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Priorities for the Local Government and Housing Committee 

Audit Wales response 

Introduction 

1. Given our remit, you will appreciate that it would not be appropriate for us to comment on 
relative priorities for the Committee. We have commented below, however, on some specific 
matters arising from our previous work and work in progress that are potentially relevant to 
the Committee’s remit. We hope that this will prove valuable to the Committee as it shapes 
its work programme.  

2. This response provides a broad overview of previous and ongoing/planned audit work 
across local government and housing, focusing on our work at an all-Wales level and 
mindful that even where we are examining issues relating to communities of people, as 
opposed to the built community, these reviews may reflect broader issues about 
governance, performance and overall value-for-money across local government. Where 
relevant, we have signposted to some of the responses that we have submitted recently to 
other Senedd committees on the same topics.  

3. We would be happy to discuss any aspects of our audit work at a local and/or national level 
in more detail with the Committee, its clerking team or its researchers as the Committee 
forms a view on its own priorities. Where we have described work in progress, some of the 
plans and timetable for that work remain flexible as we continue to consider wider pressures 
on services arising from the pandemic response. 

About our audit work across local government and housing 

4. Our audit coverage across local government is quite wide ranging. It includes our audit of 
accounts work, local performance audit work across the sector and national studies. We 
publish our reports on our Audit Wales website. We liaise with other external review bodies 
to co-ordinate our functions and discuss respective work programmes. 

5. Among other things, the Auditor General has a duty under section 17 of the Public Audit 
(Wales) Act 2004 to be satisfied at the audit of accounts that local government bodies have 
made proper arrangements to secure economy, efficiency, and effectiveness in their use of 
resources. Our annual assurance and risk assessment process across the principal councils 
in Wales includes consideration of various corporate and service areas, including housing 
and homelessness, that then informs our wider work programme planning. Over 2021-22, 
our assurance and risk assessment work will include a focus on carbon reduction plans, 
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recovery planning, financial position, councils’ self-assessment arrangements and other 
implications of the Local Government & Elections (Wales) Act 2021. 

6. The Auditor General also has duties under the Well-being of Future Generations (Wales) Act 
2015 to do sustainable development examinations—examinations of the extent bodies in the 
sector are adhering to the sustainable development principle in setting and pursuing well-
being objectives. Increasingly we are seeking to integrate our sustainable development 
examinations with other audit work, including work to help meet the proper arrangements 
duty. 

7. Under the Local Government & Elections (Wales) Act 2021, the Auditor General may 
undertake “special inspections” of principal councils if he considers that they may be failing 
to meet the performance requirements of that Act. The Auditor General’s reports on special 
inspections may recommend Welsh Ministers take action to help a council improve 
performance. 

8. The Auditor General is not the external auditor of registered social landlords (housing 
associations), but his wider audit powers enable him to examine issues relating to the use of 
public funds across the sector and, potentially, the economy, efficiency and effectiveness 
with which the Welsh Government discharges its own regulatory role. Although not prompted 
by our own work, the Public Accounts Committee in the fifth Senedd undertook an inquiry in 
the regulation of housing associations. 

9. There are also provisions in legislation for Welsh Ministers to agree that the Auditor General 
undertakes programmes of studies to improve value for money in registered social landlords. 
However, no such programmes have been agreed. Legislation also permits Welsh Ministers 
to arrange with the Auditor General for him to carry out their registered social landlord 
inspection functions, but no such arrangements are in place. 

Picture of Public Services 

10. On 15 September, we published our latest ‘Picture of Public Services’ report. Our report 
touches on some of the broader challenges facing public services, including local 
government. Over the next four to six weeks, we are publishing a series of related outputs. 
These will include short commentaries on ‘A Picture of Schools’, ‘A Picture of Social Care’ 
and ‘A Picture of Local Government’. Each of these will provide commentary on strategy, 
funding, performance, demand and capacity and we will highlight some key issues for the 
sectors from our perspective. 

11. We referenced our Picture of Schools report in our response to the Children, Young People 
and Education Committee. We also summarised in that response some key issues from our 
November 2020 follow up report on covering teachers’ absence, referenced our report on 
the 21st century schools and education programme in May 2017, and described our current 
work to examine the Welsh Government’s planning for implementation of the new curriculum 
for Wales which we hope to complete by the end of 2021-22. 
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12. Similarly, we have referenced our Picture of Social Care report in our responses to the 
Health and Social Care Committee and the Children, Young People and Education 
Committee. Our Picture of Social Care report will note that the financial sustainability and 
funding challenges facing the sector are long-standing, and that progress addressing them 
has been slow. The pandemic has made the need for change more pressing, but 
transformation will still be challenging. We will also highlight workforce shortages, noting that 
the Welsh Government’s new programme for government sets out its intention to increase 
apprenticeships in social care and ensure that care workers are paid the real living wage. 
Improving pay for care workers may help fill gaps in the social care workforce, but increased 
staff costs will add to financial pressure on providers. 

13. Among other things, our Picture of Local Government report will reflect on changes arising 
from the Local Government & Elections (Wales) Act 2021, including the establishment of 
Corporate Joint Committees. It will include commentary on local government finances and 
note that, nationally, comparable data on recent council performance is variable across 
service areas. 

14. Our Picture of Public Services report identifies five key areas of public service transformation 
where we will be expecting to see progress over the coming years. These include 
‘harnessing digital technology to make services more accessible’ and ‘using data and 
information to learn and improve across the whole public service system’. We recognised 
that the response to the pandemic has shown that public services can move swiftly to roll out 
and adopt new digital technology. Our December 2018 report on the maturity of local 
government in the use of data highlighted the challenge of local government sharing 
information with partners. Our findings also suggested that there was still some way to go for 
local authorities to develop a culture that values and uses data to its full potential to help 
improve services and outcomes. 

Local government finances 

15. In October 2020, we published a report on the financial sustainability of local government. 
We reported that councils and the Welsh Government had worked well together to mitigate 
the impact of the pandemic to that point but that the future sustainability of the sector was an 
ongoing challenge. 

16. Since October 2020, we have completed further local audit work on this topic. We are 
publishing reports for individual councils that provide an updated financial sustainability 
assessment. The reports consider the ongoing impact of the pandemic, financial strategy, 
reserves, delivery against planned budgets and planned savings, and liquidity. We will 
shortly be publishing a brief national summary drawing out some key themes from our work 
and intend to release a local government finances data tool later in the year. 

17. Other relevant national reports considering local government financial management and/or 
the overall impact on services of budgetary constraints include our April 2021 report on local 
government discretionary services and our October 2020 report on commercialisation in 
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local government. Looking back further, we reported on savings planning in June 2017 and 
on charging for services and generating income in November 2016. 

Town and community councils 

18. The Auditor General audits the accounts of over 730 town and community councils, on a 
‘limited assurance’ basis. We have previously published annual reports summarising matters 
arising from that audit work, most recently in February 2020. At that time, while we had seen 
improvement in some councils, the number of qualified audits was still too high and we had 
issued 12 public interest reports in 2019. We also issued a report on councils’ internal audit 
arrangements in January 2019. 

19. We have identified significant and systemic failings in financial management and 
governance across the sector over several years. It is, however, apparent that such failings 
are often not identified at audit until more detailed audit work is undertaken—more detailed 
than the low-cost limited assurance approach generally allows. We have therefore been 
making changes to the audit arrangements as we bring this audit work back ‘in-house’. 

20. In the meantime, we are continuing to undertake additional audit work to consider concerns 
that we have identified or that have been raised with us for some councils. We will also 
continue to monitor and report on the overall standards of financial management and 
governance, particularly as councils may seek to exercise the general power of competence 
provided by the Local Government & Elections (Wales) Act 2021, which may present 
increased risk to good use of public money. 

Town centre regeneration 

21. On 2 September, we published a report on town centre regeneration. The Minister and 
Deputy Minister for Climate Change have highlighted this topic among their priorities. We 
have already highlighted this work in our response to the Economy, Trade and Rural Affairs 
Committee and the Climate Change, Environment and Infrastructure Committee. During our 
work, we shared our findings with the Welsh Government and attended the previous 
Minister’s Town Centre Action Group. Our report calls for brave decisions and ambitious 
leadership to address the challenges facing our town centres, making recommendations to 
local authorities and the Welsh Government. 

Homelessness and rough sleeping 

22. Our July 2020 report on rough sleeping emphasised that to tackle and meet the complex 
needs of people sleeping rough requires a holistic multi-agency response. Our research with 
people sleeping rough highlighted that most had experienced adverse childhood 
experiences, had dual diagnosis (mental health and substance misuse) and depended 
heavily on health and social care to address their problems. But they were also mostly seen 
as having a housing problem. This was helping to create the revolving door of homelessness 
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and the failure to share responsibility was resulting in money being wasted and very 
vulnerable service users being pushed back and forth between services with no resolution. 

23. We have been considering some follow-up work on tackling rough sleeping, but plans are 
not yet confirmed. In January 2018, we had reported more generally on how local 
government was managing demand for homelessness services in the context of changes 
arising from the Housing (Wales) Act 2014. 

Housing adaptations 

24. In February 2018 we published a report on housing adaptations, which the Public Accounts 
Committee followed up with its own report in July 2018. Our report concluded that user 
satisfaction with housing adaptations was masking a hugely complicated, reactive and 
inequitable system that was not delivering for all those who may need it, and public bodies 
were not taking opportunities to improve value for money. We have since undertaken some 
further local audit work in a small number of councils. 

Other housing matters 

25. We have commented on the optimised retrofit programme, housing standards and fuel 
poverty in our response to the Climate Change, Environment and Infrastructure Committee 
and as set out below. We have not undertaken any audit work to consider the optimised 
retrofit programme. However, a member of our good practice team has been an observer on 
an advisory group that is considering procurement and supply chain development. To date, 
our perception is that much of the engagement through this programme has been with 
registered social landlords. As well as the question of the private rented and owner-occupied 
sectors, there is therefore the challenge around the remaining local authority owned stock. 

26. The Minister and Deputy Minister for Climate Change have outlined plans to evaluate the 
long-standing Welsh Housing Quality Standard (WHQS) programme and develop a revised 
standard. We reported nationally on the WHQS programme in 2012. When it was launched, 
the Welsh Government’s original aim was that all social housing would meet the WHQS by 
March 2012, although it later set a target for all social landlords to improve their housing 
stock to meet the WHQS ‘as soon as possible, but in any event by 2020’. 

27. In 2012, we reported that the Welsh Government had not acted swiftly enough to support 
and monitor progress and had not put an effective framework in place to demonstrate value 
for money from the significant investment in work to achieve the WHQS. Over the past few 
years, we have also reported on this topic in a number of local authorities that were still 
falling short of meeting the WHQS (even allowing for what are categorised as ‘acceptable 
fails’). We understand that a next release of data on WHQS compliance is due shortly. Given 
the challenges that have been seen in realising the Welsh Government’s ambitions for the 
existing WHQS, it will be important that lessons are learnt and applied to the way any new 
standard is planned, funded and monitored. 
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28. In October 2019, we published a report on fuel poverty that also informed inquiry work by the 
previous Climate Change, Environment and Rural Affairs Committee. The Welsh 
Government published its new Tackling Fuel Poverty plan in April 2021 and noted that the 
plan had been informed by our work and that of the previous Committee. 

29. Since our previous fuel poverty report, we have progressed a review looking in more detail 
at the Welsh Government’s management of the current Warm Homes Programme 
(comprising of the Nest and Arbed schemes). Our report looks specifically at the Welsh 
Government’s contractual arrangements with its appointed ‘Scheme Managers’ and 
considers the Welsh Government’s quality assurance arrangements. It will focus on the key 
issues and lessons for the Welsh Government to take forward into the next iteration of the 
Programme. We expect to publish our report before the end of October 2021. 

30. During the second half of 2021-22, we will progress scoping work for an examination of 
affordable housing. In the context of ongoing pressures on housing supply, there are a range 
of issues that this examination could focus on. One possible starting point will be to consider 
key developments in response to the independent review of affordable housing supply that 
reported to the [then] Minister for Housing and Regeneration in 2019. 

Planning services 

31. In June 2019, we published a national report on the effectiveness of local planning 
authorities in Wales. The Public Accounts Committee then published its own report in June 
2020. Our report highlighted challenges balancing competing demands because of the 
complexities of the planning system, issues of reduced resources and stretched capacity, 
and variations in the timeliness and quality of decision-making. We also highlighted the need 
for further work to implement the well-being aspects of the Planning (Wales) Act 2015 and 
Planning Policy Wales. Recent local audit work is also highlighting performance issues in 
some councils. 

Waste management services 

32. In 2018-19, we published a series of three reports on waste management: waste prevention 
(March 2019); municipal recycling (November 2018); and the procurement or residual and 
food waste treatment capacity (October 2018). Since our previous national work, we have 
also completed waste management related work at several local councils. Waste services 
are one of a range of topics that we keep under review as part of our risk assessment 
processes in local government. We consider that many of the issues raised by our previous 
reports remain relevant as policy/strategy develops.  
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The front door to social care 

33. In September 2019, we published a report and supporting data tool on the ‘front door’ to 
adult social care, looking specifically at services for adults and in the context of expectations 
flowing from the Social Services and Well-being (Wales) Act 2014. Overall, we reported that 
while councils are preventing social-care demand, information, advice and assistance were 
not consistently effective. Among other things, we found that carers were still not getting the 

equal treatment envisaged by the Act, and the provision of advocacy remained challenging 
throughout Wales. 

Violence Against Women, Domestic Abuse and Sexual Violence  

34. In November 2019, we reported on progress in implementing the Violence Against Women, 
Domestic Abuse and Sexual Violence (Wales) Act 2015, with a particular focus on local 
government bodies but also considering the role played by other partners. Overall, we found 
that victims and survivors of domestic abuse and sexual violence are often let down by an 
inconsistent, complex and fragmented system. 

Direct payments 

35. In the context of its interest in carers, we have drawn the Health and Social Care 
Committee’s attention to our study looking at local authorities’ provision of ‘direct payments’. 
Although it is an area of relatively low spend, Direct Payments provision is a good indicator 
of how local authorities are ensuring value for money in their social care expenditure and 
how they promote people’s voice, choice and control in line with the aspirations of the Social 
Services and Well-being (Wales) Act 2014. We have been gathering views from various 
stakeholder organisations as part of this work and from direct payment recipients. We are 
nearing the end of our fieldwork and now expect to complete our work during this coming 
winter. 

Care home commissioning 

36. We have recently been completing work in North Wales examining care home 
commissioning arrangements. We will be finalising that regional report shortly. Alongside it, 
we plan to publish a short national summary drawing out some issues that we consider 
relevant at a national level and in the context of the Welsh Government’s rebalancing care 
and support white paper. Drawing on our findings from North Wales, our national summary 
will challenge the Welsh Government to consider whether its proposals for reform will go far 
enough to tackle some long-standing issues. 
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Emergency services collaboration 

37. We have been looking at how well emergency services are collaborating and integrating 
their response and operational delivery to ensure they remain resilient and sustainable. We 
had intended to publish outputs from this work in two phases but are now planning a single 
output this winter. 

Social enterprises 

38. We are just starting a study that will consider how local authorities are supporting the 
creation and development of social enterprises and may also touch on relevant Welsh 
Government support. Our review has its roots in a specific duty placed on local authorities 
under the Social Services and Well-being (Wales) Act 2014. However, we expect that it will 
also consider how social enterprise has been considered as part of wider strategic portfolios. 
This work is expected to continue through to autumn 2022. We have also highlighted this 
work in our response to the Economy, Trade and Rural Affairs Committee. 

Tackling poverty 

39. We are taking forward a review looking at the action local authorities are taking to tackle and 
alleviate poverty. This work is expected to continue through to summer 2022 and we have 
also highlighted it in our response to the Economy, Trade and Rural Affairs Committee. 

Community resilience and self-reliance 

40. We are taking forward a study examining whether local authorities are effectively building 
resilience and self-reliance in citizens and communities. We expect the work to continue 
through to autumn 2022. In November 2018, our report on local government services to rural 
communities found that a tradition of strong community resilience and a culture of self-
reliance in rural areas can often mask significant problems. Alongside that report, we also 
produced a commentary on community asset transfer. 

Springing forward – transforming, adapting and maintaining services 

41. We are taking forward local audit work across the 22 principal councils to examine their 
overall approach to transforming, adapting and maintaining the delivery of services against 
the backdrop of the pandemic. In this review, we will be focusing on the strategic 
management of councils’ assets – specifically buildings from which officers work or a service 
is delivered – and workforce. Our local work will continue through to spring 2022, with 
potential for a national summary report to follow after that. 
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Climate change and net zero 

42. We have highlighted in our response to the Climate Change, Environment and Infrastructure 
Committee that we are currently progressing an initial climate change baseline review that 
will set the scene for, and help inform decisions about, audit work in following years. We 
expect to complete the baseline review in early 2022-23, with evidence gathering ongoing 
through this autumn/winter, including coverage of local government and with many councils 

having already declared a ‘climate emergency’. 

43. We will be considering how public bodies are preparing to achieve the Welsh Government’s 
2030 carbon reduction plans, including consideration of the Welsh Government’s leadership 
role and the arrangements individual bodies are putting in place. The baseline review will 
also draw on relevant intelligence from our wider audit programme. 

Other previous or planned work relevant to local government 

44. There is a wide body of other previous or planned audit work at a national level that is 
relevant to local government and which we have touched on in responses to other 
committees. Examples include the following.  

 Planned work on flood risk management. 

 Our current review looking at public bodies’ arrangements for equality impact 
assessment. 

 Work that we are planning to take forward looking at the Welsh Government’s COVID 
business support, including funds distributed through local government. This work is 
likely to draw on emerging findings from data matching work that has been 
undertaken through the National Fraud Initiative. 

 Our March 2021 report on the Test, Trace and Protect programme and our April 2021 
report on the procurement and supply of personal protective equipment. We are 
briefing the Public Accounts and Public Administration Committee on these reports 
on 22 September. 

 Our October 2020 report on the Welsh Community Care Information System. We are 
currently undertaking some follow up work to take stock of developments. We expect 

to report those audit findings before the end of 2021. 

 Our package of ‘Well-being of Young People’ reports in September 2019. These 
included commentary on young parents, young carers, mental health, skills and 
employability and youth homelessness. As part of a wider data tool, we also 
published data from the time on youth work projects, accreditation, income sources, 
spending and workforce. We are aware that Estyn has since reported in October 
2020 on the value of youth work training and are also aware, among other wider 
developments, of the recent work of the national Interim Youth Work Board. 

 Our July 2019 report on the Integrated Care Fund. 
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 Our May 2018 report on strategic commissioning of accommodation services for 
adults with learning disabilities. 

 Our April 2018 report – ‘Speak my language’ – looking at issues of overcoming 
language and communication barriers in public services. 

 Our October 2017 report on public procurement. 

45. Our responses to the Health and Social Care Committee and the Children, Young People 
and Education Committee have also acknowledged the body of inquiry work undertaken by 
the Public Accounts Committee in the fifth Senedd on care experienced children and young 
people. There then followed a Care Inspectorate Wales National Overview Report in relation 
to care experienced children and young people in 2019. It seems clear that many of the 
challenges identified in that previous body of work remain. We note that the Welsh 
Government has committed in its Programme for Government 2021-2026 to two related 
actions, the details of which may merit further scrutiny: ‘Explore radical reform of current 
services for looked after children and care leavers’, and ‘Eliminate private profit from the 
care of looked after children during the next Senedd term’. 

 

 

 

 


