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6 September 2013

Response to the Service Provider Consultation

Commission on Public Service Governance & Delivery

1. Thank you for the opportunity of commenting on the work of the Commission.

2.  We agree that it is timely to take stock of the current arrangements in Wales, consider evidence from current arrangements and practice, and look forward to how best public services can be delivered.

3.  As a new organisation, we believe that Natural Resources Wales is in a good position to comment on the provision of public services in Wales, having itself been established to improve environmental services and outcomes.

4.  Our response comprises a commentary to our organisation and some of its founding principles, before addressing the questions raised in the consultation paper.

Introduction

5.  The strategic case for Natural Resources Wales can be described under 3 broad headings:

1. Delivery for Wales, governed in Wales

2. More integrated and improved delivery 

3. More efficient delivery for taxpayers 

6.  We believe that all 3 elements of the strategic case are relevant to the work of the Commission. In the main body of our response we have provided specific examples and supporting evidence against the consultation questions. In this introduction we offer some examples of how we are taking forward our work to fulfil the strategic case which may be of interest to the Commission.

Delivery for Wales, governed in Wales

7.  The legislation to establish Natural Resources Wales means that all the legal functions of the body are now governed in Wales through a single Accounting Officer and a Chairman and Board accountable to Welsh Ministers. Previously, the accountability of many of the functions, especially those of the former Environment Agency Wales and Forestry Commission Wales, were complicated by governance that operated at an England and Wales level or at a GB level.

8.  With this simplified governance, the organisation has been able to more clearly plan to align its delivery to Welsh priorities, with Sustainable Development as a central organising principle. 

9.  As a Welsh Government Sponsored Body (WGSB), we operate to a governance framework agreed with our sponsor department which establishes long term outcomes for the Government as a whole in relation to our work. There is an agreed Business Plan for 2013/14 which is linked to these outcomes. We are currently developing our Corporate Plan which will align our delivery to these outcomes. We believe this offers a strategic approach to public service delivery for Natural Resources Wales, whilst retaining organisational focus; if adopted more widely within public services in Wales, it could be powerful in improving the alignment of delivery, especially where multiple agencies are involved.

10.  To further embed and follow through on this alignment we intend developing our performance framework to measure our contribution towards the agreed long term outcomes. We will adopt a ‘results based accountability’ approach which, as well as more tangibly assessing our performance, will also support us in further prioritising our work as we will be able to more clearly understand the relationship between inputs and the delivery of outcomes (results). Again, we commend this approach being considered more broadly for public service delivery in Wales

More integrated and improved delivery

11.  The strategic case for Natural Resources Wales identified benefits for Welsh citizens and businesses (customers) in two main areas. First, through the integration of advisory and statutory consultee roles into one organisation, rather than three, which should result in reduced process and a faster decision making system, whether Natural Resources Wales is the decision maker (e.g. environmental permits and licences) or where it is a statutory consultee to another organisations decision making processes (e.g. planning & development control).

12.  The second aspect of improved delivery for Welsh citizens and businesses relates to the organisation’s ambition and enhanced capability to be able to adopt an ecosystems approach to inform our entire decision making. If successful, this should play a major role in delivering sustainable development in Wales, whereby the environmental, social and economic aspects are considered alongside one another, as well as future and present needs. Our work in providing, managing, advising on and regulating the environment and natural resources contributes significantly to the infrastructure and well-being of Wales. The challenges we face will not be easy to deliver, but is made easier by having a broader range of expertise and capability within a single organisation. There is a need for smarter and innovative ways of working to respond to the economic, social and environmental pressures, and an opportunity to deliver wider benefits for Wales through ensuring that the environment and natural resources management is integrated into decision making within public services.

More efficient delivery for taxpayers

13.  The efficiency case for the establishment of Natural Resources Wales is in two main areas. First, through the removal of the previous duplication that existed between 3 separate public bodies. To govern well and to be able to support delivery, any organisation requires a range of professionally delivered corporate services to underpin the capability of the organisation. This ranges from leadership roles through to more specialist services such as audit, translation and fleet management, with core services such as finance and human resources. The business case for Natural Resources Wales identified significant savings through a ‘3 as 1’ approach.  We also believe that there are further benefits in our participation in a broader shared services agenda for these services.

14.  The second area of efficiency relates to the economies of scale that an organisation of 1800 FTE with a £179M budget can win over 3 separate organisations. These benefits are potentially across all the corporate and operational services. The latter offers real opportunities to develop more joined up approaches that are only possible due to the range of functions and the scale of delivery by Natural Resources Wales – efficiencies of scope and density. Examples include permitting, procurement, place based staff and capital project delivery.

15.  Your consultation asks our opinion, experience and knowledge of service deliverers on six key issues. Taking these in turn:

Performance 

Does your organisation collect the right information to support and improve the services you deliver?

16.  Natural Resources Wales has developed a performance framework for its first year. This has been endorsed by our Board and Welsh Government, having measures drawn from our Business Plan for 2013/14, our Remit letter, corporate risks and organisational ‘health’. We attach our Dashboard for 2013/14. We will be further developing our performance dashboard as part of our first Corporate Plan 2014-17, which will go for public consultation later this year. 

17.  There is an opportunity to not only rely on data as the evidence base to show delivery performance. We hope to understand both from our Corporate Planning process and our everyday interactions what matters to people for whom we provide a service and their experience of doing business with us. 

18.  Our performance is monitored internally within business units, and our Board and Welsh Government provide scrutiny of our performance on a regular basis. This provides an opportunity to identify success, failure and underlying reasons for either. The Wales Audit Office will also be undertaking an audit of Natural Resources Wales, as a new WGSB, within the next two years.

19.  There is the opportunity for a more joined up approach to data collection, analysis, storage and publication across the public service in Wales and this may be something the Commission might care to examine.

20.  The quality of the information made available as part of the TUPE transfer in relation to the workforce was inadequate to enable effective and immediate organisational design and workforce planning and fulfil its statutory equalities and Welsh Language duties.  To enable us to plan and lead the transformational change, it has been necessary to audit the staff through a skills audit and to re-survey staff.

How does your organisation manage its performance to improve delivery?

21.  Each of the legacy bodies had a formal performance management/ review system prior to the creation of Natural Resources Wales. These approaches have been carried over and been used to develop the performance dashboard for 2013/14. We believe that our own internal scrutiny, together with that from our Board and Welsh Government, will ensure we continue to use our performance data to improve delivery and outcomes.

22.  As part of the development of our Corporate Plan, we will express our ambition for a range of activities and roles that we undertake. We already use standards and targets in setting our performance measures but we are keen to consider comparative data from similar organisations. 

23.  Our performance measures and targets are published openly, and we welcome challenge from politicians and others.

24.  We are building an approach that creates a clear line of sight to our performance objectives for every member of staff.  Whilst we have sustained the former organisations approach to individual performance management in the first year, we have created work plans at Directorate level (Directorate Delivery Plans) that describe the work plan that is being delivered.  In future years we will have an organisational specific performance management process for all staff.

Is your organisation delivering for your users?

25.  We believe that we are, but as a new organisation we are keen to listen to our users and improve our services so that we are seen as an organisation with whom it is good to do business. We are aiming to provide a consistent ‘place based’ service to all our users across the whole of Wales. This will mean us using common guidance for our decisions, common standards for our response times etc., whilst ensuring that we take into account and actively use any local context.

26.  An important principle in setting up the organisation was to provide a ‘single voice’ on matters of importance to users of our services.  To support this, we have established a single point of contact for our users – to date this has dealt with over 20,000 enquiries since 1 April 2013. We provide a bilingual service in accordance with our Welsh Language Scheme. There is full English/Welsh translation facilities at key external meetings e.g. public meetings of the Board as well as translation of papers.  

27.  We already use social media and an objective of our ICT strategy is to offer more services online. We are keen to listen and learn from service users and explore alternative ways of services delivery. 

28.  We will be reporting our first set of performance measures to our Board in September 2013 following which they will be published on our website. We have emphasised the importance of responsibility within our performance framework ensuring clarity at all levels within the organisation for delivery.

How has working with others delivered services for users?

29.   We routinely work with a wide range of partners at both a strategic and at an operational level – indeed, we could not achieve our objectives without working with partners.  For example, we work with Local Service Boards (LSBs), although there is variation in the extent to which we are invited to contribute to individual LSBs. There is the potential for LSB Single Integrated Plans to deliver shared outcomes and using good, broad evidence to support decision making.  We believe that a rationalisation of LSBs would assist this process.

30.  We have been successful in working with sectors of industry, such as forestry and agriculture. We have had similar success working with the voluntary sector.

31.  Our grant partnerships with local authorities have helped deliver the Wales Coastal Path, public rights of way, urban green space and biodiversity. We are working with Communities First partnerships to deliver the Come Outside project. Similarly, in managing the Sustainable Development Fund on behalf of Welsh Government, we have helped deliver innovative projects within National Parks and Areas of Outstanding Natural Beauty.

32.  As part of the Commission’s work we would suggest that there is a need to clarify what is meant by ‘partnership’. We believe that there is an opportunity to define it as being about shared delivery where there is a common purpose and shared risk. Our experience is that partnership is not currently being always viewed in this way.

33.  There are a great number of partnerships across the public service in Wales and, as part of the work of the Commission, there is the opportunity to review their remit and the total number.

34.  Natural Resources Wales has taken the opportunity as a new organisation to realise the vision of a genuine social partnership with trades unions.  We have reached agreement on the shared objectives and the priorities for change within the organisation.  Genuine partnership is not always comfortable or, indeed, risk free for either the employer or the representative; however, transparency on decision making, and full engagement in workforce strategy and policy development is key.

Scale and Capability

What is the evidence that an organisation’s ability to deliver its key functions is related to size?

35. There is contested evidence of the way in which organisation design can, and does, enhance or inhibit delivery.  For example, views ebb and flow on the ‘best’ number of layers or spans of control in an organisation – or the optimum size for effective career and succession planning.  However, based on our experience to date, we believe that to be an effective delivery organisation with a remit in the public sector, does require investment in systems to ensure appropriate governance, evidence based decision making and scrutiny. As such, there will be a critical mass that can support such important activities. 

36.  Further, there may be a requirement to balance the accessibility for the citizen and the retention of a critical size of technical expertise. Some of the services that we provide are run as national services to provide consistency of provision and to ensure that we maintain a critical size for technical competence. Other services are delivered locally as it is essential to have a local input, albeit within national frameworks.  Natural Resources Wales combines a place-based services, together with national technical expertise, and we believe that this is a good model for possible services in Wales.

What functions and services are most effectively delivered at which level?

37.  This is largely driven by the needs of the service user. As stated above, Natural Resources Wales operates a ‘mixed model’ of ‘place-based’ and ‘central’ services, which we believe is appropriate for our business.  We will keep this model under review.

Does the current number and structure of organisations provide value for money?

38.  We are not aware of any conclusive evidence, but in some areas we believe that there will be increasing capacity and capability issues arising from the tighter public finances and the increasing public demand.

Does organisational size affect the effective management of human, financial and other resources?

39.  We do not have any evidence to indicate an appropriate organisational size for such matters.  However, there is likely to be benchmark data to compare unit and transactional costs.  Leadership and management are likely to be the critical factors in the effectiveness of human, financial and other resource management.  There is a danger of competition between public sector organisations for specialist skills in Wales, e.g. ICT experience.

Complexity

To what extent is there organisational overlap?

40.  A number of services we provide have a close alignment and synergy with other service providers. As an example, we are the largest single provider of recreation activities in Wales and there are clearly links with local authorities who provide municipal and country parks, National Parks and Areas of Outstanding Natural Beauty. Along with other organisations with responsibility for health, we are working towards a common outcome that is the health and wellbeing of the people of Wales.

41.  Similarly, we have responsibility for environmental compliance at the larger industrial premises and in pursuant of that duty we employ and train technically specialist staff. Local authorities undertake such a role at other industrial sites and there may need to be a discussion over whether such split responsibilities are in the best interest of the citizen, who may not always be clear with whom regulatory responsibility lies and whether the current model can be improved to deliver more effective outcomes..

42.  We would welcome a discussion on other functions we perform and whether there is an opportunity for an improved model of service provision.

Do current structures enhance seamless services and provide better services?

43.  Natural Resources Wales provides services across Wales. As such, it links in to numerous organisational boundaries and administrative arrangements which are not coterminous.  In general, the different boundaries do not create a problem for us, but any rationalisation would be welcome. Working across boundaries should be a core competence of all public service organisations and embedded in leadership and management capability.

Has collaboration led to improved services?

44.  In general, we believe that collaboration does improve services. We believe that there is an even greater opportunity to improve services with the creation of our Wales organisation to reflect the challenges that the country faces. Further, we believe that the framework of ‘shared outcomes’ and ‘co production’ with Welsh Government and other partners provides an even greater opportunity to collaborate and improve services as it links providers to wider, strategic agendas. We recognise that the democratic accountability models are different in the numerous public sector organisations and as such this may pose a challenge, but provided the outcomes and roles are defined clearly, then the challenge can be overcome.  

45.  Collaboration does bring complexity and the number of partnerships is a challenge to senior managers’ time, so a reduction in the number would be beneficial. This would also allow a better strategic approach in some instances of service provision.

46.  Partnership and collaboration has allowed us to influence priorities, for example on matters of flooding and the environment, and understanding and linking in with wider local agendas. We believe that we have been more effective through the relationships shaped at senior levels. Examples of this are the development of the Wales Coastal Path, civil contingencies and air quality management in Port Talbot.  

47.  Transformational leadership that supports the achievement of wider public sector goals is critical.  The focus on shared outcomes will support this.

Do current arrangements blur accountability?

48.  We believe that clear accountability is important so that citizens know who is responsible for the service. 

49.  For example, it is not at present clear what level of accountability a Local Service Board has as the partners have different models of governance, with decision making and prioritisation usually sitting outside the Local Service Board. Whilst this seems to work, there is an opportunity to work towards a set of strategic, common outcomes in Wales so that those with whom accountability lies understand the overall objectives.

50. Alongside this requirement, it may be helpful to consider how a more proactive public service can be developed. Even if the required response or service is beyond the remit of any particular organisation, the first point of public service contact should be proactive in ensuring that the issue is considered and a response provided.

Do different organisational scales and boundaries affect the ability your organisation to collaborate effectively?

51.  We believe that there are currently probably too many partnerships for us to effectively contribute. We also believe that there is a lack of coherence in the overall arrangements and that there is an opportunity to rationalise, with a more strategic agenda and shared outcomes and principles for delivery.  There is also a continuing need to grow the skills, confidence and quality of leadership in public services in Wales.  Public service leadership is an important part of the capability of the whole system.  We would welcome the opportunity to share our learning as we develop.

Governance, Delivery and Scrutiny

Are the principles of good governance being upheld, and are they driving improvement? If not, why not? What needs to change?

52.  We believe that good, clear governance is essential for the accountability of services. Citizens or their elected representatives need to understand who is responsible and there needs to be in place checks and balances to provide scrutiny of performance etc.

53.  As a new organisation, we have put in place governance arrangements that we believe will be effective. We are also committed to reviewing the arrangements. Our performance dashboard for our first year was agreed with our Board and Welsh Government soon after vesting, and we are currently developing the longer term performance dashboard as part of the development of our first Corporate Plan.

54.  Within both the current and future performance dashboard there are/will be links to our shared outcomes which will help to drive cross–organisational working and wider collaboration outside of the organisation.

55. We believe that the shared outcomes model is appropriate for our organisation and we would welcome seeing such a prescribed framework, into which we could link, across the public sector in Wales.

56.  Public service governance requires transparency and a willingness to be held to account.  Complex relationships exist for many in Welsh public life.  High levels of personal integrity and understanding of possible conflicts of interest need to be apparent.

How effective is public engagement in influencing decisions and holding service providers to account?

57. We believe that effective engagement with the citizen is essential in gaining trust and support for the decision making process. 

58.  Our Board has since April 1 2013 met three times  in public. It has set the tone of how the organisation wishes to work and be seen as being  open and transparent.  The Board represents a broad range of interests and knowledge and has a wide experience that is essential in holding the organisation to account.

59.  An example of where there is active engagement is when we determine applications for environmental permits that may be contentious. In such cases, we engage upfront with local communities, holding ‘drop in surgeries’ to discuss and explain face to face our role and the activity that is being considered for permitting. We have found this, together with briefing local representatives on a regular basis, to be an effective way of demonstrating trust and confidence in the process.

60.  As a new organisation, the public may have difficulty in understanding our wide remit and how this relates to other organisations. Good communications and a clear demonstration of how we go about our work and our decision making in practice will give such understanding and confidence. 

61. One advantage of a greater scale and scope of operation is in response to emergencies or incidents, whether they be plant disease, flooding or pollution events. Capacity to deal with such incidents over an extended time period by organisations such as Natural Resources Wales is a distinct advantage.

How effective are audit, inspection and regulation in driving change and supporting accountability and improvement?

62.  We believe that such measures provide important checks and balances. In addition to internal scrutiny, our performance is monitored by our Board, the Welsh Government Sponsorship Division, and we regularly attend Scrutiny Committees for the National Assembly for Wales and local authorities as required.

63.  In the main the scrutiny has focussed on organisational performance, but on occasion this has considered partnership working.
How well does formal and political scrutiny influence decision- making and improve accountability?

64.  Natural Resources Wales is a WGSB directly accountable to Welsh Ministers and we are scrutinised by the National Assembly Committees.

Culture and Leadership

Does the public sector in Wales have a common set of values?

65.  There are many common values across the Welsh Public Sector, but they are probably not  articulated as such. Values are not imposed from the top of organisations or indeed set in concrete – they evolve and change over time and are influenced by local or specific cultures.

How successfully do organisations have clear values that the organisation is behind?

66.  Natural Resources Wales is currently in dialogue with its staff on the values around which the organisational culture will develop.  This process has already seen healthy debate and discussion around the relative importance of some values over others. The extent to which our leadership can enrol the whole organisation behind these values will be a significant test.

67.  One example is the following through of the value of social partnership between management and trades unions.

Where does change in organisation values come from?

68.  If we accept that organisational values can and do change, the drivers are likely to be both from outside and within. Public scrutiny, organisational failure and changing demands may all prompt ‘soul searching’. Organisational change of status, merger and changed requirements (for example change in political expectations) may drive a change in values. During and following the creation of Natural Resources Wales, work has been undertaken to distill the former organisational values and to begin the process of developing the NRW specific values. 

What role does leadership play in improving performance?

69.  Effective leadership lies at the heart of organisational performance.  Leadership exists at all levels and be given formally through organisational arrangements or informally through communities and alliances. In Natural Resources Wales, the Executive Team has set out the ambition and goals we wish to achieve, and identified how we will measure our success and be held to account. In addition, there is a core leadership requirement to engage the hearts and minds of the workforce in contributing to organisational success including innovation, problem solving and relationship building.

Welsh Government and National Assembly for Wales

How could Welsh Government do more to achieve policy coherence and aligned delivery?

70.  As a recently created WGSB, formulated on the basis of a published Business Case, we believe that we have a clear remit and purpose.  This is supported further by having a Remit letter from Welsh Government and a Framework Document which describes how Welsh Government and Natural Resources Wales should work together to ensure coherence and aligned delivery.

71. Natural Resources Wales believes that there is merit in adding an 8th principle, centred on sustainable development, to the 7 Nolan Principles of Public Life. This would help to ensure that sustainable development is fully embedded within public service governance, congruent with the Future Generations Bill.

Is the distinctive role of the national government in Wales well understood?

72. We believe that the roles of Welsh Government and the National Assembly for Wales are clear.  

How have arrangements between the Welsh Government and organisations developed to enable and encourage improvement in delivery?

73.  We believe that the approach adopted by Welsh Government and Natural Resources Wales with shared outcomes and a Framework that defines the relationship is a useful model for others.

How effectively does Welsh Government directly manage services?

74.  Natural Resources Wales enjoys a close working relationship with the Welsh Government on those services which it delivers directly.

How well does Wales handle cross- border service provision between Wales- England/Devolved-non devolved?

75. We recognise that for effective environmental and natural resources management, there needs to be good cross-border working between Governments and their agencies. Furthermore, for shared outcome delivery to work, there needs to close working and understanding of the respective roles and responsibilities.  We, therefore, have formal arrangements in place with other cross border delivery bodies such as Environment Agency, Forestry Commission and Natural England.

Concluding Thoughts 

What are the greatest challenges that you see in delivering public services in the future?

76.  There are a wide range of factors which are driving change in public services, including citizens’ expectations and financial pressures.  We believe that it is an opportune moment to consider public services in Wales in their entirety.

How would you like to see public services delivered in the future?

77.  We would suggest that the model of shared outcomes and a framework that defines the working relationship between Government, delivery organisation and the citizen is worth exploring. 

Are there any other areas of focus that the Commission should be looking at as part of their evidence gathering?

78. Natural Resources Wales, based on its recent establishment and experience, would be very willing to assist the Commission in its evidence gathering and sharing the lessons it has already learned.

EMYR ROBERTS

Prif Weithredwr, Cyfoeth Naturiol Cymru

Chief Executive, Natural Resources Wales
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