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Audit Opinion  

Substantial Assurance - A sound system of 
governance, risk management and  
control exists, with internal controls operating 
effectively and being consistently applied to 
support the achievement of objectives in the area 
audited. 
 

 

  

Risks or Areas Covered 

- key concerns or unmitigated risks 

Level of 
Assurance 

 

1. Non compliance with Treasury Management statutory requirements, 
regulations and best practice. 

Substantial 
Assurance 

 

  

2. Financial loss and undetected error or fraud. Substantial 
Assurance 

 

  

3. Purchasing arrangements and payments to creditors may not be 
secure or effective resulting in incorrect and / or unauthorised payments. 

Reasonable 
Assurance 

 

  

4. Income due to the organisation may not be suitably controlled (Invoice 
raising, income collection and banking). 

Substantial 
Assurance 

 

  

5. Bank reconciliation procedures may not be effective and errors or 
discrepancies may not be promptly identified and addressed. 

Reasonable 
Assurance 

 

  

6. Spend against the organisations budget may not be suitably controlled 
and reported, resulting in the risk of overspend. 

Substantial 
Assurance 

 

  

7. The Main Accounting System may not comply with accounting 
standards and may not accurately report the financial standing of the 
organisation. 

Substantial 
Assurance 

 

  

8. The Payroll (Salaries and Wages) may not be suitably controlled 
resulting in incorrect and / or unauthorised payments being made. 

Substantial 
Assurance 

 

  

9. Internal audit recommendations agreed from the previous year's audit 
report have not been implemented. 

Reasonable 
Assurance 
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These areas / risks combine to provide the overall audit assurance opinion. Definitions of the 
assurance opinion ratings can be found in the Appendices. The observations and findings in 
relation to each of these areas has been discussed with management, see the "Detailed Audit 
Observations and Action Plan" appendix A. This appendix records the action plan agreed by 
management to enhance the internal control framework and mitigate identified risks where 
agreed.  

 

 

 
 
Introduction 

Section 151 of the Local Government Act 1972 requires that each local authority in England and Wales should "... make arrangements for the proper administration 
of their financial affairs and shall secure that one of their officers has responsibility for the administration of those affairs". The Head of Business Support, as the 
responsible financial officer, has this statutory responsibility and must establish an appropriate control environment and effective internal controls for all financial 
activity and systems of the Dartmoor National Park Authority (DNPA). 
 
An effective internal audit service reports on, and gives an objective opinion to management, on the effectiveness of the control environment and internal controls in 
managing the risks, including the financial risks, facing the Authority. This audit was undertaken as part of the annual plan agreed with the Head of Business 
Support.  
 
The review of the financial systems in operation throughout the Authority was undertaken during October and November 2023. The audit was undertaken by 
physically attending the Parke Authority Headquarters. Our opinions given in this report are therefore based on first-hand experience in addition to remote 
evaluation of the systems and controls reviewed, the results of testing sample transactions and discussions with staff. 
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Executive Summary 

 
Dartmoor National Park Authority's Finance Department appears to operate efficiently, with the supervision of knowledgeable and competent staff and managed by 
the Head of Business Support who, along with the Senior Finance Officer, have an extensive understanding of the financial administration of the Authority. They are 
closely involved with every-day operations and continue to set high standards. 
 
Some findings and recommendations carried forward from last year have been carried over in relation to bank reconciliations and the processing of transactions in 
Finest, however progress has been made since last year. At the time of our visit to the finance office, the team were a little behind in processing GPC card 
reconciliations, however car park and and visitor centre banking transactions had both improved since last year’s audit. As mentioned previously, the team are 
reliant on staff providing log sheets and receipts from officers in order for transactions to be processed. The team chase these up regularly and was visible during 
our visit, however workloads across the authority appear to be high and the main cause of the delays. We understand that when the new financial system is 
introduced, some GPC card processes will be reviewed with a view to streamlining the management sign-off element. 
 
The income processing for visitor centres is highlighted as an area where some focus may be beneficial to future income generation. We identified that a high 
proportion of sales use a ‘miscellaneous’ VAT code which could benefit from some analysis to understand which products are being sold and which generate the 
most profit. This information could then be used to understand customer behaviour and influence future stock for sale. 
 
This audit has confirmed that there are effective controls in place for the systems reviewed and the key financial risks are being mitigated. We consider this to be a 
good reflection of the continuity of staff that work in the finance department at the Authority. 
 
The detailed findings and recommendations regarding these issues and less important matters are described in Appendix A. Recommendations have been 
categorised to aid prioritisation. Definitions of the priority categories and the assurance opinion ratings are also given in the Appendices to this report.  
 
Management are required to agree an action plan, ideally within three weeks of receiving the draft internal audit report.  
 
Written responses should be returned to Matt Whale (matthew.whale@devon.gov.uk). Alternatively, a meeting to discuss the report and agree the action plan 
should be arranged with the named auditors. 

 
Issues for the Annual Governance Statement 
The evidence obtained in internal audit reviews can identify issues in respect of risk management, systems and controls that may be relevant to the Annual 
Governance Statement.  There were no issues arising from the evidence found in this audit that warrant inclusion in the Annual Governance Statement. 
 

Acknowledgements 
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Appendix A 

Detailed Audit Observations and Action Plan 

1. Risk Area: Non-compliance with Treasury Management statutory requirements, regulations and best practice. Level of Assurance 

 Substantial 
Assurance 

Opinion Statement:  
The control framework in relation to the Authority's treasury management continues to be well managed and suitably comprehensive which is much to the credit of 
the Authority staff involved. Substantial assurance continues to be appropriate in this area as all statutory requirements and regulations are being followed and fully 
met. Policies and financial frameworks are in place and the low-risk approach and procedures in relation to investments are considered to be sound. Investment 
Strategy, Policy, Financial Regulations and Scheme of Delegation are all in place and are kept to date. Additionally, there is clear evidence that financial reporting 
to the Authority Leadership Team, the Audit and Governance Committee and the Authority Members is taking place. 
 

No. Observation and Implications Impact / Priority Recommendation Management Response 

No observations and recommendations recorded 

 

 

2. Risk Area: Financial loss and undetected error or fraud. Level of Assurance 

 Substantial 
Assurance 

Opinion Statement: 
We observed that cash flow and treasury management performance monitoring take place systematically at both authority and leadership team level. Transactions 
can only be made through the Authority's official bank accounts; we saw evidence of regular reconciliations and independent verification of what funds had been 
invested. We consider therefore, that controls in this area continue to be comprehensive and mitigate the risks by a substantial assurance opinion being given. 
 

No. Observation and Implications Impact / Priority Recommendation Management Response 

No observations and recommendations recorded 
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3. Risk Area: Purchasing arrangements and payments to creditors may not be secure or effective resulting in incorrect 
and / or unauthorised payments. 

Level of Assurance 

 Reasonable 
Assurance 

Opinion Statement: 
Purchasing of supplies and services in the Authority continue to be undertaken in a responsible and effective manner. The finance team ensure that guidance and 
policies are adhered to with suitable controls in place, though we consider a review of GPC managerial check levels may be beneficial if this is an ongoing barrier to 
timely reconciliations. Spending limits are appropriate, and the cardholder list are regularly maintained. 
 
Invoice processing is restricted to the finance team and the FINEST system ensures a suitable separation of duties, though with the introduction of a new finance 
system next year we consider this an area that will require testing in the next audit. 
 
Creditor payments were sampled and found that procedures are being followed, delivery notes are matched with orders. BACS runs are weekly and payments are 
authorised by a senior officer in line with procedures. No cheques have been issued this year and they are carefully controlled. Petty cash is rarely used and we 
confirmed the most recent reconciliation had been done on 22nd September 2023 with transactions authorised in accordance with the budget book. 
 
New requests for direct debits are always double checked by the finance team using independently obtained contact details and we have highlighted the ongoing 
need for vigilance with fraudsters attempts to infiltrate local authorities’ systems and bank accounts. 
 
SFO confirmed that the GPC card reconciliations, whilst being behind where they want to be, have improved since last year with Aug-Sep and Sep-Oct being 
worked on during our visit. Log sheets and receipts from officers is slowing things down still which we understand is a result of workloads across the authority, 
however we are told that they are likely to review the upper limits for GPCs requiring management sign-off. This would enable a common-sense, value-based 
approach to be used for expediency. 
 

No. Observation and Implications Impact / Priority Recommendation Management Response 

3.1 A new finance system will be implemented before the next audit. 
Separation of duties is currently a feature of the FINEST system; 
this will need to be tested next time. Opportunity 

Separation of duties features 
should be tested in next year's 
audit. 

The new financial system will 
have the ability for separation 
of duties and will streamline our 
current processes.  

Action Officer: Angela Stirland Due Date: August 2024 
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4. Risk Area: Income due to the organisation may not be suitably controlled (Invoice raising, income collection and 
banking). 

Level of Assurance 

 Substantial 
Assurance 

Opinion Statement: 
Debtor income is well managed by the Authority, primarily because there are suitable controls and procedures in place to ensure that all income is collected 
efficiently, reconciled accurately and banked in a timely manner. Income is received through the National Park Visitor Centres and also through planning charges 
and car parking income. G4S collections are now taking place for the Parke banking which was minimal in recent years due to Covid-19. The other centres income 
is collected via card payments.  
 
Audit discussions were carried out with the Senior Finance Officer concerning the processing of car park income and visitor centres. Car park income had caught 
up from last year’s audit having been reconciled up to August and the visitor centres up to September. This has contributed to the back log of the bank 
reconciliations as highlighted under the bank reconciliation section of this report. This is a manual process which is time consuming.  
 
A review of the aged debtor report at the time of the audit confirmed that aged debt was £57.3k of which £0.25k was more than 30 days old. All debts detailed on 
the report had been paid in full. We also observed the receipt and allocation of funds during our visit which we consider to be efficient. 
 
We noted that no analysis currently takes place of the income received by the authority through the visitor centres.  
 

No. Observation and Implications Impact / Priority Recommendation Management Response 

4.1 There has been no analysis of visitor centre income. The majority 
of transactions were identified as ‘miscellaneous’ in the VAT 
codes. With a better understanding of which products are being 
sold and those with greater margins, the centres could stock 
according to demand and increase income generation, and not 
waste money on stock that does not sell or that is not adding 
value. 
 

Opportunity 

Analyse sales to understand 
customer preferences and 
improve sales and income. 
 
 
 

The Authority has recently 
appointed a new retail officer 
and they are looking at making 
changes particularly 
understanding the products 
sold and income generated. 

Action Officer: Claire Ivatt Due Date: September 2024 
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5. Risk Area: Bank reconciliation procedures may not be effective, and errors or discrepancies may not be promptly 
identified and addressed. 

Level of Assurance 

 Reasonable 
Assurance 

Opinion Statement: 
We observed that reconciliations of the bank accounts are taking place effectively during our visit. The Fibca Account (7) and DFD Account (8) were reconciled as 
recently as September, the Current Account (3) in August (showing an improvement from last year by several months) but Income (5) was last completed in May 
2023.  The delays for income reconciliation have been noted in previous audits, and stem from car park income and visitor centres manual processing and staff 
resource issues. 
 

No. Observation and Implications Impact / Priority Recommendation Management Response 

No observations and recommendations recorded 

 

 

6. Risk Area: Spend against the organisations budget may not be suitably controlled and reported, resulting in the risk 
of overspend. 

Level of Assurance 

 Substantial 
Assurance 

Opinion Statement:  
The Authority's financial regulations cover requirements for income and expenditure budget monitoring information to be regularly reported to Authority Members 
throughout the financial year. The Head of Business Support provides the Leadership Team and budget holders with regular budget monitoring information. 
Financial information provision at all levels contained appropriate detail and was clear.  
 
The annual budget approved by Authority Members is correctly input to Finest, the financial system. Monitoring of the budget is undertaken by the Head of 
Business Support, expenditure is then controlled within agreed limits by officers across the Authority. All of these factors enable a substantial level of assurance to 
be awarded in this area. 
 

No. Observation and Implications Impact / Priority Recommendation Management Response 

No observations and recommendations recorded 
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7. Risk Area: The Main Accounting System may not comply with accounting standards and may not accurately report 
the financial standing of the organisation. 

Level of Assurance 

 Substantial 
Assurance 

Opinion Statement: 
The Authority continues to use 'FINEST' as its main accounting system. As noted in previous audits the current system is supported by the ‘FINEST’ team at Devon 
County Council who also maintain it and act as system administrators. FINEST is due to be replaced in 2024 at DCC and the current plan has DNPA sharing a live 
date for the new system with DCC. The current system has controls that ensure compliance with accounting standards and provides a well-documented audit trail.  
 
Comprehensive control procedures are in place whereby appropriate officers have access to the system and suitable restrictions are in place to prevent 
unauthorised use. 'FINEST' users are reviewed regularly by the Finance Team. We are confident that with the support of DCC, the new system will meet all 
standards necessary next year, however time for staff training will be critical to its success. Substantial assurance continues to be awarded in this area as all 
aspects of the main accounting system reviewed are working well and comprehensive controls remain in place. 
 

No. Observation and Implications Impact / Priority Recommendation Management Response 

No observations and recommendations recorded 

 

 

8. Risk Area: The Payroll (Salaries and Wages) may not be suitably controlled resulting in incorrect and / or 
unauthorised payments being made. 

Level of Assurance 

 Substantial 
Assurance 

Opinion Statement: 
Devon County Council HR One service is used by the Authority to administer its payroll and monitoring for any errors are undertaken by the Authority’s HR team, by 
updating the ‘error log’ spreadsheet. There were four entries in the log for the current financial year including a duplicate mileage claim, hours missed, hours paid 
instead of accrued, and a new member not set up on iTrent. The record is comprehensive and includes an archive to 2015. A variance report is generated every 
month which helps the team to identify any payroll anomalies. The procedures are well established and managed reflecting the competence of the HR team and 
their working relationship with the finance team. 
 
The log of errors reflects the importance of the variance report and payroll checks in the procedures which prove the effectiveness of the system. We reviewed the 
starters and leavers and confirmed that all staff on the payroll were accurate at the time of our check and aside from those noted in the error log, staff appear to be 
paid accurately and timely. 
 

No. Observation and Implications Impact / Priority Recommendation Management Response 

No observations and recommendations recorded 
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9. Risk Area: Internal audit recommendations agreed from previous year's audit report have not been implemented. Level of Assurance 

 Reasonable 
Assurance 

Opinion Statement: 
1.1.1 The authority should ensure that the card transactions are reconciled to the main accounting system promptly and on a regular basis. The current backlog 

should be processed as a matter of priority. Opinion: See 9.1 below. 
2.1.1    Officers should be reminded that invoices must be raised promptly and where possible in the same financial year as the charges relate. Opinion: Much          
            improved. Invoices appear to be raised in a timely manner. Investigated one water company invoice for delayed issue and trail of emails evidenced not a     
            DNPA issue for delays, evidence trail was robust. 
6.1.1    The finance team should ensure that bank reconciliations are undertaken on a monthly basis. This will enable any errors and discrepancies to be identified 
            promptly. Opinion: Improvements seen since last year, procedures are being reviewed which is likely to improve them further. 
 

No. Observation and Implications Impact / Priority Recommendation Management Response 

9.1 Highlighted areas have been addressed and aware of need to get 
reconciliations of GPCs up to date. Some progress has been 
made since the last audit. 

Medium 

Need for reconciliations to be 
done in a timely fashion. Review 
of managerial sign-off limits may 
help progress this. 

The authority is looking at 
options for the implementation 
of financial threshold that needs 
sign off, which will aid the 
timeliness of GPC 
reconciliation.   

Responsible Officer: Angela 
Stirland and Cornelia Angell-
Reimers 

Due date: September 2024 

  

22 



 

 

Appendix B 

Scope and Objectives 

Ordering and Payments: 
To ensure that purchasing is carried out in compliance with the Authority's financial regulations, Instructions for Procurement and also European procurement 
regulations (EU Procurement Directive) so that the Authority obtains the best value for money. 
 
Income and Cash Collection: 
To confirm that income due to the organisation is suitably controlled (invoice raising, income collection and banking). 
 
Payroll and Travel Expenditure: 
To confirm that Payroll and Travel Expenditure is suitably controlled resulting in correct and / or authorised payments being made 
 
Main Accounting System: 
To ensure that the Main Accounting System is operated in accordance with the organisation's Financial Regulations so that the Authority's financial position is 
accurately reported. 
 
Bank reconciliation: 
To ensure that bank reconciliation procedures are carried out efficiently and effectively to safeguard the Authority's financial balances. 
 
Investments: 
To review and ensure that regulatory requirements, performance targets and best practice expectations are met. To ensure controls are in place to prevent 
financial loss as a result of error or fraud. 
 
 

Inherent Limitations 

The opinions and recommendations contained within this report are based on our examination of restricted samples of transactions / records and our discussions 
with officers responsible for the processes reviewed.  
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Confidentiality under the National Protective Marking Scheme 

This report is protectively marked in accordance with the National Protective Marking Scheme. It is accepted that issues raised may well need to be discussed with other officers 
within the Council, the report itself should only be copied/circulated/disclosed to anyone outside of the organisation in line with the organisation’s disclosure policies. This report is 
prepared for the organisation’s use.  We can take no responsibility to any third party for any reliance they might place upon it. 

Marking Definitions 
Official The majority of information that is created or processed by the public sector. This includes routine business operations and services, some of which could 

have damaging consequences if lost, stolen or published in the media, but are not subject to a heightened threat profile. 

Official: Sensitive A limited subset of OFFICIAL information could have more damaging consequences if it were lost, stolen or published in the media.  This subset of information 
should still be managed within the ‘OFFICIAL’ classification tier but may attract additional measures to reinforce the ‘need to know’.  In such cases where there 
is a clear and justifiable requirement to reinforce the ‘need to know’, assets should be conspicuously marked: ‘OFFICIAL–SENSITIVE’.  All documents marked 
OFFICIAL: SENSITIVE must be handled appropriately and with extra care, to ensure the information is not accessed by unauthorised people. 
 

 

Appendix C 

Definitions of Audit Assurance Opinion Levels  Definition of Recommendation Priority 

Assurance Definition   

Substantial 
Assurance 

A sound system of governance, risk management and control 
exists, with internal controls operating effectively and being 
consistently applied to support the achievement of objectives in the 
area audited. 

  

High 

A significant finding. A key control is absent or is being 
compromised; if not acted upon this could result in high exposure to 
risk. Failure to address could result in internal or external 
responsibilities and obligations not being met. 

 

Reasonable 
Assurance 

There is a generally sound system of governance, risk management 
and control in place. Some issues, non-compliance or scope for 
improvement were identified which may put at risk the achievement 
of objectives in the area audited. 

  

Medium 

Control arrangements not operating as required resulting in a 
moderate exposure to risk. This could result in minor disruption of 
service, undetected errors or inefficiencies in service provision. 
Important recommendations made to improve internal control 
arrangements and manage identified risks. 

 

Limited 
Assurance 

Significant gaps, weaknesses or non-compliance were identified. 
Improvement is required to the system of governance, risk 
management and control to effectively manage risks to the 
achievement of objectives in the area audited. 

  

Low 

Low risk issues, minor system compliance concerns or process 
inefficiencies where benefit would be gained from improving 
arrangements. Management should review, make changes if 
considered necessary or formally agree to accept the risks.  These 
issues may be dealt with outside of the formal report during the course 
of the audit. 

No Assurance 

Immediate action is required to address fundamental gaps, 
weaknesses or non-compliance identified. The system of 
governance, risk management and control is inadequate to 
effectively manage risks to the achievement of objectives in the 
area audited. 

  

Opportunity 

A recommendation to drive operational improvement which may 
enable efficiency savings to be realised, capacity to be created, 
support opportunity for commercialisation / income generation or 
improve customer experience.  These recommendations do not feed 
into the assurance control environment. 
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Devon Audit Partnership  

The Devon Audit Partnership has been formed under a joint committee arrangement comprising of Plymouth, Torbay, Devon, Mid Devon, South Hams & West Devon, Torridge, 
North Devon councils and Devon & Somerset Fire and Rescue Service.  We aim to be recognised as a high-quality internal audit service in the public sector.  We collaborate with 
our partners by providing a professional internal audit service that will assist them in meeting their challenges, managing their risks and achieving their goals.  In conducting our 
work, we are required to comply with the Public Sector Internal Audit Standards along with other best practice and professional standards.  The Partnership is committed to 
providing high quality, professional customer services to all; if you have any comments or suggestions on our service, processes or standards, the Head of Partnership would be 
pleased to receive them at tony.d.rose@devon.gov.uk 
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