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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 
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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.  
 



 

Taigh Naomh Anndrais,  Rathad Regent, Dùn Èideann  

EH1 3DG 

St Andrew’s House, Regent Road, Edinburgh  EH1 3DG 

www.gov.scot 



  

 

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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