
 
Kirklees Democracy Commission  
 
Summary Note from the meeting held on 8 November 2016 
  
Present:  
Councillor Eric Firth 
Councillor Gemma Wilson 
Councillor Andrew Cooper 
 
In Attendance:  
Carl Whistlecraft, Spencer Wilson, Diane Sims and Richard Dunne 
 
Witness: 
Craig Wright is a Partner, Internal Audit, Risk and Compliance Services at KPMG.  
Craig leads the Internal Audit practice across the North and is based in Manchester. 
He has a wealth of experience in Internal Audit, risk and compliance, having advised 
major corporations, regulators and funding bodies for over 17 years. Working within 
the retail, utilities, automotive, technology, manufacturing, food and drink and 
education sectors, he has assisted Boards and management teams to implement 
risk and control frameworks and has delivered Internal Audit engagements in both an 
outsource and co-source capacity. 
 
In his current role, Craig’s work also extends to assisting clients with setting up 
Internal Audit functions, delivering Internal Audit Effectiveness reviews, SOx 
readiness, mapping assurance frameworks, as well as implementing and reviewing 
strategic risk and governance frameworks. 
 
As well as his practice experience, Craig has acted in a non-executive capacity 
across the North West, having been Vice Chair for a local Registered Provider and 
audit committee member to a large Russell Group University.  
 
Summary of Discussion 
 
The Principles of Good Governance  
 
By way of context Craig explained that a key document for organisations to follow 
when considering governance arrangements is the UK Corporate Governance Code, 
which sets out the key principles of good governance.  
 
The UK Corporate Governance Code is a set of principles that listed companies are 
recommended to adopt although companies don’t have to adopt all of the 
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https://www.frc.org.uk/Our-Work/Publications/Corporate-Governance/UK-Corporate-Governance-Code-April-2016.pdf


recommendations in full. However if companies do not adopt all the principles then 
they must explain in their annual report which elements they have not applied and 
why.  This will allow shareholders to challenge the Board on those elements not 
adopted. The Annual report must also provide details of the performance evaluation 
of the Board and committees and individual directors. 
 
The Commission noted that the code contains a number of Principles of Good 
Governance as detailed below.  Whilst the terminology is generic, it should be 
considered in the context of the Council and in particular it’s corporate governance 
and decision making arrangements: 
 
• Strong Leadership 
 
Craig explained that the first key principle of good governance is strong leadership in 
respect of the role of the Board and having an effective board. This involves having a 
clear division of responsibility. The appointing organisation must be rooted in good 
governance principles, including the way in which chairs are appointed. The Chair of 
any board must possess certain key attributes. The organisation must have good 
principles that covers the appointment of the Chair. 
 
A feature of good governance is the inclusion of non- executives who are able to 
hold the Executive to account, constructively challenge and help develop strategy 
proposals.     
 
• Effectiveness 
 
Craig explained that the second key principle is effectiveness. The composition of 
boards and committees should ensure an appropriate balance of skills, experience 
and knowledge of the organisation in order to effectively discharge their respective 
responsibilities.   
 
With this in mind organisations need to be clear about the skills that will be required 
and where there are gaps within existing members that cannot be addressed through 
Continuous Professional Development (CPD)  or training recognition then the board 
will need to change. Examples of poor governance include situations where the 
organisation has not had an understanding of the skills required for the Board or 
where there is a recognition of the skills gaps but no action is taken to address them.   
 
As strategies change the needs of the Board will also change. In 1970 the average 
length of a business was 50 years and the average length of a strategic plan 5 – 7 
years. Today length of business is around 12 years and a strategic plan lasts 1-3 
years. This means that skills of the Board will need to be reviewed more frequently. 
 
There needs to be a formal and rigorous procedure for appointments to the Board 
which in the corporate world would be overseen by a nominations committee that will 
evaluate the skills required and be responsible for the appointments. 
 
The majority of members on the nominations committee should be independent and 
non-executive. The committee need to be honest to the people the organisation is 
trying to attract to the Board and make them aware of the commitments required by  
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the role.  The committee should also manage expectations and ensure that people 
appointed to the Board have the time to commit to the role. 
 
The principle of effectiveness should be supported by having a clear induction 
process for new members that is regularly refreshed and updated. The organisation 
must ensure that there is sufficient resource and training to support members. 
 
The organisation needs an effective support network for the Board/Cabinet to 
include:  
 

• Receiving information in a timely manner; 
•  good quality minutes presented well in advance of meetings; 
• Not tabling information on the day of the meeting; 
• Minutes that are produced in a timely way quickly to be agreed with the Chair 

and shared with the wider membership. 
 
The UK Corporate Governance Code recommends that the Board should undertake 
an effectiveness review at least once a year.  There are a number of ways an 
effectiveness review could be carried out, for example staff assessments or 
facilitated self-assessment every year.  In addition, it is recommended that every 
three years the organisation includes an external assessment. Thought needs to be 
given to assessment by an external body to ensure a totally independent process.   
The evaluation should cover the balance of skills, experience, independence, 
knowledge of the business and diversity. Good practice suggests that if you 
undertake an effectiveness review that you publicise the review and how it was 
carried out. 
 
Whilst principles of good governance are appropriate, they do need to be proactively 
applied but they do not guarantee that they will automatically lead to companies 
having good governance. There a number of “alarm bells” to look for including;  
 

• a minimal or complex reporting structure; 
• management accounts not regularly published; 
• regular changes of executive members of staff; 
• a high level of attrition; 
• and a dominant chair. 

 
An example of a dominant chair would be a chief executive who wants to suppress 
bad news and does not allow other individuals in the organisation to be heard.   
 
• Accountability 
 
Craig explained that the third key principle of good governance is accountability 
which means presenting a fair and balanced assessment of the organisation’s 
position.  
 
The Chair and directors must present an accurate picture of the organisation through 
its annual accounts. Annual accounts should also include a view from the chair or 
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chair of audit committee, on the quality of ongoing prospects, the internal control 
framework and the governance of the organisation. 
 
Within this context an organisation must consider risk management as the Board is 
fully responsible for the risks facing the organisation and how they may impact on 
the ability of the organisation to achieve its objectives. The Board must manage a 
sound system of internal control and a risk management process and, in conjunction 
with the executive, sets the risk appetite and risk management strategy. 
 
Management must manage the risks but the Board manages the significant risks on 
a frequent basis. Audit committee must ensure that the risk management process is 
effective and being followed on a regular basis. This is similar to a scrutiny function 
in local government. 
 
The Scrutiny/Audit Committee is responsible for the process but the significant risks 
remain a core responsibility of the Board. The process works best where there is a 
clear understanding of the complementary responsibilities of the Board and Scrutiny. 
 
• Remuneration 
 
Another principle that is stated in the corporate code is that there should be an 
independent remuneration committee that is responsible for executive pay.  
 
• Relations with Shareholders 

 
In the context of transparency it is important that there is regular dialogue with key 
stakeholders (members of the public/shareholders) to understand the organisations 
objectives. Communications should be issued well in advance of meetings. 
 
A recommended approach to achieving transparency is to use the general Council 
meetings as an opportunity to promote the Council’s objectives. In addition the 
organisation should also look to utilise existing means of communications with the 
public, for example using the annual council tax notifications, to outline the Council’s 
spend and objectives for the forthcoming year. 
 
The use of existing lines of communications with the public is important. In addition 
meetings should be promoted well in advance to increase the opportunity of public 
participation. 
 
Organisations should also publish whistleblowing and speaking arrangements.  
Organisations must ensure there are good processes in place to respond to 
customer feedback. 
 
People will usually engage with the Council when it’s an issue that affects them 
personally and there should be a recognition that people will only engage when they 
want to. However it’s important that people are aware that mechanisms are in place 
should they wish to engage on an issue.  
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In consideration of the above the Commission explored issues in respect of 
addressing skills gaps, with a particular focus on the roles played by councillors in 
the context of corporate governance. 
 
Craig explained that a purist approach to the appointment of members to the various 
structures in the Council would be to consider the strategic objectives of the Council 
and the Terms of Reference for each Committee with a view to identifying the skills 
required for each forum. The skills identified would then be matched to the skills and 
experiences of each councillor and the appropriate councillor would be appointed to 
the relevant committee. 
 
Where skills gaps are identified the organisation will need to consider through 
training and development whether it’s possible to attain the required skills. If this is 
not possible consideration should be given to looking outside and co-opting people 
with the required skills. One option to address the skills gap could be for council 
officer’s to step up and provide more guidance. 
 
One example of the skill challenge that faces councillors is where councillors do not 
have any councillors who have recent and relevant accounting experience. This 
would mean that councillors would not be able to effectively challenge or hold the 
executive to account on the management accounts or audited financial statements, a 
fact that would be relevant to external auditors. In addition councillors would not be 
able to hold the external auditors to account. To address this issue consideration 
should be given to looking outside of the organisation and bringing in someone with 
the relevant expertise.  
 
In the main political groups do recognise the skills challenge and most groups  
encourage the development of members to enhance individual skills.              
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