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1. Introduction 

Public Services Ombudsman for Wales’s annual scrutiny 

Background 

1. The Public Services Ombudsman for Wales (the Ombudsman) produces an Estimate of the 

income and expenses for each financial year in accordance with the Public Services 

Ombudsman (Wales) Act 2019 (PSOW Act)1. The Estimate must set out the resources required 

for the Ombudsman to carry out statutory functions, with the exception of the Ombudsman’s 

own salary (and associated costs) which are directly charged to the Welsh Consolidated Fund 

(WCF).  

2. The Finance Committee (the Committee) is responsible for considering the Ombudsman’s 

Estimate. Standing Orders 20.23 and 20.24 of the Welsh Parliament2 state that the Ombudsman 

must submit their Estimate by 1 November each financial year, with the Committee laying it 

before the Senedd, along with any modifications considered appropriate, by 22 November. 

3. The Committee is also responsible for all oversight of the Ombudsman as set out under 

Standing Order 18A.3 

4. On 18 October 20234, the Committee scrutinised the Ombudsman’s Annual Report and 

Accounts 2022-235 (“the Annual Report”), which was laid before the Senedd under paragraphs 

15, 17 and 18 of Schedule 1 of the PSOW Act and considered the Ombudsman’s Estimate 2024-

256. The Committee took evidence from: 

▪ Michelle Morris, Public Services Ombudsman for Wales; 

▪ Chris Vinestock, Chief Operating Officer and Director of Improvement; and 

▪ Katrin Shaw, Chief Legal Adviser and Director of Investigations.  

 

1 Public Services Ombudsman (Wales) Act 2019 
2 Standing Orders of the Welsh Parliament at 20.23 and 20.24 
3 Standing Orders of the Welsh Parliament at 18A 
4 Finance Committee, RoP, 18 October 2022 
5 Public Services Ombudsman for Wales: Annual Report and Accounts 2022-23 
6 Public Services Ombudsman for Wales: Estimate 2024-25 

https://www.legislation.gov.uk/anaw/2019/3/contents/enacted
https://senedd.wales/media/ue1dqdmg/so-eng.pdf
https://senedd.wales/media/ue1dqdmg/so-eng.pdf
https://record.senedd.wales/Committee/13507
https://business.senedd.wales/documents/s140809/FIN6-17-23%20P1%20-%20Public%20Services%20Ombudsman%20for%20Wales%20Annual%20Report%20and%20Accounts%202022-23.pdf
https://business.senedd.wales/documents/s140810/FIN6-17-23%20P2%20-%20Public%20Services%20Ombudsman%20for%20Wales%20Estimate%20for%20the%20Financial%20Year%202024-25.pdf
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2. Annual Report and Accounts 2022-23 

Background 

5. The PSOW Act sets out the Ombudsman’s powers and the bodies in respect of which the 

Ombudsman can consider complaints. The current Ombudsman, Michelle Morris, has been in 

post since 1 April 20227.  

6. The Ombudsman published a Strategic Plan for the period 2023-20268 in April 2023. The 

Annual Report and Accounts outline that the Strategic Plan for 2019-20 to 2021-22 was 

extended to cover 2022-23 to allow for the development of the new three-year plan. 

Operational Performance 

Case load and Key Performance Indicators  

7. Information on the Ombudsman’s Key Performance Indicators (KPIs) is contained in the 

appendices to the Annual Report and Accounts.9 In terms of public services complaints there 

has been a decline in performance against two KPIs: 

▪ decision to investigate and start investigation within six weeks of the date sufficient 

information is received: Target 80 per cent, delivered 37 per cent (2021-22: 69 per 

cent) 

▪ cases closed within 12 months: Target 85 per cent, delivered 37 per cent (2021-22: 76 

per cent). 

8. The Committee asked the Ombudsman why these KPI targets had been missed. The 

Ombudsman said: 

“… overall performance last year across the office was strong and we 

continued to see an increasing case load, and I think that’s very important in 

terms of setting the context … 

We did see a small number of KPIs that weren’t achieved, and, really, we 

experienced some big case loads that didn’t help us. When I spoke to 

 

7 Public Services Ombudsman for Wales 
8 Public Services Ombudsman for Wales: Strategic Plan 2023-26 
9 Public Services Ombudsman for Wales: Annual Report and Accounts 2022-23, 

https://www.ombudsman.wales/who-we-are/#Executive
https://www.ombudsman.wales/wp-content/uploads/2023/04/Strategic-Plan-2023-2026.pdf
https://business.senedd.wales/documents/s140809/FIN6-17-23%20P1%20-%20Public%20Services%20Ombudsman%20for%20Wales%20Annual%20Report%20and%20Accounts%202022-23.pdf


Annual Scrutiny of the Public Services Ombudsman for Wales 

9 

committee last year, I did highlight the risk that we faced at that time. We’d 

seen year-on-year increasing case loads, and we anticipated that that would 

continue, and we knew that if we weren’t able to increase our staff resources, 

there was a risk that that would impact on service levels. And I suppose, in 

reality, that’s what we have seen happen, and that is some of the reason that 

we’re seeing that poor performance on those indicators that you’ve just 

referenced.”10 

9. The Ombudsman went on to explain: 

“… the overall picture last year was that we experienced a 3 per cent uplift in 

cases, and a 2 per cent uplift in complaints, so that's in addition to uplifts in 

case load we've seen in previous years. And the difference between a case 

and a complaint is: a case is someone contacting us and saying, 'I want you 

to look at this.' A complaint is when we say, 'Actually, that's properly, duly 

made. It's in jurisdiction', and we then take it forward. But every contact we 

have requires work and requires resource to deal with it.”11 

10. The Ombudsman highlighted that last year her office closed over 3,000 complaints “more 

than we've dealt with and closed in any other year”.12 She therefore felt that “in terms of 

productivity, in terms of what we've dealt with, we have increased our activity.”13 She added: 

“Ninety per cent of those complaints were closed at the assessment to initial 

investigation stage, and I think that's important as well, and that's in line with 

our KPI targets. And 75 per cent of those complaints were resolved early, 

through early resolution, and that is something we try to do for more simple, 

more straightforward complaints. It's better for the complainant and the 

public bodies that we can do that early. However, there was a smaller 

number of complaints, around 200, where they were more complex 

complaints—we do need to take those to a detailed investigation. And that is 

where we've had challenges in terms of hitting our targets, and, 

unfortunately, the majority of those investigations last year did go over the 

12-month period, which is not what we would want and it's not the level of 

 

10 Finance Committee, RoP, paragraphs 13 & 14, 18 October 2023 
11 Finance Committee RoP, paragraph 15, 18 October 2023 
12 Finance Committee RoP, paragraph 16, 18 October 2023 
13 Finance Committee RoP, paragraph 16, 18 October 2023 
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service that we are seeking to offer, but that is where we've seen the 

challenge and the pressure coming through on that case load.”14 

11. In relation to alleviating workload pressures, the Ombudsman’s official explained that they 

take a “proportionate approach to our casework”15, which means that: 

“… we are focusing our resources on the most significant complaints, so 

where we can achieve more than has been achieved through local resolution 

and through local investigation, and where, when we look at and assess the 

complaints, there appear to have been systemic failings. That's where our 

investigations are focusing—the detailed investigation work—and also where 

we see that other potential service users are affected, possibly by any failings 

that we see.”16 

12. The Ombudsman’s official said that two members of staff had been undertaking 

“investigation start decisions… where we really drill down and look at where we can add value 

here in terms of our investigations”17, adding that this approach has had: 

“… the benefit of, rather than those cases going through to our investigation 

teams, giving them time to reduce their very heavy case loads that they've 

been holding, to give them that balance so that they're able to progress 

cases, on all cases, rather than being bogged down with very heavy case 

loads. And it means that, whenever we start investigations in terms of the 

detailed work we do—which is where our KPIs have been missed last year—

each head of complaint is assessed thoroughly and we take forward the ones 

where they do need to have a proportionality test. And by moving those 

decisions, we freed up our investigators and the investigation time of the 

investigation team to give them more time to deal with those matters.”18 

13. The Ombudsman said they make use of ‘bank caseworkers’ when vacancies arise “to plug 

that gap”19 whilst they are recruiting to posts, but highlighted their use is only a “short-term 

measure”20. The Ombudsman said that their use had been received positively by staff: 

 

14 Finance Committee RoP, paragraph 15, 18 October 2023 
15 Finance Committee RoP, paragraph 20, 18 October 2023 
16 Finance Committee, RoP, paragraph 21, 18 October 2023  
17 Finance Committee, RoP, paragraph 22, 18 October 2023  
18 Finance Committee, RoP, paragraph 22, 18 October 2023  
19 Finance Committee, RoP, paragraph 47, 18 October 2023 
20 Finance Committee, RoP, paragraph 47, 18 October 2023 



Annual Scrutiny of the Public Services Ombudsman for Wales 

11 

“… because, otherwise, what happens when there's a gap is others have to fill 

in, or things just don't get done.”21 

14. The amount of complaints about that Ombudsman that were referred to the external 

review service increased compared to the previous year. The Committee asked the 

Ombudsman if this was a concern, and her official explained that: 

“What you referred to there… was around complaints about our service, 

where we have had an increase in the number of people approaching our 

external reviewer of complaints about our service. We're keen to have that 

sort of independent scrutiny of our service. I think what has come from those 

cases, though, are some areas where we could do better, but not a pattern of 

real underlying issues or recurring themes—they're specific things we could 

have done better.”22 

Staff 

15. The Annual Report notes that as at 31 March 2023, the Ombudsman’s office comprised 82 

permanent full and part-time staff. A staff survey is carried out every two years.23  

16. In response to how the Ombudsman gauges staff satisfaction, she said: 

“Our staff are feeling the pressure of those increased case loads and seeing 

some of those key performance indicators going in the wrong direction. We 

do do a staff survey every two years, so we'll have the results of that survey. 

The next one will be early next spring. But we do do staff engagement in 

between. Earlier in the summer, we did staff engagement events, to talk to 

staff, really, about how they were feeling about those pressures, how that was 

manifesting itself for them, and what we could do collectively to try and ease 

some of that.”24 

17. The Ombudsman highlighted that those engagement discussions showed that staff 

“satisfaction levels with us as a place to work, satisfaction levels with having reasonable case 

loads, have continued to decrease.”25 She continued: 

 

21 Finance Committee, RoP, paragraph 47, 18 October 2023 
22 Finance Committee, RoP, paragraph 57, 18 October 2023 
23 Public Services Ombudsman for Wales: Annual Report and Accounts 2022-23 
24 Finance Committee, RoP, paragraph 39, 18 October 2023 
25 Finance Committee, RoP, paragraph 39, 18 October 2023 

https://business.senedd.wales/documents/s140809/FIN6-17-23%20P1%20-%20Public%20Services%20Ombudsman%20for%20Wales%20Annual%20Report%20and%20Accounts%202022-23.pdf


Annual Scrutiny of the Public Services Ombudsman for Wales 

12 

“I think the things they cited as being of greatest concern for them were the 

continued workload pressures, limited additional resources to help them do 

that, although the bank workers has been one of the initiatives that has 

helped somewhat in that respect. But there was also an issue about staff 

needing to feel perhaps a bit more connected with their teams and with the 

organisation, as we now operate in a very flexible working way.”26 

18. In responding to these concerns, the Ombudsman said:   

“… we've spent some time as a management team since then thinking about 

how we can respond to that, how we can support staff, through making sure 

our flexible working arrangements support that connection and that better 

connection that they went; how we can support staff well-being and take any 

further actions on top of what we're already doing; and also about the role of 

our managers in making sure that when they're with staff, through regular 

one-to-ones and interactions, they are talking about well-being and they are 

checking in with people about how they're feeling, and they are trying to 

support them in that, if they need some adjustments or assistance with some 

of the things that they're struggling with.”27 

Service Quality 

19. The Annual Report notes a new service quality process was introduced during the year.28 

The Ombudsman’s official said: 

“We recognise that the quality of our service is really important. People put 

their trust in us to handle their complaints fairly, so that we're making the 

right decisions; that's important. But also, the service we provide in 

considering complaints is also important. So, there are those two strands: the 

decisions and the service.”29 

20. He added: 

“What we've changed is the focus on service quality, which is really based on 

our service standards, our published service standards, so that the 

 

26 Finance Committee, RoP, paragraph 39, 18 October 2023 
27 Finance Committee, RoP, paragraph 40, 18 October 2023 
28 Public Services Ombudsman for Wales: Annual Report and Accounts 2022-23 
29 Finance Committee, RoP, paragraph 58, 18 October 2023 

https://business.senedd.wales/documents/s140809/FIN6-17-23%20P1%20-%20Public%20Services%20Ombudsman%20for%20Wales%20Annual%20Report%20and%20Accounts%202022-23.pdf
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complainants know what they can expect from us in terms of accessibility and 

communication, professionalism, fairness and transparency.”30 

21. The Ombudsman’s official highlighted that one of the key changes is: 

“… rather than wait until we get to the end, and looking at closed cases, the 

service quality work actually looks at live cases that are still open and still 

being worked on. And that means there's a much quicker identification of 

anything that's not quite right, but it also gives us an opportunity to put 

things right while the case is live rather than afterwards.”31 

Governance 

22. The Ombudsman’s governance arrangements include an Audit and Risk Assurance 

Committee (ARAC) and an Advisory Panel32. The Ombudsman says, during the year, she 

reviewed the ARAC and Advisory Panel governance arrangements, including the sizes of the 

Committee/Panel, terms of office, timing of meetings, training arrangements and skills gaps.33  

23. The Ombudsman noted that appointments had been made to both the ARAC and the 

Advisory Panel, stating  

“That was about extending the diversity on those groups, but also the 

expertise from different sectors that we could draw in to help me with my 

work. I'm really pleased with those recent appointments. We had a good 

response to the recruitment, and we've made some good appointments, got 

some really enthusiastic members now on those committees.34 

24. The Ombudsman confirmed that the “majority of members on both the panel and the 

committee are independent, i.e. they don't sit on both committees”35. She added: 

“We have one member who sits on both, but when his term of office ends, 

that will fall away. So, I think it is in a much stronger position in terms of that 

independence than it probably was a few years ago. And both bodies are 

 

30 Finance Committee, RoP, paragraph 59, 18 October 2023 
31 Finance Committee, RoP, paragraph 60, 18 October 2023 
32 Public Services Ombudsman for Wales: Annual Report and Accounts 2022-23 
33 Public Services Ombudsman for Wales: Annual Report and Accounts 2022-23 
34 Finance Committee, RoP, paragraph 74, 18 October 2023 
35 Finance Committee, RoP, paragraph 75, 18 October 2023 

https://business.senedd.wales/documents/s140809/FIN6-17-23%20P1%20-%20Public%20Services%20Ombudsman%20for%20Wales%20Annual%20Report%20and%20Accounts%202022-23.pdf
https://business.senedd.wales/documents/s140809/FIN6-17-23%20P1%20-%20Public%20Services%20Ombudsman%20for%20Wales%20Annual%20Report%20and%20Accounts%202022-23.pdf
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really important and really helpful to me in undertaking my role and making 

sure there's proper scrutiny and overview of the work that we're doing.”36 

Own initiative investigations 

25. The PSOW Act, includes a provision for the Ombudsman to undertake own initiative 

investigations. In relation to this provision, the Ombudsman said: 

“Well, what we have in our structure is one lead officer, who leads our work 

on own-initiative investigations. So, it's not a huge resource, but it's a very 

important resource for us, and for me, in terms of making sure that we use 

that power properly and appropriately and to the benefit of the wider public 

sector in Wales. So, specifically, we're linking the use of our own initiative and 

the work of that officer to the communities in Wales where we know that they 

are not accessing our services. And I've talked to the committee before about 

accessibility; that's now one of our key strategic aims, as part of our new 

strategic plan.”37 

26. The Ombudsman confirmed that she is undertaking her first own initiative investigation 

into unpaid carers in Wales, which will be reporting early next year.38 

27. The Ombudsman said she is also using the power to extend investigations, she explained: 

“So, you might be able to extend investigations, so you look at issues for a 

wider group of people who've perhaps never brought a complaint to us, they 

weren't aware there was an issue, but there is an impact there for them. Or it 

might allow me to bring in another public body into scope, and that's 

something we did last year as well. Because you recognise, particularly with 

health, there are complexities where people might move between health 

boards for services, because of regional specialisms, so the power is used in 

that respect as well. So, it's not just the big own-initiative investigation, it's 

used for the extended work as well.”39 

 

36 Finance Committee, RoP, paragraph 75, 18 October 2023 
37 Finance Committee, RoP, paragraph 65, 18 October 2023 
38 Finance Committee, RoP, paragraph 65, 18 October 2023 
39 Finance Committee, RoP, paragraph 66, 18 October 2023 
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Committee view 

28. The Committee acknowledges the Ombudsman’s increasing case load and the pressure 

this is placing on staff and service levels. Nonetheless, we welcome that her office closed over 

3,000 complaints last year, which she states is more than have been dealt with in any other year.  

The Ombudsman’s efforts in this area is to be commended. Unfortunately, some KPIs were not 

achieved, including some relating to timescales. It was noted there were approximately 200 

complex cases that required a detailed investigation and therefore not all were closed within the 

12 month target.  Although it is not surprising that some KPIs were not achieved given increases 

in workload, we are concerned by the resource impact this trend could have and ask for further 

information to be provided so that this can be monitored.  

29. We welcome the steps and initiatives being taken by the Ombudsman to deal with the 

increased case load. We continue to support the use of early resolution where possible, and the 

benefits this can offer for the complainant and the public bodies involved. This also allows the 

Ombudsman to focus resources on the most significant complaints. We are reassured by the 

Ombudsman that the use of bank caseworkers is only used as a short-term and pragmatic 

measure when vacancies arise, to fill gaps in capacity on a temporary basis. We also 

acknowledge that their use has been positively received by staff who would otherwise be 

required to undertake additional work. It would be useful to receive further detail on the extent 

to which bank workers have been used and the cost implications of doing so, to enable the 

Committee to understand the implications of their use. Furthermore, we are pleased to hear 

about the initiatives around ‘investigation start decisions’ which has freed up investigators’ time, 

enabling them to concentrate on progressing cases. We hope these steps will lead to a positive 

impact in terms of maximising resources to deal with increased case loads and we look forward 

to hearing an update next year.  

30. We note that the amount of complaints about the Ombudsman’s service to its external 

reviewer of complaints has increased compared to the previous year. However, whilst we 

recognise that improvements need to be made we are satisfied that there is not an underlying 

pattern of issues. 

31. We are pleased that the Ombudsman carries out regular engagement with staff in 

between undertaking a staff survey every two years. However, it is concerning that the 

satisfaction levels of staff continue to decrease and that staff need to feel “more connected”. 

The Committee is keen to understand whether the current staff wellbeing initiatives are effective, 

as well as updates on any future plans the Ombudsman may have to alleviate workload 

pressures, once the next staff survey has been undertaken. 
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32. The Committee welcomes the introduction of a new service quality process. The 

Committee hopes that the focus on service quality will be a benefit to complainants and the 

organisation. We also welcome the commitment to improve communication with complainants 

as it is important that they understand processes and are kept regularly informed about their 

case. We appreciate that this is a new process and look forward to receiving more information 

on how this has been embedded in future years. 

33. We welcome confirmation from the Ombudsman that, following appointments to the 

ARAC and the Advisory Panel, the majority of members on both are independent from each 

other. This is in accordance with the recommendation from the Public Accounts Committee of 

the Fifth Senedd40. We are pleased that the Ombudsman is ensuring independence in this area 

given the nature of their roles. Furthermore, we are pleased to hear that the appointments of 

the new members has increased diversity and widened expertise. 

34. The Committee notes that the Ombudsman is undertaking an own initiative investigation 

into unpaid carers in Wales. We remain supportive of the use of own initiative investigations as it 

allows widespread systemic maladministration or service failure to be addressed coherently. We 

look forward to receiving a copy of the report when it is published next year. We are also 

pleased to hear that when appropriate the Ombudsman is extending own initiative 

investigations as this can lead to redress for individuals who may not be aware that 

maladministration or service failure has taken place and to target communities that do not 

generally access the Ombudsman’s services. 

Recommendation 1. The Committee recommends that the Ombudsman provides further 

information on the resource implications of dealing with complex cases and how the 

Ombudsman is ensuring timely resolution of those cases.    

Recommendation 2. The Committee recommends the Ombudsman provides further 

information on the use of bank caseworkers, including to what extent they have been used 

during the year and the costs of doing so. 

Recommendation 3. The Committee recommends that the Ombudsman provides an update 

on planned staff engagement initiatives, particularly in terms of how these support the impact of 

workload pressures on staff’s wellbeing. 

 

40 Public Accounts Committee (Fifth Senedd): Scrutiny of Accounts 2017-18 

https://senedd.wales/laid%20documents/cr-ld12407/cr-ld12407-e.pdf
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Conclusion 1. The Committee welcomes that the Ombudsman has ensured that the majority 

of members on the Advisory Panel are independent of the Audit and Risk Assurance 

Committee.  
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3. Estimate 2024-25 

Overview 

35. The Ombudsman’s Estimate 2024-25 (the Estimate)41 sets out resource and cash 

requirements of £6,358k and £6,344k respectively. This is an overall cash increase of £490k 

compared with 2023-24. The Ombudsman has outlined increases compared to the previous 

year under two categories (cash terms): 

▪ increases in cost of business as usual (£436,000 net increase or 7.4%); and 

▪ investment (£54,000 net increase or 0.9%), 

36. The Ombudsman identifies £100,000 of efficiencies within the overall increase.42 

37. The Ombudsman explained that “this budget estimate is very much focused on trying, 

next year, to support our staff and focus on our core business of handling those increases in 

complaints.”43 

38. The Committee asked the Ombudsman if she was satisfied that her Estimate was in line 

with the Committee’s principles44 that budget requests should be set in the context of the long 

term funding situation in Wales. 

39. In responding, the Ombudsman acknowledge the “wider pressure that there is on public 

sector funding”45 and said “we obviously try hard to work to the principles that you expect us to 

work to”46. She continued: 

“The factors that sit under our estimate I am comfortable with. Firstly, it's the 

new strategic plan—so, that sets the context, as you've already identified. 

And I think the committee knows, because we've discussed this before, the 

way we have to manage our budget is that all our funding comes through 

this route, through the Welsh consolidated fund. Our legislation doesn't allow 

us to make any charges for the work that we do, and that's probably quite 

 

41 Public Services Ombudsman for Wales: Estimate 2024-25 
42 Public Services Ombudsman for Wales: Estimate 2024-25 
43 Finance Committee, RoP, paragraph 144, 18 October 2023 
44 Finance Committee, Statement of Principles 
45 Finance Committee, RoP, paragraph 97, 18 October 2023 
46 Finance Committee, RoP, paragraph 97, 18 October 2023 
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correct, and we're not able to hold contingencies or reserves, so we're not 

able to manage budgets over multiple years. So that makes it all the more 

challenging, and we take that into account as well.”47
 

40. The Ombudsman said that most of the increase, “is just to stand still”48. She highlighted 

two key pressures: staff costs and inflationary pressures (these are covered later in the report).  

41. The Estimate has been prepared in the context of the Strategic Plan 2023-2026: A new 

chapter49. That includes four strategic aims: 

▪ Delivering justice with a positive impact for people and public services. 

▪ Increasing accessibility and inclusion. 

▪ Increasing the impact of our proactive improvement work. 

▪ Ensuring that we are a healthy, efficient and accountable organisation.50 

42. The Ombudsman said that the Strategic Plan focuses on “our two strategic aims”: 

“The first one is around dealing with complaints, our core service, and we've 

talked to you about the pressures there, so it's right that that's our focus. And 

the other area would be around supporting staff and well-being as well. 

Because we recognise the pressures that staff are under and we want to 

protect that front-line service. So, I think, for us, if we're able to bring in more 

funding we could do more next year. What we've done is phased our 

ambition, if I could put it that way; the ambition's still in the plan but we're 

phasing that. So, for example, we recognise that we need to invest in 

technology to make sure we're up to date, to make sure we're secure and 

resilient, but we're not looking to do that next year. We're pushing that back, 

because we hope we can use property savings in future years to fund that. 

So, we're trying to phase our ambition, if you like, and the focus very much 

for next year would be around that core service delivery and supporting our 

staff.“51 

 

47 Finance Committee, RoP, paragraph 97, 18 October 2023 
48 Finance Committee, RoP, paragraph 98, 18 October 2023 
49 Public Services Ombudsman for Wales: Strategic Plan 2023-2026 
50 Public Services Ombudsman for Wales: Strategic Plan 2023-2026 
51 Finance Committee, RoP, paragraph 102, 18 October 2023 
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Workload pressures 

43. The Estimate notes that in 2022-23, the Ombudsman received the highest ever number of 

public service complaints. Going on to say that in the current year (April to August 2023) it has 

seen further increases. Based on the year to date, it is projecting a 28 per cent increase in its 

workload in 2023-24. This includes a 64 per cent projected increase to Code of Conduct 

complaints.52  

44. The Ombudsman’s official outlined how the projected increase in workload was calculated: 

“… the projected 28 per cent increase in the current year is based on actual 

case load received up til the end of August and we've just projected that 

through to the year end. So, we've not—. We haven't made any new 

assumptions, we've assumed that it will continue at the current level that 

we're experiencing this year.”53  

45. The Estimate assumes an increase of between 5 and 12 per cent in cases for 2024-25. This 

is based on calculations included in the Regulatory Impact Assessment for the PSOW Act.54 The 

Committee asked the Ombudsman why it was still appropriate to use those assumptions for her 

planning. 

46. The Ombudsman’s official explained: 

“The regulatory impact assessment did run as far as 2022-23 but that was 

based on the legislation coming into force, so commencement, on 1 April 

2018. The Act actually came into force in the summer of 2019, so I guess 

there's an argument that you roll everything forward. I think it is a sensible 

and fair question, and, obviously, as you reach the end of that regulatory 

impact assessment period it's sensible to look at how else we might project. I 

think it's perhaps repeating what I said, but it is really difficult to predict and 

project complaint numbers, because they do fluctuate wildly. The trend is 

always up, unfortunately, but the fluctuations from year to year are quite 

significant. It's something we will look at again as we do future projections. 

What I would say is that, looking at the longer period, the projection of 

between 5 per cent and 12 per cent, actually, if you look back over the last 

 

52 Public Services Ombudsman for Wales: Estimate 2024-25 
53 Finance Committee, RoP, paragraph 105, 18 October 2023 
54 Public Services Ombudsman for Wales: Estimate 2024-25 
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few years, is broadly sensible as an average. But there are significant 

fluctuations within that.”55  

Staff salaries and inflationary pressures 

47. The Estimate states that almost all of the Ombudsman’s budget “continues to be taken up 

by fixed or semi-fixed costs”.56  

48. Nearly 80 per cent of the Ombudsman’s costs are staff costs. Of the overall increase, 

£235,000 relates to the April 2024 pay award (£201,000) and staff increments (£34,000). The 

Ombudsman reiterates points made last year that the pay award links to the local government 

pay award for England and Wales. The Estimate says her office is “not party to these pay award 

negotiations, and the pay award is therefore outside our control”.57  

49. The Ombudsman confirmed that she is awaiting “the outcome of those pay 

negotiations”58. She said: 

“We’re in a situation where the local government settlement for this year 

hasn’t been agreed yet, and we’re trying to look ahead to next year already. 

We’ve estimated that at 5 per cent, but to be honest, it could be that that is 

slightly on the high side, and it could be that looking at something more 

reasonable like a 3 per cent uplift would obviously bring what we’re asking for 

down, and bring it, certainly, below 7 per cent. And you manage the risk 

around that, then. So, that is very much an estimate, and a long way in 

advance of when we’ll have certainty on that.”59 

50. A further £235,000 is sought in relation to costs associated with price inflation covering a 

range of non-staff expenditure. The Estimate says: 

“… we have experienced substantial increases in all costs, including energy 

costs, supplier contracts and, for IT costs, increases much greater than we 

had allowed for.”60 

 

55 Finance Committee, RoP, paragraph 107, 18 October 2023 
56 Public Services Ombudsman for Wales: Estimate 2024-25 
57 Finance Committee Report: Annual Scrutiny of the Public Services Ombudsman for Wales 
58 Finance Committee, RoP, paragraph 98, 18 October 2023 
59 Finance Committee, RoP, paragraph 98, 18 October 2023 
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51.  However, the Ombudsman said that the Estimate “doesn’t reflect all of the additional 

costs we’ll have through price inflation. We realise we’ve got to manage some of that 

ourselves”61. She continued: 

“We’ve based it around the consumer prices index for August at 6.7 per cent. 

We know from today that’s staying at that level. But for us, technology is an 

important and quite a big part of our budget, because of the way we work, 

and the increase in our IT costs has gone up ahead of that inflation figure 

that we’ve allowed for, so we’ve had to absorb those.”62 

52. The Estimate also refers to the Ombudsman’s case management system, the contract for 

which expires in March 2024. The increase sought contains costs associated with the re-

tendering contract of £58,000.63 The Ombudsman explained: 

“Based on our experience of what's happened with the costs associated with 

other information technology contracts this year, they are going up—

sometimes more than once a year, and definitely in double figures. So, that is 

an estimate. We don't expect to go out and reprocure a contract that's, what, 

five years old and have it for the same cost; we anticipate it's going to cost 

more. So, that is an estimate, based on what we've seen with other ICT 

contracts, of what it's going to cost.64 

53. The Ombudsman highlighted that “technology is such an important part of what we do”65, 

adding: 

“We're currently putting the finishing touches to an ICT and digital strategy, 

which will set out what we need to be doing over the next few years to make 

sure that we can deliver our business. So, that will, I think, for future 

estimates, give us a much clearer picture of what we need, and we'll be able 

to talk to that. But, for this year, we're really looking at the contracts that we 

have in place and the fact that the costs are going up year on year. They're 

all index linked.”66 

 

61 Finance Committee, RoP, paragraph 99, 18 October 2023 
62 Finance Committee, RoP, paragraph 99, 18 October 2023 
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Efficiencies 

54. The Estimate outlines cash-saving efficiencies of £34,000 to cover staff increments and 

£66,000 for investment. It also details other types of efficiencies, including ‘volume efficiencies’, 

which it describes as “doing more with the same”.67  

55. The Ombudsman also outlines a review of its accommodation, which was discussed with 

the Committee last year.68 However, it says there is limited interest in the accommodation it has 

vacated.69 

56. The Ombudsman’s official explained that she is still “contractually committed to the 

accommodation we've got; so we still need to meet the lease costs and the non-domestic 

rates.”70  

57. The Committee asked if the Ombudsman anticipated making cost savings on 

accommodation in the longer term, to which she replied: 

“… We're all on the ground floor; so, the upper floors that we previously 

occupied are being marketed. If we can get out of our lease early, that's what 

we're trying to do. If we can't, that lease comes to a natural end in 2025 and 

we won't renew it. So, that will release funding within our budget and, as 

indicated earlier, we would hope, then, to be able to use that to reinvest in 

technology infrastructure for the future.”71 

58. In relation to the increase cost of premises and facilities, the Ombudsman noted that 

approximately £38,000 “is made up of energy and non-domestic rate increases”72. Her official 

clarified that £33,000 related to IFRS 16 accounting changes meaning “that there's a change in 

the treatment of value added tax on the lease”,73 adding that: 

“… £33,000 of that increase is a bit of a notional increase; it's the VAT and it 

actually comes out in the IFRS reductions elsewhere. So, the £71,000 figure is 

correct in accounting terms; it's a little bit misleading, because the £33,000 is 
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the difference between cash and resource, and it's adjusted in one of the lines 

below. So, the real increase is £38,000.”74 

Investment costs 

59. The Estimate outlines a request for £120,000 to fund two additional members of staff, one 

investigation officer and one data analyst. The Ombudsman is offsetting these costs against 

£66,000 of efficiencies across non-pay budgets.75  

60. In relation to the request for an additional investigation officer, the Ombudsman said: 

“… it’s an additional officer to support some of those casework pressures that 

we're experiencing. It won't meet them all—we would need about five officers 

to do that, but we didn't feel that was a reasonable thing to ask.”76 

61. The Estimate also highlights that the Ombudsman has “trialled a new way of working 

where we start investigations before cases are transferred to our investigation team”. It goes on 

to say: 

“The additional caseworker post would allow us to continue and extend this 

approach to help reduce ageing cases.”77   

62. The Ombudsman highlighted that the appointment “would send a very important 

message to our staff that we can provide some additional resource to help the teams with the 

case loads they're facing”.78 

63. Regarding the data analyst post, the Ombudsman said: 

“So, we've got a lot of data, what we don't have is the capacity and expertise 

to mine and extract that data in a way that would really help us prioritise and 

understand, particularly our accessibility work, but also to help us prioritise 

and perhaps manage better some of our complaint case load work as well. 

So, we know there's a lot of opportunity there, but we're not taking that 
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opportunity at the moment, and that's why we have made that point within 

the estimate this year, and that is something we would like to do next year.”79 

64. The Ombudsman highlighted: 

“And the data analytics work I think will help us be far more intelligent about 

how we manage our caseload and do our work in future, and so it's got 

longer term, more transformational benefits for us as well.”80 

65. In terms of the £66,000 of efficiencies across non-pay budgets, the Ombudsman’s official 

explained that these “are a number of small efficiencies, rather than one big efficiency”81 and 

that the Ombudsman was “trying to make small savings across every budget, if we can”.82   

66. The Ombudsman’s official explained: 

“… what we're looking to do constantly is, for example, to rationalise our use 

of IT. At the moment, we use quite a lot of different software packages. What 

we're looking to do, as part of our case management system, is to try and 

incorporate as many of those as we can within the system so that we don't 

need to have the bolt-on software. We're looking at managing our 

professional fees—so, that's primarily the clinical advice that we get on our 

casework—to make sure, and it ties in with some of the things that Katrin 

was talking about earlier, that our requests for clinical advice are very focused 

and very specific and very tightly managed so that we're reducing the 

amount of time and the cost of those pieces of advice.”83
 

Committee view 

67. The Committee acknowledges the economic and fiscal climate and the funding pressures 

facing all organisations across the public sector in Wales and notes that the DFBs are not 

immune to this. The Committee notes that the Ombudsman’s Estimate has been prepared in 

the context of the new Strategic Plan. Furthermore, the Ombudsman received its highest ever 

number of public service complaints in 2022-23 and the office is continuing to see year-on-year 

increases. We are therefore satisfied that with the overall resource and cash requirements of 
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£6,358k and £6,344k respectively, and that this is required to support the core business of the 

organisation, given increasing staff costs and the ongoing inflationary pressures.  

68. The Committee notes that the Estimate assumes an increase of between 5 and 12 per cent 

in cases for 2024-25. This is based on calculations included in the Regulatory Impact Assessment 

(RIA) for the PSOW Act. The Ombudsman’s official explained the rationale for using these 

estimates, and while we accept the explanations, we would like to understand how an increase 

in cases will be calculated in future years.   

69. The Committee notes that the Estimate allows for a pay award of 5 per cent for the April 

2024 award (the year of the Estimate), which the Ombudsman considers may be “slightly on the 

higher side”. However, we note that the actual local government pay awards to which the 

Ombudsman staff contracts are linked to could be higher, as was set out in its First 

Supplementary Budget 2023-2484. We appreciate the difficulties for the Ombudsman estimating 

these costs given that the pay negotiations are outside her control. We note the significant 

uncertainty that remains around this issue and call for timely updates to be provided so that the 

Committee can understand the budgetary impact of such decisions. As per our 

recommendation on the Supplementary Budget 2023-2485, we expect any underspend from the 

pay award to be returned to the WCF and for the underspend to be removed from the baseline.  

70. The Committee notes that the contract for the Ombudsman’s case management system 

expires in March 2024. The Estimate includes £58,000 for the likely increase in costs on re-

tendering. The Committee recognises the importance of the system to the Ombudsman’s work 

and calls for an update as to the final costs once available.  

71. Last year, we heard about the Ombudsman’s review of accommodation requirements and 

were pleased that the Ombudsman was looking to reduce office space if an alternative tenant(s) 

could be found. It is disappointing that there has been limited interest in the accommodation 

space vacated by the Ombudsman to date. We further note that the related accommodation 

lease ends in 2025 and that the Ombudsman does not intend to renew it.  

72. The Estimates includes £120,000 to fund two additional members of staff; one investigation 

officer and one data analyst. We note that the additional investigation officer will support the 

increased casework pressures and acknowledge the Ombudsman’s view that if staff 

requirements were matched to the caseload increase she would require around five full-time 

equivalents. In relation to the data analyst post, we heard from the Ombudsman that her office 
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holds a large amount of data but that capacity to analyse that data is limited due to shortages in 

capacity and expertise. We recognise that, if the data analyst post could also be used to assist in 

managing and prioritising case loads, this could lead to longer term benefits.  

73. The Committee welcomes the overall level of efficiencies (£100,000) across non-pay 

budgets, which have been realised through a number of small efficiencies, including IT 

efficiencies and managing professional fees. 

Conclusion 2. The Committee notes the detail in the “Public Services Ombudsman for Wales: 

Estimate 2024-25” and considers the Estimate acceptable. Subject to the comments and 

recommendations in this report, the Committee supports the overall request for resource. 

Recommendation 4. The Committee recommends that the Ombudsman clarifies how the 

case load estimates for future years will be calculated. 

Recommendation 5. The Committee recommends that the Ombudsman provides an update 

on the pay award once agreed and its budgetary impact.  

Recommendation 6. Should there be an underspend from the amount budgeted for pay 

awards, the Committee expects the Ombudsman to: 

▪ return any unused funding to the Welsh Consolidated Fund through the next 

available supplementary budget motion; and  

▪ remove this underspend from the baseline for the Estimate 2024-25.  

Recommendation 7. The Committee recommends that the Ombudsman provides the final 

cost details for the re-tendering contract of the case management system 

Recommendation 8. The Committee recommends that the Ombudsman continues to  

provide updates on its use of accommodation and the budgetary impact of any changes it 

plans to make to its office space. 

Recommendation 9. The Committee recommends that the Ombudsman provides further 

information about the outcomes expected from an increase in its data analysis capacity, 

including how such analysis will inform approaches to case loads.  
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Public Services Ombudsman for Wales 

Estimate 2024/25 

1. Introduction

1.1 This Estimate submission for 2024/25 has been prepared for consideration by the

Senedd Finance Committee.  The office’s Annual Report & Accounts for 2022/2023

provide details of activities and achievements in that year. The Estimate has been

prepared in the context of the Strategic Plan 2023–2026: A new chapter which sets

the direction of the office for the next 3 years.

2. Executive Summary

2.1 We have prepared our Estimate to reflect the Strategic Aims set out in our Strategic

Plan.  In summary, the Resource and Cash requirements are £6,358k and £6,344k

respectively.  This is an overall cash increase of £490k. The increase is made up as

follows:

£000 £000   % 

April 2024 pay award and staff increments  235 

Other cost and price increases 235 

Less efficiencies to cover staff increments    (34) 

Total increase in cost of business as usual 436 (7.4%) 

Investment in strategic priorities – staff 120 

Less amount to be funded by efficiency savings (66)

Balance sought for investment  54 (0.9%) 

Total 490 

2.2 £235k is required to meet the staff-related cost pressures from the April 2024 pay 

award (£201k for an award estimated at 5%) and committed staff increments (£34k).  

£201k arises from the local government pay award, which our staff receive under their 

contracts of employment. We are not party to these pay award negotiations, and the 

pay award is therefore outside our control.  In addition, the cost of staff increments 

(£34k) is an additional pressure but we will cover this through efficiencies in other 

areas of the budget.  

2.3 £235k is required to help us meet the cost of price inflation covering the range of non-

staff expenditure across the budget. 

2.4 We are seeking two additional members of staff (+£120k):  one caseworker and one 

data analyst to help us make good use of the data we hold about the complaints we 

receive and the complaints standards data we receive about complaints received by 

public bodies.  Specifically, this post will enable more intelligent use of data to support 

prioritisation of caseload, identify systemic and thematic issues arising from our 

complaints and better inform our service improvement work. This is to be more than 

Annex A: Public Services Ombudsman for Wales: 
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half-funded by cash-saving efficiencies of £66k which we will make across most of our 

non-pay budgets.   

 

2.5 These efficiencies are in addition to both past and future volume efficiencies (‘doing 

more with the same’) as a result of not increasing our staff numbers in proportion with 

the increases in casework that we are continuing to experience (see section 6).  

Whilst these efficiencies do not generate cash savings, they reflect real efficiencies 

made. 

 

2.6 We make no charge for our services and receive no fee income.  We charge at cost 

for the provision of payroll services to the Future Generations Commissioner and for 

the part-time staff secondment to the Ombudsman Association.  We are therefore 

entirely dependent on funding from the Welsh budget, following the recommendations 

of the Senedd Finance Committee. 

 

2.7 We are mindful of the huge pressure that public finances are under and the difficulties 

this presents in balancing the demand for public services and the funding available.  

Whilst PSOW remains ambitious, it has phased its work over the next few years, to 

reflect the anticipated limitations of public sector finance. In particular, investment in 

technology has been paused until savings from our property rationalisation are fully 

delivered, releasing funding for reinvestment.  

 

2.8 The continued increase in caseload, and the pressure being placed on the well-being 

of our workforce as a result, has led us to include a modest investment in additional 

staff in this budget estimate, and this is our clear priority for 2024/25. 

 

2.9 While we fully appreciate the difficult choices that will have to be made by the Senedd 

in setting next years’ budget, we need to be clear that this is not the year to reduce 

funding to PSOW. The pressure on public services which has prevailed for some time 

is set to continue and intensify and this makes our role all the more essential.  If our 

funding, and consequently our services, are cut this will result in fewer people being 

able to access our service which inevitably means that more vulnerable people and 

those who have suffered injustice, from service failure and maladministration, will not 

have their voices heard.  Opportunities for learning and service improvements will 

simply not be achieved.  

 

2.10 The proposed budget ambit is shown in Appendix A. 

 

3. 2023/24 Update 

 

3.1 After research and wide consultation, we published our new Strategic Plan in April 

2023. It sets out our vision and ambition for public services in Wales. It also sets four 

new Strategic Aims:  
 

1. Delivering justice with a positive impact for people and public services 

2. Increasing accessibility and inclusion 

3. Increasing the impact of our proactive improvement work 

4. Ensuring that we are a healthy, efficient and accountable organisation. 
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3.2 We have developed new Key Performance Indicators (KPIs), which will help us drive 

even better performance, influence change and capture more accurately the impact of 

our work.  We have a new Business Plan in place capturing key actions that will help 

us meet our Strategic Aims. 

 

3.3 Last year, we were concerned that the National Nosocomial Covid-19 Programme to 

investigate the hospital acquired Covid cases was likely to result in many of these 

cases being referred to the Ombudsman.  To manage this risk, we made internal 

arrangements to oversee handling of such complaints and prepared a factsheet on 

our approach.  We engaged with the Welsh Government and health boards and 

shared the learning from cases we had considered. The actual number of nosocomial 

Covid complaints reaching the Ombudsman remains small at the moment, though we 

will continue to monitor this closely.  

 

3.4 Caseload pressures are a cause for concern, with staff health and wellbeing 

increasingly affected by growing numbers of complaints without an increase in 

resources to consider them.  Under our new Strategic Plan, we will continue to work 

to identify opportunities to increase efficiency.  We will also review and improve the 

measures we have in place to support staff and provide a healthy workplace. The 

continued growth in the number of complaints, together with the increasing complexity 

of the complaints we receive, is putting additional pressure on staff – and staff 

feedback shows a significant rise in concerns about workload and reduced 

satisfaction with PSOW as a place to work. 

 

3.5 In the current year (and as previously notified to the Committee in previous Estimates, 

our Supplementary Budget submission in May 2023 and in-year correspondence), 

there remain two significant financial uncertainties:   

 

• The April 2023 local government pay award, which applies to our staff under 

their contracts of employment.  The initial PSOW Estimate for 2023-24 allowed 

3% for the April 2023 pay award.  The National Employers for local 

government services in England, Wales and Northern Ireland made an offer of 

around 5% which has been rejected by trade unions who are seeking 12.7%.  

Since pay award costs are outside the Ombudsman’s control, a 

Supplementary Budget was submitted and subsequently approved.  This 

provided for a pay award of up to 7.9%. The current position is unchanged – 

trade unions have balloted for strike action; some are now taking strike action 

and the pay award remains unresolved.  If the actual pay award is above 7.9%, 

we will work to contain the additional cost as far as possible but might need to 

submit a further Supplementary Budget.  

 

• The ongoing Code of Conduct case, where leave to appeal the decision of the 

Adjudication Panel for Wales in the High Court has been sought (by the former 

Councillor involved). The decision on permission has been delayed and the 

outcome remains uncertain. The amount of any potential liability in terms of 

legal costs is unknown.   
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3.6 Recognising the substantial pressures from increasing casework and constrained 

public finances in Wales, early this year we commissioned Perago Wales to 

undertake a short advisory project with us to review our service processes, identify 

scope for efficiency and service improvement and make recommendations for our 

future IT & Digital Strategy.  This valuable piece of work made recommendations for 

incremental changes that cumulatively will help continue the efficiency improvements 

achieved in recent years.  These include improving how we display and understand 

the status of current cases and improving our processes for securing clinical advice.  

The work recommended a number of areas for inclusion in our IT & Digital Strategy, 

including investment in technology and capacity to improve use of data to inform our 

work, management of increasing caseloads and help identify thematic and systemic 

issues to inform service improvement.  
 

4. Casework Pressures  

 
4.1 Last year (2022/23) we received the highest ever number of public service 

complaints.  This reflects pressures on public services, particularly health services, 

and public dissatisfaction with those services.  

 

4.2 In the current year (April to August 2023) we have seen further increases in our 

overall workload from enquiries and complaints.  New maladministration enquiries and 

Code pre-assessments are up 38% (‘Enquiries’ in Table 1), new Code of Conduct 

complaints are up 64% and public service complaints received are up 6%. 

 

4.3 The Explanatory Memorandum for the Public Services Ombudsman (Wales) Act 2019 

anticipated annual increases of between 5% and 12%.  Whilst the annual increases 

have been towards the lower end of this range, they amount to an overall increase of 

between 89% and 102% in total casework for the period (2015/16 to 2024/25 

(projected)).  In that time, the number of casework staff has increased by only 13%.  
 

Year Enquiries 

received 

Code of conduct 

complaints 

received 

Public Service 

complaints 

received 

Totals 

2015/16 3,731 276 1,992 5,999 

2016/17 4,512 (+21%) 236 (-14%) 2,056 (+3%) 6,804 (+13%) 

2017/18 4,861 (+8%) 270 (+14%) 1,983 (-4%) 7,114 (+5%) 

2018/19 4,627 (-5%) 282 (+4%) 2,207 (+11%) 7,116 (-) 

2019/20 4,726 (+2%) 365 (+29%) 2,109 (-4%) 7,200 (+1%) 

2020/21 4,006 (-15%) 535 (+47%) 1,638 (-22%) 6,179 (-14%) 

2021/22 5,158 (+29%) 294 (-45%) 2,726 (+66%) 8,178 (+32%) 

2022/23  5,350 (+4%) 283 (-4%) 2,790 (+2%) 8,423 (+3%) 

2023/24 (projected YTD) 7,383 (+38%) 464 (+64%) 2,957 (+6%) 10,804 (+28%) 

2024/25 (projected at 5%) 7,752 (+5%) 487 (+5%) 3,105 (+5%) 11,344 (+5%) 

2024/25 (projected at 12%) 8,269 (+12%) 520 (+12%) 3,312 (+12%) 12,101 (+12%) 

Table 1: Workload 2015/16 to 2022/23 with projections to 2024/25 – see note below. 
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Note: For 2023/24 our projections are based on current year to date (YTD) figures as detailed in 4.2 above.  For 

2024/24 we have shown both the 5% and 12% increases, in line with the increases anticipated in the Explanatory 

Memorandum to the 2019 Public Services Ombudsman (Wales) Act. 

4.4 Graph 1 below shows past, current and projected numbers of enquiries and 

complaints.      2022/23 

Increase:  

+95% 

 

 

 

+115% 

 

 

 

 

+61% 

 

 

+83% 

 

 

Graph 1: Workload 2015/16 to 2022/23 with projections to 2024/25 

Note: For illustrative purposes we have used the midpoint of the 5% and 12% projected increases for 2024/25. 

 
4.5 The cumulative effect of ongoing annual increases is substantial.  We seek to provide 

timely, empathetic and appropriate outcomes to complaints.  However, these 

casework pressures reflect the very real concerns of residents of Wales and 

increasing caseloads risk delaying resolution and prolonging distress.  Concerningly, 

the pressures of increased caseload are such that 40% of public service complaints 

currently being investigated have been with the Ombudsman for more than 12 

months.  Whilst it may currently be unavoidable, that level of delay is not one that 

anyone should be comfortable with.  Each complaint brings with it a real human 

impact for complainants.  Delay compounds and extends that impact.  These delays 

also mean that learning from our investigations and implementation of our systemic 

recommendations by public bodies takes longer, so maladministration and service 

failure may continue for longer than would otherwise be the case.  

 



6 

4.6 There is also a significant impact on our staff.  Public service complaints account for 

the majority of staff time, and even a small percentage increase results in a significant 

number of additional complaints.  The projected 61% increase in public service 

complaints since 2015/16 (see Graph 1) is therefore particularly challenging.  These 

increases in casework since 2015/16 have been largely managed through 

efficiencies: 40% more public service complaints (see Graph 1 2022/23 figure) with 

only 13% more staff.  The scale of these efficiencies is significant.  However, 

continuing caseload pressures cannot simply be absorbed.   

 

4.7 Our new Strategic Plan includes a strategic aim to increase accessibility and inclusion 

in our services.  Whilst resources continue to be constrained, this remains an 

important aim.  We will work to improve access to our services by those groups 

currently under-represented in our service users.  We expect that this will result in 

more enquiries and complaints from these groups.   

 

4.8 In our 2020 staff survey 76% of staff considered that workload pressure was 

reasonable.  This fell to 58% in 2022.  Similarly, the proportion of staff who considered 

PSOW to be a good place to work fell from 97% in 2020 to 87% in 2022.  The next 

staff survey will be in 2024, but recent informal feedback from staff suggests that 

increasing workload pressures are having a substantial impact and are adversely 

affecting staff perceptions of PSOW as a place to work.  In that context, the ongoing 

increases in caseload are of significant concern. 

 

4.9 Our initial 2023/24 Estimate submission included an increase in staff numbers and 

investment to help us better guide complainants without their having to contact us and 

to help staff manage high caseloads more effectively.  In view of the financial climate 

and pressures on public spending, the Finance Committee was unable to support the 

Estimate, so there was no increase in staff numbers.   

 

4.10 We remain committed to driving efficiency, embracing innovation and improving our 

performance.  However, without investment and appropriate staffing our scope to 

address declining staff wellbeing and poorer complainant experience is limited.  Whilst 

the public finance context is understood, the Estimate for 2024/25 necessarily 

includes modest increases to help address these concerns. 

5. Cost pressures 

5.1 Almost all our budget continues to be taken up by fixed or semi-fixed costs – premises 

costs and IT costs are largely fixed, and staff costs cannot be varied in the short term, 

other than through redundancies (which would involve additional one-off costs).   

Staff costs 

5.2 Nearly 80% of our costs are staff costs, so our biggest cost pressures arise from pay 

awards and employer pension and National Insurance contributions.  These are not 

costs that we can directly control, at least in the short term.  As indicated above, staff 

are contractually entitled to pay awards agreed for local government staff in England, 

Wales and Northern Ireland by the local government National Employers organisation.   
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5.3 Our Estimate submission assumes a 7.9% national local government pay award for 

April 2023.  We also need to allow for the April 2024 pay award.  Assuming that pay 

awards continue to be below current inflation, we have included provision for a 5% 

pay award from April 2024.  However, if the actual local government pay awards 

are higher than we have provided for, we may have a further funding shortfall in the 

current year. 

Case Management System  

5.4 The current contract for our case management system expires at the end of March 

2024.  We are therefore in the process of a full procurement exercise.  Increased 

funding for case management systems was sought in last year’s initial Estimate, 

though this was unsuccessful.  We have therefore agreed to seek tenders based 

largely on the existing specification.  Nonetheless, re-tendered contracts are likely to 

be more costly than the expiring contracts, especially given the current economic 

climate of supplier price inflation.  

Price inflation 

5.5 For the current year we anticipated low inflation based on OBR forecasts in July 2022, 

with a 2% increase in premises costs, a 4% increase in IT costs and negligible 

inflation on other non-pay costs.  (We also allowed more for professional fee costs as 

hourly rates paid for clinical advice had increased significantly.)  In practice, however, 

we have experienced substantial increases in all costs, including energy costs, 

supplier contracts and, for IT costs, increases much greater than we had allowed for.  

Many of our contracts include annual CPI indexation to reflect inflation (in line with 

good public sector procurement practice), and so costs have increased in line with 

actual CPI for 2022/23, which was more than 10%.  CPI for the current year to date 

has averaged 8%.   

 

5.6 Appendix B shows the incidence of these inflationary pressures which have been 

assessed line-by-line.  Whilst inflation has been above 10%, we have generally 

worked on the basis of latest CPI for August 2023 (6.7%) but have also included 

excess inflation for 2023/24.  There are significant increases in IT costs, on a like-for-

like basis, with particular increases in licence costs and the costs of secure cloud-

hosting.  Whilst we will continue to seek best value prices from suppliers, cost 

pressures make further increases likely. We are seeking £235k to help us meet these 

costs of inflation. 
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6. Efficiencies 

Cost efficiencies 

6.1 We have continued to deliver substantial cost efficiencies.  We have looked to fund 

many price inflation pressures for 2024/25 and staff increments over the past 2 years 

as a result of process improvements and other internal efficiency savings such as: 

 

• Staff efficiencies through reorganisation and staff turnover 

• Greater use of staff to present at Code of Conduct hearings, where 

appropriate, rather than using external lawyers 

• IT efficiencies following investment and reduced use of third-party suppliers 

• Reducing our operational office area to the ground floor only, bringing savings 

in heating, lighting, cleaning and other maintenance costs 

• Reducing the number of printers/copiers the office now owns. 

 

6.2 In addition to the volume efficiencies below, the Estimate includes cash-saving 

efficiencies of £34k to cover staff increments and £66k towards investment in 

additional staff – details below.   

Volume efficiencies – past 

6.3 Our enquiries and complaints caseload has increased substantially since 2015/16 as 

set out above.  There has not been a commensurate increase in staff numbers 

dealing with complaints and enquiries.  This demonstrates our commitment to 

achieving greater efficiency and our track record of doing so.  We have successfully 

worked to increase volume efficiency and manage this growing caseload by ‘doing 

more with the same’. 

 

This diagram shows closed caseload 

growth and casework staff growth 

between the years 2015/16 and 2022/23. 

 

This shows the continued growing gap 

between casework staff and the 

casework we are dealing with, and the 

efficiency (cost avoidance) savings we 

have made as a result.   

 

Graph 2 – Closed casework vs. staff 

numbers 

 

6.4 The increased number of cases handled implies 6 extra members of casework staff.  

In practice we are seeking funding for one additional casework post, at a cost of 

approx. £60k including on-costs.   This yields an estimated volume efficiency of 

£300k.  Whilst these efficiencies do not generate cash savings, they reflect real 

efficiencies made.   
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Volume efficiencies – future 

6.5 In 2022/23 we closed 8,475 cases with 50 casework staff, with a unit cost per case of 

£473.   For 2024/25 we anticipate closing 9,323 cases (a 5% increase in each of the 

next 2 years – we are not anticipating case closures to increase in line with the 

projected increase in cases received as we will not have sufficient resources). Using 

the same unit cost, this would cost an additional £401k.  This Estimate proposes only 

one additional member of casework staff so there is an estimated efficiency saving, 

albeit not cash-releasing, of £341k. 

Update on office accommodation 

6.6 During the latter part of 2022/23, we worked to vacate parts of our leased 

accommodation.  The surplus accommodation is currently being marketed with a view 

to releasing it before the end of the lease.  There is currently limited interest, as many 

organisations are similarly reducing their office accommodation.  However, if 

successful, this could result in some additional upfront costs (dilapidations etc.) but 

future savings in reduced rent and service charges. This will, in the end, help meet the 

cost of necessary investment in technology and service improvement.  We will report 

further on this next year. 

 

7. Investment in Strategic Priorities 

 

7.1 Our new Strategic Plan sets out four strategic aims.  Under the Plan we will be: 

1. Delivering justice with a positive impact for people and public services 

2. Increasing accessibility and inclusion 

3. Increasing the impact of our proactive improvement work 

4. Ensuring that we are a healthy, efficient and accountable organisation. 

 

7.2 These strategic aims are ambitious and define a new set of priorities for the office. 

However, the pressures facing the Ombudsman, and indeed wider public services, 

are not likely to be resolved quickly – there will be continued cost and caseload 

pressures, as well as increased expectations.  These pressures make the four 

proposed strategic aims even more important.  

 

7.3 We remain concerned that some groups across Wales are less likely to be aware of 

and use our services.  These include some who may be particularly reliant on public 

services, and we are determined to increase our outreach and accessibility work to 

reach them.  Our outreach and communications work, together with the factors set out 

earlier when discussing caseload pressure, mean that more will be expected of our 

service and our organisation.  No additional investment has been included for 

increased outreach work as part of our Strategic Plan, so we will aim to do this by 

prioritising target groups within existing resources. 

 

7.4 Recognising that we cannot simply keep working in the same way, last year we 

sought funding to invest in service improvement.  The investment we sought reflected 

increasing digitisation and was to allow the development of a new website and to 

commence work on an improved casework management system.  The Committee 
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was unable to support this in full.  With the limited available funding, our key priority 

was the development of a new website.  Work to develop this is underway.   

 

7.5 We are not seeking funding for investment in improved digital and IT services at this 

stage, but we are determined to keep our IT services as effective and secure as 

possible, without loss of functionality as resources are squeezed. The very limited 

investment we can make inevitably leads to a risk that we will not be able to do what 

we want to do. If we are to have a lasting positive impact on people, public services 

and local government in Wales, business as usual is not an option.  

 

7.6 Going forward, where we identify areas where we need to invest to achieve our 

strategic priorities and make a difference, we will look to identify property-related 

savings that could support some of this investment in the future.  In the meantime, we 

will work to maintain and improve cyber security and efficiency, but we reluctantly 

accept that investment in significant change will be delayed until such time as these 

property-related savings can be achieved.   

 

7.7 In our original estimate submission for 2023/24, we also requested a small investment 

in additional staff. The Committee was unable to support this for 2023/24.  Mindful of 

this and the adverse impact of restricting staff numbers on staff wellbeing, service 

levels and service quality, this Estimate includes funding for two additional staff.  The 

first will lead new data analytics work, using complaints data to better manage 

caseload through prioritisation, identify systemic and thematic issues arising from 

casework and to inform opportunities for learning and service improvement.  The 

scope of data analytics, and the available tools, continue to increase, and investment 

here would help us to better target our interventions.  Further details of this work can 

be found in Appendix E.   

 

7.8 The second post will assist with casework.  To manage caseloads, we have trialled a 

new way of working where we start investigations before cases are transferred to our 

investigation team.  This has had some success in consistently focusing our 

resources on the most significant cases and, although caseloads remain high, in 

reducing workload pressures in the investigation team.  This has also allowed staff to 

focus on ageing cases.  The additional caseworker post would allow us to continue 

and extend this approach to help reduce ageing cases. 

 

7.9 In summary, our Estimate seeks sufficient resources to deliver our core complaints 

service and to make better use of data.  We are seeking investment of £54k to 

support our work on strategic aims 1 and 3.  The remaining £66k required will be met 

from efficiencies from within our current budgets. 
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8. 2024/25 Estimate 

8.1 In preparing this Estimate we have sought to address the Statement of Principles 

developed by the Senedd Finance Committee for the preparation of annual budget 

proposals.  Appendix D shows these Principles and how they have been addressed 

in this Estimate submission. 

8.2 Changes between the 2023/24 budget and 2024/25 Estimate are summarised below: 

 Cash £000 Resource £000 

2023/24 budget 5,854 5,963 

Pay, price and increment cost pressures  +470 +470 

Efficiencies (£34k for increments + £66k 
towards the investment below) 

-100 -100 

Investment in staff – caseload and data 
analytics 

+120 +120 

IFRS 16 changes - -95 

2024/25 budget 6,344 6,358 

 
Table 2: Changes between the 2023/24 budget and the 2024/25 Estimate 

 
8.3 The Estimate for 2024/25 is shown in more detail in Appendix B and is prepared on an 

IFRS 16 basis.  Unit costs are included in Appendix C. 

8.4 Further detail, together with brief narrative for each area of expenditure group, is 

attached.  The table shows the current year’s budget, budget pressures, efficiencies 

and the proposed Estimate for 2024/25. 

 
8.5 The estimate: 

• Includes 7.9% estimated pay award for April 2023 and 5% estimated pay 

award from April 2024. 

• Includes no contingency.  Since we have no contingency or reserves, any 

significant unexpected costs (such as pay awards above levels allowed for, or 

significant legal costs arising, for example, from case-related court cases or 

judicial review) would result in a Supplementary Budget.  

• Reflects cash-saving efficiencies of £100k used to meet the cost of staff 

increments and contribute to investment in two staff 

• Includes two additional staff, one to help develop our use of data and one to 

make a small increase in casework capacity.   

 

 

9. Consequences of Estimate not being approved  

9.1 The Estimate seeks to balance the financial pressures and need for investment on 

the one hand with an understanding of the challenging state of public finances in 

Wales.  In the main, the increases sought are the result of externally generated pay 

and price pressures.  An investment in two additional staff posts is included to help 
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manage increasing caseloads and pressures on staff and to increase the impact of 

our work through the better use of data. 

Consequences of £436k ‘business as usual’ costs not being approved 

Impact on staff 

9.2 If the Estimate does not cover pay award inflation, this will result in reductions in staff 

numbers.  If these cannot be achieved through natural turnover of staff, 

redundancies would be necessary.  These would involve significant additional costs 

as staff are covered by the civil service redundancy scheme.  Reductions in staff 

numbers would result in further deterioration in the level of service we are able to 

provide. 

9.3 If we are forced to make redundancies, to achieve the savings required to meet our 

pay and inflation pressures we would have to lose around 7 members of staff 

(approx. 10% of our workforce). This would be hugely concerning at a time when 

demands for our services are the highest they have ever been, the pressures on our 

staff are the greatest they have ever been, and when the role of the Ombudsman is 

as important as ever in securing accountability and justice from Welsh public 

services.  Such redundancies would also require the submission of a Supplementary 

Budget to meet one-off redundancy costs. 

Impact on service users 

9.4 Any reduction in staff numbers would also have an adverse impact on service levels, 

resulting in less time to engage with individual complainants and further extended 

investigation delays.  This in turn has an adverse effect on complainants, adding to 

their concerns.  Caseloads already mean that we are not able to conclude our 

investigations as promptly as we would like, with more complaints taking over 12 

months to conclude.  We are mindful of the impact that complaints can have on all 

those involved.  Particularly in health complaints, our involvement tends to come at 

the end of what can be a long complaints journey.  Further delays would be a cause 

of real concern and would increase the distress of complainants. 

9.5 Going forward we want to continue to assess complaints on their merit and carefully 

decide whether it is proportionate to fully investigate any complaint.  We want to take 

a proportionate approach and devote our resources to ensure that we remedy 

injustice in serious cases and where systemic failings may impact on groups of 

individuals.  If the estimate is not approved, these aims will no longer be achievable. 

9.6 We already ensure that we investigate only serious complaints, but if the Estimate is 

not approved, we would have to increase further the threshold for intervention (‘raise 

the bar’).  As health cases dominate our investigation caseload (80%), this would 

mean that only very serious health cases, perhaps cases where there are indicators 

of an avoidable death, would be investigated.  As the Committee will be aware, 

everyone who makes a complaint considers it to be serious and if our Estimate is not 

approved, we would have more disappointed and dissatisfied complainants.  This 

might also result in some complaints, such as those about local government and 

housing, receiving less priority.  



13 

9.7 Considering only the most serious complaints would also run counter to our efforts, 

and the legislative decisions of the Senedd, to make the Ombudsman’s services 

more accessible, for example though acceptance of oral complaints.  In many cases, 

it is only when we start to investigate a single complaint, that might not appear very 

serious, that we identify systemic issues that could have very serious consequences 

for others.  The feedback we receive makes us acutely aware of the impact of our 

work on members of the public.  We do not wish to deny complainants the 

opportunity to have genuine concerns investigated. 

Impact on technology and organisational efficiency 

9.8 There is limited scope to cut our non-staff costs – most non-staff budgets are fixed or 

semi-fixed, with only small savings possible from, for example, a fall in the number of 

software licence users in the event of reductions in staff numbers. 

9.9 The imminent re-tendering exercise for a case management system was originally 

intended to be an opportunity to seek improved functionality and greater efficiency.  

The budget restrictions in place mean that this is not realistic, but we are hoping to 

maintain existing functionality in the re-tendered system.  If the Estimate is not 

approved, there is a danger that the affordable case management system could offer 

much reduced functionality.  £58k of the increase sought is the likely increase in 

costs on re-tendering, based on information from the current supplier and 

comparisons with alternative providers that tendered previously.   

9.10 Our work is entirely reliant on technology.  We have achieved Cyber Essentials Plus 

accreditation, and it is vital that we are able to keep our systems and software up to 

date.  This inevitably has a cost, but the consequences of not keeping our systems 

as secure as possible are potentially huge in terms of the risks of sensitive personal 

data disclosure, inability to provide a service and the costs of recovering from a 

cyber incident. 

Consequences of (net) £54k investment in staff not being approved 

Impact on staff 

9.11 Our staff are already experiencing significant pressure and stress affecting 

wellbeing.  The proposal to add one additional caseworker will not solve these 

problems but will help.  If the Estimate is not approved, incidence of lost time through 

stress are likely to increase.  Increased complaints have already put more pressure 

on our staff, with each member of staff carrying a large and more demanding 

caseload.  Whilst we are working to improve this, current caseloads remain high, and 

we cannot continue to absorb this additional work without additional resources to 

recruit more staff. 

Impact on service users 

9.12 To help manage competing priorities, use our resources wisely and target our 

interventions well, good data analytics is key.  The benefits are widely recognised 

across the private and public sectors.  The scope of data analytics, and the available 

tools, continue to increase, but we do not currently have the capacity, expertise or 

facilities to get the most from available data.  If this element of the Estimate is not 
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approved, the opportunities to use data to identify priorities for our caseload and 

public service improvement, to help identify and support public service users less 

likely to complain and to identify areas for Own Initiative or thematic investigations 

and reports will not be grasped.  This would be an opportunity missed. 

Impact on technology and organisational efficiency 

9.13 As indicated above (see 3.6) we engaged expert support from Perago Wales to 

review our processes and help us develop an IT & Digital Strategy.  One of the key 

outcomes was that we should increase and improve our use of data, helping us to 

target our improvement work, identify patterns and trends and inform our decisions 

on use of Own Initiative powers.  The investment in data analytics will allow us to 

take forward this vital work. 
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Appendix A – Budget Ambit - Public Services Ombudsman for Wales 

This Estimate submission has been completed consistently with Standing Orders 18A.2 

and 20.23 of the Welsh Parliament dated November 2021. 

Ambit Resources 

(£000) 

Accruing 

Resources (£000) 

Public Services Ombudsman for Wales 6,358 27 

 

Services and Purposes  

Resources other than accruing resources for use by the 

Public Services Ombudsman for Wales on resource and capital 

costs associated with the administration of the Ombudsman’s office; 

payments to the British and Irish Ombudsman Association; 

payments to the International Ombudsman Institute and associated 

non fiscal items. 

£000 

 

6,358 

 

 

Category of accruing resource Services and purposes for which income 

may be retained 

Income from commercial sales and other 
services provided to the public or others. 

For use on related services and the 
administration of the Ombudsman 
service. 

Overall amount of Income (£000) 27 

 
Resource to cash reconciliation for 2024/25 (£000) 
 

Net Resource Requirement 6,353 * 

Net Capital Requirement 5 * 

Adjustments: 
 

Capital Charges (225) 

Impairments - 

Movements in Provisions - 

Profit/Loss on sale of assets - 

Movements in stocks - 

Movements in debtors/creditors 20 

Use of Provisions - 

Other 191 

Net Cash Requirement for issue from the 
Welsh Consolidated Fund 

6,344 

 

*  £6,353k + £5k capital = £6,358k Total Resource Expenditure in Appendix B 
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Appendix B – Estimate 2024/25 

 2023/24 2024/25 

All figures in £000s 
 

Budget 
2023/24 

Pressures / 
Inflation 
2024/25 

Investment 
in Strategic 

Priorities 
Efficiencies Estimate 

Staff salaries and related costs (note 1) 4,725 +235   4,960 

Investment in service improvement - staff 
(note 2) 

-  +120  120 

Premises and facilities (note 3) 171 +71  (26) 216 

Professional fees (note 4) 244 +41  (22) 263 

IT costs (note 5) 250 +88  (11) 327 

Investment in IT & Digital Strategy (note 
6) 

47 +3   50 

Office costs (note 7) 108 +16 
 

(22) 102 

Travel, training and recruitment (note 8) 40 +6 
 

(4) 42 

Communications (note 9) 65 +10 
 

(7) 68 

Total Revenue Expenditure 5.650    6,148 

Total Income (note 10) (19)  
 

(8) (27) 

Net Revenue Expenditure 5,631 +470 +120 (100) 6,121 

Capital Expenditure – DEL (note 11) 5    5 

Total Resources Required 5,636 +470 +120 (100) 6,126 

Depreciation and amortisation  70    70 

Depreciation – leased assets 222  
 

(67) 155 

Interest charge – leased assets 7  
 

 7 

Capital AME – dilapidations 28  
 

(28) - 

Total Resource Expenditure 5,963 +470 +120 (195) 6,358 

Depreciation and amortisation  (70)    (70) 

Depreciation – leased assets (note 12) (222)  
 

67 (155) 

Interest charge – leased assets (note 12) (7)  
 

 (7) 

Capital AME – dilapidations (note 12) (28)  
 

28 - 

Change in working capital (note 13) 198  
 

 198 

Other non-cash movements  20  
 

 20 

Cash Requirement from WCF 5,854 +470 +120 (100) 6,344 
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Notes 

1. Salaries and Related Costs 

Under our employment contracts, staff salaries are increased annually in accordance with 

Local Government NJC pay negotiations. The 2023/24 budget figure includes a provision for a 

7.9% pay award as outlined in our first Supplementary Budget.  For 2024/25 the table shows 

pressures of £235k (estimated 5% pay award from April 2024 and staff increments).   Overall 

change +£235k.  

 

Note that pay awards for April 2023 and April 2024 are not yet settled so figures are 

estimates.  Higher pay awards would be contained within existing resources where possible 

but would be likely to require the submission of a Supplementary Budget. The Committee 

has previously indicated its preference for this method of Estimate construction, rather than 

the inclusion of a contingency to cover any potentially higher pay settlement. 

 

The cost of staff increments (£34k) will be met through efficiencies in other budgets (see 

below). 

 

2. Investment in staff 

The Estimate includes two new posts – one data analyst to draw valuable information from 

the data we hold about the complaints we receive, together with complaints data collected 

from public bodies.  This will inform thematic reports and own initiative investigations but 

will also help us identify priorities for improvement work with public bodies.  The other 

additional post is an additional Investigation Officer to assist with ongoing increases in 

caseload. 

 

3. Premises 

This major item of expenditure is the lease and running costs of our premises at 

Bocam Park.  The rent was subject to a rent review in August 2020.  Since our last Estimate 

submission, we have reduced the amount of office space in active use, and the surplus 

office accommodation is currently advertised, with a view to sub-letting or early surrender. 

There is currently very limited interest, but we will continue to market the vacated space. 

 

There are inflationary cost pressures on our premises budgets, including rates, energy and 

maintenance costs (+£38k).  We will seek to meet £26k of these cost pressures through 

efficiencies.  Additional resource expenditure is also required as a result of VAT now being 

excluded from our IFRS 16 figures (in line with revised HM Treasury guidance, +£33k), 

though this has no effect on cash.  Overall change +£45k. 

 

4.  Professional Fees 

Inflationary pressures have increased the costs of professional fees by (+£41k).  This 

includes the Audit Wales external audit fee which has increased the cost of our external 
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audit by 10%.  We will seek to make efficiencies in our use of professional services to offset 

this in part (-£22k).  Overall change +£19k. 

 

5.  IT - Computer Systems and IT Support 

We have a number of contractually committed IT contract price increases.  In 2023/24 we 

allowed for a 4% inflationary increase, but actual increases for the year are higher (+£11k).  

We will contain this above expected increase in-year through efficiencies.  There is a further 

£77k of cost pressures for 2024/25 – these relate to the inflationary increases of our 

committed IT contracts (£19k) and the costs associated with the necessary re-tendering for a 

case management system, using current levels of functionality as the basis (£58k). 

 

6.  Investment in IT & Digital Strategy 

Our revised estimate for 2023/24 included £47k for service improvement.  With inflation 

this increases to £50k for 2024/25.  We are using this to invest in an improved website, 

recognising the different needs of those who access the website.  The new website is 

intended to help potential complainants to see what complaints we can and cannot handle.  

For 2024/25 we propose to use this budget to invest in our IT & Digital Strategy and help 

implement the findings of our recent digital and service improvement work undertaken with 

Perago Wales. 

 

7.  Office Costs 

Office costs are subject to inflationary cost pressures of £16k.  We will seek to meet these 

through efficiency savings.  We are now occupying only our ground floor offices and we 

anticipate making further efficiency savings of 65k as a result. 

 

8.  Travel, Training and Recruitment 

Travel costs have increased by more than allowed for in the 2023/24 budget (+£3k) and 

offsetting savings are being made through increased use of online facilities for training and 

meetings.  For 2024/25 we anticipate an increase in travel costs of £3k, reflecting the 6% 

national increase in rail fares.  The majority of our long-distance travel is undertaken by 

train.  Whilst costs have increased, we will look to reduce the amount of travel. 

 

9.  Communications 

Our new Strategic Plan requires considerable outreach and communications work.  

Inflationary communications cost increases have exceeded (+£6k) the amount allowed for in 

the 2034/24 budgets.  These are being met through efficiencies.  A further cost increase of 

£4k is forecast for 2024/25.  We will manage this budget carefully and make use of low and 

no-cost options wherever possible. 
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10. Income 

The Estimate includes ongoing income from a staff secondment to the Ombudsman 

Association and the provision of payroll services to the Future Generations Commissioner.  

Our contract with the Ombudsman Association was renewed from September 2023.  This 

has resulted in a small increase in income. 

 

11.  Capital 

The small annual capital allowance of £5k is maintained. 

 

12.  IFRS 16 

The 2023/24 Estimate included VAT in asset valuations.  However, in the last 12 months 

revised guidance from HM Treasury has indicated that VAT should be excluded.  We have 

therefore revalued our ‘right of use’ asset which has resulted in savings of £67k from the 

revised annual depreciation figures. 

 

We have also decided not to increase our dilapidation provision in 2024/25 following an 

independent review undertaken in 2022/23.  This results in a saving of £28k.  Overall change 

-£95k. 

 

13.  Working Capital 

This is the accounting adjustment needed to offset the depreciation created by IFRS 16 and 

provide the appropriate cash requirement from the Welsh Consolidated Fund. 
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Appendix C – Unit costs  

We continue to present unit costs calculated for our main activity – receiving, considering, 

investigating and responding to enquiries and complaints.  This is our activity under 

Strategic Aim 1, and we use the audited figures for Operating Costs by Strategic Aim, 

presented within the accounts.  We expect our new Strategic Aim 1 to account for around 

70% of our expenditure, and the main costs here are direct staff costs, costs of our case 

management system, costs of professional advice and an allocation of overheads such as 

premises and office costs. 

 
The graphs below show firstly unit cost for the full enquiry and complaints work completed 

(closed) in the year and secondly for complaints cases only, completed (closed) in the year.  

Projections for the current year and next year are included for completeness. As indicated in 

6.5 above, if cases increase at the rate anticipated we will continue to seek efficiencies but, 

in the light of ongoing resource constraint, do not anticipate being able to increase the 

number of cases closed in line with the increase in cases received. 

 

Real terms 
 
All cost figures here have been adjusted to 2025 prices to allow meaningful comparison.   

 

We have used the actual rates of CPI inflation for 2015/16 to 2022/23.  For 2023/24 we have 

used CPI inflation as of July 2023, and for 2024/25 we have assumed that inflation will fall 

back to a rate of 4.5%. 

 

 

15/16 16/17 17/18 18/19 19/20 20/21 21/22 22/23 23/24 24/25

Total closed 6,046 6,874 6,962 7,188 7,224 5,706 7,983 8,475 8,899 9,323

Unit cost £824 £692 £695 £655 £725 £960 £624 £480 £502 £478
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15/16 16/17 17/18 18/19 19/20 20/21 21/22 22/23 23/24 24/25

Total closed 2,315 2,362 2,101 2,561 2,517 1,935 2,865 3,138 3,295 3,460

Unit cost £2,151 £2,014 £2,304 £1,840 £2,080 £2,830 £1,740 £1,297 £1,356 £1,289
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Cash terms 
 
The Finance Committee has previously requested unit cost figures expressed in cash 

terms.  These are presented here for completeness.  All cost figures here are the actual 

costs as reported in the Annual Accounts, not adjusted for inflation. 

 

 

 

  

15/16 16/17 17/18 18/19 19/20 20/21 21/22 22/23 23/24 24/25

Total closed 6,046 6,874 6,962 7,188 7,224 5,706 7,983 8,475 8,899 9,323

Unit cost £531 £453 £475 £460 £521 £695 £491 £473 £458 £478
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15/16 16/17 17/18 18/19 19/20 20/21 21/22 22/23 23/24 24/25

Total closed 2,315 2,362 2,101 2,561 2,517 1,935 2,865 3,138 3,295 3,460

Unit cost £1,387 £1,319 £1,573 £1,291 £1,495 £2,049 £1,368 £1,279 £1,237 £1,289
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Appendix D – Principles that Directly Funded Bodies should consider 

when preparing their annual budget proposals  

The Finance Committee of the Senedd has developed a Statement of Principles that Directly 

Funded Bodies should consider when preparing their budget proposals.  This Appendix sets 

out the key principles and shows how they are addressed in the Estimate submission: 

Principle Comment 

• The Finance Committee
believes budget estimates
should be transparent, prudent
and reflect the financial
constraints in the public
sector.

• The Estimate is set out in a transparent way and
seeks to be prudent in recognising significant
pressures facing the office (sections 4 and 5)
and our ambitions (section 7).  These ambitions
include continued productivity and cost
efficiencies (section 6) and better access to our
services for all.

• Budget requests should be set

in the context of the long-term

financial funding situation in

Wales and funding pressures

in the wider public sector.

• The Estimate reflects the financial constraints in
the public sector, and includes investment in
improvement (section 7), resources to meet
unavoidable pressures (sections 4 and 5) and
significant cost-saving efficiencies (£100k and
volume efficiencies – section 6).

• Requests should show how

annual and multi-annual

objectives will be prioritised,

monitored and achieved.

• The Estimate is intended to support the multi-
year aims set out in the Strategic Plan 2023-
2026.  This sets out our proposed priorities.  We
will report annually, in our Annual Report &
Accounts, on progress in line with our revised
Strategic Plan.

• Bodies should not assume an

increase in funding, regardless

of the block grant change as

any increase to their funding

reduces resources available to

other devolved public bodies.

• No assumptions have been made about block
grant changes.  The Estimate reflects workload
pressures (section 4), unavoidable cost
pressures (section 5), productivity and cost
efficiencies (section 6) and investment priorities
(section 7).

• Bodies should continually seek

to improve processes and

accrue efficiencies.

• The Estimate shows (section 6) efficiencies by

completing more work since 2015/16 within the

resources we have.  The Estimate also shows

specific efficiencies to be achieved in 2024/25.

• Where any increases in

funding are requested, these

should be backed by evidence

both of the need, benefit and

attempts that have been made

to reduce such costs.  Also,

the consequences of not

obtaining the requested

increase in resource should be

made clear and quantified.

• The Estimate and the Strategic Plan set out the
drivers that influence budget needs, together
with the investment sought.

• Section 9 shows the consequences of the
Estimate not being supported.
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Appendix E – Data analytics 

The estimate seeks funding for one data analytics post.  This Appendix sets out the 

rationale for including this additional post. 

The Ombudsman holds data on all enquiries and complaints we receive.  We also, under 

our complaints standards powers, collect data from public bodies on the complaints they 

receive and consider.  There is also data in the public domain on public service 

performance.  Whilst we already undertake analysis of the data we hold (including analysis 

reported in our Annual Report), our analysis is limited and does not involve multiple data 

sets. 

Data analytics would take our data analysis to a higher level and increase our ability to 

analyse raw data to draw robust conclusions.  This would help optimise performance, 

identify inefficiencies and provide insight to inform strategic decisions. Data analytics uses 

spreadsheets (which we currently use) but also extends to data visualisation, more powerful 

reporting tools and enhanced manipulation of data and multiple data sets.  

By increasing our capacity and our expertise in data analytics we can gain a much better 

understanding of patterns and changes over time, of underlying causes of service failure 

and maladministration, identifying future trends and targeting our work and our interventions 

so they have greatest effect.  

In particular, greater use of data analytics will help us: 

• Prioritise our caseload to ensure we are focussing on the most serious complaints

and, where feasible, bringing complaints together to form wider investigations;

• Identify trends and patterns that could inform the subjects of our systemic and

thematic reports and to better target the recommendations we make in them;

• Identify recurring themes in lower-level complaints that could help us with

appropriate and targeted improvement work with specific public bodies; and

• Guide our decisions on the appropriate focus for our Own Initiative investigations

where they can have greatest impact, particularly in areas where people are less

likely to complain.

A data analyst would give the organisation the capacity and expertise to be able to make 

best use of the data we hold but would also be able to explore the scope to work with other 

public bodies and regulators to use multiple datasets to achieve greater insight. 
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