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AUDIT AND RISK ASSURANCE COMMITTEE 
Confirmed minutes of the meeting held on 25 September 2025 
in the Lostock meeting room, 3 Piccadilly Place, Manchester and via Teams

Present	
Alina Lourie			Non-Executive Director (chair)
Mark Chakravarty		Non-Executive Director
Frank Smith			Non-Executive Director
Amanda Gibbon		External Member

In attendance
Sam Roberts	Chief Executive
Pete Thomas	Director, Finance
David Coombs	Associate Director, Corporate Office
Barney Wilkinson	Associate Director, Procurement
Nick Crabb	Chief Scientific Officer (for item 5.2)
Raghu Vydyanath	Chief Information Officer (for item 5.3)
Helen Williams	Chief People Officer (for item 5.6)
Kirsty O’Donnell	Estates and Facilities Manager (for item 5.6)
Sham Ramzan	Head of Financial Accounting (for item 6.1)
Elaine Repton	Corporate Governance & Risk Manager (minutes)

Niki Parker	Senior Audit Manager, Government Internal Audit Agency
Stephen Ferris	Engagement Director, National Audit Office
David Wright	Head of NICE Sponsor Team, DHSC 


Committee’s private meeting with the auditors (item 1)
A meeting of the non-executive directors and external member with the internal and external auditors, took place in private before the open meeting.
Welcome and apologies (item 2)
The chair welcomed everyone to the meeting.  A special welcome was extended to Frank Smith who has recently joined the NICE board and this committee.
Apologies were received from Keith Ridge, who is also a new member to join the committee.
Declaration of interest (item 3)
The committee noted the interests register.
Minutes of the last meeting (item 4.1)
The minutes of the meeting held on 18 June 2025 were agreed as a correct record.
Action Log (item 4.2)
The committee reviewed the outstanding actions, as follows: 
[bookmark: _Hlk125468281]Financial agility and sustainability risk (action 367) – The commercial income strategy will be coming to the committee for discussion in January, as its submission to the board has been deferred from the September to the December meeting.
Enquiry handling internal audit (action 369) – The enquiry handling team are working with the Digital Information and Technology directorate to introduce new access restrictions within the MS Dynamics system which holds the enquiries information.  It is not expected that this work will be completed until the end of October 2025.
Data Security and Protection Toolkit audit (risk 377) – Niki Parker confirmed that she will liaise with GIAA colleagues to gather some benchmarking data for the November meeting on the cyber assessment aligned-DSPT, to have a clearer understanding of how NICE performed compared to others.
External audit report (risk 378) – Pete Thomas is working with Helen Knight to bring a paper to the November meeting detailing how the variances between TA/HST recorded milestone dates and the revenue recognition is being addressed.
SUBSTANTIVE ITEMS
Strategic risks (item 5.1)
The committee reviewed the latest strategic risk register, noting that risk 2 relating to the national policy agenda and NICE’s contribution to the 10-year health plan had been closed, post-publication of the plan.  The current risk score for the technology and cyber resilience risk has been reduced from 20 to 16, on completion of cyber essentials plus.
Sam Roberts advised that the executive team (ET) had agreed further updates to the strategic risks in light of the external landscape nationally and internationally, and the challenges facing NICE’s key partners (notably Integrated Care Boards and NHS England) within the health and care system.  As a result, risk 3 relating to the system landscape and partnership working has been increased from a current risk score of 9 to 16.  The committee queried whether 16 was too high.  Sam stated that whilst NICE’s contribution to the 10-year health plan had been supported by Government, the changes elsewhere in the system were having an impact on day-to-day delivery and making it more challenging to progress work involving collaboration with other organisations, such as specialised commissioning and dealing with funding variations.
The committee noted that two new strategic risks had been added since the last meeting.  Risk 130 to reflect the international policy context, including the impact of US trade policy and the European collaboration in HTA.  ET had agreed that this was high-risk for NICE therefore the current risk score was 15.  Additionally, a second innovation related risk (143), has been added to the register.  The current innovation risk focuses on NICE having the necessary methods to evaluate innovative new technologies due to the pace of change.  However, ET agreed there was another risk around the potential for an increasing number of new innovative products being assessed as not cost effective, leading to patients in England not having access to the latest treatments.
The committee supported the addition of the new risks but queried whether some of the existing target risk scores needed to be reviewed as some seemed low compared to others.  Sam stated that the issues that are within NICE’s control to influence have a lower target score than those beyond its control.  David Coombs also added that the board’s risk appetite varies between different areas which should inform the target risk.  It was noted that the debate was timely as the NICE board was due to review its risk appetite in December, following which the committee could review the register to ensure the target risk scores align with the risk appetite. 
Raghu Vydyanath added that in relation to cyber resilience, there was a balance to be achieved between the amount of investment that can be afforded to significantly reduce the risk level, and the benefit/reward to be gained from it.  The ET had agreed to tolerate a risk score of 12 otherwise more investment would be required to achieve anything lower.  The committee asked whether 12 was too high.  David Wright confirmed that it was in line with other ALBs.
The committee sought clarity on purpose of the assurance ratings.  It was confirmed that these were based on the three lines of defence model in the HM Treasury Orange Book.  The red/amber/green rating gives an indication of whether the controls within each risk are working effectively to manage the risk or not.  The key has been omitted in error in the revised format and will be re-instated for the next meeting.
Subject to the assurance rating key being added, the strategic risk register was supported. 
Action: ER
Deep dive risk review – innovation (item 5.2) 
Nick Crabb presented a bow tie analysis of two different elements of innovation related risks.  Firstly, the risk that NICE’s current methods do not enable NICE to provide useful and usable guidance on future innovative products due to the scale and pace of change in the innovation pipeline.  The current risk score was 8 due to a range of activities, including the work undertaken within the health technology assessment innovation laboratory (HTA Lab) to ensure that NICE is aware of and preparing for potentially disruptive new technologies.  The committee noted that it has been very successful in helping NICE to work with stakeholders to develop solutions to complex issues that affect how it evaluates health technologies.  It provides a safe environment to identify, co-create and test new approaches, and try out innovative ways of working.  Whilst the committee was re-assured that the HTA Lab was helping to address the risk of not being able to evaluate new innovative products, it was queried whether in the longer term, a shift towards prevention as well as treatment, may require the assessment of a broader range of interventions.  Nick agreed that NICE will at some point have to think more broadly beyond technologies.
The second risk was around the potential for an increasing proportion of innovative medicines being assessed as not cost effective, partly driven by multiple comparator products losing patent protection and becoming substantially less expensive through biosimilar or generic competition.
The committee agreed that the failure to reach agreement in the recent negotiations over the mid-scheme review of the Voluntary Scheme for Branded Medicines Pricing, Access and Growth (VPAG) had heightened the risk level.  The committee noted there is a limit to NICE’s influence and control around medicines pricing policy, however there was encouragement to consider how NICE could proactively mitigate this risk. 
The committee thanked Nick for his presentation and agreed to discuss the issues raised within the innovation risks again at a future meeting.  
Cyber security and business continuity update (item 5.3)
Raghu Vydyanath gave a progress update on cyber security activities and shared an external assessor’s report on the findings from a business continuity simulation exercise.   
The committee noted the routine monitoring and testing activities that are ongoing, including phishing campaigns and penetration tests to strengthen the system resilience, as well as discussions with NHS England around on-boarding to their Cyber Security Operations Centre (CSOC), so that NICE can be part of the central CSOC to join existing and future proactive preventative, and reactive security enhancements.
Raghu also presented the key findings from the executive team’s business continuity exercise undertaken in July.  The committee discussed the findings and supported the next steps to address the actions over the short, medium and longer term.  The issues to be addressed in the short term related to updating documentation, confirming roles and responsibilities and agreeing a communications plan.  Developing playbooks and a grab bag were also discussed.
The committee asked when the team would be in a position to report back on progress.  It was agreed a further report will be presented in November setting out the short and medium term actions, with a full response being available for the May 2026 meeting, following another simulation exercise in Q4.  This will enable progress from the July exercise to be reviewed.
Action: RV
Internal audit progress report (item 5.4) 
Niki Parker gave a progress update on the 2025/26 internal audit plan.  Of the six planned audits, one final audit report has been published, one audit is in fieldwork, one has the final terms of reference agreed and one has a draft terms of reference being discussed.  The two remaining audits will be scoped in Q3 to take place in Q4.
The position on outstanding actions was 17 overdue at the time of writing the report, but evidence has since been received to close 9 actions, and work is in progress on the others.  Therefore only 3 actions were now beyond their original target completion date.  They related to executive team job descriptions from the internal controls audit, and two enquiry handling actions, and Niki advised that she has received correspondence to confirm that these actions are being progressed.
The committee was informed of a letter sent from the GIAA CEO to Accounting Officers and ARAC chairs advising of changes to GIAA’s operating model.  Niki summarised the changes which NICE will see come into effect from 1 April 2026 as GIAA moves to a central resource pool of internal auditors who will deliver most of the internal audit work. Auditors within a ‘delivery hub’ will work more productively across multiple clients with a greater focus on core controls and using more standardised methodologies.  It was noted that there will still be scope for bespoke audit work specific to an organisation’s risks and operating context, but GIAA hoped to see an improvement in a more regular rhythm of audit work throughout the year reducing a year end deluge of reports.  To support this Niki will begin the planning for 2026/27 in December, in order to have a programme of work ready to start in quarter one. 
The progress report and update on GIAA’s new operating model were noted.
Counter fraud and gifts and hospitality internal audit report (item 5.5)
Niki Parker presented the final audit report on counter fraud and gifts and hospitality which received a moderate assurance rating with four medium and one low priority recommendation.
The committee noted the overall positive report with a substantial assurance rating given for counter fraud arrangements.  As there had not been any frauds experienced, GIAA had not been able to test the controls for reporting and responding to a fraud.
The recommendations mostly related to the recording and management of gifts and hospitality.  It was queried whether the register had ever been submitted to this committee for review, and it was agreed in future to present it at the year-end as an appendix to the Q4 compliance dashboard report.
Action: ER
The audit report was noted.
Health & Safety annual report (item 5.6)
The committee received an overview of the health and safety compliance work that was undertaken in 2024/25, including the completion rates for the mandatory health and safety training modules in fire safety, workplace safety and display screen equipment.
The report provided assurance that NICE was meeting its responsibilities in relation to fire safety and first aid regulations, water safety testing and all other planned preventative maintenance (PPM) statutory compliance.  The report also included details of accidents that occurred in the offices during the year (8 in total – all graded as minor), the risk assessments carried out and the policies which have been reviewed and updated.  The updated health and safety policy was also attached to the report for information.
The annual report was noted and the updates to the health and safety policy were supported.
Review of the internal auditor (item 5.7)
The committee noted the scores given in the annual survey of the auditor’s performance in 2024/25 were all four or five out of five, which reflected the committee’s positive view of GIAA’s work throughout the year.  There was one theme which Niki Parker acknowledged relating to an even spread of completed audit reports throughout the year, rather than too many presented at the year end.
Notwithstanding the minor improvement point, the committee thanked Niki and her team for their continued support and helpful guidance.
ITEMS FOR INFORMATION
Financial accounting performance (item 6.1)
The committee reviewed the financial accounting performance at 31 August 2025.  Sham Ramzan highlighted performance against the key financial duties noting payment of invoices was continuing to outperform the target of 95% within 30 days.  This was in line with a request from Government asking businesses across UK to improve their payment practices and for government bodies to lead by example, paying their suppliers as promptly as possible, and always within 30 days.
It was noted that salary overpayments were reducing as a result of closer working between the finance and people teams to ensure that details of leavers and role changes were notified in a timely manner.  The committee welcomed the improved performance.
The Government Property Agency (GPA) was continuing to discuss the dilapidation charges for the City Tower office, and in recent weeks GPA has received correspondence from the Landlord’s team to hopefully reach a conclusion.
It was queried whether the two fake invoices would have been identified if NICE had not been pre-warned of the threat by its legal provider.  Sham advised that the financial controls in place would have prevented the invoices being processed as the iproc system requires evidence of a signed contract and a purchase order being raised in advance, neither of which would have existed. 
The committee also queried whether all staff complete their mandatory training requirements.  It was confirmed that completion rates were good but there were some areas for improvement which the learning and development team are looking into.  It was noted that there are some courses that are not applicable to all staff such as budget training, contract manager training, and additional freedom to speak up specifically for line managers.
The committee noted the financial accounting performance report.
Economic Crime and Corporate Transparency Act 2023 (item 6.2)
David Coombs presented a report setting out details of the new Economic Crime and Corporate Transparency Act 2023, its implications for NICE and the action taken in response to ensure compliance.  The work has built on the already comprehensive counter fraud arrangements in place but is focused on the risks of fraud being undertaken that benefits NICE. 
The Act has introduced a new corporate offence of failure to prevent fraud.  A fraud risk assessment has been produced to identify the activities potentially at most risk of fraud and presentations have been made to the respective teams to raise awareness.  It is considered that this is low risk for NICE and therefore a proportionate approach has been taken in response. The audit testing on income as part of the external audit will be an important source of assurance.
The report was noted.
Compliance dashboard (item 6.3)
The committee noted the Q1 compliance dashboard which provided assurance across a range of indicators.  There were no concerns to highlight from Q1.
The report was noted.
Contract waivers report (item 6.4)
Barney Wilkinson presented the contract waivers report for April to August 2025.  The number and value of contract waivers was noted, which were predominantly contracts related to IT continuity work.
Committee annual plan 2025/26 (item 6.5)
The committee noted the annual plan.  It was agreed that the next deep dive risk topic would be the report back on business continuity planning.
Other business (item 7)
GIAA X-Gov Insights – Risk management improvement planning (item 7.1)
Niki Parker shared a recent publication from the Government Internal Audit Agency which had gathered insights on the different approaches taken to risk management improvement planning.  It was based on the HM Government’s Orange Book – Management of Risk, Principles and Concepts, and can be referenced by audit and risk assurance committees to encourage a continuous improvement culture.
Learning from Appeals (item 7.2)
44. Mark Chakravarty asked if the challenges to NICE which are raised in technology appraisal appeals and judicial reviews, could be presented periodically to this committee, to provide assurance that arrangements are in place to learn from the wider issues identified.  It was noted that the Guidance Executive currently reviews learning points from appeals, but it was queried whether this would be a useful addition to the committee’s agenda, if the issues raised were within its remit - that is, addressing gaps in risk and control issues.  Sam Roberts agreed to arrange for a summary paper to be presented at a future meeting, at which point the committee can decide whether this is aligned to its role.
Action: SR 
There were no further items of business.
Dates of future meetings (item 8)
The committee noted the scheduled future meetings dates as:
· 29 November 2025
· 26 January 2026 (new date)
· 7 May 2026


The meeting closed at 4:00pm.
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