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Summary 
1 Governance is about how public bodies ensure that they are doing the right things, 

in the right way, for the right people, in a timely, inclusive, open, honest and 
accountable manner. It comprises the systems and processes, and cultures and 
values, by which public bodies are directed and controlled, and through which they 
account to, engage with and, where appropriate, lead their communities1. 

2 Good governance is essential for the effective stewardship of public money and the 
continued delivery of efficient and trusted public services. The current financial 
climate and reduced settlements for local government as well as rising demand for 
some services mean that all councils are likely to continue to need to make 
decisions regarding the future configuration and level of service delivery. It is 
appropriate that public bodies continuously seek to improve. Small, incremental 
changes to service delivery are made at a managerial and operational level as part 
of normal, operational decision-making. However, good governance supported by 
effective planning and rigorous processes is critical when determining significant 
service changes. Such decisions are often controversial, generate considerable 
local interest and can have significant impacts on the individuals and groups 
affected.  

3 From April 2016, councils are required to comply with the Well-being of Future 
Generations (Wales) Act and associated Statutory Guidance. The Statutory 
Guidance states that: ‘Together, the seven wellbeing goals and five ways of 
working provided by the Act are designed to support and deliver a public service 
that meets the needs of the present without compromising the ability of future 
generations to meet their own needs’2. This legislation emphasises the importance 
of effective governance in achieving wellbeing goals.  

4 The focus of this review is on the effectiveness of Powys County Council’s (the 
Council) governance arrangements for determining significant service changes. 
We define this as any significant change in delivering services and/or any 
significant change in how services are experienced by external service users.  
This could include, for example, significant changes to the way the service is 
delivered, the level of service provided, the availability of the service or the cost of 
the service.  

5 Taking the Chartered Institute of Public Finance and Accountancy’s (CIPFA) 
revised framework for ‘Delivering good governance in local government’ as an 
appropriate standard, this review provides the Council with a baseline, from which 
to plan further improvement. In this assessment, undertaken during the period 

 
1 CIPFA/SOLACE, Delivering Good Governance in Local Government: Framework 
2007 
2 Welsh Government, Shared Purpose: Shared Future, Statutory guidance on the 
Well-being of Future Generations (Wales) Act 2015 
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September to November 2016, we looked at aspects of decision-making 
arrangements in relation to a range of significant service change proposals. The 
examples of service changes we looked at included:  

• Meals on wheels service  

• Three-weekly waste collection  

• Outsourcing the management of Leisure and Sports Centres 

• Transfer of sports and recreation facilities to the community 

• Library Services  

• Modernise the approach to care options in the community 

• Pest control  

6 We did not look in detail at each of the individual service change decisions, but 
rather used them as examples to draw from and inform how the Council goes 
about making decisions in relation to service changes. We also considered other 
service changes, which were brought to our attention during the course of our 
fieldwork. 

7 In this review, we concluded that given the ambition and pace of its service 
change programme, there is significant scope for the Council to strengthen 
its governance arrangements. 

Proposals for improvement  

Exhibit 1: proposals for improvement 

The table below sets out the areas of improvement identified through our review. 

Proposals for improvement 

The Council’s governance arrangements could be strengthened by: 
P1  Reviewing the current remit and role of the Cabinet to enable it to focus on the 

Council’s key priorities and significant service changes. 
P2  Clarifying and strengthening the role of scrutiny committees in considering 

service change. 
P3  Aligning Cabinet and Scrutiny work programmes to include details of 

forthcoming service change proposals and making them easily accessible on the 
Council’s website. 

P4  Improving the quality of information and options appraisals provided to Members 
to enable them to consider the strategic implications of the proposed service 
changes. 

P5  Clarify delegated authorities, particularly for significant service changes so that 
decisions are transparent and accountability for them is clear. 
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Proposals for improvement 
P6  Strengthening arrangements for monitoring the impact of service changes 

including explicitly setting out at the point of decision what will be monitored, 
where this will be monitored and who will be responsible for doing so. 
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The Council has a clear and ambitious vision and 
framework for significant service change based 
around delivering community-centred services 
and being a commissioning council  
8 We found that officers and Members had a shared understanding of the Council’s 

strategic vision for service change. The Council is clear that the financial and 
demographic pressures it faces necessitate a radical change in the way services 
are delivered. It is exploring different methods of service delivery and its approach 
to service change is underpinned by its vision to work with communities and to 
move to become a commissioning council.  The Council is also moving to an 
integrated model of health and social care, and a joint leadership team with Powys 
Teaching Health Board is in place to facilitate this.  

9 The Council has outlined its vision clearly within its Corporate Improvement Plan 
(CIP), which sets out four priorities:  

• remodelling Council services to respond to reduced funding;  

• supporting people within the community to live fulfilled lives;  

• developing the economy; and 

• improving learner outcomes, minimising disadvantage.  

10 However, we found that as the Council has not yet formally launched the CIP, 
there is limited ownership of the CIP amongst staff and Members. This contrasted 
to the significant level of ownership they displayed for the One Powys Plan 2014-
17, which is a plan for change between the partners in the Powys Local Service 
Board. The Council plans to launch its CIP shortly. Whilst there was no specific 
public engagement on the CIP, the Council undertook public engagement in 
developing the One Powys Plan with its key partners, which it then used to inform 
its CIP. We understand the Council developed the CIP as an interim document 
prior to the publication of its wellbeing objectives, which it intends to publish by the 
end of March 2017 as required by the Well-being and Future Generations (WFG) 
Act. 

11 Commissioning is intrinsic to the Council’s vision for service change, and 
represents a significant shift for both Members and officers in the way the Council 
manages its services. It also requires a different set of skills and competencies to 
ensure the Council commissions and contracts effectively. The Council recognises 
that significant service changes may require investment and its Financial 
Resourcing Model (FRM) identifies the budget shortfall up to March 2020 and 
starts to identify the resources and capacity required to deliver service change.  

12 The Council also recognises it may need to source external support and specialist 
skills to fill this gap in the short term whilst it develops the skills and competencies 
of its staff to respond to this change in approach. 
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13 Officers have received general training on commissioning and the Council is 
facilitating knowledge transfer from its partnership with Northgate to improve 
officers’ skills in commissioning and contracting. The Place Directorate has also 
arranged specific training to help its officers prepare for a more 
commercial/commissioning role relevant to its services. The Council has 
established a commercial services team to support directorate commissioning and 
contracting plans.   

14 The Council is developing its arrangements to facilitate consideration of the 
sustainable development in service change proposals. It has set up an officer 
Impact Assessment working group and the CIP makes significant reference to the 
WFG Act, highlighting how priorities are supporting the wellbeing goals.  

15 The Council’s impact assessment process that is undertaken for each proposed 
service change also incorporates an assessment against the wellbeing priorities. 
The Council has held officer training to improve the quality of these assessments 
and there is evidence of increasing member challenge of these assessments. 
Service improvement plan guidance includes reference to the Act and a number of 
questions for services to consider when considering service change. 

16 There is evidence of consideration of the sustainable development principle in a 
number of the service changes we reviewed including three-weekly waste 
collections, libraries and community asset transfers. Sustainability is also a 
standard section of the Council’s report template but there is scope for the Council 
to strengthen this consideration within the reports themselves and to draw on the 
impact assessments more fully. 

Whilst the Council has strengthened programme 
management of its service changes, its scrutiny 
and decision-making arrangements are not 
sufficiently robust to assure good governance  
17 The Council was criticised by external audit and other regulators for the approach it 

took to the commissioning of domiciliary care services in 2013 and 2014 and the 
governance arrangements for this approach. We issued our report Review of the 
Letting of a Domiciliary Care Contract to Alpha Care Limited to the Council in 
January 20163. In this report, we concluded that ‘in its haste to introduce the new 
domiciliary care service as quickly as possible, the integrity of the Council’s 
established governance arrangements was compromised. In consequence, the 
Council and users of the domiciliary care service were exposed to unnecessary 
risk’. The Council has developed an action plan to address the issues raised in our 
report, which it is continuing to implement. Cabinet members and senior officers 

 
3 The full report of our Review of the Letting of a Domiciliary Care Contract to Alpha 
Care Limited is available on the Council’s website. 

http://powys.moderngov.co.uk/ieListDocuments.aspx?CId=135&MID=2744#AI1547
http://powys.moderngov.co.uk/ieListDocuments.aspx?CId=135&MID=2744#AI1547
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were conscious of the failure of the domiciliary care contract and were keen to 
stress that they were learning from this.  

18 The Council has a range of governance arrangements in place to inform its service 
changes and it has strengthened its corporate oversight of significant service 
changes. The Council has clear project and programme management 
arrangements to oversee each of its four priorities. For example, in addition to 
formal meetings such as Council, scrutiny committees and Cabinet, the Council 
has a Stronger Communities Programme Board with a lead director for each 
locality, an asset transfer group and a Commissioning and Procurement Board to 
provide corporate oversight of major projects. Project initiation documents are 
developed and clearly set out governance arrangements including roles and 
responsibilities. We found that the Council had used its programme management 
and governance arrangements effectively for a number of service changes 
including the introduction of three-weekly waste collections. 

19 However, although the Council has a range of governance mechanisms to help 
determine service change, we found that it is not always using these effectively 
and efficiently to inform its service changes.  

20 We found some good examples of scrutiny engagement, such as in the proposed 
residual waste service change. The Council had also set up scrutiny working 
groups to look at service changes, such as the libraries service change. However, 
currently, the role of scrutiny in considering service change proposals is unclear 
and we found that officers’ and members’ perception of the value and status of 
scrutiny is limited. The Council does not always provide scrutiny committees with 
sufficient opportunity to engage meaningfully in the decision-making process when 
determining significant service changes. For example, scrutiny committees did not 
have the opportunity to scrutinise the outsourcing of the leisure service, the 
changes to the meals on wheels service and the decision to set up a trading 
company to manage the Council’s residential homes. Despite these being 
significant service changes, officers informed us that scrutiny committees were not 
engaged in the decision-making process relating to these service changes due to a 
lack of time. The Council identified that greater use of pre-decision scrutiny is an 
area for improvement in its most recent self-evaluation of its corporate 
arrangements.  

21 Cabinet and Scrutiny work programming is not effectively co-ordinated and lacks 
transparency. The Council does not effectively plan service changes into scrutiny 
work programmes. This impacts on Scrutiny committees’ ability to influence service 
change in a timely manner and for the public to be aware of future service change 
proposals. There is confusion amongst officers and members about who is 
responsible for developing scrutiny work programmes. The Council needs to plan 
its programme of significant service change better in order to build in time to use its 
governance arrangements more effectively. It is positive to report that since our 
fieldwork the Council has now identified those topics that will be subject to pre-
decision scrutiny in its updated Cabinet forward work programme, agreed in 
December 2016.  
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22 Scrutiny chairs are able to speak at Cabinet meetings. However, our observation of 
Cabinet found that it is unclear to what extent Scrutiny chairs can exert influence 
on service change decisions at this relatively late stage in decision-making, and 
their attendance at Cabinet meetings has the potential to blur accountability to 
members of the public observing. We understand that Cabinet meetings are often 
time consuming and the Council has not focused meetings sufficiently on key 
priorities. The Council needs to review and refocus the role of Cabinet and ensure 
it uses other governance mechanisms appropriately when considering significant 
service change. The examples we found of effective use of governance 
arrangements to inform service changes demonstrate that the Council can build on 
and learn from these for future service changes. 

23 The Council invested in scrutiny training three years ago but many of the members 
who had been trained have since moved into Cabinet roles. We believe the Council 
needs to do more to develop the capacity and capability of its scrutiny function. 
Although the Council has undertaken training sessions for members on the WFG 
Act, there has been limited member training/development recently to equip them to 
focus on service change, for example, on how to understand and challenge options 
appraisals. 

24 Some of the decisions to implement proposed service changes that we examined, 
such as the changes to residual waste collections, were well documented and 
transparent. However, the decision to outsource the leisure service and award a 
contract valued at approximately £35 million was taken under delegated powers in 
line with the Council’s Constitution. The Portfolio Holder for Commissioning and 
Procurement provided an exempt information report to Cabinet on the outcome of 
the procurement process to appoint a leisure service provider but there was no 
engagement of the relevant scrutiny committee. A record of the decision to award 
the contract is also not publicly available.  

The quality of options appraisals for significant 
service change is mixed and information 
presented to Members is not always timely or 
sufficient to facilitate strategic decision-making  
25 Whilst the Council generally considers a range of options for service change, the 

quality of its options appraisals for significant service change varies. There have 
been examples of service changes where information provided to members has 
been comprehensive, such as the three-weekly residual waste collections and 
libraries and we feel the Council can learn from these.  

26 However, we also found examples of significant service changes where the quality 
and level of information provided to Members were limited and there was 
insufficient consideration of the strategic implications of the options. For instance, 
the options appraisals relating to changes to the pest control service and to 
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transferring playgrounds to communities lacked robust financial information. We 
also found that the options appraisal and report relating to the outsourcing of the 
leisure service in June 2014 did not include sufficient financial information. In 
addition, the Council did not produce an updated business case for the outsourcing 
of its leisure services despite the considerable value of the service, and the 
significant change in direction from the business case agreed previously. The aim 
of outsourcing the service was to protect and safeguard services as far as 
possible. The Council outsourced its leisure services to Freedom Leisure in July 
2015, but less than a year later the Council proposed the closure and transfer of 
some leisure centres to schools in order to achieve additional savings.  

27 In October 2016, Cabinet considered an exempt report proposing the closure or 
transfer to schools of three leisure centres. The proposals were on the basis of 
usage levels and the level of investment needed to maintain the facilities, which we 
would have expected the Council to consider as part of the previous options 
appraisal and procurement process undertaken in June 2014. We understand that 
following consultation with the local areas affected, the Council has now decided 
not to close some of the facilities and redirect resources to maintain them.  
Whilst this shows that the Council is responsive to community views, we would 
have expected the option to retain the facilities to have been included in the 
exempt Cabinet report in October 2016. 

28 In September 2016, the Council decided to set up a Local Authority Trading 
Company (LATC) to manage its residential homes, when its current contract with 
its external provider expires in April 2017, subject to no issues being identified in 
the development of the outline business case. In December 2016, the Council 
rescinded this decision as officers identified potential complications with setting up 
an LATC and decided to accept a revised offer from its existing provider for the 
management of its older people’s accommodation. We believe, therefore, there is 
scope for the Council to reflect on the range and robustness of the options 
considered by Cabinet in September 2016 and to learn from this for future 
significant service changes. For example, the options appraisal considered by 
Cabinet in September 2016 did not include the option to renegotiate the terms of its 
contract with its current provider.  

29 Options appraisals for proposed service change are reviewed and challenged at a 
number of levels within the Council including by Corporate Management Team, 
Cabinet, departmental management teams and through the programme boards.  
As noted above, the Council’s scrutiny committees are not systematically engaged 
in determining service change proposals but there are some examples of positive 
engagement of scrutiny in the service change process, which we would encourage 
the Council to learn from. 

30 The Council has put in place arrangements for assessing the impact of proposed 
service changes. However, it recognises that it needs to strengthen these to 
ensure that they function effectively. The Council’s Stronger Communities 
Programme Board together with directors’ responsibility for specific geographical 
areas, facilitate a holistic overview of the cumulative impact of service changes, for 
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example, on vulnerable groups. The Council has developed a comprehensive 
impact assessment tool, which requires officers to consider the impact service 
changes may have on a number of areas. These include the Council’s priorities 
and factors for risks, equalities, Welsh Language, sustainability, community 
cohesion and workforce. It also includes an assessment of achievability.  
However, the Council recognises that the quality of completed impact assessments 
is variable. Consequently, the Council has strengthened its quality assurance and 
support arrangements in relation to impact assessments. However, completed 
impact assessments are also not routinely shared with scrutiny committees when 
they are considering service change proposals. This limits scrutiny committees’ 
ability to scrutinise the robustness of assessments and understand the anticipated 
impact of proposed changes.  

The Council has well-developed arrangements 
for engaging stakeholders in service change 
proposals but these are not always used 
consistently and effectively 
31 The Council has a range of arrangements to engage and inform stakeholders 

regarding service change proposals including its citizen’s panel and youth forum. 
The Council developed stakeholder maps when considering some of the service 
changes we reviewed and set out how it would engage with these stakeholders. 
The Council’s directors lead engagement with stakeholders within defined localities 
and we found some positive examples of stakeholder engagement in proposed 
service changes. This includes changes to the library service and the introduction 
of three-weekly residual waste collections. Acceptability to stakeholders was also 
one of the criteria used to appraise the options in the older people’s 
accommodation options appraisal. 

32 The Council works closely with town and community councils to consider how they 
can deliver some services. The Council is also working closely with Powys 
Teaching Health Board as part of a move towards integrated health and social 
care, which is a key strand of the Council’s transformation programme. 

33 The Council is also able to demonstrate that it is responsive to the views of its 
communities. For instance, following public consultation, the Council has decided 
not to proceed with the closure of Knighton Leisure Centre, and has found the 
necessary funding to keep it open.  

34 However, the Council does not always consult stakeholders on individual service 
change proposals. For example, there was limited stakeholder engagement in the 
outsourcing of the Council’s leisure services during 2015 as the Council considered 
that this was not required, as the nature of the service would not change.  
In addition, in making changes to its meals on wheels services, there was limited 
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consultation on the proposed changes, and engagement with users was focused 
on informing them of the changes rather than seeking their views.  

35 Information about the Council’s proposed or determined service changes is not 
always easily accessible or publicly available. The Council only publishes Cabinet 
and Scrutiny forward work programmes within agenda papers rather than as 
standalone documents. However, in the main, reports relating to service change 
set out clear recommendations and reasons for the recommendations. The Council 
publishes decisions of individual Cabinet members on its website but it does not 
publish delegated officer decisions, which limits the transparency of decision-
making. The Council currently webcasts its Council and Cabinet meetings and 
those committee meetings which it believes have high public interest, but it does 
not routinely webcast other committee meetings, such as its scrutiny committees. 
The Council is currently trialling giving members of the public the opportunity to ask 
the Council questions at its Council meeting. The Council’s constitution sets out 
that the public can get involved in public meetings, including bringing to the 
attention of the relevant Scrutiny Committee their views on any matter under 
consideration by that Scrutiny Committee. However, this is not widely promoted on 
the Council’s website.  

The Council is improving its arrangements to 
monitor the impact of service changes but these 
are not yet being used systematically  
36 The Council has arrangements to monitor the implementation of service changes, 

achievement of savings, and service performance but it does not systematically 
monitor the impact on the public of individual decisions on service changes.  
The Council is improving its arrangements to develop the necessary skills, capacity 
and culture to facilitate greater commissioning of services. The Council is also 
developing a more robust approach to monitor the impact of service changes. 

37 The Council has a comprehensive impact assessment tool, which it is continuing to 
develop. The impact assessments are completed for each service change and 
include a specific section for services to identify how they will monitor impact over 
time. The service manager, head of service, director and portfolio holder sign off 
the completed impact assessment, emphasising their accountability for them. 
However, there is scope for the Council to strengthen its arrangements by 
including in impact assessments, reports and business cases details of how the 
Council will monitor and evaluate the impact of service changes. The residual 
waste communications plan states how the Council will evaluate success of the 
plan, but this practice was not consistent across all service changes we reviewed. 

38 Scrutiny does not routinely monitor the impact of service changes but we found 
some examples where the Council is monitoring the impact of service changes. For 
example, contract management meetings take place to monitor the performance of 
Freedom Leisure, which runs the Council’s leisure services, and the Place Scrutiny 
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Committee received Freedom Leisure’s first annual report in October 2016. Our 
observation of this Scrutiny Committee found that members asked some focused 
and challenging questions of Freedom Leisure. However, although the 
presentation had been provided at the request of the Scrutiny Committee, the 
committee was not provided with sufficient background information from officers to 
maximise this opportunity. For example, a covering report setting out the objectives 
of the contract and the arrangements in place to oversee the performance of 
Freedom Leisure was not provided to the Scrutiny Committee.  

39 We found some examples where transition arrangements for service changes have 
been well planned and monitored. This included the development of a clear project 
and communications plan for the introduction of three-weekly residual waste 
collections and well-planned transition arrangements for changes to the meals on 
wheels service. The Council uses project highlight reports to provide a progress 
update on implementing agreed service changes, which programme boards and 
departmental management teams monitor. 

The Council is learning from previous service 
change although it recognises that further action 
is needed to improve the effectiveness of its 
decision making arrangements  
40 The Council has improved aspects of its governance arrangements for delivering 

and determining service change following its experience of previous service 
changes. As part of its corporate planning cycle in 2016-17, it evaluated the 
effectiveness of its decision-making arrangements and through this identified that it 
needs to improve opportunities for greater pre-decision scrutiny. The Council is 
continuing to implement its action plan following the domiciliary care experience 
and has strengthened its impact assessment process and its programme 
management arrangements for its significant service changes. 

41 The Council is undertaking a significant amount of service change, which 
necessitates strong governance and robust decision-making arrangements to 
ensure it manages risks effectively. As the Council’s financial pressures have 
increased and the pace of service change has heightened, our review has found 
that the Council has not always used its governance arrangements effectively to 
provide necessary checks and balances.  

42 We do not yet have assurance that the Council’s governance arrangements for 
service change are sufficiently robust to help it deliver its vision. We believe there 
is significant scope for the Council to strengthen its governance arrangements so 
that it does not take decisions in haste or without robust information. The Council 
also needs to plan its service changes more effectively to build in time to make 
effective use of its governance arrangements.  
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43 We will continue to monitor the Council’s progress in addressing our concerns and 
proposals for improvement, particularly as it embarks upon its major service 
change in highways, transport and recycling. 
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