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 Executive summary 
 

In this report, we present common findings and lessons from the past four years of performance 
audits, and offer insights to the public sector on elements of effective performance. We have 
analysed the key findings and recommendations from 61 performance audits tabled in the NSW 
Parliament between July 2014 and June 2018, spanning varied areas of government activity. We 
will also use this report to help determine areas of unaddressed risk across all parts of government, 
and to shape our future audit priorities. 

 
1. Key findings 
Planning for the future 

To respond to the range of citizen needs for the future, government agencies need to take a 
long-term, whole-of-government and inter-generational view in forecasting future requirements for 
services and infrastructure. Over the past four years, our audits have found examples where a lack 
of long-term planning has led to unmet demand for programs and services, as well as gaps in 
service capability. Governments also need to ensure that service providers and staff have the 
information and resources they need to adapt to changes in the way programs and services are 
being delivered. 

In future audits, our assessments of agency effectiveness will continue to include whether 
programs and services are likely to meet future needs, as well as their effectiveness in meeting 
current demand. 

Meeting community expectations for key services 

Service delivery models are changing. One key change is that government agencies are 
increasingly moving to commissioning and partnership models with external providers. Some of our 
audits have found that agencies need to be more effective system stewards by clearly defining the 
objectives of these approaches, and ensuring the responsibilities of each party are clear. We have 
also found instances where agencies cannot demonstrate that these arrangements are delivering 
better value or quality. This is because many agencies do not measure and evaluate the outcomes 
of their services and initiatives – whether they are delivered in-house or by external providers. 

In the context of governments changing the way they deliver services, consultation with 
stakeholders is essential. Our audits identified several areas where governments can engage more 
effectively with stakeholders from planning through to delivery stages. 

We will continue to highlight instances where measurement and evaluation has been incomplete or 
absent, where there is scope for greater oversight of outsourced services, or where the 
perspectives of stakeholders have not been fully considered. Our ongoing ability to do this is 
affected by our ability to 'follow the dollar', and assess the use of public money by non-government 
and private sector organisations that are commissioned by government to deliver programs and 
services. We currently do not have this mandate. 
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The scale of investment in infrastructure 

The NSW Government’s 2018–19 Budget forecasts an $87.2 billion infrastructure investment 
program over the next four years. Infrastructure investment of this size carries significant 
opportunities and risks. The government's guidelines on business case development highlight why 
they are a fundamental feature of planning for infrastructure: 

The NSW Government must ensure capital related resource allocation 
decisions are well timed, offer value for money, provide sound management 
of risks and are consistent with government priorities and objectives. 

 

Some of our audits have identified infrastructure projects that do not adhere to these guiding 
principles. In some instances, the actual costs and benefits of particular projects were significantly 
different from the business case as a result of flawed, rushed or incomplete analysis. 

In addition to developing a sound business case, obtaining independent assurance for major 
projects is critical to ensure that risks are appropriately managed, and that the public is getting 
value for money. 

In future audits, we will continue to assess the justification for and planning of major infrastructure 
projects. We will be looking to see compliance with all assurance processes for capital works, and 
business cases that prove more accurate in implementation. 

Managing the environment and natural resources 

Effective regulation of activities impacting on the environment and natural resources should meet 
legislative and policy obligations, and seek to balance competing interests. Our audits have 
highlighted that regulation activities do not need to equate to more red tape, but should be based 
on effectively identifying and managing risk, as well as regular evaluation and review of their 
outcomes. 

We will continue to look at how effectively the use of natural resources and the environment is 
being managed through regulation. In line with our focus on long-term planning, we will also be 
assessing whether the use of crucial resources, such as drinking water, is being managed 
sustainably – taking population growth and change into account. 

Ensuring good governance and transparency 

The frequency of our recommendations relating to governance demonstrates that this is an area 
where governments need to improve. Good governance and transparency are fundamental 
principles that government entities need to prioritise in all aspects of their work. The core principles 
of good governance are well established, and are clearly set out in our 2015 'Governance 
Lighthouse' framework. Various public sector resources and policies also outline the processes to 
ensure effective oversight and accountability. 

Nevertheless, we have identified several common gaps in the governance arrangements of NSW 
Government entities. These include inconsistent risk management practices, lack of consistency or 
transparency in decision-making, low compliance or inadequate frameworks for managing due 
diligence and conflicts of interest, and lack of clarity in strategic purpose or direction. Gaps in the 
oversight of outsourced programs or services, including commissioning and partnerships, is also an 
increasing concern. 

Effective record keeping is a legislative requirement and is fundamental to good governance. In line 
with our ongoing focus on accountability, we also expect to see higher levels of compliance with 
standards in this area. 
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Responding to digital disruption 

Digital disruption can present particular opportunities and risks for governments. Reliable data can 
generate creative responses to persistent problems, facilitate joined-up service delivery, and drive 
contestability through new providers and business models. 

Our audits have highlighted that as the volume of data relating to government activities and citizens 
increases, agencies need to do more to assure the security of data. Working collaboratively across 
the sector helps agencies identify opportunities to leverage data, as well as better identify and 
manage cyber security threats. 

Cyber security should be at the centre of public sector engagement with technology, and our audits 
have highlighted some critical problems in this area. Service disruption, theft of information, 
cyber-attacks and fraud are all real and present risks that can have significant impacts on the 
community, as well as undermining trust in government. We will regularly report on cyber risks and 
security as part of our program, and will be looking to see significant improvements compared to 
current and past practice. 
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 1. Introduction 
 

1.1 Insights from performance audits 
This report presents an overview of key findings arising from performance audits tabled in the NSW 
Parliament since July 2014. Performance audits determine whether State or local government 
entities carry out their activities effectively, are doing so economically and efficiently, and in 
compliance with all relevant laws. 

The activities examined by a performance audit 
may include a government program or service, 
all or part of an audited entity, or more than one 
entity. Performance audits can also consider 
issues which affect the whole state sector and/or 
the whole local government sector. Through their 
recommendations, performance audits seek to 
improve the value for money the community 
receives from government services. 

In this report, we have considered the key 
findings and recommendations of our 
performance audit reports from the past four 
years. We analysed the findings and 
recommendations from 61 performance audits 
tabled between July 2014 and June 2018, 
across many areas of NSW Government activity. 

The purpose of this report is to highlight common issues and themes emerging from our 
performance audit findings, to help State and local government entities learn from and respond to 
challenges faced by different parts of government. We will also use the findings from this report to 
help identify key areas of unaddressed risk, and to shape our future audit priorities. 

Our findings in this report are presented around six key areas of risk. These areas will also guide 
the focus of our future audit program: 

• planning for the future 
• meeting community expectations for key services 
• the scale of investment in infrastructure 
• managing the environment and natural resources 
• ensuring good governance and transparency 
• responding to digital disruption. 
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 2. Planning for the future 
  

 

Governments play an important stewardship role. 
Their decisions need to consider 
intergenerational equity by ensuring that 
investment strategies are sustainable. 
Governments also need to consider the impact of 
their decisions on different parts of the 
community. We recognise that governments face 
challenges in delivering programs and services, 
targeting complex social issues with finite 
resources. 

Governments are changing how they deliver 
services to respond to citizen needs and deliver 
greater value for money. In this section, we reflect 
on audits that looked at how government entities 
are planning their activities to meet the needs of 
the community into the future. 

2.1 It is important for government entities to: 
Understand and plan for future needs 

Effective plans to respond to future needs are supported by detailed data on how programs and 
services are being used now, and how they are projected to perform into the future. They also 
maximise the use of existing resources, and look to innovative ways of managing demand. 

Some of our audits have highlighted elements of successful strategies to plan for future demand 
and need. These include: 

• defining clear aims and performance targets for initiatives 
• using data to test and validate assumptions 
• coordinating planning within and between agencies 
• seeking expert input 
• seeking stakeholder input in planning and implementation. 
 

A strategy needs adequate 
administrative oversight and 
resourcing to ensure its aims 
are given priority. It also needs 
to be regularly revisited and 
kept up to date, based on 
actual results compared to 
predicted trends, and to 
reassess any changes to community needs. 

  

Our audit on ‘Planning for school infrastructure’ 
(2017) assessed the Department of Education’s 
Strategic Plan to deliver fit-for-purpose student 
learning spaces up to 2031. The report concluded 
that this plan was robust, and benefited from 
expert input and validation of assumptions, 
proposed solutions and costs.
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Look to examples of good practice 

In planning for future activities, government entities should consider lessons from their own past 
practice, as well as that of other parts of government. 

Some of our audit reports have presented principles for better practice that other agencies can 
consider in their work – particularly in the area of future planning and preparedness. These include: 

• ‘Building the readiness of the non-government sector for the NDIS’ (2017) outlined principles 
to be considered in building the capability of the non-government sector to deliver services 
on behalf of government 

• ‘Security of critical IT infrastructure’ (2015) highlighted lessons to assist agencies improve 
security practices for managing IT infrastructure. 

 

Box 2.1. Examples of audit recommendations 
Several of our audits have recommended ways to help agencies understand and plan for future needs. 
Planning for school infrastructure (2017) 
We recommended that a strategic plan needs to be regularly revisited and evaluated to ensure it reflects 
current priorities. We also noted a need for collaboration with the community and other stakeholders on 
implementation of the plan. 
Planning and evaluating palliative care services in NSW (2017) 
Our audit recommended that policy frameworks should outline service priorities, define objectives, set 
performance targets, and support workforce planning and funding allocations. 
The Office of Strategic Lands (2017) 
To support this entity to achieve its goals, we recommended that an integrated business plan should 
incorporate outcome-based performance measures and financial modelling including resourcing for long-term 
sustainability. 
Passenger rail punctuality (2017) 
We recommended that improving the measurement of key outcomes, and defining growth trends, will improve 
the accuracy of demand predictions. It is also necessary to adjust demand management strategies based on 
actual results compared to predicted trends. 

 

Prepare service providers and staff for their changing roles 

When agencies change or expand the types of programs they offer, specialist or frontline staff may 
need support to build their capability to deliver them. Our audits have found that this could include 
offering training, leadership development and mentoring programs. Effective performance 
management frameworks are essential, because they identify organisational development needs 
and allow staff the opportunity to engage constructively in improving their capability. 

For government entities transitioning services to non-government service providers, there is a need 
to ensure that the new providers can maintain the existing level of service. We have identified 

some factors important for 
building capability of the 
non-government sector. 
These include allowing time 
for the service providers to 
develop capacity, and 
providing tailored support 
where necessary, such as 

one-on-one support. To determine if the service transition has been effective, agencies also need 
to define desired outcomes and collect performance data before commencing, to allow comparison. 

Our audit of ‘Building the readiness of the non-
government sector for the NDIS’ (2017) outlined 
eight important principles for building the 
capability of the non-government sector.
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Box 2.2. Examples of audit recommendations 
Our audits have recommended ways that agencies can better prepare for changes to services and roles. 
Managing demand for ambulance services (2017) 
Our audit recommended that staff need support to be as well prepared as possible for their contemporary 
roles. This could include strengthening performance and development practices, such as mentoring 
programs. 
Building the readiness of the non-government sector for the NDIS (2017) 
We recommended that continued focus on building capacity and capability in the non-government sector 
should prioritise potential service gaps, as well as those providers needing additional support or assistance. 
Public sector management reforms (2016) 
We recommended that, to support agencies through a major reform, proactive communication about 
objectives, outcomes, and anticipated benefits of the reform are essential. This needs to be timely and explain 
the rationale behind the changes. 
Performance frameworks in custodial centre operations (2016) 
We recommended that in adopting a commissioning approach, consultation occur with private and public 
service providers on outcomes, output, and performance requirements. 
Transferring out-of-home care to non-government organisations (2015) 
We recommended that agencies should have up to date policies and procedures to guide service delivery, as 
well as aligning the service funding model to support defined outcome measures and performance targets.  
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 3. Meeting community expectations for 
key services 

  
 

State and local government exist to provide services to 
citizens, and citizens are playing a greater role in defining 
what services they want or need. Expectations about 
consultation, ease of access, timeliness, and 
customisation of services are rising. Governments face 
challenges to continually improve the way they plan and 
deliver services to meet these expectations. Governments 
also need to provide quality services for a growing and 
ageing population whilst working within a constrained 
financial environment. 

Over the past four years, our performance audits have 
assessed aspects of State and local government services, 
including education, health services, disability support, 
corrective services, and many others. In this section, we 
draw together common findings that government entities 
should reflect on when providing services to the 
community. 

3.1 It is important for government entities to: 
Put people at the centre of service planning 

As service delivery models 
change, government entities 
are increasingly referring 
citizens to external service 
providers. However, our 
audits have found that 
agencies can do more to 
ensure these services are 
accessible, and achieving quality outcomes for the people who use them. 

We identified that service providers could do more to conduct analysis to identify service gaps, 
build capacity and capability within their service, and maximise the accessibility of services to meet 
a range of needs and locations. In some cases, we found a lack of clarity about which organisation 
had primary responsibility for providing support or services. 

Our audits have found that 
issues with service access, 
quality and outcomes can 
affect some people more than 
others. The most frequently 
identified groups included 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander peoples, culturally 

and linguistically diverse communities, people in regional and rural areas, and people with complex 
needs like mental illness, developmental issues, involvement in the criminal justice system, or 
problems finding and keeping housing. 

Our audit of ‘Reintegrating young offenders into 
the community after detention’ (2016) found that 
some citizens struggled to access services in a 
timely way.

Our audit on ‘Transferring out-of-home care to the 
non-government sector’ (2015) found the agency 
needed to determine what wellbeing outcomes it 
wanted to achieve, such as improvements in a 
child’s health, education and welfare. A quality 
assurance framework for providers covering these 
outcomes was not in place.
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Box 3.1. Examples of audit recommendations 
Our audits have made recommendations to help ensure services are reaching those who need them. 
Therapeutic programs in prisons (2017) 
Recidivism rates in New South Wales and across Australia are high. We recommended that a systematic 
approach to the use of data be used to ensure that gaps in access to or availability of services can be 
identified and addressed. 
Early childhood education (2016) 
We recommended that targeted funding could be used to increase opportunities for disadvantaged children to 
enrol in education services before starting kindergarten. 
Transferring out-of-home care to non-government organisations (2015) 
We identified that some Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander communities lacked access to out-of-home care 
services, and recommended that a collaborative strategy was needed to improve access in these 
communities. 

 

Coordinate efforts with other organisations working towards shared goals 

Governments across Australia and globally are increasingly moving to commissioning and 
partnerships with non-government and private providers to deliver programs and services. These 
models aim to achieve better outcomes by improving efficiency, and diversifying knowledge and 
expertise. 

When transferring services to 
non-government or private 
providers, it is critical that 
government entities know 
what they are trying to 
achieve. In many cases our 
audits identified that the aims 
were not well defined, and as 
a result it was difficult to assess any impact or improvements resulting from the changes. We also 
often found gaps in the allocation of responsibility to deliver and monitor the outcomes of a service 
or program. 

Formal contracts or service agreements with external partnerships or commissioned services 
provide an important accountability mechanism. These instruments should specify the required 
level of service, conditions placed on any expenditure of government funds, clear performance 
measures and targets, and reporting requirements. 

Entities can also consider incentives and penalties to manage under-performance and improve 
outcomes. Weaknesses in 
agreements were commonly 
noted in our audits, including 
instances of contract 
variances, delays, and 
penalties not being upheld. 

Our audit of ‘Sydney region road maintenance 
contracts’ (2017) outlined a better practice 
contract management framework, including key 
elements for effective partnerships with external 
providers.

Our audit of ‘Energy rebates for low income 
households’ (2017) highlighted that oversight of 
external partners provides assurance for the use 
of public funds, and reduces risk of fraud.
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Box 3.2. Examples of audit recommendations 
Our audits have made recommendations for agencies to improve the way they work with external partners 
and service providers. 
Shared services in local government (2018) 
To increase opportunities for government entities to use shared service arrangements, we recommended 
there was a need for structured guidance on the risks and opportunities of shared service governance 
models, including legal requirements, transparency and accountability. 
Monitoring food safety practices in retail food businesses (2016) 
We recommended a higher level of monitoring and oversight of activities conducted by local councils and 
other enforcement agencies, as well as validation of third-party data. This would increase confidence in and 
accountability for the reported performance figures. 
Community housing (2015) 
Our audit recommended that contracts should include measurable targets and outcomes for service provider 
performance. Longer contracts, and public reporting on investment strategies, can allow service providers to 
align their investment priorities to deliver good outcomes. 
Sydney metropolitan bus contracts (2015) 
Our audit recommended that a purchaser-provider model should have clear separation of accountabilities. 
Contracts should include relevant and measurable performance targets, as well as incentives and penalties 
based on performance. 

 

Involve stakeholders from start to finish 

The interests of relevant stakeholders are playing an increasing role in the development of 
government services or programs. Stakeholders can include the general community, service 
end-users, representative or advocacy groups, consumer groups, non-government organisations, 
private sector entities, and other government agencies. 

To effectively engage with 
stakeholders, our audits have 
identified the need for a 
coordinated agency-wide, or 
issue specific, strategy for 
consultation. This can help to 
improve the consistency of 
consultation across services 
or programs run by a government entity. Our audits have found that engagement should start early 
during the planning stages, and continue through the life of the project, including during evaluation. 
This can enable entities to refine their approach, make changes where needed, and to strengthen 
future decision-making. 

Some of our audits highlighted innovative ways government entities can engage with the 
community to encourage better interactions with government services. In our audit of ‘Passenger 
rail punctuality’ (2017) we noted that the growing field of work on behavioural insights could 
contribute to greater understanding about citizens' motivations for their public transport use, and 
offer insights into how to encourage passengers to reduce demand during peak service times. 

Our audit of 'Planning and evaluating palliative 
care services in NSW' (2017) found that 
stakeholder engagement could be improved by 
developing a publicly available strategy which 
brings together current activity and good 
practice.
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Box 3.3. Examples of audit recommendations 
Our audits have recommended ways that agencies could better engage with relevant stakeholders. 
Assessing major development applications (2017) 
In order to increase the transparency of decision-making, we recommended greater public involvement 
through forums and consultation meetings. 
Supporting students with disability in NSW public schools (2016) 
We recommended that services should offer clearer information on what support is available, including at the 
agency level and for individual schools. More consultation was needed with stakeholders such as carers and 
families on what was being done to meet the needs of students. 
Community housing (2015) 
While significant work was done to engage with the community housing sector, we recommended that an 
integrated strategy would provide guidance for engaging with external service providers, and to assist when 
setting measurable performance targets. 
Mental health post-discharge care (2015) 
We recommended that continuity of service and consumer-centred decisions should inform policy and 
processes for service models, with specific focus on partnerships with external service providers and ensuring 
timely follow-up of citizens transferred between providers.  

 

Measure and evaluate outcomes  

Without measuring and evaluating outcomes, government entities cannot show taxpayers that 
programs or services are achieving their objectives. Many of our audits have found gaps in the way 
that NSW Government agencies have defined and assessed their activities to demonstrate 
effectiveness. Some key examples include: 

• absence of defined objectives and appropriate and measurable outcomes 
• inadequate or absent performance targets 
• lack of routine processes for monitoring and measuring outcomes 
• insufficient data to compare before and after implementation. 
 

In several cases these gaps limited our ability to form a conclusion about whether the entity had 
made good use of public funds. This is an area where many entities need to focus further attention. 

Addressing these gaps will allow government entities to track progress and achievements, fill gaps 
in a service, understand trends, and plan for future service enhancements. Where possible, 
performance should be measured and evaluated across different levels within the program or 
service including at a system level, for frontline units, and for groups of service users. 

We have outlined a better practice performance management framework, including strategies to 
improve the measurement 
and assessment of 
performance. The NSW 
Government has also 
developed guidelines and 
resources, such as the 
Evaluation Toolkit, for 
agencies to support 
structured program evaluation. 

Our audit ‘Performance frameworks in custodial 
centre operations’ (2016) described a better 
practice performance management framework, 
including a range of strategies to improve the 
measurement and monitoring of performance.
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Box 3.4. Examples of audit recommendations 
Many of our audits have recommended ways for agencies to improve their performance measurement. 
Performance frameworks in custodial centre operations (2016) 
In moving to a commissioning model for the service, we recommended that the performance framework could 
be expanded to include both system-level performance indicators and targets for individual centres. 
Implementation of the NSW Government's program evaluation initiative (2016) 
We recommended that outcomes of major program evaluations should be used to assess funding proposals 
for continuing or modifying a program. It should also guide the advice to the State government to support 
evidence-based investment decisions. 
Supporting students with disability in NSW public schools (2016) 
We recommended that monitoring performance against a framework to assess individual schools, and from a 
state-wide perspective, would help to improve reporting on outcomes for students. 
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 4. The scale of investment in 
infrastructure 

  
 

The NSW Government’s 2018–19 Budget 
forecasts an $87.2 billion infrastructure 
investment program over the next four years. 
Infrastructure investment of this size carries 
significant opportunities and risks. Competition 
for resources is high and maintaining the 
capability to manage and deliver projects 
effectively is challenging. Governments also 
need to plan effectively to ensure infrastructure 
built today will meet future needs. 

Over the past four years, we have looked at 
some of the ways NSW Government agencies 
justify and prioritise projects for funding, work 
with contractors to deliver projects, and track 
and report on progress. In this section, we draw 
together common findings from our audits that 
government entities should consider when 
planning future infrastructure projects. 

4.1 It is important for government entities to: 
Prioritise projects with sound justification 

The future infrastructure needs of the community are complex, and require governments to balance 
competing priorities and finite resources. Some of our audits have identified that not all 
infrastructure projects are well timed based on analysis of need, offer value for money, or exhibit 
sound management of risks. Robust and accurate analysis demonstrating a clear need and value 
for money should guide decisions on which projects will proceed. 

Several of our audits 
highlighted gaps in the 
processes used to justify 
infrastructure projects. 
Incomplete or flawed needs 
analyses, business cases or 
project plans can result in 
inaccurate proposals that 

over-estimate the benefits, or under-estimate the costs of a project. In some cases, the actual costs 
and benefits of a project were significantly different from those in the original justification. 

Guidelines are in place providing agencies with an objective process for developing a case and 
deciding to proceed with a project. These include central gateway policies and investor assurance 
frameworks. Agencies should prioritise those projects with strong justification, to maximise value 
for the public. 

Our audit of ‘CBD and South East Light Rail 
Project’ (2016) found that all major projects in 
NSW should comply with the Infrastructure 
Investor Assurance Framework to guide project 
planning and procurement.
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Box 4.1. Examples of audit recommendations 
Our audits have recommended that agencies define priorities and ensure projects are adequately supported. 
WestConnex: Assurance to the government (2014) 
For all major capital programs, we recommended that governance and assurance frameworks should be in 
place from the beginning. We also recommended that business cases and any significant scope changes 
need to be formally and thoroughly assessed. 
Albert ‘Tibby’ Cotter Walkway (2015) 
Our audit recommended that compliance with capital program assurance requirements is important to provide 
assurance that costs and benefits are justified, including for unusually short timelines. Robust analysis should 
be prepared and externally reviewed prior to any public announcement of a project. 
Planning for school infrastructure (2017) 
To support infrastructure asset planning, we recommended that a strategic plan should align with asset 
management plans, and be regularly updated to refine funding priorities based on outcomes. 

 

Follow processes for external review and assurance 

Processes for assurance and oversight are required for agencies to keep major infrastructure 
projects on track and on budget. These include gateway or milestone review stages, to provide an 
opportunity for external review of progress and next steps. 

Independent review is critical at every stage of a major project to assure that risks are appropriately 
managed, and that the government is getting value for money. However, our audits have found that 
some of these reviews are not happening, or are missing key elements. 

We found gaps at the 
preliminary business case 
and project justification stage. 
Our audits highlighted 
instances where preliminary 
analyses were not externally 
reviewed, or where business 
cases were not reviewed until 
after funding approval had been granted. Early external review can help to ensure a project has 
strong justification and appropriate estimation of costs and benefits, and to pre-empt potential 
issues in later stages. 

We also identified gaps in external reviews occurring during later stages of planning and delivery, 
and in the review of any changes to project scope. Our audits have highlighted that scope 
variations were not always subject to the same level of oversight as the initial approval, and as a 
result risked delays or cost increases. 

Box 4.2. Examples of audit recommendations 
Our audits have recommended ways for agencies to improve the assurance practices used for major 
infrastructure projects. 
NorthConnex (2017) 
Our audit recommended that the timing of key assurance stages including business case review needed 
clarification, to ensure that necessary external reviews are obtained at key stages of the project. 
CBD and South East Light Rail Project (2016) 
Planning and procurement during the initial stages of a project must complete all necessary assurance steps 
to ensure value for money. We recommended that all capital projects should comply with the Infrastructure 
Investor Assurance Framework. 
Large construction projects: independent assurance (2015) 
Our audit recommended that independent assurance should include greater focus on project risk at each 
stage, as well as additional processes for assessing major scope variations. 

 

Our audit of ‘Large construction projects 
independent assurance’ (2015) found that, for 
projects costing over $10 million, only 30 per cent 
of mandatory early milestone reviews were being 
completed.
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Ensure new delivery models are supported by good governance 

Increasingly governments are 
entering into complex 
partnerships with the private 
sector to deliver 
infrastructure. Innovative 
approaches to deliver major 
projects can potentially 
improve outcomes for service users, deliver better value for money, or deliver within shorter 
timeframes. However, our audits have highlighted that these approaches can also increase risk, 
making it especially important that necessary probity and assurance elements are not overlooked. 

Several of our audits found that sometimes these necessary elements are missing or inadequate 
when setting up new partnerships. For example, making sure contract obligations are well defined 
and that all necessary details are finalised before contracts are signed. Lack of clarity can lead to 
reduced oversight or accountability of the partnership, and also risks affecting project delivery 
timelines or budgets. 

Box 4.3. Examples of audit recommendations 
We have recommended ways that agencies can encourage strong governance to support innovation in 
infrastructure delivery. 
Sydney region road maintenance contracts (2017) 
Our audit recommended that contracts should consider including sanctions and penalties for breaches of 
performance, and clearly defined accountability for operations and reporting. 
Planning for school infrastructure (2017) 
We recommended that a structured framework for partnering with the private sector would guide opportunities 
for partnerships to support the planning, building and management of school infrastructure. 
Albert ‘Tibby’ Cotter Walkway (2015) 
Our audit recommended that for future collaborative alliance partnerships between the public and private 
sector, there was a need to clarify the approval requirements for this type of arrangement, and ensure 
relevant assurance and reporting processes are followed in line with alliance guidelines. 

 

Our audit of ‘CBD and South East Light Rail 
Project’ (2016) highlighted that third-party 
agreements affecting the design and scope of 
works need to be finalised before signing a major 
contract for project delivery.
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 5. Managing the environment and natural 
resources 

  
 

Governments face challenges in balancing the 
use of natural resources to meet diverse 
interests, while supporting a sustainable natural 
environment for the future. They need to supply 
communities with water, produce energy, protect 
natural habitats, and support farming, industry, 
and economic development. 

Some of our recent audits have considered how 
government agencies are managing natural 
resources and protecting the environment for 
future generations. In this section, we have 
drawn together common findings across our 
audits that government entities should consider 
in managing the environment and natural 
resources. 

5.1 It is important for government entities to: 
Ensure the regulation and management of natural resources balances relevant interests, 
and works towards measurable outcomes 

Under New South Wales legislation, the environmental, social, and economic impacts of a 
proposed development activity should all be given appropriate consideration. Our audits have 
found that these issues could be assessed more consistently across development applications. 

Commercial licensing for activities that impact on the environment is another mechanism used by 
government entities to balance economic and environmental interests. In practice, our audits have 
found that these measures 
should be accompanied by 
appropriate processes for 
oversight and transparency in 
decision-making, as well as in 
monitoring and enforcing 
compliance with regulatory 
requirements. 

This would help governments avoid the risk of regulatory capture and provide transparent 
justification for decisions. 

Our audit of ‘Assessing major development 
applications’ (2017) highlighted that the 
environmental, social, and economic impacts 
should be assessed consistently between 
proposals.
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Box 5.1. Examples of audit recommendations 
Several of our audits have recommended ways to help agencies balance planning and regulatory decisions. 
Regulation of water pollution in drinking water catchments and illegal disposal of solid 
waste (2018)  
We recommended greater consistency in practice for risk-based regulation of licensed activities. This should 
include better oversight of regulatory activities, and updated procedures for assessing and enforcing 
compliance. 
Assessing major development applications (2017) 
To ensure that all matters under the Environmental Planning and Assessment Act 1979 are considered 
consistently in decision-making, our audit recommended decisions relating to each matter be 
well-documented. More public reporting and opportunities for public involvement will also help to increase 
transparency. 
Sale and lease of Crown land (2016) 
Our audit recommended that decisions about how Crown land is used should be guided by a clear strategic 
direction, with specific performance measures that drive positive social and environmental outcomes.  

 

Improve long-term planning and regulation to manage resources sustainably 

Some of our audits identified areas where more effective regulation and long-term planning can 
improve the sustainability of commercial and development activities. For example, we found that a 
comprehensive plan should be developed for assessing and managing land and resources 
requiring rehabilitation. 

These plans should outline prioritisation processes, resources required, and timeframes for 
rehabilitation. It should also accurately estimate costs involved. Our audits noted that there was 
often not enough funding set aside to cover the full cost of resource rehabilitation following 
commercial activities. 

Application of principles of 
risk-based regulation, in line 
with NSW Government 
guidelines for regulators, can 
support better outcomes for 
activities and higher levels of 
compliance. When 
rehabilitation activities are 

undertaken by a private entity, our audits noted a need for reliable practices to detect breaches and 
non-compliance, including active monitoring, and verification of data and information provided. This 
increases consistency and quality of enforcement activities, and in risk identification and 
management.  

We also found that better coordination between agencies with different regulatory functions is 
needed to ensure the long-term security of vital resources. 

Our audit of 'Managing contaminated sites' (2014) 
identified that effective rehabilitation is critical to 
avoid public health risk and improve 
sustainability of resources.
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Box 5.2. Examples of audit recommendations 
Our audits have recommended ways to help improve the regulation of natural resource management. 
Regulation of water pollution in drinking water catchments and illegal disposal of solid 
waste (2018)  
We recommended that key regulators work together to respond to worsening water quality in Sydney's 
drinking water catchment. 
Mining rehabilitation security deposits (2017) 
To ensure sufficient contingency for rehabilitation costs, we recommended more comprehensive assessment 
and additional monitoring of plans and activities. This will provide assurance that the rehabilitation work is 
adequate and promote transparency between the government and private entities. 
Managing contaminated sites (2014) 
Our audit recommended that risk-based policies and procedures be used to manage contaminated sites, as 
well as a comprehensive plan for assessment and measurement of contamination. Better prioritisation and 
active management will ensure the impact of contamination is mitigated.  

 

Prioritise essential infrastructure 

Governments provide funding to build and maintain essential infrastructure such as water, 
sanitation, and hygiene services for the community. 

Our audit of ‘Regulation of water pollution in drinking water catchments and illegal disposal of solid 
waste' (2018) highlighted weaknesses in regulation and oversight of licenced activities that impact 
water quality, such as industry discharge of pollutants. Monitoring of licensing conditions, including 
stronger internal controls and quality assurance processes, is important to ensure licensees meet 
their obligations and to maintain the quality of water resources. 

Our audits have also noted the need for a structured process to prioritise funding for essential 
infrastructure such as water and sewerage. Up-to-date systems to prioritise funding for 
infrastructure projects are important to ensure equitable access to these services. 

Box 5.3. Examples of audit recommendations 
We have recommended ways to improve access to basic infrastructure across New South Wales. 
Regulation of water pollution in drinking water catchments and illegal disposal of solid 
waste (2018) 
We recommended a need for greater oversight of the impact of licenced activities on water quality, and for 
consultative strategies to improve and maintain water quality. 
Country towns water supply and sewerage program (2015) 
Our audit recommended that funding programs should prioritise financial allocations early, and regularly 
review priority lists of infrastructure projects needing funding. We also recommended that funding decisions 
be well-documented, to improve the consistency of decision-making.  
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 6.  Ensuring good governance and 
transparency 

  
 

A range of checks and balances is needed to 
support public confidence in government 
decision-making. To maintain trust, government 
agencies should act transparently, and in 
accordance with relevant legislation and policy. 
This is particularly important as the public sector 
increasingly engages with external partners to 
deliver services and provide a more contestable 
environment. 

Good governance arrangements should result in 
improved service delivery and more effective and 
efficient use of resources. Our audits have 
looked at many different elements of 
governance, including making sure the 
necessary processes and workplace cultures are 
in place to help government entities achieve their 
aims. In this section, we have drawn together 
various aspects of governance that government 
entities should consider. 

6.1 It is important for government entities to: 
Have sound systems for transparency and oversight 

The core principles of good 
governance are well 
established, and are clearly 
set out in our 2015 
'Governance Lighthouse' 
framework. We also 
published the 2017 'Internal 
Controls and Governance' 
report highlighting common findings and risks in the NSW public sector. Various public sector 
resources and policies also outline the processes for effective oversight and accountability. 
Government entities use a range of structures to provide oversight, including advisory boards, 
senior executive committees, audit and risk committees, and various other arrangements 
depending on the size and complexity of the entity. Governance complexity is increased by 
changes to service delivery or funding models, as well as changes to the machinery of government. 

  

We published the ‘Governance Lighthouse’ 
framework in 2015, highlighting 17 key 
components of effective governance for public 
sector agencies.
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Our audits have made a range of observations about the effectiveness of governance in 
New South Wales public sector agencies. We have identified several common gaps. These 
included: 

• inadequate or unclear processes for accountability and assurance 
• inconsistent risk management, including under-utilised central risk function 
• lack of consistency or transparency in decision-making 
• insufficient reporting on outcomes 
• outdated policies and procedures, or a lack of clarity in how these should be implemented 
• low compliance or inadequate frameworks for managing due diligence and conflicts of 

interest 
• lack of clarity in strategic purpose or direction, desired outcomes, and funding priorities 
• insufficient stakeholder input 
• gaps in the oversight of outsourced programs or services, commissioning, partnerships and 

other models. 
 

A robust governance structure 
with clearly defined roles and 
responsibilities also provides 
the critical structure to support 
delivery of programs, initiatives 
and services. Our audits found 
that this is important to 
effectively monitor progress 
against objectives, make key decisions, and manage risks. A clear separation between those 
responsible for program oversight or decision-making, and those with day-to-day responsibilities of 
delivery is vital to support impartiality and accountability. 

Box 6.1. Examples of audit recommendations 
Our audits have recommended ways for agencies to improve the transparency and oversight of entities as 
well as programs and projects. 
Managing unsolicited proposals in New South Wales (2016) 
To protect impartiality and manage conflicts of interest, we recommended clarification of the assurance and 
oversight processes required when assessing an unsolicited proposal, and greater transparency to the 
general public. In these cases, strong governance should include separation between those assessing 
proposals and those with responsibility for making the final decision. 
CBD and South East Light Rail Project (2016) 
Project oversight should provide assurance and be transparent. We recommended that project directors 
should provide regular updates to department audit and risk committees, and that advisory boards should 
provide assurance that project budgets are consistent with NSW Treasury guidelines. 
WestConnex: Assurance to the government (2014) 
We recommended that all major capital projects should develop governance and assurance plans clarifying 
key assurance steps and responsibilities, including management of potential conflicts.  

 

  

Our audit of ‘WestConnex: Assurance to the 
government’ (2014) found a need for clear 
separation between project assurance and project 
delivery.
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Follow processes for due diligence and probity 

We identified that there is scope for government entities to better manage issues of due diligence 
and probity, including conflicts of interest. Government entities need to ensure they protect the 
integrity of their activities, and make decisions in the best interests of the public. Our audits found 
that agencies need to comply with relevant policies and guidelines for probity and due diligence, 
actively monitor and manage conflicts as they arise, and keep appropriate records of actions taken. 

We have also found that probity processes should be completed at each stage of a project before it 
progresses to the next stage. 
For particularly large or 
complex projects such as 
unsolicited proposals, the use 
of external probity advisers is 
good practice. 

 

Box 6.2. Examples of audit recommendations 
Our audits have recommended agencies improve the transparency and oversight of entities as well as 
programs and projects. 
NorthConnex (2017) 
We recommended that the guidelines for managing unsolicited proposals need to be clarified, including noting 
that probity processes should be completed and approved before the decision to move to the next stage.  
Regional assistance programs (2018) 
We recommended that probity reports should address the implementation of all elements of a probity plan. 
Documentation relating to the assessment and management of probity matters should be maintained 
according to the State Records Act 1998, the NSW Government Standard on Records Management, and 
relevant probity plans. 
Fraud controls in local councils (2018) 
We recommended that a common approach to how fraud complaints and incidents are managed and reported 
will improve fraud controls. 

 

Measure performance against expected benefits 

Our audits noted that a formal benefits management plan should be clearly defined at the early 
stages of project planning 
and business case 
preparation. The plan needs 
to define expected outcomes, 
savings, and planned 
benefits of the service or 
initiative, and provide a 
framework for measuring and 
reporting as benefits are realised. 

A benefits management plan should also assign clear ownership for delivering, measuring, and 
reporting on each expected benefit. Our audits have found that for more complex programs or 
those involving multiple government agencies, a clear management plan ensures that all parties 
are clear about their responsibilities. The responsible parties should also collect sufficient data to 
compare before and after a service or program has been delivered, to determine whether benefits 
have been achieved. 

Our audit of ‘Assessing major development 
applications’ (2017) recommended the public 
release of conflict of interest statements for 
projects of high public interest.

Our audit of ‘Sydney region road maintenance 
contracts’ (2017) noted that actual benefits should 
be measured relative to expected benefits, and 
strategies put in place to address any short-falls.
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Box 6.3. Examples of audit recommendations 
Our audits have recommended ways for agencies to improve benefits management and realisation. 
HealthRoster benefits realisation (2018) 
We recommended that benefits realisation planning should comply with relevant frameworks, and that 
benefits should be measured at state and local district levels. 
Realising the benefits of the Service NSW initiative (2016) 
To ensure that expected benefits will be measured and reported on, we recommended that a structured 
approach such as a benefits register be used to track benefits at a whole-of-government level. We also noted 
the need to report on progress relative to projections from the business case analyses. 
Public sector management reforms (2016) 
We recommended that progress towards realising anticipated benefits should be measured and reported to 
relevant stakeholders, including other agencies as well as publicly.  

 

Accurately report on outcomes 

The need for greater and more accurate public reporting on government activities and outcomes 
has been a common finding across many of our audits. Public reporting increases accountability for 
the use of public funds, and helps to increase community engagement with programs or services. 

Our audits have highlighted 
principles for good practice 
reporting, such as using a 
structured approach to 
reporting on outcomes, and 
putting the information in 
context by explaining what the 
outcomes mean. 

Good practice also involves ensuring that the reports are widely accessible to internal executives, 
other government agencies, relevant external stakeholders, the NSW Parliament, and the general 
public. Our audits have also noted that services should consider public reporting including at a 
system level and for frontline units, particularly for outsourced services. 

Box 6.4. Examples of audit recommendations 
Our audits have recommended that agencies practice greater transparency to the public. 
Council reporting on service delivery (2018) 
We recommended there was a need for further guidelines to support councils to use good practice when 
reporting on services. Standardising reporting practices will also help to consolidate information on outcomes 
across the sector. 
Red tape reduction (2016) 
This report highlighted inaccuracies in how the dollar-value of red tape reduction had been reported. In 
addition to refining the framework for red tape reduction, it recommended that public access to information 
about regulatory decisions and assessments, including via a central repository, would increase accountability 
and improve outcomes. 
Identifying productivity in the public sector (2015) 
Departments are required to report on efficiency in their annual reports. We recommended that agencies set 
objectives and track productivity and efficiency, and report to NSW Parliament on productivity trends. 
Measuring productivity is difficult, and we outlined the Compass method for assessing productivity trends in 
the public sector. 

 

  

Our audit of ‘Council reporting on service 
delivery’ (2018) highlighted good practice 
principles for improving reporting on service 
delivery.
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Be accountable for decisions and keep good records 

Governments should be held accountable for their decisions and actions, and this requires good 
documentation. The State Records Act 1998 and the NSW Government Standard on Records 
Management specifies minimum standards for government entities to maintain records of business 
activities. 

Our audits identified common 
gaps in record keeping and 
documentation across many 
government entities. Missing 
or inadequate documentation 
most commonly related to 
evidence for key decisions or 
the justifications underpinning 
them, as well as records of probity and due diligence documents such as conflicts of interest 
registers. Complete documentation and recordkeeping is important to provide accountability, show 
justification for decisions, enable evaluation of performance, and help governments make good 
decisions on future activities. Accurate records are also necessary to track the acquisition, 
purchasing, maintenance, replacement and disposal of government assets and equipment. 

Box 6.5. Examples of audit recommendations 
Our audits have recommended ways for agencies to follow better practice in record keeping. 
Medical equipment management in NSW public hospitals (2017) 
In addition to refining processes for managing equipment acquisition and replacement, we recommended a 
need to review business processes for records management. This included maintaining adequate records of 
testing and maintenance work on assets and equipment. 
NorthConnex (2017) 
Given the risks associated with unsolicited proposals, we recommended that documentation relating to 
governance decisions and probity matters should be maintained according to the State Records Act 1998, 
and the NSW Government Standard on Records Management. 
Franchising of Sydney Ferries Network services (2016) 
We recommended that future franchising opportunities should adequately document the justification for the 
decisions to privatise services, including estimates of costs and benefits. 

 

Support effective decision-making 

Planning new, expanded or innovative services and programs entails risks. Workplace culture is an 
important consideration to ensure staff feel supported in the way they manage risks and make 
effective decisions. 

Our audits have found that 
government agencies can 
better support staff 
decision-making. This can 
include asking employees 
about their attitude to risk and 
encouraging open 
communication with 
management. Other actions can include offering training, monitoring compliance with guidelines 
and policies, and offering clear avenues for staff to access help when they need it. 

Our audit of ‘Regional Assistance Programs’ 
(2018) noted that documentation should comply 
with relevant legislation, standards, and 
governance policies and procedures.

Our audit of ‘Managing risks in the NSW public 
sector: risk culture and capability’ (2018) noted 
that agencies face challenges in making risk 
management a core part of their day-to-day work.
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Box 6.6. Examples of audit recommendations 
Our audits have recommended a range of ways that agencies can help their staff to make good decisions. 
Managing risks in the NSW public sector: risk culture and capability (2018) 
Our audit recommended the review of the whole-of-government guidance, training, and activities needed to 
improve risk management in government entities. This should support agency heads to form a view on their 
risk culture, and identify the steps needed to implement changes. 
Contingent workforce: procurement and management (2017) 
Our audit outlined sector-wide lessons on managing contingent labour, and recommended that good practice 
workforce planning includes having a system for knowledge transfer between staff, analysis of business 
needs and staff capability, and regularly reassessing workforce needs. 
Sale and lease of Crown land (2016) 
To improve the decision-making capability of staff, we recommended several steps including producing 
simplified policies, guidelines and procedures, as well as providing regular training, and reviewing staff 
compliance with policies. 
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 7. Responding to digital disruption 
  

 

The global increase in digital technology provides 
governments with opportunities to interact with citizens 
in more immediate and responsive ways than was 
previously possible. Data can be used in powerful ways 
such as predicting future demand for services, 
targeting interventions, responding to crises, and 
evaluating outcomes. Governments face challenges in 
doing this while maintaining secure digital 
environments that protect citizen interests, privacy, and 
autonomy. 

Our audits have assessed some of the ways that 
government entities are incorporating digital change 
into their work. In this section, we draw together 
common themes that governments could consider in 
protecting their digital assets, or expanding their digital 
capabilities. 
 

7.1 It is important for government entities to: 
Practice secure data management 

Better use of data can change the way government entities work. It offers innovative ways of 
delivering services, managing information storage and business processes, and controlling critical 
infrastructure. As the volume of data on government activities and citizens has increased, so have 
risks to the security and privacy of data. 

Our audits have highlighted 
that agencies need to do 
more to ensure strong data 
security to protect the integrity 
and privacy of this data. 

Whole-of-government digital 
systems need to effectively 

prevent, detect, and respond to security breaches. We found large variation in the capability of 
government entities to protect and manage their systems. Agencies should ensure that information 
security management systems cover all business processes and technologies, and comply with 
relevant policies and protocols, such as the NSW Government Digital Information Security Policy. 

Working collaboratively across the sector can also enable better management of cyber risk. 
Sharing information between agencies on incidents and solutions can allow coordinated efforts to 
detect and respond rapidly to possible security breaches.  

We also found that processes are not always in place for service providers to notify government 
agencies of any security or data issues. Government agencies need strong contract management 
and oversight of their service providers to provide assurance that the public's data is being 
protected. 

Our audit of ‘Security of critical IT infrastructure’ 
(2015) highlighted lessons to assist agencies, 
including ensuring systems cover all business 
processes, and maintaining a comprehensive 
security plan.
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Box 7.1. Examples of audit recommendations 
Several of our audits have recommended that agencies improve the security of their data. 
Detecting and responding to cyber security incidents (2018) 
To help agencies build detection and response capabilities, our audit recommended the need for 
whole-of-government systems to share reported threats and respond rapidly to incidents. Stronger policies 
and procedures will help to ensure consistency between agencies in incident management practices. 
Security of critical IT infrastructure (2015) 
Our audit recommended that agencies should adopt a comprehensive security plan, ensuring the 
management systems cover all business activities and technology. Proactive management should also 
include a risk-based approach for identifying current and target risk levels.  

 

Collect reliable and relevant data 

Fit-for-purpose data systems are necessary enablers for government entities to measure and 
evaluate their performance. Our audits have identified that many entities have inadequate data 
systems, and gaps in the processes used to collect and manage data on activities and 
performance. Where possible agencies should collect information to reflect not just the output of 
their activities (such as number of services delivered), but also outcomes and benefits (for 
example, percentage improvements, costs avoided). 

Good quality data can support 
government entities to gain 
better insights into what citizens 
want, how they are using 
services, as well as guiding 
future directions. We have 
found that processes to 
standardise data collection and 
implement good quality controls can help to improve data quality and consistency. This can also 
enable the data to be used in a wider range of applications. 

Box 7.2. Examples of audit recommendations 
Several of our audits have recommended ways to help agencies make better use of performance data. 
Managing demand for ambulance services (2017) 
Our audit recommended that a fit-for-purpose data system should provide accurate oversight of activities, and 
enable routine monitoring of the activity and performance of demand management initiatives. 
Planning and evaluating palliative care services in NSW (2017) 
We recommended that data collection functionality must be provided across all services. Data systems for 
palliative care should allow for better monitoring of service quality and quantity, and provide data for service 
planning.  

 

  

Our audit of ‘Activity based funding data quality’ 
(2015) noted that a data system is only as good as 
the source data feeding into it. 
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Good project management and staff engagement helps to get the most out of new systems 

Implementing new business systems to replace or consolidate legacy systems brings challenges 
and risks. Our audits have found that ensuring strong governance and program management helps 
to keep the transition on track. Highly engaged leadership staff can also support good practice from 
the outset. 

Once a government entity 
has committed to taking on 
new digital infrastructure, 
staff engagement with the 
technology is an important 
consideration. Ensuring 
adequate resourcing and 
access to technology are two 

key enablers identified in our audits. In addition, bringing in specialist staff, and upskilling staff in 
data management and security, can help in maintaining data integrity and quality. 

Box 7.3. Examples of audit recommendations 
Several of our audits have recommended ways to help agencies better plan and implement digital change. 
HealthRoster benefits realisation (2018) 
We recommended that staff rostering practices be improved to get the best value out of the new IT system. 
ICT in schools for teaching and learning (2017) 
Our audit recommended additional focus on factors that enable the effective use of ICT in schools, such as 
ensuring sufficient resourcing, replacing ageing equipment, providing training and support, and increasing 
access to devices. 
Activity based funding data quality (2015) 
Our audit recommended that good documentation of practices and procedures can help to mitigate the impact 
of staff turnover on the quality of systems management. Addressing resourcing issues such as availability of 
specialist staff can also improve quality of data management.  

 

 

Our audit of ‘The Learning Management and 
Business Reform Program’ (2014) highlighted 
some of the challenges in replacing legacy 
systems.
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 Appendix one – Performance audits 2014 
to 2018 

 
 

Performance audits July 2014 to June 2018 

2018 

Regulation of water pollution in drinking water catchments and illegal disposal of solid waste 

Assessment of the use of a training program 

Fraud controls in local councils 

Shared services in local government 

HealthRoster benefits realisation 

Regional assistance programs 

Grants to non-government schools 

Managing risks in the NSW public sector: risk culture and capability 

Detecting and responding to cyber security issues 

Council reporting on service delivery 

2017 

Managing demand for ambulance services 

Government advertising: campaigns for 2015–16 and 2016–17 

Sharing school and community facilities 

Energy rebates for low income households 

Planning and evaluating palliative care services 

The Office of Strategic Lands 

ICT in schools for teaching and learning 

Sydney region road maintenance contracts 

NorthConnex 

Medical equipment management in NSW public hospitals 

Mining rehabilitation security deposits 

Planning for school infrastructure 

Therapeutic programs in prisons 

Contingent workforce: procurement and management 

Passenger rail punctuality 

Building the readiness of the non-government sector for the NDIS 

Assessing major development applications 
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Performance audits July 2014 to June 2018 

2016 

CBD and south east light rail project 

Implementation of the NSW Government's program evaluation initiative 

Government advertising 2015–16 

Preventing and managing worker injuries 

Monitoring food safety practices in retail food businesses 

Sale and lease of Crown land 

Red tape reduction 

Early childhood education 

Supporting students with disability in NSW public schools 

Reintegrating young offenders into the community after detention 

Managing unsolicited proposals in New South Wales 

Performance frameworks in custodial centre operations 

Realising the benefits of the Service NSW initiative 

Franchising of Sydney Ferries Network services 

Public sector management reforms 

2015 

Mental health post-discharge care 

Government assistance to industry 

Activity based funding data quality 

Sydney metropolitan bus contracts 

Albert 'Tibby' Cotter Walkway 

Community housing 

Transferring out-of-home care to non-government organisations 

Identifying productivity in the public sector 

Efficiency and effectiveness in tax collection 

Implementing performance audit recommendations 

Government advertising 2015 

Large construction projects: independent assurance 

Country towns water supply and sewerage program 

Managing length of stay and unplanned readmissions in NSW public hospitals 

Vocational education and training program 

Security of critical IT infrastructure 

2014 

Westconnex: assurance to the government 

Learning management and business reform program 

Managing contaminated sites 
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 Appendix two – Performance auditing 
 

What are performance audits? 
Performance audits determine whether State or local government entities carry out their activities 
effectively, and do so economically and efficiently and in compliance with all relevant laws. 

The activities examined by a performance audit may include a government program, all or part of 
an audited entity, or more than one entity. They can also consider particular issues which affect the 
whole public sector and/or the whole local government sector. They cannot question the merits of 
government policy objectives. 

The Auditor-General’s mandate to undertake performance audits is set out in the Public Finance 
and Audit Act 1983 for State government entities, and in the Local Government Act 1993 for local 
government entities. 

Why do we conduct performance audits? 
Performance audits provide independent assurance to the NSW Parliament and the public. 

Through their recommendations, performance audits seek to improve the value for money the 
community receives from government services. 

Performance audits are selected at the discretion of the Auditor-General who seeks input from 
parliamentarians, State and local government entities, other interested stakeholders and Audit 
Office research. 

What happens during the phases of a performance audit? 
Performance audits have three key phases: planning, fieldwork and report writing.  

During the planning phase, the audit team develops an understanding of the audit topic and 
responsible entities and defines the objective and scope of the audit. 

The planning phase also identifies the audit criteria. These are standards of performance against 
which the audited entity, program or activities are assessed. Criteria may be based on relevant 
legislation, internal policies and procedures, industry standards, best practice, government targets, 
benchmarks or published guidelines. 

At the completion of fieldwork, the audit team meets with management representatives to discuss 
all significant matters arising out of the audit. Following this, a draft performance audit report is 
prepared. 

The audit team then meets with management representatives to check that facts presented in the 
draft report are accurate and to seek input in developing practical recommendations on areas of 
improvement. 

A final report is then provided to the head of the audited entity who is invited to formally respond to 
the report. The report presented to the NSW Parliament includes any response from the head of 
the audited entity. The relevant minister and the Treasurer are also provided with a copy of the final 
report. In performance audits that involve multiple entities, there may be responses from more than 
one audited entity or from a nominated coordinating entity. 

Who checks to see if recommendations have been implemented? 
After the report is presented to the NSW Parliament, it is usual for the entity’s audit committee to 
monitor progress with the implementation of recommendations. 

In addition, it is the practice of Parliament’s Public Accounts Committee to conduct reviews or hold 
inquiries into matters raised in performance audit reports. The reviews and inquiries are usually 
held 12 months after the report received by the NSW Parliament. These reports are available on 
the NSW Parliament website. 
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Who audits the auditors? 
Our performance audits are subject to internal and external quality reviews against relevant 
Australian and international standards. 

The Public Accounts Committee appoints an independent reviewer to report on compliance with 
auditing practices and standards every four years. The reviewer’s report is presented to the NSW 
Parliament and available on its website.  

Periodic peer reviews by other Audit Offices test our activities against relevant standards and better 
practice. 

Each audit is subject to internal review prior to its release. 

Who pays for performance audits? 
No fee is charged for performance audits. Our performance audit services are funded by the NSW 
Parliament. 

Further information and copies of reports 
For further information, including copies of performance audit reports and a list of audits currently 
in-progress, please see our website www.audit.nsw.gov.au or contact us on 9275 7100. 
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 Appendix three – About this report 
 

Report objective 
The purpose of this report is to highlight common issues and themes emerging from our 
performance audit findings, to help State and local government entities learn from and respond to 
challenges faced by different parts of government. This report also aims to inform our future audit 
program by identifying key areas of focus. 

Analysis approach 
This report analysed key findings and recommendations arising from 61 performance audits tabled 
in the NSW Parliament between July 2014 and June 2018. Key themes and common findings were 
identified. Our findings in this report are presented around six key areas of risk: 

• planning for the future 
• meeting community expectations for key services 
• the scale of investment in infrastructure 
• managing the environment and natural resources 
• ensuring good governance and transparency 
• responding to digital disruption. 
 

Report cost 
The cost of this report was approximately $52,738 including staff costs and overheads. 



Our insights inform and challenge 
government to improve outcomes 

for citizens.

OUR VISION

OUR PURPOSE
To help parliament hold 

government accountable for its 
use of public resources.

OUR VALUES
Purpose – we have an impact, are 
accountable, and work as a team.

People – we trust and respect others 
and have a balanced approach to work.

Professionalism – we are recognised 
for our independence and integrity and 

the value we deliver.

Professional people with purpose

audit.nsw.gov.au



Level 15, 1 Margaret Street 
Sydney NSW 2000 Australia

PHONE   +61 2 9275 7100 
FAX   +61 2 9275 7200

mail@audit.nsw.gov.au

Office hours: 8.30am-5.00pm, 
Monday to Friday.

audit.nsw.gov.au
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