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Executive Summary

Introduction and Background

1.

In November 2012, the Non-Domestic Renewable Heat Incentive Scheme (‘the RHI scheme’)
was launched in Northern Ireland (NI), with the objective of encouraging a switch from
conventional to renewable heating technologies, such as biomass-fueled boilers.

In a 2015-16 report on the accounts of the Department for the Economy, the then
Comptroller and Auditor General (C&AG) reported that the RHI scheme was estimated to
cost £140 million over the following five years. It was noted that the scheme had “serious
system weaknesses from the start” and did not “include any viable cost controls”. The
combination of these weaknesses created a perverse incentive for successful applicants to
needlessly burn fuel in order to generate an increased financial return.

In January 2017, an Independent Public Inquiry into the Non-Domestic Renewal Heat
Incentive Scheme in Northern Ireland (‘the Inquiry’) was established. In March 2020, the
Inquiry published a report containing 314 findings and made 44 recommendations to
address the deficiencies it had found.

One of these recommendations was that the Northern Ireland Audit Office (NIAO) should
have a role in assessing and validating the extent of progress in implementing the lessons
learned from the RHI scheme and in the implementation of these recommendations,
including reporting on such progress periodically to the Northern Ireland Assembly and the
people of Northern Ireland.

Following publication of the Inquiry report, an Executive Sub-Committee was established
to oversee the response by government to the Inquiry’s findings and recommendations.
The Executive Sub-Committee on Reform Following the RHI Inquiry (‘the Executive Sub-
Committee’) was supported in this task by the Department of Finance (DoF), and last met
in December 2020. DoF told us that, having been established under the previous Executive,
this sub-committee did not continue in existence after the end of that Executive’s mandate.
The Department has also confirmed that, to date, no equivalent sub-committee has been
constituted by the present Executive.

Work to address all but two of the Inquiry’'s recommendations has subsequently been
taken forward by DoF under seven themes, with the remaining two recommendations
being the responsibility of NIAO and the NI Assembly. The themes are as follows:

- Ministers and Special Advisers;

- Professional Skills;

- Resourcing and People;

- Collaboration and Communication;
- Governance and Financial Controls;
- Record Keeping; and

- Raising Concerns.
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10.

The NIAO carried out its first assessment of progress in implementing the Inquiry’s
recommendations during the 2021-22 financial year and issued its report in March 2022.
At that point, the NIAO report concluded that, whilst progress had been made by the NI
Departments, only 18 (42.9 per cent) of the recommendations could be categorised as
implemented and progress was minimal for some themes.

In an attempt to ensure that the Inquiry’s recommendations were effectively embedded,
NIAO made three of our own recommendations in the March 2022 report.

A second review of the progress in implementing the Inquiry’s recommendations has now
been undertaken by the NIAO and this report sets out the results. The purpose of this
review is to consider whether the actions taken to date by the Executive and the NICS, and
any further proposed actions, are likely to be sufficient to address the recommendations
raised by the Inquiry. The review also considers the actions taken in response to the
recommendations made in our March 2022 report.

In relation to the two Inquiry recommendations that lie outside the seven themes being
taken forward by DoF, the production and publication of this report meets the requirement
of the recommendation attributed to the NIAO. This report will also update the position
relating to the Inquiry recommendation attributed to the NI Assembly.

Progress with the implementation of the RHI Inquiry’s recommendations

1.

12.

In March 2024, DoF published the results of its assessment of progress made by the NI
Departments in implementing the Inquiry’s recommendations. This DoF assessment was
used as the basis for our own review of the evidence to support the progress made to date.

We reviewed the evidence available to confirm the actions taken across the seven themes
against each of the recommendations, and discrete elements of these recommendations
where appropriate. Based on the evidence available, we have assessed whether the
Inquiry’s recommendations have been fully implemented. Where we have deemed that

a recommendation is not implemented, we have assessed whether the actions taken and
proposed are likely to fully address the recommendations given more time or whether
those actions are unlikely to fully meet the recommendations.
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13.

The results may be summarised as follows:

88 per cent of the Recommendations made have either been Implemented or are Likely
to be Implemented

26 Implemented 11 Likely to be 5 where Planned Action

‘ ' . ‘ . . . . ‘ ' the Recommendation

THEME STATUS OF RECOMMENDATIONS

Implemented is Unlikely to Fully Address

Since our previous report, . . . remained unchanged
recommendation status has: .
‘ ‘ progressed to this category

progressed from this category

. regressed to this category
regressed from this category

Ministers and Special Advisors 10 . . . . . . . “

Professional Skills 10 ‘ . . . . ‘ . . .

Governance and Financial Controls* 10 . ‘ . . .

Resourcing and People

Raising Concerns?*

Record Keeping

Collaboration and Communication

N W

Recommendation 32 has been split by DoF into two distinct elements, each separately addressing a separate theme.
As one element is currently assessed as Unlikely to be Fully Addressed, the recommendation as a whole is assessed
as such and not double counted for totalling purposes.

14.

15.

16.

Taking the overall assessment of progress in implementing recommendations across all
themes, we found that 26 of the recommendations (61.9 per cent) were deemed to be
fully implemented. This compares favourably with the position reported in 2022, when we
reported the equivalent figure to be 18 recommendations or 42.9 per cent.

In relation to those recommendations where the actions taken and proposed are likely to
fully address the recommendations given more time, we found that 11 recommendations, or
26.2 per cent, fell into this category, with the corresponding figures reported in 2022 being
14 or 33.3 per cent.

Turning to those recommendations where we assess that the actions taken or proposed
are unlikely to meet the Inquiry’'s recommendations in full, there were 5 recommendations
in this category equating to 11.9 per cent. The equivalent position reported in 2022 was 10
recommendations, or 23.8 per cent.
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17.

18.

19.

20.

21.

22.

Looking at the position of each theme individually, we noted that progress has been made
in the number of recommendations that are deemed to be implemented for the following
five themes:

- Ministers and Special Advisers;

- Professional Skills;

- Collaboration and Communication;

- Governance and Financial Controls; and
- Raising Concerns.

The degree of progress is assessed by NIAO as being the same as it was in 2022 for the
Resourcing and People theme.

The position has regressed for the Record Keeping theme - this relates to Inquiry
Recommendation 28, which required regular audits of record keeping to be undertaken.
DoF has now confirmed that it believes the arrangements in place across NI Departments
are sufficient to meet the Inquiry’s recommendation and, at this point, there is no firm
commitment to undertake an audit of record keeping. Nevertheless, following on from our
2022 assessment, we continue to conclude that this is required in order to fully address the
Inquiry’s recommendation in this area.

In the case of 10 of the Inquiry’s recommendations across 5 of the 7 themes, we do not
concur with the degree of progress reported in the DoF assessment published in March
2024. DoF assessed that all 10 of these are implemented. In 5 of these 10 cases, we assess
that the actions taken or planned will not result in the Inquiry’s recommendations being
fully implemented, even if given further time (see Appendices 3 and 4 for further details).
In the 5 remaining cases of the 10, we have assessed that the planned actions are likely
to adequately address the Inquiry’'s recommendations given further time, but that the
required threshold has not yet been reached.

As noted already, a number of the recommendations of the Inquiry related to the theme

of records management. On that general topic, | wish to draw attention to the fact that my
Audit Team encountered difficulty in securing timely access to adequate records in support
of the assessment of progress in implementing the Inquiry’s recommendations published
by DoF in March 2024. This caused a delay in my Team's ability to progress the fieldwork
phase for this second RHI follow-up report, as this information formed the basis for NIAO’s
current assessment of progress.

Despite DoF having placed its report on its latest assessment outcomes - Implementation
of the Recommendations of the RHI Inquiry - in the public domain during March 2024, we
found that a complete and readily accessible audit trail of the relevant documentation
was largely absent when we requested this in April 2024. This led to delays in obtaining
the supporting evidence required, as a result of which, it was not possible for me to report
to the NI Assembly ahead of summer recess at the beginning of July 2024 as had been
planned. | have included a specific recommendation in that regard later in this report. DoF
told us that it is important to note that teams would not as a rule have a readily available
body of evidence to support the assessment of the March update and that the assessment
was based upon the collation of business areas’ own responses, rather than an audit.
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23.

24,

25.

26.

As regards the Inquiry recommendation that was attributed to the NI Assembly to take
forward, the Executive published a Response to the RHI Inquiry and Action Plan on 7
October 2021, which set out the changes that the Executive considered necessary to
improve the transparency, accountability and the functioning of government and to rebuild
public confidence. An undertaking was given that the Executive would produce an annual
report on the implementation of these actions and on how standards were being adhered
to. The Executive collapsed shortly afterwards in February 2022, and consequently there
has not yet been an annual report produced.

DoF told us that, in the absence of the Executive, The Executive Office, DoF and the wider
NICS have worked to pursue the renewal of the Civil Service taking account of the RHI
Inquiry and other inputs, and some individual areas of work have been advanced relating
directly to the recommendations of the Inquiry.

To date, three reports assessing progress on the implementation of the Inquiry’s
recommendations have been completed by DoF and these were issued in September 2021,
August 2023 and March 2024.

Further detail on the NIAO assessment of the work carried out to achieve progress against
each of the Inquiry’s recommendations is set out in Part Two of this report.

Conclusion and Recommendations

27.

28.

29.

30.

Since the NIAQO's last review in March 2022, progress has undoubtedly been made by the NI
Departments in achieving further implementation of the RHI Inquiry’s recommendations.
26 recommendations (61.9 per cent) have now been fully implemented compared to 18
(42.9 per cent) back in 2022.

If we include those areas where we believe actions are likely to see full implementation of
the recommendations given more time, the figures increase to 37 recommendations or 88.1
per cent. This compares to 32 recommendations or 76.2 per cent in March 2022.

There were 10 cases where we did not concur with the DoF assessment that the Inquiry
recommendations have been implemented. In a number of these cases, DoF told us that
the NI Departments believed that they had completed what they deemed was necessary to
meet these recommendations, and that they had not planned to carry out any assessment
of the operational implementation of the applicable policies or guidance that they issued.
We have assessed that such operational assessment is required in order to fully address

the Inquiry’s recommendations. In one case (Recommendation 39), DoF told us that it is
unsure what arrangements could be put in place to adequately evidence that the Inquiry’s
recommendation has been addressed in full going forward.

We conclude that the overall pace of implementation has been slow. The Inquiry’s
recommendations were published in 2020 and, some 4 years later, almost 40 per cent

of those recommendations have still not been fully implemented. In the case of five

of these recommendations, we assess that the planned actions of the NI Departments
will not adequately address the Inquiry’s recommendations (Recommendations 9, 13,
28,32a and 39) — these recommendations and the assessment work undertaken are

set out in Appendices 3 and 4 respectively. In only two of the seven themes have all
recommendations been fully addressed. These findings are concerning, particularly given
the significance of the Inquiry’s findings, the degree of public interest and the need for the
NICS to restore public confidence by demonstrating that the relevant lessons have been
learned.
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31.

1

N 7/

- ~
1

N 7/

- ~
1

N 7/

- ~
1

N 7/

NIAO made three recommendations in our 2022 report, and we are disappointed

that these have still not been implemented. We have reviewed the nature of our
recommendations and we believe that they are still valid as a means of helping to ensure
that effective procedures are embedded to support the intention of the RHI Inquiry.

On that basis we have repeated them in this report. We have also made two further
recommendations. One arises from our recent experience of issues around timely access

to records while undertaking our latest assessment. The other relates to the need for a
formal re-evaluation of the position to be undertaken as regards the remaining outstanding
Inquiry recommendations, together with a need for an increase in the pace of progression
of any remaining actions:

Recommendation One

We recommend that the Group Internal Audit and Fraud Investigation Service (GIAFIS)
within the NICS monitors compliance with requirements for DoF to maintain and
publish registers of declared interests, lobbying and meetings as appropriate. This
recommendation was included within our 2022 report.

Recommendation Two

We recommend that attendance at departmental inductions and developmental training
for Ministers and Special Advisers should be regarded as compulsory within a reasonable
timeframe of assuming their position, as circumstances permit. In addition, we recommend
that attendance at both inductions and briefings for Special Advisers should be
mandatory and form part of their contract of employment. Full engagement by Ministers
also continues to be a necessity, with a particular role to be fulfilled by each Minister’s
Department in this area. This recommendation was included within our 2022 report.

Recommendation Three

We recommend that GIAFIS monitors compliance with standards and processes for record
keeping across all departments on an ongoing basis, particularly where matters should be
documented for complex or major decisions. This recommendation was included within
our 2022 report.

Recommendation Four

It is acknowledged that the evidence in support of the DoF assessment of progress

in implementing the Inquiry’s recommendations is sourced from a number of NI
Departments. However, given NIAO's recent experience of issues around timely access to
records while undertaking our latest assessment, we recommend that measures are put in
place by DoF to ensure that appropriate documentation and records in support of future
published assessments are held centrally by DoF, and are made available on a timely basis
for audit inspection.
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_© Recommendation Five

It is four years since the Inquiry’s recommendations were published, and almost forty

per cent of the Inquiry’s findings have not yet been fully implemented. This includes five
recommendations where the NIAO assessment is that planned actions are unlikely to fully
address the Inquiry’s recommendations, but DoF does not concur with this. In light of the
above position, and given that the Executive Sub-Committee has not met since December
2020, we recommend that DoF takes the necessary steps to have appropriate mechanisms
put in place to provide suitable oversight of full implementation of the Inquiry’s
recommendations. In addition, we recommend that those oversight arrangements include
a formal re-evaluation of the way forward on the five recommendations where there is
disagreement, as well as urgent approval of measures that will ensure a significant increase
in the pace of implementation for any remaining outstanding actions.
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The design of the Northern Ireland Non-Domestic
Renewable Heat Incentive Scheme enabled participants
to claim financial support from government in excess of
the cost of fuel burnt

11 In November 2012, the Department for the Economy (DfE; formed in May 2016 by the
merger of the Department of Enterprise, Trade and Investment and the Department of
Employment and Learning) introduced the Northern Ireland Non-Domestic Renewable
Heat Incentive Scheme (‘the RHI scheme’). This scheme offered long-term, public sector,
financial support to commercial, public or industrial premises switching from conventional
to renewable heating technologies, such as biomass fuelled boilers.

1.2 The then Comptroller and Auditor General (C&AQG) for Northern Ireland qualified his
opinion on the DfE 2015-16 financial statements following the identification of two
issues, both relating to the RHI scheme. The first qualification issue related to scheme
expenditure of £11.9 million which had not been approved by the Department of Finance
[(DoF), formerly the Department of Finance and Personnel (DFP)]; the second qualification
concerned the absence of robust DfE systems to prevent or detect scheme abuse, which
prevented the C&AG from gaining sufficient assurance that £30.5 million of RHI scheme
expenditure had been incurred for the purposes intended. The C&AGC reported that the RHI
scheme, estimated to cost £140 million over the following five years, had “serious system
weaknesses from the start” and did not “include any viable cost controls”. The combination
of these weaknesses created a perverse incentive for successful applicants to needlessly
burn fuel in order to generate an increased financial return.

The report by the Independent Public Inquiry into the
RHI scheme contained 44 recommendations

1.3 An Independent Public Inquiry into the Non-Domestic Renewable Heat Incentive scheme
(‘the RHI Inquiry’), chaired by a retired Lord Justice of Appeal, was formally established in
January 2017. The purpose of the RHI Inquiry was:

“To investigate, inquire into and report on the Non-Domestic Renewable Heat
Incentive Scheme (“the RHI scheme”). This will include its design, governance,
implementation and operation, and efforts to control the costs of that scheme, from
its inception in 2011 to the conclusion of the Inquiry”, and

“To make findings of fact, report on these matters and to make such other
observations and recommendations as the Inquiry considers appropriate”.

1.4 The RHI Inquiry Report (‘the Inquiry Report’) which was published on 13 March 2020
concluded that the “vast majority of what went wrong was due to an accumulation
and compounding of errors and omissions over time and a failure of attention, on the
part of all those involved in their differing roles, to identify the existence, significance or
implications of those errors and omissions”. The Inquiry Report included 314 findings and
made 44 recommendations.
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1.5

On 16 March 2020, the Minister of Finance confirmed that all findings had been accepted
by the Northern Ireland (NI) Executive (‘the Executive’) and that it would move immediately
to consider how the recommendations could be taken forward. An Executive Sub-
Committee on Reform Following the RHI Inquiry (‘the Executive Sub-Committee’), chaired
by the Finance Minister, was established to consider the findings of the RHI Inquiry and to
“produce and publish an action plan by the autumn outlining how the sustained, system-
wide change that is needed to rebuild public confidence will be implemented”. The NI
Executive approved the Executive Response to the RHI Inquiry Report Recommendations
and Action Plan on 7 October 2021 (published on 16 October 2021).

This report presents the second update on the
implementation of the lessons learned and responses to
recommendations from the RHI Inquiry Report

1.6

17

1.8

One of the recommendations (44) of the RHI Inquiry Report was that the Northern Ireland
Audit Office (NIAO) would have a role in assessing and validating the extent of progress

in implementing the lessons learned from the RHI scheme and in the implementation of
these recommendations, including reporting on such progress periodically to the Northern
Ireland Assembly (NIA or ‘the Assembly’) and the people of Northern Ireland.

The first report on the progress with the implementation of the RHI Inquiry's
recommendations was published in March 2022, some two years after the publication of
the RHI Inquiry Report. At that point, the C&AG identified that progress in some areas had
been disappointing, with only 18 of 42 recommendations being assessed as ‘Implemented’
(and minimal progress noted in certain other areas). With 44 recommendations in total,
responsibility for the remaining two recommendations rests with the Assembly (paragraphs
1.9-1.11) and NIAO (paragraph 1.6).

In response to the actions taken by the Northern Ireland (NI) Departments, and to ensure
the embedding of effective procedures, NIAO raised three recommendations in 2022.

In two of these, we recommended that the Group Internal Audit and Fraud Investigation
Service (GIAFIS) within the NICS should monitor compliance with requirements and
standards in specific areas; and in the third, that departments should take all possible
steps to encourage attendance by their Minister at both departmental inductions and
developmental training.

The Northern Ireland Assembly’s Chairpersons’ Liaison
Group has considered how the Assembly Committees’
scrutiny role can be strengthened in response to an RHI
Inquiry recommendation

1.9

The RHI Inquiry Report recommended that the Assembly “should consider what steps
are needed to strengthen its scrutiny role, particularly as conducted by Assembly
Committees”. This recommendation arose in response to the Inquiry’s findings that the
Assembly’'s Committee for the Economy (formerly the Assembly’s Enterprise, Trade and
Investment Committee) had failed to act as an effective check in scrutinising the RHI
scheme.
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1.10

1.1

The Chairpersons’ Liaison Group, comprising the Chairpersons of all Statutory and Standing
Committees within the Assembly, published its Report on Strengthening Committee
Scrutiny in March 2022. The report contained 33 recommendations aimed at strengthening
the scrutiny of primary and delegated legislation, and establishing the need for pre/
post-legislative scrutiny. Following the resumption of Assembly business in February 2024,
work on these recommendations continues to be taken forward by Assembly Officials,

the Assembly Commission and/or specific Assembly Committees, as appropriate. As an
example, Assembly Officials are currently undertaking work to identify the additional
resources required to give effect to proposals in relation to recommendations around

the improved scrutiny of Statutory Rules, and the implementation of post-legislative
scrutiny. The Chairpersons’ Liaison Group will continue to review progress against all
recommendations, and an update meeting has been scheduled for Autumn 2024.

While any formal assessment of this work, and any such work performed by the Assembly
to strengthen its scrutiny role is excluded from the scope of this and subsequent reports,
we will, however, continue to report progress for information purposes.

We have considered the actions taken to date and
further proposed actions, and assessed whether these
are sufficient to fully implement the recommendations
of the RHI Inquiry

1.12

1.13

The purpose of this report is to consider whether the action taken to date by the Executive
and the NI Departments, and any further proposed actions, are likely to be sufficient to
address the recommendations raised by the RHI Inquiry. This report also considers the
actions taken in response to our 2022 report’'s recommendations. A brief update on the RHI
scheme itself is set out in paragraphs 1.14-1.16. The report methodology can be found at
Appendix 1.

Part Two of this report considers the progress achieved on implementing the
recommendations as at March 2024. Given the nature of many of the actions, gaining
confidence that the measures have been effective will take a period of time, and rely on
the absence of similar issues, both in new energy schemes and in other parts of the public
service. | have not concluded on the effectiveness of the actions taken at this stage, but |
may revisit this in future reports on this topic.

The annual cost and energy outputs of the RHI Scheme
remain significantly lower than in 2016-17

114

20

In 2022, we reported that the introduction of reduced and tiered tariffs, alongside caps on
usage, had resulted in significant reductions in the annual cost of the RHI scheme, from £42.3
million in 2016-17 to £2.9 million in 2020-21; and significant reductions in the annual energy
outputs, from 700,000 Kilowatt-Hours (kWh) in 2016-17 to 300,000 kWh in 2020-21. These
reductions were broadly maintained into 2022-23, with the overall cost and energy output
annual figures of £3.2 million (net of adjustments for proposed tariff uplifts) and 230,000
kWh. The equivalent figures for the 2023-24 period were an overall cost of £3.3 million (net of
adjustments) and 190,000 kWh. At 31 March 2024, there were 1,889 participants in the Non-
Domestic RHI scheme (the RHI scheme was closed to new entrants on 29 February 2016).
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1.15

1.16

In 2021, following the Executive's stated intention in January 2020 that..."RHI will be closed
down and replaced by a scheme that effectively cuts carbon emissions”, DfE consulted

on the future of the RHI scheme. DfE also told us that the Minister was working towards
securing the Executive's agreement on the future of the Non-Domestic RHI Scheme,

and that a comprehensive report of the consultation, indicating how responses were
considered in the formulation of the policy, would be published following a decision by the
Executive on the way forward.

No decision had been reached when, in February 2023, a Court of Appeal judgement
reaffirmed the need for a “proper permanent solution”, following which the Office of

Gas and Electricity Markets (Ofgem) announced its intention to end its administration

of the RHI scheme. A Written Ministerial Statement published by DfE on 30 July 2024
stated that “....The Executive has confirmed its preferred option to close the Non-
Domestic RHI Scheme. This decision was taken by FMdFM [the First Minister and deputy
First Minister] under Urgent Procedure. The legislation to secure closure will now be
developed and brought back to the Executive for final approval. Closure will include a
payment mechanism which protects the interests of scheme participants, the majority of
whom have acted in good faith, and the taxpayer. In the interim, a revised tariff will be
implemented for small and medium biomass installations this winter. Discussions will also
be conducted with Treasury on how Annual Managed Expenditure could be used to more

n

effectively reduce carbon emissions....".
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The NI Executive was to produce an annual report on the
implementation of the RHI Inquiry’s recommendations

2.1 The Executive Response to the RHI Inquiry and Action Plan (7 October 2021) set out
the changes which the Executive considered necessary to improve the transparency,
accountability and the functioning of government and to rebuild public confidence.
Among the undertakings was that ..."the Executive will produce an annual report on the
implementation of these actions and on how standards are being adhered to”. In an
Executive RHI Inquiry Report Written Ministerial Statement announcing the Executive’s
response and action plan, it was stated that consideration would be given as to how the
Executive should report progress, in light of the work by the NIAO. The Executive collapsed
shortly afterwards in February 2022, and consequently there has not yet been an annual
report produced by the Executive, as intended.

2.2 DoF told us that, with the Executive's collapse, the Executive Sub-Committee on Reform
Following the RHI Inquiry also ceased to exist. It also told us that the work of DoF, The
Executive Office and the wider NICS to pursue the renewal of the Civil Service, in the light
of the RHI Inquiry and other inputs, was taken forward in the absence of the Executive (a
new Executive was formed on 3 February 2024) - individual areas of work were advanced
during this time, some relating directly to the recommendations of the RHI Inquiry. The
Department has now confirmed that, since the new Executive's formation, there has, to
date, been no equivalent sub-committee constituted.

23 Three reports assessing progress on the implementation of the Inquiry’s recommendations
have been completed by DoF and these were issued in:

- September 2021, and prepared to inform NIAO’s 2022 report;

< August 2023, and begun prior to the third anniversary of the Inquiry Report, and provided
to the DoF Permanent Secretary and to the Head of the Civil Service prior to publication;
and

+ March 2024, and initiated in light of the return of the Executive, again being provided to
the DoF Permanent Secretary, and then to the NICS Board, prior to publication.

The most recent assessment by DoF in March 2024 was central to our latest review of the
evidence to support the degree of progress made in implementation of the RHI Inquiry's
recommendations.
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Further progress has been made on the implementation

of the recommendations since we last reported in
March 2022

2.4 When reporting on implementation of the recommendations, the Department categorised
42 recommendations into seven thematic groups (the two recommendations which were
excluded relate to the Northern Ireland Assembly (paragraph 1.9) and the NIAO (paragraph
1.6). These thematic groupings are as follows:

- Ministers and Special Advisers;

- Professional Skills;

- Resourcing and People;

- Collaboration and Communication;
- Governance and Financial Controls;
- Record Keeping; and

- Raising Concerns.

25 In this Part of our report, we have assessed the extent to which further progress has been
made in addressing the Inquiry’s recommendations, in order to determine if they have
been implemented. The assessment methodology used, which is set out in Appendix 1,
included obtaining assurances that the evidence underpinning our previous assessments
around recommendations (as well as the various aspects within them) having been
implemented continued to remain current and allowed our 2022 assessment to be
maintained. In addition, given that a new Executive has been in place since February 2024,
we have also sought evidence to assess the implementation of those recommendations
which continue to apply to new Ministers and Special Advisers.

2.6 The key findings from our current assessment are set out below by thematic grouping,
while Appendix 4 to this report details progress made and assessed by individual RHI
Report recommendation.

2.7 Overall, we have assessed that, 26 recommendations have now been Implemented (61.9
per cent), with a further 11 Likely to be Implemented in full over time (26.2 per cent). At
September 2021, the corresponding figures were 18 (42.9 per cent) and 14 (33.3 per cent),
respectively. For the remaining 5 recommendations (11.9 per cent), we have concluded that
the actions taken to date and further actions proposed are not likely to be sufficient to
address the concerns of the RHI Inquiry. At September 2021, the corresponding figure was
10 (23.8 per cent).
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Ministers and Special Advisers

Most of the recommendations relating to Ministers and Special Advisers continue
to be progressed towards implementation and applied to the recently formed
Executive

2.8 Ten of the RHI Inquiry's recommendations have been grouped under the theme of
Ministers and Special Advisers. Our assessment of the progress made around their
implementation is summarised in Figure 1 (with more detail contained in Appendix 4).

2.9 We considered the extent to which these 10 recommendations have been implemented
in respect of the recently formed Executive, and concluded that action has been taken
to implement 5 of the 10 recommendations. Although the number of implemented
recommendations has been maintained at the 2022 level, two further recommendations
are now assessed as likely to be implemented (Recommendations 37 and 42) and only one
recommendation (39) is deemed unlikely to be fully addressed based on planned actions.
The implemented recommendations cover various codes of practice; guidelines; protocols;
inductions and briefings; and legislation which were in place and underpinned our 2022
assessments and continue to apply. However, we do not concur with the assessment
published by DoF in March 2024 for Recommendations 7 and 39.

Figure 1: There were ten recommendations made within the Ministers
and Special Advisers theme

Planned Action Unlikely

Likely to be to Fully Address the
Implemented Implemented Recommendation
6 25 40 41 43 ..“ .
2.10 The Code of Conduct for Special Advisers (August 2021) remains current. It clarifies that

Special Advisers serve the Executive as a whole, and not just their Minister, and it clarifies
their role in, amongst other things, considering submissions and associated background
documents submitted by civil servants to Ministers. The Code also strengthens record
keeping requirements to ensure that all records are maintained within official systems,
with further detailed guidance provided in NICS Guidance on Record Keeping for Special
Advisers.

2.1 In addition, the Code also requires Special Advisers to ensure that no conflict arises,
or could be perceived to arise, between their public duties and their private interests,
financial or otherwise. They have a statutory duty to disclose details of interests that could
give cause to conflict, and the Department is required to prepare and publish a Register
of Interests in respect of Special Advisers (completed most recently in September 2024).
Also, if a Special Adviser is lobbied, then they must provide the Department with a written
record of the lobbying, within a reasonable period. Special Advisers are subject to the NICS
disciplinary process, where applicable, under the terms and conditions of their Letter of
Appointment, and the NICS Code of Ethics forms part of their contract of employment.
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2.12

213

214

2.15
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The Ministerial Code of Conduct and the accompanying Guidance for Ministers on their
roles and responsibilities, published in March 2020, remains current. Amongst other things,
these place a responsibility on Ministers for the management and conduct of their Special
Advisers, and require Ministers to make declarations of interest as they emerge and change
on an ongoing basis, as well as ensuring there is no conflict of interest or perception of

a conflict of interest. Ministers’ Private Offices, staffed by a small team of civil servants,
continue to be resourced to provide support to Ministers.

In relation to Recommendation 7, induction and guidance was made available to Ministers
and Special Advisers soon after their appointments. In preparation for the return of
Ministers, Departmental Private Secretaries met with DoF and The Executive Office officials
to determine the key documents that should be included in briefing packs to accompany
the departmental induction of Ministers. It is also envisaged that one-to-one briefings or
training on selected aspects of a Minister’s role will be provided internally. Special Advisers
have also been provided with key documents, such as the Code of Conduct for Special
Advisers and Letter of Appointment, and offered places on induction seminars presented
by a senior DoF official (9 out of 13 appointed Special Advisers had attended by mid-2024).
The nature and effectiveness of such support and training to Ministers and Special Advisers
will need to be kept under review, as well as being in place for new incoming Ministers

and Special Advisers. We note that there is no requirement for Special Advisers to attend
induction training and 4 from 13 Special Advisers had not attended at the point this report
was being produced. We do not concur with the DoF assessment that this recommendation
is implemented, rather we have concluded that it is not yet fully implemented.

The Department’s own assessment of two of these Recommendations (37 and 42), which
relate to reducing organisational silos and strengthening the Ministerial Code of Conduct
(specifically to include a requirement on Ministers to take an active role in questioning
and challenging advice they receive), was that they were not yet fully implemented. We
welcome the promotion of joint working and improved collaboration through revisions to
various Ministerial, Special Adviser and NICS codes, and the establishment of the Shared
Leadership Board. The outcome of the proposals on the role of Ministers in relation to
official advice is one element within a range of matters to be referred to the Executive for
consideration.

We have assessed that the planned action associated with Recommendation 39 is currently
unlikely to address it fully (see Appendices 3 and 4 for further details). This refers to the
need for Ministers to sufficiently read and familiarise themselves with any legislation

they are presenting for approval - DoF considers that this has now been implemented.
However, the basis for our assessment in 2022, that the planned action was unlikely to fully
address the recommendation remains unchanged. Nothing new has been added to the
arrangements in place as reported in 2022. We are currently unable to conclude that this
recommendation is likely to be implemented in the absence of a specific action or change
which addresses the original issue. DoF told us that it believes that it has taken as much
action as possible in this area, and it is unclear about what further actions can be taken to
demonstrate that the Inquiry’s recommendation has been fully addressed. In addition, we
note that the NIA response to Recommendation 38, that consideration is given to improved
Assembly scrutiny, also has a bearing on this assessment, as an element of this is likely to
include greater scrutiny of Ministers and the evidence base for policy/legislation being
brought forward.
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2.16

2.17

As a result of our 2022 assessment within the Ministers and Special Advisers theme, we
raised NIAO Recommendation One, that the Group Internal Audit and Fraud Investigation
Service (GIAFIS) within the NICS should monitor compliance with requirements for the
DoF to maintain and publish registers of declared interests, lobbying and meetings as
appropriate. Our recommendation has not been implemented.

In our March 2022 report, we also raised NIAO Recommendation Two, that attendance

at departmental inductions and developmental training for Ministers and Special

Advisers should be regarded as compulsory within a reasonable timeframe of assuming
their position, as circumstances permit. We went on to recommend that attendance at
both inductions and briefings for Special Advisers should form part of their contract of
employment, and suggested that full engagement by Ministers should be a necessity, with a
particular role to be fulfilled by each Minister's Department in this area. DoF maintains the
view that attendance at such provision should not be compulsory, but rather departments
can commit to encouraging attendance. We consider that the recommendation in our 2022
report remains valid and should be implemented.

Professional Skills

Some progress has been made in the implementation of Professional Skills-related
recommendations

218

Among the failings identified by the RHI Inquiry were the failures by the Northern Ireland
Departments and the NICS in not appreciating the unique risks of the RHI scheme; failing
to incorporate budget control mechanisms when developing the policy, and inadequate
project management throughout the life of the RHI scheme. The Inquiry made ten
recommendations relating to Professional Skills, and our assessment of the progress made
on their implementation is summarised in Figure 2 (with more detail set out in Appendix 4).

Figure 2: There were ten recommendations made within the
Professional Skills theme

Implemented Implemented Recommendation

"@ o XXX ®

Planned Action Unlikely
Likely to be to Fully Address the

2.19

Five of the ten recommendations within this theme are now implemented, an improvement
on the 2022 position, where four recommendations were in this category. In four cases we
have assessed that, although the recommendations are likely to be implemented over time,
they have not yet reached the required threshold. For Recommendations 1, 2 and 4, DoF
has told us that it will take steps to fully address the Inquiry’s recommendations in these
areas, and it will commission advice on how the status of the Making a Difference policy
making guidance might be formalised - this has now commenced. Further to this, work is
also to be undertaken which will scope out how a control mechanism for the delivery of
the policy function, reflecting Making a Difference, might be implemented, in appropriate
cases, akin to the Gateway process for projects or the business case processes for
expenditure — the Department has confirmed that, as yet, no timescale has been set out.
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2.22

2.23
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Based on the Department’s latest responses, there is now one case where our latest
assessment of the planned action has concluded that it is unlikely to fully address the
recommendation (13) (see Appendices 3 and 4 for further details). This relates to the
implementation of DAO(DoF) 02/20 and, in particular, the provision of skills and expertise
to a project team from external sources and the role of an appointed Senior Responsible
Owner (SRO) in this process (paragraphs 2.21-2.23). DoF has told us that SROs are
accountable for the composition of their Project or Programme Board, which will include
consideration of whether the Board would benefit from external members. It also holds the
view that it would appear disproportionate for the Department to monitor the operational
implementation of the guidance in DAO (DoF) 02/20, as adherence to good practice is
maintained through existing governance structures within departments. DoF has therefore
concluded that the Inquiry recommendation has been fulfilled (although it remains the
focus of the Department to improve delivery of the best outcomes through project and
programme delivery). In respect of the Professional Skills theme as a whole, we do not
concur with the DoF assessment for five of the ten recommendations - the Department’s
assessment deemed all five to be implemented, whereas our assessment is that four
(Recommendations 1, 2, 3 and 4) are likely to be implemented over time given planned
actions, and for the final case (Recommendation 13), that the planned actions will not fully
address the Inquiry recommendation.

Since we reported in 2022, there has been much work done to put guidance and
arrangements in place that emphasise the importance of having people (NICS staff

or external professional or specialist external resources) with the right skills and/or
experience to take forward policy implementation and project delivery. Progress on
ensuring the NICS has the right resources and specialist expertise has been considered
under the Resourcing and People theme (paragraphs 2.26-2.36).

The Making a Difference: the NICS Guide to Making Policy that Works, published in
February 2023, makes clear that the level of resourcing should be assessed from the
beginning, and policy development should not proceed unless adequate skills and
resources are available; that risks are assessed and realistically stated, with appropriate
mitigations in place; and that it is advisable to model a number of policy solutions to
demonstrate how they stand up to different circumstances. The Guide also emphasises the
importance of assessing the potential of partnership working, considering whether a policy
should be developed and/or delivered in partnership with another authority, including
neighbouring administration (the Policy Profession issued a guide entitled Partnership
Engagement with Neighbouring Administrations, in September 2023).

While the Accounting Officer (AO) is responsible for projects in his/her department, a
Senior Responsible Owner (SRO) is formally appointed to oversee a project and is tasked
with, among other things, ensuring the project team have appropriate skills and expertise,
which may include expertise from the Strategic Investment Board (SIB) or other external
sources, to deliver the project. The AO and SRO are supported by recently established
Departmental Portfolio, Programme and Project Offices (P30s) that are intended to ensure
visibility, and provide support for governance, oversight and reporting on programme/
project delivery and assurance. A P30 Forum was established in February 2021, to assist
departments in sharing best practice; to develop learning, to support the project delivery
function; and to strengthen reporting — it meets formally on a bi-annual basis.
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2.24 Other recently-introduced processes aimed at maximising expert advice in planning and
managing projects include the introduction, in November 2021, of the Five Case Model
for Business Cases, along with Better Business Cases NI guidance - one of the core drivers
behind the introduction of the new approach was to ensure that the correct expertise was
used throughout the business case process; and the establishment of Commercial Case
Peer Reviews, aimed at providing confidence that a project is on the correct course for its
next stage Gateway Review, utilising experts from a list of Commercial Case Peer Reviewers
in construction; infrastructure; project delivery; commercial; and procurement.

2.25 We consider that rigorous assessments of the implementation of the Making a Difference
policy guidance (February 2023); the outworking of the Policy for our People strategy
(September 2023); and the application of Five Case Model for Business Cases (2021) are
required to assess whether these are being implemented in full and having the required
effect on the capacity and capability to design and deliver policy.

Resourcing and People

Whilst some progress has been made on the recommendations relating to
Resourcing and People, our overall assessment remains unchanged from that in 2022

2.26 Four of the Inquiry’s recommendations have been grouped under the theme of Resourcing
and People. Our assessment of progress in relation to their implementation is summarised
in Figure 3 (with more detail found within Appendix 4).

Figure 3: There were four recommendations made within the Resourcing
and People theme

Planned Action Unlikely

Likely to be to Fully Address the
Implemented Implemented Recommendation
None fell into this category ’ ’ ‘ .
2.27 We considered the extent to which each recommendation had been implemented since

our previous assessment process in 2022. While evidence of further progress is apparent,
our review around this theme concludes that the categorisation of each recommendation
remains unchanged - three recommendations are likely to be implemented in full (8,10,
24) along with one further recommendation where the planned action remains unlikely to
fully address it. Our assessment in respect of Recommendations 8,10 and 24 is in alignment
with the Department’s most recent assessment. However, we do not concur with the DoF
assessment for Recommendation 9.

2.28 DoF has told us that a People & Organisational Development Group was established in
November 2022, and that the NICS Human Resources (NICSHR) function is now separated
from key functional delivery areas linked to recruiting, developing and managing NICS
careers. Next steps, include the mapping of key deliverables required and associated
investment needed to deliver wider planned changes remain under development, with a
view to the finalisation of a three-year plan (2024-25 to 2026-27).
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2.30
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233

2.34

30

We understand that a Recruitment and Selection Development Group is now in place to
progress a collaborative approach to the review of NICS recruitment policy and processes
between the Civil Service Commissioners and the NICS - supporting documentation was
made available which set out the outcomes achieved to date, and other action being
progressed.

While development of an overarching policy framework around NICS recruitment

has taken place to support external recruitment as the default method with job role
recruitment approach, we understand that the policy framework for recruitment will not be
finalised until the Central Trade Union Side (CTUS) consultation process, to be progressed
during 2024, has been concluded — an indicative timescale for policy implementation is
2024-25 and while, in the context of Recommendation 24, our current assessment of likely
to be implemented remains until this policy can be reviewed and its impact on securing
continuity of business assessed.

We also note that: current secondment arrangements are now contained within a revised
policy document (July 2022 — Version 5) with this, and related guidance (October 2023 -
Version 2) having been issued to NICS staff; the adoption of a draft NICS apprenticeship
policy and related guidance remains subject to NICS Board oversight, approval by the
Finance Minister and formal consultation with CTUS; and a series of new NICS entry routes
in support of a skills and leadership talent pipeline have been developed.

In relation to the Senior Civil Service (SCS), the Department has told us that a revised
approach to setting SCS personal performance objectives/development needs is in place,
while work has also been undertaken on SCS talent management, to include a fair and
transparent approach to career development moves and talent biographies to support
talent management discussions. The effective date for the revised approach was May
2022 for Permanent Secretaries, and April 2024 for all SCS post-holders, with mandatory
participation across the SCS.

One aspect of Recommendation 9 relates to the handling of commercially sensitive
information by policy officials in roles related to the Northern Ireland economy (see
Appendix 3 for further details). In our 2022 assessment, we concluded that guidance
around this should be communicated directly to all staff who may receive such
information, and that it was not sufficient to rely on line management to identify
appropriate staff — rather that it was for the leadership of the Northern Ireland Civil Service
(which we deem to mean senior civil service officials) to play a direct role in determining
the appropriate staff who should receive direct communications in this area, in line with
the recommendation wording. DoF has told us that this is viewed as a line management
responsibility by the NI Departments. However, our current assessment is that allowing
such decisions to be taken by line managers runs the risk that those making them might
be at a level such that they are not fully sighted in all cases on the associated commercial
sensitivities. We would therefore continue to highlight the importance of the oversight roles
and responsibilities of SCS post-holders as set out in the Inquiry recommendation.

The Department told us that a refresh of the guidance on the use of external consultants
was to be completed by August 2024, but that slippage has occurred due to competing
priorities and capacity issues. As a result, our current assessment of Recommendation 10

as a whole is that it is likely to be implemented in full, based on the planned action, if the
guidance developed is sufficient and appropriate. We also note the publication of Making a
Difference: the NICS Guide to Making Policy that Works in February 2023.
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2.36

There has been progress made in respect of the management of consultants by Civil
Service teams since our last assessment. In response to actions taken around developing
the role of the SRO, DoF told us that an NICS-wide SRO appointments process is in
operation, with those overseeing High Risk Major Programmes and Projects (MPPs) receiving
an SRO Appointment Letter advising the holder of their roles and responsibilities; support
and guidance available to them and the mandatory training requirement to fulfil this role

— this is a 2-day SRO Masterclass with externally-sourced experts, using a collaborative
framework arrangement with Great Britain, and mandatory completion of Cabinet Office
SRO training. We understand that, during September 2024, that all current SROs overseeing
High Risk MPPs should have been offered the SRO Masterclass training — at present some
27 per cent (12) of SROs are yet to complete this. The Department also told us that the NICS
Board is now updated twice-yearly on the status of Major Programmes and Projects.

In acknowledging that some additional progress has been achieved, our assessment is that
overall progress is at the same level as we reported in 2022 and further work remains to be
completed in order to fully address the RHI Inquiry’s recommendations.

Collaboration and Communication

Both of the Collaboration and Communication-related recommendations have been
implemented

237

There were two Inquiry recommendations assigned to the theme of Collaboration and
Communication. The results of our assessment process summarised in Figure 4 indicate
that both have now been implemented (more detail is contained within Appendix 4). This
is an improvement on the position reported in 2022, when neither of the recommendations
had been fully implemented. The NIAO and DoF assessments are in alignment for both
recommendations.

Figure 4: There were two recommendations made within the
Collaboration and Communication theme

Implemented Implemented Recommendation

@ None fell into this category None fell into this category

Planned Action Unlikely
Likely to be to Fully Address the

2.38

The focus of Recommendation 17 has been around applying best practice from other
jurisdictions to provide more support for professions within the NICS, in respect of Project
Delivery, Finance and Economics. We acknowledge the demonstrable progress that has
been achieved in relation to the NICS workforce model for the Project Delivery profession
in respect of job roles and resourcing mix, although we understand that career pathways/
frameworks have not, as yet, been put in place, pending resourcing, an agreed approach
and CTUS consultation.
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2.39 The NICS Workforce Model is also being applied to the Finance and Economist (and other)
professions. This involves mapping job roles to career pathways, in order to clearly defining
the competencies, functional skills and qualifications required for individuals within the
NICS workforce to progress in their current role, or other roles, and remains ongoing. The
development of a proposal for a new Trainee Accountant Scheme, incorporating a scheme
framework document was concluded and resulted in a recruitment exercise launch in
June 2024. As regards the Economist profession, mandatory bespoke induction training in
place for new staff forms one aspect of the Learning and Development pathway in place,
while economists working on business cases are now required to attain Five Case Model
accreditation.

2.40 The Inquiry had identified a need for a government-wide framework for information
exchange and, where appropriate, co-operation, both cross-departmentally and with other
jurisdictions, with both elements falling within Recommendation 18. The Department told
us that both of these aspects are being progressed in several different ways — for example,
Inter-Governmental Relations (IGR) has provided a tiered structure for regular and co-
ordinated engagement around sectoral issues (at Inter-Ministerial Group level); strategic
issues (at Inter-Ministerial Standing Committee level) and at Head of Government level.
The main benefits are considered to be around improved sharing of information, including
access to UK Government information on devolved matters, (such as in relation to the
Sewel Convention, where circumstances may lead to an issue of concern arising), as well
as being able to influence thinking. While DoF told us that, as yet, there has been no joint
qualitative evaluation work undertaken around the benefits of these arrangements, with
anticipated difficulties cited around differing expectations/aspirations of the participants,
we note the April 2024 publication of the Intergovernmental Relations — Annual Report
2023.

Governance and Financial Controls

Significant progress has been made in the implementation of the recommendations
relating to Governance and Financial Controls

2.41 Ten of the Inquiry’s recommendations have been grouped under the theme of Governance
and Financial Controls. Our assessment of progress is that nine of these are now
implemented. This is a significant improvement on the 2022 position, where only six were
implemented. We concurred with the assessment published by DoF in all but one case
(Recommendation 32a). The results are summarised in Figure 5 (with more detail set out in
Appendix 4).

Figure 5: There were ten* recommendations made within the

Governance and Financial Controls theme
Planned Action Unlikely
Likely to be to Fully Address the
Implemented Implemented Recommendation

- A_A_ @ = None fell into this category .

* Recommendation 32 has been split into two distinct elements, with the other element
considered under the Raising Concerns theme.
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2.43

2.44

2.45

2.46

In line with our methodology (see Appendix 1), for each recommendation which we
had reported as implemented based on our 2022 assessment (19, 20, 21, 23, 31 and 33),
we followed these up with the Department, both to ensure that the basis for those
assessments had not changed, and also to identify any further developments which had
occurred - this was confirmed.

Recommendations 29 and 30 had previously been assessed as likely to be implemented
in full, and the details of further progress made provided by DoF means that these
recommendations are now assessed as implemented. Developments include the
publication of a revised version of Managing Public Money Northern Ireland (MPMNI) in
November 2023 and strengthening the Finance profession within the NICS, to include the
provision of financial training for budget holders (both formal and on-the-job).

Following our 2022 assessment work, we had concluded that more work was required to
develop a proactive role for DoF in the monitoring of financial progress of policy initiatives
on an ongoing basis, in line with the Inquiry recommendation (22). The Department told us
that it had since written to departments regarding the conditions of DoF approval, stating
that, while it would continue to routinely apply standard conditions of approval to projects,
these conditions, in terms of implementation timeframes and tolerance levels, could vary
depending on the nature of the project - furthermore, DoF might also apply ‘'non-standard’
conditions of approval in certain circumstances, in order to provide further assurance
around a proposal. DoF considers that these measures collectively help to ensure that it
can tailor the level of monitoring of a project, post-approval, to the degree of complexity,
risk, scale of spend, and so on, involved. We have concluded that this demonstrates a level
of proactivity by the Department and we have now assessed this recommendation as
implemented.

The Inquiry made a recommendation around the provision of departmental checks and
balances to provide early warning of problems, with particular reference to systems of
risk management and governance (Recommendation 32a) (see Appendices 3 and 4 for
further details). While we recognise the previous changes regarding approaches to risk
management, and DoF’s more recent references to the various (higher-level) information
and other sources which feed into the discharge of an AO’s responsibilities, as set out
within the Governance Statement, the Inquiry recommendation focussed on the need
for departments to review how their governance systems work in practice, as a means of
ensuring that they are both widely understood and actively used by staff. As there is no
evidence available to support and confirm that the necessary approaches to achieve this
have been put in place, this aspect of the recommendation continues to be assessed as
unlikely to be fully addressed.

Significant progress has been made in this area, although we consider that there is an
outstanding area of work to be completed by departments in reviewing both the use and
understanding of governance systems by their staff.
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Record Keeping

Overall progress has regressed slightly in relation to the recommendations around
Record Keeping

2.47 Three of the Inquiry’s recommendations have been grouped under the theme of Record
Keeping. Our assessment of overall progress is that the position has regressed slightly from
that reported in 2022. We concur with the assessment published by DoF in all but one of
the recommendations (Recommendation 28). Progress on implementation is summarised
in Figure 6 (with more detail contained in Appendix 4).

Figure 6: There were three recommendations made within the Record
Keeping theme

Planned Action Unlikely

Likely to be to Fully Address the
Implemented Implemented Recommendation
26 27 None fell into this category .
2.48 As we had reported on two of these recommendations (26 and 27) as implemented in our

2022 assessment, we followed these up with the Department to ensure that the basis for
those assessments had not changed, and to identify any further developments — this was
confirmed.

2.49 The Inquiry had recommended that “regular audits of record keeping should be
undertaken so as to ensure that important information is recorded, is easily identifiable,
is readily accessible and remains so for as long as is necessary in respect of any policy
or initiative”. In our 2022 assessment, we concluded that Recommendation 28, as a
whole, was likely to be implemented in full, although we had also recommended (NIAO
Recommendation Three) that the NICS Group Internal Audit and Fraud Investigation
Service (GIAFIS) should monitor compliance with standards and processes for record
keeping across all departments on an ongoing basis, particularly where matters should be
documented for complex or major decisions.

2.50 While DoF’s most recent assessment acknowledges that more work is to be done in this
area, in response to our recommendation, the Department has now told us that:

- ongoing monitoring of compliance within departments is a management role, assisted by
the Records Management Governance Framework;

- the option of GIAFIS conducting a thematic review of compliance with that Governance
Framework should [instead] be considered in the context of the wider work in respect of
records management; and

- it believes that the arrangements in place across NI Departments are sufficient to meet
the Inquiry’s intentions around Recommendation 28 and, at this point, there is no firm
commitment to undertake an audit of record keeping.

We continue to conclude that this is required in order to fully address the Inquiry’s
recommendation in this area.

2,51 We understand that a thematic audit of compliance with records management policies is to
be scheduled for consideration at a future date and, more widely, that any form of review
requires NICS Board approval, and is subject to its prioritisation. The Department has told
us that the timescale for completion of this work has not yet been confirmed.
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2.52

2.53

2.54

2.55

In respect of records management systems, we are aware that there has been further
progress made, including migration to Microsoft Office 365 (MS365), and some initial
exploration by a Digital Workplace Team into how departments’ obligations around future
retention, accessibility, utilisation and disposal of NICS information records will be met -
DoF’s most recent assessment is that work in this area is not yet fully implemented, and
this is in alignment with NIAO's current assessment. However, the Department’s overall
assessment is that sufficient progress will be made for this recommendation to merit an
implemented categorisation in due course - we are not in agreement with this assessment
and have concluded that the planned action remains unlikely to fully address it.

Of particular relevance to the Record Keeping theme (and the Ministers and Special
Advisers theme - Recommendation 41), we note that the May 2024 coverage of Module
I of the UK Public Inquiry into the handling of the Covid-19 pandemic, as it pertained
to Northern Ireland, identified some significant issues around the use of certain
communication channels by public officials.

In keeping with the Records Management theme, | note that my Audit Team encountered
difficulty in securing timely access to adequate records in support of the assessment of
progress in implementing the Inquiry’s recommendations published by DoF in March 2024.
This caused a delay in my Team’s ability to progress the fieldwork phase for this second
RHI follow-up report, as this information forms the basis for NIAO's current assessment

of progress. Despite DoF having placed its report on its latest assessment outcomes -
Implementation of the Recommendations of the RHI Inquiry - in the public domain during
March 2024, we found that a complete and readily accessible audit trail of the relevant
documentation was largely absent when we requested this in April 2024. This led to delays
in obtaining the supporting evidence required, as a result of which, it was not possible for
me to report to the NI Assembly ahead of it going into summer recess at the beginning of
July 2024, as had been planned. DoF told us that it is important to note that teams would
not as a rule have a readily available body of evidence to support the assessment of the
March update and that the assessment was based upon the collation of business areas’ own
responses rather than an audit.

We acknowledge that some further progress has been made in this area, and that aspects
of further planned action are underway. However, we are disappointed that DoF is
effectively maintaining its view that the NICS Croup Internal Audit and Fraud Investigation
Service (GIAFIS) should play a lesser role in the cross-departmental context - we continue
to recommend (in line with our previous NIAO Recommendation Three) that, given GIAFIS’
strategic placement, it monitors compliance with standards and processes for record
keeping across all departments on an ongoing basis, particularly where matters should be
documented for complex or major decisions.

Recommendation Four

It is acknowledged that the evidence in support of the DoF assessment of progress in
implementing the Inquiry’s recommendations is sourced from a number of NI Departments.
However, given NIAO’s recent experience of issues around timely access to records while
undertaking our latest assessment, we recommend that measures are put in place by DoF to
ensure that appropriate documentation and records in support of future published assessments
are held centrally by DoF, and are made available on a timely basis for audit inspection.
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Raising Concerns

All of the recommendations related to Raising Concerns have been Implemented

2.56 Four of the Inquiry’'s recommendations have been grouped under the theme of Raising
Concerns. We concur with the DoF assessment of progress that all four recommendations
have been implemented. This is a significant improvement on the 2022 position, where only
one recommendation was deemed to be fully implemented. The results are summarised in
Figure 7 (with more detail found within Appendix 4).

Figure 7: There were four* recommendations made within the Raising
Concerns theme

Planned Action Unlikely
Likely to be to Fully Address the
Implemented Implemented Recommendation

34 @ None fell into this category None fell into this category

* Recommendation 32 has been split into two distinct elements, with the other element
considered under the Governance and Financial Controls theme.

2.57 Following our 2022 assessment, we reported on Recommendation 34 as implemented
and, in line with our methodology (see Appendix 1) followed up with the Department to
ensure that the basis for our assessment remained accurate, and to identify any further
developments which had occurred - this was confirmed.

2,58 Recommendations 32b and 36 had previously been assessed as likely to be implemented
in full, and the details of further progress made provided by DoF means that these
recommendations are now assessed as implemented.

2.59 Following our previous assessment on the implementation of Recommendation 32b, as we
had indicated an intention to continue to monitor and assess progress and improvement
going forward in dealing with concerns raised by civil servants, evidence of this over the
intervening period was sought. DoF told us that the arrangements now in place within
the Raising a Concern (RaC) Policy Framework (RaCPF) launched in January 2023 are
wide-ranging, with applicability both across the NICS and externally, and provided
supporting documentation. A further significant output progressed to date has involved
GIAFIS in the preparation of an initial departmental-wide insight assurance report into
the implementation of the RaCPF for 2023-24, which was submitted to the NICS Board
in July 2024. We would also highlight that, while a more detailed consideration around
the implementation of the RaCPF arrangements at a departmental level was limited to
evidence in respect of the Department of Finance for our current assessment, we are
also aware from other NIAO work of similar arrangements operating within other NI
departments.

36



Northern Ireland Non-Domestic Renewable Heat Incentive Scheme - 2nd Report Part Two

2.60

2.61

Recommendation 36 addressed the need to have a more robust process in place to learn
lessons than had previously been used, and highlighted the need for Senior Civil Service
Leaders to be more systematic, persistent and proactive in their communications with

staff around the need for identified change, and in setting out what is required and how

it can be achieved through a supported workplace. The Inquiry also identified the need

for more external scrutiny, such as from Non-Executive Board members, as well as from
strengthened Assembly Committees, in ensuring that all necessary changes happen
systematically and are sustained. DoF told us that a key aspect of the RaCPF now in place
addresses the scrutiny role of Boards — for example, the NICS Board's commissioning of the
departmental-wide report for consideration around the effectiveness of RaC arrangements
already referenced within this theme. The Department also told us that the NICS Board
leads on the effectiveness of the Civil Service, having a responsibility to “address issues of
strategic significance facing the NICS as a whole or constituent parts of it" — including the
corporate response to NICS-wide risks and failures.

Our previous assessment of Recommendation 35 had concluded that the planned action
at that time would have been unlikely to address it in full, however, our latest review

of evidence provided by the Department led to an assessment of implemented. We
considered that work was required to ensure that, where appropriate, officials would
investigate the implementation and operation of schemes in place. DoF told us that the
introduction of the RaC Policy Framework facilitates early warning notifications to be made
and for concerns to be raised by the public and businesses around known or potential
issues with any initiative (as set out within the Inquiry recommendation). Other aspects
involve training for nominated Designated Officers and their operational teams, and
reporting to Boards (including the NICS Board), as referenced in a related recommendation
under the Raising Concerns theme. The Department has also told us that the handling of
concerns will always include appropriate fact-finding and/or investigation.
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Appendix 1: Report Methodology

- We assessed DoF’s March 2024 progress report on the implementation of the recommendations of
the RHI Inquiry for the sufficiency of detail and evidence provided in support of its conclusion on
the implementation of each recommendation.

- We liaised with the named Senior Responsible Owner (SRO) to obtain any additional detail and
evidence judged not to be evident from DoF’s progress report to support its assessment.

- We considered the adequacy of controls across the Northern Ireland Civil Service to measure the
extent of improvement or impact of the response to the Inquiry’s recommendations.

The nature and extent of audit work varied across the recommendations:

(1) where it was considered that the recommendations had been Implemented in NIAO's previous
report, if the information relied upon previously could be confirmed with DoF as remaining
extant, then the previous assessment reached was maintained;

(2) where DoF considered that the recommendations had been Implemented since NIAO had
last reported, the supporting evidence made available was assessed and follow-up enquiries
undertaken as required; and

(3) where DoF considered the recommendations as Not Yet Fully Implemented, the supporting
evidence was examined for assessment, to include necessary follow-up enquiries.

We will report, for information purposes, any update on the Assembly’s actions in response to
Recommendation (38) which falls to it.

The actions taken in response to the NIAO recommendations made in our 2022 report were
examined and the adequacy of the responses determined.

A high-level update on the RHI scheme was carried out, but this did not include either an overall
review or assessment of the scheme.
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Appendix 2: RHI Inquiry recommendations grouped by
theme

The RHI Inquiry's report contained 44 recommendations.
The Executive Sub-Committee accepted responsibility for implementing 42 of the recommendations.

Of the two recommendations remaining, Recommendation 38 related to the NI Assembly, while
Recommendation 44 related to the Northern Ireland Audit Office.

To assist its response to the Inquiry’s recommendations, the Executive Sub-Committee, supported by
the Department of Finance, grouped recommendations addressing similar areas into seven thematic
groupings (we note that Recommendation 32 spans two themes).

The summary table below shows the thematic groupings to which each recommendation was
assigned.

Theme Inquiry Team Recommendation Number

Record Keeping 26,27, 28
Other 38 44
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Appendix 3: RHI Inquiry recommendations where the
planned action has been assessed as being unlikely to
fully address them

Theme 1: Ministers and Special Advisers

Theme 2: Professional Skills

Theme 3: Resourcing and People

Planned actions for element 9(2) above are assessed as unlikely to fully address the Inquiry’s
recommendation.
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Theme 5: Governance and Financial Controls

Theme 6: Record Keeping

RHI Inquiry Team Recommendation

28(1) The culture and practice of record keeping and access to records within the
Northern Ireland Civil Service needs to change so that staff responsible for a given
area of work have easy access to the analysis and decisions underpinning the policy
or initiative on which they are engaged.

28(2) Regular audits of record keeping should be undertaken so as to ensure that
important information is recorded, is easily identifiable, is readily accessible and
remains so for as long as is necessary in respect of any policy or initiative.

28(3) In addressing this recommendation, there should be a review of the NICS electronic
information management system and how it is used by civil servants.

Steps should be taken to ensure that the systems which civil servants are expected
to use are fit for purpose and facilitate the easy saving, storage and subsequent
location and use of relevant material.

Planned actions for element 28(2) above are assessed as unlikely to fully address the Inquiry's
recommendation.
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Appendix 4: Annex illustrating progress against
individual RHI Inquiry Report recommendations
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