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1 Executive summary 

1.1 Overview 
 
During July 2011 the CEO, Martin O’Halloran, informed us that following a request under 
the Freedom of Information Acts Health and Safety Authority (HSA) had released, to a 
member of the public, details of official credit card activity for the period 2005 to 2009. 
On foot of this request, the subsequent release of the information and communications 
between the Chairperson and the Minister for Jobs, Enterprise and Innovation the CEO 
(Accounting Officer) in consultation with the Chairman asked that we perform an internal 
audit on HSA credit card activity for the period January 2005 to June 2011. 
 
This report contains the findings of our audit of activity on HSA credit cards during the six 
and a half year period January 2005 to June 2011. The audit fieldwork was done during 
July and August 2011 at Metropolitan Building, James Joyce Street, Dublin 1. 
 
HSA is the national statutory body with responsibility for enforcing occupational safety 
and health law, promoting and encouraging accident prevention and providing 
information and advice to all companies, organisations and individuals. HSA is funded by 
an annual Oireachtas Grant. HSA is therefore accountable to the Dáil and ultimately to 
the tax payer for all expenditure incurred. It is therefore paramount that all expenditure 
incurred is necessary to support the delivery of its services and that best value for 
money is achieved. 
 
HSA had five official credit cards. The CEO and the four Assistant Chief Executives 
(ACE) held and used these credit cards. During the period under review two retired staff 
members (the former CEO and one ACE), in addition to the current office holders, held 
and used HSA credit cards. In 2009 HSA introduced a documented credit card policy 
and procedures for retrospective approval of all credit card transactions. Prior to this 
HSA had no documented policies and procedures in respect of the use of official credit 
cards. 
 
Our main findings from this audit are as follows: 
 

• Total credit card expenditure in the six and a half year period January 2005 to 
June 2011 was €625,668.  

• This represents circa 1% of total non-pay expenditure in the same period. 
• Approximately 60% of all credit card expenditure related to flight bookings. In 

many cases these costs were refundable to HSA. 
• The class of expenditure incurred on credit cards is typical of many similar 

organisations. 
• We found practically no evidence of non-business expenditure on the credit 

cards. 
• There has been significant and necessary improvement in documenting the 

business reason for credit card expenditure items since 2009. 
• Total annual credit card expenditure decreased significantly since January 

2009. 
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• There is evidence of much greater emphasis on ensuring all credit card 
expenditure is necessarily incurred and represents best value for money 
since 2009. 

 
Our detailed findings are set out in Section 2.  
 

1.2 Objectives, scope and methodology 
The objective of this review is to provide the CEO and Audit Committee with assurance 
that the credit card expenditure during the six and a half year period January 2005 to 
June 2011 was incurred with propriety, was to support the business of HSA and was 
done in accordance with relevant rules and regulations in place during the period under 
review.  
 
The key sources of audit evidence were: 

• Credit card statements for the period January 2005 to June 2011 and related 
receipts 

• Travel spreadsheets prepared by Finance Unit staff for the period January 
2005 to June 2011 

• Explanations provided by relevant current staff 
 
During the course of our audit we did the following work: 

• Analysed the monthly credit card activity for each credit card into the 
following categories: 

 Flights 
 Accommodation 
 Meeting expenses 
 Gifts / rewards 
 Purchases  
 Miscellaneous 

• Reviewed each credit card statement for unusual activity 
• Selected a sample of transactions for detailed review and testing 
• Recorded any findings concerning the inappropriate use of the credit cards  

1.3 Conclusion 
 
The total amount spent on credit cards during the six and a half years under review 
represented circa 1% of total non-pay expenditure and was insignificant in the context of 
HSA’s overall budget for that period. 
 
We found no evidence of wholesale or systematic abuse of credit cards at HSA for the 
period under review. 
 
The expenditure incurred on credit cards was business related and relevant to HSA’s 
activities and operations.  
 
However in 2009, HSA felt it necessary to introduce revised credit card procedures 
which recognised the need for enhanced focus on ensuring all business expenditure is 
necessarily incurred, represents best value for money and is fully supported by relevant 
documentation. New policies and procedures adopted for credit card expenditure were 
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introduced at that time which brought about a significant change in relation to business 
expenses incurred on credit cards in the Authority.  
 
This new approach has enabled HSA to significantly reduce its total annual credit card 
expenditure. 
 
In our opinion, on the basis of our audit work, HSA substantially complied with accepted 
common practice, relevant laws and regulations during the period under review in 
respect of credit card expenditure. 
.  
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2 Detailed findings 

2.1 Review of flights expenditure 
 
During the six and a half year period January 2005 to June 2011 HSA spent €376,048 on 
flights and related costs.  
 
During our audit we examined all flight transactions with an individual cost of €500 or 
more plus a random sample of flight transactions that cost less than €500. In total the 
sample selected included 234 flights totalling €154,400. We reviewed the sample 
selected for evidence of: 

1. Valid business reason 
2. Reasonableness of the costs incurred 
3. Whether the passenger was a staff / Board member of HSA or where the 

individual was not a staff / Board member of HSA that the individual was on HSA 
business. 

 
We found: 

1. HSA was able to provide a valid business reason for 172 out of 234 flights that 
we examined. HSA records did not record the business reason for the remaining 
62 cases. However, having considered the costs incurred, the destinations 
travelled to and that in the majority of cases the flight costs were refundable to 
HSA from the EU or another body we found that there was no evidence that any 
of the costs incurred related to non-business related activities. We therefore did 
not request HSA to provide further information in respect of these flights. 

2. HSA travel records did not record the class of air travel used. HSA management 
told us that the Authority uses a professional travel agent so as to ensure that the 
best fare is obtained. Management confirmed that generally economy class 
flights are purchased but in exceptional circumstances business class fares may 
have been used. During this audit we considered the costs paid for the 234 flights 
selected in the sample. We exercised our professional judgement in determining 
the reasonableness of the flight costs incurred. We found that in the vast majority 
of cases (231 flights) that the cost paid for the relevant flight was reasonable or 
was refundable to HSA by the EU or another body. We only identified 3 flights 
with an accumulated cost of €8,284 where the cost of the individual flights may 
have been excessive. See details in Appendix 4. 

3. We are satisfied for the sample reviewed that all passengers booked on the 
flights were either HSA staff / Board members or were on HSA official business. 

4. From review of travel spreadsheets prepared by HSA we found that a significant 
portion of flight costs were refundable to HSA by the EU or other bodies. We did 
not quantify the exact amount refundable but we found that in 133 cases out of 
197 (67%) the flight cost was fully or partly refundable to HSA. The scope of this 
audit did not extend to us performing checks to ensure that HSA received all flight 
refunds due but on the face of it these refunds would have significantly reduced 
the overall cost on flights to the tax payer.  
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Recommendations: 

1. HSA must ensure that the business reason for all flights is fully documented in 
HSA records. 

2. Furthermore HSA records must record details of the class of travel used and 
clearly record the reasons for any business class flights purchased.  

 
 
Management comments: 
 
The report and the recommendations made are noted. The Executive accepts the 
findings.  
 
In terms of the specific recommendations the Executive can confirm that the 
recommendations dealing with flight expenditure have been implemented. The Executive 
periodically provides the Board with details of foreign travel and details of the business 
reason and class of travel will be provided in future iterations of this document.  
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2.2 Review of accommodation expenditure 
 
During the six and a half year period January 2005 to June 2011 HSA spent €37,256 on 
accommodation costs. Almost 72% of this expenditure was incurred during the years 
2005 and 2006. HSA has incurred minimal credit card expenditure on accommodation 
costs since January 2007. 
 
From our review we are satisfied that in general there was a valid business reason 
provided for incurring the relevant accommodation expense. We are also satisfied that in 
most cases 3 or 4 star hotels were used. 
 
However, we did identify 35 overnight hotel stays in Dublin by a HSA employee during 
the period January 2005 to December 2006 that may not have complied with 
Department of Finance circulars in place at the time. The total cost of these overnight 
stays amounted to €5,341 i.e. an average cost per night of €152.  
 
From our discussions with HSA staff we understand that, for most of the relevant period, 
this employee was based in the Dublin office but that he lived some distance outside of 
Dublin. We were told by HSA employees that this individual sometimes stayed overnight 
in Dublin to facilitate attendance at early morning meetings or early business flights. 
 
The employee in question has stated that these overnight stays occurred at a time when 
there was significant activity and workload at HSA obliging him to work and remain in 
Dublin later than his normal working hours would require. The possible health and safety 
risk if the employee was required to travel to and from home before and after meetings 
scheduled to take place at either end of the working day was also a consideration for the 
HSA when the employee stayed overnight in Dublin. 
 
These overnight stays may not have been required if the employee had been able to 
leave work for home at an earlier time. 
 
However, the specific business reasons for the occasions on which the employee was 
required to stay overnight in Dublin were not documented in HSA records.  
 
Following further investigation we also understand that a former Chairperson of HSA 
verbally agreed that this employee would be based in the Kilkenny office once HSA 
opened offices there as part of the Government’s decentralisation programme. Head of 
Finance has confirmed that temporary offices opened in Kilkenny on 28 August 2006. In 
these circumstances the payment of overnight accommodation in Dublin would be 
permitted. 
 
From the sample reviewed we found that a HSA official credit card was charged for 9 
overnight stays in Dublin for this employee during 2005 at a total cost of €1,518. Six of 
these stays were in 5 star hotels, two in 4 star hotels and 1 in a 3 star hotel. We also 
found that a HSA official credit card was charged for 26 overnight stays in Dublin for this 
employee during 2006 at a total cost of €3,823. Two of these stays were in 5 star hotels 
and twenty four were in 4 star hotels. Six of these overnight stays in Dublin totalling 
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€945.45 occurred after the employee’s base was relocated to HSA’s temporary office in 
Kilkenny.  
 
Department of Finance overnight subsistence rates payable during 2005 and 2006 
ranged from €133.72 to €138.41. We found that the average cost per night actually 
incurred of €152 was not significantly above the overnight subsistence rates payable at 
the time. However, Department of Finance circulars in place at the time specifically 
stated that overnight subsistence was not payable for any absence on duty by an officer 
at any place within 15 miles of an officer’s home or headquarters during the period 
January 2005 to June 2006 and within 30 miles of an officer’s home or headquarters 
during the period July 2006 to December 2006.  
 
While the explanations and business reasons given for the employee’s overnight stays in 
Dublin during the period 1 January 2005 to 28 August 2006 appear reasonable, the 
payment by HSA for overnight stays during this period does not appear to be strictly in 
accordance with the criteria set out in the Department of Finance circulars in place at the 
time. 
 
 
Management comments: 
 
Holders of official credit cards have been advised that their official credit cards should 
not normally be used to meet accommodation costs. This requirement is also included in 
the Authority’s revised credit card policy. 
 
The Executive has decided with immediate effect to reduce the number of official credit 
cards from five to two. Official cards will only be provided to the Chief Executive and the 
Assistant Chief Executive (Corporate Support). Our official credit card policy has been 
revised to reflect this change and take account of the recommendations made. A system 
for the signing off of all credit card expenditure has been put in place involving a review 
by the Chief Executive in the case of the card held by Assistant Chief Executive 
(Corporate Support) and the Chairperson of the Board in the case of the Chief 
Executive’s card The credit card statement and receipts etc are retained in the Finance 
Unit once the monthly review has been completed.  
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2.3 Review of meeting related expenditure 
 
During the six and a half year period January 2005 to June 2011 HSA spent €100,217 on 
meeting related expenditure. This included amounts spent on food, drinks, tips, room 
hire and related costs. This expenditure also included amounts spent on periodic staff 
functions such as Christmas lunches, team building events, lunches in recognition of 
departing staff members and at least one staff social event.  
 
Where restaurant receipts were available we quantified amounts spent on drinks and 
tips. From the available receipts we found that HSA spent €4,612 on drinks and €2,244 
on tips during the period. We found in the vast majority of cases that expenditure on 
drinks was not excessive considering the number of attendees and the nature of the 
event. However, we did identify 2 specific cases where we consider the amount spent on 
drinks may have been excessive. These relate to: 

1. A dinner held for a Chilean delegation in July 2007 at the Clarence Hotel. The 
total bill amounted to €2,673. HSA spent €873 on drinks and paid a non-
discretionary gratuity of €300. 

2. A dinner held following a Tripartite meeting between HSA, HSE Northern Ireland 
and HSE UK in July 2008. HSA chose the Chapter One Restaurant in Dublin and 
the total bill amounted to €925. HSA spent €319 on drinks and paid a tip of €80. 

 
From the available receipts we identified 12 occasions during the period January 2005 to 
December 2008 where HSA left tips of €50 or more; the largest being the €300 tip 
already highlighted above. Generally these tips amounted to 10% of the total bill. The 
records indicate that the practice of HSA leaving such large tips or even leaving any tips 
at all may be a thing of the past. From the available receipts we found that during the two 
and a half year period January 2009 to June 2011 HSA only spent €300 on tips.  
 
HSA credit card expenditure on food and meeting expenses has also fallen dramatically 
in recent years e.g. in 2006 HSA staff and / or Board members attended 172 lunches / 
dinners whereas in 2009 and 2010 only 26 such events per year occurred. Following 
enquiry HSA management provided business reasons in most cases for expenditure 
incurred on food and meeting expenses. However, we found that in many cases the 
original records did not fully explain the business reason for incurring the expenditure 
e.g. simply recording the fact that a ‘business lunch’ was held is not sufficient to support 
the business case. HSA must ensure that all future records clearly record the purpose of 
the meeting and details of those in attendance. 
 
From explanations provided by management it seems that in most cases there was a 
reasonable business reason for incurring the cost of the relevant lunch / dinner. 
However, we found no evidence to support that the venues for such lunches / dinners 
were chosen by HSA because they represented best value for money.  
 
During our audit we noted 4 occasions where staff retirement lunches were paid for by 
HSA. The costs incurred ranged from €200 to €600 per event. While it may be 
appropriate to mark the staff member’s contribution to the organisation HSA must limit 
such expenditures and therefore it is important that HSA has a clear policy / procedures 
in respect of these types of expenses.  



   working with Health and Safety Authority           
9 

 
Since 2009 the practice of taking staff out for lunch at Christmas or following certain staff 
meetings which were paid by credit card has practically ceased. In the past HSA incurred 
costs on these events which ranged from €500 to €2,200 per event.  
 
Recommendations: 

1. HSA must ensure that the venues chosen for lunches, etc represent the best 
value for money.  

2. HSA must put a clear policy in place in respect of the appropriateness of 
expenditure on drinks and tips. This policy should also provide a guideline as 
regards the maximum cost per head. 

3. HSA must put a clear policy in place in respect of expenditure on staff related 
functions. 

4. HSA must ensure that the business reason for incurring any meeting related 
expenses including details of attendees is fully documented in HSA records. 

5. HSA must remind credit card holders of the requirement to submit receipts for all 
expenditure items with the monthly credit card statement. 

 
 
Management comments: 
 
The recommendations related to meeting expenditure will be implemented. Guidance 
has been provided as to the acceptable level of cost to be incurred in relation to 
entertaining guests and staff members and these will be adhered to and monitored. The 
guidance is in line with that applied in the Department of Jobs, Enterprise and 
Innovation. Staff will be advised of the requirement to record the business reason and 
details of the attendees where entertainment is provided. Gratuities, where appropriate, 
should not exceed the sector norm e.g. 10% in restaurants where no service charge is 
applied. The Executive will in light of the recommendation prepare a clear policy to deal 
with staff related functions.  
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2.4 Review of expenditure on gifts / rewards 
 
During the six and a half year period January 2005 to June 2011 HSA spent €14,698 on 
gifts / rewards for staff and other relevant individuals such as guest speakers, etc. 
 
We found that the annual expenditure on these items was small and generally related to 
expenditure on gift vouchers in recognition of a job well done or a small token for 
departing staff / Board members. We did not find any evidence of expenditure on any 
one recipient that may have been overly excessive. 
 
Expenditure on funeral wreaths and flowers is also analysed under this heading. In our 
opinion it is important for HSA to have a clear policy on such expenditure items. 
 
Recommendation: 

1. HSA must put a clear policy in place in respect of expenditure on gifts / rewards 
and flowers. This policy should clearly state the minimum criteria to be met 
before expenditure of this nature (if any) is incurred. The policy should also state 
the maximum amount to be spent on such items. 

 
 
Management comments: 
 
Recommendation noted. A draft policy in respect of expenditure on gifts/rewards and 
flowers has been prepared and will shortly be considered by the Executive Team. The 
approved policy will be advised to all staff for implementation. 
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2.5 Review of expenditure on office purchases / miscellaneous 
items 

 
During the six and a half year period January 2005 to June 2011 HSA spent €97,449 on 
office purchases (such as reference books / trade and professional journals and IT 
related items) and on miscellaneous items (such as taxis, rail tickets, training courses / 
conference fees, registration fees and similar items). 
 
From the sample reviewed, with the exception of items recorded in Appendix 3, we did 
not find any expenditure of a non-business or excessive nature. 
 
 
Management comments: 
 
All expenditure on office purchases/miscellaneous items will be reviewed on an ongoing 
basis as part of the normal approval process. 
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Appendix 1: Credit card expenditure  
 
The below table analyses expenditure on the 5 official credit cards for each of the 6 
years 2005 to 2010 and for the 6 month period January 2011 to June 20111. 
 

Expense type 2005 
€ 
 

2006 
€ 

2007 
€ 

2008 
€ 

2009 
€ 

2010 
€ 

2011 
(6 mths) 

€ 

Total 
€ 

Total 
% 

Flights   77,220   69,634   56,066   66,720 52,032 34,476 19,900 376,048   60% 
Accommodation   10,042   16,877     2,842     3,715   1,810   1,779      190   37,256     6% 
Meeting expenses1   20,701   25,897   31,081   15,344   2,746   3,692      757 100,217   16% 
Gifts / rewards2     1,344     1,726     5,172     3,813      639   1,748      256   14,698     2% 
Purchases3     4,377     3,253     7,319     6,815   3,275   3,262   1,905   30,205     5% 
Miscellaneous4     9,280   19,306   14,083     7,862   4,932   6,024   5,756   67,244   11% 
Total 122,964 136,693 116,563 104,269 65,434 50,981 28,764 625,668 100% 

 
Note 1: 
Meeting expenses includes lunch / dinner, drinks, tips, room hire for events, etc. 
 
Note 2: 
Gifts / rewards includes vouchers and small gifts for recognition of good work / departing 
staff, flowers (e.g. for funerals, for sick staff members), small gifts / tokens of 
appreciation for guest speakers at events, etc. 
 
Note 3:  
Purchases includes books / trade and professional journals and IT related items. 
 
Note 4: 
Miscellaneous expenses includes credit card fees / stamp duty, taxi costs, rail tickets, 
training course / conference fees, registration fees and sundry items. 
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Appendix 2: Summary of HSA budget / actual 
expenditure for the period 
 
The table below summarises HSA non-pay expenditure as reported in HSA financial 
statements for the periods ended 31 December 2005, 2006, 2007, 2008, 2009 and 2010 
and HSA 6 month budget for the period to June 2011.  
 

Year Total non-pay 
expenditure 

 
€ 

Total credit 
card 

expenditure 
€ 

% 

2005 - actual       8,778,757       122,964 1.40% 
2006 - actual     12,526,511       136,693 1.09% 
2007 - actual     12,249,726       116,563 0.95% 
2008 - actual     11,226,424       104,269 0.93% 
2009 - actual       8,478,607         65,434 0.77% 
2010 - actual       7,400,044         50,981 0.69% 
2011 – 6 month budget       3,653,500         28,764 0.79% 
Total     64,313,569       625,668 0.97% 
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Appendix 3: Possible non-business expenditure 
 
The table below summarises amounts incurred on the official credit cards during the six 
and a half year period January 2005 to June 2011 that we consider may be possible 
non-business expenditure. 
 

No
. 

Month Amount 
€ 

Details 

1 Nov 2005        107 BOI Dublin airport – cash withdrawal; no business 
reason / explanation for withdrawal noted in HSA 
records 

2 May 2006          40 Royal York Hotel Toronto – cost of pay per view tv 
included on the bill was 56.33 Canadian dollars (This 
has been translated at rate in place as at 31.05.2006) 

3 Dec 2006          96 Hodges & Figgis – purchase of book ‘Contemporary 
Fixed Prosthodontics’ – book relates to dentistry and 
no business reason / explanation noted in HSA 
records 

 Total         243  

 
Note 1:  
HSA was reimbursed for expenditure incurred on items 2 and 3 above by the relevant 
cardholder. This cardholder has also indicated that the cash withdrawal of €107 was 
business related. However no documentation is available to support the exact nature of 
this expenditure. 
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Appendix 4: Costly flights  
 
The table below summarises flights where the total expenditure incurred may have been 
excessive and the cost of the flights were not refundable to HSA by the EU or other 
bodies. 
 
No. Year Amount 

€ 
Details 

1 Apr 2005    2,198 Flight to New York for OSHA meeting. 

2 May 2005    2,000 Flight to New York for OSHA meeting – no 
definitive response given as to why HSA 
paid for this cost. 

3 Sept 2006    4,086 Flight to Toronto for bilateral meetings with 
the Ontario Workplace Safety & Insurance 
Board. 

 Total    8,284  
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3 Statement of responsibility 
We take responsibility for this report which is prepared on the basis of the limitations set 
out below. 
 
This internal audit has been prepared in accordance with the audit scope and objectives 
set out in the Executive Summary. The matters raised in this report are only those that 
came to our attention during our audit and are not necessarily a comprehensive 
statement of all weaknesses that exist, or all improvements that might be made. 
Recommendations for improvement should be assessed by Management for their full 
commercial implications before they are implemented. We do not accept responsibility 
for this report to anyone other than HSA.  
 
Crowleys DFK 
Chartered Accountants 
16/17 College Green 
Dublin 
 
Dated: 7 December 2011 
 
 


