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is drawn to the Code of Practice issued under section 45 of the Freedom of Information Act 2000.  

The section 45 code sets out the practice in the handling of requests that is expected of public 
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About this document 

1 This document provides the Audit Committee with an update on current and 

planned Wales Audit Office work as set out in our Audit Plans. Financial and 

performance audit work is considered, and information is also provided on the 

Auditor General’s programme of national value-for-money examinations. 

Audit plan 

2 Details of the finalisation of our audit plans for 2017 and 2018 is summarised in 

Exhibit 1.  

Exhibit 1: audit plans 

Area of work Current status 

Audit Plan 2017 Complete - presented to Audit Committee March 2017. 

Audit Plan 2018 Complete - presented to Audit Committee March 2018. 

Audit Plan 2019 To be received by Audit Committee March 2019. 

Financial audit update 

3 Our key financial audit reports are set out in Exhibit 2.  

Exhibit 2: financial audit update 

Area of work Current status 

Annual Audit Report 2017 Presented to Audit Committee and Board 

March 2018. 

Accounts Audit – Audit of Financial 

Statements Report 2017-18 

Presented to Audit Committee and Board 

June 2018. 

Charitable Funds – Audit of Financial 

Statements Report 2017-18 

Presented to Charitable Funds Committee 

November 2018. 

Annual Audit Report 2018 To be presented to Audit Committee 

January 2019 and subsequently received 

by Board. 
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Performance audit update 

4 The following tables set out the performance audit work included in our 2017 and 

2018 audit plans for the Health Board, summarising completed work (Exhibit 3), 

work that is currently underway (Exhibit 4) and planned work which has not yet 

started (Exhibit 5). 

Exhibit 3: work completed1 

Area of work Status 

Structured Assessment (2017) Presented to Audit Committee March 

2018. 

Exhibit 4: work currently in progress 

Topic and 

executive lead 

Focus of the work Current status Audit Committee 

consideration  

Primary Care 

(2017) 

Executive lead: 

Chris White 

Involves national 

and local audit 

work. 

Finalising the local 

report. Officers 

preparing response 

to recommendations. 

January 2019 

Cross-sector 

thematic (2017): 

Intermediate Care 

Fund 

Executive lead: 

Sian Harrop-

Griffiths  

Examines ICF 

arrangements at 

national and 

regional levels 

across public 

sector bodies.  

Local findings 

presented to the RPB 

30 October 2018. 

National report 

anticipated early 

2019. 

TBC – January / 

March 2019 

 

 

NHS Structured 

Assessment2 

(2018)  

Executive lead: 

Tracy Myhill/ 

Pamela Wenger 

Assesses 

governance 

arrangements, and 

the progress being 

made in addressing 

previously identified 

issues. 

Fieldwork complete 

and commencing 

drafting of report. 

January 2019 

Clinical Coding: 

Follow up (2018) 

Examining the 

progress made 

since 2014.  

Fieldwork 

commenced. 

TBC – March  

2019 

 

1 In January 2018, the Audit Committee considered our report on collaborative 

arrangements for managing local public health resources and the NHS Wales 

management response. 

2 Structured assessment work includes a review of the Health Board’s arrangements for 

tracking progress against previous audit recommendations.  
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Exhibit 5: planned work not yet started 

Topic and 

executive lead 

Focus of the work Current status Consideration by 

Audit Committee 

Local audit work 3 

(2017)  

Executive lead: 

Pam Wenger 

 

Board development 

session on 

assurance, scutiny 

and challenge4. 

Planned for 

December 2018  

Board development 

session.  

- 

Orthopaedic 

Services: Follow up 

(2018)  

Executive lead: 

Chris White 

 

To examine the 

progress made 

since our 2015 

audit of orthopaedic 

services. 

Scoping. Fieldwork 

early 2019. 

TBC 

Local audit project 

(2018) 

Executive lead: 

Chris White 

 

Follow-up review of 

‘waiting times’  

Fieldwork early 

2019. 

TBC 

 

Good practice  

5 In addition to the audit work set out above, we continue to seek opportunities for 

finding and sharing good practice from all-Wales audit work through our forward 

planning, programme design and good practice research. Our Good Practice 

Exchange (GPX) team also facilitates a programme of shared learning events, 

details of which can be found on the GPX website.  Future events include: 

• 4 December: Alternative Delivery Model [Mutual benefits: Building a co-

operation between Wales and the Basque Country] – seminar 

• 24 January: Cybersecurity - Governance arrangements - webinar  

• February (tbc): Preventing hospital admissions - seminar   

• 12 March: Youth – seminar 

 

 

 

3 Additional audit input in relation to Structured Assessment 2017 and audit support for 

Board development in 2018, focusing on assurance, scrutiny and challenge.  

4 Timing to account for the Kings Fund Board development programme and 2018 board 

member appointments. 

http://www.audit.wales/good-practice
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NHS-related national studies  

6 The Audit Committee may also be interested in the programme of national value 

for money studies, some of which focus on the NHS and pan-public-sector topics. 

These studies are typically funded by the National Assembly and are presented to 

the National Assembly’s Public Accounts Committee to support its scrutiny of 

public expenditure.  

7 Exhibit 6 provides information on the NHS-related or relevant national studies 

published in the last 12 months. It also includes all-Wales summaries of work 

undertaken locally in the NHS. Since the last meeting of the Audit Committee, the 

Auditor General has published two reports: National Fraud Initiative in Wales; and  

Management of follow up outpatient appointments across Wales. 

Exhibit 6: NHS-related national studies and all-Wales summary reports 

Title Publication date 

Management of follow up outpatient appointments across 

Wales 
31 October 2018 

National Fraud Initiative in Wales 

 

23 October 2018 

Primary Care Out-of-Hours Services 

 

12 July 2018 

Strategic Commissioning of Accommodation Services for 

Adults with Learning Disabilities 
24 May 2018 

 

Reflecting on Year One – how have public bodies responded 

to the Well-being of Future Generations (Wales) Act 2015 

10 May 2018 

 

Speak my Language: overcoming language and 

communication barriers in public services.   

26 April 2018 

  

A Picture of Primary Care in Wales  24 April 2018. Online 

version also available.  

Housing adaptations 

 

22 February 2018 

Informatics systems in NHS Wales 

 

10 January 2018 

District nursing services in Wales – checklist for Board 

Members 

7 December 2017 

 

http://www.audit.wales/system/files/publications/management-follow-up-outpatients-english.pdf
http://www.audit.wales/system/files/publications/management-follow-up-outpatients-english.pdf
http://www.audit.wales/system/files/publications/national-fraud-initiative-english.pdf
http://www.audit.wales/system/files/publications/out-of-hours-2018-english_0.pdf
http://www.audit.wales/system/files/publications/learning-disability-2018-english.pdf
http://www.audit.wales/system/files/publications/learning-disability-2018-english.pdf
http://www.audit.wales/publication/reflecting-year-one
http://www.audit.wales/publication/reflecting-year-one
http://www.audit.wales/publication/speak-my-language-overcoming-language-and-communication-barriers-public-services
http://www.audit.wales/publication/speak-my-language-overcoming-language-and-communication-barriers-public-services
http://www.audit.wales/publication/picture-primary-care-wales
http://www.audit.wales/picture-of-primary-care/
http://www.audit.wales/picture-of-primary-care/
http://www.audit.wales/publication/housing-adaptations
http://www.audit.wales/publication/informatics-systems-nhs-wales
https://www.wao.gov.uk/publication/district-nursing-services-wales
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Outpatient departments see more patients each 
year than any other hospital department, with 
approximately 3.1 million patient attendances a 
year across Wales. 

The performance of outpatient services has a 
major impact on the public’s perception of the 
overall quality, responsiveness and efficiency of 
health services. 

• A follow-up appointment is one that follows 
an initial attendance to outpatients. 

• Over two-thirds of all outpatient 
appointments are follow-up appointments.

• In 2014, the Royal National Institute for the 
Blind Cymru (RNIB) issued a report called 
Real patients coming to real harm. This 
report highlighted the risks of ophthalmology 
patients losing their sight because of a 
delayed follow-up. 

• The concerns raised by the RNIB were the 
stimulus for improving the management of 
ophthalmology follow-ups, led by the Chief 
Medical Officer, and the subsequent need 
for health boards to report their follow-up 
positions on a monthly basis to the Welsh 
Government. 

• Large numbers of patients were on waiting 
lists for follow-up appointments, and many 
patients were experiencing delays in receiving 
appointments. 

• The potential risks of delays in follow-up 
appointments were not being effectively 
assessed. 

• Health boards’ arrangements for reviewing 
outpatient follow-up performance were 
generally underdeveloped. 

• While all health boards were working to 
improve the accuracy of their follow-up 
waiting lists, the majority were not meeting 
Welsh Government reporting requirements.

• Actions to improve outpatient services were 
mostly delivering short-term solutions.

Outpatient services play a crucial 
role in the majority of NHS care 
pathways…

Follow-up outpatient 
appointments make up a large 
proportion of outpatient activity 
but there have been concerns 
about the management of these 
appointments in recent years…

The Auditor General examined 
health boards’ arrangements for 
managing follow-up outpatient 
appointments in 2015-16. This 
work found…

Findings from the Auditor 
General’s 2015-16 work were 
reported locally and nationally…

SUMMARY

All health boards received a report with 
recommendations for securing improvements.

We shared a summary of the findings from 
local audit work at health boards, and key areas 
for action, with the national Planned Care 
Programme Board in May 2016.

million patient 
attendances a 
year across 
Wales. 
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• Health boards have made some progress but 
the pace and impact of improvements are 
limited, and delays in follow-up appointments 
vary significantly across Wales.

• National improvement arrangements are 
starting to focus on follow-up outpatients, 
but so far they have led to few tangible 
improvements.

• Since 2015, the number of patients on 
outpatient follow-up waiting lists and those 
whose appointment has been delayed has 
increased substantially.

• Health boards need to get better at assessing 
and managing the clinical risks to patients 
from delays in follow-up appointments.

• The unexplained variation in delayed follow-
up appointments across health boards needs 
to be addressed as a matter of urgency.

• There needs to be greater focus on the 
management of outpatient follow-up 
appointments within national and local 
performance management arrangements.

• National working group arrangements need 
to be more effective at driving change and 
improvements locally.

• Work to modernise and improve the 
outpatient system needs to pick up pace, 
supported by strong and engaged clinical 
leadership. 

• There needs to be a clearer strategy for 
supporting new outpatient service models 
using technology, underpinned with costed 
and resourced plans. 

In 2017-18, the Auditor General 
did further work to assess the 
local and national level progress 
in response to the challenges and 
issues he identified in his 2015 
work. This found that…

The worsening situation since 
our original work in 2015-16 is of 
significant concern and action is 
needed in a number of areas ….
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1 Outpatient services are complex and 
multi-faceted, and perform a critical role 
in patient pathways. The performance of 
outpatient services has a major impact 
on the public’s perception of the overall 
quality, responsiveness and efficiency of 
health boards.

2 Follow-up outpatient services are a core 
part of a continued treatment approach 
for a large and growing proportion of the 
population. Patients will have a broad 
variety of needs including (but not limited 
to) a review after surgery, management 
or maintenance of chronic conditions, or 
monitoring for signs of deterioration, prior 
to intervention.

3 Health boards manage follow-up 
appointments that form part of the 
referral to treatment pathway and these 
are subject to the Welsh Government 
target of 26 weeks. However, follow-up 
appointments for many patients falls 
outside the referral to treatment pathway. 
These follow-up appointments are 
managed within clinical guidelines where 
available and clinically set target follow-
up outpatient dates. These dates will be 
different dependent on the specialty, 
condition and clinician’s opinion. Delays are 
measured based on the extent of the delay 
beyond the clinically set target date, as a 
percentage. Data is collected on patients 
experiencing 100% delays ie patients 
waiting as, a minimum, twice as long as 
they should be.

4 There are known clinical risks associated 
with delays in follow-up appointments, 
and patients can come to irreversible harm 
while on the waiting list. The RNIB report 
highlighted the risks of ophthalmology 
patients losing their sight because of 
delayed follow-up, but there are also a 
number of other high-risk specialties were 
patients could equally come to harm 
because of delays in receiving follow-up 
care. 

5 Good management of follow-up outpatient 
services is needed to ensure efficient, 
effective and economical use of resources 
by:

•  ensuring only those with a clinical need 
to see an acute specialist are booked for a 
follow-up appointment;

• adopting see-on-symptom1 and virtual 
clinic2 approaches;

• exploiting opportunities to use technology3 

for example by allowing patients to self-
manage their condition, avoid unnecessary 
travel, and to record and track outcomes;

• transforming the service model and 
pathway, by developing community 
and primary care based services, which 
reduces reliance on traditional hospital-
based care models.

1 A ‘see on symptom’ approach results in patients being discharged when clinically safe to do so, and then relies on the 
patient to self-refer if there are any issues with their condition.

2 There is no single definition for the scope and function of a virtual clinic. However, these may be clinics that result in 
a clinical decision being made without the need for the patient to attend. These may include reviewing case notes, 
reviewing diagnostic test results or making telephone or video contact with the patient.

3 Includes the use of email and/or text to upload test results or blood pressure readings to minimise the need to attend 
an outpatient appointment. 

FOOTNOTES

DETAILED FINDINGS
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7 This report summarises:

• progress made by health boards since the 
Auditor General’s initial 2015-16 review, 
which focussed on data reporting and 
validation, arrangements to determine 
patient risks, and the extent of operational 
improvement and longer-term service 
modernisation;

• national arrangements to improve the 
management and performance of follow-
up outpatients; and

• changes in the waiting list, including the 
volume of patients waiting on the follow-
up outpatient waiting list, and those 
experiencing a delay. 

Health Boards have made 
some progress in response to 
recommendations made in 2015-
16, but the pace and impact of 
those improvements are limited, 
and the extent to which patients 
experience delays in follow-up 
appointments varies significantly 
across Wales

8 In 2015-16, auditors found:

•  waiting lists for follow-up appointments 
were large, and delays remained a 
significant concern across Wales;

• most health boards were not consistently 
meeting Welsh Government reporting 
requirements;

• all health boards were working to improve 
the accuracy of follow-up waiting lists;

• health boards were not effectively 
assessing clinical risks associated with 
delays;

• reporting and scrutiny of follow-up 
outpatient performance within health 
boards was insufficient; and

•  health boards were taking several short-
term actions to improve outpatient 
services, but longer-term plans to develop 
new service models were less developed.

9  In each health board, auditors made a 
number of recommendations aimed at 
improving the management of follow-
up outpatient appointments. Our 2017-
18 follow-on reviews at health boards 
demonstrated that some progress had 
been achieved in response to our original 
recommendations, but, in key areas, 
progress had been slow.

6 As a result of growing national concerns 
relating to the management of follow-
up outpatients, the Auditor General has 
undertaken initial and follow-up reviews 
at each health board in Wales over recent 
years to help define the extent of the 
challenges being faced and the progress 
that has been made in addressing them.

Wales Audit Office work on 
follow-up outpatients

L
R
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CASE STUDY
Cardiff and Vale University Health Board 
has developed a clinical risk assessment to 
identify the specialties or clinical conditions 
that are of higher clinical risk associated with 
follow-up delays. Their analysis identifies the 
specialty, specific clinical condition and the 
potential harm that may be caused because 
of a delay. The assessment is being used to 
inform how resources are directed to the 
areas with the greatest risk of harm.

10 Some health boards have a better 
understanding of clinical risk associated 
with harm because of a delay but more 
work is required. We found:

• health boards have taken different 
approaches to determining the clinical risk 
of harm associated with a delay.

• Cardiff and Vale University Health Board 
has developed a more systematic 
approach for identifying specialties and 
conditions presenting the greatest risk of 
harm and similar work is ongoing in Cwm 
Taf University Health Board. Other health 
boards have been slower to respond.

• systems to identify the incidence of 
harm associated with delays are not yet 
effective.

11 All health boards are working to improve 
the overall operational effectiveness of 
outpatient services. We found:

• health boards were introducing text 
reminder services to minimise the number 
of patients who ‘do not attend’;

• an improving picture in relation to 
utilisation of clinic time through the 
revision of clinic templates to ensure an 
appropriate balance of available new and 
follow-up appointment slots;

• better analysis of demand and capacity for 
outpatient treatment; and

• improving use of clinical ‘validation’ of 
follow-up waiting lists to ensure only those 
patients with a clinical need are receiving a 
follow-up appointment.

12 These initiatives have yet to make a 
significant impact on the growth in 
demand. Auditors found that:

• some aspects of the operational 
improvement of outpatients need 
further development, such as reduction 
of clinically inappropriate referrals, 
development of efficient clinical pathways, 
and the system-wide introduction of ‘see 
on symptom’ pathways;

• none of the recommendations that the 
auditors made in 2015-16 in relation 
to outpatient modernisation were 
completed and progress remains slow and 
challenging; and

• there was an awareness that more needed 
to be done to address variations in clinical 
practice such as the consistent application 
of the cataract pathway across Wales. 

13 Health boards are making some 
improvements to the quality and 
reliability of follow-up outpatient data and 
information. We found:

• Betsi Cadwaladr and Aneurin Bevan 
University Health Boards have resolved 
the issues relating to the under-reporting 
of patients on the follow-up outpatient 
waiting list with a booked appointment, 
although this remained an issue for Hywel 
Dda University Health Board until 2018; 
and

• there are now improving levels and quality 
of information used internally by health 
boards to actively manage operational 
improvement activity and performance

14 There is variation across health boards 
and specialties in the number of patients 
delayed more than twice as long as they 
should be (Exhibits 1 and 2). Whilst 
some of this variation reflects the overall 
volume of activity in larger health boards, 
this alone does not explain the variation 
observed within and between health 
boards. The data indicates a clear need 
for targeted remedial action alongside 
planning future-proof sustainable services.
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Source: Health Board submissions to the Welsh Government

Source: Health Board submissions to the Welsh Government

Exhibit 1: number of follow-up outpatients delayed more than twice as 
long as they should be, by health board, as at April 2018

Exhibit 2: number of follow-up outpatients delayed more than twice as 
long as they should be, by specialty and health board, as at April 2018
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National improvement 
arrangements are starting to 
focus on follow-up outpatients, 
but so far these have failed 
to translate into tangible 
improvements

15 There is improving recognition of the 
extent of the problem, and a growing 
ambition to resolve it at a national level:

• since 2016, there has been a notable 
increase in the focus on follow-up 
outpatients by the Planned Care 
Programme Board, through creation of the 
Outpatient Steering Group.

• the Cabinet Secretary for Health and Social 
Services has set out a requirement to 
take action to tackle follow-up outpatient 
improvement challenges across four 
specialties. These are orthopaedics, 
ophthalmology, ENT and urology. 
Supporting groups have been established 
under the Planned Care Programme Board 
to reflect these four specialties. 

• there has been ongoing work since 2016 
to develop a good practice compendium, a 
good practice guide and national learning 
events, but the extent of adoption of these 
at a clinical level in health boards appears 
highly variable.

• there is a developing high-level vision for 
outpatients, but there is also lack of clarity 
about agreement and adoption by health 
boards as well as plans to deliver it.

• there is a commitment to utilise value-
based healthcare principles and patient-
reported outcome measures to improve 
efficiency, but actions in these areas are 
not yet being taken forward with sufficient 
scale and pace.

16 Performance arrangements to date have 
predominantly focussed on the 26-week 
referral to treatment time target:

• the focus on improving referral to 
treatment time performance, particularly 
at the year-end, drives an increase in new 
appointments but also has the effect of 
increasing demand for follow-up work, as 
the majority of new patients will require a 
follow-up appointment. Additional funding 
made available to improve waiting time 
performance does not include funding for 
subsequent additional follow-up outpatient 
demand. This exacerbates a gap between 
demand and resourced capacity for follow-
up outpatient waiting lists.

• follow-up outpatients have not been a 
key performance target within national 
and local performance management 
arrangements. Although more recently, 
quality and safety aspects of follow-ups are 
starting to be discussed at national Quality 
and Delivery meetings with health boards.

• a new performance management target 
for ophthalmology, which integrates the 
referral to treatment pathway with follow-
up outpatient care, is in the process of 
being introduced. This may help enable 
a better focus on patient outcome and 
preventable harm.
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17 The availability of data is improving, but it 
is not yet fully reliable and informatics are 
not yet sufficiently enabling outpatient 
pathway improvement:

•  opportunities available through improved 
use of informatics are not yet being taken 
to enable ‘quick to introduce’ solutions to 
improve outpatient management.

• the separate primary and secondary care 
clinical systems appear to be reinforcing 
silo working. This is not yet enabling 
integrated management of pathways 
across primary and secondary care, 
which are particularly important for the 
management of patients with chronic 
conditions.

• there is a lack of informatics involvement 
or sufficient resource in some of the 
planned care group structures.

• from a low baseline in 2014, follow-up 
outpatient data quality is improving. 
However, information is not always 
recorded in the same way (such as ‘see 
on symptom’ and virtual clinics), and 
assessment of patients’ clinical risk while 
on the waiting list is hampered by a lack of 
clinical condition coding. The outpatient 
steering group is currently working on 
standardising a definition for a virtual clinic.

18 Although there is clinical willingness to 
change, more needs to be done to set the 
clinical direction across Wales:

• there is a lack of clinical leadership at 
the national Outpatient Steering Group. 
The group is focussing on operational 
improvements such as reducing ‘did not 
attend’ rates but there are opportunities to 
focus more on required changes in clinical 
practice and pathways.

• obstacles get in the way of rapid progress 
to improve outpatient efficiency, with 
a resistance to change clinical practice 
amongst some clinicians and a lack of 
systematic adoption of nationally agreed 
lean clinical pathways, for example, knee 
and cataract pathways.

• there is opportunity to engage medical 
directors more, as a conduit to lead clinical 
change and adoption of nationally agreed 
pathways within health boards.

19 The national Planned Care Programme 
arrangements are not conducive to 
drive timely change or performance 
improvement:

• there is varied understanding by key 
stakeholders on the role and function of 
the national planned care specialty groups. 
Some view them as providing a diagnostic 
overview, while others view the groups as 
responsible for delivering change across 
Wales.

• given the extent of the challenge for 
nationally-led service improvement and 
modernisation, the groups do not have the 
necessary capacity and authority to drive 
changes between meetings. The groups 
also do not meet frequently enough, 
and although have large memberships, 
significant numbers of apologies are given. 

• until recently, there has been a lack of 
holding health boards to account for 
delivery of service improvements and 
change identified through the Planned 
Care Programme Board and its supporting 
specialty groups. Delivery against Planned 
Care Programme priorities, however, is 
now featuring more prominently in the 
regular Joint Executive Team meetings with 
health boards. 

• the lack of capacity at a national level does 
not necessarily mean additional revenue 
funding is required, but the existing 
capacity across the national infrastructure 
could be better co-ordinated.

• the Outpatient Steering Group has recently 
strengthened its membership and focus 
but still lacks clinical leadership and needs 
to demonstrate it is positively influencing 
service performance improvements and 
transformation within health boards. 

20 The issues identified above appear to be 
tempering the extent of ambition to ‘what 
is potentially achievable’ rather than ‘what 
needs to be done’.
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Since 2015, the number of 
patients on outpatient follow-up 
waiting lists, and the number of 
patients whose appointment has 
been delayed have substantially 
increased

21 Analysis of the health boards’ data 
submissions to the Welsh Government 
paints a worrying picture with an upward 
trend in patients waiting, growth in delayed 
follow-up appointments, and in particular 
a growth in those waiting twice as long as 
they should have.

22 There has been a growth overall in the 
numbers of patients waiting for a follow-
up outpatient appointment between 
April 2015 and April 2018. This growth 
is reflected across many high volume 
specialties (Exhibit 3).

12% GROWTH
Average number of 
patients on the follow-up 
waiting list has increased 
from 941,000 to 
1,059,000 from April 2015 
to April 2018
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Exhibit 3: number of patients waiting for a follow-up outpatient 
appointment in April 2015 and April 2018, by specialty

Source: Health Board submissions to the Welsh Government.

ORTHOPAEDICS

OPHTHAMOLOGY

GENERAL SURGERY

CARDIOLOGY

ENT

UROLOGY

PAEDIATRICS

GYNAECOLOGY

DERMATOLOGY

GASTROENTEROLOGY

131,105 150,283

97,784 116,758

63,564 69,706

54,578 65,064

53,194 66,299

44,731 51,592

34,047 46,131

40,481 42,636

38,104 38,996

27,678 34,208 

Specialty Patients waiting for a follow-up 
outpatient appointment April 2015 

Patients waiting for a follow-up 
outpatient appointment April 2018
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23 The number of patients waiting for a 
follow-up appointment that is delayed has 
grown substantially between 2015 and 
2018 (Exhibit 4):

• in April 2015, there were 240,108 patients 
waiting for a delayed follow-up outpatient 
appointment. This has increased to 
376,229 by April 2018.

• in April 2015, there were 128,000 patients 
waiting twice as long as they should be. By 
April 2018, this has increased to just under 
200,000 patients.

55% GROWTH
Patients waiting twice as 
long as they should be 
(100% delayed)

Exhibit 4: number of patients delayed twice as long as they should be 
between April 2015 and April 2018, by specialty

Source: Health Board submissions to the Welsh Government.

24 In comparison to the referral to treatment 
waiting list, there are substantially more 
patients experiencing delayed follow-up 
outpatients:

• overall, the number of patients on the 
referral to treatment waiting list has 
increased by 0.7% to 431,872, and the 
number of patients on the follow-up 
outpatient waiting list has increased by 
12% to 1,059,610 between April 2015 and 
April 2018; and

•  in April 2018, 88% of patients were 
waiting within 26 weeks on the referral to 
treatment waiting list, whereas only 65% 
of follow-up outpatients are within their 
target appointment date.

Specialty Number of patients delayed twice as long as they should be

April 2015 April 2016 April 2017 April 2018

Orthopaedics 17,294 19,723 23,881 33,063

Ophthalmology 16,412 17,143 21,438 28,009

Urology 11,056 11,019 9,938 11,593

Cardiology 7,529 6,954 9,231 11,464

ENT 7,939 8,491 8,322 11,089

Gastroenterology 5,819 7,229 9,171 10,488

General surgery 9,273 7,552 8,688 10,331

Gynaecology 6,057 6,528 7,744 9,794

Paediatrics 2,939 4,991 5,805 6,710

Dermatology 3,973 3,877 4,047 6,112
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REFERRAL TO TREATMENT >36 WEEKS 

(14,797)

(199,968)

FOLLOW-UP OUTPATIENTS 100% DELAYED 

At April 2018, there were over 13 times as many people waiting 
twice as long as they should be on the follow-up list compared to 

the number of patients waiting on the referral to treatment list over 
36 weeks.
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25 In preparing and discussing this report 
with stakeholders, numerous references 
were made to some good examples of 
work emerging that will have a positive 
impact on the management of follow-
up appointments. This is encouraging, 
although it will be important to ensure 
that any such emerging good practice is 
shared, spread and scaled up to leverage 
the change which is required. 

26 The continuing growth in follow-up 
outpatient waiting lists and patients 
waiting beyond their target date for a 
follow-up review points to the need for 
further concerted action to curb and 
reverse this trend. In addition to the 
recommendations that we have already 
made to health boards through our local 
audit reports, we make the following 
recommendations to Welsh Government.

R1 Set a clear ambition – set a clear target 
and timeframe to reduce the number of 
patients delayed twice as long as they 
should be waiting (ie 100% delays). 

R2 Strengthen the national delivery structure 
– adapt the Planned Care Programme 
Board and its underpinning structure to 
ensure it is delivering improvements that 
materially improve follow-up outpatient 
performance and drive the development of 
transformed service models and pathways 
that are efficient and meet expected 
growth in demand. In doing so, the Welsh 
Government should ensure:

• membership of the Planned Care 
Programme Board and its supporting 
groups is appropriate.

• the lines of accountability for delivery 
of improvement actions at national and 
health board level are clear and work as 
required.

• there is sufficient capacity to lead change 
between meetings of the various groups, 
which should include consideration of 
the frequency of meetings, the use of 
task and finish groups between meetings, 
and the capacity of members to lead 
improvements between meetings.

• ensure informatics is integral to the 
solution. NWIS needs to be a key 
stakeholder in procuring, developing and 
project managing solutions to improve 
outpatient services and new models 
of care. The service should be a key 
member of the Planned Care Programme 
Board. Where technological solutions 
are required, procurement rather than 
development may achieve better scalability 
and pace of delivery.

R3  Develop a clear plan to support national 
level service developments – set out a 
clear plan of action needed at a national 
level to accelerate the scale and pace of 
outpatient transformation through the 
Planned Care Programme Board structure, 
which is costed and resourced, and makes 
maximum use of available technologies. 

R4 Plan sustainable services – ensure there 
are clear plans to improve follow-up 
performance and modernise outpatient 
services within health board Integrated 
Medium Term Plans (IMTP) and annual 
plans.

R5 Align the priorities of the national 
resources – to maximise the impact of the 
national resources available to support 
improvement, such as the Delivery Unit, 
ensure that their programmes of work 
are aligned to support the transformation 
of outpatient services and reductions in 
follow-up delays. The national resources 
will include but not be limited to NWIS, the 
Delivery Unit, and the 1,000 lives team.

R6 Strengthen and focus performance 
accountability – build on the developing 
focus at Quality and Delivery meetings 
with health boards, by strengthening the 
focus on holding health boards to account 
for delivering improvements to reduce 
follow-up outpatient waiting lists in the 
short, medium and long term.

R7  Strengthen clinical accountability – raise 
awareness amongst health board Medical 
Directors of their professional roles and 
responsibilities in driving through the 
required clinical changes and adherence to 
national follow-up outpatient guidance.

RECOMMENDATIONS
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It has been 10 years since the global financial crisis 
caused shockwaves across political, economic and 
social structures and the impact of that crisis is still 
being felt today. Public bodies across the UK have 
had to deal with unprecedented funding cuts and 
are having to meet ever-increasing demand for 
public services whilst experiencing year on year 
budget cuts. Within this context it is encouraging to 
see how Welsh public bodies are adopting new and 
innovative ways of working to ensure that service 
users are insulated from the impact of funding 
cuts and in some cases service provision is being 
improved.

Whilst Welsh public bodies need to continue to explore new ways of working, 
it is essential that they continue to ensure that services and benefits are only 
provided to those eligible to receive them. Sadly, there are those who attempt 
to commit fraud to obtain public service and benefits they are not entitled to. In 
June 2013, the National Fraud Authority estimated that the annual loss to fraud 
against the public sector in the UK amounted to £662 million (excluding tax 
fraud). Every pound lost to fraud is a pound wasted and reducing the funding 
available to those who need public services most. It is therefore crucial that 
public bodies use all the tools at their disposal to prevent and detect fraud.

I am delighted to be able to support Welsh public bodies as they combat fraud 
by providing them with the biennial National Fraud Initiative (NFI). NFI is a 
highly effective data-matching tool which enables organisations to identify 
and investigate data anomalies that may be due to fraud. Since its inception 
in 1996, the NFI has been used to identify more than £35 million of fraud and 
overpayments against the Welsh public sector. 

The findings of the latest exercise which are set out in this report show that £5.4 
million of fraud and overpayments were identified (compared to £4.4 million in 
the previous exercise). This represents continued success of the initiative, and 
I would like to thank those members of staff across the Welsh public sector 
for their diligence in investigating the data-matches. Without their efforts this 
success would not have been possible. 

I am continuing to implement a strategy for widening participation and usage 
of the NFI in Wales and encourage all public sector organisations to come 
forward with proposals for further potential data matches that could help in the 
prevention and detection of fraud. 

Adrian Crompton
Auditor General for Wales

Foreword
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Summary

1 Public bodies in Wales spend many billions of pounds of taxpayers’ 
money in providing benefits and services to address the social needs of 
the people of Wales. In most cases, the recipients of these benefits and 
services are entitled to them and they can make a considerable difference 
to improving quality of life.

2 When fraudsters claim from public bodies for services and benefits they 
are not entitled to, it means that individuals in genuine need may have to 
wait longer for services, treatment or help. Fraud is not a victimless crime.

3 In order to support Welsh public bodies in their fight against fraud, the 
Auditor General runs the NFI in Wales on a biennial basis. The NFI 
matches data across organisations and systems to help public bodies 
identify potentially fraudulent or erroneous claims and transactions. 

4 The current NFI exercise has been one of the most successful to date 
and has already resulted in the identification of £5.4 million of fraud and 
overpayments in Wales, and £301 million across the UK. This report 
includes a number of case studies which highlight the excellent work that 
participating are doing to drive out fraud in public services.

5 These outcomes could not have been achieved without the hard work 
of many members of staff within participating bodies who have shown 
commitment to reviewing and investigating the data-matches. 

6 We are grateful for the support of the National Assembly for Wales in 
providing the Wales Audit Office with the funding necessary to enable NFI 
to be provided to participating bodies without charge.

7 As part of the next exercise, the Auditor General’s auditors will continue 
to work with participating bodies to help them to maximise the potential 
benefit that can be achieved through NFI.

8 The Auditor General is committed to supporting public bodies in their 
efforts to prevent and detect fraud by applying data-matching techniques 
into fraud risk areas not currently within NFI. During 2017-18, the Auditor 
General has been working in partnership with the Welsh Government, 
DWP, Cabinet Office and HMRC to develop pilot data-matching exercises 
to help prevent and detect fraud in education and housing provision. The 
early results from these pilot exercises are proving very positive and the 
outcomes will be reported once the pilots have been fully evaluated.
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The latest National Fraud Initiative has made a 
significant contribution to tackling fraud against 
Welsh public bodies
The latest biennial NFI exercise in Wales has detected and 
prevented £5.4 million in fraud and overpayments
1 When fraudsters claim for services and benefits they are not entitled to, 

it means that individuals in genuine need may have to wait longer for 
services, treatments or help. Fraud is not a victimless crime.

2 In order to support Welsh public bodies in their fight against fraud, the 
Auditor General runs the NFI in Wales on a biennial basis. The NFI 
matches data across organisations and systems to help public bodies 
identify potentially fraudulent or erroneous claims and transactions.  
Exhibit 1 sets out some of the data matches that are run through the NFI 
and the types of issues which may be found.

Exhibit 1: examples of the types of issue that the NFI has uncovered

Datasets matched Issues uncovered

Housing benefit to housing-benefit claims Individuals who are claiming housing benefit 
at more than one property.

Housing benefit, housing rent and payroll 
records to immigration data1

Individuals employed or in receipt of public 
benefits who have no entitlement to live or 
work in the UK.

Council tax single person discount (CTSPD) 
to electoral register

Individuals falsely claiming to be the sole 
adult occupant of a property in order to 
receive a 25 per cent discount on their 
council tax bill.

Payments to residential care home to 
deceased persons’ records.

Ongoing payments to residential care home 
residents after the resident has died.

Creditor payments to creditor payments Public bodies have paid twice for the same 
goods or service following the receipt of 
duplicate invoices.

Blue-badge holder records to deceased 
persons’ records.

Improper use of blue badges, where 
a permit holder has died, but the local 
authority has not have been notified.

1 This includes data about refused and expired visas, visas where there is no right to work and 
failed asylum applications.
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3 The Auditor General collaborates on the NFI with the Cabinet Office, 
Audit Scotland and the Northern Ireland Audit Office to match data across 
1,300 organisations in England, Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland. 
This includes joint development of new data matching modules, sharing 
data processing arrangements and sharing resources such as staff and 
technical guidance. Further information on the NFI and how it works is 
provided in Appendix 1.

4 Since its commencement in 1996, NFI exercises have identified over £35 
million of fraud and overpayments in Wales, and £1.69 billion across the 
UK. Reported overpayments include sums of money that have already 
been paid out and forward projections, where it is reasonable to assume 
that fraud, overpayments and error would have continued undetected 
without NFI data matching.

5 The most recent exercise covers the period 1 April 2016 to 31 March 
2018 Forty-seven Welsh public sector bodies participated in the latest NFI 
exercise. These included the following mandatory participants:

• Local authorities

• Police authorities

• Fire authorities

• NHS bodies

6 The Welsh Government, some Welsh Government Sponsored bodies and 
the Wales Audit Office participated in the NFI on a voluntary basis. The 
payroll details of the vast majority of public sector staff and their external 
auditors are included within NFI for data matching to detect and prevent 
fraud. 

7 The majority of data matches for this latest NFI exercise were provided to 
public bodies in January 2017. Since then, most of the matches have been 
reviewed by participating bodies and, where appropriate, investigations 
undertaken. 

8 Between July 2014 and March 2016, responsibility for investigating 
potential housing-benefit frauds transferred from local authorities to the 
Department of Work and Pensions Fraud and Error Services (DWP FES). 
As a consequence, for the NFI exercise to which this report relates, DWP 
FES was responsible for investigating NFI housing-benefit data-matches 
considered to be possible frauds.
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9 The latest exercise detected and prevented fraud and overpayments 
against public bodies in Wales of over £5.4 million, compared to £4.4 
million in the previous exercise. Exhibit 2 demonstrates how the value 
of savings identified in Wales through the NFI has changed since the 
exercise started in 1996.

Exhibit 2: NFI reported savings in Wales in £ millions

Source: NFI database
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NFI matching has helped to identify cases of fraud and 
overpayments in a wide range of areas 
10 When the NFI began in 1996, the main thrust of the NFI was to match 

data to identify fraud and overpayments in what were considered high-risk 
areas, in particular:

• Student awards

• Housing benefits

• Public sector payroll

• Public sector pensions

11 Over many years, data matching in these areas has led to the identification 
of high-value fraud and overpayments, including many longstanding 
frauds. In particular, longstanding pension payments made in the name 
of deceased pensioners have been stopped. The latest NFI exercise has 
found that these traditional data matches are still proving to be an effective 
tool in the detection of fraud and overpayments, and continue to detect 
frauds. The value of individual frauds in these areas tends to be lower 
because most longstanding frauds have been eliminated.

12 Since the first NFI exercise many new modules have been introduced 
which have provided the opportunity for participating organisations to 
identify fraud and overpayments in other areas, such as creditor payments 
and Council Tax Single Person Discount claims (CTSPD). The highest-
value areas of fraud and overpayments detected and prevented as part of 
the latest NFI exercise were CTSPD (£1.47 million) and pensions (£0.97 
million). 

13 As shown in Exhibit 3, the value of fraud and overpayments identified in 
‘other areas’ significantly increased in the latest exercise. This is largely 
due to the introduction of new data sets in recent exercises such as ‘blue 
badge’ parking permits and council tax reduction (CTR) claims. When NFI 
data-matching is introduced in new areas, it has the potential to make a 
significant financial impact in addressing long-standing fraud. 
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Exhibit 3: Overpayments and related future savings identified though NFI 
2016-17 compared with NFI 2014-15, 2012-13 and NFI 2010-11

Source: NFI database
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14 When NFI first matched public-sector pensions in payment to deceased 
persons’ records, it found significant numbers of pensions still being paid 
after a pensioner’s death. The cancellation of these payments resulted 
in significant savings to the public purse. Over time, NFI has helped to 
largely eliminate this type of fraud and it is now relatively unusual for NFI 
to identify pensions in payment after a pensioner’s death.

15 In 2008-09, NFI started matching CTSPD to the electoral register for the 
first time. Since then, fraud and overpayments of CTSPD amounting to 
£9.19 million have been detected and prevented. In the latest exercise, 
£1.47 million of fraud and overpayments were detected. This compared 
to £2.14 million in the previous exercise. We anticipate that this trend 
will continue in future exercises as longstanding frauds in this area are 
eliminated. 
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NFI has been successful in identifying housing-benefit fraud 
and overpayments
16 The NFI matches housing-benefit records to a number of datasets to 

identify fraudulent or erroneous claims. The detection and recovery of 
housing-benefit fraud and overpayments have traditionally been one of the 
most successful areas within the NFI. 

17 Investigating housing-benefit fraud often helps identify other 
overpayments. People that are in receipt of housing benefit may also 
be in receipt of other benefits and payments, such as council tax benefit 
,income support, or universal credit . The most common benefit frauds and 
errors detected through NFI are caused by applicants failing to declare 
occupational pensions or employment earnings, and students claiming 
housing benefit when not entitled to do so. 

18 Between July 2014 and March 2016, responsibility for investigating 
housing-benefit fraud transferred from Welsh local authorities to DWP 
FES. The transfer was on a phased basis.

19 The latest NFI exercise identified £0.64 million of housing-benefit 
overpayments. This compares to £1.6 million in 2010-11, £1.37 million in 
2012-13 and £1.14 million in 2014-15. The decline in benefits outcomes 
achieved through NFI is not unique to Wales and a similar trend is in 
evidence across the UK. This may be due to the following reasons:

• the transfer of responsibility for investigating benefit fraud from councils 
to the DWP’s FES has resulted in local-authority investigators now 
concentrating on other areas.

• the DWP is now using real-time information (RTI) on payroll and 
pension to help prevent benefit overpayments occurring.

• the DWP only investigates potential frauds of a significant value.

• efforts by public bodies to continuously improve housing benefit 
systems. Councils are also participating in DWP schemes such as 
the Right Benefit Initiative from April 2017, which aims to identify and 
reduce housing-benefit fraud and error.

20 Whilst the overall housing-benefit savings outcomes have reduced, the 
latest exercise identified 169 cases of benefit fraud or overpayments. Each 
case had an average value of £3,781. This indicates that NFI participants 
are effectively targeting high-value and high-risk benefit matches. 
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NFI helped to find housing-benefit claimants who had not fully 
disclosed employment or pension income 

21 As housing benefit is means-tested, claimants are required to disclose 
to the local authority any pay and/or pension income they receive and 
to notify the local authority if their income changes. Claimants are also 
required to disclose the pay and/or pension of any non-dependants they 
live with. Failure to fully disclose income is likely to result in housing 
benefit being overpaid and can be fraudulent.

Case Study 1

Pembrokeshire County Council reviewed NFI data-matches between 
payroll and housing benefit. In one instance the Council found that a Council 
employee in receipt of housing benefit had failed to disclose that their pay 
had increased. Salary details were obtained from the Payroll department 
and further review of the claim identified that the individual had received 
housing benefit of £2,760.00 to which they were not entitled. The Council is 
recovering the over claimed benefit.

Case Study 2

Gwynedd Council investigated an NFI match between housing benefits 
and payroll that indicated that a housing-benefit claimant had employment 
income from a local health board that had not been disclosed on their 
claim for housing benefit. The Council followed up the match by seeking 
further information from the claimant and HMRC. The Council found that 
the claimant had overclaimed housing benefit amounting to £3,472.17. The 
Council also referred the case to the DWP which resulted in the housing-
benefit claim being terminated. 
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Case Study 3

Cardiff Council when reviewing NFI matches between housing benefit and 
occupational pension income identified that ta benefit claimant was in receipt 
of a teacher’s pension from another Welsh local authority and that she 
had not declared this when claiming housing benefit. The Council sought 
and obtained confirmation of the pension income from HMRC via RTI and 
was able to use this information to update the claim and calculate that the 
claimant had falsely claimed £3,180.25. The case was referred to the DWP, 
and following investigation, the claimant also accepted an administrative 
penalty of £1,590.13.

Case Study 4

Torfaen County Borough Council investigated an NFI match that indicated 
that a housing-benefit claimant was in receipt of an occupational pension, 
that not been declared as part of the housing-benefit claim. The claimant 
was also claiming a reduction of Council Tax on the basis of low income. The 
claimant was of an advanced age and therefore the Council sought evidence 
from the claimant’s daughter as to the amount of pension the pensioner 
was receiving. The information received from the daughter was inconsistent 
with the information shown by the NFI match. The Council therefore sought 
independent confirmation of the pension payments from the pension 
provider. This confirmed that the amount notified by the claimant’s daughter 
was significantly understated. The Council concluded that the housing-
benefit claim had been false from the outset, resulting in housing benefit of 
£7,201 and CTR of £1,810 being overclaimed. 

Case Study 5

Pembrokeshire County Council reviewed NFI data matches between taxi 
licensing and housing benefit. One case reviewed identified a number of 
non-declared changes, including an increase in earnings, self-employed 
earnings as a taxi driver and a dependant of the claimant commencing work. 
As a result, the claimant had received housing benefit of £2,972 that they 
were not entitled to and no longer qualified for any benefit. The overpayment 
is being repaid to the Council.
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Case Study 6

Cardiff Council reviewed NFI matches between Housing Benefit and 
Immigration status. In one instance, having sought further information from 
the Home Office, the Council confirmed that the housing benefit claimant 
had no leave to remain in the UK and therefore had no entitlement to 
receive housing benefit. The Council calculated that the claimant had 
received an overpayment of £6,854 and suspended the claim. The individual 
subsequently won an immigration tribunal case which reinstated her 
entitlement to benefit, and the Council was able to recover the overpayment 
in full from future benefit payments.

NFI was used to identify housing-benefit claimants who had no right 
to work or stay in the UK

22 As NFI data-matches housing-benefit claimants against Home Office 
immigration and visa records. Individuals who do not have, or have not 
been granted, a right to reside or work in the UK are ineligible to receive 
housing benefit.

NFI helped to identify students claiming housing benefit when not 
entitled to do so

23 Most students in receipt of a student loan are ineligible to claim housing 
benefit. The NFI exercise matched student-loan data to housing-benefit 
records to identify potentially fraudulent or erroneous housing-benefit 
payments. Following a review of the matched data, local authorities in 
Wales identified a significant number of cases where it was suspected that 
students had claimed housing benefit when ineligible to do so. Many of 
these cases were referred to DWP FES for investigation.

Case Study 7

Cardiff Council reviewed NFI matches between Housing Benefit and 
Student Finance. This review confirmed that a number of students in 
receipt of student finance had failed to declare that they were in receipt of 
student finance whilst claiming housing benefit. The Council contacted the 
individuals concerned to confirm the details in the NFI matches and this 
led to 26 cases of entitlement to housing benefit being reassessed and 
overclaims calculated. The overclaims are being recovered by the Council. 
One case was referred to the DWP for investigation and in that case an 
overpayment of £7,974 was identified, and the claimant also accepted an 
administrative penalty of £2,000.
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The NFI pension matches have successfully helped to eliminate 
many longstanding pension frauds and overpayments but a small 
number of new cases are still being identified

24 The NFI matches occupational pensions in payment to deceased people 
to identify instances where pensions were still being paid after a pensioner 
had died. 

25 When this NFI data match was first introduced as part of NFI 2004-05, 
it identified many cases where pensions were still in payment several 
years after the pensioner had died. As a consequence, significant pension 
overpayments had been made. Since then, through the investigation of 
the NFI matches, public bodies in Wales have been able to eliminate 
many of these longstanding cases. Whilst NFI continues to identify new 
cases where pensions have continued after the date of death, the average 
overpayment is significantly less. This demonstrates the effectiveness of 
NFI in reducing levels of fraud and error.

Case Study 8

The City and County of Swansea reviewed matches between persons in 
receipt of occupational pensions paid by the Council and DWP records of 
deceased persons. Checks were undertaken to confirm that the matched 
parties were the same. Where this was the case, further checks were 
undertaken to confirm that the pension was still in payment and whether 
pension records had been updated to record that the pensioner had died. 
Where pensions were still in payment after the date of death, payments 
were suspended, and attempts made to trace the next of kin. Eligibility 
forms were also sent out as a means of determining continued eligibility. 
As a consequence of the review, 26 cases were identified where incorrect 
pension payments were being made, and the Council is seeking to recover 
the overpayments. In one case, the pension overpayment amounted 
to £10,058. A further 11 pensions remain suspended, pending ongoing 
investigations to trace next of kin. 
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NFI matching between council tax single-persons-discounts 
data and the electoral register has achieved savings to the 
public purse of £1.5 million
26 Council-tax payers are eligible for a discount on their bill where they are 

the only occupant of a household aged over 18, or the other occupants of 
the household fall into exempted categories, for instance, students. The 
discount results in a reduction of 25% of the full council-tax bill payable 
on the property. This discount is commonly referred to as the Council Tax 
Single Persons Discount (CTSPD).

27 In many cases, CTSPD claimants were eligible on application but failed to 
declare subsequent changes in their personal circumstances. The effort 
of local authorities to establish the dates of changes in circumstances has 
enabled local authorities to recover previous years’ ineligible discounts 
rather than just stopping the discount going forward.

28 Local authorities are recovering the amount overclaimed in 89% of 
cases. Furthermore, local authorities have found that some individuals, 
who inappropriately claimed the discount, also claimed other benefits 
inappropriately.

29 Whilst some Welsh local authorities have been very proactive in reviewing 
and where necessary cancelling inappropriate claims for CTSPD, others 
have not invested sufficient resources to address the matches. This is 
regrettable, because those authorities which have adopted a rigorous 
approach have achieved savings of £1.5 million by investigating the 
matches. Case studies 9 and 10 provide two examples of authorities which 
have been very proactive in this area.

Case Study 9

Bridgend County Borough Council reviewed and investigated NFI 
matches showing individuals in receipt of CTSPD, where the electoral 
register showed that more than one individual was registered to vote at 
the property in question. As a result , 435 claims were identified where 
claimants were not or were no longer entitled to a discount. The amount 
overclaimed amounted to £245,175 of which £89,931 is being recovered. 
The cancellation of these claims has also increased the council-tax revenue 
being collected going forward.
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A new NFI data match between claimants receiving Council 
Tax Reduction and other NFI datasets identified 54 cases 
where discount was being overclaimed
30 Each council in Wales operates its own Council Tax Reduction (CTR) 

scheme. The CTR scheme helps people on low incomes and/or certain 
welfare benefits to pay their council tax bill. CTR replaced the national 
council tax benefit scheme with effect from 1 April 2013.

31 As CTR is an income-based discount, where applicants fail to declare 
their full income, they receive discounts on their Council Tax they are not 
entitled to. The latest NFI exercise matched CTR and other NFI datasets 
for the first time. The new data match proved successful, identifying 54 
cases in Wales where CTR was being overclaimed. In many of these 
cases, it was found that the individual was also overclaiming other  
means-tested benefits.

Case Study 10

Pembrokeshire County Council carried out a review of NFI data matches 
between those in receipt of council tax discounts where single person 
discount had been awarded against details held on the electoral register 
where there was more than one person registered to vote. Household details 
were cross checked against internal records, verification checks with other 
local authorities and by contacting the taxpayer directly. As a result of this 
review, 247 single person discounts were cancelled and the full council-tax 
charge applied. The Council is recovering £19,550 of underpaid council tax. 

Case Study 11

Gwynedd Council investigated an NFI match between Payroll and CTR. 
The evidence held on the Housing Benefit/CTR file showed that the claimant 
had declared that they were living with a non-dependant who was working 
part time. However, after reviewing the NFI match and making further 
enquiries, the Council confirmed that the non-dependant had changed 
employment in October 2015 and was working full time. The claimant had 
not notified the Council of this change. The Council calculated that the 
claimant had overclaimed CTR of £434 and also found that Housing Benefit 
of £5,794 had also been illegitimately claimed. The claimant accepted an 
administrative penalty of £2,420. The Council is currently recovering the 
overpayments through deductions from benefit payments. 
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Case Study 12

Conwy County Borough Council investigated an NFI match that indicated 
that a claimant in receipt of full CTR for a property in the Council’s area 
was also in receipt of Housing Benefit and CTR at an address in England. 
Enquiries made with the other Council in England confirmed that the 
claimant was resident at a housing association property in that Council’s 
area and was receiving Housing Benefit and CTR from it. The English 
Council had not been informed that the claimant owned a property in Wales 
and was therefore not entitled to be paid Housing Benefit or CTR in England. 
Further checks made of the Land Registry confirmed that the claimant still 
owned the property in Wales. The Welsh CTR claim was cancelled back 
to May 2010 and an overpayment of £6,399 calculated. Recovery action is 
ongoing.

NFI matching of creditor-payment data has helped to 
identify 61 cases of creditor overpayments
32 The creditor-payment data match is designed to help public bodies identify 

problems such as duplicate invoices or incorrect VAT rates. It also enables 
public bodies to highlight system deficiencies which could make them 
susceptible to fraud or error. 

33 The latest NFI exercise identified 61 cases where overpayments had been 
made and in 60 cases these payments have or are being recovered. 

Case Study 13

Caerphilly County Borough Council investigated an NFI match that 
showed that an individual who in April 2016 had started claiming CTR and 
CTSPD and housing benefit, had since September 2016 been living with a 
Council employee at the property to which the claims related. The claimant 
had not notified the Council of his change in circumstances and had not 
declared the Council employee’s income for benefit assessment purposes. 
The Council referred the case to the DWP as a potential fraud. When the 
DWP contacted the claimant, he admitted that he was in a relationship 
with the Council employee and that they had jointly contrived the tenancy 
in order to falsely claim housing benefit and CTR. The Council cancelled 
the CTR, CTSPD and housing benefit claims and are recovering £5,309 
in overclaimed housing benefit and £1,212 CTR. The Council commenced 
disciplinary action against the employee and her employment has now been 
terminated. 
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Case Study 14

Caerphilly County Borough Council undertook a review of creditor-
payment matches to identify and investigate potential duplicates. A number 
of duplicates were identified which had already been recovered by means 
of supplier credits or refunds but a number of unrecovered duplicates were 
also identified through this exercise. Thirty-seven unrecovered duplicated 
payments were identified with a total value of £60,534. The Council has 
recovered, or is seeking to recover, all the duplicate payments identified and 
is continuing to review its systems and procedures to prevent overpayments 
in the future. 

Review of the NFI matches has led to 1,690 blue badges 
and 28,584 concessionary travel passes being cancelled
34 The NFI matches blue badges and concessionary travel permits to 

deceased persons’ records. The match is designed to identify badges 
and permits which are potentially still in circulation after the death of the 
registered owner. Blue-badge records are also matched to identify cases 
where blue-badge holders have been issued with badges by more than 
one local authority. 

35 Blue badges provide a range of parking concessions and are a lifeline 
for people with severe mobility problems. However, it is essential that the 
badges are cancelled when the holder dies. Failure to do so can lead to 
badges being used by those who have no entitlement.

36 It is a criminal offence to display a blue badge for the purposes of evading 
parking charges or to obtain preferential parking when the car driver 
or passenger is not the legitimate owner of the badge. This does not 
stop fraudsters targeting the scheme, and blue badges may be sold for 
considerable sums of money. The fraud not only results in a loss of parking 
revenues for the local authority, but it also means that parking spaces may 
be denied to genuine blue-badge holders.

37 This year, the match has led to the cancellation of 1,690 blue badges 
across Wales, compared to 1,044 in the previous NFI exercise. Once the 
badges have been cancelled, it is possible for local authorities to check 
whether the cancelled badges are being fraudulently displayed.
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Case Study 15

One local authority received a number of NFI matches between blue-
badge holders and deceased persons. Having reviewed these matches the 
Council was able to confirm in 281 cases that the blue-badge holder had 
died but the Council had not been notified. The blue badges were cancelled 
and the Council’s records updated.

38 The Welsh concessionary travel passes scheme entitles all those aged 
60 and over and people with disabilities to free bus travel across Wales. 
Where owners of concessionary travel passes have died or have moved 
to a different local-authority area, this is not always reported to the local 
authority and the pass may remain in circulation. This provides the 
opportunity for fraudsters to avoid travel costs. In previous NFI exercises, 
NFI data matches in respect of concessionary travel passes were provided 
to Welsh local authorities for review and investigation. Not all local 
authorities effectively reviewed these matches. In the latest exercise, the 
Welsh Government agreed to review the data matches on an all-Wales 
basis. As a result of work undertaken by the Welsh Government, 28,584 
concessionary passes were cancelled. In a number of cases, cancelled 
passes had been in circulation several years after the holder had died.

Case Study 16

The Welsh Government checked NFI matches between concessionary 
travel pass holders and deceased persons records on an all-Wales basis. 
Where the Welsh Government was able to confirm that both sides of the 
match related to the same person, it cancelled the passes which related to 
deceased persons. This ensured that the passes in question could not be 
used fraudulently by third parties. In addition, as the Welsh Government 
pays an annual charge for each pass in circulation, it was able to achieve an 
£84,000 a year saving in administration costs. 
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The NFI data matches of local-authority payments for 
residential care have identified a small number of high 
value cases where local authorities have been charged for 
residential care costs after the death of a resident
39 Dependent upon circumstances, local authorities may contribute to the 

cost of care for residents of private residential homes. The NFI matches 
local-authority payments for residential care to deceased persons. If 
payments continue to be made after a resident’s death, very substantial 
overpayments can accrue.

Case Study 17

Conwy County Borough Council investigated an NFI match that indicated 
that the Council was still making payments to a private residential care home 
in respect of a resident who had passed away. On receipt of the NFI match 
in January 2017, the Council contacted the care home to verify the date of 
death. The care home confirmed that the resident had died in November 
2016. The Council had not been informed of the death by the care home and 
therefore the Council had continued to make care payments in respect of the 
resident. As a consequence, the care home had overclaimed £3,859 from 
the Council. The Council has recovered the overpayment if full from the care 
home.

Case Study 18

Newport City Council carried out a detailed review of Council payments to 
private residential homes for placed residents and DWP records of deceased 
persons. The matching process enabled Council officers to identify that care 
fees of £68,194 had been made to a care home in respect of a resident 
who had died. A detailed review by the Council found that neither the Local 
Health Board nor the care home had notified the Council that the resident 
had been awarded Continuing Healthcare Funding and had subsequently 
passed away. Following this discovery, the Commissioning and Contracts 
team undertook a review of reporting procedures and the Council was able 
to successfully recover the fees in full. 



National Fraud Initiative in Wales – Report 1 April 2016 to 31 March 201824

A new NFI data match designed to prevent housing waiting 
list fraud was successful and has resulted in 52 applicants 
ineligible to be housed being removed from housing waiting 
lists
40 There is a scarcity of social housing stock available to provide 

accommodation to those who need housing. The demand for social 
housing is increasing and most providers of social housing have long 
waiting lists. It is essential that social housing is only provided to those 
entitled to be housed. When individuals apply for housing that they have 
no entitlement to, or they fail to notify the housing provider that their 
circumstances have changed, it can lead to tenancies being granted to 
those who do not qualify for them and delays in housing those who are 
entitled. 

41 In the previous NFI exercise, a pilot exercise was run at a small number 
of local authorities to match housing waiting lists against other NFI data-
sets including existing housing tenancies, housing-benefit claimants, 
immigration data and deceased persons. The purpose of the matching 
was to identify examples where fraudulent applications had been made, or 
where personal circumstances had changed, meaning that individuals on 
waiting lists no longer qualified to be housed. 

42 The exercise was successful and the Auditor General decided to extend 
this match to all Welsh local authorities in the latest exercise. This resulted 
in 52 applicants ineligible to be housed being removed from Welsh local 
authority housing waiting lists. 

Case Study 19 

The City and County of Swansea investigated the waiting list matches it 
received. After confirming the match parties were the same, checks were 
undertaken to confirm that the matched party was still on the housing waiting 
list. The NFI data enabled the Council to check its records and confirm 
whether the Council’s records needed updating or whether a dual/fraudulent 
claim for housing had been made. As a result of the work undertaken, the 
Council was able to remove 34 applications from its housing waiting list.
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Most Welsh public-sector bodies participating in the NFI 
were proactive in reviewing the data matches but a small 
number of participants did not review the matches in a 
timely or effective manner
43 Auditors have reviewed the work undertaken by authorities to make 

the best use of the NFI matches and have found that the majority of 
participants have an effective approach for managing the NFI and 
reviewing data matches. However, there is still considerable variation 
in the level of commitment being shown by participants and, in a small 
number of cases, participants have failed to adequately review NFI 
matches in an effective or timely manner. 

44 The Auditor General’s auditors will work closely with participating 
organisations which did not engage effectively with NFI to seek to improve 
their understanding of and engagement with the exercise.

The Auditor General, with the support of the National 
Assembly for Wales is continuing to develop the National 
Fraud Initiative to ensure it remains effective
45 The NFI is an important tool available to public bodies in Wales to use 

as part of a wider fraud-prevention and detection strategy. The NFI has 
been a highly effective tool in the prevention and detection of fraud against 
the public sector for a number of years. Fraud, however, changes over 
time. New fraud trends emerge and fraudsters themselves change their 
practices to target areas which they perceive have the weakest controls 
to prevent and/or detect their fraudulent activities. The NFI must therefore 
adapt and develop if it is to remain effective. The NFI must respond to 
emerging trends and policy changes, and introduce new types of data 
matches in areas which are susceptible to fraud.

46 The Auditor General is committed to maintaining, developing and 
improving the NFI in the future through:

• increased focus on fraud prevention; 

• increasing the number of organisations in Wales participating in the NFI;

• extending the NFI into new areas which are susceptible to fraud; and

• ensuring that the current high standards of the NFI data security are 
maintained.



National Fraud Initiative in Wales – Report 1 April 2016 to 31 March 201826

47 In the latest exercise, the Auditor General has continued to provide 
participants with access without charge to a new NFI fraud prevention tool, 
‘AppCheck’. AppCheck is a point-of-application data-matching system 
that enables NFI participants to cross check information provided by 
applicants for benefits, goods or services against other datasets at the 
time the application is made. The resultant matches identify anomalies 
which could be due to fraud, enabling public bodies to investigate and 
resolve these anomalies in advance of decisions on applications being 
taken. Whilst some participants are already using this new tool well, it is 
not yet being used to its full potential. The Auditor General’s auditors will 
continue to work with participants to show how when AppCheck is used as 
part of a key control when assessing applications, it can stop fraudulent 
applications being approved, preventing overpayments and the need for 
costly fraud investigations.

48 In the latest exercise, five more public bodies in Wales participated in NFI 
on a voluntary basis. The Auditor General is keen for more organisations 
to participate in future exercises. 

49 The Auditor General is committed to supporting public bodies in their 
efforts to prevent and detect fraud by applying data-matching techniques 
into fraud risk areas not currently within NFI. During 2017-18, the Auditor 
General has been working in partnership with the Welsh Government, 
DWP, Cabinet Office and HMRC to develop pilot data matching exercises 
to help prevent and detect fraud in education and housing provision. The 
early results from these pilot exercises are proving very positive and the 
outcomes will be reported once the pilots have been fully evaluated.

50 Fundamental to the success of the NFI, is public confidence in the 
security of the data it holds. There are extremely robust controls in place 
to ensure data security and to minimise the risk of data being accessed 
inappropriately. Details of the security and governance arrangements in 
place for NFI are set out in Appendix 2. 
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51 In 2008, in accordance with Part 4A of the Public Audit (Wales) Act 2004, 
the Auditor General prepared a Code of Data Matching Practice (the 
Code). Following an extensive public consultation exercise, the Code was 
laid before the National Assembly and approved. The Code has statutory 
status and is designed to ensure that people’s information is protected and 
processed appropriately during data-matching exercises, in accordance 
with the Data Protection Act 1998 and best practice. The Auditor General 
will continue to keep the Code under review to ensure it is consistent with 
new legislation and best practice. In recognition of the recent changes 
in data protection legislation and the advancement in data-matching 
techniques, the Auditor General has publicly consulted on an updated 
Code. The finalised Code will be published shortly.
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Appendix 1 – How the NFI works

In 1996, the Audit Commission in England and Wales launched the NFI to help 
public bodies match claimant information across different service areas and 
geographical boundaries. The exercise was a success, and since then NFI has 
run biennially, introducing new participants and new modules for identifying 
fraud and overpayments in each new exercise. Whilst NFI is run as a UK-
wide initiative, it is administered in Wales by the Auditor General for Wales, in 
Scotland by Audit Scotland and in Northern Ireland by the Northern Ireland Audit 
Office. NFI was administered in England by the Audit Commission until 2015 
when responsibility transferred to the Cabinet Office.

The NFI has established itself as the UK’s premier public-sector fraud-detection 
exercise. Since 1996, the NFI has identified more than £35 million of fraud and 
overpayments in Wales, and nearly £1.7 billion across the UK. 

Welsh NFI participants in the NFI provide data relating to their financial 
systems to the Cabinet Office on behalf of the Auditor General. The information 
submitted is wide-ranging and includes data relating to housing benefits, 
student-loan recipients, payroll and pension payments. The data is uploaded 
to the NFI system which has been designed to match different sets of data 
for the purpose of identifying fraudulent or erroneous claims and payments. 
Where a match is found, it may indicate an inconsistency which requires further 
investigation; it is not in itself evidence of a fraud.

Participating organisations are provided with online reports containing the 
matches which relate to their organisation and they are responsible for 
analysing those matches. The participants must review the matches in an 
appropriate and proportionate way to enable them to eliminate co-incidental 
matches. They must use evidence from a range of other sources to undertake 
appropriate investigations to determine whether individual matches have arisen 
due to a fraudulent claim or payment. In many cases, matches arise because 
of errors in the data, and because the NFI has highlighted the issue, it allows 
participants to correct or update the data held in their records. 

The results of investigations are recorded by appropriate staff members. 
Where fraudulent payments or overpayments are identified, the value of those 
transactions is recorded and the information is provided to the Auditor General.

Datasets are transferred by participants to the NFI system using an electronic 
transfer process which encrypts data on upload. The data is transferred via a 
secure NFI website, and all matches are provided back to participants using 
the same tool. Access to the tool and NFI matches is controlled by password 
access, and strict controls exist to ensure access is provided to appropriate 
individuals. 

Auditors review the progress made by participants, and provide guidance and 
advice to organisations as required.
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Appendix 2 – NFI governance arrangements

Background

This appendix summarises the key legislation and controls governing the NFI 
data matching exercise.

Legislation

The NFI exercise is carried out under the data matching powers given to the 
Auditor General for Wales in the Public Audit (Wales) Act 2004.

The Public Audit (Wales) Act 2004 includes important data protection 
safeguards. These include a requirement for the Auditor General to prepare a 
Code of Data Matching Practice (the Code), and to consult with the Information 
Commissioner and others before publication. The code that was in place for the 
latest NFI exercise, the Code of Data Matching Practice 2008, was followed to 
ensure that the latest NFI exercise complied with:

• data protection requirements; and

• best practice in notifying individuals about using their information for the NFI. 

The Auditor General has recently updated the Code to reflect important data 
protection changes introduced by the General Data Protection Regulation 
(GDPR) (Regulation (EU) 2016/679) and the subsequent Data Protection Act 
2018. The updated Code will apply to the next NFI exercise.

The NFI web application

Bodies access the application online using passwords and encryption controls 
similar to internet banking. The secure website is the safest method of 
providing the data matches to bodies. The Cabinet Office, acting on behalf of 
the Auditor General for Wales, Audit Scotland and the Northern Ireland Audit 
Office, regularly reviews the application and implements changes to improve its 
functionality, ease of use, and security.

Interactive training is available to participating bodies and auditors through the 
web application to support guidance provided by the Cabinet Office and the 
Auditor General for Wales’ auditors.
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Security review and accreditation

The NFI system has gone through the Cabinet Office’s information assurance 
and risk management process. This means the system is HM Government-
accredited annually to store and process data. 

Any firm processing data for the Cabinet Office will do so under a contract 
in writing. This imposes requirements covering technical and organisational 
security standards. Under the contract the firm may only act on instructions 
from the Cabinet Office. The Cabinet Office, assisted by the Auditor General 
for Wales and the other UK public sector audit agencies, reserves the right to 
review the firm’s compliance with these standards at any time. The Cabinet 
Office also requires annual security testing, supplemented by additional tests as 
appropriate.

This accreditation involves demonstrating that the NFI is suitably secured and 
that information risks are managed to government standards.

All of these measures provide current and future NFI participants with 
assurances that data is processed according to rigorous government security 
standards.
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Wales Audit Office

24 Cathedral Road

Cardiff CF11 9LJ

Tel: 029 2032 0500

Fax: 029 2032 0600

Textphone: 029 2032 0660

We welcome telephone calls in  
Welsh and English.

E-mail: info@audit.wales

Website: www.audit.wales

Swyddfa Archwilio Cymru

24 Heol y Gadeirlan

Caerdydd CF11 9LJ

Ffôn: 029 2032 0500

Ffacs: 029 2032 0600

Ffôn Testun: 029 2032 0660

Rydym yn croesawu galwadau  
ffôn yn Gymraeg a Saesneg.

E-bost: post@archwilio.cymru

Gwefan: www.archwilio.cymru
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