
1 
 

 
 
 

Shona MacLennan 
Chief Executive 
Bòrd na Gàidhlig 
 
 
By e-mail only 

 
Public Audit and Post-legislative 

Scrutiny Committee 
Room T3.60 

The Scottish Parliament 
EDINBURGH 

EH99 1SP 
 

Direct Tel: (0131) 348 5390 
(RNID Typetalk calls welcome) 

Email: papls.committee@parliament.scot    
 

28 May 2020 
Dear Ms MacLennan, 

2018/19 audit of Bòrd na Gàidhlig  

At its meeting on 16 January 2020, the Public Audit and Post-legislative Scrutiny 

Committee took evidence from the Auditor General on the report, 2018/19 audit of 

Bòrd na Gàidhlig: Governance and transparency. As you know, following that 

evidence session the Committee agreed to take evidence from Bòrd na Gàidhlig and 

the Scottish Government on the issues raised in the report. That session, which was 

due to take place in Inverness, was cancelled due to the impact of Covid-19 and 

social distancing requirements.  

The section 22 report on the 2018/19 audit of Bòrd na Gàidhlig raised serious 

concerns relating to governance and transparency, including “ineffective leadership, 

inadequate workforce planning, a lack of clarity over roles and responsibilities and 

poor relationships and organisational culture.”1 In his evidence to the Committee on 

16 January, Pat Kenny, the auditor, and head of public sector business in Scotland 

at Deloitte LLP, said that he could “not think of another report that has raised such 

serious issues during my time in this role.”2 

Five months have passed since the date of the Committee’s evidence session with 

the Auditor General. The Committee is seeking assurances that significant action 

has been taken in the meantime to address the serious issues identified in her 

report. The response to this letter will determine the Committee’s next steps. The 

Committee is writing separately to the Scottish Government. 

                                            
1 https://www.audit-scotland.gov.uk/uploads/docs/report/2019/s22_191213_bord_gaidhlig.pdf 
2 http://www.parliament.scot/parliamentarybusiness/report.aspx?r=12466&mode=pdf 
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2 
 
Leadership team  
The section 22 report states that poor relationships between members of the 

leadership team meant a lack of cohesiveness in strategic-decision making.3 The 

“Leadership and Governance” report issued to the Audit and Risk Management 

Committee in June 2019 described the current senior management team structure 

as “not fit for purpose” and stated that it “does not have the required skills and 

resources to do their jobs effectively”.4 The annual audit report concluded that 

“substantial development” was required in the leadership of Bòrd na Gàidhlig, 

“particularly in relation to clarity, consistency and capacity of leadership”.5 

In his evidence to the Committee, Pat Kenny indicated that there was “certainly 

scope” for the board to hold the senior management team to account through formal 

performance appraisals.6 

Please set out: 

• the reasons for the problems within the senior management team and 

why these were not addressed earlier;  

• the changes that have been made to the composition and structure of 

the senior leadership team in light of the report’s findings; 

• the action, including training, that has been undertaken to improve the 

capacity and cohesion within the senior management team; 

• confirmation that a system of appraisals is now in place and how, more 

broadly, the board is holding the senior management team to account. 

Workforce and recruitment of key staff 

The section 22 report notes that no organisational workforce plan was in place and 

limited consideration was given to succession planning. It also states that the Bòrd 

faces challenges in recruiting to fill vacant posts, particularly given its policy requiring 

all employees to speak Gaelic. Critically, the Bòrd did not have a Head of Finance for 

around 15 months, between January 2018 and March 2019 and delays in tendering 

for a new outsourced internal audit service resulted in there being no internal audit 

function in April and May 2019.7  

In his evidence to the Committee, Pat Kenny advised that he had recommended that 

the organisation review its policy, suggesting that “there may be scope for Gaelic not 

being a prerequisite for certain roles within the organisation.”8  

Please set out: 

                                            
3 https://www.audit-scotland.gov.uk/uploads/docs/report/2019/s22_191213_bord_gaidhlig.pdf 
4 https://www.audit-
scotland.gov.uk/uploads/docs/report/2019/aar_1819_bord_gaidhlig_wider_scope.pdf 
5 https://www.audit-scotland.gov.uk/uploads/docs/report/2019/aar_1819_bord_gaidhlig.pdf 
6 http://www.parliament.scot/parliamentarybusiness/report.aspx?r=12466&mode=pdf 
7 https://www.audit-scotland.gov.uk/uploads/docs/report/2019/s22_191213_bord_gaidhlig.pdf 
8 http://www.parliament.scot/parliamentarybusiness/report.aspx?r=12466&mode=pdf 
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• why no organisational workforce plan was in place and whether there is 

one now; 

• whether the policy requiring employees to speak Gaelic is a legal 

requirement and whether that policy has been amended in light of the 

auditor’s recommendation; 

• whether the Bòrd now has a permanent Head of Finance and internal 

audit function. 

Openness and transparency 
The section 22 report indicated that there was a lack of openness and transparency 

in decision-making within the organisation, noting that all board and committee 

meetings were held in private and that it can take several months for agendas and 

minutes of board meetings to be made available on the Bòrd’s website.9 The annual 

audit report commented that “there is general consensus that the existing Committee 

structure and governance arrangements are not fit for purpose”.10  

In her evidence to the Committee, Karlyn Watt, senior manager at Deloitte LLP, 

advised that board papers and minutes were now being published on the Bòrd’s 

website.11 In a letter to the Committee on 11 March, the Permanent Secretary 

advised that the next full board meeting would be held in public.12 

Please set out: 
 

• if there was “general consensus” within the Bòrd that the committee 
structure and governance arrangements were not fit for purpose, why 
this had not been addressed; 
 

• confirmation that all board and committee meetings are now being held 
in public; 
 

• the steps being taken more broadly to improve openness and 
transparency across the Bòrd. 

 
Effective scrutiny and challenge by board 

The section 22 report states that there was limited evidence of the board providing 

effective scrutiny and challenge of decision-making or holding senior management to 

account. The report further noted that the previous chair did not carry out annual 

performance appraisals of board members. In May 2018, a review of the members’ 

Code of Conduct was recommended by the board, but this did not take place.13   

                                            
9 https://www.audit-scotland.gov.uk/uploads/docs/report/2019/s22_191213_bord_gaidhlig.pdf 
10 https://www.audit-scotland.gov.uk/uploads/docs/report/2019/aar_1819_bord_gaidhlig.pdf 
11 http://www.parliament.scot/parliamentarybusiness/report.aspx?r=12466&mode=pdf 
12 
https://www.parliament.scot/S5_Public_Audit/General%20Documents/Leslie_Evans_to_PAPLS_Conv
enor_11_March.pdf 
13 https://www.audit-scotland.gov.uk/uploads/docs/report/2019/s22_191213_bord_gaidhlig.pdf 
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In his evidence to the Committee, Pat Kenny stated that there were “serious 

concerns” that the board did not have the necessary skills and experience and that 

“those concerns remain.” Karlyn Watt advised that the audit committee did not have 

the appropriate finance skills and was looking to recruit a board member with such 

skills.14 

 
Please set out: 
 

• whether the board recognised that it was not fulfilling its scrutiny 
function effectively and, if so, why it had failed to address this; 
 

• the changes that have been made to the membership of the board to 
address the serious concerns highlighted in the report; 
 

• the steps the Bòrd has taken to recruit externally for individuals with a 
broader range of skills; 
 

• what the current skills and experience are on the board and how many 
members have specific finance qualifications, skills and experience; 
 

• what ongoing training is being provided to board members in order that 
they can fulfil their scrutiny function effectively; 
 

• whether a review of the members’ Code of Conduct has now taken 
place.  

 
Confusion of roles 
The section 22 report noted that there “was a lack of clarity over the respective roles 

and responsibilities of the senior management team, committees, the Scottish 

Government's sponsor team and the board, with board members becoming too 

involved in operational matters.”15 

 

Please set out what action has been taken by the board and the senior 

management team in discussion with the Scottish Government to ensure that 

everyone is clear about their respective roles. 

 
Improvement plan 
The report states that the audit identified a number of significant issues relating to 

governance and transparency which required urgent action by the board, 

management and the sponsor team. The report explains that these issues are 

covered in the Improvement Plan which was agreed by the board in July 2019.16  

 

                                            
14 http://www.parliament.scot/parliamentarybusiness/report.aspx?r=12466&mode=pdf 
15 https://www.audit-scotland.gov.uk/uploads/docs/report/2019/s22_191213_bord_gaidhlig.pdf 
16 https://www.audit-scotland.gov.uk/uploads/docs/report/2019/s22_191213_bord_gaidhlig.pdf 

http://www.parliament.scot/parliamentarybusiness/report.aspx?r=12466&mode=pdf
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In his evidence to the Committee, Pat Kenny indicated that he was satisfied that the 

improvement plan is adequate, but that his “major concern” was that the Bòrd would 

definitely require external resource and assistance to deliver it on the ground.17 

 

Please set out what external resource, assistance and expertise the Bòrd has 

secured in order that it can deliver the Improvement Plan. 

Impact on and engagement with the Gaelic community 

In her evidence to the Committee, the Auditor General advised that her report did not 

look at the effectiveness of Bòrd na Gàidhlig in carrying out its role. However, she 

indicated that “it was reasonable to assume that the amount of time and energy that 

has been taken up in dealing with some of the problems around Gaelic culture” 

discussed in the report “might have diverted attention from engaging with the Gaelic-

speaking community” and from “thinking longer term about the best approach to 

promoting Gaelic development around Scotland.18 

Please set out: 

• what steps the Bòrd is taking to engage with the Gaelic-speaking 

community to rebuild trust in its ability to deliver the important 

outcomes that the organisation was established to deliver; 

• how the Bòrd is engaging with the Gaelic-speaking community in 

delivering the Improvement Plan; 

• what lessons have been learned by the Bòrd in light of the Auditor 

General’s report. 

The Committee is seeking a response to this letter by 25 June.  

Yours sincerely, 
 

 
 
Anas Sarwar MSP 
Acting Convener 
 

 

                                            
17 http://www.parliament.scot/parliamentarybusiness/report.aspx?r=12466&mode=pdf 
18 http://www.parliament.scot/parliamentarybusiness/report.aspx?r=12466&mode=pdf 
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