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Gàidhlig; 
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Public Audit and Post-legislative Scrutiny Committee 

20th Meeting, 2020 (Session 5), Thursday 24 September 2020 

Section 22 report – The 2018/19 audit of Bòrd na Gàidhlig: Governance and 
transparency 

Introduction 

1. At its meeting on 16 January 2020, the Public Audit and Post-legislative 
Scrutiny Committee took evidence from the Auditor General for Scotland (AGS) 
on the section 22 report entitled The 2018/19 audit of Bòrd na Gàidhlig: 
Governance and transparency. A copy of the report can be found in Annexe A. 
At that meeting, the Committee agreed to invite Bòrd na Gàidhlig and the 
Scottish Government to give evidence on the issues raised in the report. The 
evidence session was subsequently postponed due to the Covid-19 pandemic. 

2. At its meeting today, the Committee will take evidence from Bòrd na Gàidhlig 
and the Scottish Government. 

Background 

3. Following its evidence session with the Auditor General on 16 January, the 
Committee wrote to both the Scottish Government and to Bòrd na Gàidhlig on 
issues arising from the report and evidence session. The correspondence can be 
found at the links below:  

• Letter from Committee to Permanent Secretary (18 February 2020) 
• Letter from Permanent Secretary to Committee  (11 March 2020) 
• Letter from Committee to Bòrd na Gàidhlig (22 May 2020) 
• Letter from Bòrd na Gàidhlig to Committee (24 June 2020) 
• Letter from Committee to Scottish Government (28 May 2020) 
• Letter from Scottish Government (10 July 2020) 

4. The responses from Bòrd na Gàidhlig (24 June) and the Scottish Government (10 
July) are attached in Annexe B.  

 
Clerks to the Committee 

 21 September 2020 
 

  

http://www.parliament.scot/parliamentarybusiness/report.aspx?r=12466&mode=pdf
https://www.audit-scotland.gov.uk/uploads/docs/report/2019/s22_191213_bord_gaidhlig.pdf
https://www.audit-scotland.gov.uk/uploads/docs/report/2019/s22_191213_bord_gaidhlig.pdf
https://www.parliament.scot/S5_Public_Audit/General%20Documents/20200218_ltr_to_Perm_Sec.pdf
https://www.parliament.scot/S5_Public_Audit/General%20Documents/Leslie_Evans_to_PAPLS_Convenor_11_March.pdf
https://www.parliament.scot/S5_Public_Audit/General%20Documents/ltr_to_Bord_na_Gaidhlig.pdf
https://www.parliament.scot/S5_Public_Audit/General%20Documents/200624_Bord_na_Gaidhlig_response.pdf
https://www.parliament.scot/S5_Public_Audit/General%20Documents/Bord_na_Gaidhlig_ltr_to_DGECJ.pdf
https://www.parliament.scot/S5_Public_Audit/General%20Documents/Letter_to_PAPLS_Committee_from_Paul_Johnston_.pdf


The 2018/19 audit 
of Bòrd na Gàidhlig
Governance and transparency

Prepared for the Public Audit & Post-Legislative Scrutiny Committee by the Auditor General for Scotland
Made under section 22 of the Public Finance and Accountability (Scotland) Act 2000

December 2019

                        A   n  n  e  x  e   A



Audit Scotland is a statutory body set up in April 2000 under the Public 
Finance and Accountability (Scotland) Act 2000. We help the Auditor General 
for Scotland and the Accounts Commission check that organisations 
spending public money use it properly, efficiently and effectively.

Auditor General for Scotland
The Auditor General’s role is to:

• appoint auditors to Scotland’s central government and NHS bodies

• examine how public bodies spend public money

• help them to manage their finances to the highest standards

• check whether they achieve value for money.

The Auditor General is independent and reports to the Scottish Parliament 
on the performance of:

• directorates of the Scottish Government

• government agencies, eg the Scottish Prison Service,
Historic Environment Scotland

• NHS bodies

• further education colleges

• Scottish Water

• NDPBs and others, eg Scottish Police Authority, Scottish Fire and
Rescue Service.

You can find out more about the work of the Auditor General on our website: 
www.audit-scotland.gov.uk/about-us/auditor-general 

http://www.audit-scotland.gov.uk/about-us/auditor-general
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Introduction 

1. Bòrd na Gàidhlig (The Bòrd) is an executive non-departmental public body established under

the Gaelic Language (Scotland) Act 2005. The Bòrd is the principal public body in Scotland

responsible for promoting Gaelic development and providing advice to the Scottish Ministers

on Gaelic issues. The Bòrd is based in Inverness and employs around 19 staff. It is funded by

grant-in-aid from the Scottish Government and its 2018/19 net expenditure was £5.3 million.

2. This report is based on the 2018/19 audit of the Bòrd and draws to Parliament's attention

issues relating to governance and transparency. The auditor has given an unqualified opinion

on the 2018/19 annual report and accounts of the Bòrd.

Governance and transparency 

3. The Bòrd is an executive non-departmental public body sponsored by the Directorate for

Learning within the Education, Communities and Justice portfolio of the Scottish Government.

At the end of 2018/19, the Board consisted of a Chair (interim) and nine members who were

appointed by Scottish Ministers.1 The Bòrd's board is responsible for the overall management,

strategic direction and performance of the body. During 2018/19, the board was supported by

a People Committee, Learning Committee, Gaelic Usage Committee and an Audit and Risk

Management Committee. The Bòrd's leadership team is led by a Chief Executive and consists

of a Director of Gaelic Education (interim), Director of Language Planning and Community

Developments and a Head of Corporate Services.2 Exhibit 1.

1 Between April and December 2018, the board consisted of a chair and 10 members. 
2 The leadership team also included a Communications and Events Manager until December 2018. This role 

was outsourced from February 2019. 
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Exhibit 1 

Bòrd na Gàidhlig's leadership structure 2018/19 

Source: Audit Scotland 

The board
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Panel

Audit & Risk 
Management 
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4. During the 2018/19 audit of the Bòrd, the auditor raised several concerns relating to

governance and transparency. These covered a wide-range of issues including ineffective

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

poor relationships and organisational culture. The issues identified by the auditor included:

• Concerns over the structure, capacity, skills and effectiveness of the leadership team.

Poor relationships between members of the leadership team meant a lack of

cohesiveness in strategic decision-making. The auditors believed that these issues led to

a lack of confidence and a culture of mistrust throughout the organisation.

• No organisational workforce plan was in place and limited consideration was given to

succession planning. The Bòrd faces challenges in recruiting to fill vacant posts,

particularly given the policy that requires all employees to speak Gaelic.

• The Bòrd did not have a Head of Finance for around 15 months, between January 2018

and March 2019. In September 2018, an agreement was made with a comparable body

to provide financial oversight, but this ceased the following month due to capacity issues

with the provider. An external supplier was appointed between January 2019 and March

2019 to prepare the 2018/19 annual accounts.

• Delays in tendering for a new outsourced internal audit service meant there was no

internal audit function in April and May 2019. The previous internal auditor was appointed

Head of Finance on a part-time basis from April 2019.

• There was a lack of openness and transparency in decision-making within the

organisation. All board and committee meetings are held in private. It can take several



Page 6 The 2018/19 audit of Bὸrd na Gàidhlig 

months for agendas and minutes of board meetings to be made available on the Bòrd's 

website. At the time of the audit (May 2019), the last agenda and minutes published were 

from June 2018.  

• There was limited evidence of the board providing effective scrutiny and challenge of

decision-making or holding senior management to account for their performance.

Recommendations from past audits or reviews were not always implemented. There was

also a lack of consideration of whether ongoing grant funding to organisations was

contributing towards the Bòrd's strategic aims and thus achieving value for money.

• 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. A review of the

effectiveness of the Audit and Risk Management Committee was carried out in February

2019 with an action plan agreed in November 2019. No similar review of effectiveness

has taken place of the board or any of the other committees. The previous Chair did not

carry out annual performance appraisals of board members as required by good practice

guidance. In May 2018, a review of the members' Code of Conduct was recommended by

the Board, but this did not take place.

5. The audit identified a number of significant issues relating to governance and transparency

which require urgent action by the board, management and the sponsor team. In July 2019,

the board agreed an improvement plan based on the issues and recommendations identified

by the auditor. These cover governance and transparency, financial management, financial

sustainability and value for money. An Improvement Plan Steering Group has been

established to monitor the implementation of the plan and report progress to the board and the

Audit and Risk Management Committee.

Conclusion 

6. All public bodies, irrespective of their size, must demonstrate clear and effective governance

and make key decisions in an open and transparent way. Openness and transparency build

confidence and trust in an organisation and those leading it. The Bòrd's leadership team and

board must deliver and demonstrate significant improvements in the issues raised by the

auditor. This will be necessary to establish the trust and confidence of staff and stakeholders,

including the Parliament and the public. I have asked the auditor to monitor the Bòrd's

progress and report, as appropriate, following the 2019/20 audit.
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24 June 2020

Anas Sarwar MSP
Acting Convenor
Public Audit and Post-legislative Scrutiny Committee
The Scottish Parliament

Via email: papls.committee@parliament.scot

Dear Convenor,

2018/19 Audit of Bòrd na Gàidhlig

Thank you for your letter of 28 May 2020, following the Committee’s evidence
session with the Auditor General on the report, 2018-19 Audit of Bòrd na Gàidhlig:
Governance and Transparency.

Bòrd na Gàidhlig welcomes the opportunity to respond to the Committee and would

like to offer information which we trust will demonstrate that we have taken significant

action to address the issues identified in the Auditor General’s report.

The Section 22 Report and the earlier Interim Report on Governance and

Transparency have been drivers of change at all levels in the organisation.  Although

these were difficult reports to receive, the organisation has considered them in detail

and implemented considerable improvements as a result, and is continuing the

programme of ongoing development.

Key steps to date include:

• The Leadership Team structure has been developed and members have

undergone effective training and coaching leading to enhanced team working

• Openness and transparency have been greatly improved.

• Relationships, responsibilities and boundaries have been clarified, resulting in

more effective outcomes

• Board members have had relevant and appropriate training, and a member

with extensive financial skills has joined the board

• The Committee structure has been reviewed and rationalised, ensuring that

effective governance is achieved

• A review of the Code of Conduct, further training and the development of a

Code of Conduct Policy have all contributed to effective discharge of board

members’ responsibilities

• All board and committee meetings are held in public, online, with agreed

protocols for advertising meetings and making papers available, leading to

greater transparency of decision-making

Annexe B

mailto:papls.committee@parliament.scot


• Improved engagement with staff, better training and development systems,

and workforce planning is in place, contributing to a desirable working

environment

• An Improvement Plan is in place, a large portion of the recommendations

have been implemented and improvement work continues.

Detailed information is included in the attached response and I trust that this gives a

full account of the work we have implemented to deliver significant improvement in

our organisation.  I would be very pleased to provide any other information either in

writing or in person to the Committee if you should so desire.

Deagh dhùrachd

Shona C MacLennan
Ceannard
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Introduction

The Wider Scope Audit carried out by Deloitte on behalf of Audit Scotland was the most

intensive scrutiny that the organisation has undergone in its history.  Prior to that, annual audits were

carried out under a reduced wider scope basis1.

It may be helpful for some members of the Committee to have information on the background to the

Gaelic Language (Scotland) Act 2005 and Bòrd na Gàidhlig, and this is available in Appendix 1.

In reflecting on the Committee’s questions, a common theme is clear.  Many of the challenges in the

organisation arose from attempting to deliver more than it is resourced to do or required by the Act.

There has been a tendency at all levels – stakeholders, board members and staff – to want Bòrd na

Gàidhlig to take on others’ responsibilities, fill a gap, or create a new initiative when, by doing so,

Gaelic will benefit.   This led to an over-ambitious programme which caused systems to deteriorate,

or not be developed, tensions to arise or expectations to remain unfulfilled.  The board had

recognised this in the latter half of 2018 and set out to address it.  The Improvement Plan arising

from the 18/19 Audit provided additional structure for implementing change.

Leadership Team

The reasons for the problems within the senior management team and why these were not
addressed earlier;

The period preceding her appointment saw a high level of turnover in CEOs and acting CEOs,
leading to frequent changes in leadership styles which contributed in part to poor relationships
within the senior management team.

At the time the current Ceannard (CEO) took up her appointment, there was also a significant and
urgent piece of work to deliver the 3rd National Gaelic Language Plan, and this took a year to
complete.  Over that demanding time, it became clear that evaluation and change was essential,
including a more robust performance management system. However, the ability to deliver these was
constrained by vacancies in senior posts which increased the workload of the other members of SMT
and that of other staff.  The previous administration structure did not include any roles to provide
executive or administrative support for SMT members, again adding to workloads.

As part of the programme of change, a robust performance management system and a
comprehensive staff survey were introduced – the first survey for 5 years – which brought to light a
number of serious concerns2.   An independent and confidential report was commissioned which
reported on the same themes.  In order to address these, the organisation committed to Investors in
People, as an external benchmark and framework for improvement in leading, supporting and
developing people.  The resulting Skills for Growth review, carried out in in autumn 2018, highlighted
the need to develop leadership capacity and collaborative working as well as workload issues which
further impacted on relationships.

The changes that have been made to the composition and structure of the senior leadership
team in light of the report’s findings:

1 https://www.audit-scotland.gov.uk/uploads/docs/report/2016/code_audit_practice_16.pdf, para 53 
2 The ratings for the original and subsequent two surveys are included in Appendix II 

https://www.audit-scotland.gov.uk/uploads/docs/report/2016/code_audit_practice_16.pdf
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At the time of the audit (Jan/Feb 2019) the senior leadership team comprised the Ceannard, one
director, the head of corporate services and there were two vacant posts – one director and the
communications manager.  Financial management advice was provided by an external organisation.

Since then, a Head of Finance has been in post from April 2019; an experienced Director of Gaelic
Education was recruited in August 2019 and the Head of Corporate Services departed the
organisation in January 2020.

The leadership team now comprises the Ceannard, two directors and a head of finance.  The
directors lead on three of the corporate aims – using and promoting Gaelic; and learning.  All these
posts are permanent.  This is a more focused structure  than previously.

The leadership team is supported by an increased middle management tier (two new posts –
Operations Manager and Education Manager) and a communications officer.

The action, including training, that has been undertaken to improve the capacity and
cohesion within the senior management team:

The People Committee considered the Skills for Growth review and requested that a proposal for
senior management team development be brought to them and to the Board.  The proposal,
presented to the board in February 2019 (around the time of the audit), sought authorisation for a
package of support which would review the organisation’s remit and delivery; the organisational
structure; develop a plan for change management and provide training and coaching support to
senior managers.  This external support has been in place since May 2019 and has delivered a
number of actions which have improved the capacity and cohesion within the senior team.

Training to date has included an effective programme of workshops with a very experienced
executive coach whose company is included in the Scottish Government framework agreement for
leadership development.  The content of the programme was based on members of the senior
leadership team carrying out psychometric tests, self-evaluating on a leadership questionnaire and
discussion with the coach to create a leadership programme which would address the main issues.
The programme was delivered over the second half of 2019 and the impact was assessed by
completing the same leadership questionnaire to identify progress or further development needs.

Each member of the leadership team also received one-to-one coaching from experienced executive
coaches and two members have personal mentors who are senior figures in Scottish public bodies.

The ongoing programme of external advisory suppport also provides advice to the Ceannard on
ways to further develop the capacity of the leadership team.  They also provide advice on the
programme of development to increase management capacity and capability which aims to increase
managers’ skills and capacities to undertake more responsibilities.

A second phase of coaching commenced this month (June 2020) to further develop capacity and
skills in the leadership team evidencing a commitment to continued growth.

Operationally, there have been three main developments to increase collaboration.  One is the
practice, introduced in August 2019, where leadership team reviews together the papers being
presented to committees or the board.  This has developed both the quality of the papers being
presented as well as the skills of team members in their approach to writing and presenting papers.

Another has been the appointment of an executive assistant to provide administrative support,
thereby reducing administrative tasks previously delivered by senior managers.  The third is
described below.
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Confirmation that a system of appraisals in now in place and how, more broadly, the board
is holding the senior management team to acccount

There is a robust system of appraisals in place across the organisation.  Since September 2019, a
more frequent (6-weekly) documented discussion is held between each line manager and their
individual team members to review targets, progress, challenges and training and development
needs.  This has improved communication, monitoring of progress and systems for identifying
training and development needs.

The employee performance management system was reviewed by the internal auditors in March
2020 and the system was rated as substantial (ie Controls largely satisfactory although some
weaknesses identified, recommendations for improvement made.).  It identified four areas of good
practice; and the four recommendations made have been implemented.

The Ceannard’s performance is reviewed by the Cathraiche (Chair) on a biannual basis.  The board
members are invited to contribute views to the Cathraiche in advance of the appraisal meeting and
meetings are documented using a standard performance appraisal form.  These documents are now
signed and dated on completion .

A more focused, strategic and effective system for board members to challenge senior officers and
hold them to account has been  implemented by developments in how and what information is
presented to board and committees.  Board members have also undertaken training in their roles
and responsibilities leading to more effective challenge.

Board and committee meetings, which are webcast, are another way in which the board hold senior
management to account and are seen to hold them to account.  Regular progress reporting at
quarterly committee and board meetings is scrutinised and questioned and the board members
themselves have undertaken development activities to increase their knowledge and skills.

Workforce and recruitment of key staff

Why no organisational workforce plan was in place?

A workforce plan is in place and has been approved by the board.  It is now an established part of

the organisation’s planning and resourcing systems and is listed in the Policy and Resources

Committee work plan, the document which ensures that all appropriate items are considered by the

Committee on an annual or more frequent basis.

Due to workload and skills levels, some systems were not as robust as required, including workforce

planning.  However, as a result of the Skills for Growth review carried out in late 2018, the

organisation began developing a people strategy which identified that further workforce planning was

required and this was developed.

Whether the policy to require employees to speak Gaelic is a legal requirement and whether

that policy has been amended in light of the auditor’s recommendation?

It is not a legal requirement of the Gaelic Language (Scotland) Act 2005 that Bòrd na Gàidhlig

employees speak Gaelic.

Several years ago, Bòrd na Gàidhlig produced and published guidance on the website which

considered the effect that the Equality Act 2010 may have on recruitment processes.  The guidance

was based on independent legal advice, advice from the Equality and Human Rights Commission

and other background information.
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The guidance states that “It is unlikely to be unlawful, under the Equality Act 2010, to designate

Gaelic as a ‘desirable’ or ‘necessary’ skill, as long as there is a genuine ‘occupational requirement’”

Bòrd na Gàidhlig recognises that the ability to speak, read, write and understand Gaelic is a genuine

occupational requirement, as Gaelic is the default language of the workplace and communication

with many stakeholders is through the medium of Gaelic every day.  The organisation believes that

the Gaelic community and other stakeholders would agree that Gaelic is a genuine occupational

requirement for staff.

There has not been a blanket policy requirement for all Bòrd na Gàidhlig staff to be fluent in Gaelic

and there have been staff employed who were not fluent speakers.  All were supported to develop

their language skills.   Gaelic is a skill which can be acquired through intergenerational transmission

(e.g. as a child from parents), at school or as an adult and staff represent Gaelic speakers from all

three categories

Following the auditor’s recommendation, Bòrd na Gàidhlig reviewed its Gaelic policy and agreed that

it would be appropriate to develop its own Gaelic language plan.  This includes a clear statement

that Bòrd na Gàidhlig employees need to be able to use Gaelic in order to deliver the organisation’s

commitments.  It recognises the challenges faced at times to recruit specialist staff who also have

Gaelic language skills and includes a mechanism for the relaxation of the language criterion if

recruitment has been unsuccessful.

Whether the Bòrd now has a permanent Head of Finance and internal audit function.

Bòrd na Gàidhlig has had a permanent Head of Finance in post since 1 April 2019 and the internal
audit function is provided by Wylie & Bisset LLP.

Openness and transparency

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?

The Framework Document, drawn up by Scottish Government, specifies that Bòrd na Gàidhlig must

have an Audit Committee and this has been in place since the organisation was established.  The

committee structure and governance arrangements were further developed to better match the

priorities in the National Gaelic Language Plan and Bòrd na Gàidhlig’s Corporate Plan, creating a

Gaelic Usage and a Gaelic Education Committee.  In addition, due to the concerns raised in the staff

survey, the board were of the view that it was appropriate to establish a sub-committee of the board

to take forward people matters and in August 2018 a People Committee was formed.

The level of work involved in supporting the board and the four committees, as well as a working

group on the third corporate priority of Promoting Gaelic, was onerous for the small team of office

staff and for the officers servicing the committees, particularly in light of vacancies at senior level.

The working group on Promoting Gaelic completed its work and held its last meeting in December

2018.

The impact of workload was most challenging in the period from September to December 2018, just

prior to the wider scope audit carried out in January/February 2019.

Since then, the committee structure has been rationalised and there are now two committees of the

board – Policy and Resources, and Audit and Assurance.  There is a sub-group of the Audit and

Assurance Committee which oversees the implementation of the organisation’s Improvement Plan.

The last was a recommendation from the Audit 18/19.
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The consequence of considered strategic planning in this area is the delivery of a secure structure, 

which can be resourced appropriately.   

Confirmation that all board and committee meetings are now being held in public: 

As a result of the findings of the most recent audit, the board reviewed its practices again and all 
board and committee meetings are now held in public, and available to view online. 
 
The previous audit had considered openness and transparency under Specific Risks and concluded 
that the systems then in place were sufficient.   
 
As well as the meetings being available to the public, agendas and papers are published online as 
is information about the meeting process3, and the meetings are promoted both in advance and on 
the day of the meeting. 
 
Board and committee meetings are webcast which is a far more effective way of increasing access 
to the public.  In ‘normal’ times, the meeting would have been held in Inverness which would have 
limited those likely to attend to people living in or around the Inverness area.  Meetings will continue 
to be webcast as standard practice in the foreseeable future. 
 
The steps being taken more broadly to improve openness and transparency across the Bòrd:  

The board carried out a review of its practices against the On Board guidance and the 

recommendations of the Audit Scotland report on Openness and Transparency in December 2019.  

It identified a number of actions deliver improvements including holding board meetings in public; 

updating the Publication Scheme; and improvements to the website as the main access to 

information.   

In February 2019, the board agreed a proposal to develop a new Communications Strategy.  Its 

development involved board members, staff and stakeholders and the strategy is now being 

implemented.  The recruitment of a new Communications Officer in November 2019 has 

strengthened communications significantly internally and externally, with steady growth in user 

numbers in social media platforms and in press releases about Bòrd na Gàidhlig’s work. 

There has been a programme of development of the existing website to ensure information is current 

and this is ongoing work.  As part of this the Publication Scheme has been revised and is being 

published this month.  An officer has been allocated responsibility for ensuring that information on 

the website is current and links work.  This was an area which was highlighted by the audit as 

contributing to lack of openness.   

Internally, communications have been strengthened with the development of a number of 

mechanisms to increase openness between senior management and the rest of the team.  These 

have contributed to increased scores on communication and potentially other aspects of 

engagement as assessed in the recent staff survey (see Appendix I). 

Prior to the board meeting being held in public, individual board members  were featured in social 

media feeds to increase awareness of who the board members are, their locations, knowledge and 

interests.   

As described above, webcasting has greatly increased the accessibility of board and committee 

meetings to those interested, no matter where they are in the world.  All committee and board 

meetings will be webcast even when office based again. 

 
3 https://www.gaidhlig.scot/wp-content/uploads/2020/05/FAQ-BnG-airson-pàipearan-a-bhuird-air-an-làrach-
lìn-B-FINAL.pdf 
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Webcast meetings are advertised through impactful social media platforms in advance and again on 

the day of the meeting.  Information is also e-mailed to stakeholders such as main-funded 

organisations and Gaelic organisations or individuals who have requested information from us.  All 

papers that are not official sensitive are available on the Bòrd’s website and links to these are given 

in the information. 

The current situation has impacted on the Bòrd’s ability to interact directly with specific communities 

– a planned open meeting to be held in Stornoway, Isle of Lewis in March, and a committee meeting 

to be held in Tiree in May, which would have included a community meeting, both had to be 

cancelled.  However, a Facebook Live Q and A event scheduled for August will be part of building 

more direct community engagement. 

Overall, through implementing a series of changes in practice the organisation is now gathering 

supportive evidence regarding increased communication with key interest groups to ensure there is 

greater community buy-in.   

Effective scrutiny and challenge by board 

 
Whether the board recognised that it was not fulfilling its scrutiny function effectively and, if 

so, why it had failed to address this? 

The committee structure previously referred to was a contributory factor in board members 
considering that they were not as effective in their scrutiny function as they were required to be and 
this was about to be addressed at the time of the audit through the commission of a review of 
organisational remit and delivery.   
 
There was also an imbalance between support and challenge functions of the board due to the 
recognition of the excessive workload being undertaken at that time by members of the leadership 
team, due to vacancies in the organisation.  Subsequent training on roles and responsibilities of 
board members has strengthened skills in this area, as has the development of a better system of 
presenting appropriate information to the board. 
 
It was also recognised by the board that the system of board member appraisals was not carried out 
systematically during 2017 and 2018 and that this was an area to be addressed.  This impacted on 
the appraisal system for the CEO as well, in that, although appraisals were carried out, the 
documentation was not completed.  The Interim Chair carried out a full programme of appraisals in 
19/20, including two with the CEO, and she in turn was appraised by SG.  This programme is now 
established in the board’s calendar of work. 
 
As identified in the Improvement Plan, a more robust appraisal system has been implemented and 
all appraisals have been completed and there is a process for ensuring that this is maintained.   
 
The changes that have been made to the membership of the board to address the serious 

concerns highlighted in the report;  

At the time of the audit the board comprised an interim chair and 10 board members. The number of 
board members has reduced to five plus the chair due to board members standing down or coming 
to the end of their terms of office.  

The position of the interim chair was made permanent in March 2020 and at the same time, a new 
board member was appointed who is a qualified accountant and a member of the Chartered Institute 
of Public Finance and Accountancy (CIPFA). His career has centred on public finance: he has 
worked in international development projects funded by DFID, the World Bank and EU, contributing 
technical assistance and financial training to government and other public bodies in more than 25 
developing countries. 
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Existing board members have also undertaken training and development activities to increase their 
knowledge and skills, particularly in those areas of serious concern. 

The steps the Bòrd has taken to recruit externally for individuals with a broader range of 

skills:  

Responsibility for appointments to public bodies lies with the Public Appointments Unit of Scottish 
Government.  However, Bòrd na Gàidhlig is fully involved in the process through discussing the skills 
and diversity requirements with SG; a board member is a member of the recruitment panel; and the 
Bòrd also promotes the vacancy through various channels.  The annual process of assessing board 
members’ skills using a bespoke template and the composition of the board has been completed 
and informs the recruitment process. 
 
It is planned to recruit two more board members but this is on hold due to the impact of Covid-19 on 
the work of the Public Appointments Unit of Scottish Government. 
 
The improved communication processes are valuable in offering an opportunity to promote the work 
of the board in general, and opportunities to become a board member.  The chair of the meeting 
encourages those attending to consider the work of the board and promotes the opportunity for 
individuals to become board members.   
 
What the current skills and experience are on the board and how many members have 

specific finance qualifications, skills and experience?  

There are six members on the board including the chair.  One, as advised above, has financial 
qualifications and extensive knowledge of public finance, gained over 25 years.  Other skills include 
statutory and continuing education, senior management in the public sector, minority language 
planning, community development, project management, and media, marketing and 
communications.  
 
What ongoing training is being provided to board members in order that they can fulfil their 
scrutiny function effectively?  
 
Board members have an annual appraisal with the Chair of the board which includes discussion on 
training and development needs.  In addition, board members have a personal development plan.  
 
During the year 19/20, board members participated in training and development on a range of topics, 
including governance and in particular conflicts of interest.  Some board members have used 
opportunities to observe other public bodies’ processes through attending their board and committee 
meetings.   
 
Whether a review of the members’ Code of Conduct has now taken place.  

A review of the Code of Conduct has taken place.  This compared the existing Bòrd na Gàidhlig 
Code of Conduct with the Model Code of Conduct4 provided by the Standards Commission.  The 
Bòrd’s Code includes an additional paragraph which was approved by Scottish Ministers and the 
Standards Commission. 
 
As part of the drive for continuous improvement, On Board Training and Consultancy developed a 
Conflicts of Interest Policy5 which has been approved by the board.   
 

 
4 https://www.standardscommissionscotland.org.uk/codes-of-conduct/members-model-code-of-conduct 
5 https://www.gaidhlig.scot/wp-content/uploads/2020/05/BnG-01-2021-Papers-for-BnG-Board-Meeting-Part-
2-Open-Session-26-05-2020.pdf#page=121 
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The Standards Commission is developing a new Model Code of Conduct for NDPBs and when it is
finalised, Bòrd na Gàidhlig will adopt the revised code.

Bòrd na Gàidhlig referred the organisation to the Standards Commission as per the auditors’
recommendation.  The advice was that whether public bodies hold their meetings in public or private
is a matter for internal corporate governance.  In addition, the Standards Commission advised that
they oversee matters relating to individuals, not organisations.

A complaint was raised with the Commissioner for Ethical Standards in Public Life regarding an
individual board member in line with the auditors’ recommendation.  The complaint was dismissed.

Confusion of roles

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.

Clarity of roles and responsibilities has been strengthened by a number of actions.  These include

training for audit committee members and members of SMT on the contents of the Scottish Public

Finance Manual; on roles and responsibilities of board members, and terms of reference for

committees.  All board members attended training on roles and responsibilities delivered by On

Board Training and Consultancy Ltd.

Board and committee papers are issued to Sponsor Division in advance of meetings and they are

informed of decisions made after the meetings.  Members of Sponsor Division no longer attend board

or committee meetings.

The Chair and Ceannard also held a meeting with Sponsor Division to review roles and

responsibilities and agreed a number of actions including the re-establishment of the programme of

formal quarterly meetings as well as the continuation of informal discussions on an ad hoc basis.

As a consequence of the changes that have been successfully implemented, there is now an

appropriate structure in place to ensure continuing liaison takes place between the Bòrd and the

Sponsor Division.

Improvement plan

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

order that it can deliver the Improvement Plan.

As referred to above, the board had recognised prior to the 18/19 audit that it needed to carry out a

review of the organisation including the structure and skills of the senior management team.  The

organisation which provided the support to facilitate the organisational review and the development

of the SMT was retained to provide support for change management.  This has focused on

developing skills, and support to plan and deliver improvement within the organisation.

In addition, Scottish Government agreed with another public body, Scottish Natural Heritage, to

provide additional support which included board member mentorship, internal audit analysis of the

key areas of the improvement plan drafted by Deloitte creating a more focused and simpler document

which strengthened internal communications on priorities and progress.

As agreed by the board in February 2019, external expertise was sought to develop a

communications strategy.  Again, this work was carried out through involving staff and stakeholders

in its formation.
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Impact on and engagement with the Gaelic community 

 
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;  

A promising start has been made on rebuilding trust with the recognition that is a process that will 

take time. 

 

As a result of the Covid-19 crisis, the Bòrd has developed a range of strategies to increase 

communication and provide support for Gaelic organisations and public authorities with Gaelic 

language plans.  These comprise: 

• Immediate communication with officers in public authorities regarding expectations around 

their authorities’ Gaelic language plans 

• Immediate communication, re-assuring the main-funded Gaelic organisations and other 

organisations in receipt of grant funding of Bòrd na Gàidhlig’s support 

• The establishment of a Covid-19 resilience fund to support innovation and up-skilling for 

organisations to address challenges and opportunities arising from lockdown 

• A survey of funded organisations to assess the impact of Covid-19 on their activities, with a 

view to the longer-term strategy for growth 

• Individual meetings with the main-funded organisations to discuss alternative ways to deliver 

their activities 

• Establishing a programme of monthly meetings with the CEOs of a range of Gaelic 

organisations (public and 3rd sector) to identify priorities, and to co-ordinate collective advice 

to Scottish Ministers on Covid-related strategies such as Scotland’s Route Map 

• Working with Gaelic organisations to encourage increased communication to SG on the 

importance of, and impact on Gaelic, in policy areas such as the Covid Education Recovery 

Group 

• Collaborating with main-funded organisations to a create co-ordinated programme of online 

resources to support young people to use Gaelic while learning from home and outwith the 

language immersion environment of school. 

 

This engagement has been very well received, by the Gaelic community and parents in particular, 

as a co-ordinated and collective response to unprecedented challenges. 

 

Prior to the publication of the audit report, in May 2019, the organisation carried out a stakeholder 

survey, which was available online and unattributable.  67% of respondents stated that they strongly 

agreed, and 30% that they agreed (ie 97% in total) with the statement that the Bòrd na Gàidhlig staff 

were helpful to them or to their organisation6.   

 

Following the publication of the Section 22 and the Governance and Transparency Report, the 

Ceannard contacted the main Gaelic organisations, particularly those funded by Bòrd na Gàidhlig, 

seeking an opportunity to meet and discuss the reports with their chief executives.  This offer was 

taken up by all the organisations contacted and individual meetings were held with each.   

 

The Annual Report and Accounts 2018/197 which were published in December 2019 provided 

information on what the organisation delivered for the Gaelic community in that year.   

 
6 https://www.gaidhlig.scot/wp-content/uploads/2020/06/gearr-iomradh-suirbhidh-luchd-uidhe-bng-2019.pdf  
7 https://www.gaidhlig.scot/wp-content/uploads/2019/12/Annual-Report-2018-19.pdf (pp 40-70) 

https://www.gaidhlig.scot/wp-content/uploads/2020/06/gearr-iomradh-suirbhidh-luchd-uidhe-bng-2019.pdf
https://www.gaidhlig.scot/wp-content/uploads/2019/12/Annual-Report-2018-19.pdf
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Holding board and committee meetings open to the public is another significant step.  The board

meeting will always review progress on the organisation’s operational plan and this demonstrates

what the Bòrd is delivering for the Gaelic community and more widely as progress towards the

National Gaelic Language Plan.

The fourth quarter report for the year 2019/208 reviewed at the May 2020 board meeting

demonstrates that the organisation is on target to achieving the majority of its KPIs for the year; and

for the Operational Plan 19/20 73 actions were completed; progress made on 8; and 4 were not

delivered.

How the Bòrd is engaging with the Gaelic-speaking community in delivering the Improvement

Plan?

There are a number of ways in which the Bòrd is engaging effectively with the Gaelic-speaking

community in delivery of the Improvement Plan and the current situation has provided more

opportunities for relationships to be strengthened.

In advance of webcast board and committee meetings, there is extensive promotion of the meetings

on social media.  At the meetings, all those viewing are asked to contact us if they have questions

or recommendations they would like to make or follow-up in any way on the meetings.

As part of ongoing development, in 2018/19 the Bòrd developed three-year funding agreements with

the main-funded organisations who deliver services which contribute to its corporate priorities.  In

the period preceding the introduction of these agreements, there was an extensive consultation

period and that has been continued to further develop challenge and monitoring to ensure that all

involved provide value for money.

The board members themselves are drawn from a range of Gaelic communities, with some members

living in the Western Isles and heavily involved in various community initiaitves.  Other members are

central-belt based, and involved with learner and education communities.  Some are also involved

in traditional societies as choir members or societies which promote research and tradition-bearing.

The implementation of the Communication Strategy has also increased engagement with the Gaelic-

speaking communities through increased social media traffic – incoming as well as outgoing.  During

19/20 a range of community engagement events were held, which has been normal practice for the

Bòrd since its establishment.

What lessons have been learned by the Bòrd in light of the Auditor General’s report.

There are a significant number of areas where Bòrd na Gàidhlig has fundamentally improved its

structures, systems and processes which address the concerns raised by the Auditor General’s

report.

The importance of effective self-evaluation processes is recognised and these are now in place,

ensuring that governance systems are operated appropriately.   Robust self-evaluation at all levels

8 https://www.gaidhlig.scot/wp-content/uploads/2020/05/BnG-01-2021-Pàipearan-26-05-2020-Seisean-
Fosgailte.pdf#page=2 (p15) 

https://www.gaidhlig.scot/wp-content/uploads/2020/05/BnG-01-2021-P%C3%A0ipearan-26-05-2020-Seisean-Fosgailte.pdf#page=2
https://www.gaidhlig.scot/wp-content/uploads/2020/05/BnG-01-2021-P%C3%A0ipearan-26-05-2020-Seisean-Fosgailte.pdf#page=2
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has led to increased understanding of the development needs of the organisation and they are the 

ongoing basis for building and improving the systems necessary for an effective public body. 

One of the main lessons has been that of achieving balance – specifically between ambition and 

resources; and passion for the language and the requirements of good governance expected of a 

public body.  This has led to the Bòrd having a clearer focus on its core purpose and strategies which 

will enable the organisation to deliver the outcomes and impact required for those who support 

Gaelic. 

The importance of training and development systems at planning, implementation and evaluation 

levels has been emphasised.  Their impact and importance for effective collective and cohesive 

action has been reinforced. Board members have developed their skills in leading the organisation 

and challenging effectively those responsible for delivery of the organisation’s corporate aims.  The 

leadership team has learned the importance and power of collective and cohesive action which was 

essential to bring the organisation forward from the challenges it faced. 

The organisation as a whole has increased levels of knowledge and skills in clarifying and 

communicating responsbilities, in discharging these appropriately and in respecting boundaries.  

This has had a positive impact on the governance structure, engagement internally between board, 

leadership team and staff, and externally with Sponsor Division and with stakeholders. 

One of the areas which is most challenging, and will continue to be, is engaging with the wide range 

of views in Scotland, from those who believe that the Act should be replaced by much stronger 

legislation and the Bòrd by a language commissioner, to those who believe that advice that Gaelic 

language and culture should be normalised within a wide range of policy contexts is unrealistic or 

unhelpful.  Openness and transparency is essential in delivering accountaibility to all these 

stakeholders which in turns builds trust in the organisation.  In unprecedented times, openness and 

transparency are increasingly important in order to adress challenges and generate confidence to 

enable the organisation to go forward collectively. 

Another lesson learned is that communication must be a cornerstone of the organisation.  This is 

multi-faceted and requires constant attention and increasing resources to ensure that it is effective.   

In concluding, a reference to a well-known Gaelic saying may be appropriate in describing the lesson 

embedded with regard to improvement: 

‘S e obair latha tòiseachadh, ‘s e obair beatha crìochnachadh – It’s a day’s work to start, it’s a life’s 

work to complete. 

 

 

  



12  BnG-PAPLS-25062020 
 

Appendix I 

Gaelic in Scotland 

The following is a very brief sketch of an extremely complex history of language growth and decline 

and the policy context for indigenous minority language revitilisation is equally complex.  Education 

policy is part of it but so too are cultural and economic policies.  Social, transport and digital policies 

are also important for maintenance and growth of Gaelic-speaking island and rural communities.  

Language status is important at national and local government levels.  Broadcast and digital media 

are also key to supporting growth in a language and culture which is an cultural and economic asset 

to Scotland. 

Gaelic has been spoken in Scotland since 4-5th centuries CE and at one time, was spoken across 

much of mainland Scotland, evidenced by Gaelic-origin place names, and indeed the name Scotland 

refers to the Scotti – the Latin name for the Gaels.   

The language did not decline due to natural causes but by force of legislation and economic changes, 

including mass migration and forced emigration.  The legislative changes started in 1616 when the 

Scottish Privy Council passed an education act which included that Irish (ie Gaelic) be abolished and 

removed and that English be promoted. 

Education continued to be a force for both strengthening Gaelic – through some of the schools 

established in the 19th century to teach people to read the bible in Gaelic – and for weakening it – 

the schools which taught people to read the bible in English.   

The Education Act (Scotland) 1872 resulted in all existing schools being passed over to local school 

boards.  The Act did not make any mention of Gaelic and consequently Gaelic was discouraged.   

The 1881 Census, the first to record whether people spoke Gaelic, English or both, showed that 

6.2% (231,594) of the Scottish population spoke Gaelic.  The last Census (2011) recorded 1.1% of 

the Scottish population as Gaelic speakers.   

For those interested in learning more about this, much of this material is taken from The Edinburgh 
Companion to the Gaelic Language, Edinburgh University Press, 2010. 

Bòrd na Gàidhlig 

The Gaelic Language (Scotland) Act 2005, which was passed with cross-party support, has the 

purpose to establish a body having functions exercisable with a view to securing the status of the 
Gaelic language as an official language of Scotland commanding equal respect to the English 
language9.  Thus, in simple terms, Bòrd na Gàidhlig’s role could be seen as reversing 400 years of 

legislation which either expressly forbid the use of Gaelic or which did not make provision for the 

language through ommitting any reference to it; plus economic and demographic changes and these 

issues are all still current.   

Other minority language communities in the UK have also struggled with the tensions around 

language revitalisation policy/policies, with changes in the public sector from language development 

bodies to language commissioners and vice-versa; arms’ length or central government provision; 

strengthening statutory recognition for the language via language acts or other legislation which 

impacts on the minority language, such as in human rights bills. 

The Bòrd has its principal office in Inverness, with offices in Glasgow, Portree and Fort William.  It 

has 22 staff, 19.9 FTE, who are all currently working from home.  The transition to home-working 

was achieved within one day of the decision to make the move, and since then, there has been a 

 
9 http://www.legislation.gov.uk/asp/2005/7/introduction  

http://www.legislation.gov.uk/asp/2005/7/introduction
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two-day virtual staff conference, webcast board and committee meetings, the financial audit 

completed remotely, as well as ongoing work, through the regular communication with all 

stakeholders, in community, education, promotion and provision of advice.  The successful transition 

is testament to the organisation’s staff and the robustness and resilience of systems the organisation 

has in place. 

The Section 22 Report on Governance and Transparency and the preceding Annual Audit Report 

19/20 have both been very challenging for the organisation.  The work involved in implementing the 

Improvement Plan has been significant but at the same time, the main responsibility – supporting 

and developing the Gaelic language and culture – has been to the fore and the board recently 

reviewed the fourth quarter report.  This showed that out of the 85 actions in the Operational Plan 

for 2019/20, 73 were completed, another 8 were underway and 4 were not delivered. Similarly, the 

Annual Report and Accounts 2018/19 demonstrate that the organisation delivered effective 

performance of its Operational Plan 2018/19.10 

 

Appendix II 

Staff survey – 2018-2020 

The KPI My work at Bòrd na Gàidhlig is fulfilling and makes a difference scored 80% agreeing or 

strongly agreeing. 

The survey comprises 50 questions covering the 5 categories shown below.  The maximum score 

achievable is 5. 

  

 
10 https://www.gaidhlig.scot/wp-content/uploads/2019/12/Annual-Report-2018-19.pdf  

https://www.gaidhlig.scot/wp-content/uploads/2019/12/Annual-Report-2018-19.pdf
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Appendix III 

CEO and Senior Management Salaries 2018/1911 

Evidence given at the meeting of the Committee on 16 January 2020 stated that the CEO’s salary 

was £90,000 and the remainder of Senior Management Team’s salaries were from £65,000 to 

£85,000.  

The Remuneration Report of the Annual Report and Accounts 2018/19 records the salaries as 

follows: 

CEO - £75k-£80k 

Range of SMT salaries from £35-40k - £70-75k 

The Fair Pay Statement includes the following: 

During the year nil employees (17/18: nil) received remuneration in excess of the Ceannard. 
Remuneration ranged from £22,589 to £76,383.  

 

 
11 https://www.gaidhlig.scot/wp-content/uploads/2019/12/Annual-Report-2018-19.pdf (pp91-92) 

https://www.gaidhlig.scot/wp-content/uploads/2019/12/Annual-Report-2018-19.pdf
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10 July 2020 

20181-9 Audit of Bòrd na Gàidhlig 

Dear Convenor 

Thank you for your letter of 28 May 2020, following the committees evidence session with the 
Auditor General on the report, ‘2018-19 Audit of Bòrd na Gàidhlig (BnG): Governance and 
Transparency’.  

The Committee raised a number of detailed points, which I would like to respond to.  The 
responses below outline the steps taken by the Scottish Government and BnG to address the 
issues raised in the Auditor General’s report, the Deloitte report and in the evidence session 
with the Committee.   I have met with the Chair, board members and staff at BnG and I would 
like to place these responses below in the context of a public body that is in transition, is 
moving forward and is putting important improvements in place. 

Leadership team 

The Committee asked about the reasons for the problems with the senior management 
team and why the situation had not been addressed previously.   

The Scottish Government was aware of staff tensions within the body and an independent and 
confidential report in 2019, supported by the Scottish Government, listed the issues of concern 
under the headings of communication, organisational structure, leadership and 
management.   The  Report also suggested that there was a need for changes in behaviours, 
management style, workplace culture and some structural changes.  A staff survey at the same 
time came to similar conclusions.  

Following the Report and staff survey, and again, working closely with the Scottish 
Government, the BnG Chair, at the time, issued a response to all staff.  This  set out a number 
of measures to address the matters raised including the establishment of a small sub-
committee of the Board to provide oversight of concerns,  the provision of mentoring and 

Annexe B
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management support for senior managers.  Commencing work immediately and proactively 
meeting with all relevant parties, the sub-committee hosted all-staff meetings and produced 
an improvement work plan.  In summary, they provided assurance to the Board that people 
related issues in the organisation were being properly managed.  Thus demonstrating that 
issues were already being addressed prior to the Audit Report being received  
 
The committee asked what support the Scottish Government has provided to improve 
the skills, capacity and cohesion of the senior management team and whether the 
Scottish Government considers that the senior management team structure is now fit 
for purpose.  
 
The sponsorship division in the Scottish Government has had a key role throughout this period 
in working closely with the leadership of BnG and offering support to the CEO and Chair.   In 
November 2019, I, as Portfolio Accountable Officer, met with the Chair and her committee 
chairs to set out our expectations in relation to governance and to ensure that accountable 
officer requirements were understood and being met.   
 
My visit to the BnG office in Inverness provided me with the opportunity to receive an update 
from the CEO on the actions being taken by BnG. I have since followed this up with a letter to 
the CEO highlighting agreed key priority areas for improvement: ‘Building an effective, 
cohesive and high performing senior team’; - ‘ensuring good practice in managing 
performance’, and - ‘working openly and communicating effectively with partners and the wider 
public, providing emphatic, outgoing leadership to support the development of the Gaelic 
language’.  In addition, BnG has received assistance from senior Scottish Government HR 
colleagues and peer support for BnG’s Board and senior team from counterparts at Scottish 
Natural Heritage.  Mentoring arrangements have also been put in place. 
 
The CEO has worked hard to improve the internal structures and functions of the senior 
leadership team, which now comprises the CEO, two directors and a head of finance.  This 
current structure is smaller than previously, with the Head of Corporate Services having 
departed in January 2020.  The senior management team is supported by an increased middle 
management tier of two new posts, an Operations Manager and Education Manager. I am 
confident that these changes to the senior management structure have brought important 
improvements and will ensure effective outcomes for BnG. 
 
The Scottish Government is satisfied that the actions being pursued by BnG in responding to 
the audit reports and through delivering the BnG Improvement Plan, are the right actions in 
order to effectively and swiftly address the issues that have been raised.  The Deputy First 
Minister and and I have both written to the Chair and CEO emphasising the need for BnG to 
have a clear plan for improvement and the sponsor division is in regular contact to offer advice 
and support to the Bòrd in implementing the improvement plan and in collaborating on shared 
objectives. 
 
Workforce and recruitment of key staff 
 
The Committee asked why no organisational workforce plan was in place and whether 
this had been identified and commented on by the Scottish Government sponsor 
division and why Bòrd na Gàidhlig was allowed to continue for such an extended period 
without a Head of Finance and what impact this had on the Bòrd’s ability to fulfil its 
functions.  
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BnG was in the process of developing a workforce plan and the sponsor division was aware 
of the momentum towards this.  Following on from the Skills for Growth review carried out in 
2018,  BnG began developing a people strategy and a planned element of the people strategy 
was the workforce plan.  The plan has now been developed, approved by the board and is in 
place.  This is an established part of the organisation’s planning and resourcing systems.  It is 
listed in the Policy and Resources Committee work plan which ensures that all appropriate 
items are considered by the Committee on an annual or more frequent basis.   

At no time did BnG lack competent and qualified finance capacity and expertise at a senior 
level in the body.  Following the departure of a Finance Manager at BnG alternative 
arrangements were put in place.  Initially, the Head of Finance at MG ALBA carried out this 
function at BnG and following this the body procured financial expertise.  With these 
arrangements the year-end accounts and a financial audit was completed with no issues of 
concern.  A Head of Finace is now employed by BnG with the appropriate skills, qualifications 
and expertise and has strong financial expertise at board level.   
 
The Committee raised the issue of the relation between employment requirements and 
Gaelic language skills.  It is important for a body with functions of promoting Gaelic to 
be able to demonstrate that Gaelic is at the heart of its operations and this is clearly 
essential for the body’s profile and credibility.   
 
BnG’s recruitment policy preference is for all employees to speak Gaelic.  There has not, 
however, been an inflexible policy requirement for all staff to be fluent Gaelic speakers.  At 
times there have been staff employed who were not fluent Gaelic speakers, who fulfilled 
valuable roles and were also provided with support to develop their language skills.    
 
More generally, in order to justify Gaelic essential or Gaelic desirable, an employer must be 
able to show that the measure is a legitimate aim, either a genuine occupational requirement 
or proportionate means of achieving a legitimate aim.   
 
Openness and transparency 
 
The Committee wanted to know, if there was “general consensus” within Bòrd na 
Gàidhlig  that the committee structure and governance arrangements were not fit for 
purpose, why this had not been addressed and what support was being provided by 
the Scottish Government to improve openness and transparency across the Bòrd more 
generally.  
 
Neither myself, nor the sponsor division, were aware of a general consensus within BnG that 
the committee structure and governance arrangements were not fit for purpose.  The 
arrangements in place at BnG have not been static and represent a responsiveness to 
changing needs and pressures.   
 
For example, the BnG Framework Document specifies that BnG must have an Audit 
Committee.  This has been in place since the organisation was established.  The committee 
structure and governance arrangements at one stage were structured around the priorities in 
the National Gaelic Language Plan and BnG’s Corporate Plan.  At this point BnG had a Gaelic 
Usage and a Gaelic Education Committee, along with the Audit Committee.  In 2018, BnG 
also established a sub-committee of the board to take forward people matters and in August 
2018 a People Committee was formed.  More recently the committee structure has been 
improved with a structure of two committees, Policy and Resources, and Audit and Assurance.  
There is also a committee to oversee the implementation of the organisation’s Improvement 
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Plan.  The new arrangements have reduced the workload on the senior team to support these 
committees.   
 
In addition, all Board and committee meetings are now webcast thus ensuring effective public 
access to these meetings.  All committee and board meetings will continue to be webcast even 
when BnG is office based again.  Webcast meetings are advertised through the BnG social 
media platforms in advance and again on the day of the meeting.  All papers that are not 
sensitive are available on the body’s website and links to these are given in the social media 
information. 
 
BnG carried out a review of its practices against the Scottish Government’s On Board 
guidance and the recommendations of the Audit Scotland report on Openness and 
Transparency.   It identified a number of actions to further improve openness and transparency 
including holding board meetings in public; update of the Bòrd’s Publication Scheme; and 
improvements to the website as the main access to information.   There has been a 
programme of development of the existing website to ensure information is current and this is 
ongoing work.  The Publication Scheme has been revised and has been published.   
 
The recruitment of a new Communications Officer at BnG in November 2019 has strengthened 
communications significantly internally and externally, with steady growth in user numbers in 
social media platforms and in press releases about BnG’s work.  Internally, communications 
have been strengthened with the development of a number of mechanisms to increase 
openness between senior management and the rest of the team.   
 
Effective scrutiny and challenge by the Board 
 
The Committee wanted to know, in light of the section 22 report, why the shortcomings 
in the capacity and skills on the board had not been addressed previously and in light 
of the comments by Pat Kenny to the Committee, whether the board now has the 
necessary skills and experience. 
 
The question needs to take into account that the skills available to a Board are seldom fixed 
and static.  At present the board of BnG comprises a chair and five members.  At the time of 
the wider scope audit, there was an interim chair in place - that appointment was made 
permanent in March 2020.  At the same time as the chair’s appointment, a new board member 
was appointed who is a qualified accountant and a member of the CIPFA.  The number of 
board members has reduced from eleven to five plus the Chair.  This was due to board 
members standing down or coming to the end of their terms of office.  It is planned to recruit 
another two board members but this is on hold due to the impact of Covid-19 on the work of 
the Public Appointments Unit of Scottish Government. 
 
BnG contributes to the process of Board recruitment by completion of the board members’ skill 
matrix.  This information is used to identify the specific knowledge and experience that will be 
required when any other new members are recruited to the board.  If shortcomings of capacity 
and skills were identified at a certain point in time I would like to assure the committee that 
these have been and are being addressed.  I am confident that BnG has the necessary skills 
for effective scrutiny and this will be strengthened in the future with additional members. 
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Confusion of roles 
 
The Committee wanted to know what action has been taken by the Scottish Government 
to ensure that everyone is clear about their respective roles. 
 
There are a number of distinct roles in the relationship between a body and the Scottish 
Government.  These roles are clearly set out in the BnG Framework Document.  The document 
has been in place since 2016 and is currently being reviewed.   At present Board and 
committee papers are issued to the sponsor division in advance of meetings and they are 
informed of decisions made after the meetings.  Members of the sponsor division do not 
normally attend board or committee meetings but may do so if required.  The Chair and Chief 
Executive also held a review meeting with the sponsor division to review roles and 
responsibilities and agreed a number of actions including the re-establishment of the  
programme of formal quarterly meetings along with continuing informal discussions on an as 
and when required basis.   
 
Improvement Plan 
 
The Committee wanted to know what support the Scottish Government is providing to 
the Bòrd to ensure that it can deliver the Improvement Plan. 
 
The Improvement Plan which was agreed between Deloitte and BnG has been and continues 
to be a key priority for BnG, with an Improvement Plan Steering Group in place, chaired by a 
member of the Board, to monitor implementation of the plan and report progress to the Board 
and the Audit and Risk Management Committee.  Although the Improvement Plan is largely 
an internal document I have had discussions with the CEO and Chair at the body to focus on 
certain items which were vital to the progress all parties want to see. 
 
Among the Improvement Plan actions completed are appraisals for all Board Members which 
were conducted by the Interim Chair, Board members receiving On Board training, 
implementation of a systematic performance and appraisal process across the organisation, 
and the agreement of organisational core values done in consultation with staff as part of 
BnG’s people strategy.  BnG has also worked with consultants and made progress with issues 
such as a review of senior managers roles, responsibilities and accountabilities, coaching 
sessions and the development of an appraisal process for the senior management team. 
 
Impact on and engagement with the Gaelic community 
 
The Committee wanted to know what steps the Scottish Government is taking to 
support the Bòrd’s engagement with the Gaelic-speaking community to rebuild trust in 
its ability to deliver the important outcomes that the organisation was established to 
deliver.  
 
The Scottish Govermnent works closely with BnG on a number of key Gaelic projects in 
different sectors.  This close partnership working provides recognition for the role of BnG in 
Gaelic development and contributes to building trust in the body.  BnG is active in a number 
of sectors and policy areas in Scottish public life and the body has strong support from the 
Scottish Government for this level of engagement.   The Scottish Government also takes every 
opportunity to refer other bodies and authorities to BnG for authoritative advice on Gaelic 
matters and to ensure that where there is a Gaelic element to a particular policy or programme 
that BnG views are sought.   
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The Committee wanted to know what lessons that have been learned by the Scottish 
Government from the issues raised in the Auditor General’s report. 
 
The lessons learned are for the sponsor division to maintain a good level of communication 
within the Scottish Govermnent in relation to matters with BnG and to bring matters to the 
attention of ministers and senior colleagues promptly and regularly.  Also crucial is the need 
for openness and good communication between the body and the sponsor team and as part 
of this a respect for each others’ roles as set out in the Framework Document.   Another lesson 
is the acknowledgement that the Scottish Government and BnG are involved in many of the 
same projects and initiatives and close co-operation and supportive working must be in place 
at all times.   
 
In addition, the Scottish Government agreed to review the work of the sponsor division and its 
relation with BnG.  The first part of the review involved a self-assessment by the sponsor team 
of its relationship and ways of working with BnG.  This took into account the Framework 
Document, Scottish Government sponsorship guidance and other relevant advice such as the 
On Board guide for members of statutory boards.  The second part of the review involved a 
peer review of our sponsorship arrangements by experienced public body sponsor team 
leaders in other parts of the Scottish Government.  As a result of current restrictions this review 
has still to be concluded.  I would be happy to share the conclusions of this review with the 
Committee. 
 
Conclusion 
 
I am satisfied that BnG has made good progress in relation to the issues raised in the Audit 
Report and expectations in the Improvement Plan.  However, I recognise that there remains 
some work to do in terms of improving reputations and building relationships.  I acknowledge 
there is still a level of concern with some members of the Gaelic community and  that some of 
the reputational and relationship issues will take some time to improve.  I am confident that 
the Chair, CEO and the Scottish Government are committed to making the necessary 
improvements and are ensuring BnG operates effectively in relation to the promotion of Gaelic 
in Scotland.     
 
It is unfortunate that I have not been able to discuss these maters with the Committee but I 
hope the text above offers a good measure of reassurance on progress at BnG and close co-
operation from the Scottish Government and that good working relationships are in place.   
 
 
 
Yours sincerely 
 
 

 
 
 
PAUL JOHNSTON 
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