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Dear Mr Dornan, 
 
Re: Education and Skills Committee request for information 
Early Learning and Childcare 
 
Thank you for your letter dated 10 November 2016.  
 
I would wish to note my disappointment that your letter contains inaccurate information about 
the funding discussions to date between Local Government and Scottish Government.  This 
letter therefore provides clarity on the discussions so far between Scottish Government and 
Local Government in relation to the Local Government spend on Early Learning and Childcare 
as discussed at the committee meeting on 5 October. 
 
COSLA officers, alongside representatives from Directors of Finance, ADES and Early Years 
officers, had considerable dialogue with Scottish Government officials setting out our 
significant concerns over the findings in the study. These are set out below for clarity. 
 
As noted in my evidence to the Committee on 5 October, COSLA is clear that the discrete 
LFR used by Scottish Government does not capture all the spend on early years.  The report 
has used pre-primary LFRs (local financial returns) for 2013/14 and future year expenditure 
comparisons and compared this against the funding received.  COSLA officers have 
highlighted to Government on a number of occasions (within the working group mentioned in 
your letter) that this is far too crude an assessment as some of the costs for delivering the 600 
hours will be captured in other LFR returns such as school education.  This is due to the fact 
that infrastructure, meals, head teaching and other teaching staff time are shared within 
settings and the practice of delivering childcare does not neatly fit into Scottish Government’s 
funding returns documentation.  Equally much of the expenditure relating to 2-year old 
provision has been captured within social work LFRs as you might expect. 
 
The report also fails to recognise that due to local government pressures the baseline would 
not have been static over the three-year period. The introduction of the Scottish Government 
commitment for early learning and childcare took place against a wider backdrop of required 
savings.  It is not, therefore, a simple case of comparing one year of spend in this broad area 
to the next and suggesting that additional funding is not being applied to its intended purpose.  
In balancing budgets, Councils were required to make significant savings across all areas and, 
as part of this, opportunities to redesign early year’s services to deliver recurring efficiencies 
were identified.  This process was an essential part of reconciling the conflicting priorities of 
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rising demand and reducing real-terms resources and would mean that unadjusted spend 
figures across many other areas would show a similar trend.   
 
Furthermore, there is a lead in time for recruiting staff, building in flexibility and realising the 
revenue cost of capital investment.  Additionally, individual councils will also have had varying 
starting positions as some had already invested in this area. 
 
Indeed, not only were these concerns repeatedly raised with Scottish Government officials, 
but I took the opportunity to discuss these concerns with the Minister for Childcare and Early 
Years, Mark McDonald. In particular, I emphasised COSLA’s disappointment that the report 
did not adequately reflect the concerns highlighted above and as such COSLA could not and 
did not agree with the figures contained in the report.  It is unfortunate that you were not made 
aware of our opposition by Scottish Government although I feel I did set this out in my 
evidence to the committee on 5 October. 
 
Having consulted our 28 members, for 2014/15 we can report that COSLA member councils 
spent £16.1m more than the financial review states. Similarly, for 2015/16 COSLA member 
councils report that they spent £17.7m more than the financial review states. In 2016/17 
COSLA member councils estimate they will have spent £19.8m more than the financial review 
states.  We would expect this trend to apply to the other 4 councils.   
 
Local government has been extremely successful in delivering the 600hr commitment for early 
learning and childcare and we must not lose sight of this.  Local government will continue to 
work on increasing the flexibility councils offer.  We have always been clear that it is with this 
continued increased flexibility that costs will grow.  Indeed, when agreeing a funding 
settlement with the Scottish Government, we were absolutely clear that it would take time to 
build in flexibility and spend would reflect that.  This position was agreed by Scottish 
Government. 
 
Finally, there is an area which I am sure remains a shared concern to local government and 
the Committee and that relates to the take up from the cohort of vulnerable 2 year olds.  The 
feedback and evidence from councils shows that a proportion of the underspend relates to 
unwillingness of certain families to take up this provision which they are entitled to and is 
indeed available to them.  This is an area that local government will continue to target and 
reach out to families to encourage take up.   
 
 
 
Yours sincerely  
  
Councillor Stephanie Primrose 
COSLA spokesperson, Education, Children and Young People  


