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Summary report

Summary

What we reviewed and why

1

We reviewed the Council’s arrangements for managing its assets with a focus on
office accommodation and buildings from which the Council delivers services to its
residents. We looked at how the Council strategically plans the use of its assets,
how it monitors the use of its assets and how it reviews and evaluates the
effectiveness of its arrangements.

We delivered this review as the world moves forward, using the experiences from
the global COVID-19 pandemic, to look at how councils are strengthening their
ability to transform, adapt and maintain the delivery of services, including those
delivered in partnership with key stakeholders and communities.

We have undertaken this project at all councils as part of our 2021 audit plans to
help discharge the Auditor General’s duties under section 17 of the Public Audit
(Wales) Act 2004 (the 2004 Act) and section 15 of the Well-being of Future
Generations (Wales) Act 2015.

When we began our audit work under the Well-being of Future Generations
(Wales) Act 2015 (the Act) we recognised that it would take time for public bodies
to embed the sustainable development principle, but we did also set out our
expectation that over the medium term we would expect public bodies to be able to
demonstrate how the Act is shaping what they do. It is approaching seven years
since the Act was passed and we are now into the second reporting period for the
Act. Therefore, we would expect public bodies to be able to demonstrate that the
Act is integral to their thinking and genuinely shaping what they do.

Under the Act, councils must carry out sustainable development in accordance with
the sustainable development principle. To do something in accordance with the
sustainable development principle means that the Council must act in a manner
which seeks to ensure that the needs of the present are met without compromising
the ability of future generations to meet their own needs. To act in that manner, the
Council must take account of the five ways of working: long-term, integration,
involvement, collaboration, and prevention. Statutory guidance on the Act sets out
seven core organisational activities that it is essential that the sustainable
development principle is applied to. Assets is one of those core organisational
activities.

This review had three main aims:

° to gain assurance that councils are putting in place arrangements to
transform, adapt and maintain the delivery of services;

° to explain the actions that councils are taking both individually and
collectively to strengthen their arrangements; and
° to inspire councils and other organisations to further strengthen their

arrangements through capturing and sharing notable practice examples and
learning and making appropriate recommendations.
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We undertook the review during the period November 2021 to April 2022.

The Council holds a wide range of building assets including: administrative
buildings, leisure centres, libraries, schools, youth centres, community centres, an
airport, and commercial properties, including the Riverside Shopping Centre. The
value of the Council’s properties, excluding housing and infrastructure assets is
approximately £416 million.

What we found

9 Our review sought to answer the question: Is the Council’s strategic approach to its
assets effectively helping the Council to strengthen its ability to transform, adapt
and maintain the delivery of its services in the short and longer term?

10  Overall, we found that: the Council recognises that there are significant
weaknesses in its strategic arrangements for managing its assets and is looking at
options to make improvements, in so doing it needs to consider how it can use the
sustainable development principle to shape its work in this area.

11 We reached this conclusion because:

o the Council recognises that it does not have a clear corporate vision for its
assets or an up-to-date asset management plan but it is in the process of
developing these;

° the lack of a strong corporate framework for the management of the
Council’s assets and deficiencies in the asset data it holds are hindering its
corporate understanding of its assets and its ability to effectively plan for
them over the short and longer term; and

° the Council is currently not effectively monitoring its performance on asset
management and has been slow to act on recommendations arising from
previous internal reviews, but it is now actively looking at how to strengthen
its arrangements in this area.
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Recommendations

Exhibit 1: recommendations

The table below sets out the recommendations that we have identified following this
review.

Recommendations

Asset Management Planning

R1 The Council should use the sustainable development principle’ to improve the
way it plans, delivers, and monitors the management of its assets.

Asset Management Delivery

R2 The Council needs to review its governance arrangements for asset
management to ensure itself that it has proper arrangements in place to secure
economy, efficiency, and effectiveness in its asset management arrangements.

R3 The Council, in reviewing its arrangements for managing its assets, needs to
ensure that its new delivery model is sufficiently resourced.

R4 The Council needs to improve the data that it holds on its assets, ensuring that
the information is current, comprehensive, and accessible to those that need it,
and that the information is used effectively to inform its decision making.

Performance management
R5 The Council needs to strengthen the performance management of its assets
by:

e developing a set of performance and outcome measures that reflect the
Council’'s ambitions for its assets, and monitor these measures at a
corporate level, including reporting to overview and scrutiny committee(s);
and

e benchmarking performance on asset management with other
organisations.

" The sustainable development principle is set out in the Well-Being of Future
Generations (Wales) Act 2015.
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Detailed report

The Council recognises that there are significant
weaknesses in its strategic arrangements for
managing its assets and is looking at options to
make improvements, in so doing it needs to
consider how it can use the sustainable
development principle to shape its work in this
area

The Council recognises that it does not have a clear
corporate vision for its assets or an up-to-date asset
management plan but it is in the process of developing
these

12 The Council has not currently identified any major changes in the way that it will
use its retained buildings in the future as a direct result of the COVID-19 pandemic.
Prior to the pandemic, the Council had been creating an agile working environment
and investing in its information technology. This meant that when offices shut, staff
had the necessary IT equipment and infrastructure to enable them to work
remotely. The Council was also already undertaking an office rationalisation
programme as part of its transformation agenda.

13  The Council has recently recognised that it does not have a clear corporate vision
for all its assets or an up-to-date asset management plan and as such has brought
in external support to help it develop them. The Council intends to agree a revised
asset management plan with Councillors following the local government elections
in May 2022.

14 There are opportunities for the Council to strengthen its application of the
sustainable development principle in how it is approaching the planning for and
management of its assets. In terms of timescales some service areas are looking
longer term at their assets eg schools, but the Council is not currently
systematically looking at the risks and opportunities in relation to how it manages
and uses its assets collectively over the short and longer term.

15  The Council is not demonstrating at a corporate level that it is actively considering
how it can use its assets to help contribute to delivering its own or other public
bodies’ well-being objectives.
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The lack of a strong corporate framework for the
management of the Council’s assets and deficiencies in the
asset data it holds are hindering its corporate
understanding of its assets and its ability to effectively
plan for them over the short and longer term

16  The Council’s management arrangements for its assets and the information it has
on its assets are dispersed throughout various services across the organisation. In
the absence of strong corporate oversight, this is hindering organisational
understanding of and planning for its assets over the short and longer term. There
is a corporate Strategic Asset Management Group (which is attended by both
officers and Members). The Council recognises that its current arrangements for
asset management need strengthening and has brought in external consultants to
support them in this work.

17  The Council’s stock condition survey data is incomplete and out of date (the data
on some buildings is over ten years old and some other buildings have no
condition data at all). There appears to be a lack of capacity in the survey team to
undertake this work, although the Council provided it with some additional funding
in 2021-22 to allow additional condition surveys to be undertaken. However, the
Council does not have a strategic programme for undertaking condition surveys
and the survey team is working in an ad hoc manner in response to requests. The
Council has not set out a corporate strategic approach for investment in the
maintenance of its assets, and its maintenance team is not involved in decisions
about disposal of assets.

18  Property information is held by different Council departments on several systems.
There is not one central system, so it is difficult to see how the Council can have a
clear corporate understanding of the current position on its assets that will enable it
to take informed decisions in planning for its assets both in the short and longer
term. There is also the risk that, because information is held disparately and not
shared effectively, the Council will undertake maintenance on buildings that are
earmarked for disposal.

19  The Council has some examples of working collaboratively with partners on its
assets and has strengthened this by successfully receiving two ‘levelling up’ bids
from the UK government, £17.7 million awarded for the economic regeneration of
Haverfordwest and £4.1 million for a second phase community and social care hub
project at South Quay.

20  The Council has undertaken some community asset management transfers (where
Town and Community Councils or other organisations manage and maintain
Council assets, usually under long leases) but wants to do more of this and at a
faster pace. The Council has approximately 50 community asset management
transfers in process at the current time, but limited Council resources are affecting
its ability to complete these.
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21 The Council’s Property Services Service Plan 2022-25 highlights capacity issues in
the service. We were told that the Property Service has gone from a team of 26.5
full-time equivalents (FTEs) in 2014-15, to 12.1 FTEs 2021-22. A number of people
we interviewed felt that the service lacked the resources to do the work required.

22  To date, there has been limited corporate engagement or consultation with the
public about the future of the Council’s assets, although service areas have
consulted on specific matters eg school closures and proposed changes to day
centres.

23  The Council introduced a new integrated impact assessment (IlA) process in
September 2021. This process should help the Council to strengthen its application
of the sustainable development principle. However, the Council recognises,
through its own assurance work, that greater consistency in the use of this IIA tool
is required to ensure the Council meets its duties under the relevant legislation
covered by the impact assessment.

The Council is currently not effectively monitoring its
performance on asset management and has been slow to
act on recommendations arising from previous internal
reviews, but it is now actively looking at how to strengthen
its arrangements in this area

24  The Council recognises that it has not been effectively monitoring its approach to
its assets. The performance indicators being reported corporately are very limited
and there are known concerns around the quality and sufficiency of the data held
on assets. An Internal Audit report (May 2021) on asset management systems and
asset valuations gave a limited assurance rating? in this area.

25  There is limited benchmarking by the Council against other organisations on asset
management. Using benchmarking data can provide useful insight into councils’
individual performance and can identify opportunities for learning from other
organisations.

26  The Council has been slow to take effective action on recommendations arising
from earlier internal reviews of the asset management function, but is currently
looking at options for how it manges its assets moving forward and is using
external resources to support this work.

2 The Council’s definition of a limited assurance rating is that, ‘There are weaknesses in
the adequacy and/or effectiveness of the governance, internal control, risk management
and financial management arrangements, which, in aggregate, have a significant impact
on the ability of the service to achieve its objectives and could have a significant effect on
the achievement of the Council’'s Well-Being Objectives.’
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