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Executive Summary

Purpose:

Kent County Council is responsible for ensuring that its business is conducted in
accordance with the law and proper standards. It needs to ensure that public money
is safeguarded, properly accounted for, and used economically, efficiently, and
effectively. To achieve this the council must ensure that it has a governance
framework that supports a culture of transparent decision making.

Operating Environment:

Despite significant efforts to reduce a large overspend in 2023/24, financial
challenges persist, particularly in the Adult Social Care directorate. The
Council is focused on delivering savings and maintaining budget compliance
to ensure financial sustainability.

KCC faces unique challenges due to its geographical position as the gateway
to Europe, including high demand for services for unaccompanied asylum-
seeking (UAS) children and the impact of the upcoming EU Entry/Exit System
(EES).

The political landscape has changed following a general election, leading to
uncertainties in policy and financial frameworks from the new Government.
The Autumn Budget of 2024 and the imminent Government white paper on
the future of local government adds to this uncertainty.

Preparations are underway and on target for the May 2025 KCC elections.
The Chief Executive has implemented new operating standards and a "one
council" approach to improve governance and strategic management.

Review of Prior Year’s Actions:

M On track or delivered M Delayed B Amended




Key Findings for 2023/24:

Strengths Areas for Focus

Improving Governance structures Behaviours and Compliance

Clearer Accountabilities Transition to New Council

Recommendation tracking Statutory Duties

Election Preparation Prioritisation and pace of material
issues

Delivery of Actions Budget/Savings Delivery

Response to Change Government Policy Impacts

A key focus on improving the taking, recording and publication of key decision now
has greater confidence from accountable officers. Two years ago this was a critical
concern for Corporate Directors and the table below shows the increased assurance
they are able to now provide. Increased training, support, additional systems and a
greater focus has led to this increased assurance.

Assurance on taking, recording and publication of key

and significant decisions

2022/23

71% go%
No - partially

Yes - fully compliant compliant

2023/24

100%

Yes - fully compliant




1=2020/21 2=2021/22 3 =2022/23 4 =2023/24

This AGS reports a number of positive activities and positive trends, which are to be
welcomed. However, they sit against an unprecedented operating environment and
financial challenge which means that the endeavour, innovation and behaviours
demonstrated in the past year must be maintained and exceeded in order to keep
pace. The diagram above demonstrates relative progress and the need for the
continuation of the governance journey.

AGS Identified Actions for 2024/25

£

The actions for the year ahead are arranged under three key themes:

WA =
- =

. Living Within Budgetary Means
. Member Governance and Behaviour

. Compliance with Governance rules/framework




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 is required to produce an Annual
Governance Statement under the regulations issued by Government.

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.

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 and 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
survey of those playing a role in supporting governance at all levels of the
organisation. As part of the evidence gathering phase of this year’s process, a
survey was once again sent to the Corporate Management Team. A Member
experience survey included a number of questions that have provided a useful
insight into Member priorities and the understanding of governance within the
broader Membership of the Council.




The collection of information over a number of years now allows us to provide
comparative analysis on a range of repeated questions to provide a picture over a
period of time.

The Annual Governance Statement for 2022/23 repeated the previous year’s
recommendations and added to them. The additional recommendations coming from
the Grant Thornton Governance Review, Internal Audit activities and other Grant
Thornton publications have led to the creation of additional action plans. Whilst
significant progress has been made against these action plans, it is recognised that
there is a lot of identified activity. Therefore, the actions have been reviewed and
consolidated to ensure that these are fully addressed as a priority. Progress is
reported to the Governance and Audit Committee via a PowerBIl Dashboard on
Microsoft Teams on which the functionality is being further developed. The
Committee then have the opportunity to ask for further information on an action
should they wish to seek further assurance.

As with previous years, the Annual Governance Statement is informed by the Annual
Audit Opinion and the outcome of audit and review activity. The Governance and
Audit Committee continue to play an important role in ensuring 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.

This statement is required to reflect the position at point of signature and therefore
reflects a range of activities and issues that fall in 2023/24 financial year. It is
important to note though that whilst some of those significant issues that have arisen
or been reported on during 2024/25 are contemplated as part of the ongoing work
that we are doing, they will formally be reported as part of the next Annual
Governance Statement

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 nine Cabinet Members and a Leader executing the policies and
strategies 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 of 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.

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.

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

e Principle 2 - Ensuring openness and comprehensive stakeholder
engagement.

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

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

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

e 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 (12) 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 in 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
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. The remit and membership of 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 (General Counsel), the
Section 151 Officer (Corporate Director of 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.

The responsibilities of the Monitoring Officer were expressly discussed by Members
due to the presentation of a number of reports made under Section 5 of the Local
Government and Housing Act 1989 relating to a breach of statutory duties by Kent
County Council during the financial year: Kent County Council was involved in three
separate Judicial Review claims in relation to the care of unaccompanied asylum-
seeking children (UAS children) and their accommodation in hotels by the Secretary
of State for the Home Department (SSHD).




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 Head of Paid Service was changed to a Chief Executive role within the 2022/23
municipal year and changes to the Council’'s governance were made to recognise
this shift. The Chief Executive remains responsible for the statutory duties of the
Head of Paid Service and for ensuring that the appropriate resources and
arrangements are lined up against these. The current Chief Executive’s impact on
the Council’s governance is expanded on in the ‘Operating Environment’ section
below.

The Corporate Director of 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. In an increasingly challenging financial position, the Section 151 Officer
reflected this in both a section 25 assurance statement to the budget in February
2024 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
2022/23 in January 2024, it is important to reiterate some of what has been stated
previously and provide further information regarding the Council’s current operating
environment.

Firstly, it is important to note the continued financial and operating position of the
Council. The Council continues to operate within a context of unprecedented
challenges and there are significant ongoing risks which the Council continues to
address. The delivery of savings and compliance with the budget remains an
absolute priority to ensure the financial sustainability of the Council. Securing Kent’s
Future and a range of spending controls were introduced over the relevant period to
address and significantly reduce an overspend in 2023/24 that was initially reported
at the end of quarter 1 as £43.7m before management action. By the end of the
financial year, the revenue overspend had been brought down to £12.4m.

The challenges persist in the current financial year and whilst the quarter one
forecast overspend was not at 2023/24 levels nor at the levels of many other
authorities, it remains material and unsustainable in the longer term, primarily within
Adult Social Care on current figures. This statement looks at the governance steps
that are being taken to strengthen budget savings delivery and identifies further
actions, placing an important emphasis on budget and savings delivery.
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It is important to note the post-general election political context within which services
are being delivered. Whilst KCC had been prepared for the occurrence of a general
election in 2024, the termination point of the previous government’s policy agenda
was unknown. With a new Government, some work has had to be put on hold or
curtailed to align with new and developing policy positions. There are ongoing
uncertainties in some areas where the Council are dependent on Central
Government for setting the framework, both in terms of policy direction and
financially. These uncertainties have a material impact on KCC'’s activities and ability
to forward plan in those areas.

The new Government’s Autumn Budget took place on 30 October 2024 and, with the
details and implications being worked through at the time of writing, presents
significant uncertainty relating to the impact of the government’s priorities for the new
parliament.

KCC'’s challenges are heightened by its geographical position as the ‘gateway’ to
Europe. The high levels of demand in relation to accommodation and support for
UAS children, is due to Kent’s proximity to mainland Europe. Having a major seaport
and the nearest coastline to the European mainland means UAS children regularly
arrive in large numbers in the county and are referred to KCC'’s children’s services.
Another example of a geographically related challenge that KCC is currently facing is
the European Union’s plan to introduce a new digital border check called the
Entry/Exit system (EES). KCC is working closely with partners in the Kent and
Medway Resilience Forum to identify the risks of significant events on our
communities and plan to minimise their effects. This includes the potential impact of
EES on Kent'’s roads.

It has always been recognised that devolution to a geographically, economically, and
politically diverse sub-region such as Kent and surrounding areas does pose some
considerable challenges. However, it also presents a strategic opportunity. In
September 2024, KCC submitted an Expression of Interest to the Secretary of State
to secure a devolution deal for Kent. The submission of an Expression of Interest is
only the first stage of what can be a lengthy process in securing a devolution deal
and it would not be unusual, based on devolution deals elsewhere, for the whole
process to take 24 months, perhaps longer. At present, this is not known and
depending on the nature of any possible deal, there will be much work that needs to
be undertaken across governance, finance, and strategy/policy, which has resource
implications for the Council.

This AGS is also written within the context of the upcoming May 2025 KCC elections.
Significant work is already underway to prepare for a new Council term and for the
induction of those Members returning and those returned for the first time. Given the
operating position of the Council, it remains important that the Council manages the
transition carefully and that Members continue to adhere to their fiduciary duties and
role within the organisation’s governance.
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The Chief Executive is continuing to embed her approach to the management of the
organisation which is reflected in the implementation of the newly reframed operating
standards. A greater emphasis on providing world class business basics underpins a
priority on compliance with the clarified and codified rules that Officers should work
under. Spending the Council’'s Money was entirely rewritten within the relevant
period and followed a restructure of the way in which the Council advises on
procurement issues.

The Chief Executive is strengthening the culture of professional accountability and
responsibility with oversight of strategic management. Pursuant to Securing Kent’s
Future and in line with prior audit comments, she is progressing the Officer element
of a “one council” approach to ensure joined-up planning and delivery by the whole
organisation.

The External Auditor has emphasised that Kent County Council’s statutory Officers
have maintained a good relationship with Grant Thornton and have engaged with the
auditors about areas of concern. The Council continues to be grateful for the robust
yet helpful conversations and support from the External Auditor which have
supported the changes that the Council has delivered in recent years.

It is clear that the year ahead will include a range of further operating and strategic
challenges for the Council. The Local Government White Paper is expected to set
the direction around Central Government’s intentions for the future of the sector and
will likely therefore be significant. The pressures in statutory services, referenced in
the Monitoring Officer statement below continue to be significant both within the
Council and across the sector generally as operational and financial challenges
coalesce with growing need and demand that have been prevalent in recent years.

Internal Audit — Annual Opinion

The Head of Internal Audit is required to provide an annual opinion to inform the AGS
and is one of the key barometers of governance within the Council. The Internal
Audit service has undertaken a programme of reviews around governance
arrangements, internal control and risk management arrangements at the Council.
Overall, an opinion was provided that adequate assurance could be provided in
respect of 2023-24 as detailed in the Annual Internal Audit Report.

The Annual Report highlighted a significant improvement and upward trajectory in
the proportion of systems, processes or functions which are assigned an assurance
level of “Substantial” or High” with 52% in 2023-24 compared to 26% in 2022-23.
There was a decrease in the assigning of “Limited” assurance in 2023-24 to 13%
from 35% in 2022-23.

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 have highlighted significant issues
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across 2023-24. Thus, for example, the outcome of the Programmed Follow Up work
was that of 29 issues raised, only 45% had been fully implemented.

The opinion was also based on the evaluation of the implementation by management
of actions to address internal control and risk management issues identified by
Internal Audit reports. In 2023-24, full implementation rates decreased to 38% in
2023-24 from 50% in 2022-23. As stated in the Annual Report for 2021-22, the
contrast to 2019-20, however, when full implementation rates were at 62% combined
with an accompanying increase in the proportion of actions “in progress” is
significant. It has been highlighted in Annual Opinion reports since 2019-20 that
there was a concerning trend which required improvement and this concern remains.

Review of effectiveness

Kent County Council has a responsibility to review the effectiveness of its
governance. This review has been co-ordinated by the General Counsel and the
Governance, Law, and Democracy division and has involved a range of different
activities.

Over recent years the way in which this review has been conducted has materially
changed as a result of conversations between the statutory Officers and the Head of
Internal Audit. This aligns with the earlier comments in the statement about the need
to transform to meet the changing realities of the Council and its services.
Accordingly, the static pro forma documents which sought narratives were replaced
with questionnaires that sought direct answers and came from reviewing other
arrangements in other authorities and the experience of the statutory Officers and
the input and advice from the Head of Internal Audit and his team.

For 2021/22 and 2022/23, that approach was modified with a changed question set
for Corporate Directors and then subsequently tested with a further questionnaire
sent to Officers across the Council involved at an operational level in the delivery of
governance. That additional questionnaire was hugely helpful in providing granularity
to inform some of the planned improvements.

For 2023/24, only the Corporate Director survey has been undertaken. Given the
Kent County Council elections taking place in 2025, it is an opportune time to
consolidate what is being done and work to ensure that the fundamentals are being
addressed and are in place ready for whatever policy direction any administration will
wish to take the Council in the future. Therefore, the Corporate Director statements
of assurance have been supplemented by, and cross-referenced against, evidence
drawn from other relevant spaces, including the Member Experience Survey (which
covered Member’s experience and understanding of governance), and a review of
the 2021/22 and 2022/23 AGSs. In September 2024, the Governance and Audit
Committee also had the opportunity to provide their views on the current shape of
governance and thus inform the current Annual Governance Statement.
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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.
Within year, the appointment of the Governance Advisor increased capacity for the General Counsel (using funding generated by
the income stream provided by the School Appeals Service within Democratic Services). Significant progress has been made
against the identified actions in the prior year Annual Governance Statement, a challenge set by the External Auditor and met by
the Council in this year.

Of the total of 24 actions agreed last year:
TWENTY ACTIONS are on track or already delivered.
THREE ACTIONS will be delivered but have been delayed

ONE ACTION has been amended to deliver the outcome in a different way following the development of a decision-making app that
removes the need for the manual solution proposed.

The actions from the prior year AGS are set out in the following table with a status update.

Action Status Further Information
Member Roles within the Governance — Formal | Delivered Member role descriptions completed and presented to
definition and training provided to all Members Selection and Member Services. Training incorporated

relating to the roles as set out in the constitution

into plan for Member Induction 2025. Member role
and at law of:

. descriptions are also in process of being reviewed by the
a. Executive Members G Working Part d the Memb
Non-Executive Members overnance Working Party and the Member

b.
c. Opposition Members Renumeration Panel.
d. Officers
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New mechanism for the development and
delivery of key decisions, Officer decisions
under delegation and papers for Committees to

include:

a.

appropriate professional advice is
sought and provided before the
FED stage

meaningful assessment of
equality, diversity and inclusion
impacts before FED publication
reduced use of delegations for
undefined purposes

new timetable to allow for
corporate review

new templates for key decisions
and papers to include advice on all
options and costs (including
commissioning and opportunity
costs)

clear separation between advice
from Officers and decisions from
and for politicians

redefined roles around
responsibilities and accountability

On Track

New mechanism fully designed (in house without any
external cost by Governance, Law and Democracy staff)
to create a KCC Decision Making App. The App is being
tested and piloted by the GET directorate between
September and December 2024. Live key decision will
be run through in final test in January 2025. Full Go-Live
across Council May 2025.

Further activity to review written governance:

a.
b. Financial Regulations

c. Contract Standing Orders

d.

e. Information Governance Policies

Constitution

Commissioning Arrangements

and Procedures

On Track

Updates to Financial Regulations, Contract Standing
Orders and Commissioning Arrangements have all been
completed and approved by County Council. The
Information Governance Policies and Procedures have
been consolidated into a single policy that will be
approved by Officers in December and brought to
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f. Refresh of Delegations and
subsequent publication

Governance and Audit Committee for information.
Constitution and Refresh of Delegations will go to March
County Council. Targeted reviews of parts of the
Constitution have been undertaken and improvements
made, including the terms of reference of the
Governance and Audit Committee,.

Where learning and development needs are Delivered Member Development Sub-Committee met in October
identified for Members to address concerns in 2024 and in conjunction with GLD Officers have

this statement, these will be developed through developed an induction and training plan

discussion with, and agreement of, the Member

Development Sub-Committee of Selection and

Member Services Committee

An informal training session followed by a formal | Delivered Training Session and two reports provided to Members.
written report to Governance and Audit The training session was also opened up to include
Committee on the lessons to be learned from Cabinet Members

reports into other authorities

A review of the Decision-Making Activity for the | On Track Review completed but will be taken to Scrutiny

relevant period to be presented by way of Committee instead given their role in relation to decision-
written report to Selection and Member Services making to inform their review of their terms of reference.
and Governance and Audit Committee

Refreshed Governance Training for relevant Delivered A refreshed range of training provided directly to Officers

officers

across the organisation. Governance Week involved a
campaign on KNet and across the Council to myth bust
and get involved to understand the Council’s
governance. Online training events were attended by
over 500 Officers. In recent months, the Governance
Advisor has begun a programme of governance training
for the T200 (two hundred of the most senior) group of
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KCC managers. These sessions have been warmly
received

Reports by the Monitoring Officer to the On Track Member Code of Conduct reviewed, refreshed and

Standards Committee in relation to the approved by County Council and Standards Committee.

framework of Member Conduct Investigation Proc_edur_e reviewed and going to
Standards Committee in December 2024. Review of
Member conduct going to Standards Committee before
March 2025.

Development of a remodelled questionnaire for | Delivered New questionnaire utilised and increased use of binary

2022/23 AGS in conjunction with Internal Audit questions to improve accountability of response. Has

bg!(rjitr;gir?gotrhig:éptl;\t: ré(;w];[:e aer)m(g?iglzri]r(\:esthis prompted additional conversations and engagement

%/rom InternaIpAudit reporting ar?d the statutgory which has been very helpful

Officers’ comments and input.

Report to the Scrutiny Committee on the On Track Session facilitated on behalf of General Counsel by

development of the Committee and review of South East Employers to provide Committee Members

activity. with overview and training on scrutiny and to work with
them to support the development of a more focused and
strategic work programme. Report to follow by General
Counsel in early 2025 to draw together outputs of that
work and of staff supporting Scrutiny

Detailed review of the operational level Delivered Full review and rewrite of Operating Standards by the

governance (arrangements for Officers) under
6.15 (b) of the Constitution.

Chief Executive. New Operating Standards issued in
August 2024 and now on regular scheme of review. The
standards set out expectations and processes for
Officers.
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Development of a Governance Delivery Plan
following the Business Plan for each directorate
and portfolio of activity to support planned
activity and to ensure maximisation of resources
and delivery of good governance as part of
business planning.

Outcome to be
delivered
differently.

The development of the new decision-making App
captures the concern to ensure that work is programmed
and planned. Reporting capacity of the App will be
developed after initial go-live to ensure maximisation of
resources and the app compels compliance with Council
governance.

Finalisation of detailed arrangements for
operational level governance (arrangements for
Officers and Members) pursuant to 6.15 (a) of
the Constitution.

Awaiting outcome
of the Governance
Working Party

UPDATE — Governance Working Party to report to
Selection and Member Services on Friday 13 December
and onward to County Council.

Redraft Terms of Reference for Cabinet Delivered Both sets of terms of reference were reviewed, rewritten

Members Meeting and Corporate Board and subsequently approved.

Review of the Budget Setting Process On Track Process changes this year by Interim Corporate Director
of Finance with further activities for delivery before
budget publication.

Establishment of Governance Working Party of | Delayed The Governance Working Party has been implemented

Members to discuss the following
recommendations from the Grant Thornton
Governance Review and report back to
Selection and Member Services:

a. The future role of Cabinet
Committees

b. Consideration of an opposition
Chair of Scrutiny

c. Review of Call-In Procedures

and has met regularly. The group originally anticipated
reporting to County Council in May 2024 but will now
report in December 2024 and March 2025.
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Affirmation statement signed by Leader, Cabinet | On Track To follow Standards Committee in December.

and Opposition Group Leaders regarding

behaviour.

Member training on Equality, Diversity and On Track A training course has been designed and commissioned

Inclusion and will run as a pilot in the coming months. Also built
into the Member induction for 2025.

Implement and enforce the corporate forward On Track The Decision-Making App forces this process on a

planning process to ensure all reports are timely mandatory basis.

and reviewed by Finance and Legal to ensure

accuracy and rigour.

Roles which attract Special Responsibility Delivered Training for Chairs delivered within year and relevant

Allowances are only held by members who have training provided. Training inputs provided to Cabinet

completed the required training and Members Meeting. New Member Induction and Training

development for those roles. Plan will mandate required training. The Member
Renumeration Panel has now been appointed and will
have a formal role in any recommendation to full Council
regarding the link between Special Responsibility
Allowances and training for 2024/25 onwards.

Provide regular, focussed written and videoed Delivered The following informal, online briefings have been

Briefings for members on strategic risks,
unforeseen events, best practice and
opportunities for organisational and service
improvement and transformation.

arranged this year:

e KCC’s Commercial and Procurement Division - 12
January

e Highways Role in the Development Planning
Process - 30 January

e Budget Briefing - 13 February

e The Revised Financial Regulations - 8 March

¢ Delayed Discharge from Acute Settings - 22
March

e The Planning Process - 6 June
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e Specialist Teaching and Learning Service - 27
June

e Ukraine Co-Operation - 8 July

e Local Transport Plan - 12 July

e Sea Link Nationally Significant Infrastructure
Project — Statutory Consultation - 24 July

e National Planning Policy Framework - 11
September

e EU Entry / Exit System (EES) Member Briefing -
13 September

Development of an Information Governance
Improvement plan for each directorate.

On Track

The Corporate Information Governance Advisor is
working with Directorates on plans which are in progress
and improvement activities which are monitored and
discussed at the Cross-Directorate Information
Governance Group. Additional senior resource added to
the Information Resilience and Transparency Team to
work with directorates on their compliance rates (first on
FOI and in due course subject access requests. Overdue
FOI cases down from over 120 to under 15 and
compliance rates rising.

Establishment of “Governance Week” in
November 2023.

Delivered

Sessions attended by over 500 officers. Information
Governance Week took place for the second time in
February 2024 and had 400 attendees on a range of
training (a doubling of bookings compared to the prior
year).

It is proposed to secure expert facilitation to
support a series of round table style discussion
for Members to attend, exploring their unique
role in Securing Kent’s future and within the
Council’'s governance. The focus will not be on

Partially Delivered

The session for Scrutiny Committee facilitated by South
East Employers has been delivered but the General
Election had an impact on the window planned for
delivery and capacity available for other activity. Further
sessions will be planned.
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the plan itself but rather the role members play
now and next.

While the effects of the implementation of some of these actions may not yet be evident, or may not be easily quantifiable, some of
the impact is already evident when comparing the Corporate Director survey responses for 2023/24 with those for 2022/23.

e 100% of the respondents for 2023/24 confirmed that they had consulted on all changes to policies and services where there
has been a legal duty to do so, compared to 85% (6 out of 7) respondents in the previous year.

e 100% of the respondents for 2023/24 confirmed that they were ‘extremely confident’ or ‘somewhat confident’ that Officers in
their directorate/service understand the obligations that are delegated to them by corporate directors or directly by the
constitution. This is an increase from 85% of respondents in the previous year.

e 80% of the respondents in 2023/24 were fully assured that Officers in their directorate/division know which parts of the
decision-making processes are underpinned by constitutional requirements. This has increased from 57% in the previous
year. Those respondents that were not fully assured in 2023/24, confirmed that there were varying levels of understanding
between teams and levels of staff.
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Key Findings

. The vast majority of the Council’s activity is delivered in accordance with the
governance arrangements. The written governance of the Council (as
amended throughout the period) has been tested and found to be fit for
purpose. Activity in the main is delivered in compliance with the letter and
spirit of the Council’s agreed practices and procedures

. There is evidence of considerable commitment on the part of Officers and
Members to deliver for the people of Kent but there needs to be reflection on
the realities of the available resources and prioritisation of the same to
concentrate on what is actually achievable in order to remain sustainable.

. Notwithstanding improvements made, the Council continues to face
challenges in delivering agreed budget savings, as reflected in the Q1 and Q2
Budget Monitoring Reports for the current financial year. Accordingly, living
within budgetary means has been identified as a necessary strategic area of
improvement.

. Accountable Officers must ensure that all times, relevant Officers within their
services are aware of their responsibilities relating to the financial regulations,
financial management and the relevant constitutional and statutory provisions.

. The overheating mentioned in previous years has become a significant
ongoing pressure in terms of meeting the statutory duties owed to individual
residents and difficult decisions around prioritisation will need to be taken in
order to ensure the effective provision of statutory services.

. The changes introduced by the Chief Executive over the past year have
strengthened Officer accountability and clarity around roles, placing a greater
priority on governance within the Officer cadre. The operating standards are
an example of Officer level changes which clarify and codify expectations.

. There is an opportunity for a ‘reset’ in May 2025. The elections in 2025 will be
held in ‘normal’ conditions, unlike those in 2021 which took place during the
Covid-19 pandemic. It has been recognised that, due to the pandemic
restrictions, a pragmatic approach was taken to Member induction rather than
the robust Member induction packages offered after elections in previous
years. This has arguably resulted in a lack of clarity around expectations.
However, there is an opportunity to make these expectations clear and
provide guidance, support and training from the outset in 2025.

. The role of elected Members within the Council’'s governance is clearly
defined and remains vital. The survey responses from Members demonstrate
the importance of Members fully understanding their role and where some
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improvements can be made. Given the short time order of this statement, the
impending election in the next six months and the outstanding work requiring
completion by the Member Governance Working Party, Member behaviour
and roles remain a necessary strategic area of improvement.

9. Overall, the findings show an improving picture of knowledge, awareness, and
compliance in relation to the Council’s Governance. The significant
improvements and delivery from the past year are considerable but now
represent the starting point for the further developments and improvements
needed. As such, compliance with governance rules/framework are the third
strategic area of improvement.

10.Over the past year, the Council has collated all of the recommendations
(including key recommendations) into the Governance Recommendations
Improvement Plan. In phases, this is being transferred to an online, workflow
led tracker. The activities under recommendations have been grouped and
are being addressed on a collective basis with an end of year report being
available in early 2025. It has been recognised that the impact of some of
these improvement activities will only be realised in the medium to longer
term.

11.Further to the Governance Review and last year's AGS, it is important that
Members use the time in Committees and the available Officer capacity
supporting that work to address the greatest priorities that the Council faces.
Member behaviour and prioritisation in this regard must also be reviewed to
avoid the challenges faced elsewhere.

12.1t is vital that Corporate Directors and their Officers carefully and fully ensure
that all relevant information and the full range of advice is in place for
decision-makers and those that wish to scrutinise the decisions.

13.1n 2021, the concept of “Stay in Lane” was introduced as part of the
governance reset triggered by the Annual Governance Statement. It remains
the case that there are examples of Members straying into operational areas
wishing to make decisions and Members complain of Officers occupying the
political space on occasion. The separation of powers remains a core and
vital part of the Council’'s governance.

14.Earlier engagement with advisory functions is happening more regularly. Over
the course of the next year, this must be made the normal operating position
to build on the initial improvements made which have increased the
robustness of decision making. The embedding and improved consistency of
this engagement remains a priority.

15. Training and development has made a real difference to understanding and
delivering governance improvements over the course of the past year
resulting in increased assurance being provided by senior officers.

16.There are areas that have not increased in assurance (remaining static)
including confidence around financial rules and the implementation of fraud
risk assessments and these will be reflected in the actions for the year ahead.
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17.In the past three months, there have been material improvements to Freedom
of Information Act timescale for responses with further activity planned to
enhance this further. Similar transformational change must now be applied to
Subject Access Requests.

18. Alongside a number of positive improvements, the operating and financial
position means there remains considerable capacity and need for further
activity and relentless reflection on other changes that can be made.

AGS ldentified Actions for 2024/25

The actions for the year ahead are arranged under three key themes:

e Living Within Budgetary Means
e Member Governance and Behaviour
e Compliance with Governance rules/framework

The actions will be developed further with Corporate Directors and placed into the
GRIP tracker with timescales for delivery and accountable officers against each.

1. Living Within Budgetary Means

1.1.  Provide financial training through directorate arrangements.

1.2. Corporate Directors to liaise with Internal Audit and Counter Fraud to
arrange Fraud Risk Assessment training for areas to allow them to provide
full assurance for 2024/25.

1.3. Review of savings plans with monitoring of key activity through Strategic
Reset Programme, Corporate Board and Cabinet (through Budget
Monitoring).

1.4. Enhanced corporate support offer for the development of savings and
early professional advice

1.5. Lessons learned activity around budget savings/overspend

2. Member Governance and Behaviour

2.1. Report to Standards Committee before the Election

2.2.  New Member Induction Plan

2.3.  New Member Training Plan

2.4. Refresh of the Convention on Member: Officer Relations (Section 22 of the
Constitution)

2.5. Complaints Report

2.6. Increased meetings of the Standards Committee

3. Compliance with Governance rules/framework

3.1. Improved completion by services of agreed actions with Internal Audit at
the conclusion of audit activity

3.2. Governance development and improvement plan for each directorate to
increase assurance.
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3.3. Increased reporting to all Cabinet Committees on Directorate Performance
on FOI and Subject Access Requests.

3.4. Working with outstanding authorities — how do other authorities deal with
Subject Access Requests.

3.5. Review of report option appraisals to improve consistency of reports to
include all options considered and not just the preferred ones.

3.6. All Corporate Directors to ensure refreshed and current data mapping is
completed within their area.

3.7. An effectiveness review of the Governance and Audit Committee be
completed ahead of the May elections.

3.8. Review of the Regulation Committee to be completed ahead of the May
elections.

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
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 expansion of the Governance Team enables a clearer framework to be put
around the statutory duties of the Monitoring Officer and ensure that there is a
clearer route of escalation for serious and existential governance issues.

The prior year challenges around compliance with legal duties around vulnerable
children arriving in the UK and the impact on the Director of Children’s Services
ability to meet all statutory duties in all circumstances persist. The litigation that
concluded in the relevant year for this AGS secured additional funding and
commitments from Government and a finding about the responsibilities of the
Government to support Kent County Council. Notwithstanding all of the
improvements and activity by the Council, KCC is still reliant on the effective
operation of the National Transfer Scheme in order to meet our statutory duties.
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There have been improvements but that consistency and compliance is outwith the
Council’'s immediate control and Members will continue to receive updates.

There continue to be at any given time, a number of people who are not receiving
the services to which they are entitled. This is, in part an inevitability of the
challenges faced or on occasion because of mistakes made. It is important to note
that this not because of a deliberate decision to avoid providing the services
although it is recognised that the genesis of this does not alter the effect felt. It is
also important to note that whilst in some circumstances improvements have been
made, the statutory duties are an absolute and not relative concept, which is why
they continue to be reported here.

Notwithstanding the efforts made within the resources available, in relation to the
following areas the Council continues to face challenges in meeting duties in all
circumstances:

Deprivation of Liberty Safeguards

Children presenting as in need within our area

Services to Children and Young People with SEND

Compliance with timescales for Education, Health and Care Plans,
Freedom of Information and Subject Access Requests

Use of unregistered placements for children

Adult Social Care statutory services

cpop

0]

Annual Governance Statement 2023/24 Conclusion

It is vital that the necessary behaviours are demonstrably in place to live the
Council’s written governance and ensuring these are in place is a key priority in the
year ahead and to support the delivery of the considerable workload of actions that
have been identified as necessary. This is not limited to the signatories of this
statement and applies to all Members and Officers of the Council.

This AGS serves as an important preparatory step as we move towards May 2025.
Arrangements are in place to bring the Council’s AGS back within the reporting
timescale that resulted from a number of major issues in prior years. The next AGS
will be delivered in draft alongside the draft Statement of Accounts and then
presented in draft in July 2025 to the new Governance and Audit Committee
Members and will help them to inform their forward plan/areas of focus.

If there is an overarching theme joining together those highlighted in this AGS, it is
the need for all those involved in the operation of the Council to be aware of their
duties and responsibilities, and specifically for Members and Officers to recognise
they have important, but different, roles and should endeavour to focus on those.
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Reporting on success against an action plan does little to ensure continuous
improvement if cultural change is not embedded simultaneously. There is an
important opportunity to so embed behavioural change following the next KCC
election and there is already significant work underway to start the shift from silo to
one Council thinking.

This AGS reports on significant activities and efforts in the past year and those who
have contributed to this improvement are thanked. However, the continuing sector
and operating challenges mean that relentless focus needs to be applied to maintain
and further improve the Council’s governance alongside a transition between
electoral cycles that presents challenges but also significant opportunities for further
thought and improvement.
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Signatory Section

There were sufficient staffing resources available in 2023/24 for the Authority to
discharge its responsibilities, but the caveats arising from the current operating
environment mentioned in this statement also need to be noted.

The Monitoring Officer can confirm for the financial year ending March 2024, that
save for the issues previously reported to Members of the Governance and Audit
Committee, the County Council and through the annual complaints report, there are
no known instances of unlawfulness or maladministration.

The Interim Section 151 Officer provided assurance to the County Council that the
budget proposed and approved for 2024-25 was based on robust estimates and
allowed for an adequate level of reserves to cover foreseeable eventualities and
general reserve for the unforeseeable risks.

Pursuant to Internal Audit recommendations, the Interim Section 151 Officer also
asserts and assures through his signature that the Council has completed an
assessment and is compliant with the CIPFA Financial Management Model.

The Chief Executive Officer signs this statement having received the assurances of
all the accountable Corporate Directors and Directors for Strategic and Corporate
Services through this AGS process and on the basis that the Monitoring Officer will
take forward and oversee the delivery of the identified actions contained within this
document.

Signatories (signed in the order set out below)

Benjamin Watts, Monitoring Officer

John Betts, Acting Section 151 Officer

dradoboqc

Amanda Beer, Head of Paid Service

&

Roger Gough, Leader of the Council
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On behalf of Kent County Council — signed on 20 March 2025
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Appendix 1

Kent County Council’s Governance Cycle
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