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The contents of this report relate only to those matters which came to our attention during the conduct of our normal audit procedures which are designed for the purpose of 
completing our work under the NAO Code and related guidance. Our audit is not designed to test all arrangements in respect of value for money. However, where, as part of our 
testing, we identify significant weaknesses, we will report these to you. In consequence, our work cannot be relied upon to disclose all irregularities, or to include all possible 
improvements in arrangements that a more extensive special examination might identify. We do not accept any responsibility for any loss occasioned to any third party acting, or 
refraining from acting, on the basis of the content of this report, as this report was not prepared for, nor intended for, any other purpose.
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Auditor’s Annual Report Year ending 31st March 2026

Introduction

This report brings together a summary of all the work we have undertaken for Kent County Council during 2025/26 as the appointed external 
auditor. The core element of the report is the commentary on the value for money (VfM) arrangements. The responsibilities of the Council are set 
out in Appendix A. The Value for Money Auditor responsibilities are set out in Appendix B.

Opinion on the financial statements
Auditors provide an opinion on the financial 
statements which confirms whether they:
• give a true and fair view of the financial position of 

the Council and its Group as at 31 March 2026 and 
of its expenditure and income for the year then 
ended

• have been properly prepared in accordance with 
the CIPFA/LASAAC Code of practice on local 
authority accounting in the United Kingdom 
2025/26.

• have been prepared in accordance with the 
requirements of the Local Audit and Accountability 
Act 2014

We also consider the Annual Governance Statement 
and undertake work relating to the Whole of 
Government Accounts consolidation exercise. 

Value for money

Under the Local Audit and Accountability Act 
2014, we are required to be satisfied whether the 
Council has made proper arrangements for 
securing economy, efficiency and effectiveness 
in its use of resources (referred to as Value for 
Money). The National Audit Office (NAO) Code of 
Audit Practice ('the Code'), requires us to assess 
arrangements under three areas: 

• financial sustainability 

• governance 

• improving economy, efficiency and 
effectiveness.

Auditor’s powers

Under the Local Audit and Accountability 
Act 2014, auditors of an Authority have a 
duty to consider whether there are any 
issues arising during their work that 
require the use of a range of auditor’s 
powers.

These powers are set out on page 13 with 
a commentary on whether any of these 
powers have been used during this audit 
period. In particular, auditors may issue:

• Statutory recommendations to the full 
Authority which must be considered 
publicly. 

• A Public Interest Report (PIR)

Our report is based on those matters which come to our attention during the conduct of our normal audit procedures, which are designed for the purpose of 
completing our work under the NAO Code and related guidance. Our audit is not designed to test all arrangements in respect of value for money. However, where, 
as part of our testing, we identify significant weaknesses, we will report these to you. In consequence, our work cannot be relied upon to disclose all irregularities, 
or to include all possible improvements in arrangements that a more extensive special examination might identify. During 2024/25, the NAO consulted on and 
updated the Code to align it with accounts backstop legislation. The new Code requires auditors to share a draft Auditor’s Annual Report (AAR) with those charged 
with governance by a nationally set deadline each year, and for the audited body to publish the AAR thereafter. The deadline requirement for 2025/26 AARs is 30 
November 2026. 
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Local government – context

Funding Not Meeting Need

The sector has seen prolonged 
funding reductions whilst demand 
and demographic pressures for key 
statutory services has increased; and 
has managed a period of high 
inflation and economic uncertainty.

External Audit Backlog

Councils, their auditors and other key 
stakeholders continue to manage 
and reset the backlog of annual 
accounts, to provide the necessary 
assurance on local government 
finances.

Workforce and Governance 
Challenges

Recruitment and retention challenges 
in many service areas have placed 
pressure on governance. Recent 
years have seen a rise in the instance 
of auditors issuing statutory 
recommendations.

Financial Sustainability

Despite the Fair Funding Review 2.0, 
many councils continue to face 
significant financial challenges, 
including social care, SEND and 
temporary accommodation  
pressures. There are an increasing 
number of councils in receipt of 
Exceptional Financial Support from 
the government.

Reorganisation and Devolution

Many councils in England are  
impacted by reorganisation and / or 
devolution, creating capacity and 
other challenges in meeting business 
as usual service delivery.

Digital change

AI and digital change are automating 
routine processes and enabling more 
personalised services for residents. 
This is shifting workforce skills as 
councils seek productivity gains.  
Risks around digital exclusion, data 
quality, ethics, and governance 
mean strong leadership and controls 
are increasingly important. 

Auditor’s Annual Report Year ending 31st March 2026

Local government has remained under significant pressure in 2025/26 

Kent County Council is an upper-tier local authority responsible for delivering key services including social care, education, transport, community resources and 
public health across Kent, alongside 12 district Councils, and Medway Unitary Authority. The Council area excludes Medway. 

The Council is one of the largest local authorities in England in terms of population served (1.6m). Covering 1,368 square miles, Kent has a diverse geography 
characterised by extensive rural areas, densely populated urban centres, and more than 350 miles of coastline. The Council must balance the provision of vital 
services across communities with significantly different demographic, geographic, and economic needs. The Council operates under a Leader and Cabinet 
model. The Council has 81 elected councillors with Reform UK in majority control of the Council since May 2025. The Council, along with the 12 Kent district 
councils and the Medway Unitary Authority, has been preparing for Local Government Reorganisation (LGR), but this is now paused pending the government’s 
review of LGR decisions.

National

Local

FuturePresentPast
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Auditor’s Annual Report Year ending 31st March 2026

Executive Summary – our assessment of value for money arrangements 

Criteria 2024/25 Assessment of arrangements 2025/26 Risk assessment 2025/26 Assessment of arrangements

Significant weaknesses identified due to unbudgeted costs in 
social care which is creating, alongside other factors, financial 
risk. We have also identified a significant weakness relating to 
the level of the Dedicated Schools Grant deficit. Two key 
recommendations made. No improvement recommendations 
made. 

Two significant weaknesses 
identified, in relation to the Adult 
Social Care spend and 
Dedicated School Grant deficit. 
Two key and one improvement 
recommendation made.

R
Financial 
sustainability

Three risks of significant 
weakness identified in relation 
to: Council overspends, 
Dedicated School Grant deficit 
and impact of local taxation 
decisions. 

R

Significant weaknesses in governance arrangements identified. 
A key recommendation has been made relating to improving 
committee effectiveness, member cohesion and training. No 
improvement recommendations made. 

R

Significant weaknesses in arrangements identified. A key 
recommendation has been made relating to Oracle 
Programme implementation to further support Council actions 
to finalise implementation. No improvement recommendations 
made. 

No significant weaknesses in 
arrangements identified and no 
improvement recommendations 
made. 

Improving 
economy, 
efficiency and 
effectiveness

No risks of significant weakness 
identified.

R

No significant weaknesses in 
arrangements identified, but four 
improvements recommendations 
raised.

Governance

One risk of significant weakness  
identified with regards to the 
Council’s governance 
arrangements. 

G No significant weaknesses or improvement recommendations. 

A No significant weaknesses, improvement recommendation(s) made.

R Significant weaknesses in arrangements identified and key recommendation(s) made.

Our overall summary of our Value for Money assessment of the Council’s arrangements is set out below. Further detail can be found on the 
following pages. 

Guidance Note

If a significant weakness is 
confirmed after completing 
further work then a key 
recommendation must be 
made.

Guidance Note

The example slide provides 
for a key rec (FS), 
Improvement rec (3Es) and 
key rec (Gov). Please tailor to 
your findings. 

Guidance Note

Please include RAG so if it is 
printed in black and white, it 
is still clear.

Guidance Note

The table should be the main 
focus of the page. Do not 
add any text outside the 
grey boxes. Do not resize the 
boxes. and lead into the 
following pages which will 
provide more detail around 
key recommendations.

Guidance Note

Please include detail of the 
number of KR and IR made so 
we can easily lift for analysis 
at the end. 
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 We have identified two significant weaknesses in the Council arrangements to secure financial sustainability. 

The Council overspent by £21.6m in 2025/26, primarily due to an overspend in Adult Social Care (£42.9m). This is the fourth consecutive year that the 
Council has recorded an overspend that has been paid for using reserves. The Council’s reserves are now significantly reduced, and their continued use is 
not sustainable. 

The 2026/27 budget included a Council Tax increase of 3.99%. This was below the permitted maximum increase before a referendum would be required. 
Local government finance settlements do assume Councils will take full Council Tax flexibility. 

The Council’s MTFP identifies a significant budget gap, with no assumptions made on Council Tax levels. The Council will need to contain overspending and 
identify recurrent savings to bridge funding gaps and support reserves sustainability, whilst managing risks relating to the level of Council Tax set. These 
factors are included within a key recommendation. 

The Council continues to experience significant demand pressures relating to Special Educational Needs and Disabilities (SEND), funded through the 
Dedicated Schools Grant (DSG) High Needs Block. The Council has been spending more than the funding provided, leading to a deficit position that is 
increasing year on year. 

The Council has submitted a SEND Reform Plan to the Department for Education. If approved, the Council would be eligible for grant funding of up to 90% 
of its historic DSG deficit as of 31 March 2026. Nevertheless, the Council continues to face significant financial risk arising from forecast DSG deficits in 
2026/27 and 2027/28, particularly given the uncertainty surrounding future funding arrangements. Accordingly, we have updated the key 
recommendation raised in 2024/25 in relation to mitigating the growth of the DSG deficit. 

Executive Summary

Auditor’s Annual Report Year ending 31st March 2026

We set out below the key findings from our commentary on the Council’s arrangements in respect of value for money.

Financial sustainability

Guidance Note

If additional matters have been 
used such as a statutory 
recommendation, Section 30 
referral or PIR this should be 
reported in the Executive 
summary.

Guidance Note

The executive summary should 
be short and concise unless 
there is a clearer need to say 
more, such as in cases of very 
significant issues or 
complexity. Please keep to one 
slide as there is scope to 
include further information 
where significant weaknesses 
are identified on latter pages.

Order the sections so that the 
areas of weakness are reported 
first. Align to the order in the 
main body of the report. 
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Executive Summary

Auditor’s Annual Report Year ending 31st March 2026

We set out below the key findings from our commentary on the Council’s arrangements in respect of value for money.

        We have identified a significant weaknesses in the Council’s governance arrangements. 

The Governance and Audit Committee is an essential component of the Council’s control environment. However, our work has established committee 
arrangements are not optimal and need to be strengthened. We have also identified opportunities for enhancing member-to-member and member-to-officer 
cohesion, learning from code complaints and enhancing member training and take up.  For context, in 2023/24, a governance review was conducted as part 
of our wider programme of external audit activity with findings presented to the Council in October 2023. Our report identified a range of similar themes and 
recommendations, indicating there are still entrenched governance issues that remain to be effectively addressed. 

We have established the Council regularly reviews and assesses its strategic risks, operates an effective internal audit service, and has in place appropriate  
counter fraud arrangements. The head of internal audit provided an ‘Adequate ’ Assurance for 2025/26. 

Governance

Guidance Note

If additional matters have been 
used such as a statutory 
recommendation, Section 30 
referral or PIR this should be 
reported in the Executive 
summary.

Guidance Note

The executive summary should 
be short and concise unless 
there is a clearer need to say 
more, such as in cases of very 
significant issues or 
complexity. Please keep to one 
slide as there is scope to 
include further information 
where significant weaknesses 
are identified on latter pages.

Order the sections so that the 
areas of weakness are reported 
first. Align to the order in the 
main body of the report. 
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 We have identified a significant weakness with regards to the Council’s arrangements to secure economy, efficiency and effectiveness. 

We have a raised a key recommendation for the Council to strengthen arrangements relating to the Oracle Cloud Programme.

The Council has in place appropriate performance monitoring arrangements supported by member oversight. During 2025/26 the Office for Standards in 
Education, Children’s Services and Skills (Ofsted) have rated Children’s Social Care as ‘Good’ and we have also seen how the Council has continued to embed 
improvements following an adverse Local Area SEND inspection in 2022. The Care Quality Commission (CQC) rated Adult Social Care services as ‘requires 
improvement’ and the Council is further developing its improvement plans and transformational activity within this service. 

We have raised an improvement recommendation in respect of a pension fund administration backlog. 

Improving economy, efficiency and effectiveness

P
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Auditor’s Annual Report Year ending 31st March 2026

This page summarises our opinion on the Council’s financial statements and sets out whether we have used any of the other powers available to 
us as the Council’s auditors. 

Executive summary – auditor’s other responsibilities

Opinion on the Financial 
Statements

Use of auditor’s powers

We did not make any written statutory recommendations under Schedule 7 of the Local 
Audit and Accountability Act 2014.

We did not make an application to the Court or issue any Advisory Notices under Section 
28 of the Local Audit and Accountability Act 2014.

We did not make an application for judicial review under Section 31 of the Local Audit 
and Accountability Act 2014. 

We did not identify any issues that required us to issue a Public Interest Report (PIR) 
under Schedule 7 of the Local Audit and Accountability Act 2014. 

We have  completed our audit of your financial statements and expect to issue an 
unqualified audit opinion, shortly after the Governance and Audit Committee meeting on 
15 October 2026. Our findings are set out in further detail on pages 13-16.

Auditor’s responsibility 2025/26 outcome

10

Guidance Note
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 Risks will remain once LGR transition 
and implementation recommences, once the 
government has reconfirmed its position. 

• Ensuring appropriate ongoing financial 
stewardship, governance and decision making 
is maintained, and the Council’s best value 
duty is adhered to

• On page 36 of this report, we recommend that 
the Council drives forward improvements to 
aspects of its current governance framework. It 
is important the Council acts on this 
recommendation to support cohesion in the 
run-up to potential future shadow elections.

• Working with demising councils to ensure 
governance and programme management 
arrangements for LGR transition and 
implementation are aligned and free from gaps 
and overlaps.

• Managing the disaggregation and aggregation 
of Council services and finances when creating 
the new unitary council.

• Having appropriate resource in place to deliver 
the 2026/27 and 2027/28 accounts.

Residual risks

Local Government Reorganisation – organisational change and risk

Auditor’s Annual Report Year ending 31st March 2026

Additional context around our review of the local government reorganisation (LGR) arrangements in 2025/26

 The English Devolution and Community 
Empowerment Act received Royal Assent on 29 
April 2026.

On 7 September 2026 the government announced 
a pause to LGR decisions. The decisions relating to 
Essex, Suffolk, Norfolk and Hampshire (originally 
announced on 26 March 2026) have been 
withdrawn.

For other LGR geographies, the government’s 
decisions announced on 16 July 2026 have been 
paused and are to be reviewed.

The only LGR geography not to be impacted is 
Surrey, with the vesting day for the two new 
unitaries remaining 1 April 2027.

For other geographies, the Shadow Authority 
elections were due to take place in May 2027, with 
vesting day of new unitaries on 1 April 2028. The 
government has confirmed that the May 2027 
elections will now be based on existing council 
boundaries. The revised timescale for Shadow 
Authority elections has not yet been confirmed by 
the Government, resulting in uncertainty.

National Context

11

 For Kent and Medway, the shadow 
authority elections were due to take place in 
May 2027 with vesting day of the four new 
unitarity authorities to be 1 April 2028. During 
2025/26 we observed:

The Council worked collaboratively with regional 
partners to identify and assess several models as 
part of the LGR process. The Council put in 
place appropriate governance arrangements to 
support the development of its preferred LGR 
proposal ahead of the submission of the 
Council’s Strategic Business Case in November 
2025. The Council submission was one of five 
different submissions. The Council’s proposal 
was for a unitary council covering Kent and 
Medway, to include three area assemblies. 

The Government announced its preferred option 
for LGR in Kent in July 2026. It selected four 
unitary proposal submitted by Dover District 
Council, Swale Borough Council and Thanet 
District Council. The Council, alongside regional 
partners, mobilised a Kent and Medway LGR 
Implementation Programme to deliver this LGR 
option, but this is now paused pending the 
government’s review of LGR decisions.

What we observed in 2025/26

Guidance Note

Note separate AAR content is 
available for Surrey for 
2025/26.

Guidance Note

See separate detailed 
guidance note on LGR/Devo
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Auditor’s Annual Report Year ending 31st March 2026

Findings from the audit of the financial statements

The Council provided and published draft accounts in line with the national 
deadline of 30 June 2026.

Draft financial statements were of a good standard and supported by detailed 
working papers.  

• We experienced significant delays in obtaining supporting transaction 
information for debtors and creditors at the beginning of the audit, with 
significant balances unable to be substantiated. These issues were resolved 
successfully but took some time. These delays were primarily due to user 
inexperience with the new Oracle Fusion system.

• No adjustments have been made to the financial statements following our audit

Audit Findings Report

We report the detailed findings from our audit in our Audit Findings Report. A final 
version of our report was presented to the Council’s Governance and Audit 
Committee on 15 October 2026. Requests for this Audit Findings Report should be 
directed to the Council.

Opinion on the financial statements 

Audit opinion on the financial statements

We intend to issue an unqualified opinion on the Council’s financial 
statements on 

The full opinion is included in the Council’s Annual Report for 2025/26, 
which can be obtained from the Council’s website.

Grant Thornton provides an independent opinion on whether the 
Council’s financial statements:

• give a true and fair view of the financial position of the Council and its 
group as at 31 March 2026 and of its expenditure and income for the 
year then ended

• have been properly prepared in accordance with the CIPFA/LASAAC 
Code of practice on local authority accounting in the United Kingdom 
2025/26

• have been prepared in accordance with the requirements of the Local 
Audit and Accountability Act 2014.

We conducted our audit in accordance with: International Standards on 
Auditing (UK), the NAO Code of Audit Practice (2024), and applicable 
law. We are independent of the Council in accordance with applicable 
ethical requirements, including the Financial Reporting Council’s Ethical 
Standard.

These pages set out the key findings from our audit of the Council’s financial statements, and whether we have used any of the other powers 
available to us as the Council’s auditors. 

Guidance Note

Provide a short summary 
on the opinion.

Add another page if there 
are opinion issues you 
wish to report here over 
and above a short 
summary.
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Auditor’s Annual Report Year ending 31st March 2026

We conducted our audit in accordance with: International Standards on Auditing 
(UK), the Code of Audit Practice (2024) published by the National Audit Office, 
and applicable law. We are independent of the Council in accordance with 
applicable ethical requirements, including the Financial Reporting Council’s 
Ethical Standard.

Findings from the audit of the financial statements

The Pension Fund provided and published draft accounts in line with the national 
deadline. 

Draft financial statements were of a good standard and supported by detailed 
working papers. 

Audit Findings Report

We report the detailed findings from our audit in our Audit Findings Report. A final 
version of our report was presented to the Kent County Council Governance and 
Audit Committee on 15 October 2026. Requests for this Audit Findings Report 
should be directed to the Council.

Opinion on the pension fund statements

Audit opinion on the financial statements

The Pension Fund is required to publish its Annual Report by 1 December 
2026. We issue an auditor’s consistency report which includes our 
opinion that the 2025/26 Kent Pension Fund financial statements within 
the Pension Fund Annual Report are consistent, in all material aspects, 
with those within the audited administering authority’s Financial 
Statements.

We intend to issue an unqualified consistency report on the pension fund 
financial statements contained within the Pension Fund’s Annual Report 
shortly after our opinion on the pension fund financial statements.

Grant Thornton provides an independent opinion on whether the 
Council’s financial statements:

• give a true and fair view of the financial position of the Pension Fund 
as at 31 March 2026 and of its expenditure and income for the year 
then ended

• have been properly prepared in accordance with the CIPFA/LASAAC 
Code of practice on local authority accounting in the United Kingdom 
2025/26

• have been prepared in accordance with the requirements of the Local 
Audit and Accountability Act 2014

Guidance Note

Provide a short summary 
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These pages set out the key findings from our audit of the pension fund financial statements, and whether we have used any of  the other 
powers available to us as the Council’s auditors. 
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Auditor’s Annual Report Year ending 31st March 2026

Other reporting requirements

Annual Governance Statement

Under the Code of Audit Practice published by the National Audit Office we 
are required to consider whether the Annual Governance Statement does not 
comply with the requirements of the CIPFA/LASAAC Code of Practice on 
Local Authority Accounting, or is misleading or inconsistent with the 
information of which we are aware from our audit. 

We are not required to consider whether the Annual Governance Statement 
addresses all risks and controls or that risks are satisfactorily addressed by 
internal controls.

We have nothing to report in this regard. 
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Auditor’s Annual Report Year ending 31st March 2026

Use of auditor’s powers 

We bring the following matters to your attention:

Under the Code of Audit Practice, we are required to report to you if: 

• we issue a report in the public interest under section 24 of the Local Audit and Accountability Act 2014 in the course of, or at the conclusion of the audit; or 

• we make a written recommendation to the Authority under section 24 of the Local Audit and Accountability Act 2014 in the course of, or at the conclusion of the 
audit; or 

• we make an application to the court for a declaration that an item of account is contrary to law under Section 28 of the Local Audit and Accountability Act 2014 
in the course of, or at the conclusion of the audit; or; 

• we issue an advisory notice under Section 29 of the Local Audit and Accountability Act 2014 in the course of, or at the conclusion of the audit; or 

• we make an application for judicial review under Section 31 of the Local Audit and Accountability Act 2014, in the course of, or at the conclusion of the audit. 

We have nothing to report in respect of the above matters. 
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Value for Money – commentary on arrangements

Auditor’s Annual Report Year ending 31st March 2026

This page explains how we undertake the value for money assessment of arrangements and provide a commentary under three specified 
areas.

All Councils are responsible for putting in place proper arrangements to secure economy, efficiency and effectiveness from their resources. This includes taking 
properly informed decisions and managing key operational and financial risks so that they can deliver their objectives and safeguard public money. Councils report 
on their arrangements and the effectiveness of these arrangements as part of their annual governance statement. 

Under the Local Audit and Accountability Act 2014, we are required to be satisfied whether the Council has made proper arrangements for securing economy, 
efficiency and effectiveness in its use of resources. The National Audit Office (NAO) Code of Audit Practice ('the Code'), requires us to assess arrangements under 
three areas:

 

Arrangements for ensuring the Council can 
continue to deliver services. This includes planning 
resources to ensure adequate finances and 
maintain sustainable levels of spending over the 
medium term (3-5 years).

 

Arrangements for ensuring that the Council makes 
appropriate decisions in the right way. This 
includes arrangements for budget setting and 
budget management, risk management, and 
making decisions based on appropriate 
information.

 

Arrangements for improving the way the Council 
delivers its services. This includes arrangements for 
understanding costs and delivering efficiencies 
and improving outcomes for service users.

Financial sustainability Governance Improving economy, efficiency and 
effectiveness

18
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We considered how the Council: Commentary on arrangements Rating

identifies all the significant financial 
pressures that are relevant to its 
short and medium-term plans and 
builds these into them

The Council reported a net revenue overspend of £21.6m in 2025/26, representing an adverse variance of 1.4% 
against the original budget of £1,531.9m. This position was driven by significant underlying pressures within Adult 
Social Care and Health (ASCH), which reported an overspend of £42.9m (6.1%), primarily arising from demand 
pressures and slippage in the delivery of planned savings. While substantial growth was built into the 2025/26 ASCH 
budget, the scale of the overspend highlights the ongoing challenges the service faces in operating within approved 
budget assumptions and controlling expenditure. 2025/26 marked the fourth consecutive year in which the Council 
has reported an overspend, notwithstanding the implementation of a range of in-year mitigating actions. These 
recurring overspends have been funded through the use of general fund working balances, which reduced to £66m as 
at 31 March 2026, equivalent to 4.3% of the Council's net budget. The continued and unplanned depletion of reserves 
is not sustainable and increases the risk to the Council's longer-term financial resilience and sustainability.

The Council set a balanced budget for 2026/27, with planned net expenditure of £1,654.5m. The budget incorporated 
significant growth in spending, the majority of which was allocated to ASCH. The budget report outlined actions to 
contain expenditure, including reducing provider fee uplifts and managing demand growth, with the objective of 
minimising recurring budget variances. The 2026/27 budget also includes a strategy to replenish reserves 
progressively over the period covered by the Medium-Term Financial Plan (MTFP) 2026/27 to 2028/29. For 2026/27, 
the Council was permitted to increase Council Tax by up to 4.99% without triggering a referendum. However, it 
elected to increase Council Tax by 3.99%. Budget papers transparently acknowledged the financial risks associated 
with not utilising the full flexibility available, particularly given the Council's recent history of overspending and 
reserve erosion. The Council’s decision to forgo full Council Tax flexibility does impact on the Council’s cumulative 
savings requirement in 2026/27 and beyond, and such decisions need to be carefully balanced. (continued)

R

Financial sustainability – commentary on arrangements

Auditor’s Annual Report Year ending 31st March 2026

G No significant weaknesses or improvement recommendations. 

A No significant weaknesses, improvement recommendations made.

R Significant weaknesses in arrangements identified and key recommendation(s) made.
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We considered how the Council: Commentary on arrangements Rating

identifies all the significant financial 
pressures that are relevant to its 
short and medium-term plans and 
builds these into them

(Continued)

(continued) 

The Council has informed us that its high-level Quarter 1 forecast for 2026/27 indicates a net overspend of £21.4m. 
This forecast is primarily attributable to continued pressures within social care services, including a projected 
overspend of £9.1m in ASCH and £13.0m in Children, Young People and Education (CYPE). This early forecast 
highlights the continuing volatility and financial risk associated with the Council's social care budgets.

The Council's financial planning framework is underpinned by the MTFP 2026/27 - 2028/29. The MTFP approved in 
February 2026 identified a cumulative budget gap of £96.3m over the period 2027/28 to 2028/29. The Council has 
subsequently informed us that this forecast gap has reduced to £86.4m (£54.4m 2027/28 and £32.0m 2028/29). 
However, this assumes no increase in Council Tax during the MTFP period. Future decisions on local taxation, together 
with the Council's ability to deliver approved savings and maintain expenditure within budgeted levels, particularly in 
ASCH and CYPE, will be key determinants of its future financial position. These factors will also directly influence the 
Council's ability to rebuild working balances to more sustainable levels. While the Council has recognised these 
challenges and taken steps to address them, significant financial sustainability risks remain. 

Consequently, we have restated and updated a key recommendation from the prior year. (continued) 

R

Financial sustainability – commentary on arrangements (continued)

Auditor’s Annual Report Year ending 31st March 2026

G No significant weaknesses or improvement recommendations. 

A No significant weaknesses, improvement recommendations made.

R Significant weaknesses in arrangements identified and key recommendation(s) made.
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We considered how the Council: Commentary on arrangements Rating

identifies all the significant financial 
pressures that are relevant to its 
short and medium-term plans and 
builds these into them

(Continued)

(continued) Like many authorities across the sector, the Council continues to experience significant demand pressures 
relating to Special Educational Needs and Disabilities (SEND), funded through the Dedicated Schools Grant (DSG) 
High Needs Block. Although the Council is implementing measures to mitigate these pressures, rising demand 
continues to generate substantial levels of unbudgeted expenditure.

The Outturn 2025/26 outturn report, considered by Cabinet on 25 June 2026 set out the DSG recorded a net 
overspend of £61.8m in 2025/26, including a High Needs Block overspend of £64.6m. The resulting DSG deficit is 
currently subject to a statutory override, under which DSG deficits are held separately within an unusable reserve 
rather than impacting the general fund. This arrangement is scheduled to expire on 31 March 2028. As at 31 March 
2026, the Council's cumulative DSG deficit had increased to £130.5m and is forecast to continue growing during 
2026/27 and 2027/28.

The Council has submitted a SEND Reform Plan to the Department for Education (DfE) for approval. If approved, the 
Council would be eligible for grant funding of up to 90% of its historic DSG deficit as at 31 March 2026. Nevertheless, 
the Council continues to face significant financial risk arising from forecast DSG deficits in 2026/27 (£109.5m) and 
2027/28 (£137.6m), particularly given the uncertainty surrounding future funding arrangements. Accordingly, we 
have updated the key recommendation raised in 2024/25 in relation to mitigating the growth of the DSG deficit.

R

Financial sustainability – commentary on arrangements (continued)

Auditor’s Annual Report Year ending 31st March 2026

G No significant weaknesses or improvement recommendations. 

A No significant weaknesses, improvement recommendations made.

R Significant weaknesses in arrangements identified and key recommendation(s) made.
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We considered how the Council: Commentary on arrangements Rating

plans to bridge its funding gaps and 
identify achievable savings

The Council’s 2025/26 outturn report identified that the Council delivered £98.6m (81%) of savings against a total 
savings requirement of £121.5m.  However, in 2025/26, the majority of all savings slippage related to ASCH. In 
2025/26 ASCH delivered £41.9m (67%)  savings against a target of £62.6m. Savings slippage of £20.7m contributed to 
the overall ASCH overspend that we have set out in the proceeding section of this report. During 2025/26, Internal 
Audit issued a limited assurance report in respect of ASCH savings governance. The report included recommendations 
for how the service could drive improvements in identifying alternative savings where original plans are no longer 
deemed deliverable, enhancing savings reporting metrics and identifying lessons learnt from areas of savings 
slippage. These findings provide further evidence that the arrangements for savings delivery in ASCH were not 
optimal during 2025/26. 

From June 2026 the Council has mobilised and resourced a dedicated Project Management Office (PMO), with 
activity overseen by an internal Strategic Priorities Board (SPB). The SPB scope is Council-wide and includes major 
transformational change initiatives and the tracking of significant and material savings, cost and demand drivers, 
key activity measures and exceptions. The SPB is formed of the senior officers of the Council and provides direct 
evidence of the renewed focus the Council is placing on savings delivery. Furthermore, the PMO process has been 
enhanced to include further analysis of recent trends on the most significant demand and cost drivers and how these 
impact on the forecasts included in the budget. The enhancements include Council wide actions that need to be 
taken to address variances including the reintroduction of more rigorous spending controls in the current financial 
year. (continued) 
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Financial sustainability – commentary on arrangements (continued) 

Auditor’s Annual Report Year ending 31st March 2026

G No significant weaknesses or improvement recommendations. 

A No significant weaknesses, improvement recommendations made.

R Significant weaknesses in arrangements identified and key recommendation(s) made.
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We considered how the Council: Commentary on arrangements Rating

plans to bridge its funding gaps and 
identify achievable savings

(continued) The 2026/27 budget includes a total savings requirement of £90.4m for 2026/27. ASCH total savings 
requirement for 2026/27 is £41.7m and therefore remains a substantial proportion of the overall saving programme 
despite a stepdown in requirement when compared to the year prior. Quarter one 2026/27 revenue forecast identifies 
that £4.4m of ASCH savings are unable to be delivered in 2026/27, with savings under-delivery contributing to the 
Council’s overall adverse variance forecast of £21.4m.  ASCH saving slippage in 2025/26 and forecast slippage in 
2026/27 creates financial risk. The Council must ensure effective support is in place to maximise ASCH directorate 
savings delivery and ensure corrective action is taken where performance falls behind plan. 

The MTFP approved in February 2026 identified savings of £23.4m in 2027/28 and £17.6m in 2028/29. After the 
application of these savings a residual budget gap of £86.4m is identified for the period 2027/28 – 2028/29 (£54.4m 
2027/28 and £32.0m 2028/29). However, this gap assumes a 0% rise in Council Tax. Local taxation decisions in 
respect of the 2027/28 budget will clearly have an impact of the scale of any residual budget gap that would be 
required to be managed by new savings or wider alternatives such as reserves. The Council will need to be alert to 
these risk and challenges. We have incorporated these findings within key recommendation 1.

In June 2026 Cabinet considered the Delivery for Local Government Efficiency (DOLGE) Strategy, marking the 
second phase of a programme originally established in May 2025 to scrutinise spending, identify savings and 
improve value for money across the Council. The strategy focuses on four key areas: Efficiency and simplification, 
ensuring spend and savings are to budget, commercial income generation and resilience, and LGR. We will assess the 
impact of this new Strategy as part of our work in 2026/27.

R

Financial sustainability – commentary on arrangements (continued)

Auditor’s Annual Report Year ending 31st March 2026

G No significant weaknesses or improvement recommendations. 

A No significant weaknesses, improvement recommendations made.

R Significant weaknesses in arrangements identified and key recommendation(s) made.
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We considered how the Council: Commentary on arrangements Rating

plans finances to support the 
sustainable delivery of services in 
accordance with strategic and 
statutory priorities

During 2025/26, the Council refreshed its strategic planning and adopted Kent County Council’s Strategic Statement 
‘Reforming Kent 2025-2028’ which includes a vision ‘Kent is a place where the residents feel safer, healthier and 
wealthier and know that their political representatives try to get the best value for every pound spent’. 

The new Strategic Statement also included six commitments that included ‘keep Council Tax as low as possible but 
will maintain core service provision’, ‘not accept the status quo where it fails our residents whether as service users or 
taxpayers’ and ‘have a ruthless focus on value for money and cost efficiency’, demonstrating the strategic 
importance the Council places on cost-efficient service provision. The Council’s 2026/27 budget demonstrated 
alignment with these key strategic commitments whilst incorporating considerable growth relating to the Council’s 
statutory service provision. Future decisions on local taxation, savings levels and the Council's ability to deliver 
approved budget envelopes will need to be carefully managed to support short-term financial sustainability. 

G

Financial sustainability – commentary on arrangements

Auditor’s Annual Report Year ending 31st March 2026

G No significant weaknesses or improvement recommendations. 

A No significant weaknesses, improvement recommendations made.

R Significant weaknesses in arrangements identified and key recommendation(s) made.
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We considered how the Council: Commentary on arrangements Rating

ensures its financial plan is 
consistent with other plans such as 
workforce, capital, investment and 
other operational planning which 
may include working with other local 
public bodies as part of a wider 
system

There are arrangements in place that ensures the Council’s financial planning is consistent with other strategic 
documents and Council priorities. The Council's financial planning demonstrates strong interconnectivity and 
alignment with a suite of associated strategies such as the three-year MTFP 2025-28, ten-year capital programme 
2025-35, Treasury Management Strategy, Investment Strategy, Capital Strategy, and Minimum Revenue Provision. 
This is good practice. The Council’s capital programme follows the Council’s strategic planning and is supported by 
a detailed Capital Strategy which clearly set outs a prioritisation methodology, explains the how the capital 
programme is to be funded, the affordability of the programme and the associated revenue impact. Treasury 
management performance was tracked and reported during the year with appropriate oversight and governance. 
This included a mid-year treasury management update and a year-end outturn report. These reports demonstrate 
that all prudential indicators were met during 2025/26.

G

identifies and manages risk to 
financial resilience, e.g. unplanned 
changes in demand, including 
challenge of the assumptions in 
underlying plans

The Council can demonstrate it regularly assesses key financial risks that are identified within the Corporate Risk 
Register alongside planned mitigations. 
During 2025/26 the Council budget monitoring detailed significant financial risks, predominately arising from 
overspends within ASCH. The Council took action to support containment of this financial risk, and a range of cost 
controls measures were introduced during 2025/26. The Council can evidence that scenario planning is undertaken 
and reported to Members through sensitivity analysis of key budget assumptions within budget setting papers. The 
2026/27 budget also clearly described the financial risk being navigated by the Council including unbudgeted 
expenditure within demand led services, impact of DSG deficits, the need to build back reserves and the impact of 
local taxation decisions. These interconnected risks will need to be very carefully managed in the short term, and 
these risk areas align themes set out in key recommendations 1 and 2.

G

Financial sustainability – commentary on arrangements (continued)

Auditor’s Annual Report Year ending 31st March 2026
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G No significant weaknesses or improvement recommendations. 

A No significant weaknesses, improvement recommendations made.

R Significant weaknesses in arrangements identified and key recommendation(s) made.
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Financial sustainability (continued)

Auditor’s Annual Report Year ending 31st March 2026

Key Finding: The Council recognises the financial challenges it is facing. Persistent social care overspending has significantly reduced levels of reserves which 
creates increased risk for ongoing financial sustainability. Adult Social Care and Health (ASCH) has overspent in the last four financial years despite considerable 
budget growth. The Council introduced a range of measures to strengthen financial sustainability during 2025/26, and we also note the emphasis placed in the 
2026/27 budget report on the vital importance of the Council building back reserves to help build financial resilience. However, it is essential that ongoing 
overspending, particularly within social care, is contained, savings are delivered to support the Council’s financial sustainability and wider financial risks are 
managed appropriately. 

Evidence:  In line with other upper tier authorities, social care expenditure dominated the Council’s financial planning in 2025/26 with demand pressures and saving 
slippage driving financial volatility. The Council reported a net overspend in 2025/26 of £21.6m. Further analysis of service pressure identified an underlying 
overspend of £42.9m within ASCH. This represents a significant variance (6.1%)  and followed ASCH overspending in 2022/23- £20m, 2023/24 -£30m, 2024/25 -
£40m all of which underlines the difficulty this service area is experiencing in keeping to agreed budget envelopes. ASCH overspends in 2025/26 were a mainly 
attributable to unbudgeted demand led pressures, but we note savings slippage of £20.7m contributed to the overall adverse variance. It is also important to flag 
that, although CYPE were able to deliver an overall budget surplus of £0.9m in 2025/26, there was an overspend of £13.7m driven by faster than expected reduction 
in foster placements and therefore a greater reliance on external placements. This was mainly offset by significant home-to-school transport savings but will require 
the Council to carefully track placement expenditure going forward and further underlines the acute volatility of social care expenditure.  

The budget monitoring framework allowed the Council to react to the adverse forecast in a timely manner and organisational-wide financial controls were 
introduced during 2025/26 to mitigate key areas of overspending. Also, we note during 2025/26 internal audit assessed ASCH saving delivery governance with three 
high-priority areas for improvement identified which will allow the Council to further strengthen directorate arrangements. The Council has also undertaken ASCH 
cost benchmarking and identified areas of opportunity to drive potential efficiencies in commissioning, whilst more recently stabilising ASCH senior leadership 
arrangements. We also note the Council has introduced enhanced governance and oversight of budget priorities, including the tracking of significant savings. These 
are all encouraging actions, but the Council has overspent in the last four financial years, and this has impacted reserves with the 2025/26 overspend reducing 
working balances to £69.5m or 4.3% of the 2025/26 net budget, which is below the Council targeted level of 5%. (continued) 

Significant weakness in relation to managing cost and savings within social care

Guidance Note

The Code says: 

34. Where the auditor’s planning 
work has identified risks of 
significant weakness, the auditor 
should consider what additional 
evidence is needed to determine 
whether there is a significant 
weakness in arrangements and 
undertake additional procedures as 
necessary, including challenge of 
management’s assumptions (where 
appropriate). 

35. Where the auditor has sufficient 
evidence from their planning work 
that corporate processes should 
identify arrangements which are not 
operating and enable corrective 
action to be taken, including being 
satisfied with internal audit, then 
the auditor does not need to 
undertake further work to confirm 
for themselves that arrangements 
are operating as expected. 
However, where planning work has 
identified a risk that arrangements 
are not operating in practice, the 
auditor may wish to carry out 
additional work such as testing the 
underlying controls relating to those 
arrangements, but only insofar as 
the auditor judges necessary to 
inform their understanding of the 
significance of the weakness. 

Partners are clear that they want 
no duplication of messages. 
Additional risk based procedures 
should be based upon the risk 
identified. 
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Financial sustainability (continued)

Auditor’s Annual Report Year ending 31st March 2026

Evidence: (continued) The Council set a balanced budget for 2026/27. The budget included £178m of spending growth, of which £89.8m related to ASCH, to 
accommodate the effect of 2025/26 overspends, price uplifts, cost and demand driver increases. This underlines the dominance of ASCH expenditure in the 
Council’s financial planning.  Alongside this, we observe a stepping down of ASCH saving requirements compared to the prior year, with a shift in Council strategy 
towards controlling ASCH expenditure rather than relying on large-scale savings delivery. This shift will need to be extremely carefully managed by the Council; a 
sharp focus will need to be placed on ASCH expenditure and residual savings during 2026/27, and the Council must ensure it has in place the necessary 
resources/service support to ensure adverse variance is minimised. 

The Council has in place an agreed reserves policy which is good practice. This sets out how the Council aims to hold working balances of between 5% and 10% of 
the net revenue budget (NRB) to support the management of financial risk particularly from spending growth. The 2026/27 budget included a plan to incrementally 
increase reserves to more appropriate levels over the MTFP 2026/27 – 2028/29 and back within Council tolerances. These planned contributions are to a degree 
dependent on the Council halting significant overspending in ASCH and other areas.  Failure to build back reserves will create financial risk to the Council. 

For 2026/27 the Council was permitted to levy a maximum annual Council tax increase of 4.99% before a referendum on such an increase would be required. We 
note local government settlements assume Councils will take full flexibility. The 2026/27 budget report proposed a Council Tax increase of 3.99% with papers 
transparently articulating the financial risk associated with forgoing full Council Tax flexibility in the context of the Council not being able to contain unbudgeted 
spending and resultant reserve erosion. Within the 2026/27 budget was the Section 25 Assurance Statement. The Local Government Act 2003 (Section 25) requires 
that when a Council is agreeing its budget and Council Tax precept, the Chief Finance Officer must report on the following matters: the robustness of the estimates 
made for the purposes of the calculations, and the adequacy of the proposed financial reserves. The Section 25 report on the 2026/27 budget identifies that ASCH 
financial risks are one of the highest risks for the Council and states that the decision to raise the Council Tax charge below the level permitted ‘poses a long-term 
financial risk as a result of the Council Tax income forgone’. The report identifies a £31.8m cumulative impact across the MTFP due to foregone Council Tax revenue 
in 2026/27 which highlights the financial risks being balanced. The MTFP identifies a budget gap of £96.3m for the period 2027/28-2028/29. We have been 
informed by the Council the forecast gap has since narrowed to £86.3m. However, this gap assumes a 0% rise in Council Tax. Decisions on local taxation in 2027/28 
will therefore have a significant impact on the scale of the gap, as will the Council's ability to deliver approved budget envelopes and savings targets in 2026/27, 
particularly within ASCH and CYPE. These financial variables will also have direct impact on the Council's plan to rebuild working balances to more sustainable 
levels. (continued) 

Significant weakness in relation to managing cost and savings within social care

Guidance Note

The Code says: 

34. Where the auditor’s planning 
work has identified risks of 
significant weakness, the auditor 
should consider what additional 
evidence is needed to determine 
whether there is a significant 
weakness in arrangements and 
undertake additional procedures as 
necessary, including challenge of 
management’s assumptions (where 
appropriate). 

35. Where the auditor has sufficient 
evidence from their planning work 
that corporate processes should 
identify arrangements which are not 
operating and enable corrective 
action to be taken, including being 
satisfied with internal audit, then 
the auditor does not need to 
undertake further work to confirm 
for themselves that arrangements 
are operating as expected. 
However, where planning work has 
identified a risk that arrangements 
are not operating in practice, the 
auditor may wish to carry out 
additional work such as testing the 
underlying controls relating to those 
arrangements, but only insofar as 
the auditor judges necessary to 
inform their understanding of the 
significance of the weakness. 

Partners are clear that they want 
no duplication of messages. 
Additional risk based procedures 
should be based upon the risk 
identified. 
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Financial sustainability (continued)

Auditor’s Annual Report Year ending 31st March 2026

Impact: The Council is being impacted by significant overspending in ASCH which has eroded reserves over time. The delivery of ASCH within approved budgets and 
the delivery of agreed ASCH savings plans are fundamental to the Council’s plan to build back reserves in support of financial sustainability. We have also seen 
concerning underlying pressure within a specific area of CYPE underscoring the overall financial volatility within these budgets. These factors will need to be 
carefully managed alongside future decisions in relation to Council Tax levels. 

Whilst the Council recognises these challenges, financial sustainability risk remains. Consequently, we have restated and updated a key recommendation from the 
prior year.

Significant weakness in relation to managing cost and savings within social care

Guidance Note

The Code says: 

34. Where the auditor’s planning 
work has identified risks of 
significant weakness, the auditor 
should consider what additional 
evidence is needed to determine 
whether there is a significant 
weakness in arrangements and 
undertake additional procedures as 
necessary, including challenge of 
management’s assumptions (where 
appropriate). 

35. Where the auditor has sufficient 
evidence from their planning work 
that corporate processes should 
identify arrangements which are not 
operating and enable corrective 
action to be taken, including being 
satisfied with internal audit, then 
the auditor does not need to 
undertake further work to confirm 
for themselves that arrangements 
are operating as expected. 
However, where planning work has 
identified a risk that arrangements 
are not operating in practice, the 
auditor may wish to carry out 
additional work such as testing the 
underlying controls relating to those 
arrangements, but only insofar as 
the auditor judges necessary to 
inform their understanding of the 
significance of the weakness. 

Partners are clear that they want 
no duplication of messages. 
Additional risk based procedures 
should be based upon the risk 
identified. 

Copy this slide to other criteria SWs 
but change the area it relates to. 28

KR1: The Council must place an organisational focus on developing and implementing effective mitigations to manage the financial sustainability risks it is facing. 
This should include:

• Identify and deliver actions to reduce demand and cost pressures within ASCH to support the containment of overspends and resultant impact on Council 
reserves. This should include the Council satisfying itself it has in place proportionate capacity to support ASCH adhere to approved budgets.

• Ensure ASCH saving delivery is sufficiently supported and carefully tracked and timely mitigations are put in place if planned savings are delayed or no longer 
deemed achievable. 

• Refinement of ASCH financial and demand modelling to ensure that budgets are based on realistic assumptions.

• Develop further initiatives within CYPE to increase foster carers to support a reduced reliance on external placements and costs. 

• Ensure that the financial risks associated with Council Tax flexibility decisions are effectively managed and carefully balanced, with appropriate savings plans 
developed to bridge any residual funding shortfalls.

Key recommendation 1
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Financial sustainability (continued)

Auditor’s Annual Report Year ending 31st March 2026

Key Finding: The DSG funds local authority education services. It is a budget allocated in four blocks, including schools, early years, high needs, and central school 
services. However, the Council has been spending more than the funding provided, as have others in the sector, and has been in a deficit position that is increasing 
year on year. This is attributable to the High Needs Block (HNB), which is funding to support children and young people with special educational needs and 
disabilities (SEND) with needs generally identified through Education, Health and Care Plans (EHCP). 

A statutory override has been allowed by the government which currently permits the Council, like others in the sector, to treat the DSG deficit as a negative reserve. 
The Council’s DSG deficit has been rapidly growing and as of 31 March 2026 reached £130.5m. It is forecast to rise further in 2026/27 and 2027/28. The statutory 
override mechanism is ending on 31 March 2028. The Government has announced that the DfE will absorb DSG deficits arising from 1 April 2028 and during 
2026/27, councils will receive a High Needs Stability Grant covering 90% of DSG deficits accrued to 31 March 2026, subject to DfE approval of local SEND reform 
plans. There is uncertainty to how any DSG deficits incurred in 2026/27 and 2027/28 will be funded by the government. 

The Council has submitted a SEND Reform Plan to the DfE which, if approved, will result in the Council receiving High Needs Stability Grant funding of 90% of the 
historic deficit as of 31 March 2026. However, there remains significant financial risk for the Council relating to the 2026/27 and 2027/28 forecast deficits due to 
funding uncertainty and successful delivery of the SEND Reform Plan. This creates significant financial risk to the Council. 

Evidence:  In 2025/26 unbudgeted HNB expenditure (£64.6m) resulted in a net DSG overspend of £61.8m. This resulted in the DSG cumulative deficit rising to 
£130.5m as of 31 March 2026. The Council has been taking action to mitigate financial pressures and has been participating, since 2022/23 in the governments 
Safety Valve Programme which was a DfE initiative to support councils with high DSG deficits to mitigate overspending. As part of this programme the DfE 
committed additional funding of £140m funding up to 2027/28 to pay off part of the DSG deficit. Over the same period, the Council has committed to contribute 
£80m towards the residual DSG deficit. 

The Council has coproduced a SEND Reform Plan with the Kent SEND Partnership Board. The SEND Reform Plan sets out a vision is to create a financially 
sustainable, inclusive and partnership led SEND system where children and young people are identified early, supported effectively and enabled to achieve positive 
outcomes. The SEND Reform plan sets out how it will support a change where more children and young people with SEND will have needs successfully met within 
mainstream settings and employment pathways through strengthened ordinarily available provision, timely specialist advice and inclusive practice. (continued) 

Significant weakness identified in relation to managing the Dedicated Schools Grant (DSG) deficit

Guidance Note

The Code says: 

34. Where the auditor’s planning 
work has identified risks of 
significant weakness, the auditor 
should consider what additional 
evidence is needed to determine 
whether there is a significant 
weakness in arrangements and 
undertake additional procedures as 
necessary, including challenge of 
management’s assumptions (where 
appropriate). 

35. Where the auditor has sufficient 
evidence from their planning work 
that corporate processes should 
identify arrangements which are not 
operating and enable corrective 
action to be taken, including being 
satisfied with internal audit, then 
the auditor does not need to 
undertake further work to confirm 
for themselves that arrangements 
are operating as expected. 
However, where planning work has 
identified a risk that arrangements 
are not operating in practice, the 
auditor may wish to carry out 
additional work such as testing the 
underlying controls relating to those 
arrangements, but only insofar as 
the auditor judges necessary to 
inform their understanding of the 
significance of the weakness. 

Partners are clear that they want 
no duplication of messages. 
Additional risk based procedures 
should be based upon the risk 
identified. 
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Financial sustainability (continued)

Auditor’s Annual Report Year ending 31st March 2026

Evidence: (continued) Despite the activity set out with the SEND Reform Plan the Council forecasts that DSG deficits will be still incurred (due to HNB expenditure) in 
2026/27 (£109.5m) and 2027/28 (£137.6m) totalling £247.1m. The Council has statutory responsibilities to deliver SEND service provision, and address underlying 
demand, and this responsibility must be discharged despite any limitations of funding envelopes. 

The Council have informed us that they are assuming they will receive the full 90% High Needs Stability Grant, which will require the Council to fund £29.1m of the 
deficit accrued to 31 March 2026. However, the projected DSG deficits for 2026/27 and 2027/28 remain unresolved. The Council does not have sufficient working 
balances to support such deficits once the statutory override ends on 31 March 2028. 

Impact: The Council forecast DSG deficits for 2026/27 and 2027/28 are unresolved and this creates risk to the Council’s financial sustainability. It is essential that 
the Council delivers the SEND Reform Plan (once approved) to support the mitigation of future DSG deficits, and we have updated the key recommendation raised in 
2024/25.

Significant weakness identified in relation to managing the Dedicated Schools Grant (DSG) deficit

Guidance Note

The Code says: 

34. Where the auditor’s planning 
work has identified risks of 
significant weakness, the auditor 
should consider what additional 
evidence is needed to determine 
whether there is a significant 
weakness in arrangements and 
undertake additional procedures as 
necessary, including challenge of 
management’s assumptions (where 
appropriate). 

35. Where the auditor has sufficient 
evidence from their planning work 
that corporate processes should 
identify arrangements which are not 
operating and enable corrective 
action to be taken, including being 
satisfied with internal audit, then 
the auditor does not need to 
undertake further work to confirm 
for themselves that arrangements 
are operating as expected. 
However, where planning work has 
identified a risk that arrangements 
are not operating in practice, the 
auditor may wish to carry out 
additional work such as testing the 
underlying controls relating to those 
arrangements, but only insofar as 
the auditor judges necessary to 
inform their understanding of the 
significance of the weakness. 

Partners are clear that they want 
no duplication of messages. 
Additional risk based procedures 
should be based upon the risk 
identified. 

Copy this slide to other criteria SWs 
but change the area it relates to. 30

KR2: The Council must continue to work urgently with partners to deliver the SEND Reform Plan, once approved, and to implement and embed the changes it is 
making, to ensure that the growing DSG deficit is mitigated and the financial risk to the Council relating to the forecast deficits for 2026/27 and 2027/28 is reduced 
as far as possible to a sustainable level across the medium term.

Key recommendation 2
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Governance – commentary on arrangements 

We considered how the Council: Commentary on arrangements Rating

monitors and assesses risk and how 
the Council gains assurance over the 
effective operation of internal 
controls, including arrangements to 
prevent and detect fraud 

The Council has established processes for identifying, assessing, recording, and reporting strategic risks as set out 
within the Risk Management Policy, which is reviewed annually to ensure it remains fit for purpose. The Council 
maintains a Corporate Risk Register (CRR) which sets out a proportionate range of key strategic risks. The CRR is 
reported quarterly to Cabinet and to the Governance and Audit Committee (GAC) biannually. We note the 
implementation of LGR has been incorporated with the CRR which is good practice. The Council has appropriate 
Internal Audit arrangements in place, with frequent, and informative, activity reports considered by GAC. The Internal 
Audit opinion concluded an “Adequate” assurance overall, which is consistent with prior years. The Council has in 
place counter fraud arrangements, with activity against an annual counter fraud plan overseen by Council’s 
Corporate Management Team and GAC. We note the Council's comprehensive suite of policies intended to counter 
fraudulent activity which have been reviewed and considered by GAC in July 2026. 

G

approaches and carries out its 
annual budget setting process 

The Council has an established and thorough budget-setting process, project-managed by the finance team, which 
involves members, officers and stakeholders, demonstrating extensive internal and external engagement. 

Budget reports are informative, comprehensive and accessible.  We also note budget proposals were subject to an 
appropriate public consultation process which supports transparency and engagement. The Council has in place a 
comprehensive regime of governance and oversight to support the development of its annual budget which includes 
draft proposals being considered by Cabinet Committees and Scrutiny Committee. We have already identified, 
earlier on in this report, an opportunity for the Council to introduce specific and enhanced arrangements to support 
effective financial and demand modelling within ASCH.

G

Auditor’s Annual Report Year ending 31st March 2026

Guidance Note

This should be maintained as 
one page if at all possible 
and no more than two. If we 
are saying more (where there 
are amber or red 
assessments, insights or 
notable practice) then the 
detail will go on the following 
pages. Use this slide to 
introduce the fact that there 
is more detail, not to provide 
it. 

31

G No significant weaknesses or improvement recommendations. 

A No significant weaknesses, improvement recommendations made.

R Significant weaknesses in arrangements identified and key recommendation(s) made.

Guidance Note

The KLOE: Ensures effective 
processes and systems are in 
place… is where we report  
findings in relation to audit of 
accounts and disclaimed 
opinions.

You should also report , where 
relevant, findings in relation 
to consolidation of group 
accounts (liaising with the 
audit team to align to the 
AFR). Record in workbook 
Gov3, question 4.
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Governance – commentary on arrangements 

We considered how the Council: Commentary on arrangements Rating

ensures effective processes and 
systems are in place to ensure 
budgetary control; to communicate 
relevant, accurate and timely 
management information; supports 
its statutory financial reporting; and 
ensures corrective action is taken 
where needed, including in relation 
to significant partnerships

The Council can evidence a comprehensive and well-established approach to monitoring and reporting its financial 
position throughout the financial year, enabling timely oversight and supporting informed decision making. 

The Council’s finance team collaborates with service areas to conduct a monthly forecast with oversight provided by 
senior officers and members. Detailed financial monitoring reports are considered quarterly by Cabinet. These 
reports provide key data, financial forecasts, and explanatory narrative in relation to areas such as the Council’s 
revenue and capital budgets, Dedicated Schools Grant, savings, reserves and treasury management activity, all of 
which provide an informative and transparent update to the Council’s financial position. 

The Governance and Audit Committee also provide additional oversight to the Council’s treasury management 
activity. 

During 2025/26 the Council identified, and reported, significant adverse revenue variances, particularly within adult 
social care. This has been referenced in a wider key recommendation within the financial sustainability section of this 
report. However, timely financial reporting did support the Council to act. In 2025/26 the Council implemented 
spending controls which helped mitigate financial pressures, contributing to an improved final outturn position 
(£21.7m overspend) compared to earlier forecasts. 

G

Auditor’s Annual Report Year ending 31st March 2026

Guidance Note

This should be maintained as 
one page if at all possible 
and no more than two. If we 
are saying more (where there 
are amber or red 
assessments, insights or 
notable practice) then the 
detail will go on the following 
pages. Use this slide to 
introduce the fact that there 
is more detail, not to provide 
it. 
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G No significant weaknesses or improvement recommendations. 

A No significant weaknesses, improvement recommendations made.

R Significant weaknesses in arrangements identified and key recommendation(s) made.

Guidance Note

The KLOE: Ensures effective 
processes and systems are in 
place… is where we report  
findings in relation to audit of 
accounts and disclaimed 
opinions.

You should also report , where 
relevant, findings in relation 
to consolidation of group 
accounts (liaising with the 
audit team to align to the 
AFR). Record in workbook 
Gov3, question 4.
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Governance – commentary on arrangements (continued)

We considered how the Council: Commentary on arrangements Rating

ensures it makes properly informed 
decisions, supported by appropriate 
evidence and allowing for challenge 
and transparency, including from 
audit committee

The Council routinely reviews its Constitution to ensure it remains fit for purpose, which is good practice.  As detailed 
in the Constitution, the Council has adopted a Leader and Cabinet form of governance.  Our review of Committee 
papers has not identified any instances of inappropriate decisions and papers are sufficiently detailed and 
structured to support effective decision making. We also note that during 2025/26 the Council has reviewed wider 
Committee functions to support efficiency in decision making. 

The Council’s decision-making framework is supported by the activities of the Scrutiny Committee which during 
2025/26 considered a range of relevant matters. The Scrutiny Committee is Chaired by an opposition member and 
members of the Cabinet may not serve on the Scrutiny Committee, both of which are considered to be good practice. 

The Council assurance framework is supported by a Governance and Audit Committee (GAC). Membership includes 
independent members which follows best practice. A recent self assessment of GAC effectiveness has identified a 
range of actions to further develop committee effectiveness. This is reflected within a key recommendation (3). 

During our work we have identified opportunities for further member development, alongside the strengthening of 
member cohesion. We have witnessed member behaviour that is below what we would expect. On occasions 
challenge from members to officers has not always shown the respect we would have expected. Members need to 
ensure their challenge to officers, and each other, is appropriately robust and note that the GAC is not a political 
committee. We have also been made aware of perceived concerns relating to member overreach in full Council 
meetings and such concerns will need to be appropriately addressed by the Council. 

These themes are also reflected in the Council’s draft 2025/26 Annual Governance Statement. This would indicate 
that underlying issues persist and these factors have been included in a wider key recommendation (3). 

R
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G No significant weaknesses or improvement recommendations. 

A No significant weaknesses, improvement recommendations made.

R Significant weaknesses in arrangements identified and key recommendation(s) made.
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Governance – commentary on arrangements (continued)

We considered how the Council: Commentary on arrangements Rating

monitors and ensures appropriate 
standards, such as meeting 
legislative/regulatory requirements 
and standards in terms of staff and 
board member behaviour

There are adequate arrangements in place that allow the Council to monitor compliance with legislative and 
regulatory requirements, including where it procures or commissions services. The Council’s constitution sets out the 
functions of Members and Officers and has in place both officer and member Codes of Conduct which set out 
standards of behaviour and conduct expected. The Council maintains a record of registered interests and receipts of 
gifts and hospitality. 

The Council operates a Standards Committee and in April 2026 it considered a report on formal complaints received 
under the Member Conduct. The report set out that 85 member complaints have been received during 2025/26 with 
the vast majority been closed or resolved without the need for formal investigation. The report notes a significant 
proportion of the complaints received were by members against other members which indicates member cohesion 
could be improved and this is referenced in key recommendation (3).

During 2025/26 the Council adopted a Commercial Strategy 2026 – 2028 that sets out a Council-wide framework 
for delivering Best Value through procurement and contract management, aligned with the Council’s strategic 
priorities, financial plans, and in line with legislative requirements. The Commercial Strategy 2026 - 2028 is 
underpinned by a ‘Winning for Kent’ 2026 – 2028 Policy describing how the Council intends to embed Social Value 
into procurement practices. The Council also operates an officer led Commercial and Procurement Oversight Board 
which provides further oversight and assurance across the Council’s key procurement functions. The Policy and 
Resources Cabinet Committee considered a 2025/26 Commercial and Procurement Performance Update in July 
2026, which summarises key Council procurement activity and this report includes analysis of waivers.

R

Auditor’s Annual Report Year ending 31st March 2026 34

G No significant weaknesses or improvement recommendations. 

A No significant weaknesses, improvement recommendations made.

R Significant weaknesses in arrangements identified and key recommendation(s) made.
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Governance (continued)

Auditor’s Annual Report Year ending 31st March 2026

Key finding: The Council have undertaken a review of GAC effectiveness in 2025/26 which identifies areas for further development. Additionally, we have found 
opportunities for wider member training and targeted activity to help foster member cohesion. 

Evidence: This Council conducted an effectiveness review of GAC, in line with best practice. The review was conducted a year after the May 2025 election and 
included feedback from GAC members. The majority of GAC members felt that significant improvements were required to improve the committee’s effectiveness. 
Improvement themes identified included:

• Strengthening member engagement and training 
• Improving independent challenge, avoiding groupthink and fostering transparency 
• Improving ownership of the Committee's work programme

As part of our work, we have established similar findings but have also established wider issues including the perceived politicisation of the committee, frustrations 
relating to adequacy and depth of reports, transparency perceptions, poor levels of meeting engagement, member/officer cohesion and responsiveness. These 
factors together with GAC own effectiveness review provides evidence of the current challenges threatening the core purpose of GAC, which is to provide an 
independent and high-level focus on the adequacy of governance, risk and control arrangements.

From a wider governance perspective, we have established that a significant proportion (40%) of Member Code of Conduct complaints were between members with 
the proportion increasing in 2026/27. The Council draft Annual Governance Statement also refers to this trend and identifies this as a shift in the political dynamic 
which requires continued monitoring and management. Matters of member cohesion have also been raised as part of our work as has the need for greater member 
development and training outside of the specific needs of GAC. (continued)

Significant weakness identified in relation to GAC effectiveness, member development and member behaviours and cohesion. 

Guidance Note

The Code says: 

34. Where the auditor’s planning 
work has identified risks of 
significant weakness, the auditor 
should consider what additional 
evidence is needed to determine 
whether there is a significant 
weakness in arrangements and 
undertake additional procedures as 
necessary, including challenge of 
management’s assumptions (where 
appropriate). 

35. Where the auditor has sufficient 
evidence from their planning work 
that corporate processes should 
identify arrangements which are not 
operating and enable corrective 
action to be taken, including being 
satisfied with internal audit, then 
the auditor does not need to 
undertake further work to confirm 
for themselves that arrangements 
are operating as expected. 
However, where planning work has 
identified a risk that arrangements 
are not operating in practice, the 
auditor may wish to carry out 
additional work such as testing the 
underlying controls relating to those 
arrangements, but only insofar as 
the auditor judges necessary to 
inform their understanding of the 
significance of the weakness. 

Partners are clear that they want 
no duplication of messages. 
Additional risk based procedures 
should be based upon the risk 
identified. 
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Governance (continued)

Auditor’s Annual Report Year ending 31st March 2026

Evidence: (continued) In 2023/24 a specific governance review was conducted as part of our wider programme of external audit activity with findings presented 
to GAC in October 2023. Our report identified 22 recommendations .The Council responded positively to this review, implementing a broad range of actions. While 
this earlier response was encouraging, our current findings indicate that some of the underlying issues have not been fully resolved and that further action is 
required to reinforce and sustain effective governance arrangements.

Impact: Good governance is an integral part of the Council effectiveness. It is important the Council considers actions it can take to strengthen governance 
arrangements even further, especially in the context of reorganisation where there will be an increased reliance on committee effectiveness, informed decision 
making and member cohesion and effective relationships. 

KR3: The Council should consider the development and implementation of a governance improvement programme that:

• Fundamentally addresses GAC effectiveness concerns.

• Fosters positive member-to-member and member-to-officer relationships, supporting greater cohesion and collaborative working.

• Identifies and responds to trends in Member Code of Conduct complaints and implements appropriate interventions where themes suggest underlying 
governance or behavioural concerns.

• Strengthens member training and development, to include measures to ensure take-up is maximised. 

Key recommendation 3

Significant weakness identified in relation to GAC effectiveness, member development and member behaviours and cohesion. 

Guidance Note

The Code says: 

34. Where the auditor’s planning 
work has identified risks of 
significant weakness, the auditor 
should consider what additional 
evidence is needed to determine 
whether there is a significant 
weakness in arrangements and 
undertake additional procedures as 
necessary, including challenge of 
management’s assumptions (where 
appropriate). 

35. Where the auditor has sufficient 
evidence from their planning work 
that corporate processes should 
identify arrangements which are not 
operating and enable corrective 
action to be taken, including being 
satisfied with internal audit, then 
the auditor does not need to 
undertake further work to confirm 
for themselves that arrangements 
are operating as expected. 
However, where planning work has 
identified a risk that arrangements 
are not operating in practice, the 
auditor may wish to carry out 
additional work such as testing the 
underlying controls relating to those 
arrangements, but only insofar as 
the auditor judges necessary to 
inform their understanding of the 
significance of the weakness. 

Partners are clear that they want 
no duplication of messages. 
Additional risk based procedures 
should be based upon the risk 
identified. 

Copy this slide to other criteria SWs 
but change the area it relates to. 36
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Improving economy, efficiency and effectiveness – commentary on 
arrangements

We considered how the Council: Commentary on arrangements Rating

uses financial and performance 
information to assess performance to 
identify areas for improvement

The Council has arrangements in place to assess performance and to identify areas for improvement. 

The Council has two core performance reporting documents: Quarterly Performance Reports (QPR) which are 
published for Cabinet, and Directorate Dashboards, which are reported to the Cabinet Committees. The QPR 
includes 39 Key Performance Indicators (KPIs) and progress against targets is assessed using RAG ratings. Progress 
is also assessed in terms of direction of travel. To ensure the KPIs within Cabinet Committee dashboards and the QPR 
remain aligned with the strategic priorities of the Council, an annual review is undertaken by each service before the 
start of every financial year, which is good practice. 

Appropriate data quality measures and controls are in place at the Council including a Data Quality Policy. 

The Council has arrangements in place to benchmark its performance and identify areas for performance and/or 
cost improvement, and we have seen benchmarking data being used to support decision making. 

G

Auditor’s Annual Report Year ending 31st March 2026
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G No significant weaknesses or improvement recommendations. 

A No significant weaknesses, improvement recommendations made.

R Significant weaknesses in arrangements identified and key recommendation(s) made.
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Improving economy, efficiency and effectiveness – commentary on 
arrangements

We considered how the Council: Commentary on arrangements Rating

evaluates the services it provides to 
assess performance and identify 
areas for improvement

The Council’s most recent Ofsted inspection of children’s services took place in November 2025, the overall rating for 
was ‘Good’.  With Ofsted reporting ‘that children remain at the core of a strong, and often exceptional, service in 
Kent’. Whilst reflecting that ‘children in care, including those who arrive in Kent as unaccompanied asylum-seeking 
children, receive a sensitive, compassionate and equitable service and some outstanding support that makes a 
positive difference to their lives’.

The Council has also been driving forward improvements with regards to the service provision to children and young 
people with SEND following adverse external inspection findings in 2022. A DfE improvement notice was lifted in 2024 
due to progress made against an Accelerated Progress Plan (APP). The latest progress review of SEND improvement 
(November 2025) set out positive DfE findings and recognised the continued progress being made. 

As set out within the financial sustainability section of this report, the Council have submitted a SEND Reform Plan to 
DfE setting out how the Council and its partners intend to further transform the local SEND system so that children 
and young people receive the right support, at the right time, in the right place and as close to home as possible. We 
will monitor progress as part of our 2026/27 audit. 

During 2025/25,CQC undertook an inspection of adult social care services, and provided an overall rating of 
‘requires improvement’. The Council developed an improvement plan in response. The latest update to that 
improvement plan was presented to the Adult Social Care and Public Health Cabinet Committee in July 2026. The 
Council are currently developing this improvement plan to align with emerging transformation activity to ensure 
there is one unified service development plan. This is an important activity that will support both practice 
improvement activity and efficient service delivery. We will review these outcomes as part of our work in 2026/27.

G

Auditor’s Annual Report Year ending 31st March 2026
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G No significant weaknesses or improvement recommendations. 

A No significant weaknesses, improvement recommendations made.

R Significant weaknesses in arrangements identified and key recommendation(s) made.
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Improving economy, efficiency and effectiveness – commentary on 
arrangements

We considered how the Council: Commentary on arrangements Rating

ensures it delivers its role within 
significant partnerships and engages 
with stakeholders it has identified, in 
order to assess whether it is meeting 
its objectives

The Council actively engages with stakeholders and partner organisations when developing its strategic priorities as 
evidenced by the development of its new corporate strategy, Reforming Kent 2025-2028. The Council undertook a 
formal engagement process that included consultation through the Let's Talk Kent platform, and consultation 
feedback was used to refine the final version before its adoption by the County Council. We have identified that the 
Council embraces partnership working and there is appropriate oversight by Cabinet and Committees on the 
outcomes of this work. The Council worked with partners to develop the Kent and Medway Integrated Work and 
Health Strategy 2025-2030. The strategy was developed through extensive engagement with partners and focused 
on supporting people with health conditions into work, reducing economic inactivity and improving workforce 
wellbeing.

G
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G No significant weaknesses or improvement recommendations. 

A No significant weaknesses, improvement recommendations made.

R Significant weaknesses in arrangements identified and key recommendation(s) made.
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Improving economy, efficiency and effectiveness – commentary on 
arrangements (continued)

We considered how the Council: Commentary on arrangements Rating

commissions or procures services, 
assessing whether it is realising the 
expected benefits

The Council has a Contract Management Policy in place that sets out best practice guidelines for managing 
contracts. The Commercial and Procurement Division provides strategic oversight to Council-wide contract 
management activity. The Council also has in place a Contract Management Review Group that forms a core part of 
the Council’s commercial governance framework. The Group provides constructive challenge, assurance, and 
learning through structured reviews of Council contracts. 

The Council has in place arrangements to manage its capital activities supported by appropriate oversight and 
governance. 

The Council implemented phase one of its Oracle application programme in August 2025. Phase two is expected to 
go live in 2026/27. The Council has been required to secure additional project funding and a lessons learnt review is 
being undertaken. We have raised a key recommendation. 

R
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G No significant weaknesses or improvement recommendations. 

A No significant weaknesses, improvement recommendations made.

R Significant weaknesses in arrangements identified and key recommendation(s) made.
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Key Finding: The Council’s planned implementation of phase two of the Oracle Cloud Programme has been delayed; additional funding has been agreed and a 
lessons learnt review has been commissioned. 

Evidence: The Council has been replacing outdated systems infrastructure within its corporate core as part of its Oracle Cloud Programme. The programme 
commended on 1 June 2023 and is due to conclude on 30 September 2026. Phase one of the programme was completed in August 2025. However, the Council has 
encountered project delays and overspends in relation to the implementation of phase 2 (Human Resources and Payroll Functions). We identified such issues within 
our Auditors Annual Report 2024/25 and set out how the Oracle Cloud Programme original budget had accelerated from £15m (original business case) and the 
project go live date had been delayed. In July 2026, the Policy and Resources Committee approved additional project funding of £7.5m required to complete the 
implementation of the Oracle Cloud Programme.  Oracle Cloud Programme costs now reach £43.9m with a revised project completion date of February 2027. The 
report notes that earlier adjustments to project costs had been reported through budget monitoring. However, our review of budget monitoring reports identifies they 
were not always sufficiently clear in demonstrating the accelerating costs and risks. Whilst similar projects at other authorities have shown additional costs and 
delayed implementation dates, the Council should ensure the planned lessons learned review identifies which elements relate to the adequacy of the original 
business case and which elements relate to programme management that could have been controlled.

Impact: Oracle Programme slippage and cost acceleration identifies arrangements in programme delivery have not been optimal and any rebasing of the project 
will need to be carefully managed by the Council. While the Council has taken action to secure the completion of the Oracle Cloud Programme through additional 
funding and a lessons learned review , it should ensure that the findings (when reported) are translated into strengthened programme delivery and oversight 
arrangements. This will help ensure that the revised programme can be delivered within the approved funding envelope and timelines.

Significant weakness identified in relation to the Oracle Cloud Programme 

Auditor’s Annual Report Year ending 31st March 2026

KR4: The Council must ensure that the findings of the Oracle Cloud Programme Lessons Learned Review are fully incorporated into the governance and delivery 
arrangements for the re-baselined programme to reduce the risk of further delays and cost escalation. We also recommend Cabinet receive regular formal 
updates to the Oracle Cloud Programme until implementation has been assured. 

Improving economy, efficiency and effectiveness (continued)

41
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Pension Fund 

We considered the  Pension Fund’s: Commentary on arrangements Rating

Financial Sustainability: sufficiency 
of funds to meet liabilities

The 2025 actuarial valuation reported an improved funding position of 104% (2022: 102%), with the Fund remaining 
in surplus. The Pension Fund Committee receives regular reporting on investment performance, cashflow forecasts 
and budget monitoring, supported by an updated Funding Strategy Statement and ongoing review of the Investment 
Strategy Statement following the valuation. The Fund also maintains oversight of strategic financial risks through its 
Risk Register. Looking ahead, continued delivery of the revised investment strategy, transition to Border to Coast 
Pension Partnership (BCPP) investment pool, and implementation of Local Government Pension Scheme Reforms will 
remain important areas of focus in maintaining the Fund's long-term financial resilience.

G 

Governance: appropriateness of 
governance  arrangements

The Fund has established governance arrangements through the Pension Fund Committee and Pension Board, 
supported by regular reporting on funding, investment, administration, risk management and governance matters. 
During the year the Fund undertook an independent governance review to assess readiness for forthcoming LGPS 
governance reforms, with resulting actions incorporated into its governance improvement programme. Member 
knowledge and skills continue to be supported through the National Knowledge Assessment and targeted training 
programme. Governance arrangements continue to evolve in response to the Pension Regulator's Code, the 
Government's "Fit for the Future" reforms and Local Government Reorganisation (LGR) proposals. Delivery of the 
remaining governance actions, including implementation of forthcoming statutory governance requirements, and 
timely preparation for LGR will remain important areas of ongoing focus.

G

Auditor’s Annual Report Year ending 31st March 2026

Guidance Note

This section should be 
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administering authority
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In line with workbook there is 
an overall RAG rating.
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G No significant weaknesses or improvement recommendations. 

A No significant weaknesses, improvement recommendations made.

R Significant weaknesses in arrangements identified and key recommendation(s) made.

The Council is the administering authority for the Kent County Council Pension Fund (The Pension Fund).  As part of our VfM work we are required to consider the 
Council’s arrangements in respect of the Pension Fund.
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Pension Fund (continued) 

We considered the  Pension Fund’s: Commentary on arrangements Rating

Improving Economy, Efficiency and 
Effectiveness: annual report findings

The Pension Fund Committee demonstrates appropriate arrangements to support the efficient and effective delivery 
of pension administration and investment management. The Fund has continued to strengthen workforce capacity 
whilst managing significant national programmes, including implementation of the McCloud remedy, preparation for 
the Pensions Dashboard and transition to BCPP. Continued management attention will be required to complete these 
major change programmes, maintain administration performance and ensure governance and operational 
arrangements remain aligned with evolving LGPS regulatory requirements.

However, a significant historic administration backlog remains, arising in part from previous capacity constraints. 
The Fund has commissioned external support to address approximately 23k backlog tasks, and has made progress in 
processing these, although only a minority had been fully completed at the latest reporting date. The administration 
team has also continued to prioritise cases to avoid any financial detriment to scheme members.  While staffing 
levels and wider administration performance have improved, the scale and age of the remaining backlog mean that 
sustained management attention is required. We have made an improvement recommendation.

A
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G No significant weaknesses or improvement recommendations. 

A No significant weaknesses, improvement recommendations made.

R Significant weaknesses in arrangements identified and key recommendation(s) made.

The Council is the administering authority for the Kent County Council Pension Fund (The Pension Fund).  As part of our VfM work we are required to consider the 
Council’s arrangements in respect of the Pension Fund.
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Key Finding: 

The Fund has a significant historic backlog of pension administration cases. 
Although the Fund has established a dedicated improvement project, secured 
external support and strengthened staffing, only a minority of the cases within 
the project scope had been completed by June 2026. Continued management 
focus is required to ensure that the backlog is reduced to a sustainable level 
without adversely affecting the timely processing of new work or delivery of 
other regulatory programmes. 

Evidence: 

The Fund has identified 23K administration items within the scope of its 
backlog support project and has commissioned external support to assist with 
their clearance. The June 2026 Pension Fund Committee were informed c18% 
of the total cases in scope had been cleared to date. However, a substantial 
backlog remains. The Fund has taken action to improve its underlying 
capacity. Administration KPI performance has improved, recruitment has 
reduced the vacancy rate to c10%, and the Committee and Pension Board 
receive updates on administration performance and the backlog project.

Impact: A prolonged backlog increases the risk of delays in providing members 
with accurate pension information and may result in additional costs, 
complaints, member dissatisfaction and increased operational pressure for the 
administration team. 

Area for Improvement: Backlog of pension administration cases

Auditor’s Annual Report Year ending 31st March 2026

IR1: The Council should consider further actions to reduce the pension 
administration backlog, ensuring clearance rates are sufficient to achieve a 
timely resolution and minimise the risk of service delays and operational 
inefficiencies. 

Improvement Recommendation 1

Pension Fund (continued) 

44
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Summary of 
Value for Money 
Recommendations 
raised in 2025/26
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Recommendation Relates to Management Actions

KR1

The Council must place an organisational focus on 
developing and implementing effective mitigations to 
manage the financial sustainability risks it is facing. 
This should include:

• Identify and deliver actions to reduce demand and 
cost pressures within ASCH to support the 
containment of overspends and resultant impact on 
Council reserves. This should include the Council 
satisfying itself it has in place proportionate 
capacity to support ASCH to adhere to approved 
budgets. 

• Ensure ASCH saving delivery is sufficiently 
supported and carefully tracked in order that timely 
mitigations are put in place if planned savings are 
delayed or no longer deemed achievable. 

• Refinement of ASCH financial and demand 
modelling to ensure that budgets are based on 
realistic assumptions.

• Develop further initiatives within CYPE to increase 
foster carers to support a reduced reliance on 
external placements and costs.

• Ensure that the financial risks associated with 
Council Tax flexibility decisions are effectively 
managed and carefully balanced, with appropriate 
savings plans developed to bridge any residual 
funding shortfalls.

Financial 
sustainability 
(pages 27 – 29)

Actions:  A range of actions have been put in place to help the service manage 
demand and cost in the service. As a result, the projected overspend has continued to 
reduce, and the current overspent (£7.2m) is in the main a result of an issue around 
income, not around spend or demand. A strong quality assurance system has been 
put in place, including panel processes, which have helped to mitigate both demand 
and cost, and those panel processes are aligned with improvements in commissioning 
which have allowed us to implement a new contract framework for Older People 
Residential and Nursing Care which has begun to allow us to manage and mitigate 
pricing in that market. Further homecare and supported living framework contracts 
are due to be implemented this year, allowing further control of cost in the market. In 
addition, ASH have worked with Public Health to implement a prevention framework 
and have worked with NHS and wider health partners to manage flow and discharge 
processes from hospital to help manage demand.

All ASC savings are reported to SPB for scrutiny via the PMO as an independent 
mechanism on progress and achievability. Savings are additionally tracked and 
monitored at the ASH DMT, with one MT meeting a month looking and finance and 
performance, and one dedicated to transformation. Finance, financial progress and 
sustainability are discussed at every DMT meeting as a standing item. Savings are 
further scrutinised via the Star Chamber process, and regular meetings between 
Finance, ASH, the lead members for ASH and the lead member for Finance.

ASCH budgets are volatile by nature, and constant refinements are being made to 
forecasting. To support this, ASCH have commissioned an external Targeted Review 
of Finance via Partners for Care and Health, jointly sponsored by the S151 and DASS. 
Further work is being done to understand the income model, and to make revisions.

(continued) 

Key recommendations raised in 2025/26

Auditor’s Annual Report Year ending 31st March 2026
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Recommendation Relates to Management Actions

KR1

The Council must place an organisational focus on 
developing and implementing effective mitigations to 
manage the financial sustainability risks it is facing. 
This should include:

• Identify and deliver actions to reduce demand and 
cost pressures within ASCH to support the 
containment of overspends and resultant impact on 
Council reserves. This should include the Council 
satisfying itself it has in place proportionate 
capacity to support ASCH to adhere to approved 
budgets. 

• Ensure ASCH saving delivery is sufficiently 
supported and carefully tracked in order that timely 
mitigations are put in place if planned savings are 
delayed or no longer deemed achievable. 

• Refinement of ASCH financial and demand 
modelling to ensure that budgets are based on 
realistic assumptions.

• Develop further initiatives within CYPE to increase 
foster carers to support a reduced reliance on 
external placements and costs.

• Ensure that the financial risks associated with 
Council Tax flexibility decisions are effectively 
managed and carefully balanced, with appropriate 
savings plans developed to bridge any residual 
funding shortfalls.

Financial 
sustainability 
(pages 27 – 29)

Actions: (continued)  

CYPE foster carers – the new sufficiency strategy 2025-28 promotes increases in 
Foster caring and a number of workstreams are underway to increase foster carers 
including: 

• Extending the Mockingbird family support programme

• Enhanced support at an earlier stage and at times of crisis

• Investigate the possibility of a Create a Room scheme or by making adaptations 
where financial support is offered to create an additional room within a foster 
carers home to increase capacity to place additional children. 

• Explore new models of support to encourage more people to take their first steps 
into Fostering. Such an initiative is Now Foster Weekenders program which offers 
Children in Care a regular and stable home to visit at weekends, helping them 
explore new interests, develop skills, and build a supportive, long-term relationship. 
This initiative will provide Children in Care with invaluable support, stability, and 
positive role models while also creating new pathways for people to engage with 
fostering. 

The Council has well developed and well established governance paths and 
management processes to deal with ensuring that the Medium Term Financial Plan is 
able to deliver a balanced Corporate Budget and has developed machinery – under 
continued development in the current year – to both develop and deliver savings 
initiatives to inform this process.  Monitoring of savings has been improved though 
creation of a suitably resourced PMO and reporting of service delivery has been 
reviewed and enhanced.

Responsible Officers: Corporate Director, Adult Social Care and Health, Director 
County Services for Children, and Corporate Director of Finance.

Due Date: April 2027.

Key recommendations raised in 2025/26
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Recommendation Relates to Management Actions

KR2

The Council must continue to work urgently with 
partners to deliver the SEND Reform Plan, once 
approved, and to implement and embed the changes 
it is making, to ensure that the growing DSG deficit is 
mitigated and the financial risk to the Council relating 
to the forecast deficits for 2026/27 and 2027/28 is 
reduced as far as possible to a sustainable level across 
the medium term.

Financial 
sustainability 
(pages 30–31)

Actions: SEND reform plan. The Kent SEND system has been judged two, when the 
report was published in September 2026 out of a possible three judgements showing 
significant improvement since the last inspection. The DfE have agreed the SEND 
reform plan on the 02/10/26 and KCC is awaiting the detail of the contribution to the 
existing DSG overspend.  KCC will continue working on developing SEND inclusion in 
mainstream schools, effective sufficiency planning for SEND places including a 
significant increase in specialist resource provision in mainstream schools and 
awaiting the long delayed new special schools to be built by the DfE. Work is 
continuing with special schools so that they can effectively cater for the most 
complex children as reflected in the SEND strategy. 

Responsible Officer: Deputy Director of Education.

Due Date: 2027/28

Key recommendations raised in 2025/26
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Recommendation Relates to Management Actions

KR3

The Council should consider the development and 
implementation of a governance improvement 
programme that:

• Fundamentally addresses GAC effectiveness 
concerns.

• Fosters positive member-to-member and member-
to-officer relationships, supporting greater cohesion 
and collaborative working.

• Identifies and responds to trends in Member Code 
of Conduct complaints and implement appropriate 
interventions where themes suggest underlying 
governance or behavioural concerns.

• Strengthens member training and development, to 
include measures to ensure take-up is maximised. 

Governance 
(pages 36-37)

Actions: Officers have already arranged a session for Governance and Audit 
Committee Members seeking to reset the purpose and effectiveness of the 
Committee. This took place on 30 September 2026 and was attended by all but 3 of 
the Members of the Committee and demonstrated the possibility of renewed purpose 
combined with positive and cohesive working. Officers delivered an unprecedented 
volume of training during 2025/26, and further sessions have been delivered in 
2026/27. A Governance Improvement Plan will be developed as part of the actions 
following the Annual Governance Statement which will cover matters within the 
control of the Council:

• A plan to continue the efforts to improve the effectiveness of the GAC

• Further training offer for Members

• Further opportunities to build on the positive event of 30 September 2026

• Materials around expected standards of Member behaviour

• Trend analysis of Member complaints with remedial actions

• A review of the Committee arrangements

This plan will also seek cross-party and whole Council commitments from Members in 
relation to their behaviour and attendance at training.

Responsible Officer: Deputy Chief Executive. 

Due Date: 31 December 2026

Key recommendations raised in 2025/26

Auditor’s Annual Report Year ending 31st March 2026
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Recommendation Relates to Management Actions

KR4

The Council must ensure that the findings of the 
Oracle Cloud Programme Lessons Learned Review are 
fully incorporated into the governance and delivery 
arrangements for the re-baselined programme to 
reduce the risk of further delays and cost escalation. 
We also recommend Cabinet receives regular formal 
updates to the Oracle Cloud Programme until 
implementation has been assured. 

Improving 
economy, 
efficiency and 
effectiveness 
(page 42)

Actions: The Council is in the process of implementing improvements to reflect lessons 
learnt including a review of governance, programme decision making, partnership 
working and related aspect of programme operations.  A new contract variation has 
been signed with the Council’s Implementation Partner and effective progress is 
being made. Financial oversight has been strengthened, and Finance is represented 
in the Core Team that is now driving delivery.

Responsible Officer: Corporate Director Finance.

Due Date: Summer 2027.

Key recommendations raised in 2025/26

Auditor’s Annual Report Year ending 31st March 2026

Guidance Note

The detail should be included 
within workbooks with 
relevant explanation in the 
main sections. 

And only a brief summary 
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but this should not be 
necessary.

50

P
age 50



|© 2026 Grant Thornton UK LLP

Commercial in Confidence

Core

Core 
Purple

Core 
White

Primary

Bright 
Purple

Dark 
Purple

Secondary

Teal Coral

Neutral

Dark Mid Light 

Yellow

Recommendation Relates to Management Actions

IR1

The Council should consider further actions 
to reduce the pension administration 
backlog, ensuring clearance rates are 
sufficient to achieve a timely resolution and 
minimise the risk of service delays and 
operational inefficiencies. 

Pension Fund 
(page 45)

Actions: The Pension Fund Committee regularly receives reporting and updates on the 
backlog, and assurances that clearing this is not adversely affecting the frontline delivery of 
pensions services. The Fund has a plan to address the backlog over the coming 12 month with 
support from external experts and an internal team which will focus on this work.

Responsible Officer: Head of Treasury and Pensions.

Due Date: September 2027.

Improvement recommendations raised in 2025/26

Auditor’s Annual Report Year ending 31st March 2026
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main sections. 

And only a brief summary 
provided on this slide.

Duplicate the slide if more 
recommendations were made 
but this should not be 
necessary.

51

P
age 51



|© 2026 Grant Thornton UK LLP

Commercial in Confidence

Core

Core 
Purple

Core 
White

Primary

Bright 
Purple

Dark 
Purple

Secondary

Teal Coral

Neutral

Dark Mid Light 

Yellow

Follow up of previous 
Key recommendations
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Prior Recommendation Raised Progress Current status Further action

KR1

The Council should: explore further 
options for increased efficiency in 
the Adult Social Care and Health 
service. Reducing current 
overspends will be essential if 
reserves are to remain robust in 
the future.

2024/25 

During 2025/26 Adult Social Care was 
overspent by £42.9m, largely due to demand-
led service pressures and undelivered savings. 
This indicates the Council is still facing acute 
financial sustainability challenges within this 
specific service area. 

Limited progress 
made

We have updated and expanded the prior 
year key recommendation. 

KR2

The Council should: ensure that its 
DSG management plan is 
sufficient to address the legacy 
deficit as well as control the in-
year pressure on the high needs 
block.

2024/25

The Council's DSG deficit increased to £130.5m 
at 31 March 2026 and further deficits are 
forecast in 2026/27 and 2027/28. The Council 
has submitted a SEND Reform Plan which, if 
approved, could secure funding of up to 90% of 
the historic deficit as at 31 March 2026. 
However, uncertainty and financial risk remains 
around future funding arrangements of the DSG 
deficits forecast in 2026/27 and 2027/28. 

Limited progress 
made

We have updated and expanded the prior 
year key recommendation. 

Auditor’s Annual Report Year ending 31st March 2026

Follow up of 2024/25 Key recommendations

Guidance Note
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within main commentary with 
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sections. 

And only a brief summary 
provided on this slide.

Duplicate the slide if more 
recommendations were made 
but this should not be 
necessary.

53

P
age 53



|© 2026 Grant Thornton UK LLP

Commercial in Confidence

Core

Core 
Purple

Core 
White

Primary

Bright 
Purple

Dark 
Purple

Secondary

Teal Coral

Neutral

Dark Mid Light 

Yellow

Appendices07

Auditor’s Annual Report Year ending 31st March 2026 54

P
age 54



|© 2026 Grant Thornton UK LLP

Commercial in Confidence

Core

Core 
Purple

Core 
White

Primary

Bright 
Purple

Dark 
Purple

Secondary

Teal Coral

Neutral

Dark Mid Light 

Yellow

Appendix A: Responsibilities of the Council

Auditor’s Annual Report Year ending 31st March 2026

Public bodies spending taxpayers’ money are 
accountable for their stewardship of the resources 
entrusted to them. They should account properly for 
their use of resources and manage themselves well so 
that the public can be confident. 

Financial statements are the main way in which local 
public bodies account for how they use their 
resources. Local public bodies are required to prepare 
and publish financial statements setting out their 
financial performance for the year. To do this, bodies 
need to maintain proper accounting records and 
ensure they have effective systems of internal control. 

All local public bodies are responsible for putting in 
place proper arrangements to secure economy, 
efficiency and effectiveness from their resources. This 
includes taking properly informed decisions and 
managing key operational and financial risks so that 
they can deliver their objectives and safeguard public 
money. Local public bodies report on their 
arrangements, and the effectiveness with which the 
arrangements are operating, as part of their annual 
governance statement. 

The Council’s Chief Finance Officer is responsible for 
preparing the financial statements and for being 
satisfied that they give a true and fair view, and for such 
internal control as they determine necessary to enable 
the preparation of financial statements that are free 
from material misstatement, whether due to fraud or 
error. 

The Chief Finance Officer is required to comply with 
CIPFA/LASAAC code of practice on local authority 
accounting in the United Kingdom. In preparing the 
financial statements, the Chief Financial Officer is 
responsible for assessing the Council’s ability to 
continue as a going concern and use the going concern 
basis of accounting unless there is an intention by 
government that the services provided by the Council 
will no longer be provided.

The Council is responsible for putting in place proper 
arrangements to secure economy, efficiency and 
effectiveness in its use of resources, to ensure proper 
stewardship and governance, and to review regularly 
the adequacy and effectiveness of these arrangements. 
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Appendix B: Value for Money Auditor responsibilities

Auditor’s Annual Report Year ending 31st March 2026

Our work is risk-based and focused on providing a commentary assessment of the Council’s Value for Money arrangements 

Phase 1 – Planning and initial risk assessment

As part of our planning, we assess our knowledge of the Council’s arrangements and whether we 
consider there are any indications of risks of significant weakness. This is done against each of 
the reporting criteria and continues throughout the reporting period.

Phase 2 – Additional risk-based procedures and evaluation

Where we identify risks of significant weakness in arrangements, we will undertake further work 
to understand whether there are significant weaknesses. We use auditor’s professional 
judgement in assessing whether there is a significant weakness in arrangements and ensure that 
we consider any further guidance issued by the NAO. 

Phase 3 – Reporting our commentary and recommendations

The Code requires us to provide a commentary on your arrangements which is detailed within 
this report. Where we identify weaknesses in arrangements we raise recommendations. 

Cumulative knowledge of 
arrangements from the prior 

year

Key performance and risk 
management 

information reported to the 
Executive or full Council

Interviews and discussions with 
key stakeholders

External review such as by the 
LGA, CIPFA, or Local 

Government Ombudsman

Progress with implementing 
recommendations

Regulatory inspections such as 
from Ofsted and CQC

Findings from our opinion audit

Annual Governance 
Statement including the 

Head of Internal Audit annual 
opinion

Information that informs our ongoing risk assessment

Statutory recommendations – recommendations to the Council under Section 24 (Schedule 7) 
of the Local Audit and Accountability Act 2014. 

Key recommendations – the actions which should be taken by the Council where significant 
weaknesses are identified within arrangements. 

Improvement recommendations – actions which are not a result of us identifying significant 
weaknesses in the Council’s arrangements, but which if not addressed could increase the risk 
of a significant weakness in the future.

A range of different recommendations can be raised by the Council’s auditors as
 follows:
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Prior Recommendation Raised Progress Current position Further action

IR1

The Council should ensure that 
savings plans are realistic, and 
when a plan is deemed no longer 
deliverable or is deferred, carry 
out a review in order to learn from 
the situation and prevent 
repetition.

2024/25

The Council’s 2025/26 outturn report identified that the 
Council delivered £98.6m of savings against a total savings 
requirement of £121.5m. However, there was significant 
slippage in relation to ASCH savings delivery underscoring 
the difficulty this service is experiencing in delivering to 
agreed assumptions. Most of the savings slippage in 
2025/26 related to ASCH. Therefore, we have reworded and 
refocused this prior year recommendation as part of a 
wider key recommendation (1) 

Limited progress 
made in relation to 
ASCH savings delivery 
in 2025/26.

We have incorporated 
these finding within key 
recommendation 1.

IR2

The Council should maintain 
progress in the implementation of 
high priority recommendations 
from Internal Audit

2024/25
Internal audit implementation rates improved from 2024/25 
levels and this improvement has been maintained during 
2025/26.

Implemented None needed. 

IR3

Implementation of the new 
decision-making app should be 
rolled out and embedded across 
directorates. The Council should 
ensure compliance and training 
support.

2024/25

The decision-app has been developed and is in a usable 
technical state.  Extensive testing and engagement with the 
GET directorate was undertaken across 2025/26.  This has 
been extended to all Directorates with positive engagement 
in additional testing of the initial Screening Tool element 
prior to full deployment. 

Implemented None needed. 

Auditor’s Annual Report Year ending 31st March 2026

Appendix C: Follow up of 2024/25 improvement 
recommendations

Guidance Note

The reporting of follow up 
against key 
recommendations is required 
by AGN03. 

THERE IS NO REQUIREMENT 
TO REPORT ON THE 
FOLLOW UP OF 
IMPROVEMENT 
RECOMMENDATIONS. 
HOWEVER AS A FIRM WE ARE 
COMMITTED TO ADDING 
VALUE AND DRIVING 
IMPROVEMENT SO PLEASE 
TRY TO REPORT IN THE MAIN 
BODY OF THE REPORT AND 
SUMMARISE HERE

The detail should be included 
within the main sections and 
only a summary provided on 
this slide.

Duplicate the slide if more 
recommendations were 
made.
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Prior Recommendation Raised Progress Current position Further action

IR4

To ensure the Governance and 
Audit Committee is effective in its 
role, member attendance should 
be improved by setting clearer 
expectations and introducing 
accountability measures, as only 
4 out of 13 members attended all 
meetings and less than half 
attended more than half.

2024/25
The Council have responded to this recommendation. 
Committee attendance has been improved during 2025/26 
to date. 

Implemented. 

This specific 
recommendation has 
been satisfied. 

However, we have a 
raised a wider key 
recommendation (3) 
relating to the Council 
governance 
arrangements during 
2025/26 and this does 
include reference to the 
Governance and Audit 
Committee. 

IR5

The Council should ensure that 
individuals responsible for 
contract management are clearly 
identified and provided with 
appropriate training. 
Strengthening awareness and 
capability in this area will support 
more effective oversight and will 
also help address current gaps, 
such as those reflected in the 
incomplete contract register.

2024/25

The Council have implemented the following:
- Clarified and expanded contract management 

responsibilities.
- Published the Commercial Strategy 2026–28, which 

identifies strengthening contract management as a key 
priority, and introduced a new Contract Management 
Policy.

- Updated supporting guidance to provide more detailed, 
practical direction on contract management.

- As an interim step, the Council have asked HR/OD to 
extend existing Government-provided training and make 
this available to support uptake and tracking.

Implemented None needed. 
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Appendix C: Follow up of 2024/25 improvement 
recommendations

Guidance Note

The reporting of follow up 
against key 
recommendations is required 
by AGN03. 

THERE IS NO REQUIREMENT 
TO REPORT ON THE 
FOLLOW UP OF 
IMPROVEMENT 
RECOMMENDATIONS. 
HOWEVER AS A FIRM WE ARE 
COMMITTED TO ADDING 
VALUE AND DRIVING 
IMPROVEMENT SO PLEASE 
TRY TO REPORT IN THE MAIN 
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The detail should be included 
within the main sections and 
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From: Petra Der Man, Monitoring Officer 

To:  Governance and Audit Committee, 15 October 2026  
 
Subject: Annual Governance Statement 2025/26 
 
Status: Unrestricted 

__________________________________________________________________________________ 

Summary: The Annual Governance Statement (AGS) provides an annual 
assessment of the effectiveness of the Council's governance 
arrangements and supports accountability, transparency and good 
decision-making. This report presents the AGS for the Committee's 
consideration and comment prior to its inclusion within the Council's 
Statement of Accounts. 

_________________________________________________________________________________ 

1) Overview 
 

a) The Annual Governance Statement forms part of the Council's governance 
framework and Statement of Accounts. It provides assurance that appropriate 
arrangements are in place to support effective governance, risk management 
and internal control. 
 

b) The AGS has been prepared following a review of the Council's governance 
arrangements during 2025/26. The review considered a range of assurance 
sources, including Internal Audit, External Audit, the Monitoring Officer, the 
Section 151 Officer, Corporate Management Team, governance activity and 
risk management arrangements. 
 

c) The draft AGS was discussed by this committee on 26 July 2026 with 
Members’ comments and observations considered in the preparation of the 
attached final version.  

 

 

2) Appendices  

Appendix: Annual Governance Statement for 2025/26 

3)  Monitoring Officer 

Petra Der Man 
petra.derman@kent.gov.uk  

Recommendations 

The Governance and Audit Committee is asked to approve the Annual Governance 
Statement for 2025/26.
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Executive Summary 
The Annual Governance Statement 2025/26 concludes that Kent County Council 
continues to operate within an effective governance framework, despite significant 
financial pressures, major organisational change, and increasing external demands. 
The statement highlights strong compliance with governance requirements, a 
positive officer culture, and a commitment to continuous improvement, while 
identifying several areas requiring ongoing attention and development. 

The Council's review found a generally high level of assurance regarding compliance 
with the Constitution, Scheme of Delegation, and formal decision-making processes. 
Directors and senior officers reported that decisions are appropriately taken, 
recorded, and published, with governance arrangements increasingly embedded 
across the organisation rather than relying on reactive compliance. A strong 
professional culture among officers, characterised by openness to advice and 
respect for governance processes, was identified as a key organisational strength. 

The Council continues to face a challenging financial environment. During 2025/26, 
forecast revenue overspends resulted in the introduction of tighter spending controls 
and a temporary recruitment freeze. Although the final revenue overspend reduced 
to £22.7 million, significant pressures remain, particularly within Adult Social Care 
services. The Council's most substantial financial risk continues to be the Dedicated 
Schools Grant deficit, which has grown to £130.5 million. The implementation of the 
Oracle Cloud Programme also remains a significant transformation programme 
requiring additional investment. 

While governance arrangements remain sound, the review identified several risks: 

• Capacity pressures across services affecting timely engagement with 
governance processes. 

• Increasing complexity and volume of Member conduct complaints. 
• Financial sustainability challenges. 
• The effectiveness of the Governance and Audit Committee.  
• The impact of Local Government Reorganisation and devolution decisions on 

organisational capacity and governance arrangements. 

 

The Council is entering a period of significant uncertainty and transformation, 
particularly due to proposed, albeit at the time of writing, the “paused” Local 
Government Reorganisation across Kent. Despite these challenges, the Council 
considers its governance arrangements to be effective and capable of supporting 
strategic decision-making, risk management, and service delivery. The AGS 
emphasises that governance improvement is very much an ongoing process and 
that continued focus will be placed on strengthening governance capacity, 
maintaining transparency, and ensuring robust oversight during a period of 
substantial change 
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Purpose of Statement 
The Annual Governance Statement (AGS) is a key document which provides 
Members and Officers with the opportunity to reflect on the processes, activities and 
behaviours which deliver decision making and output within the Council.  

This document is to support the continuous improvement of governance within the 
Council and requires an open and honest assessment of, and by those working 
within, the system. To maintain that improvement, it is vital that there remains an 
open culture regarding the AGS and that it is not weaponised to undermine its core 
purpose. It is a whole Council document and should reflect its different aspects, 
positive and negative.  

It is vital that the statement itself, the process to develop it, and review and 
discussions of the statement are taken within the operating context of the 
organisation and the emerging opportunities, risks, and threats that the Council 
faces.  

The AGS provides an overview of the controls that are in place to manage key 
governance risks. In instances where key governance issues have been identified, 
the detail of actions taken to make improvements and work still to be undertaken are 
documented in action plans. Kent County Council has a statutory requirement to 
produce an Annual Governance Statement.  

It is important also as a way of assessing the extent to which the Council is meeting 
its Best Value Duty. 

It is hoped that the reader will find this statement a thorough and honest account of 
the operation of Kent County Council’s governance arrangements which highlights 
both strengths and the areas requiring further improvement. It is important to 
acknowledge that the authority’s governance journey is a continual one, and this 
statement recognises the Council’s position at a point in time. The statement relates 
to the financial year ending 31 March 2026 and whilst it refers to matters subsequent 
and prior, the primary focus of the statement is on that period of time. 

In the spirit of seeking improvement, the statement naturally concentrates on areas 
for further improvement and development. Accordingly, by its very nature it reflects 
on things that can and should be done differently and contemplates the planned 
activity necessary to address the issues that have arisen. Importantly, the statement 
is about continuous improvement and provides challenge. It relies on transparent 
assessment.  It remains important that all those playing a role in the Council’s 
governance continue to openly discuss issues and challenges as they arise and that 
the Council maintains an environment where those discussions are encouraged.  

The approach taken to the Annual Governance Statement by Kent County Council in 
recent years has involved greater and broader testing across the Council through a 
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survey of those playing a role in supporting governance at all levels of the 
organisation.  

The collection of information over these years now allows us to provide comparative 
analysis on a range of questions to provide a picture over an extended period.  

As with previous years, the final version of the Annual Governance Statement will be 
informed by the Annual Internal Audit Opinion and the outcome of audit and review 
activity from within the financial year in question. The Governance and Audit 
Committee continues to play an important role in seeking to ensure that the 
authority’s corporate governance framework meets recommended practice, is 
embedded across the whole Council, and is operating throughout the year with no 
significant lapses.  

 

Scope of Responsibility 
Kent County Council is responsible for ensuring that services and operations are 
conducted in accordance with the law and proper standards. The authority has a 
specific responsibility to ensure that public money is used carefully and effectively 
and is properly accounted for. There is also a duty to continuously review and 
improve the way we work whilst offering services that are efficient and provide value 
for money. 

Kent County Council operates an Executive scheme of governance with major 
decisions taken by a Leader and nine Cabinet Members within the budget and policy 
framework supported by a majority of Members. Where there are powers and 
functions reserved to the Council, these are taken by or on behalf of the full Council. 
The County Council sets an annual budget which determines the resource available 
to deliver these decisions, strategies, and functions.  

What is governance? 
Governance is about how the Council ensures it is doing the right things, in the right 
way, for the right people in a timely, inclusive, open, honest, and accountable 
manner. It comprises systems and processes, cultures, and values by which the 
Council is directed and controlled. The Council has responsibility for conducting an 
annual review of the effectiveness of its governance framework, including the system 
of internal control.  

Good governance is an essential part of local democracy and through the continued 
adoption of transparent processes Kent County Council will strive to ensure that 
strategies, policies, and operational matters are understood by Kent residents. 
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The Code of Corporate Governance 
Kent County Council’s Code of Corporate Governance describes the principles 
applied by Kent County Council as the framework for good corporate governance, 
how we are achieving these, and the key policies and plans in place to support this.  

The Code follows the seven principles identified in ‘Delivering Good Governance in 
Local Government (2016)’, published jointly by the Chartered Institute of Public 
Finance and Accountancy (CIPFA), and the Society of Local Authority Chief 
Executives and Senior Managers (SOLACE), as a best practice framework for local 
authorities. 

• Principle 1 – Behaving with integrity, demonstrating strong commitment to 
ethical values, and respecting the rule of law. 

• Principle 2 - Ensuring openness and comprehensive stakeholder 
engagement. 

• Principle 3 - Defining outcomes in terms of sustainable economic, social and 
environmental benefits. 

• Principle 4 - Determining the interventions necessary to optimise the 
achievement of the intended outcomes. 

• Principle 5 - Developing the local authority’s capacity, including the capability 
of its leadership and the individuals within it. 

• Principle 6 - Managing risks and performance through robust internal control 
and strong public financial management. 

• Principle 7 - Implementing good practices in transparency, reporting and audit 
to effective accountability. 

All elected Members have an important role to play in acting on behalf of the Council 
and their residents. Officers serve the Council as a corporate body rather than any 
political group, combination of groups, or any individual Member. Members and 
Officers have distinct codes of conduct, reflecting the legal differences between the 
two groups.  

For Members there is the Kent Code of Member Conduct that is adopted under 
Section 27(2) of the Localism Act 2011. It is the responsibility of Members to comply 
with the provisions of this Code and these provisions are set out within the 
authority’s Constitution.  

All employees are required to abide by the Code of Officers Conduct, declare 
personal interests which may conflict with KCC’s own interests, and treat all 
colleagues and customers with dignity and respect.  

Members and Officers are expected to work together on a basis of mutual respect 
and trust. Members set the County Council’s policy direction and Officers are 
responsible for implementing decisions taken and providing professional advice at all 
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stages. KCC’s Scheme of Delegation sets out the framework for how specific 
delegations are allocated to Officers. 

Kent Council Council’s Cabinet Committees are constituted of elected Members and 
are established as advisory Committees of the Executive. Cabinet Committees 
review most key decisions prior to their being taken, together with related matters 
affecting Kent or its residents, in the subject area covered by the Committee. The 
Council also has a Scrutiny Committee whose role is to scrutinise the actions and 
decisions of the Executive and a suite of other Committees which undertake specific 
functions on behalf of the Council. Membership and information about each 
Committee is set out on the County Council’s website. The County Council has 
designated Officers to act as each of the following: Head of Paid Service (Chief 
Executive), the Monitoring Officer (Head of Law), the Section 151 Officer (Corporate 
Director Finance), Director of Adult Social Services, Director of Children’s Services, 
and Director of Public Health. Their functions are explained in Section 11 of KCC’s 
Constitution and responsibilities are placed on these individuals by a combination of 
legislation and the Council’s own governance. 

During 2025/26, Members were reminded by the Monitoring Officer   of the statutory 
responsibilities of the role of the Monitoring Officer, pursuant to  Section 5 of the 
Local Government and Housing Act 1989.   No reports pursuant to Section 5 were 
issues which is in contrast to  earlier years, where there were a number of Section 5 
reports presented in connection with breaches of statutory duties arising from Kent 
County Council’s involvement in judicial review proceedings relating to the care of 
unaccompanied asylum-seeking children (UASC), including matters concerning their 
accommodation in hotels by the Home Secretary. 

The Monitoring Officer function has been refocused following the Senior 
Management restructure in autumn 2025. This is discussed further in the ‘Operating 
Environment’ section below. A Section 5/5A framework is currently in development 
and will set out guidance as to how the Monitoring Officer of the Council will 
approach their statutory duties under sections 5 and 5A (s5/5A) of the Local 
Government and Housing Act 1989.  

The role of Chief Executive continues to incorporate the statutory responsibilities of 
the Head of Paid Service. Personnel Committee agreed in 2025 to the continued 
appointment of the Chief Executive Officer, providing continuity of leadership at a 
critical time for the organisation, particularly in the context of uncertainty regarding 
Local Government Reorganisation, particularly given (at the time of writing) the 
recent “pause” to LGR.  The Chief Executive retains overall accountability for 
ensuring that appropriate resources, capacity and organisational arrangements are 
aligned to fulfil these duties effectively. This continuity and stability in senior 
leadership supports the Council’s ability to maintain effective governance, manage 
organisational change, and sustain service delivery during a period of significant 
transformation. The current Chief Executive’s impact on the Council’s governance is 
expanded on in the ‘Operating Environment’ section below.  
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A permanent Corporate Director Finance was appointed in the 2025/26 financial year 
and started in post in March 2026. The Corporate Director Finance acts as the 
Council’s Section 151 Officer and Chief Finance Officer responsible for making the 
necessary arrangements for local financial and management controls, under section 
151 of the Local Government Act 1972. The Interim Section 151 Officer again 
reflected the increasingly challenging financial position of the Council in both a 
Section 25 assurance statement to the budget in February 2026 and in 
reports/comments to Committees throughout the year.   

Operating Environment 
At the outset of this statement, it is important to record the operating environment 
and context in which services were delivered and this AGS was drafted. Whilst it has 
been less than a year since the approval of the Annual Governance Statement for 
2024/25in October 2025, it is important to reiterate some of what has been stated 
previously and provide further information regarding the Council’s current operating 
environment.  

Financial:  

The revenue and capital budget forecast monitoring position as at Quarter 3 2025-26 
were reported to Cabinet on 29 January 2026. The forecast outturn variance for 
Quarter 3 showed an overspend of £43.5 million, representing 2.8% of the overall 
budget. It was stated that the forecast revenue overspend reported in Q2 needed 
immediate attention and steps had been taken to mitigate the level of the overspend. 

In response to the forecast overspend on the revenue budget, a decision was made 
to introduce firmer spending controls in December 2025; these were in place for the 
remainder of the financial year.  Under these controls, all discretionary spending was 
stopped and a recruitment freeze was put into place immediately. The freeze was 
lifted in April 2026, before which all recruitment activity needed explicit approval by 
the Recruitment Control Panel, who considered each vacancy on an individual case 
basis. 

The budget for 2026/27, agreed at County Council on 12 February 2026, was the 
first budget of the new Administration. A below-maximum Council Tax increase was 
included in the agreed budget.  

On 25 June 2026, a report to Cabinet report set out the revenue and capital budget 
monitoring outturn position in 2025-26, savings delivery in 2025-26 and the reserves 
and prudential indicators position as at 31 March 2026. The 2025-26 outturn 
highlighted another challenging financial year, with a revenue overspend of £22.7m 
(excluding schools) and a £33.0m overspend in Schools’ Delegated Budgets. While 
Growth, Environment & Transport, the Chief Executive’s Department, the Deputy 
Chief Executive’s Department and Non Attributable Costs delivered underspends, 
Adult Social Care & Health again faced substantial pressures due to rising demand, 
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complexity and unachieved savings, resulting in an overspend of £42.9m. Children, 
Young People & Education had a small overspend.   

The continuing growth of the Dedicated Schools deficit, now at £130.5m, remains the 
Council’s most significant financial risk. 

Phase 1 of the Oracle Cloud Programme was implemented in August 2025 and 
replaced the Council’s previous Finance and Procurement system. Phase 2 will 
deliver a replacement HR and Payroll function and is still in final stages of testing. 
Phase 2 is expected to go live later in financial year 2026/27.  Additional funding of 
£7,562,446 is required to complete the implementation of the Oracle Cloud 
Programme. This will be funded from the flexible use of capital receipts.  

Governance Arrangements: 

In December 2025, the Council considered a series of proposals for moving various 
Committee functions to deliver a more efficient approach to formal meetings. The 
proposals involve the bringing together of the functions of some of the Ordinary 
Committees of the Council into one place and the disbanding of a sub-committee.   

Following consideration of these recommendations, County Council agreed the 
following structural amendments: 

• Planning Applications Committee to assume all functions of the Regulation 
Committee, including responsibility for its sub‑committees and panels. The 
Regulation Committee was therefore disbanded.  

• Selection and Member Services Committee to take on all functions of the 
Electoral and Boundary Review Committee, resulting in the disbanding of that 
committee.  

• Member Development Sub‑Committee to be deleted, with its functions to be 
delivered through alternative engagement methods. 

At the time of writing, some of these changes remain to be implemented. There are 
training requirements for some committees, and to ensure the committees can 
legally function, plans are being made to ensure this training gap is closed.  

Alongside these structural changes, the Council has continued to refocus its 
governance framework through the separation of the Monitoring Officer role from 
other senior corporate functions; with the intent being to enable a clearer approach 
to the governance oversight role. The governance implications of this are yet to be 
established. 

Senior Management Changes:  

Since the start of the 2025/26 financial year, several changes have taken place 
within the Council’s senior management structure. This includes turnover in the 
positions of Head of Internal Audit and Counter Fraud; Corporate Director Adult 
Social Care; and Head of Law. Furthermore, in September 2025, County Council 
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endorsed Personnel Committee’s recommendation to proceed with amendments to 
the senior management structure of the Council, to enable recruitment to the post of 
Deputy Chief Executive. The objective was to refine the operating model of the 
corporate departments to better support the organisation’s changing strategic needs 
and evolving operating context. Implementation of the revised structure commenced 
during the latter part of 2025. In November 2025, the Personnel Committee made 
the determination that Amanda Beer would continue as Chief Executive Officer on a 
permanent basis, having previously undertaken the role on a fixed-term contract. 
The Council also appointed a new Monitoring Officer, who took up the role in 
November 2025. The Monitoring Officer is no longer a member of the Corporate 
Management Team but has an open invitation to attend every such meeting.  

Due to ongoing budgetary and operational pressures, alongside the need to ensure 
that capacity is aligned to priority areas and that decision‑making accountabilities are 
clear, proportionate and avoid duplication, a decision was taken in June 2026 not to 
appoint to the Head of Governance role. For six months these responsibilities were 
successfully shared and it was decided that formalising this arrangement would 
deliver savings that support the current challenging financial position, while also 
creating development opportunities across multiple levels within the service. The two 
new posts are: Head of Information Governance, Consultations and Member Support 
and Head of Democratic Services. 

The Council appointed a new Corporate Director of Finance (Section 151 Officer), 
who came into post in March 2026. 

Political Changes:  

As mentioned in the previous Statement, the majority of Members elected in May 
2025 were new to the role of County Councillor. The Council has also seen the first 
change to the majority Political Group since 1997. The resource put into planning 
and preparing for the induction of the new Council has mitigated the impact of this 
change, and there has been a resetting of the policy and priorities of the Council to 
reflect the new administration.    

Reforming Kent 2025-2028 was approved as the Council’s new Strategic Statement 
at County Council in November 2025, replacing the previous administration’s 
Strategy, Framing Kent’s Future. The Strategy is focused on 4 aims that are 
structured around the areas of greatest challenge and opportunity and each of these 
are supported by a number of objectives and priorities. Following the first six months, 
a review of the document was completed to assess progress and to ensure it 
remained appropriate for the needs of Kent. Some additions and revisions were 
made to the document as a result and reported to the Annual General Meeting in 
May 2026.  

The four aims and supporting objectives are:  

1. Putting Kent Residents First  
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2. Reforming Kent County Council  
3. Supporting Residents that need help  
4. Building Better Communities   

The Council has also experienced changes in its political composition during the 
year. New political groups have been formed, and the Council now has six political 
groups. These changes have influenced the dynamics of decision-making, scrutiny, 
and member engagement. 

A comprehensive induction programme was delivered following the elections, 
including two mandated training sessions on cyber security and role of members in 
an emergency. At present, neither of these training sessions have been attended by 
the full membership. The programme continued throughout the year with tailored 
development sessions to support new Members in undertaking their roles effectively.  

In December 2025, County Council approved the establishment of Political Assistant 
posts for qualifying Political Groups in accordance with section 9 of the Local 
Government and Housing Act 1989. One such Political Assistant has been appointed 
to the Reform UK Group. 

The Monitoring Officer function plays a critical role in maintaining standards of 
conduct and supporting effective governance through the management of Code of 
Conduct complaints. Given the increase in both the volume and complexity of 
complaints, there is a clear need for a more focussed and strategic approach to this 
function. This includes identifying recurring themes, targeting early intervention, and 
working proactively with Members and political groups to address underlying 
behavioural issues. The first “Standards Regime and Member Complaints Update” 
report went to the Standards Committee in April 2026 and it is planned that these will 
be delivered on a more regular basis, tailored to the Standards Committee.  

Tailored training to support Members with their role is being delivered through the 
new Monitoring Office, and will address some common themes arising from the 
Member Complaints received as well as common necessary issues for them to be 
mindful of. 

The Monitoring Officer is holding an open-door approach with Members across all 
Groups.  

External Pressures and Local Government Reorganisation: 

The organisation continues to operate within a complex and evolving landscape of 
cross‑cutting government pressures. Competing policy priorities exacerbate the 
financial challenges and resource constraints faced by the council. This presents an 
ongoing risk as the Council prepares for significant structural change through local 
government reorganisation.  

On 28 November 2025, KCC submitted its Strategic Business Case to government 
advocating for a single unitary authority covering all of Kent and Medway (Option 
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1A). The submission outlined the Council’s assessment that a single unitary model 
represented the most financially sustainable and operationally coherent option for 
the area. Kent Council Leaders’ portal published all five business cases, including 
KCC’s Option 1A and multi‑unitary alternatives from other district councils. 

In February 2026, Government launched a public consultation on multiple competing 
proposals (one, three, four, or five unitary authorities) submitted by Kent councils. On 
16 July 2026, the Government announced its decision to proceed with Option 4B for 
Kent and Medway, which would establish four new unitary councils. The expected 
statutory timetable suggested that Shadow Authority elections will be held in May 
2027, with Vesting Day on 1 April 2028. However, on 7th September 2026 the 
Government announced a review of its Local Government Reorganisation 
programme and confirmed that plans for Kent and Medway will be “paused” while 
that review is carried out. 

The scale, complexity, and timing of the Government’s requirements in relation to 
local government reorganisation are already having, and will continue to have, a 
significant impact on the operating position and capacity of the Council.  

The Devolution and Local Government Re-organisation Cabinet Committee continue 
to have a role in considering the risks, timeframes, and governance implications of 
Local Government Reorganisation for KCC, and particularly the significance for the 
authority of the Government’s decision to “pause” the process of LGR.  

Internal Audit – Annual Opinion 
Internal Audit concludes that Adequate Assurance can be assigned in relation to the 
Council’s corporate governance, risk management and internal control 
arrangements. This opinion is principally based upon the evaluation of the findings, 
conclusions and assurances from the work undertaken by Internal Audit compared to 
eight key indicators of corporate health, as set out in paragraphs 3.7-3.9, which 
concludes “Adequate” assurance overall. 

There has been a maintained trajectory in the proportion of systems, processes or 
functions which are assigned an assurance level of “Substantial” or  High” with 50% 
in 2025-26 in line with 50% in 2024-25 and 52% in 2023-24. There was a slight 
increase in the assigning of “Limited” assurance in 2025-26 to 17% from 15% in 
2024-25.  

A Significant level of audit resources cover non- assurance work such as Advisory 
and Programmed Follow Ups of previous audits assigned “Limited” or “No” 
assurance. The outcomes from this non-assurance work has highlighted 
improvements across 2025-26.  Thus, for example, the outcome of the Programmed 
Follow Up work was that of 28 issues raised, 69% had been fully implemented. 

The opinion is also based on the evaluation of the implementation of agreed 
management actions to address internal control and risk management issues 
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identified by Internal Audit reports. In 2024-25, full implementation rates increased to 
62% in 2024-25 from 34% in 2023-24. The positive trend in implementation of 
management actions was taken into 2025-26 with implementation reported to 
January (64%) and July (61%) Governance and Audit Committees. This was a 
positive step in the implementation of agreed management actions and should be 
continued to be built upon in 2026-27. 

It should be emphasised that the assignment of an overall “Adequate” assurance 
opinion in 2025-26 is consistent with the overall opinion since 2019-20. The 
Adequate” assurance opinion should be considered in the context of the 
unprecedented challenges faced by the Council in recent years and the significant 
risks it continues to navigate. 

Internal Audit aims to add and protect organisational value and continues to work 
collaboratively with stakeholders, senior management and the Governance and Audit 
Committee to improve governance and internal control arrangements. Examples 
include:  

• Being a critical friend and trusted advisor for Council projects such as the 
Oracle Cloud programme; 

• Auditing what matters and revising areas of coverage to reflect new risks and 
assisting the organisation in times of challenge; 

• Helping the Council look back and learn from experiences with clear and 
targeted reports; 

• Providing insight by evaluating the Council’s current state of maturity and 
examining the strengths, weaknesses and effectiveness of risk management 
arrangements; 

• Highlighting emerging risks and blind-spots that require monitoring and 
managing, for example identifying weaknesses using advanced data 
analytics; 

• Championing effective corporate governance, strong risk management, 
greater efficiency of operations and effective processes and internal controls, 

• Continued coverage of information technology and information governance 
risks; 

• Attendance at various external groups to share best practice and inform 
horizon scanning of significant risks; 

• Delivery of an effective proactive and reactive Counter Fraud service; 
• Retention of income generated services delivered to external clients; 
• Promoting and delivering on the ethos of talent management and 

development of members of the service; and 
• Input to Council wide Information Governance and Risk groups. 

There have been no significant limitations to the scope of Internal Audit work, but it 
should be noted that the assurance expressed can never be absolute and as such 
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Internal Audit provides assurance based on the work performed using a risk-based 
approach to engagement planning.  

 

Review of effectiveness 
Kent County Council has a responsibility to review the effectiveness of its 
governance. This review has been co-ordinated by the Head of Law and the Legal 
Services division and has drawn on a range of sources. These sources include a 
survey carried out on the Corporate Management Team, the Challenger group and, 
separately, those Officers closely involved with governance and decision-making 
processes, as well as ongoing monitoring of governance activity throughout the year.  

Given the changes at Corporate Director level during the period covered by this 
Statement, it is recognised that some respondents were not able to provide full 
personal assurance across all areas covered by the survey. In these instances, 
responses have been interpreted with due regard to organisational context and, 
where possible, triangulated against other available evidence, including returns from 
Heads of Service, governance Officers, and ongoing monitoring activity. The 
absence of full personal assurance in these cases was taken to indicate 
non-compliance, but rather reflects transitional circumstances and the timing of 
appointments. 

Returns submitted by Corporate Directors and Directors provided a high level of 
overall assurance regarding compliance with the Constitution, the Scheme of 
Delegation, and formal decision-making requirements. The majority of respondents 
confirmed that decisions were taken, recorded and published appropriately and that 
suitable assurance was sought from services prior to submission. Most Directors 
also confirmed that, while operating in a highly pressured environment, they 
generally had sufficient resources to discharge their statutory and constitutional 
responsibilities. There is clear evidence of a shift from reactive compliance to more 
planned, embedded governance 

However, the responses also indicated that there are ongoing governance 
pressures. In particular, late engagement with governance processes, often driven 
by political timetables, external dependencies or capacity constraints, was 
recognised as a continuing risk. While compliance with internal governance remains 
high, decisions taken close to deadlines increase pressure on statutory processes. 
There was some indication that Officers felt that Members and the public did not fully 
appreciate the shrinking capacity of the service directorates.  

Understanding and ownership of governance responsibilities across the organisation 
is broadly positive. Most Directors expressed confidence that Officers understand 
delegated authority, escalation routes and governance obligations, and governance 
Officers strongly affirmed a positive professional culture within the Officer cohort. 
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Nevertheless, capacity pressures, training gaps and reliance on inherited 
arrangements in a small number of areas mean this assurance is not universal, 
indicating the importance of sustained training and reinforcement of governance 
expectations. 

Responses indicate that the internal Officer governance culture is a clear 
organisational strength, with Officers demonstrating high levels of professionalism, 
openness to advice and respect for governance requirements. This is consistent with 
previous years’ findings.  

There is also a generally positive perception of Member/Officer relations, but with a 
significant minority (almost one quarter) of governance Officers experiencing isolated 
but repeated incidents of poor behaviour involving specific Members. These are not 
considered to be a systemic issue. While not a direct governance failure, these 
results present an emerging cultural risk which, if not addressed, could impact 
long-term governance capacity.  

Due to the significant number of newly elected Members, including the establishment 
of a new majority political group, there is an increased need for Officers to 
demonstrate clear and visible political neutrality in both practice and perception. A 
number of established ways of working, previously taken for granted as part of the 
status quo, are now being reviewed to ensure they are appropriately formalised 
within policies and guidance, supporting consistency and transparency. In response 
to this shift, the organisation is also adapting how it engages and communicates, 
recognising the need to work differently with a largely new cohort of councillors and 
to support effective governance arrangements in this changing context. 

Over 2025/26 there has been heightened media scrutiny due to KCC being one of 
the largest authorities with a change of administration in May 2025. With this 
attention, there has arguably been greater engagement between Members and the 
press. It is difficult to ascertain the impact of this on internal governance processes. 
However, it can be said that there have been incidences in which the Code of 
Conduct complaints process has been politicised through this engagement with the 
media. The Marketing & Resident Experience Team are playing a key role in 
responding to requests from the press, and ensuring that these responses are 
aligned with Council policies. 

Given the Senior Management restructure, the statutory functions of the Monitoring 
Officer (separate from the Head of Law role) are undertaken by a small team. The 
new Monitoring Officer function has improved the handling and reporting of Code of 
Conduct Complaints. In future Statements, it is expected that any trends in complaint 
figures or themes will be expanded on further in the Annual Governance Statement 
where these are seen to have a material impact on governance effectiveness.  

Whilst formal reporting of numbers and trends concerning Code of Conduct 
complaints to the Standards Committee took place in April 2026, they refer to the 
period covered by this AGS. The number of complaints is high compared to previous 
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years, with a high percentage (40%) being complaints by Members against other 
Members. In total, 85 Code of Conduct complaints were received between 6 May 
2025 to 31 March 2026. This is approximately four times the amount of complaints 
received in the same period the previous year.  

The resourcing of the Monitoring Officer function is an area that has been reviewed 
in light of increasing governance activities, volume of complaints, and the work 
involved in providing governance advice connected with Local Government 
Reorganisation. It is also important to reflect on the impact of the restructure on how 
governance is managed at the Council.    

In terms of resourcing more generally, the Council has seen a shift in both 
recruitment and retention dynamics over the past year. This is influenced in part by 
the increasing uncertainty associated with Local Government Reorganisation. As the 
potential structure, scale, and timing of changes have become more widely 
understood, this may affect staff confidence and career planning, contributing to 
increased turnover in some service areas and a more cautious approach from 
candidates considering new roles. The Council has put in measures, including 
regular staff briefings, to help ensure the continued delivery of high-quality services 
while maintaining a stable and engaged workforce throughout the transition period.  

The Council maintains a whistleblowing framework as a critical component of its 
governance and assurance arrangements, enabling Officers to raise concerns about 
wrongdoing, fraud, malpractice or breaches of standards in a safe and confidential 
manner. There is a clear organisational expectation that individuals should feel able 
to use this process without fear of reprisal, and that all concerns will be treated 
seriously, investigated appropriately and handled in line with established procedures. 
Awareness of the whistleblowing policy is supported through internal 
communications, reinforcing the importance of early escalation of concerns. While 
there is no evidence to suggest systemic barriers to use of the process, it remains 
important that the Council continues to promote a culture of openness, ensuring that 
Officers at all levels feel confident that concerns will be listened to, acted upon and 
that they will be protected when raising them in good faith. 

The Governance and Audit Committee continues to play a central role in providing 
independent assurance on the adequacy of the Council’s governance, risk 
management and control arrangements. An effectiveness review undertaken in April 
2026, informed by a Member self-assessment and independent feedback, found that 
while the Committee continues to provide a sound level of baseline oversight, there 
are areas where its effectiveness could be further strengthened. In particular, the 
review highlighted the need to enhance Member engagement, understanding of the 
Committee’s role and terms of reference, and the level of constructive challenge 
provided to Officers. The findings also emphasised the importance of a more 
structured and targeted training offer, alongside improved work planning and focus 
on key risks. This is being addressed through additional external training being 
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provided to the Committee in September 2026  together with a face to face Member 
and Officer group meeting to review and re-set objectives.  

At the time of writing, a recruitment exercise has just been carried out to appoint a 
second Independent Member to the Governance and Audit Committee following the 
departure of the former Independent Member at the end of the 2025/26 financial 
year.  
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Review of Prior Year Actions 

An important place to start is in reviewing the actions that have previously been identified to improve the Council’s governance.  

Given activity around devolution, local government reorganisation and, subsequently, the elections, those actions that have not 
been completed have been added to the actions for 2025/26.  

The actions from the prior year AGS are set out in the following table. In the final version of the AGS this table will be completed, 
actions are anticipated to be green status at that time and the further information section will be completed. 

 

Title Contact Action Update 
Ongoing monitoring of the new governments 
legislative pipeline and the governance implications of 
proposals Tristan Godfrey 

This is undertaken as part of business as usual 
activity. Briefing documents are prepared as 
appropriate.  

Development of an annual schedule of governance 
training for Officers Joel Cook 

Service / team level engagement to support ad hoc 
training and briefings on request is ongoing. 
 
Planned schedule under review in view of LGR 
updates and staffing position. 

Adopting best practice governance around the 
Council's response to Governments' requests 
regarding Local Government Reorganisation proposals Tristan Godfrey 

The Governance Team liaised with the Kent 
Secretaries group on a regular basis and shared 
information on best practice and common approaches. 
Paper of LGR and governance presented to 
Devolution and LGR Cabinet Committee on 23 March 
2026. Advice was given, as required, on the formal 
KCC decision-making practices ahead of the 
submission of the Council’s preferred option.   
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Monitor and evaluate the impact of the changes to the 
Scrutiny Terms of Reference introduced in March 2025 Joel Cook 

Positive progress made in developing a longer term 
and planned approach to Scrutiny, with a greater 
Strategic focus and allowing sufficient notice for 
responses by the Executive and Directorates. 
Opposition Chairing of Scrutiny has been effective.  

Develop Scrutiny Work Programme Joel Cook 

Key issue identified (SEND) built into longer term work 
programme to undertake, iterative, ongoing and co-
ordinated Scrutiny of a key service area for the Council 
in a managed way. 
 
Work programme now includes ‘look back at previous 
decisions’ elements. 

Section 5 framework Tristan Godfrey 

The Governance Team produced different iterations of 
a Section 5 framework which were sent to the 
Monitoring Officer for review. The Monitoring Officer 
has selected a preferred framework which aims to 
capture the decision-making processes of an MO in 
deciding upon a section 5/A report. 

Review of the County Council Meeting Procedure 
Rules Tristan Godfrey 

Recommendations were considered by County 
Council in May 2026. These built on the Monitoring 
Officer’s ongoing review of the Constitution, which has 
taken a phased approach to improvement in light of 
Local Government Reorganisation, focusing on 
targeted amendments and governance best practice. 

Implementation of the Decision Making App Lizzy Adam 

 A sample of decisions have been successfully routed 
through the Screening Tool section of the App, 
supporting the initial development of a governance 
work plan for the Council, evidencing positive 
engagement with the App along with confirming 
usability across multiple Directorates.  A small sample 
of decisions has been identified for live testing through 
the September decision-cycle to provide further 
evidence of project effectiveness and usability. 
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Wider and mandated roll out of Screening Tool usage 
is intended in the Autumn which will capture all 
planned formal governance activity to ensure early 
engagement with Corporate and Cross-Directorate 
support work required to facilitate effective decision-
making. 
 
Technical work on the App has completed, with full 
viability of delivery across all stages of the process to 
deliver a Decision Case Management approach. 
 
Given LGR and the impact on decision making 
alongside budget pressures we are reviewing whether 
continuing with live testing of the final decision stages 
within the App represents best value for residents 
within the resources available across the County and 
will feed the work into LGR preparation discussions. 

Review of Governance Processes following the 
elections Tristan Godfrey 

A report was presented on matters relating to the 
election to the Selection and Member Services 
Committee on 5 March 2026. 

Develop a mechanism for Governance and Audit 
Committee to have oversight of savings plans with 
monitoring of key activity Tristan Godfrey 

Initial emails have been sent to the Finance Team to 
establish how this action can best be delivered.  
 
This will be taken forward as part of the broader review 
of the Governance and Audit Committee on an 
ongoing basis.  

Improve Corporate Director access to key assurance 
data.  Section 151 Officer 

As the Corporate Director Finance (Section 151 
Officer) changed within the year, assurances for 
2025/26 were provided by the Deputy Section 151 
Officer. The Deputy Section 151 Officer had received 
all of the necessary assurances from the relevant 
services.  

Review of the Code of Practice for Local Government 
Publicity Petra Der Man 

The Council’s Pre-election Period guidance was 
reviewed and updated in December 2025. The 
Governance Team continues to work closely with the 

P
age 82



 

21 
 

Public Relations & Communications Team in periods 
of heightened scrutiny. A further guidance document, 
specifically on Shadow Authority elections, is currently 
in draft format.  

Review of Information provided on the Council’s 
Website to reduce need for FOI requests Lizzy Adam 

An analysis of the most frequent type of FOIs requests 
is underway ahead of a review of the website. A paper 
is planned to be taken to CMT in September. 

Improve visibility and accessibility of governance 
training, particularly for new starters and junior staff. Joel Cook 

Decision App includes detailed guidance notes for 
using the App and on broader Governance – this 
guidance is available easily within the App and users 
and directed to it for support.  Live testing of elements 
of the App continues, supporting staff engagement 
with the relevant guidance and processes. 
 
KNet Pages across Governance Division under review 
to ensure better presentation and flagging of which 
corporate support options are available and how to 
access them and when (e.g. Decision-making, 
Committee work and Consultation). 
 
Core Decision-making guidance pages on KNet have 
been reviewed and remain fit for purpose, providing 
templates, key points and considerations around 
Governance along with encouraging contact with 
relevant experts to access the required support to 
deliver effective decisions through early collaboration. 

Ensure that Fraud Risk assessment training is 
arranged for directorate and work to improve effective 
counter fraud and anti-corruption arrangements. 

Corporate Management 
Team 

This action related specifically to the Adult Social Care 
and Health directorate. From the survey returns it is 
evident that this has not yet been fulfilled, but will be 
carried over into 2026/27 to apply more widely.  

Complete full data mapping for service. Director Infrastructure 

A list of key systems and data processed has been 
documented, to ensure that this is kept up to date the 
team are reviewing this to ensure that data ownership 
and data processors information is in line with data 
management protocols. 
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Ensure that AGS is on DIVMT agendas at least once a 
year, with updates on actions as appropriate Ben Watts, Petra Der Man 

Discussions around AGS are taking place but this will 
be tested at the end of the financial year to ensure 
compliance. 
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. 

Key Findings and Conclusions from the Review of 
Effectiveness 

1. The review provides a high level of assurance that the Council’s governance 
framework is operating effectively and is embedded across the organisation, 
with strong compliance observed against the Constitution, Scheme of 
Delegation and formal decision-making requirements. 

2. There is clear evidence of a continued shift from reactive compliance towards 
more planned and embedded governance, supported by a professional 
Officer culture characterised by openness, integrity and respect for 
governance processes. 

3. Timing pressures remain a key challenge, with late engagement in 
governance processes (often driven by political, operational or external 
factors) continuing to place strain on statutory procedures, representing an 
ongoing operational risk. 

4. Understanding and ownership of governance responsibilities across the 
organisation is generally strong; however, this is not yet consistent in all 
areas, with capacity pressures, training gaps and reliance on legacy 
arrangements affecting the level of assurance in a minority of cases. 

5. The internal governance culture among Officers is a significant strength and 
continues to underpin effective governance arrangements, with high levels of 
professionalism and responsiveness to advice. 

6. Member/Officer relationships are broadly positive; however, isolated but 
repeated incidents of poor behaviour involving a minority of Members present 
an emerging cultural risk which may impact governance effectiveness if not 
addressed. 

7. The external and political environment, including increased media scrutiny 
following the May 2025 change of administration, has contributed to a more 
complex governance landscape, with some indication that formal processes 
such as Code of Conduct complaints have been influenced by this context. 

8. The volume and nature of Code of Conduct complaints, including a high 
proportion of Member-to-Member complaints, indicate a shift in the political 
dynamic which requires continued monitoring and management. 

9. The Monitoring Officer function has improved the handling and reporting of 
complaints and capacity within this function has been reviewed to ensure it 
remains resilient in light of increasing governance demands and ongoing 
organisational change. 

10. The Governance and Audit Committee ‘Effectiveness Review’ has identified 
the need to strengthen  Member engagement, with the aim to provide better 
understanding of its role linked with, training provision and a  level of 
constructive challenge. Meanwhile, this  Committee continues its role to 
provide essential independent assurance for KCC .  
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11. The Council’s whistleblowing arrangements remain an important safeguard 
within the governance framework, and continued emphasis is required to 
ensure Officers feel safe, supported and confident to raise concerns. 

12. Overall, the Council’s governance arrangements are considered sound and 
effective. No fundamental weaknesses have been identified; however, 
targeted improvements are required in relation to capacity, consistency, 
culture and continuous development to ensure governance remains robust in 
a complex and evolving environment. 

 

AGS Identified Actions for 2026/27 
The identified actions for 2026/27 are set out in the following table.  

Title Contact 
Full implementation of the Decision Making App.  Ben Watts 

Review of Company Governance and report to 
Governance and Audit Committee.  

Ben Watts 

Development of a training programme for Members on 
Constitutional roles and responsibilities, and matters 
relating to the Code of Conduct, in consultation with the 
Chair of Standards Committee. This should include 
training on the Nolan Principles. 

Petra Der Man 

Establish clear governance principles and processes for 
LGR-related activity, including preparation for decision-
making during a transition period.  

Tristan Godfrey 
David Whittle 

Review whether the MO has sufficient resources to 
carry out statutory function alongside the additional, 
specialist governance advice that will be required 
alongside the LGR process.  

Petra Der Man 

Ensure that Fraud Risk assessment training is arranged 
for directorates and work to improve effective counter 
fraud and anti-corruption arrangements. 

Corporate Management Team 

Review of budget templates. Brendan Arnold 

Reset of the Governance and Audit Committee.  Petra Der Man 
Brendan Arnold 

 

 

Report of the Monitoring Officer 
Section 5 of the Local Government and Housing Act 1989 designates the Monitoring 
Officer as having a range of responsibilities regarding the lawful conduct of the 
County Council. These responsibilities include a duty to provide a report to all 
Members in circumstances where a contemplated decision, act, or omission by or on 
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behalf of the Executive leads (in their view) to maladministration or a contravention 
of the rule of law.  

In any given year, there is always the possibility that circumstances lead to situations 
where the Council may be said or may be found to have acted contrary to its 
statutory duties without this having been done deliberately or with full awareness of 
this being the case. Where there are such decisions, there is always an impact on 
individuals or groups of individuals. 

This report identifies the operating environment and the challenges faced by the 
Council and has referred to the key themes throughout. The issuing of a Section 5 
report is intended to be used only as a last resort. To mitigate the risk of needing to 
do so in the future, there are a number of matters that the Monitoring Officer wishes 
to record here in the AGS, and which inform the findings.  

The new Monitoring Officer during this audit period has established a group of 
officers to support and reinforce the statutory role, recognising the need to provide all 
Members and all officers with the valuable professional support, guidance and 
political neutrality that is required. 

The Standards Committee has been provided with data relating to Member 
Complaints.  It is intended that themes from those complaints will be considered and 
training where relevant will be provided.  The Monitoring Officer shall ensure that all 
reports relating to outcomes of Member Complaints, thematic evidence shall be 
reviewed and where training is required to benefit all Members, then such training 
will be provided. 

There is a close working relationship between Internal Audit and the Monitoring 
Office leading to training being provided to all Members in September 2026 on the 
issue of confidentiality and separately on the Nolan Principles. 

The Monitoring Officer, during the period of this Audit up to the time of writing, has 
not issued a Notice pursuant to s. 5 of the Local Government and Housing Act 1989.  
Advice from the Monitoring Officer in this regard has been provided and the 
significance of the statutory power of the Monitoring Officer has been respected. 

The Governance and Audit Committee has, during this audit period, had the benefit 
of an ‘effectiveness review’. To support the Members of this Committee to strengthen 
its effectiveness, the Monitoring Officer together with the s.151 Finance Officer and 
the Deputy Chief Executive have organised for September 2026, a review and re-
setting face to face meeting with all Governance and Audit Members together.  The 
recent appointment of a 2nd Independent Member to this Committee should provide 
further and essential independent assurance. 

The Monitoring Officer holds regular meetings with the Leader of the Council, is 
accessible to all Members on an as and when basis and has enjoyed a positive 
professional working relationship with the council appointed external auditors. 
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It would be remiss not to mention here the impact of Local Government 
Reorganisation. The Monitoring Officer has been supporting all required necessary 
work to be delivered across the authority to support the Government decision for 
Local Government Reorganisation delivered on 16th July 2026.  Since then, we have 
received the decision from central Government to “pause” the Local Government 
Reorganisation programme in Kent and Medway on 7th September 2026.   

The uncertainty from this “pause” has had significant implications for the authority in 
the very short time of being notified of it in early September.   For the Monitoring 
Officer, the impact of this uncertainty is clear.  It has already been felt and includes, 
but is not limited to, issues of governance relating to lawful decision-making, third-
party agreements, governance planning models being worked on with external 
bodies including with the other Monitoring Officers within Kent and Medway, 
implications for reviews of the authority’s Constitution, and issues of standards for all 
Members.  

The Monitoring Officer, looking forward, will continue to work with candour and 
consistency with all Members and officers so as to maintain a professional level of 
good governance with lawful decision making, and excellent standards. 
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Annual Governance Statement 2025/26 Conclusion 
The Council can be assured that its governance arrangements are sound and 
operating effectively, with no evidence of systemic failure. However, continued focus 
is required in relation to governance capacity, timeliness, Member conduct, and the 
resilience of key statutory functions. 

Signatory Section  
Signatories  

Petra Der Man, Monitoring Officer  

Brendan Arnold, Section 151 Officer  

Amanda Beer, Chief Executive  

Linden Kemkaran, Leader of the Council 
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Appendix 1: Decision Making at Kent County Council 
 

The Council has specific powers granted by Parliament and Government. The 
Constitution sets out how the legal powers of the Council are dispersed and 
organised.  

It is also the document that underpins our formal governance processes, including 
decisions that are taken by or on behalf of the Council, including the Executive. 

A Key Decision is required where a proposal fulfils at least one of the following: 

a. requires savings or expenditure of over £1m; 
b. has a significant effect on two or more electoral divisions; 
c. adopts a major new strategy; or 
d. involves significant service development. 

A Key Decision may only be taken by the Leader, Cabinet or a Cabinet Member. All 
Key Decisions require assessments of risk, financial, legal and equalities 
implications to be completed before they are taken. All decisions are published here: 
https://democracy.kent.gov.uk/mgDelegatedDecisions.aspx.  

The formal Key Decision process begins with publication of a Forthcoming Executive 
Decision (FED). The FED provides advance notice of the proposed decision, 
decision-maker, anticipated decision date, and relevant background information. For 
most Key Decisions, publication must allow a minimum 28-day notice period before 
the decision can be taken.  

Before the decision is formally taken, Officers publish a Proposed Record of 
Decision (PROD). The PROD sets out the decision to be taken; the rationale for the 
decision; financial, legal and equality considerations; and details of consultation 
undertaken or proposed, including any relevant Cabinet Committee consideration. 
The PROD enables scrutiny by Members prior to the final decision. 

Once the Leader, Cabinet or Cabinet Member has formally determined the matter, a 
Record of Decision (ROD) is published. The ROD is the legal record of the decision 
taken. The publication of the ROD starts the call-in period (five clear working days) 
for decisions that are subject to Scrutiny call-in. If no valid call-in is received during 
that period, the decision becomes effective and may be implemented. 
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