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2.1

Executive Summary

This Statement explains how Avon Fire Authority (AFA) has complied with
our Local Code of Corporate Governance and also meets the requirements
of The Accounts and Audit (England) Regulations 2015, specifically
Regulation 6 (1) in respect of the annual review of the effectiveness and
preparation and publication of an Annual Governance Statement (AGS).

The governance arrangements described in this Statement have been in
place in the AFA for the year ending 31 March 2024, and up to the date of
the approval of the Statement of Accounts. The development and publication
of our AGS helps us take stock as we move forward.

The review of internal controls by our internal auditors, RSM UK Risk
Assurance Services LLP, resulted in an overall opinion that the Service has
an adequate and effective framework for risk management, governance, and
internal control. Further enhancements to the framework of risk
management, governance and internal control were identified, to ensure that
it remains adequate and effective.

It is part of External Audit’s role to be satisfied proper arrangements have
been made to secure economy, efficiency, and effectiveness in the use of
resources (Value for Money — VFM). In their report to AGOC in December
2024, our External Auditors identified a significant weakness in relation to
the governance arrangements of the Service. In particular, in relation to the
implementation of His Majesty’s Inspectorate of Constabulary and Fire and
Rescue Services (HMICFRS), action plans from the Round 3 inspection
report, published in November 2023.

The Service was aware of the need to implement the required actions to
close the remaining causes of concern from the inspection and were already
taking significant steps to address the concerns raised. This has been
recognised by the Inspectorate during their re-visits, and within the External
Auditor’s report.

In completing the review of the Service’s governance and assurance
arrangements, no other significant governance issues were identified in
addition to those highlighted in the HMICFRS report, which are being
addressed. Our assessment has identified improvements to further
strengthen our governance arrangements, these can be found noted
throughout the statement and in the Action Plan in Appendix A.

Purpose and Context

The AFA is responsible for ensuring that it delivers its services in
accordance with the prevailing legislation, regulations and Government
guidance and that proper standards of stewardship, conduct, probity, and
professional competence are set and adhered to by all those working for and
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with the AFA. This will ensure the services provided to our local communities
are delivered efficiently, effectively, and economically, and that public money
is used wisely, is properly accounted for, and achieves optimum value for
money.

The AFA is committed to continuously improving its services to meet the
needs of the public; reviewing and developing what it does and consulting
with the public about its activities on a regular basis. In discharging these
responsibilities, the AFA is responsible for putting in place proper
arrangements for the governance of its affairs, which includes a sound
system of internal control and effective arrangements for the management of
risk. However, the arrangements in place cannot completely eliminate the
risk of failure, and therefore can only provide reasonable, and not absolute,
assurance of effectiveness.

When determining whether an issue is significant and needs to be included
within the AGS, consideration is given if an issue:

. is seriously prejudiced or prevented the achievement of a principal
objective.

. resulted in the need to seek additional funding or required a significant
diversion of resources from another part of the AFA’s business.

. had a material impact on the accounts.
attracted significant public interest or seriously damaged the AFA’s
reputation.

o resulted in formal action being taken by the S112 Officer or the
Monitoring Officer.

o received significant adverse commentary in external inspection reports
and which the AFA has yet to address in a timely manner.

. has been identified by the relevant audit committee — Audit,
Governance and Oversight Committee (AGOC).

The overarching system of internal control is made up of multiple policies,
procedures, and corporate strategies that collectively ensure the key
principles of governance are delivered.

The AFA has adopted a Local Code of Corporate Governance, which is
consistent with the principles of the CIPFA/SOLACE (Chartered Institute of
Public Finance and Accountancy/Society of Local Authority Chief Executives
and Senior Managers) Framework Delivering Good Governance in Local
Government. A copy of our code has been incorporated into our Governance
and Assurance Framework 2024-2028.

The Constitution sets out how the AFA operates, how decisions are made
and the procedures that are followed, which enable the AFA and the Service
to fulfil its statutory obligations. The Constitution is reviewed on a regular
basis to ensure it remains up to date and relevant, taking into account local
and national changes in the way fire and rescue services operate.
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The AGS is a key corporate document for the AFA which provides an
accurate representation of the corporate governance arrangements and
controls in place that have supported the delivery of organisational
objectives during the year. The AGS provides information about where
arrangements have been effective and notes where any improvements are
required. Further detail and explanation about the governance and
assurance framework can be found here.

Who is responsible for ensuring good governance?

The corporate governance structure surrounding the AFA is depicted below.
Following an independent governance review, changes to this structure were
made in 2023/24 as outlined in paragraph 5.16. The detail regarding the
roles and responsibilities of the AFA and its Committees can be found in the
Constitution and the Governance and Assurance Framework 2024-2028.

Avon Fire Authority

| AFA
| !
Audit, Governance and Policy and Resources
Oversight Committee Committee
1o :

| AGOC I PRC |
Local Pension Board
' LPB

The governance structure within the Service is the responsibility of the Chief
Fire Officer/Chief Executive (CFO/CE). This is discharged through the
Service Leadership Board (SLB), which consists of the most senior
executive officers of the Service and the Service Leadership Team (SLT),
which includes Area Managers, Heads of department and invited
representatives from across the organisation. Full Terms of Reference can
be viewed in Appendix 2 and 3 of Being the best that you can be.

The SLB has overall responsibility for the organisation’s strategic direction,
leadership, decision making, capital and revenue requirements, and risk
management. The SLB oversees Service operations, ensuring competent
and prudent management and planning, good governance, and suitable
procedures for the maintenance of control measures to ensure compliance
with statutory and regulatory obligations.

The SLT provides day-to-day leadership and management for the Service,

overseeing a working environment which supports the effective
achievements of our organisational priorities. The SLT maintain necessary
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standards of compliance and ensures the Service is a great place to work. It
is also responsible for the review and scrutiny of detailed reports on specific
organisational business which require consideration and decision making.

The Statutory Finance Officer provides effective strategic management of
the AFA Financial Strategies, including the Medium-Term Financial Plan
(MTFP), Reserve Strategy, and the Annual Budget. The Statutory Finance
Officer monitors and reports on the financial health of the AFA, which
includes the oversight of the monthly monitoring and forecasting of budgets
and reporting on projected overspends or underspends.

The Clerk is the Monitoring Officer whose role is to advise on the rule of the
law and ensure decision making is legally sound, and for advising upon and
overseeing governance arrangements for the AFA. Further detail on the
Clerk can be found in section 5.

Internal Audit is an independent and objective assurance service to the
AFA who complete a programme of reviews throughout the year, to provide
an opinion on the internal control, risk management, and governance
arrangements of the AFA.

External Audit review and report on the AFA’s financial statements
(including the AGS), providing an opinion on the accounts and use of
resources, concluding on the arrangements in place for securing economy,
efficiency, and effectiveness in the use of resources (the value for money
conclusion).

The CIPFA/SOLACE Governance Framework

The AGS 2023/24 is aligned to the ‘Delivering Good Governance in Local
Government Framework’, published by CIPFA/SOLACE in 2016. This
Framework is intended to assist the AFA in reviewing its governance
arrangements and its approach to risk management. The overall aim of the
CIPFA/SOLACE Framework is to ensure a sound system of control is in
place and that there is clear accountability for decision making.

In order to achieve good governance, each year the AFA will demonstrate
that its governance structures comply with the seven core principles of the
CIPFA/SOLACE Framework. The seven principles (A to G) are considered
below and have been utilised in our review of governance and in developing
this Statement, along with the views of the External Auditor, Internal Audit,
HMICFRS, and review of our performance against stated objectives and the
effectiveness of any changes made during the last financial year. Further
detail on the outcome of the annual review of effectiveness 2023/24 can be
found in Appendix A.
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Principle A: Behaving with integrity, demonstrating
strong commitment to ethical values, and
respecting the rule of law.

AF&RS has a Values, Ethics and Behaviour Framework which was
refreshed in 2022/23 to take account of the national Core Code of Ethics for
Fire and Rescue Services. Guided by these standards of behaviour captured
in our values, we support our staff to embrace challenges, recognise
achievements, and live out our values. Our values are:

e Respectful e Ambitious
e Honest e Inclusive
o Courageous o Transparent

‘Being the best that you can be’ was launched in June 2023 and outlines the
Service’s vision and commitment to achieving excellence; promoting
leadership at every level of the organisation with an expectation that
everyone - no matter where they work, their rank or their role - has a
responsibility for leading themselves in line with our values, to help us be the
best we can be. The document sets out what is expected from every
member of AF&RS staff. It aims to bring together the guiding principles,
frameworks and tools including our Values, Ethics and Behaviour
Framework, the Core Code Of Ethics, our Zero Tolerance Statement, and
the National Fire Chiefs Council (NFCC) Leadership Framework.

The Leading the Service Fire Standard was launched in January 2023, to
clearly articulate the expectations on those who lead within Services,
particularly their behaviours, ethics, and the activities required to lead well.
Ensuring alignment to this Fire Standard, will be an ongoing piece of work
throughout 2024/25.

Aligned with the Dignity & Respect Policy, a digital toolkit was launched in
March 2023 and embedded throughout 2023/24. It outlines that AF&RS is
striving to provide and promote a safe, harmonious, and inclusive workplace
with a zero-tolerance approach to bullying and harassment. The toolkit
provides staff with the support, guidance, and procedures needed to deal
with unwanted and/or inappropriate behaviour, whether on the receiving end
of it, witnessed it, want to support someone, need to manage it, or are
accused of it.

An HMICFRS Spotlight Report on Values and culture in fire and rescue
services was published on 30 March 2023 which reported there were
allegations by staff of bullying and harassment in every fire and rescue
service in England. Throughout 2023/24 there have been numerous negative
press reports nationally, regarding culture and misogyny within the sector,
including within AF&RS. These reports have attracted public interest and

had a detrimental impact on the reputation of all fire and rescue services
across the UK. Locally, there has been negative press following an
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inspection of AF&RS by HMICFRS, as well as coverage in relation to an
efficiency and savings project and the potential impact on the number of
firefighter posts.

One of the main priorities for the SLB and SLT is the acceleration of culture
change in AF&RS - proactively seeking to learn from staff feedback and
historic matters to continue to move forward positively. Short “Touchpoint’
staff surveys have been introduced to gain more regular staff feedback
relating to culture.

In April 2023, an action plan was created to address the recommendations
within the HMICFRS Spotlight Report, with dedicated resource to support
implementation of the actions. Significant progress has been made with all
identified actions complete, or partially complete. A confidential reporting
service was launched in August 2023, enabling a confidential way for staff to
raise concerns. The Disclosure and Barring Service (DBS) checks process is
embedded with HR and Managers (including enhanced checks where
required, based on role), ensuring all staff have complied with the mandatory
requirement on an ongoing basis. AF&RS have complied with the
requirement to disclose complaints, confidential reports, discipline, and
grievance cases to HMICFRS.

In January 2023 an independent and external historic case review was
instigated to help the Service learn and further improve on the handling of
values and behaviour-based discipline processes. Significant progress has
been made against all recommendations supported by the positive work
already undertaken in 2023/24 to improve values and culture. Improvements
have included the establishment of a Professional Standards Board, review
of discipline and grievance policies, and development of supporting toolkits,
increased usage of external professional investigators for employment cases
and training for all middle managers by qualified employment law solicitor.
AF&RS will continue the service level agreement with SARI (Stand Against
Racism & Inequality) to provide independent professional support for our
equalities and community engagement programmes.

The Service's Diversity, Inclusion, Cohesion and Equality (DICE) Strategy sets out how
we are meeting the Public Sector Equality Duty and ensuring fair access to
Services. The DICE team - in collaboration with HR - developed a new
training programme. Line management training workshops have been
delivered throughout 2023/24 with further ongoing training and workshops to
be delivered throughout 2024/25. Training content covers DICE principles,
NFCC Core Code of Ethics, relevant legislation, and interactive exercises
covering inappropriate behaviour, banter, and the 'Being the best you can
be’ leadership framework. Attendees consist of a blend of uniformed and
non-uniformed staff to encourage the sharing of experiences and best
practice across varied areas of the Service. Gender and Ethnicity Pay Gap
information is reported annually to the Policy and Resources Committee and
published on the AFA’s website.
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The AFA appoint a qualified solicitor as their Clerk and Monitoring Officer,
which is a statutory role set out in section 5 of the Local Government and
Housing Act 1989. The Clerk’s role is to advise on the rule of law to ensure
decision making is legally sound and to raise any concerns by preparing a
report to the AFA. The Clerk will advise if any proposal, decision, or omission
by the AFA, or any Committee, has given rise, or is likely to give rise, to a
contravention of any enactment, rule of law or code of practice or
maladministration. The Clerk is responsible for advising upon and
overseeing governance arrangements for the AFA and for ensuring that all
meetings are properly organised and convened in accordance with the
AFA’s Constitution.

The Clerk is responsible for reviewing papers and minutes to ensure that
they are comprehensive and accurate to enable appropriate and lawful
decisions to be made by elected Members. The Clerk also provides a legal
know-how service to the AFA and the SLB on key matters and reviews the
Constitution, documents, and policies, as required, to ensure that they
correctly reflect current legislative requirements and meet the needs of the
AFA. The Clerk meets with the SLB monthly, acting as a formal advisor
when strategic issues are considered to ensure that any legal issues are
identified, and steps taken to mitigate any legal risks.

The Statutory Finance Officer is a member of the SLB, with statutory duties
in relation to the financial governance and stewardship of the AFA. The
Statutory Finance Officer is a qualified accountant and is supported by the
Head of Finance and by the Finance Team which includes professionally
qualified finance officers.

The AFA Members are required to adhere to the AFA Constitution which
includes the latest Members’ Code of Conduct, which was approved on 4
October 2023, aligned to the Local Government Association (LGA) Model
Councillor Code of Conduct. The Constitution explains how the AFA
operates, how it makes decisions, and the procedures followed to ensure the
AFA is efficient, transparent, and accountable.

The AGOC keep under review the Code of Conduct for Members and
ensures that Members receive appropriate training. By way of a Sub-
Committee (minimum three Members), the Committee deals with cases
referred by the Clerk/Monitoring Officer relating to Members’ conduct.
Members are required to disclose any interests at all meetings and on the
register of interests. There is also a register for declaring gifts and hospitality
for Members and staff.

From 1 April 2024 the Service has employed a solicitor specialising in
employment law, to provide in-house legal advice and support with
employment cases. The role of ‘General Counsel’ will be consulted at an
early stage by HR and the SLB, to assist with case management, provide
advice short of legal proceedings and represent the Service in Employment
Tribunals. The General Counsel will also advise on other areas of law, for
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example Freedom of Information and Data Protection Act requests, which
are often linked to employment cases.

Towards the end of 2022/23 a review of the AFA’s governance
arrangements was carried out with support from the LGA to ensure it
remained fit for purpose moving forward. The results of this review were
reported to the AFA at an extraordinary meeting on 25 April 2023 and 12
recommended changes to governance arrangements were accepted by the
Fire Authority. Many of those recommendations have already been
implemented, for example, the number of committees has reduced from
three to two — Policy and Resources Committee (PRC) and Audit,
Governance and Oversight Committee (AGOC) — which are in addition to the
Local Pension Board and the full Fire Authority. The remaining
recommendations are on track for implementation by the next AGM in June
2024. More detail on these 12 recommendations is available here.

The AFA embraces collaboration as a key enabler to achieving its mission to
improve public safety through prevention, protection, response, and
resilience. Collaboration also helps in providing a service which is effective,
efficient, and value for money. The Policing and Crime Act 2017 introduced a
statutory duty on all three emergency services (Fire, Ambulance, and Police)
to collaborate with a view to improving efficiency and effectiveness for all
parties, with local discretion in how the duty is implemented to benefit local
community needs and risks. The Service’s Collaboration Strategy 2021-2026
outlines our high-level approach to collaboration, our areas of collaboration
focus, and gives examples of our collaboration partners. The strategy was
refreshed in 2022/23 and a new Collaboration Framework and online
Collaboration Toolkit launched in January 2024. Collaboration is also an
overarching theme in our Service Plan and underpinning Service Strategies.

Principle B: Ensuring openness and
comprehensive stakeholder engagement.

The Annual Performance Report is presented to the AGOC and is used to
publish performance about the Service to the public.

Meetings, agendas, and minutes of the AFA and its committees are
accessible to the public alongside agendas and committee papers, on a
separate AFA website, at the following link: Meetings, agendas, and minutes
- Modern Council (moderngov.co.uk).

The AFA participates in the Freedom of Information Act publication scheme
to ensure transparency with the public.

A new AF&RS website was launched in March 2024, with the aim of
improving access to information and services for the public.
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7.2

7.3

The AFA has a statutory duty to produce a Community Risk Management
Plan (CRMP), which informs and is incorporated into the Service Plan. The
CRMP utilises data from Community Risk assessments, risk research and
horizon scanning to assess foreseeable challenges and risks facing local
communities, and outlines how the Service intends to mitigate these. The
CRMP reviews the effectiveness of previous activity and highlights areas of
focus for the future.

The Service Plan sets out how the AFA intends to deliver services over a
four-year period and is widely consulted during its development. The AFA
approves the Communication Strategy for consultation on the plan, which
includes an online questionnaire for stakeholders, during which the proposed
plans are put forward and feedback is requested. The results of the
consultation are published on the website and reported to Members before
the Service Plan is finalised and approved by the AFA, and published.

The AFA ensures suitable consultation takes place with communities and
other stakeholders. Public consultation takes place annually for the draft
Budget Strategy and, if necessary, on any significant changes to the Service
Plan.

Service communication and campaign plans identify key audiences and
stakeholders and they set out the intended impact on the community.

Principle C: Defining outcomes in terms of
sustainable economic, social, and environmental
benefits.

The Service Plan sets out the AFA’s vision, priorities, and the outcomes it
wants the Service to achieve and includes the activities that the Service
needs to undertake to deliver against the plan. The SLT receives regular
reports to review and scrutinise progress towards achieving Service’s
priorities and objectives.

The CRMP, which is incorporated into our Service Plan, is developed
through insight and data analysis to understand our Service area and local
communities. AF&RS identify and assess all foreseeable fire and rescue
related risks through the community risk management planning process.
Research and horizon scanning is carried out to understand potential threats
to how the Service operates, and any emerging risks that may affect our
communities.

Subject matter experts assess emerging risks and plan appropriate
Prevention, Protection, and Response activities to reduce the potential
impact of those risks. These mitigations are based on National Operational
Guidance (NatOG) and backed up by data intelligence through our baseline
report and strategic assessment of risk. Existing risks are regularly reviewed
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against operational learning outcomes and our own incident data is analysed
for patterns and trends.

Using our incident data, risk intelligence, and modelling tools we can
visualise where the greatest risks are within our Service area; overlaying the
locations of our assets to decide how we strategically place and manage our
resources to meet our risk profile.

Performance indicators are agreed which are aligned to the Service Plan
priorities and reported to the SLT and AGOC Members regularly.

A rolling four year Medium-Term Financial Plan (MTFP) is produced
annually. The supporting narrative report includes information on key
concerns and risks considered as well as budget assumptions and
justifications. The annual accounts reflect the actuals for the year and the
narrative report reflects how this has varied from budgets and prior years
with key explanations as required.

The assumptions made in the MTFP - particularly around inflation, pay
awards, and future government grants - are unknown (whilst based on the
best information available) and therefore subject to change. The long-term
impact of future funding is unknown, however the MTFP will continue to link
the Service Plan’s vision and objectives, ensuring value for money is
achieved within a balanced and sustainable budget. The Statutory Finance
Officer will ensure that any variation to the assumptions made in the MTFP
are identified as early as possible and reported to Members as part of
revenue and capital monitoring reports presented to the PRC.

The Environmental Strateqy sets out the Service’s commitment and
approach to protecting the environment and being more climate resilient.
The strategy outlines how AF&RS will protect the environment, manage our
impacts, and address the climate crisis, with the ambitious goal to be Net
Zero Carbon by 2030. The Service is committed to embedding
environmental best practice, by making climate-responsible decisions, and
by responding to our communities’ concerns. The AFA’s environmental
impact is monitored by KPls on energy and water use, business travel, and
carbon emissions.

Principle D: Determining the interventions
necessary to optimise the achievement of intended
outcomes.

The AFA has robust decision-making mechanisms to ensure that its defined
outcomes can be achieved in a way that provides the best trade-off between
resource inputs and enabling effective and efficient operations. The
Constitution sets out a decision-making framework which ensures that all
decisions are supported by relevant information, including financial, legal
and other appropriate professional advice, that available options are

12 |Page



8.2

8.3

8.4

8.5

8.6

8.7

8.8

considered and that internal and external stakeholders are consulted.
Decisions are formally recorded and published subject to confidentiality
requirements.

The new Service Improvement Team, are responsible for pulling together the
revised HMICFRS inspection action plan following the latest inspection
report. They also support delivery of the remaining work of the
Transformation Programme, the Efficiency and Savings project and
progressing the recommendations included in the HMICFRS Spotlight
Report into values and culture in the fire and rescue service. The
Programme Management Office (PMO), also included in this team, are in
place to ensure effective governance and assurance throughout this
programme of work.

Progress against the HMICFRS Inspection Action Plan and Transformation
Programme is monitored and reported to the Service Improvement and
Internal Improvement Boards and the PRC regularly (now in a combined
report entitled ‘Service Improvement’). Additional oversight arrangements
are in place for the HMICFRS Causes of Concern, via the central Fire
Performance Oversight Group (FPOG). Progress against planned activity in
the Service Plan - and associated detailed action plan - is monitored and
reported to the SLT.

The new Continuous Improvement Framework and Toolkit launched in
February 2024, to provide a structure for planning, managing, and governing
Service improvements, with guidance, tools and templates and a SharePoint
Improvement Register, to assist with tracking or monitoring.

Key Performance Indicators (KPIs) are aligned to the outcomes the AFA has
set to achieve in the Service Plan. These are regularly presented in a
Performance Report to AGOC and the Annual Performance Report details
the activity and performance of the Service. If the circumstances in which the
Service operates changes, activity can be adapted accordingly. Decisions
affecting service delivery are delegated to officers to ensure they are able to
react to changing circumstances quickly.

Performance against budgets is monitored by the SLT, and the PRC reviews
a Budget Monitoring Report and a Capital Programme Update on a quarterly
basis. The MTFP is the link between the AFA’s long-term objectives and its
financial capacity.

The Capital Programme outlines the AFA’s approach to capital investment,
ensuring it is in line with its Service Plan objectives.

The Corporate Risk Register (CRR) identifies significant corporate risks,
which could prevent AF&RS from achieving its core strategic objectives and
functions. Monitoring of the CRR is explained in Section 10 (Principle F).
Responses to any recommendations deriving from audits and inspections
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are monitored regularly in action plans by the SLT, AGOC and the PRC
respectively.

Principle E: Developing the entity’s capacity,
including the capability of its leadership and the
individuals within it.

The Service needs appropriate structures and leadership, as well as people
with the right skills, appropriate qualifications, and mindset to operate
efficiently and effectively and achieve their intended outcomes within the
specified periods.

Within the Service, all Corporate Staff have a job description, and uniformed
Officers have role maps. Each appointment is made using fair selection
practices that measure candidates against criteria for each post. This
ensures selection of the right people with the right skills, qualifications, and
experience. Staff are further supported by policies, guidance notes, training
and bespoke online learning and courses, to ensure they have the support
they need to carry out their roles.

Workforce planning has a crucial role in ensuring the Service has the
capacity to meet its obligations and fulfil its aims and objectives. The
Transfer, Appointments and Promotions Board (TAPB) ensure that
information regarding the establishment and skills set is regularly reviewed
to ensure appropriate succession planning.

Leadership development and our Development Pathways ensure that
colleagues have all the support they need on their career journeys. The
Service offers a range of apprenticeships to improve skills and bring new
talent into the organisation. The HMICFRS Values and culture in fire and
rescue services report recommended nationally that leadership development
is offered fairly to all staff, so this will continue to be a priority area moving
forward.

Annual Personal Development Reviews (PDRs) for all staff, provide an
opportunity to set personal objectives and ensure that all staff are able to
have discussions about their aspirations, performance, and future
development. Organisational objectives can also be filtered down to
individuals during these reviews. Additionally, 360-feedback has been
introduced for the SLB and the SLT to support their development. A new
PDR system will be launched in 2024/25 and will contain a 360-feedback
option for use by all staff as required.

Health, Safety & Wellbeing is one of our core activities, and we look to promote
a positive working environment supported by our Health, Safety & Wellbeing

policy.
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Principle F: Managing risks and performance
through robust internal control and strong public
financial management.

AGQOC provides independent assurance to the AFA on matters relating to
audit, governance and risk management, annual accounts, Service
performance and the conduct of Members.

The Service approach to risk is explained in its Corporate Risk Management
Strategy and Roadmap 2024-2028 which is reviewed every four years in line
with the Service Plan planning cycle, to ensure it remains effective.

The strategy was updated in February 2024 to take into account Internal
Audit feedback which identified areas that could be considered for further
enhancement of the risk management processes, when compared to best
practice across the public sector. The updated strategy is supported by a
Corporate Risk Appetite and Tolerance Statement to further strengthen the
Service’s Risk Management. A review of the Corporate Risk descriptors
used in the CRR is underway as part of further enhancements being made in
2024/25. This is to ensure the risk events, causes and consequences are
being suitably described, evaluated, and monitored.

The CRR is a live document which accurately reflects the nature and level of
our current risks, the planned interventions to mitigate risks and progress
against these mitigations. The SLT reviews corporate risks monthly,
supporting an approach that prioritises risk awareness at AF&RS, rather
than risk avoidance. They scrutinise updates from risk owners, assess
evaluation of likelihood and impact levels, and monitor actions to control /
mitigate risk events. Interdependency considerations are made, to ensure
understanding and ownership of corporate risk are applied consistently
across the Service areas.

AGOC monitors and reviews the CRR as part of the governance
arrangements, seeking assurance that appropriate management actions are
in place.

The Community Risk Register provides information on emergencies that
could happen within the Avon and Somerset area, together with an
assessment of how likely they are to happen and the impacts if they do. The
information contained within the Community Risk Register is used to inform
the AF&RS Community Risk Register and the Strategic Assessment.

Internal Audit arrangements are in place to review the effectiveness of
internal controls through annual ‘key financial control’ reviews. In 2023/24
the audit focused on our Payments to Staff control framework which
concluded that AF&RS mitigates many of the inherent risks in the payments
to staff framework and provides clear segregation of duty within the finance
system. A reasonable assurance rating was given with two low and two
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10.10
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10.12

medium rated actions for improvement. The internal control environment is
further assessed as part of the annual External Audit, who report on the
AFA’s financial statements (including this AGS), providing an opinion on the
accounts and concluding on the arrangements in place for securing
economy, efficiency, and effectiveness in the use of resources (the value for
money conclusions).

Robust budget management arrangements are in place and financial
performance is regularly reported to the SLT and the SLB as well as being
reported and reviewed by PRC and the AFA. The Statutory Finance Officer
oversees the financial affairs of the AFA and provides professional advice
and guidance to the AFA to ensure compliance with statutory and regulatory
financial requirements, including the AFA’s Annual Statement of Accounts.

Whilst no significant weaknesses have been identified in the financial control
systems at present, the assumptions made in the MTFP, particularly around
inflation, pay awards, and future government grants are subject to potential
change in such volatile times. The previous Grey Book pay settlement of 7%
increase backdated to July 2022, plus an additional 5% from July 2023 has
put financial pressure on the AFA. However, the AFA has established
reserves to cover the risk of a variation to the key assumptions in the MTFP,
and these reserves allow the AFA time to identify efficiencies to deliver the
required permanent savings over the longer term. The Statutory Finance
Officer will continue to ensure that any variation to the assumptions made in
the MTFP are identified at the earliest possible time and reported to
Members.

The AFA takes part in the National Fraud Initiative which proactively
conducts fraud detection work through a bi-annual exercise that matches
electronic data within and between public and private sector bodies to
prevent and detect fraud.

AGOC assesses the performance of the Service against agreed measures
and organisational targets and responds to areas of underperformance -
reporting and making recommendations where necessary to the AFA. The
KPIs in the Corporate Performance Scorecard are aligned to the Service
Plan outcomes, and progress against these is reported quarterly to the SLT
and AGOC. Year to date for January 2024 there were five KPIs not on target
out of the 32 KPIs on the Scorecard, with further information on these KPIs
and actions to address underperformance provided in the Performance
Report to AGOC. Monthly performance and benchmarking data is also
produced and provided to managers responsible for local targets and
performance.

Prior to the new 2024/25 reporting period, AF&RS carried out its annual
review of the ongoing suitability of the metrics and targets in the
performance scorecard. Changes were proposed and approved by the SLT
which took into account feedback from the 2023/24 LGA Governance
Review, the publication of a HMICFRS inspection report as well as further
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11.1
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insight and input from the SLT. The new 2024/25 Performance Scorecard is
now set out against the six objectives in the new 2024-2028 Service Plan.

Internal Audit carried out a Data Governance and Performance Management
audit within 2023/24 which gained a Substantial assurance rating. Data
analytics performed identified that AF&RS achieves good data integrity, with
Internal Audit able to reperform and validate the performance reported
through the AFA governance structure via the performance scorecard.

The PRC monitors and oversees priority programmes such as the HMICFRS
Action Plan, the Transformation programme, programmes focused on
cultural development, and all large-scale estates construction or
redevelopment schemes.

Data is managed in accordance with the law. The key information
management and security policies in place are: The Data Management
Policy, Freedom of Information Policy, and policies to ensure suitable
security is in place for the Service’s information technology.

Business Continuity arrangements are in place for critical services, to ensure
they can continue to operate in an emergency.

Principle G: Implementing good practices in
transparency, reporting, and audit to deliver
effective accountability.

Accountability is about ensuring that those making decisions and delivering
services are answerable for them.

Internal audit services are provided by RSM UK Risk Assurance Services
LLP and reported to AGOC. Regulation 5 of the Accounts and Audit
regulations 2015 states that the Authority must undertake an effective
internal audit to evaluate the effectiveness of its risk management, control,
and governance processes, taking into account public sector internal
auditing standards or guidance.

External audit services have been provided by Deloitte UK LLP during
2023/24, with new auditors, Bishop Fleming, contracted for 2024/25.
External Audit provides an opinion on the financial statements of the
Authority, as well as providing assurance that value for money has been
delivered.

HMICFRS independently assesses the efficiency and effectiveness of
AF&RS. The Service was last subject to a full inspection by HMICFRS
during 2023/24, the outcome of which is available here — Avon Fire and
Rescue Service Inspection report 2023-2025. Further details are set out
below in section 12. The Service is working at pace to address the four
Causes of Concern with enhanced governance, scrutiny, and oversight
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arrangements, including from the central Fire Performance Oversight Group
(FPOG). Progress against the HMICFRS action plan is reported to the PRC
on a quarterly basis.

A Pay Policy Statement is published annually to ensure the AFA is
transparent about the way staff are renumerated.

Transparency information is published in accordance with the Transparency
Code.

HMICFRS Inspection Results

In November 2023, HMICFRS published its findings into AF&RS, following
their Round 3 inspection. The inspection assessed the Service'’s
effectiveness, efficiency and how well it looks after its people, measuring the
Service against 11 areas, with each one being given a graded judgement.

The inspection identified two accelerated causes of concern, one relating to
the Service's mobilising system and the other regarding site-specific risk
information. It also identified two further causes of concern, one relating to
promoting the right values and culture, and the other around preventing fires
and other risks. As a result, the Service entered enhanced monitoring known
as ‘Engage’. As part of the monitoring process, the Chief Fire Officer will
report back on Service improvements to the FPOG, made up of
representatives from HMICFRS, the Home Office, Local Government
Association, and the National Fire Chiefs Council.

In January 2024, following a revisit HMICFRS published a letter
acknowledging that AF&RS had made good progress:

“... We are pleased to see that the service has started to make good
progress in relation to both accelerated causes of concern. We recognise
that the service has invested time and resources to develop its action plan
and has established appropriate and clear governance arrangements, which
are being further strengthened following the publication of our full report...”

The full letter can be viewed here Avon Fire and Rescue Service: Causes of
concern revisit letter — January 2024.

A further revisit took place during March 2024 to review progress against the
Service mobilising system accelerated cause of concern. HMICFRS
published a letter acknowledging that AF&RS has made further progress.
“We were pleased to see the significant steps the service had taken in
response to the accelerated cause for concern. The fire control staff we
spoke with now have more confidence in the mobilisation system,”

“We will need to be assured that the original problems with the

mobilisation system have been fully addressed and won’t happen again.
During our next revisit, we will review the effectiveness of

the mobilisation system.
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The full letter can be viewed here Avon Fire and Rescue Service: Cause of
concern revisit letter - March 2024.

The most recent revisit took place in September 2024. The revisit found
significant improvements have been made to the mobilisation system to
make sure it is reliable and stable. This has resulted in the closure of the
accelerated cause of concern about the mobilisation system. Additionally,
eight of the 20 recommendations have been closed.

The full letter can be viewed here Avon Fire and Rescue Service: Cause of
concern revisit letter - September 2024.

The Head of Internal Audit opinion 2023/24

The Head of Internal Audit has formed the opinion that based on the areas
reviewed during the 12 months ending 31 March 2024; the Service has an
adequate and effective framework for risk management, governance, and
internal control. Internal Audit also stated, ‘our work has identified further
enhancements to the framework of risk management, governance and
internal control to ensure that it remains adequate and effective’.

Completion of Internal Audit actions are monitored by management through
an internal action tracker and the SLT and AGOC also monitor their
implementation. Internal Audit review progress throughout the year to check
and verify progress towards the management recommendations and actions
and evidence of implementation. The progress position is reflected in the
Internal Auditors’ annual report and opinion, including the number of actions
fully implemented and actions in progress towards their forthcoming
completion dates.

External Audit 2023/24

Our External Auditors have confirmed that they will issue an unmodified
opinion on the financial statements for the 12 months ending 31 March 2024.

It is also part of External Audit’s role to be satisfied proper arrangements
have been made to secure economy, efficiency, and effectiveness in the use
of resources (Value for Money — VFM). In their report to AGOC in December
2024, our External Auditors identified a significant weakness in relation to the
governance arrangements of the Service, in particular implementation of
HMICFRS action plans. The report noted that following the most recent visit
from HMICFRS in September 2024, progress is still required in respect of
one 'Accelerated cause of concern' and two 'Causes of concern'. The
recommendation stated that “The Authority must promptly implement the
required actions to close the remaining causes of concern and
recommendations made by HM Inspectorate to strengthen its arrangements
to secure economy, efficiency and effectiveness in its use of resources.”
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In addition, the prior auditors significant finding from 2022/23 was reported to
be ‘ongoing’. This was the recommendation that the Service continues to
review the actions implemented and ensure the desired outcomes are
achieved to address the concerns raised by HMICFRS.

Conclusion

As highlighted by the November 2023 HMICFRS inspection report, and
reflected in the 2023/24 external auditors Value for Money work, a significant
weakness in our governance arrangements has been identified. The Service
was aware of the need to implement the required actions to close the
remaining causes of concern from the inspection and were already taking
significant steps to address the concerns raised. This has been recognised
by the Inspectorate during their re-visits, and within the External Auditors
report. A detailed action plan to address the issues raised is in place, with
our governance arrangements strengthened to ensure progress is effectively
monitored.

Our self-assessment and the annual analysis of the system of internal
control has not identified any other significant weaknesses in our
governance arrangements, in addition to those identified from the HMICFRS
report, which are now being addressed. We will continue to be proactive in
our approach to monitoring the effectiveness of our governance to identify
areas of improvement. As a result of our self-assessment, over the coming
year we will take the steps to address the improvements identified in the
action plan in Appendix A.
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Signed:

Date:

Signed:

Date:

Statement of commitment

We have been advised of the result of the 2023/24 review of the
effectiveness of the governance and internal control framework, and of the
plans to address identified weaknesses to ensure continuous improvement
of the systems in place. We propose over the coming year to take steps to
address the matters set out in Appendix A to enhance further the Service's
governance and internal control arrangements.

This AGS was approved by AGOC on Friday 14 February 2025 and has
been signed by the Chief Fire Officer/Chief Executive, the Interim Chair of
Avon Fire Authority and both Statutory Officers.

We are satisfied that these steps will address the need for improvements

that were identified in our review of effectiveness, and that we will monitor
their implementation and operation over the next year and as part of our next
annual review of effectiveness.

=X
— C o

nm Chair, f;?%thonty Councillor Paul Chief Fire Officer/Chief Executive: Simon Shilton
Goggm

Clerk (Monitoring Officer): Amanda Brown Statutory Finance Officer (8112 Officer): Verity Lee
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17 Glossary of Terms

AF&RS |Avon Fire and Rescue Service JCC Joint Consultative Committee
AFA Avon Fire Authority KPI Key Performance Indicator
AGOC Audit, Qovernance and Oversight LPB Local Pension Board

Committee |
AGS Annual Governance Statement LGA Local Government Association
BFS Business Fire Safety MHFA Mental Health First Aid
CFO / CE |Chief Fire Officer / Chief Executive MTEP Medium-Term Financial Plan
clpFa  [Chartered Institute of Financial - \ngee  National Fire Chiefs Council

Accountants ]
CPD Continuous Personal Development |NatOG National Operational Guidance
CRMP Community Risk Management Plan |ORS |Opinion Research Survey
CRR Corporate Risk Register PDR Personal Development Review
DBS Disclosure and:Barring Service PiP Procurement in Partnership
DICE Dlverglty, reliiSioh? Cahssion, PMO Programme Management Office

Equality
DPIA Data Protection Impact Assessment PRA Purchase Requisition Authorisation
EDI Equality, Diversity, and Inclusion PRC Policy and Resources Committee
FBU Fire Brigade Union saRl  |otand Against Racism and
| | Inequality -
Fol Freedom of Information SEN Staff Engagement Network
FPOG Fire Performance Oversight Group |SLB Service Leadership Board
FRS Fire and Rescue Service SLT Service Leadership Team

- Society of Local Authority Chief

ﬁs_ .I:Iealth and Safety SOLACE Executives and Senior Managers
HFSV Home Fire Safety Visit SSRI Site-specific Risk Information

His Majesty’s In§pectorate of :
HMICERS |Constabulary and Fire & Rescue  [TAPB | l/ansfers, Appointments and

. Promotion Board

Services -
HR Human Resources ToR Terms of Reference
1A Impact Assessment TriM Trauma Risk Incident Management
IT VFM Value for Money

Information Technology
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