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About us

We have prepared and published this report to help discharge the Auditor General’s
duties under section 17 of the Public Audit (Wales) Act 2004 (the 2004 Act.

© Auditor General for Wales 2025

You may re-use this publication (not including logos except as an integral part of the
document) free of charge in any format or medium.

If you re-use it, your re-use must be accurate and must not be in a misleading context.
The material must be acknowledged as Auditor General for Wales copyright and you
must give the title of this publication. Where we have identified any third party copyright
material you will need to obtain permission from the copyright holders concerned before
re-use.

If you need any help with this document
If you would like more information, or you need any of our publications in an alternative
format or language, please:

e callus on 029 2032 0500
e email us at info@audit.wales

You can use English or Welsh when you get in touch with us — we will respond
to you in the language you use.

Corresponding in Welsh will not lead to a delay.
Mae’r ddogfen hon hefyd ar gael yn Gymraeg.

Audit Wales follows the international performance audit standards issued by
the International Organisation of Supreme Audit Institutions (INTOSAI).


https://wao-my.sharepoint.com/personal/stephen_burridge_audit_wales/Documents/Microsoft%20Teams%20Chat%20Files/info@audit.wales
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<] Audit snapshot

What we looked at

In June 2023, we issued a report to Blaenau Gwent County Borough Council
(the Council) on its Planning Service' (the service). We made four
recommendations. In July 2023, the Council’'s Governance and Audit
Committee received this report along with the Council’s actions to address
the recommendations (see Appendix 2). This audit looked at whether the
Council has addressed them.

We also looked at the Council’s arrangements to monitor and report its
progress in addressing external audit recommendations. We used the four
service’s recommendations to assess the arrangements.

We undertook this audit in October 2025.

Why this is important

4

External audit reports provide an independent view on the Council’s
arrangements. Our reports include recommendations for the Council when
we identify gaps or weaknesses in its arrangements. Acting on these
recommendations can help ongoing improvement. That is why it is important
for the Council to have effective arrangements to monitor and challenge
progress against them.

" Blaenau Gwent County Borough Council — Review of the Planning Service | Audit Wales



https://audit.wales/publication/blaenau-gwent-county-borough-council-review-planning-service

What we have found

5 Despite staffing challenges, the service has made good progress in
addressing our recommendations. The Council did not have strong systems
to track external audit recommendations, but through the federated model
with Torfaen County Borough Council, it is making improvements.

What we recommend

6 We made one recommendation for the Council to review the effectiveness of
its arrangements when overseeing its external audit recommendations.



<J Our findings

Despite staffing challenges, the Planning Service has
made good progress in addressing the
recommendations

10

Since our 2023 audit, the service is facing staffing issues which is impacting
its capacity, including sickness absence, secondments, retirements,
maternity leave, and vacancies. Despite this, the service has made good
progress in addressing the recommendations, although not all are complete.

With support from the Performance and Democratic Service, the service
changed the Development and Estates Business Plan (the business plan) to
be clearer on how it supports the Council’s priorities (recommendation 2).
The service completed this within its expected timescale.

The service is implementing a new IT system (ldox) which makes planning
information more accessible to the public. It also supports the service to
monitor its performance and improve data quality (recommendation 3). The
service first used the system to report its Q4 2024-25 performance data.
Although the service has addressed this recommendation, it did not
complete it within its timescale.

The service revised its Planning Protocol and Scheme of Delegation
(recommendation 4). In September 2023, full Council approved changes to
the Planning Scheme of Delegation. This was within the Council’s timescale.
The Planning Committee approved the Planning Protocol in November 2023,
slightly later than its timescale. The service also revised several of its Public
Advice Notices (PANs), so did more than needed to address the
recommendation. The revised documents clearly present the governance
and decision-making arrangements supporting the Planning Committee and
the service. Planning Committee members received good training to inform
them of the changes.



11 The service’s business plan lists several performance measures but doesn’t
include baseline data or targets (recommendation 1). However, inserted in
the business plan are the service’s performance reports to the Planning
Committee. These reports show how the service is performing against three
national indicators published by the Welsh Government and how it compares
with other Local Planning Authorities?. However, these don’t include all the
business plan performance measures and future performance targets. As a
result, it is difficult to understand the service’s performance ambitions.

12 The federated model with Torfaen County Borough Council has led to a
greater focus on performance management in the Council®. The service has
recently started to develop a performance scorecard. At the same time, the
Council is reviewing its business plans and creating performance
dashboards which will include baseline data and targets. These
improvements should help the Council to prioritise what is important,
understand how it is performing, and make better informed decisions.

13 Overall, the service has made good progress in addressing three of the
recommendations. Work is underway to complete the remaining one.

2 Development management quarterly surveys | GOV.WALES

3 Blaenau Gwent and Torfaen County Borough councils have agreed to work in federation to
strengthen strategic capacity, improve resilience, and deliver better outcomes for residents and
communities, while maintaining the sovereignty, democratic accountability, and statutory
independence of each Council. Source: Blaenau Gwent County Borough Council, Report to Full
Council, October 2025



https://www.gov.wales/development-management-quarterly-surveys

The Council lacked robust arrangements to monitor
external audit recommendations, but through the
federated approach is making improvements

14

15

16

At the time we issued the Planning Service report, the Council lacked robust
arrangements to monitor and report its progress in addressing
recommendations. Since then, the Council has begun introducing new
arrangements to manage and monitor external audit recommendations by
learning from the federated model with Torfaen County Borough Council. At
the time of this audit, not all the arrangements were in place. Although we
are unable to assess the effectiveness of the new arrangements, we have
indicated below where they are likely to strengthen some of the previous
weaknesses.

In October 2024, the Council’'s Senior Leadership Team received a report
containing external recommendations with reasons provided by the relevant
services to close each of them. It contained the four Planning Service
recommendations. However, the explanations to close three of the four
Planning Service recommendations were identical and did not fully address
the recommendations. This does not give us confidence that senior officer
oversight arrangements were robust.

At the time we issued the Planning Service report, the Governance and Audit
committee received external audit reports along with the relevant
management response form (MRF). However, the Council did not have an
arrangement to provide the Committee with updates on its progress in
addressing them. This meant members were unable to gain assurance that
the Council was making progress. We reported this lack of member
oversight in our Corporate Safeguarding follow-up report*.

4 Blaenau Gwent County Borough Council — Corporate Safeguarding Arrangements Follow-up

Report | Audit Wales



https://audit.wales/publication/blaenau-gwent-county-borough-council-corporate-safeguarding-arrangements-follow-report
https://audit.wales/publication/blaenau-gwent-county-borough-council-corporate-safeguarding-arrangements-follow-report
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In response, the Council is improving its senior officer and member oversight
arrangements. Now, when the Council receives an external audit report, the
Council’s Leadership Team reviews it along with the completed MRF. The
relevant Scrutiny Committee and Governance and Audit Committee will then
receive the report and MRF. This process should ensure all senior officers
and members are aware of external audit reports and approve the actions to
address recommendations before these are put in place.

The Council is also improving how it monitors progress. In June 2025, the
Scrutiny Committees received their first report on progress in addressing
external recommendations. At the time of this audit, the Council was making
further changes. From November 2025, the new Joint Executive Team will
receive quarterly updates and from April 2026, the Scrutiny and Governance
and Audit Committees, will receive annual progress reports. This will give
senior officers and members an opportunity to review and challenge
progress in addressing the recommendations. Regular reporting to the Joint
Executive Team will allow senior officers to make timely decisions if progress
is lacking or actions need to change.

When the Joint Executive Team receives the quarterly updates, it will decide
if there has been enough progress to close recommendations. These will no
longer need future monitoring. The relevant scrutiny committee and the
Governance and Audit Committee will then scrutinise and approve these
decisions. This should improve clarity and oversight of decision-making.

The Council’s evolving arrangements gives members new responsibilities.
The Council expects members to challenge and scrutinise:

e proposed actions;

e progress; and

e whether recommendations have been addressed and can be closed.

Ensuring that members have a clear understanding of their responsibilities is
critical for the effectiveness of the new arrangements.
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21 As the Council is still developing its new arrangements, it has not yet tested
them to see if they are working as expected. Once fully implemented, it's
important that the Council regularly reviews its arrangements to ensure they
are effective and to identify any changes needed.
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<l Recommendations

R1 Review of the Council’s arrangements

Once the Council has fully implemented its new arrangements for
overseeing external audit recommendations, it should routinely evaluate
the effectiveness of these (paragraph 21).



Appendices
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1 About our work

Scope of the audit

This audit focussed on whether the Planning Service addressed the Audit Wales
recommendations issued in 2023. This audit also looked at the Council’s
arrangements to oversee and report progress in addressing external audit
recommendations and we used the service’s recommendations to assess the
arrangements.

Audit questions and criteria

Questions
This audit sought to answer the following questions:

e Has the Council addressed the recommendations contained in the
Planning Service review report issued in 20237

e Does the Council have arrangements to oversee how it addresses
external audit recommendations?

Criteria
We assessed whether:
¢ the Council acted in line with its expected timescales;

e the Development and Estates business plan shows how the service
contributes to the delivery of the Council’s priorities with performance
measures including baseline data and targets;

e the service has robust data quality arrangements ensuring it accurately
reports its performance;
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e the Council revised its scheme of delegation and planning protocol,

¢ the Council presents external audit reports to members and senior
officers;

e there is a central register of external audit recommendations;

e services with external audit recommendations provide progress updates in
line with corporate requirements;

e members and senior officers receive updates on progress against its
actions to address external audit recommendations and provide
challenge;

e there is an arrangement for members and senior officers to decide when
an external audit recommendation has been addressed; and

e the Council understands the impact of addressing external audit
recommendations.

Methods

We read documents, watched a Planning Committee meeting, and interviewed
officers and members.



2 Planning Service Organisational Response form
2023

Ref Recommendation Organisational response Completion date Responsible
Please set out here relevant commentary on the planned Please set out by when the officer (title)
actions in response to the recommendations planned actions will be complete

R1 Include performance measures in the Work to be undertaken with the Planning In line with quarterly Planning Service

Development and Estates business plan Service and Performance Team to include returns. and Performance
to demonstrate the service’s performance national data, information available quarterly. Team

ambitions and to enable effective

monitoring of the service Further work to be undertaken with the By April 2024

Planning Service and Performance Team to
look at the establishment of local Pls and
including these into the new Planning System
including data extracts for future reporting.
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Ref Recommendation Organisational response Completion date Responsible
Please set out here relevant commentary on the planned Please set out by when the officer (title)
actions in response to the recommendations planned actions will be complete

R2 Include in the Development and Estates Work to be undertaken with the Planning Within 3 months Planning Service

business plan the service’s contribution Service and Performance Team to review the and Performance
towards delivering the Council’s corporate current business plans in the service and make Team
objectives to demonstrate its important alignments to the Corporate Plan.
enabling role
R3 The Council needs to assure itself that the Planning information to be included within the In line with reporting Planning Service
planning service has robust data quality directorate report for Regeneration and requirements through the Performance
arrangements to ensure that it reports Community Services as well as the Joint democratic process Team
accurate performance data so that staff, Report.
members, Welsh Gpvernmer)t a.nd th_e By October 2023
public can place reliance on its integrity to Planning information will also be included
make accurate and informed decisions within the Council’s annual self assessment.
R4 Full Council to consider the outcome of Work ongoing to progress this. Reporting through Planning, Legal

the scheme of delegation and planning
protocol review by summer 2023 and
decide on future planning governance
arrangements

Discussion to take place with Monitoring Officer
to progress.

Committee in September

2023

and Democratic
Services



About us

The Auditor General for Wales is independent of the Welsh Government and the
Senedd. The Auditor General’s role is to examine and report on the accounts of the
Welsh Government, the NHS in Wales and other related public bodies, together with
those of councils and other local government bodies. The Auditor General also reports
on these organisations’ use of resources and suggests ways they can improve.

The Auditor General carries out his work with the help of staff and other resources from
the Wales Audit Office, which is a body set up to support, advise and monitor the Auditor
General’s work.

Audit Wales is the umbrella term used for both the Auditor General for Wales and the
Wales Audit Office. These are separate legal entities with the distinct roles outlined
above. Audit Wales itself is not a legal entity.
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Audit Wales

Tel: 029 2032 0500

Fax: 029 2032 0600
Textphone: 029 2032 0660

E-mail: info@audit.wales

Website: www.audit.wales

We welcome correspondence and
telephone calls in Welsh and English.

Rydym yn croesawu gohebiaeth a
galwadau ffén yn Gymraeg a Saesneg.


mailto:info@audit.ales
http://www.audit.wales/

