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ChAPter One

Introduction

1.1 This publication sets out CIPFA’s guidance on the function and operation of audit 
committees in local authorities and police bodies. The guidance represents CIPFA’s view 
of best practice for audit committees in local authorities throughout the uk and for police 
audit committees in England and Wales.

1.2 It incorporates CIPFA’s 2013 Position Statement: Audit Committees in Local Authorities and 
Police. This statement sets out CIPFA’s view of the role and functions of an audit committee. 
It replaces the Position Statement on Audit Committees in Local Government issued in 2005. 
Throughout the statement the terms ‘authority’ and ‘authorities’ are used to include police 
and crime commissioners and chief constables as well as local authorities.

1.3 The Position Statement emphasises the importance of audit committees being in place in 
all principal local authorities and police bodies. It also recognises that audit committees 
are a key component of governance. The purpose of an audit committee is to provide to 
those charged with governance1 independent assurance on the adequacy of the risk 
management framework, the internal control environment and the integrity of the 
financial reporting and annual governance processes. In this way, they are an important 
source of assurance about the organisation’s arrangements for managing risk, maintaining 
an effective control environment, and reporting on financial and other performance. The way 
in which an audit committee is organised will vary depending on the specific political and 
management arrangements in place in any organisation. This guidance therefore explores 
how audit committees relate to organisations’ different arrangements for managing and 
governing themselves.

1.4 Audit committees in local authorities and police bodies are necessary to satisfy the wider 
requirements for sound financial management. In England, for instance, local authorities 
are responsible ‘for ensuring that the financial management of the body is adequate 
and effective and that the body has a sound system of internal control which facilitates 
the effective exercise of that body’s functions and which includes arrangements for the 
management of risk.’2 Again, in England, section 151 of the Local Government Act 1972 
requires every local authority to ‘make arrangements for the proper administration of its 
financial affairs’. 

1. In police bodies, ‘those charged with governance’ are the police and crime commissioner and 
the chief constable. 

2. The Accounts and Audit (England) Regulations 2011 (2011 No. 817).
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1.5 Regardless of the specific legislative or regulatory framework, the chief financial officer has 
overarching responsibility for discharging the requirement for sound financial management. 
To be truly effective, the chief financial officer requires an effective audit committee to 
provide support and challenge, as well, of course, as adequate and effective internal audit. 
Both these elements are now enshrined in the Public Sector Internal Audit Standards3 and 
the supporting Local Government Application Note.4

1.6 There have been a number of significant developments in governance and audit practice 
since 2005 which have required audit committees to adapt their remit, notably the 
introduction of Annual Governance Statements. Legislation and new governance structures 
affecting police bodies have also had an impact. The aim of this publication is to reflect 
these changes and to support local authority and police audit committees in performing 
effectively. This guidance does not cover the future appointment of auditors as the 
legislation for this is not yet in place.

1.7 Best practice dictates that governance, risk management and strong financial controls be 
embedded in the daily and regular business of an organisation. The existence of an audit 
committee does not remove responsibility from senior managers, members and leaders, 
but provides an opportunity and resource to focus on these issues. No single model of 
audit committee is prescribed; instead, organisations should apply the principle of ‘what 
works’ while also recognising the need to demonstrate good governance principles and 
independence from the executive and other political allegiances. In police bodies, legislation 
limits the role and functions of the audit committee.

1.8 The guidance is applicable to all principal local authorities in the uk, and to the new 
independent audit committees established to support police and crime commissioners and 
chief constables. Where there is specific legislation or guidance relevant for one sector or 
devolved government, this has been highlighted in the publication.

3. Public Sector Internal Audit Standards, CIPFA, 2012.

4. Local Government Application Note for the United Kingdom Public Sector Internal Audit 
Standards, CIPFA, 2013.


