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A. Overview.

The Agency’s Annual Report and Accounts are audited each year by the Comptroller and Auditor General (C&AG) of the Northern Ireland Audit Office.

Within the text of the ‘Certificate and Report of the Comptroller and Auditor General to the House of Commons’ that is published with the Annual Report and laid before Parliament, the C&AG states the following;

“I conduct my audit in accordance with United Kingdom Auditing Standards issued by the Auditing Practices Board. An audit includes examination, on a test basis, of evidence relevant to the amounts, disclosures and regularity of financial transactions included in the financial statements. It also includes an assessment of the significant estimates and judgements made by the Agency and Chief Executive in the preparation of the financial statements, and of whether the accounting policies are appropriate to the Agency’s circumstances, consistently applied and adequately disclosed.”

The C&AG is ultimately required to state, in his published opinion, whether the Annual Report and Accounts 

“give a true and fair view of the state of affairs of the Ordnance Survey of Northern Ireland”.

OSNI’s published financial / accounting policies are therefore adopted on the grounds of their overriding need to provide a ‘true and fair’ view for all users of this information. These user groups are often wider than those specifically mentioned within Section 75 of the Northern Ireland Act 1998. For example, potential user (or Stakeholder) groups may well include 

· Creditors, 

· Corporate legal entities (companies, corporations, NDPBs), 

· Potential investors

· Electorate

· Academic researchers,

· Members of Parliament or the NI Assembly,

· Staff 

The Agency’s published accounting policies are the summation of NICS, NIAO and UK GAAP best practise; they reflect the highest and most appropriate standards for adopted financial policies. 

The Agency’s Accounting Convention and published Accounting Policies are detailed within Section C of this document.

Section D details some ‘supporting’ financial policies that are not audited by the NIAO. These policies are more appropriate to the ‘day-to-day’ running and activities of the Agency’s Finance Section.  These policies are applied in such a way as to ensure that no Section 75 imbalance is created in any of our dealings with customer or creditor groups.

B. Introduction

Ordnance Survey of Northern Ireland has adopted a range of Financial Policies that are in accordance with the current, and best practice, directions of;

· The Department of Finance and Personnel.  

Encompassing,

1. Northern Ireland Resource Accounting Manual (NIRAM)

2. Dear Accounting Officer Letters (DAO)

3. Dear Principal Finance Officer Letters (DPFO)

4. Government Accounting in Northern Ireland (GANI)

· The Department of Culture, Arts and Leisure.

1. Accepted Departmental Resource Accounting policies

· Northern Ireland Audit Office.

Arising from,

1. Annual Audits and Management Letters

2. Formal / informal in-year discussions

· Generally Accepted Accounting Practices (UK GAAP)

For issues not specifically covered by current DFP or NIAO guidance, 

1. Accounting Standards Board

2. Urgent Issues Task Force

· Current Mapping Industry Practice;

From consultation with,

1. Ordnance Survey Great Britain (OSGB),

2. Ordnance Survey Ireland (OSI)

C. Operational Arrangements

The PERMANENT SECRETARY is ultimately responsible for ensuring the Department’s compliance with the requirements of all relevant financial legislation.

1.1 The CHIEF EXECUTIVE is directly responsible to the Permanent Secretary for financial matters within OSNI and has the power to take disciplinary action, if deemed necessary, against any employee who fails to comply with the relevant legislation.

1.2 The FINANCE MANAGER will report to the CHIEF EXECUTIVE regarding all finance matters relating to the Agency.
The FINANCE MANAGER’S duties include:

Ensuring that the Agency adheres to, and fully implements, the agreed adopted policies in accordance with Government best practice and guidance. Thus ensuring that our Annual Report and Accounts continues to provide a ‘True and Fair’ view of OSNI’s activities and that those financially involved with the Agency are treated in an equitable manner.

D. Accounting Policies as disclosed in the Agency’s Annual Report and Accounts

1. Statement of accounting policies  
The financial statements are prepared in accordance with the Agency’s Accounts Direction. This Direction requires the Agency to comply with the 2002-03 Northern Ireland Resource Accounting Manual (NIRAM). The accounting policies contained in the NIRAM follow UK generally accepted accounting practice for companies (UK GAAP) to the extent that it is meaningful and appropriate to the public sector. Where the NIRAM permits a choice of accounting policy which has been judged to be most appropriate to the particular circumstances of the Agency for the purpose of giving a true and fair view has been selected. The accounting policies of the Agency have been applied consistently in dealing with items considered material in relation to the accounts.

1.1 Accounting Convention  

The accounts are prepared under the historical cost convention modified to account for the revaluation of fixed assets, and stocks where material, at their value to the business by reference to their current costs.

1.2  Fixed Assets - Intangible  

Topographic Database

The Topographic Database (previously known as the National Archive) consists of geodetic networks and topographic information from large scale surveys built up over many years and subject to continuous revision.  With changes constantly taking place, the costs of setting up and maintaining this database have been charged to the Income and Expenditure Account as incurred.  As a substantial part of this asset consists of a collection of information akin to intellectual property it cannot be valued with certainty.  

The Agency has not capitalised the Topographic Database as it is internally developed and has no readily ascertainable market value.  Consequently, no value for the Topographic Database appears in the Balance Sheet, notwithstanding its central importance to Ordnance Survey of Northern Ireland activities.

Software

Purchased computer software licences are capitalised as intangible fixed assets where expenditure of £1,000 or more is incurred. Except where reliable evidence of current value cannot be ascertained, these are restated to current value each year. Software licences are amortised over the shorter of the term of the licence and the useful economic life. 

1.3  Fixed Assets - Tangible  

Fixed assets are valued at cost, adjusted as appropriate to reflect estimated current replacement costs.  Assets have been revalued by reference to Office For National Statistics indices as published by the Stationery Office under the title “Price Index Numbers for Current Cost Accounting”.

Surpluses and deficits arising on revaluation are taken to the revaluation reserve.  Where appropriate, permanent reductions in the value of fixed assets are charged to the income and expenditure account.

The minimum level for capitalisation as an individual or grouped fixed asset is £1,000.  

The Agency does not own the properties it occupies.  Legal title to the land and specialised buildings occupied by the Agency vests in the Department of Finance and Personnel.  Land and buildings are carried at the last professional valuation on the basis of open market value which was provided by the Valuation and Lands Agency at 31 March 2003.
1.4  Depreciation  

Depreciation is provided on all fixed assets from the month following the dates when they are commissioned into service, or on any revaluation from the date of such revaluation, at rates calculated to write-off the cost or valuation (less any residual value) of each asset evenly over its expected useful life.  The estimated useful lives of assets are reviewed regularly and when necessary revised.

The estimated useful lives of the main categories of fixed assets are:


Buildings



   
             40 years 


Plant, equipment and computers
 
      5 to 25 years


Fixtures and fittings               


    10 to 20 years


Vehicles                            

    
       6 to   7 years

1.5  Stocks and Work-in-Progress  

Stocks of finished goods, work-in-progress and raw materials are valued at the lower of current replacement cost and net realisable value.

Provision has been made on certain large scale maps stocks where either digital cover has become available in the Agency’s database, or where existing paper maps have been superseded by maps printed on demand.

Provision has also been made on the grounds of prudence on maps which are due for revision and existing stocks are unlikely to be sold.

1.6  Pension Costs  

The Agency’s staff are members of the Principal Civil Service Pension Scheme (NI). 

The PCSPS(NI) is an unfunded defined benefit scheme which produces its own resource 

accounts, but the Agency is unable to identify its share of the underlying assets and liabilities. The most up to date actuarial valuation was carried out as at 31 March 1999 and an interim estimate of the scheme liability is available at 31 March 2002. A full actuarial valuation of the scheme liability is currently underway. 

Employer contributions are to be reviewed every four years following a full scheme valuation by the Government Actuary.  The contribution rates reflect benefits as they are accrued, not when the costs are actually incurred, and reflect past experience of the scheme.   

Employees joining after 1 October 2002 could opt to open a partnership pension account, a stakeholder pension with an employer contribution. Employers’ contributions are paid to one or more of a panel of four appointed stakeholder pension providers. Employer contributions are age-related and range from 3 to 12.5 per cent of pensionable pay. Employers also match employee contributions up to 3 per cent of pensionable pay.

In addition, employer contributions of 0.8 per cent of pensionable pay, were payable to the PCSPS(NI) to cover the cost of the future provision of lump sum benefits on death in service and ill health retirement of these employees.

All contributions are charged to the Income and Expenditure account as incurred.

1.7  Early Departure Costs  

As per Northern Ireland Resource Accounting Manual (NIRAM), the Agency meets the additional costs of benefits beyond the normal PCSPS benefits in respect of employees who retire early by paying the required amounts annually to the PCSPS over the period between early departure and normal retirement date. The Agency provides for this in full when the early retirement programme becomes binding on the Agency by establishing a provision for the estimated payments discounted by the Treasury discount rate of 6% in real terms.

1.8  Income

Income comprises sales and licencing of Maps, Data, Copyright and other Repayment tasks.

Annual copyright licences normally cover the period of the Agency’s Financial Year and income is recognised accordingly.  Digital data income is recognised on the first day of the licencing period, for both new data issues and contract renewals. Other sales of goods and services are recognised as income on the date of invoicing.
E. Other Financial Policies

Supplier Payment Policy

The Agency is committed to the prompt payment of bills for goods and services received in accordance with the Confederation of British Industry’s Prompt Payment Code and British Standard BS 7890 – Achieving Good Payment Performance in Commercial Transactions. Unless otherwise stated in the contract, payment is due within 30 days of receipt of the goods or services, or presentation of a valid invoice or similar demand, whichever is later.

Interest on Late Payment of Debts Policy

The Agency is committed to the prompt payment of bills for goods and services received in accordance with the Late Payment of Commercial Debts (Interest) Act 1998. Under this legislation, any small business can claim statutory interest against a large business or public sector body. A small business is one with 50 or fewer employees on average over the previous financial year prior to the year the contract was made. 

Customer Credit Policy

Credit facilities are granted to customers who have provided the Agency with both

· A suitably endorsed, credit worthiness letter from their bank, and

· A properly completed OSNI Credit Application Form 

The Credit Application Form allows customers to request a particular credit limit based upon their future expected level of purchases. Both these documents must be reviewed and authorised by the OSNI Finance Manager before customers will be notified that a new debtor account has been opened. 

In accordance with an Internal Audit recommendation, credit is no longer extended to customers for sales of paper map products. This came into effect on 1st January 2003.

Debt Collection Policy 

OSNI extends a credit limit of “30 days from the date of invoice” to its non-wholesaler debtors. Wholesalers are granted a 90-day credit term in accordance with normal industry practice. 

Based on the Credit Controller’s knowledge of particular customers, the Agency will use any or all of the following debt collection techniques to recover unpaid amounts;

· Phone calls

· Letters

· Visits to the customer’s premises

· Payment demands from Dun & Bradstreet

· Suspension of account

· Crown Solicitors Office / Small Claims Court

Priority is given in debt collecting to recovering amounts in the following order.

· High Value & long overdue.

· Low value & long overdue.

· High value & overdue in the short to medium term.

· Low value & overdue in the short to medium term.

Where a customer notifies the Agency of a problem or inability to settle their account, OSNI has a policy of seeking to negotiate a financial settlement for a structured repayment of the full balance without immediate recourse to legal action. We will also ensure that the debt does not increase in size by moving to immediate “cash only” trading terms for any further supplies of goods. 

Payment for Goods and Services Policy

OSNI have a policy of wishing to facilitate their customers in paying for the goods and services they buy by offering a wide range of acceptable payment methods. 

OSNI will accept payment in 

· Cash

· Cheque

· Postal Order

· Credit Card (without additional charge)

· Debit Card (without additional charge)

· BACS payments

· Sterling Bank draft, and where previously negotiated,

· Foreign Draft.

Due to VAT Cash Accounting implications DEBTOR balances may not be cleared by credit or debit card payments.

F. Web links to current Department of Finance and Personnel guidance

Due to the quantity of available accounting policy and practice guidance, it is not feasible to reproduce within this document all of the Department of Finance and Personnel’s current guidance.

The following web site link leads to the DFP database of NIRAM, DAO, DFPO and GANI directives.

www.aasbni.gov.uk
G.
Consultation

The Agency will make arrangements for consultation with the appropriate TUS representatives using the agreed local consultative machinery.  The Agency will also consult with the Department of Culture, Arts and Leisure who are responsible for ensuring that appropriate Group Accounting Policies are maintained for consolidated accounts purposes.

The policy will be reviewed annually and will incorporate any changes as a result of this consultation.
H.
Monitoring and Review

The effectiveness of this policy will be monitored by the Finance Manager who will recommend any changes to the Strategy Board.  OSNI will review this policy annually or as required in the light of any Agency, Departmental or service-wide policy developments. TUS will also be consulted at this stage.

