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Executive Summary 
 

OVERALL ASSESSMENT  KEY STRATEGIC FINDINGS 

 

 

 
The Planning Team was not operating at full staffing capacity at the time of 
review, arrangements were in place for managing the associated risks. 

 

Although a national issue, a decision needs to be made on the approach to 
be taken for planning applications affected by phosphates, to safeguard 
against reputational risks to the Authority. And legal risk 

 
As best practice, extension of time on planning applications should be sought 
earlier. 

 

ASSURANCE OVER KEY STRATEGIC RISK / OBJECTIVE  GOOD PRACTICE IDENTIFIED 

The Planning section of the Brecon Beacons National Park Authority Risk Register 
contained nine risks. 

 

 
A pragmatic approach to the redistribution of responsibilities was evidenced 
in response to the decreased staffing capacity. 

 

The Authority adapted well to remote working with electronic planning 
applications and payments being actively encouraged prior to the onset of 
the Covid-19 pandemic. 

 

   

SCOPE  ACTION POINTS 

The review considered the arrangements in place to receive and progress planning and 
related applications and receipt of fees. The review did not assess the appropriateness of 
decisions made. 

 

Urgent Important Routine Operational 

0 1 1 1 
 



  

 

            
      PRIORITY GRADINGS      

1 URGENT 
Fundamental control issue on which 
action should be taken immediately. 

 2 IMPORTANT 
Control issue on which action should be 
taken at the earliest opportunity. 

 3 ROUTINE 
Control issue on which action should be 
taken. 
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Assurance - Key Findings and Management Action Plan (MAP) 
 

Rec. Risk Area Finding Recommendation Priority Management 

Comments 

Implementation 

Timetable 

(dd/mm/yy) 

Responsible 

Officer 

(Job Title) 

2 Directed As stated in the Welsh Government’s 
Development Management Manual, the 
decision on an application is to be made 
within eight weeks of receipt of a valid 
application. Of the five within the sample 
selected for this review where a decision had 
been made, the eight weeks target had not 
been met, with each application taking 
between 13 and 28 weeks for a decision to be 
issued. ‘Extensions of time’ had been granted 
in each of the five sampled cases although it 
was noted that these were requested once 
the original expiry date had elapsed or being 
very close to expiring. Upon discussion with 
the Head of Planning and three Planning 
Team members at the debrief for this review, 
it was agreed that consideration should be 
given to applying for an extension of time on 
a timelier basis. It was advised however that 
applying for an extension of time too early 
may result in this being done unnecessarily. 
However, as agreed with the Team as part of 
the review balance should be achieved to this 
end. 

Where an extension of time is required 
for a planning application, this be 
agreed with the applicant in advance of 
the elapsing of the original expiry date 
for decision, with a view of achieving a 
balance in terms of timeliness. 

2 Accepted. 01/01/22 Tracy 
Nettleton 

Planning & 
Heritage 
Manager 
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action should be taken immediately. 

 2 IMPORTANT 
Control issue on which action should be 
taken at the earliest opportunity. 

 3 ROUTINE 
Control issue on which action should be 
taken. 

      Brecon Beacons National Park Authority 
Assurance Review of Block 2 - Planning 

Page 3 

 

Rec. Risk Area Finding Recommendation Priority Management 

Comments 

Implementation 

Timetable 

(dd/mm/yy) 

Responsible 

Officer 

(Job Title) 

1 Directed National policy set in early 2021 for planning 
applications affecting phosphorous sensitive 
river Special Areas of Conservation had 
resulted in 75 planning applications 
remaining open (awaiting decision) at Brecon 
Beacons National Park Authority at the time 
of review, and as advised by the Head of 
Planning this is a national issue. It was further 
advised that legal advice may need to be 
sought to ensure a robust decision that 
cannot be challenged. While the complex 
nature of the matter is taken into 
consideration, it is considered that a decision 
needs to be made on the approach to be 
taken to address the affected applications to 
ensure they do not remain open and awaiting 
decision in the longer term. 

A decision be made on the approach to 
be taken in addressing the applications 
affected by phosphates which were all 
awaiting a decision at the time of 
review. 

3 Actively seeking resolutions. 31/07/22 

 

Tracy 
Nettleton 

Planning & 
Heritage 
Manager 

 



  

 

   
ADVISORY NOTE 

Operational Effectiveness Matters need to be considered as part of management review of procedures. 
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Operational - Effectiveness Matter (OEM) Action Plan 
 

Ref Risk Area Finding Suggested Action Management Comments 

1 Delivery As advised at the debrief for this review, the 
process for undertaking a quality assurance 
exercise to ensure the Planning Applications 
process, timescales for delivery and overall 
Planning Application Management is carried 
out in accordance with the Development 
Management Manual is undertaken as part 
of the sign-off of planning applications, 
where a check for completeness is carried 
out, in most cases by the Development 
Management Manager or the Head of 
Planning. It is advised that consideration 
should be given to undertaking an enhanced 
quality check, as is considered best practice 
and sighted at other TIAA clients, for example 
by undertaking a half-yearly dip sample of 
applications and feeding back the findings to 
Team. Consideration may be given here to 
whether adopting such a practice would 
contribute to the managing of the risk R033 – 
DM Service Performance included on the 
corporate risk register. 

Consideration be given to establishing an enhanced 
Quality Assurance process to assess the performance 
of the Planning Application process and to ensure 
compliance with the Development Management 
Manual. 

Agreed this will be given due consideration in 2022. 
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Findings 
 

Directed Risk:  

Failure to properly direct the service to ensure compliance with the requirements of the organisation. 

 

Ref Expected Key Risk Mitigation Effectiveness of 
arrangements 

Cross Reference 
to MAP 

Cross Reference 
to OEM 

GF Governance Framework 
There is a documented process instruction which accords with the relevant regulatory guidance, 
Financial Instructions and Scheme of Delegation. 

In place - - 

RM Risk Mitigation 
The documented process aligns with the mitigating arrangements set out in the corporate risk 
register. 

In place - - 

C Compliance 
Compliance with statutory, regulatory and policy requirements is demonstrated, with action taken 
in cases of identified non-compliance. 

Partially in place 1 & 2 - 

 

Other Findings 

 
The Authority followed the Development Management Manual, published by the Welsh Government in May 2017, as a procedure for the Development Management (DM) and Planning Application 
process. The Manual describes each step of the DM procedure, referring to more detailed annexes where appropriate and provides a link to legislation or additional guidance. There was also a 
Brecon Beacons National Park Local Development Plan (LDP) in place, setting out policies and proposals to guide development in the National Park from 2007 to 2022 and beyond. As stated in the 
LDP, these policies and proposals aim to meet the needs for housing, jobs and services whilst protecting the Park's high quality environment. As advised by the Head of Planning, the LDP was being 
reviewed alongside the internal DM manual, forming the Authority’s LDP2. 

The Authority has informed the public of the delays in progress through the website as follows: 

“The National Park Authority is currently still working on our replacement Local Development Plan (LDP2) although our timetable has been severely disrupted by the pandemic and now phosphate 
issues, we anticipate that the next phase of the LDP development will be reviewed in September 2021” 
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Other Findings 

 
The Planning Directorate was not operating at full staffing capacity at the time of review with a full time member of staff at senior level having been absent for a period of nearly 12 months. 
Another staff member was acting up with their substantive post remaining vacant at the time of review. A temporary Consultant Development Manager had also been appointed to assist the Head 
of Planning in the interim. The organisation alerted the public with a Development Management service update on its website in October 2021, providing an update on Covid-19 Planning Services: 
Current Working Arrangements. The update also states: 

“Over the next 2 -3 months we will keep the situation under review and if capacity increases as a result of the measures we have put in place we will be able to gradually return to more normal 
service delivery.  Please keep an eye out on this webpage for further updates”. 

 
The Corporate Risk Register for Brecon Beacons National Park Authority contained nine risks under the Planning section, all owned by the Head of Planning. A sample of two Planning risks was 
selected for discussion with the Head of Planning as part of this review as follows: 

 R033 – DM Service Performance. It was noted in the Risk Register that the “risk remains” and it was identified upon discussion with the Head of Planning that it was related to the 
aforementioned gap in staffing and the level of staff turnover over the past year. 

 R039 – Risk associated with limitations on scheme of delegation. It was noted in the Risk Register that there is a temporary solution in place but that a long term solution needed to be found 
through the review of the Scheme of Delegation. A discussion with the Head of Planning confirmed that the review was in progress with the first draft having been prepared. 

 
The national policy set in early 2021 for planning applications affecting phosphorous sensitive river Special Areas of Conservation has resulted in a number of planning applications remaining 
‘pending’ (awaiting decision) at Brecon Beacons National Park Authority at the time of review, and as advised by the Head of Planning this is a national issue. It was further advised that the issue 
occurred as it could not be determined how to effectively demonstrate that there is no significant effect on the level of phosphates in the river for affected applications. A review of a report of 
planning applications submitted to Brecon Beacons National Park Authority affected by phosphates identified that there were 75 in total, with a further review of a report of all applications pending 
consideration identifying that this accounted for nearly 30% of all pending applications. As advised by the Head of Planning, legal advice may need to be sought on the matter to ensure a robust 
decision that cannot be challenged. While the complex nature of the matter is taken into consideration, it is considered that a decision needs to be made on the approach to be taken to address 
these applications to ensure they do not remain pending and awaiting decision for the longer term (recommendation 1 refers). 

 
A sample of 10 planning applications received since January 2021 was selected, five where a decision had been made and five which were awaiting decision. All had been validated and 
acknowledged. Five had been validated on the day of receipt and a further three within a maximum of four working days. Two had taken considerably longer – 10 and 18 working days to be 
validated. Acknowledgement for seven of had been within a maximum of five working days from validation although three had taken eight, 12 and 16 working days to be acknowledged. There is 
no prescribed timescale for validation and acknowledgement, although it is considered best practice that this is done as soon as it is reasonably practicable. It was advised by members of the 
Planning Team as part of the review that validation may only be confirmed when the applicant has submitted all relevant and appropriate information although the delays in acknowledgement 
were in the main attributed to workload and leave, including sick leave and the aforementioned staffing changes. Upon further discussion it was identified that, as a result of those staffing matters, 
pragmatic reallocation of responsibilities had been made whereby administrative staff had been responsible for validating application as well as acknowledging since August 2021; previously, 
applications were validated by Planning Officers. Fees had been received for all 10 sampled application either on the date of validation or in advance. 
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Other Findings 

 
As stated in the Welsh Government’s Development Management Manual, the decision on an application is to be made within eight weeks of receipt of a valid application. Of the five within the 
sample where a decision had been made, the eight weeks had not been met, with each taking between 13 and 28 weeks for a decision to be issued. It is further stated that the target is 16 weeks 
if an Environmental Impact Assessment is required although it was advised by the Planning Team that these cases are very rare. An ‘extension of time’ may be applied for and a new expiry date for 
a decision agreed between the Officer and the applicant. Extensions of time had been granted in each of the five sampled cases although it was noted that they were requested once the original 
expiry date had elapsed or was very close to expiring. Upon discussion with the Head of Planning and three Team members at debrief for this review, it was agreed that consideration should be 
given to applying for an extension of time on a timelier basis. It was advised however that applying for an extension of time too early may result in this being done unnecessarily, however as agreed 
with the Team as part of the review balance should be achieved here (recommendation 2 refers).   
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Delivery Risk:  

Failure to deliver the service in an effective manner which meets the requirements of the organisation. 

 

Ref Expected Key Risk Mitigation Effectiveness of 
arrangements 

Cross Reference 
to MAP 

Cross Reference 
to OEM 

PM Performance Monitoring 
There are agreed KPIs for the process which align with the business plan requirements and are 
independently monitored, with corrective action taken in a timely manner. 

In place - 1 

FC Financial Constraint The process operates within the agreed financial budget for the year. In place - - 

R Resilience 
Good practice to respond to business interruption events and to enhance the economic, effective 
and efficient delivery is adopted. 

In place - - 

 

Other Findings 

 
As advised at the debrief for this review, the process for undertaking a quality assurance exercise to ensure the Planning Applications process, timescales for delivery and overall Planning Application 
Management is carried out in accordance with the Development Management Manual is undertaken at sign-off of planning applications, where a check for completeness is carried out, in most 
cases by the Development Management Manager or the Head of Planning. It is advised that consideration should be given to undertaking an additional quality check, as is considered best practice 
sighted at other TIAA clients, for example by undertakings  half-yearly dip sample of applications and feeding back the findings to the Team. Consideration may be given here to whether adopting 
such a practice would contribute to the managing of the risk R033 – DM Service Performance included on the corporate risk register (operational effectiveness matter 1 refers). 

 
A discussion with the Head of Planning corroborated by the review of the management accounts for Planning for November 2021 identified that sound controls were in place for budgetary control, 
which included an established close working relationship between both Planning and Finance Departments. 

 
As electronic payments for planning applications (via BACS Payment Schemes Limited or online via the Planning portal) and online applications (rather than paper copies) were encouraged by the 
Authority prior to the onset of the Covid-19 pandemic, the transition to remote working was facilitated significantly. It was advised that, as a result of the requirement to work remotely, further 
tasks were readily digitalised including the sign-off of planning applications limiting the effect of the pandemic on the process. 
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EXPLANATORY INFORMATION Appendix A 
 

Scope and Limitations of the Review 

1. The definition of the type of review, the limitations and the responsibilities of 
management in regard to this review are set out in the Annual Plan. As set out in 
the Audit Charter, substantive testing is only carried out where this has been 
agreed with management and unless explicitly shown in the scope no such work 
has been performed. 

Disclaimer 

2. The matters raised in this report are only those that came to the attention of the 
auditor during the course of the review, and are not necessarily a comprehensive 
statement of all the weaknesses that exist or all the improvements that might be 
made. This report has been prepared solely for management's use and must not 
be recited or referred to in whole or in part to third parties without our prior 
written consent. No responsibility to any third party is accepted as the report has 
not been prepared, and is not intended, for any other purpose. TIAA neither 
owes nor accepts any duty of care to any other party who may receive this report 
and specifically disclaims any liability for loss, damage or expense of whatsoever 
nature, which is caused by their reliance on our report. 

Effectiveness of arrangements 

3. The definitions of the effectiveness of arrangements are set out below. These 
are based solely upon the audit work performed, assume business as usual, and 
do not necessarily cover management override or exceptional circumstances. 

In place The control arrangements in place mitigate the risk from arising. 

Partially in place 
The control arrangements in place only partially mitigate the risk 
from arising. 

Not in place 
The control arrangements in place do not effectively mitigate the 
risk from arising. 

Assurance Assessment 

4. The definitions of the assurance assessments are: 

Substantial 
Assurance 

There is a robust system of internal controls operating effectively to 
ensure that risks are managed and process objectives achieved. 

Reasonable 
Assurance 

The system of internal controls is generally adequate and operating 
effectively but some improvements are required to ensure that risks 
are managed and process objectives achieved.  

Limited 
Assurance 

The system of internal controls is generally inadequate or not 
operating effectively and significant improvements are required to 
ensure that risks are managed and process objectives achieved.  

No Assurance 
There is a fundamental breakdown or absence of core internal controls 
requiring immediate action. 

Acknowledgement 

5. We would like to thank staff for their co-operation and assistance during the 
course of our work. 

Release of Report 

6. The table below sets out the history of this report. 

Stage Issued Response Received 

Audit Planning Memorandum: 29th October 2021 25th November 2021 

Draft Report: 6th January 2022 14th January 2022 

Final Report: 17th January 2022  
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AUDIT PLANNING MEMORANDUM Appendix B 
 

Client: Brecon Beacons National Park 

Review: Block 2 – Planning 

Type of Review: Assurance Audit Lead: Principal Auditor 
 

Outline scope (per Annual Plan): The review considered the arrangements in place to receive and progress planning and related applications and receipt of fees. The review did not assess the 
appropriateness of decisions made.  

 Directed Delivery 

 Governance Framework: There is a documented process instruction which accords 
with the relevant regulatory guidance, Financial Instructions and Scheme of 
Delegation. 

Performance monitoring: There are agreed KPIs for the process which align with 
the business plan requirements and are independently monitored, with 
corrective action taken in a timely manner. 

Detailed scope will consider: Risk Mitigation: The documented process aligns with the mitigating arrangements 
set out in the corporate risk register. 

Financial constraint: The process operates with the agreed financial budget for 
the year. 

 Compliance: Compliance with statutory, regulatory and policy requirements is 
demonstrated, with action taken in cases of identified non-compliance. 

Resilience: Good practice to respond to business interruption events and to 
enhance the economic, effective and efficient delivery is adopted. 

Requested additions to scope: None. 

Exclusions from scope: As above. 
 

Planned Start Date: 06/12/2021 Exit Meeting Date: 07/12/2021 Exit Meeting to be held with: Head of Planning, Principal Planning Officer (x2), 
Planning Services Supervisor. 

SELF ASSESSMENT RESPONSE 

Matters over the previous 12 months relating to activity to be reviewed Y/N (if Y then please provide brief 
details separately) 

Has there been any reduction in the effectiveness of the internal controls due to staff absences through sickness and/or vacancies etc? Y – Long term absence of Planning Team 
member.  

Have there been any breakdowns in the internal controls resulting in disciplinary action or similar? N 

Have there been any significant changes to the process? Y – New national phosphate guidance 
set early 2021. 

Are there any particular matters/periods of time you would like the review to consider? N 
 


