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Auditor’s Report to the Members of Laois County Council
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Introduction

| have audited the Annual Financial Statement (AFS) of Laois County Council for
the year ended 31 December 2020, which comprises the Statement of Accounting
Policies, Statement of Comprehensive Income, Statement of Financial Position,
Funds Flow Statement and notes to and forming part of the accounts. The
financial reporting framework that has been applied in its preparation is the Code
of Practice and Accounting Regulations for Local Authorities, as prescribed by the
Minister for Housing, Local Government and Heritage.

My main statutory responsibility, following completion of the audit work, is to
express my independent audit opinion on the AFS of the Council, as to whether it
presents fairly the financial position at 31 December 2020 and its income and
expenditure. My audit opinion, which is unmodified, is stated on page 4 of the AFS.

The Council is by law, responsible for the maintenance of all accounting records
including the preparation of the AFS. It is my responsibility, based on my audit, to
form an independent opinion on the statement and to report my opinion. |
conducted my audit in accordance with the Code of Audit Practice. An audit
includes examination, on a test basis, of evidence relevant to the amounts and
disclosures in the AFS. It also includes an assessment of the significant estimates
and judgments made by the Council’s management in the preparation of the AFS,
and of whether the accounting policies are appropriate to the Council's
circumstances, consistently applied and adequately disclosed.

| planned and performed my audit so as to obtain all the information and
explanations, which | considered necessary to provide sufficient evidence to give
reasonable assurance that the financial statement is free from material
misstatement, whether caused by fraud or error.

This report is prepared in accordance with Section 120(1) (c) of the Local
Government Act, 2001 and should be read in conjunction with the audited AFS.

COVID-19 — Impact on Local Authorities

The COVID-19 outbreak and the emergency measures taken to mitigate it have
had a significant impact on the finances of local authorities during 2020. This
has resulted in a reduction in income from some sources, an increased level of
COVID-19 related expenditure and related government subvention for the local
authority.



At a national level, the Government introduced a number of schemes including
the restart grant schemes and rates waiver scheme to support businesses, as
noted in paragraphs 2.2 and 2.3 below. In addition, local authorities were
reimbursed by the Department for the loss of income from goods and services
and for additional COVID-19 expenditure incurred by them (see paragraph 2.4).

In June 2021, it was agreed by the General Accounts Working Group to amend
Note 23 and include an additional Note 24 in relation to Restart Grants / Plus in
the audited Annual Financial Statements 2020.

During 2020, the Government decided to support commercial micro, small and
medium businesses, through the Restart Grant Scheme and later the Restart
Grant Plus Scheme. The qualifying businesses were required to have a rateable
premises and experienced a loss of turnover due to the COVID-19 restrictions.
The scheme provided for assistance with the costs of reconnecting with the
marketplace, reopening their business and re-employing staff. Qualifying
businesses who met the specified eligibility criteria could apply to the local
authority for grants under these schemes.

Under the service level agreement between Enterprise Ireland, Department of
Enterprise, Trade and Employment, the Department and each local authority,
the Council had responsibility to manage within its functional area the
processing of applications and payments, in accordance with the criteria
specified, and to make reports to the above Government departments to enable
oversight and review of the scheme. Each business was responsible to self-
certify in completing its application that it met these criteria.

The Council only verified the application against a rate account, where one
existed, and confirmed that the applicant had fully completed the application
including the declaration. The Council did not have to verify any other
information included in the application. Where rates were not assessed in 2019
or 2020, estimates of liability were made by the local authority. This was
necessary to determine the support available to the relevant business.

Accordingly the audit of expenditure under these schemes, which amounted to
€7.66m in Laois County Council for the year ended 31 December 2020, was
limited to the specific responsibilities of local authorities, as set out above, and
did not include the verification of other eligibility criteria declared by the
applicants.

The accounting treatment for this is set out in Note 24 in the AFS.

In order to support both the local government sector and commercial ratepayers,



a funding package of €900m was allocated by the Government to fund the cost
of a waiver of commercial rates for nine months from 27 March 2020 to 27
December 2020.

The waiver was available to businesses, which were forced to close, and those,
which experienced significant negative economic disruption due to public health
restrictions, imposed in response to COVID-19.

The total amount received by Laois County Council for the year ended 31
December 2020 was €5.8m.

The accounting treatment for this is set out in Note 23 in the AFS and further
disclosure is included in Appendix 7.

The methodology and manner for calculating rates income collection differs in
2020 compared to prior years.

The Department reimbursed the Council for the loss of goods and services
income and additional expenditure incurred by them as a result of COVID-19.
The total amount received by Laois County Council for the year ended 31
December 2020 was €1m, split between €0.46m for the loss of goods and
services income and €0.54m for additional COVID-19 related expenditure.

Financial Standing

The net surplus in 2020 amounted to €65k after transfers to reserves of €3.4m.
These transfers increased from €1.64m in 2019 to €3.4m in 2020 reflecting
expenditure incurred or to be incurred which was approved by the elected
Council Members. The variances between the adopted budget and actual
outturn are identified in Note 16 to the AFS. The approval of the members, as
required by S.104 of the Local Government Act, 2001, was obtained on the 29th
March 2021.

The net Work in Progress expenditure of €4.8m showed an increase of €1.3m in
2020. This increase is mainly reflected in the Togher Enterprise lands
expenditure (par 5.3).
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Income Collection

Income Source Yield % Debtors
2020 2019 2020 2018
Rates T 80 3.4 3.23
Rents & Annuities a3 =1 0.51 026
Housing Loans 72 5 1.37 1.24

In 2020, rates arrears amounted to €3.4m compared with €3.23m in 2019,
representing a 9% decrease in yield from 80% to 71%. This 9% reduction in
collection primarily results from the accounting treatment of the commercial
rates waiver being netted from the total warrant for collection. This has the effect
of reducing the percentage collected. As noted above in paragraph 2.3, the
Council received a rates waiver grant equal to the commercial rates waived. For
prior year comparison purposes if the income was included in the amount
collected column rather than the waived/credits column the percentage collected
would have been 82%.

There were 768 accounts in arrears in 2020 compared with 577 accounts in
2019, which represents a 33% increase in the number of accounts in arrears.
Of the accounts in arrears, 87 accounts are in excess of €10k compared with 92
accounts in 2019, however the arrears have increased by €180k in this
category. The table below is an analysis of the status of these 87 accounts and
compares the 2020 figures with the 2019 figures.

Rates Collection Status

R G- No of Accounts Arrears €m
2020 2019 2020 2019
Payment Plans 14 25 0.66 0.66
Liquidation/Legal Process |24 18 04 0.27
Being pursued 49 49 0.96 0.91
Total 87 _92 2.02 1.84

It must be noted that where properties with accounts in arrears need to be
inspected, this needs to be prioritised for immediate attention. The Council has a
rates bad debt provision of €1.7m in the AFS. This is considered to be
satisfactory.



Chief Executive's Response

The Government supports provided to our commercial rate customers in the
form of grants and waivers has significantly reduced the effects of the pandemic
on the finances of Laois County Council. Arrears are monitored on a weekly
basis. We will continue to work closely with our commercial rate customers to
collect all outstanding liabilities.

Rent arrears in 2020 has increased to €507k compared with €259k in 2019,
reflecting a significant increase in arrears. The accruals increased year on year
from €6.25m in 2019 to €7.12m reflecting an increased collection figure. Itis
however noted that a number of files sampled at audit showed a lack of income
proof on file. All files need to be reviewed to ensure that proof of income details
are evident. In addition, particular attention needs to be given to tenancy
agreements, ensuring that they comply with statutory requirements, are properly
signed off and stamped.

The Council has made a provision for Doubtful Debts in Rents of €255k. This is
satisfactory.

Chief Executive's Response

The collection of rent arrears through the Courts was adjourned for the period
March 2020 to August 2020. This had a significant bearing on the increase in
arrears. Despite the difficulties that the year presented, the rents collected
increased by approximately €700k in 2020. Every effort is made to ensure
income details are submitted as part of the rent review process. Where the
tenant fails to return the required information, the maximum rent is applied until
proof of household income is submitted.

The collection yield for housing loans has reduced from 75% in 2019 to 72% in
2020 reflecting an overall deterioration in arrears management. At year end,
there were seven hundred and ninety seven loan accounts with a total net value



of €1.373m. These are analysed as follows:
".l|'l.‘||'

Debt Category

Legal/Sales/Redeemed/Repossessed 205K 124k 10 9 11% B4%
Mortgage to Rent (MTR) 108k 76k 5 5 0% 43%
WMortgage Arrears Resolution Process (MARP) 62k B2k 14 17 -18% -24%
Restructuring 544k 820k 35 50 -30% -12%
Payment Plan 702k 573k 135 107 26% 23%
Arrears <1k({ Mainly in a payment plan) 50k 48k 144 137 5% 4%
Nil Balance/Credits -298k -282k 454 309 -11% 6%
Total 1,373 1,241 797 834

The number of accounts in credit have decreased by 11% between 2019 and
2020. The arrears with the legal department have significantly increased from
€124k in 2019 to €205k in 2020, while the number of cases has increased by
one. These need to be monitored closely. Mortgage to Rent monies in arrears
have increased by 43% with figures in arrears going from €76k in 2019 to €109k
in 2020, while the number of accounts remain the same. Customers engaging
with payment plans have increased by circa 26%.

It is noted that there still remains approximately 106 compared to 113 in 2019
shared ownership loans to be restructured into annuity loans. Given that this can
take up to a year in each case, from the issue of the options letter to final
restructure, consideration needs to be given to the assignment of resources to
this process. The restructuring of all shared ownership loans could potentially
take more than 5 years to complete. This is also dependent on customer
engagement and a commitment to sustain the initial 3 to 6 month payment
arrangement before the account can be recommended to the credit committee.
In terms of arrears management and financial risk, this needs to be addressed.

The bad debt provision of €375k is low and should be reviewed given the level
of payment plans and restructuring in place.

Chief Executive's Response

The collection of loan income has also been impacted by the pandemic. The
introduction of mortgage payment breaks did mitigate a much higher increase in
loan arrears. At the end of September 2021, the loan arrears have reduced by
6%. We continue to work closely with our loan customers to determine the most
suitable options for them.

The delay in completing restructuring of shared ownership loans is due to the
lengthy legal process.



Capital Account

The capital account recorded a credit balance of €8.72m reflecting an increase

of €1.07m on last year's figure €7.65m. This net increase is mainly represented
by movements in housing, development management and miscellaneous
services.

The capital account includes 147 accounts with debit balances totalling €13.1m
in 2020 (€13.7m, 2019). This represents a further reduction of €0.6m year on
year.

Of the 147 debit balances, 9 of these are greater than €300k and total €8.9m.
The larger of these are identified below:

Job Description 2020 2019
Togher Enterprise Lands €3.96m £€1.72m
Togher Link Road Improvements £1.27m £€1.80m
Portlaoise LURD (2006/07) €0.68m €0.79m

Industrial Land Clonminam (5448 acres) £0.601m £€0.399m|
Portlaoise \Western Circular £0.54m £0.686m

The debit balance for Portlaocise LURD, Portlacise Western Circular and Togher
Link Road Improvements have been funded by inter capital transfers from
development contributions. | am informed that the balances on the Togher
Enterprise Lands and the Industrial Land in Clonminam will be funded from the
sale of sites and development contributions.

Chief Executive's Response

The balance on the capital account is continually reviewed to ensure adequate
funding is available. As advised the above balances will continue to be funded
from the sale of sites, development contributions and inter capital transfers.

As part of the development of the Togher Enterprise Lands, roads and services
infrastructure were delivered in 2020. Contractors were tendered and awarded
the contract based on a contract price of €3.8m including VAT in November
2019. Throughout the delivery of the contract, circa 90 claims were generated



by the contractor with a claims value of €3.4m including VAT.

The formal dispute resolution process escalated culminating in the appointment
of a conciliator to deal with the first 50% of the claims. A conciliation hearing
was held which resulted in the conciliator's recommendation of an award of
€936k including VAT less €90k previously paid under these claims. The
remaining 50% claims to be determined with a value of €851k including VAT
was agreed at €255k. The final account amounted to €4.9m, resulting in a 29%
increase over the initial tender sum.

Chief Executive's Response

The increase in contract sum arises as a result of contractor claims under the
public works contract. The claims, for the most part, were determined through
the appointment of a Conciliator. The Conciliator was appointed in
circumstances where the contract parties could not agree on either the principal
of or to the value assigned many of the claims. Conciliation progressed under
the terms of the public works contract. The value of claims paid amounted to
less than 1/3 of the contractor’s claims value total.

Loans Payable

In 2020, loans payable recorded a figure of €91.6m in Note 7 to the AFS. The
main loan categories comprise of mortgage and non-mortgage loans including
interest only loans, MyPay loans, and Land Aggregation Loans (LAGS).

The interest only loans relate to seventy-four housing units acquired for resale
under the affordable housing scheme. These are leased as part of the Social
Housing Current Expenditure Programme (SHCEP) scheme and interest
payments are recouped from the Department of Housing, Local Government
and Heritage (the Department). The interest only loans are €11.7m in 2020.

Chief Executive's Response

This arrangement will continue while the units remain under lease agreement.

Laois County Council operate the MyPay Shared Service Centre for the local
government payroll and superannuation sector. Included in recoupable loans
under Loans Payable in 2020 is €2.7m (2019: €2.3m) which relates to the
funding of MyPay shared service operations. In 2015 and each year thereafter,
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MyPay have taken out individual loans (2020: €750K) which to date total
€3.76m. These loans after repayments amount to €2.7m as at year end 2020. |
am informed that the charges collected from the various local authorities funds
these loans.

Chief Executive's Response

This is a transitional arrangement to fund the MyPay Shared Services Centre.
When all local authorities are on board the loan funding will no longer be
required and MyPay will operate on a cost recovery basis.

Loans payable also include a figure of €4.2m (2019: €4.5m) relating to LAGs
loans. These loans are fully recouped from the Department.

Chief Executive's Response

This arrangement was part of the LAG’s scheme and will continue until the loans
are fully paid.

AHB Payments

In relation to all properties owned by AHBS, it is important that procedures are
put in place and spot checks undertaken to establish that all are occupied and
maintained to the correct standards, before any payments are made. This
applies to both maintenance and management of properties under CLSS and
availability agreements under CALF.

With respect to CAS and CLSS, it is vital that the burden is registered on all
folios and recorded accordingly.

Chief Executive's Response

Additional resources will be assigned to carry out spot checks on AHB
properties throughout 2022. These checks will be undertaken in addition to / in
line with our standard Private Rented Inspections.

In relation to registering burdens on CAS and CLSS properties, additional

resources will be assigned to check if all burdens are registered and where
cases are identified, work will commence to register the burden.
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Fixed Assets & Property Interest Register

In 2020, the Council decided that the old Property Interest Register was not fit
for purpose and would be replaced by a new system. Laois County Council IT
Section procured a new Property Identity Register System in 2021. As a
consequence, reconciliation of records was not undertaken in the interim as the
old system was no longer in operation.

Currently data is being loaded to this new system and it is envisaged that this
will go live by December 2021. | have been informed that work will then start
again on the continuous mapping of geographic locations, sites, properties and
a full reconciliation will be undertaken of all fixed asset categories to their
underlying records, Fixed Asset Register and insurance schedule.

Chief Executive's Response

This new IMGS system is designed to assist with the recording and digitising of
all the Council’s land and property assets. The Property Management Section
will work with other sections within the Council to oversee the process.

Portlaoise Library

Portlaoise library engaged an architect led design team to provide full
architectural, engineering and quantity surveying services. The design team was
tendered in 2016 and a contract price was agreed at €199k excluding VAT. The
fees tendered were based on a project cost of €2.5m however, this escalated to
€4.9m in 2019 when the project commenced. The design consultants agreed a
revised fee claim totalling €397k excluding VAT to reflect the increased work
involved. This amounts to circa 99% above the tender price and does not
comply with the Procurement Directive.

Chief Executive's Response

The tender documents for the library design team were prepared in 2014/2015
with the design team appointed in 2016. In 2016 the tender documents indicated
a project cost of €2.5m. The tendered sum in 2019 for the construction contract
was €4,937,962 incl VAT. In December 2020, the design team submitted a claim
for a revised fee of €596,958. In evaluating the claims, the Council undertook a
comprehensive risk assessment of the impact of further delays and disruption to
the project arising from disputes or increased costs likely to arise from
conciliation. Following negotiations with the design team the fee was agreed at
€397k.This is considered a satisfactory outcome that reduces further risk to the
Council and equally ensures progress towards completion of the building without
further delay.
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Local Authority Companies

The Council’s interests in five associated companies and one new subsidiary
are identified in Appendix 8 to the AFS.

Five of these companies presented their 2019 accounts for review at audit, while
the new subsidiary Portlaoise Innovation Centre DAC (The Cube) did not
commence business in 2020 and as a consequence did not present accounts
for that year. It is important that all company accounts be available for the audit
review in the year the AFS is being audited.

Chief Executive's Response

The most up to date audited accounts of the associated companies are used in
Appendix 8 to the A.F.S.

In 2019, this company recorded a deficiency in net assets of €86k (2018: €90k).
The activities are largely financed by the receipt of grant aid from Laois County
Council and the Arts Council of Ireland as well as from box office receipts from
the Dunamaise Theatre and Centre for Arts. In 2019, funding in the form of grant
aid of €130k from Laois County Council, €117k from the Arts Council of Ireland

and gross box office receipts of €400K were received. In addition, a grant of
€20k was received from the Department of Heritage, Culture and the Gaeltacht
towards the cost of the upgrade of the sound control and the modernisation of
the fire alarm system. As at 31 Dec 2019, the company had €44k in its
accounts as a deferred grants provision. This provision is due to the accounting
treatment of grants within the company accounts where grants received are
recognised over a number of years. The accounts for 2019 show a profit of
circa €8Kk.

Chief Executive's Response

The deficit has been reduced from €94k in 2018 to €86k in 2019 and to €61k in
2020. In addition, when one looks at “provision for liabilities” and note 16 to the
2020 accounts (together with the table at the end of the accounts) one finds that
€58k of the provision of €107k relate to capital grants which are only recognized
as income in the accounts at the time that the relevant elements of capital are
being depreciated.

The company continues to make progress in reducing its accumulated deficit.

13



11 Governance and Propriety

Corporate governance comprises the systems and procedures by which an
entity is directed or controlled. It is the responsibility of the Chief Executive to
ensure the sound system of financial management and internal processes are in
place.

12 Internal Audit

The Local Government (Financial and Audit Procedures) Regulations 2014
requires a local authority to maintain an adequate and effective system of
internal audit of its accounting records and control systems. Internal audit has
an important role in providing the Chief Executive with assurance on the
adequacy of control systems and procedures including internal controls, risk
management and governance arrangements. Consequently, their role as part of
the Corporate Governance framework is very important.

In 2020, there were gaps in the staffing of Internal Audit, however this area is
now back to full staff complement since November 2020. Three internal audit
reports were completed in 2020. This unit provides important assurance as to
the adequacy of control systems and procedures in place. The Head of Internal
Audit reports directly to the Head of Corporate for administrative purposes and
has independent access to the Chief Executive and Chair of the Audit
Committee.
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