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Important 

 Gloucestershire County Council’s Internal Audit function conforms to the 

International Standards for the Professional Practice of Internal Auditing. 

 

 The information contained within this audit report is confidential and personal data herein 

is subject to data protection legislation. 

 

This report has been prepared solely for the use of Gloucestershire County Council’s auditors 

and those officers and Members named on the distribution list.  Its contents, either in part or in 

its entirety, must not be reproduced or distributed to anyone other than its intended recipients 

without the written permission of the Council’s Chief Internal Auditor. 

Gloucestershire County Council accepts no liability to any third party for any loss or expense 

arising from their reliance on any part of this report.

To:  Jon McGinty  Commissioning Director 
Wayne Bowcock Chief Fire Officer 
Mandy Quayle  Acting Director HR and Digital 

 

 

 

 

Copied to: Paul Blacker  Acting Director – Financial Services 

Colin Parkin  Assistant Head of HR 
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Executive Summary 

Introduction 
 
On 15th June 2018 a letter of complaint was sent by email to the Leader of the Council.  There 
were three strands to the complaint, one concerned the sale of a Gloucestershire Fire and 
Rescue Service (GFRS) owned vehicle and the former Chief Fire Officer’s (CFO) involvement in 
the process.  The other two concerns were regarding staffing issues.  It was agreed that Internal 
Audit would investigate the sale of the vehicle and Human Resources (HR) would review the 
remaining two concerns, which are included within the management review of culture. 
 
Shortly after commencing the investigation, numerous whistleblowing allegations and Freedom 
of Information requests in respect of other concerns relating to GFRS governance 
arrangements, procedures, systems and processes were received.  As a result, following 
Internal Audit review, research, analysis and interviews with key stakeholders including relevant 
GFRS Officers, Internal Audit co-ordinated the findings and made a number of GFRS-specific 
and council-wide/cross-cutting recommendations to undertake detailed reviews/audits within 
each area to determine the level of risk.  These reviews/audits are outlined in the Action Plan 
presented to the Audit and Governance Committee on 12th October 2018.  Progress updates 
against each review/audit included within the Action Plan are currently being provided to the 
Audit and Governance Committee. 
 
This audit focused on the absence recording and monitoring process for all GFRS staff including 
Principal Officers.  Absence has an impact on colleagues and the delivery of services and it is 
therefore essential that there are clear policies and procedures in place, which include 
arrangements for recording and monitoring and ensuring the effective day to day management 
of sickness absence, unpaid leave, Time off in Lieu (TOIL) and annual leave. 
 
Sickness absences can be long or short term, one-off or recurring, disability or maternity related 
and can even be alleged to have been caused by overwork, bullying, harassment or other 
conduct of the employer or colleagues.  Employers and managers need to know how to properly 
deal with each of these situations, because a failure to do so can result in a claim for unfair 
dismissal, discrimination, negligence, breach of contract, liability under the Health and Safety at 
Work Act 1974 and various other statutes and regulations 
 
Audit Scope 
 
The objective of this audit was to review arrangements that are currently in place within GFRS 
for managing and recording sickness, absence and attendance, to ensure that they are in 
compliance with the National Joint Council (NJC) Gold/Grey Books (i.e. Fire and Rescue 
Services, Constitution and schemes of Conditions of Service and Gloucestershire County 
Council (GCC)/GFRS relevant HR policies and procedures (Green Book). 
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Key Findings 
 
Policies and procedures 
 
NJC 
 
The NJC is the body responsible for the supervision, from a national point of view, of all 
questions affecting the conditions of service of employees of fire and rescue services.  The 
NJC’s principal role is to reach agreement on a national framework of pay and conditions for 
local application throughout the fire and rescue service in the UK.  The NJC consults and 
negotiates between fire and rescue authorities and recognised trade unions. 
 
Gold Book 
 
The NJC for Brigade Managers of Local Authority Fire and Rescue Services Constitution and 
Scheme of Conditions of Service 2006 (referred to as the Gold Book) represents Brigade 
Managers.  The title Brigade Manager relates to the most senior managers in the service i.e. 
Chief Fire Officer, Deputy Chief Fire Officer and Assistant Chief Fire Officer. 
 
The Gold Book provides guidance for Principal Officers on annual and public holiday leave, 
special leave and sick leave/sick pay. 
 
Grey Book 
 
The NJC for Local Authority Fire and Rescue Services Scheme of Conditions of Service 2009 
(the Grey Book) represents the national terms and conditions of employment of uniformed 
employees of fire and rescue services of all local authorities in the UK. 
 
The Grey Book provides the leave entitlement for all uniformed operation staff, together with any 
conditions attached to the arrangements.  In addition, guidance is provided in respect of sick 
leave/sick pay. 
 
In addition to the Gold and Grey Books, GFRS has a number of their own policies covering: 

 Flexi Duty Managers Rota System; 

 Maternity; 

 Flexible Working Childcare Caring Responsibility; 

 Paternity; 

 Flexitime working Scheme for Support Staff; 

 Working Time; 

 Station Management; and 

 Management of Attendance (Medical Absence Policy and Procedures). 
 
Green Book 
 
The NJC for Local Government Services represents local authorities in England, Wales and 
Northern Ireland and their employees (other than those for whom there are alternative 
arrangements e.g. Gold and Grey Book staff).  The NJC’s principal role is to reach agreement 
on a national scheme of pay and conditions for local application throughout England, Wales and 
Northern Ireland.  This scheme is known as the Green Book. 



Gloucestershire County Council - June 19 

 

010605/19/016.bf: GFRS HR and Payroll – Absence reporting procedures 
v2.0 
OFFICIAL 

3 

 

In addition to the Green Book, there are a number of GCC policies in respect of absences, 
including: 
 

 Annual Leave Policy; 

 Authorised Special Leave Policy and Procedure; and 

 Sickness and Absence Procedure. 
 
Internal Audit has been informed that there is currently a member of GCC’s HR team reviewing 
all GFRS HR policies.  Any revisions required to the policies should be agreed by the 
appropriate approval body. 
 
Process for notifying and recording of sickness 
 
Gold Book staff 
 
Through discussions with the CFO and his PA it was established that, in accordance with the 
GFRS Medical Absence Policy and Procedure, there is a process in place to ensure that any 
sickness in respect of the Principal Officers is notified to the individual’s line manager, who 
would record it on SAP (GCC’s financial and personnel system). 
 
Grey Book staff 
 
Discussions held with a number of staff confirmed that individuals contact their line manager, 
who enters the information on Gartan (GFRS’s duty rostering system) as well as SAP.  On a 
station, if their line manager is not available the next available watch manager will be informed 
but the Control Room will also be contacted to ensure Gartan is updated as soon as possible.  
Gartan will send the line manager an email notifying them of the absence. 
 
Green Book staff 
 
Discussions and email correspondence between Internal Audit and four individuals who line 
manage support staff identified that in respect of three of the managers there is a process 
whereby the individuals which they manage will ring to notify if they are sick and the managers 
enter the information on SAP.  The fourth line manager informed Internal Audit that there has 
not been any sickness in their team for a while, but any future sickness would be recorded on 
SAP, in line with GCC policy. 
 
Process for recording leave 
 
Gold Book 
 
The CFO informed Internal Audit that before booking any leave the Principal Officers – CFO, 
Deputy Chief Fire Officer (DCFO) and Assistant Chief Fire Officer (ACFO) would check the on-
call rota as well as the other POs’ availability and also whether there are any key Council 
meetings that they need to attend.  The current CFO understands that leave for the DCFO and 
ACFO is entered on SAP and will automatically go to him for approval.  This has not been 
operating in practice and needs to be implemented. 
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The CFO has monthly 121 meetings with his line manager (GCC’s Chief Executive) where any 
forthcoming leave would be discussed.  The Chief Executive confirmed that he would expect to 
be informed by the CFO of any leave he was planning to take, mainly to know who his lead 
contact at GFRS would be and also who would be available as his cover if needed. 
 
Whilst GCC’s Annual Leave Policy, which applies up to Director level, states that approval 
should be sought from an individual’s line manager for any leave, it does not apply to Gold or 
Grey Book staff. 
 
Please refer to Recommendation 1 
 
Grey Book 
 
The four Area Managers report to either the DCFO or ACFO.  Leave for wholetime firefighters, 
Crew Managers, Watch Managers and Control staff is recorded on Gartan, which has an 
individual’s annual leave allowance pre-populated when they are set up on the system. 
 
A template is sent out to each watch by the Data Co-ordinator, populated with the individuals’ 
names and number of days leave for the following year.  The members of the watch are 
expected to put their required leave on the template, ensuring that there is enough cover at all 
times.  The completed template has to be sent to the appropriate Local Risk Manager (LRM) for 
approval by 16th November each year.  Once approved, the template is forwarded to the Data 
Co-ordinator who populates Gartan with the details. 
 
Leave for Station Managers, Group Managers and Area Managers is not entered on Gartan, but 
is recorded separately on a spreadsheet.  It is understood that this had been at the request of 
the former CFO, but it is intended that all Grey and Gold Book employees’ leave will be put on 
Gartan in the future. 
 
A template is sent by the Data Co-ordinator as above and the completed template is agreed by 
the Area Managers (ACFO and DCFO in respect of the Area Managers).  Once approved, it is 
sent to the Data Co-ordinator to populate the spreadsheet. 
 
Green Book 
 
Discussions with three support staff line managers confirmed that there are appropriate 
processes in place whereby staff request leave which is entered on SAP by the individual and 
then approved on SAP by the appropriate line manager. 
 
The ICT manager and the three members of his team record their leave on a leave card but do 
not enter it on SAP.  The ICT Manager confirmed that this has not been raised as an issue 
before and his Area Manager has been aware of his leave, even though it has not been 
recorded on SAP.  Audit testing also established that the Fire Safety Officers have only been 
recording leave on SAP since March 2019. 
 
Through email correspondence between Internal Audit and the ICT Manager, it has been 
agreed that in future, ICT staff will initially agree leave with the ICT Manager, record it on their 
leave card and then record it on SAP.  The appropriate Area Manager will then approve it on 
SAP. 
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Where individuals have access to SAP, the system should always be used to request leave.  
This ensures that any corporate monitoring reports produced from SAP in respect of absences 
will provide accurate information to enable appropriate support provided where necessary, 
and/or evidencing leave/TOIL/other absences taken. 
 
Please refer to Recommendation 2 
 
Unpaid leave 
 
If any member of GFRS staff requires unpaid leave, they have to put the request in writing to the 
CFO.  It is at the discretion of the CFO and each is dealt with on an individual basis.  A letter is 
sent to the individual confirming the CFO’s decision. 
 
Internal Audit has been advised that since 2016 there have been four individuals who have 
requested unpaid leave, which was agreed, although an extension to one was denied.  Testing 
was undertaken which confirmed that three of the absences had been coded on SAP as unpaid 
leave and one was coded as career break. 
 
Time off in lieu (TOIL) 
 
Grey Book 
 
Uniformed staff are not allowed to accrue more than 48 hours TOIL in a calendar year and 
Gartan will not allow more than 48 hours to be recorded.  This is monitored by their line 
manager. 
 
Green Book 
 
Occasionally staff have to work outside of normal hours and in these instances, with 
management approval the time can be recorded as TOIL.  The line manager for two individuals 
who sometimes take TOIL confirmed that when the TOIL is taken it is recorded on SAP by the 
individuals and approved on SAP by their line manager. 
 
Testing 
 
At 31st March 2019 there was a total of 476 staff employed by GFRS, which comprised: 

 171 wholetime firefighters; 

 245 retained firefighters; 

 19 control staff; and  

 41 support staff. 
 
Two prints were obtained from SAP for the period 1/4/17 to 11/3/19, the start of the audit.  One 
print highlighted individuals who have not had any absences at all during that period and the 
other print highlighted individuals who had less than 10 days absence during the period.  
Retained firefighters were not included in the sample for audit testing. 
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It was established that annual leave for uniformed operational staff is not entered on SAP; it is 
only entered on Gartan.  However, sickness is entered on SAP and therefore if a uniformed 
operational individual was on one of the prints, this is highlighting that they have not had any 
sickness at all or had less than 10 days sickness during the period in question. 
 
No absence 
 
There were 66 individuals on this list, six Green Book support staff and the remainder uniformed 
operational staff. 
Green Book staff 
 
Four of the six staff on the print relate to the ICT Team.  The auditor was informed by the 
manager that a leave card is completed but the leave is not entered on SAP and never has 
been but this has not been raised as an issue before now. 
 
Of the other two Green Book staff, one is currently on secondment and the other is on a zero 
hours contract. 
 
Uniformed staff 
 
There were 60 individuals who have no absences recorded and this would only relate to 
sickness for uniformed staff.  A sample of 12 of these individuals (20%) was selected and their 
records reviewed on Gartan to establish whether any sickness has been recorded on Gartan but 
not on SAP. 
 
Discrepancies were found in respect of two individuals in the sample, where they had been on 
sick leave which was recorded on Gartan but there was no record on SAP of the sickness. 
 
Please refer to Recommendation 3 
 
Less than 10 days absence 
 
There were 75 individuals on the print, three related to Green Book staff and the remainder are 
uniformed operational staff. 
 
Green Book staff 
 
All three individuals were selected for review.  Email confirmation received from the relevant 
Group Manager stated that whilst the individuals have been taking their annual leave, it has only 
been recorded on SAP since March 2019. 
 
Uniformed staff 
 
A sample of 14 of the remaining 72 individuals (20%) was selected and their records were 
reviewed on Gartan.  It was established that for all individuals, the information recorded on 
Gartan matched to the individuals’ records on SAP. 
 
 
 



Gloucestershire County Council - June 19 

 

010605/19/016.bf: GFRS HR and Payroll – Absence reporting procedures 
v2.0 
OFFICIAL 

7 

 

Monitoring of sickness 
 
Each month, a draft report is produced from SAP by GCC’s HR Management Information Team, 
which highlights all sickness for the previous month, including name, number of days sick and 
reason for sickness.  The report is sent to the Personal and Organisation Development (POD) 
Co-ordinator who forwards it on to the relevant Managers and Area Managers and asks them to 
check that all known sickness for their staff is showing on the report.  The information on the 
report is cross-checked by the POD Co-ordinator and Head of POD to Gartan to establish 
whether there are any anomalies. 
 
When the information in the report has been agreed HR will produce a final report, which is sent 
to the POD Co-ordinator and the Head of POD, together with a management report which 
provides more details on overall figures rather than individual details and highlights trends. 
 
A monitoring meeting is held each month at GFRS, which is chaired by the POD Co-ordinator 
and usually attended by four LRMs, three Station Managers and the Business Administration 
Manager.  The four Area Managers will delegate reporting responsibility to an individual’s line 
manager.  Approximately six months ago a representative from GCC HR was asked to attend 
the meetings as well. 
 
Each individual on the report is discussed and the individual’s LRM or line manager will provide 
an update on the absence.  If an individual is nearing six month’s absence (which will affect their 
pay) the POD Co-ordinator will ensure that the manager is aware of the process involved and 
that the individual has also been made aware.  The same applies to any individual reaching any 
‘trigger points’ for sickness, which are detailed in the GFRS Medical Absence Policy and 
Procedures (Service Order 3, Section 4(1)). 
 
If one of the managers cannot attend the meeting, they are requested to provide another 
manager who will be attending the meeting with details of the sickness updates for their staff.  If 
there are any individuals where an update cannot be provided at the meeting, the POD Co-
ordinator will catch up with the relevant line manager as soon as possible after the meeting. 
 
Internal Audit attended the absence monitoring meeting held on 15th April 2019, to observe the 
process.  One of the managers who could not attend the meeting had provided a colleague with 
details for staff within his team.  There were some queries which could not be answered and a 
conversation between Internal Audit and the POD Co-ordinator following the meeting confirmed 
that the queries had been resolved following a discussion with the relevant line managers. 
 
The management report is forwarded to all members of the SLT for discussion at the next SLT 
meeting.  SLT members do not get the detailed spreadsheet but can request further information 
from the Area Manager (Head of POD) if necessary. 
 
Conclusion 
 
The audit review identified that there are processes for recording all absences, including annual 
leave and sickness and that overall the processes are working well.  However, there were 
differences between the processes used by support staff as some have not been recording their 
annual leave on SAP.  This would also have applied to sickness, although Internal Audit was 
informed that there had not been any sickness for a while in the team in question. 
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Discussions held with the CFO and Chief Executive identified that the expectation from the CFO 
is that leave for the DCFO and ACFO is entered on SAP and will automatically go to him for 
approval.  This has not been operating in practice and needs to be implemented.  In addition, 
the Chief Executive expects to be informed of any leave in respect of the CFO but would not 
look to approve it.  Formal documentation, similar to existing GFRS Service Policies, should be 
developed to clearly define the required recording and approval process for senior officers 
within GFRS. 
 
Testing of sickness records for a sample of individuals, both uniformed and non-uniformed, 
highlighted two instances where uniformed staff had periods of sickness recorded on Gartan but 
not recorded on SAP.  This should have been picked up by cross-checking the monthly 
monitoring report from HR to the records on Gartan.  Managers should ensure that both 
systems are updated. 
 
Monthly meetings are held to monitor all staff sickness absences and ensure that sickness is 
managed appropriately.  The SLT receive a report on attendance management at each of their 
meetings, which provides overall absence figures for the month and also compares the 
information to previous months which can highlight any trends. 
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Audit Opinions on Risk Management and Control 

The Public Sector Internal Audit Standards require Internal Audit to provide an independent 
opinion on the adequacy and effectiveness of the risk identification processes which 
management has put in place within the area under review, and a sound framework of controls 
is in place to sufficiently mitigate those risks. This opinion feeds into the Chief Internal Auditor’s 
annual opinion on the overall adequacy and effectiveness of the Council’s governance, risk 
management and control environment, which supports the Annual Governance Statement. 
 
Each report will provide a statement on the levels of assurance that can be given within these 
two areas, evaluated by applying the following criteria:   
 

Assurance 
Levels 

Risk Identification Maturity Control Environment 

Substantial Risk Managed 

Service area fully aware of the risks relating to the area 

under review and the impact that these may have on service 

delivery, other services, finance, reputation, legal, the 

environment, client/customer/partners, and staff. All key risks 

are accurately reported and monitored in line with the 

Corporate Risk Management Strategy. 

 System Adequacy – Robust 

framework of controls ensures 

that there is a high likelihood 

of objectives being achieved 

 Control Application – Controls 

are applied continuously or 

with minor lapses 

Satisfactory Risk Aware 

Service area have an awareness of the risks relating to the 

area under review and the impact that these may have on 

service delivery, other services, finance, reputation, legal, 

the environment, client/customer/partners, and staff, 

however some key risks are not being accurately reported 

and monitored in line with the Corporate Risk Management 

Strategy. 

 System Adequacy – Sufficient 

framework of key controls for 

objectives to be achieved but, 

control framework could be 

stronger 

 Control Application – Controls 

are applied but with some 

lapses 

Limited Risk Naïve  

Due to an absence of accurate and regular reporting and 

monitoring of the key risks in line with the Corporate Risk 

Management Strategy, the Service area has not 

demonstrated an adequate awareness of the risks relating to 

the area under review and the impact that these may have 

on service delivery, other services, finance, reputation, legal, 

the environment, client/customer/partners and staff.   

 System Adequacy – Risk of 

objectives not being achieved 

due to the absence of key 

internal controls 

 Control Application – 

Significant breakdown in the 

application of control 

 

Taking account of the issues identified in this audit, in our opinion, satisfactory assurance can 
be provided that the risk identification arrangements operating within the area reviewed are 
operating as intended.  Satisfactory assurance can also be provided that these risks which are 
considered to be material to the achievement of the services objectives for this area under 
review are adequately managed and controlled. 
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 Appendix A – Action Plan and Management Response 

This section contains the findings for each audit objective 

along with any recommendations made by Internal Audit to 

strengthen the control environment. The recommendations 

are categorised as follows: 

 

Objective: To review arrangements that are currently in place within GFRS for managing and recording absences and attendance, to 
ensure that they are in compliance with the NJC Gold/Grey Books and GCC/GFRS relevant policies and procedures. 
 
Finding 
 
GCC’s HR policy and guidance on annual leave applies to all employees, including Directors.  However, it doesn’t apply to GFRS Gold and 
Grey Book officers.  Discussions held with the CFO and Chief Executive in respect of the process for recording and monitoring leave in 
relation to the CFO, DCFO, and ACFO identified that the CFO’s expectation is that leave for the DCFO and ACFO is entered on SAP and will 
automatically go to him for approval.  This has not been operating in practice and needs to be implemented.  In addition, the Chief Executive 
informed Internal Audit that he expects to be informed of any leave in respect of the CFO but would not be looking to approve. 
 
No formal documentation has been developed to clearly define the required recording and approval of leave process for senior officers within 
GFRS. 
 

No. Recommendation Risks Agreed Action 

1 
1(H) 

The Chief Executive and CFO, in consultation 
with HR, to develop and agree a Service 
Policy in relation to leave for Gold Book 
officers, similar to existing GFRS Service 
Policies 003 (Section 22) and 11 (Section 2A). 
 
The policy should be agreed by the 
appropriate approving body. 
 

Abuse of position. 
 
Unauthorised absence. 
 
Inconsistencies in the application of the 
control environment. 
 
Lack of openness and transparency. 
 
Non-application of separation of duties. 

Leave policy to be updated to include 
aligning Gold Book leave process to that for 
other staff. 

Person Responsible Due Date 

Head of POD with 
HR Business Partner 
support 

31st August 2019 

Priority Description 

High Critical/Major risk exposure which materially impact on the assets, 
reputation, service delivery and objectives of the organisation  

Medium Moderate risk exposure that impacts on the assets, reputation, 
service delivery and objectives of the organisation. 
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Finding 
 
Whilst the majority of support staff use SAP to request any leave including TOIL where relevant, the ICT Team record their request on a leave 
card but do not enter it on SAP and the Fire Safety officers have only been recording leave on SAP since March 2019 as prior to that a support 
staff leave sheet was completed.  Although the ICT Manager agrees the leave for his team, and his line manager is made aware of his leave, 
SAP is not being updated with the information.  In addition, sickness has not been recorded on SAP, although Internal Audit was informed that 
there has not been any sickness in the team for a while. 
 

No. Recommendation Risks Agreed Action 

2 (H) GFRS management should ensure that where 
support staff have access to SAP, the system 
should be used to record all absences 
including, sickness, TOIL and leave. 

Inaccurate information is held on SAP 
which could lead to incorrect reporting to 
management. 
 
Inability to manage/monitor absences and 
provide relevant support to staff where 
required. 
 
Unauthorised absences. 
 
Inaccurate recording could lead to salary 
deductions not being made in respect of 
long terms absences. 
 
Potential abuse of position. 

All departments to align with the respective 
leave policy including recording processes.  
This will include SAP training for line 
managers. 

Person Responsible Due Date 

Head of POD with 
respective Heads of 
Department and HR 
business partner 
support. 

31st July 2019 
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Finding 
 
Audit testing was undertaken to establish whether all sickness for uniformed staff has been recorded on both Gartan and SAP.  A sample of 
20% of uniformed staff who had no sickness recorded on SAP was reviewed and discrepancies were found in respect of two individuals in the 
sample, where they had been on sick leave which was recorded on Gartan but there was no record on SAP of the sickness. 
 

No. Recommendation Risks Agreed Action 

3 (H) GFRS management should ensure that when 
a member of uniformed staff is off sick, the 
information is recorded on both Gartan and 
SAP. 
 

Inaccurate information is held on SAP 
which could lead to incorrect reporting to 
management. 
 
Sickness ‘triggers’ may be missed which 
could have consequences on pay and/or 
performance monitoring. 

Line manager awareness raising and training 
to take place to ensure compliance with 
leave policy and processes. 

Person Responsible Due Date 

Head of Community 
Safety with support 
from Head of POD 
and BSC 

31st August 2019 

 


