improvement objectives using a number of methods and considered the
responses received as part of developing its performance objectives.

Consideration was given to the extent to which the Council involved local people and those that work with and for it, in
deciding its priorities for improvement. The Council conducted extensive consultation during its community planning
process to identify and understand community needs. This helped to inform its improvement priorities and consideration
was then given as to how these would align to the priorities and themes within the community plan.

An internal process, involving Heads of Service and Directors, was undertaken to identify improvement projects for 2021-
22. The Council then consulted on its improvement objectives with staff, elected representatives, community/voluntary
groups, local businesses and representative business organisations. This consultation was in line with the Council’s
Community Engagement and Involvement Strategy. The consultation was open from 21 April 2021 until 2 June 2021 (6
weeks).

In order to help raise the profile and transparency of the performance improvement framework, a number of
communication channels were used including social media postings. Despite the number of different methods of
engagement used there were only 40 responses to the performance improvement consultation. The Council should
continue its efforts to find innovative ways to improve this in future years.

The Council published a transparent synopsis of the consultation on their website. This explained the process of
consultation, summarised the responses received, stated the number of responses received, and explained how these
impacted the final improvement plan for 2021-22. The report clearly detailed how feedback from the consultation was
incorporated into the final improvement objectives.

Improvement plan

The Council published its Performance Improvement Plan 2021-22 on 30 June 2021 after formal approval by the
Regeneration and Community Committee and in accordance with the requirements of the legislation. Itis available in
electronic format on the Council’s website and other formatsupon request.
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Thematic area

Observations

Within the 2021-22 Plan, the Council have addressed the impact of COVID-19 on ‘Our People, Our Economy and The
Council” as at 09 April 2021 with relevant statistics to support the overall impact in the year.

The improvement objectives outlined in the Plan are based around the themes set out in the Community Plan and the
Council’s Corporate Plan. It outlines a number of areas which the Council will focus on in the year ahead, with the aim of
delivering improvements to benefit residents and service users.

The Plan contains a high-level description of the Council’s arrangementsfor discharging its performance improvement
duties and includes its improvement framework, improvement objectives, as well as the related community and
corporate plan outcome. A summary of the Council’s consultation process, together with information on how citizens
and stakeholders may propose new objectives during the year, are included, as are the governance arrangementsin
place for the Improvement Plan.

The Plan includes separate sections which outline the statutory and self-imposed performance indicators and standards
and provides sufficient information on its arrangementsto exercise its functions so that any applicable statutory
performance standards are met.

Arrangementsto improve

The Council is required to establish arrangementsto deliver on its improvement objectives, statutoryindicators and its
general duty to improve each year.

The projects underlying improvement objectives are supported by Project Plans and Project Management systems arein
place through utilisation of Outcomes Based Accountability Performance Report Cards. These projects have lines of
accountability, including risk management, tosenior management and members.

In addition, Members with a strategy/policy and oversight focus receive regular updates on progress in full council and
committee.

Collection, use and
publication of performance
information

On 29 September 2021, the Council published the ‘Annual Performance Report 2020/2021’ on the Council’s website,
social media platforms and in its residents’ newsletter. The report was published following approval at the Regeneration
and Community Committee on 14 September 2021.

The published reportincludes:
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Thematic area

Observations

e its performance in discharging the general duty to secure continuous improvement in 2020-21;

e results of its 2020-21 statutory performance standards compared with the same standards in the prior year; and

e results of its 2020-21 self-imposed performance standards and indicators relating toits General Duty to Improve,
and where applicable comparisons with the same standards in the prior year.

As a result of the pandemic the Department for Communities confirmed in June 2020 that it did not expect Councils to
publish a performance plan for the 2020-21 financial year. There was no requirement to carry out an assessment of
performance against improvement objectives in the Council’s Annual Self-Assessment Report for 2020-21.

The report gave an overview and self-assessment of the performance of the Council during the previous financial year in
accordance with its legislative requirements. The Council have also included a section which summarises the main impact
and challenges presented due to COVID-19 on the Council’s services.

The key purpose of the report is to show citizensand other stakeholders how the Council is discharging its duty under
legislation to secure continuous improvement. It enables the Council to communicate progress against its improvement
objectives and to highlight what visible improvements it has made to its functions and services.

The Council have recognised in the Annual Self-Assessment report the impact of the pandemic on many services. It
notes that the performance against statutoryindicators in 2020-21 is not comparable to previous years, however
analysis over time has been added where possible (5 years of data has been included). In future years, year-on-year
trend analysis should continue. Detailed narrative has been included for those indicators impacted by COVID-19.

The report includes a comparison of its performance statutoryindicators against the ten Councils (with the exception of
W2 and W3 as data was not provided by the Department in respect of waste indicators until after 30 September 2021).
The issue of benchmarking with other councils is part of the work plan for the Performance Improvement Working Group
and it is expectedthat progress on this issue will continue to be made to allow a broader range of functions to be
compared. However, we note that delays to this process were faced as a result of COVID-19.

The Council did not achieve any of the targetsset for the seven statutory performance standards in 2020-21 (all seven
were met in 2019-20). For eachindicator, the Council included the plans it has to rectify this going forward in a section
headed ‘We will improve by’.
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Thematic area

Observations

Demonstrating a track
record of improvement

Itis clear the impact of COVID-19 was significant on the Council’s ability to achieve the statutoryindicators set, as
performance declined across all seven indicators from the previous year and no targetswere metin 2021-22.

Of the Council’s self-imposed indicators, 15 out of 22 targets were met which is a positive sign, taking into consideration
the impact of the pandemic.

The Council has established four improvement objectives for 2021-22 with prior years’ data reported where available
which will assist the Council in demonstrating a record of improvement in future years.

In light of the impact of COVID-19 on Council services we have been unable to place reliance on this trend information, in
forming an assessment of whether the Council has discharged its duties under Part 12 of the Act and whether it has
actedin accordance with the Department for Communities’ guidance sufficiently during 2021-22.
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