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Cabinet Secretary for Communities and Local Government  
Pre-Budget Scrutiny 2021-22 
 
17 November 2020 
 
Dear Aileen 
 
I am writing to you with the Committee’s views on the 2021-22 Scottish Government 
budget in relation to local government, communities and housing. The purpose of 
pre-budget scrutiny is for committees to reflect on a range of financial matters that 
they have considered throughout the current financial year and to provide views, 
recommendations or requests for clarification to the Scottish Government, for it to 
take into account as it prepares the draft budget. 
 
The impact of the pandemic 
 
Since March, our work has of course been overshadowed by the coronavirus. In 
June, we formally agreed to make the financial impact of the pandemic on local 
government the theme of this year’s budget scrutiny. But this work had in effect 
already begun during the Spring, when we took evidence about how the crisis had 
impacted on local government and third sector and what help they needed.1  
 
At that time, the local government sector was operating in crisis mode and, in many 
respects, it still is. That essential services have largely continued to run during this 
unrelentingly tough period is a great tribute to the dedication of council staff, 
especially as so many will have had their normal working lives turned upside down. 
We also recognise the contribution of workers in the third sector, carers and 
volunteers, including those public-spirited individuals who answered the call to 
volunteer to help their communities as we went into lockdown. The crisis has 
underlined the importance of local government services and local government’s 
unique role as the sphere of government closest to communities. 
   
We acknowledge the dedication of council leaders and senior management, who 
have had tough calls to make ever since the crisis broke. When it abates, there 
should be an opportunity to take stock, and inevitably there will be some lessons to 
learn. But we know that local government leaders, under intense and 
unprecedented pressure, will have sought in good faith to keep services going and 
to do the right thing for staff and for the communities they serve.  
 
Finally, on a cross-party Committee, there will never be unanimous support for 
everything the Scottish Government has done. But we acknowledge that this will 
have been a testing time for you and your hard-working departmental staff, as you 
have sought to support local government and the third sector and to protect the 
vulnerable. Thank you also for keeping the Committee informed of developments.  
 
Our formal scrutiny 
 

                                            
1 Written evidence and Official Reports of relevant Committee meetings available here: 
https://www.parliament.scot/parliamentarybusiness/CurrentCommittees/115128.aspx.   

https://www.parliament.scot/parliamentarybusiness/CurrentCommittees/115128.aspx
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After agreeing our budgetary theme, the Committee issued a public call for view 
over the summer and received 28 responses.2 We formally took pre-budget 
evidence at three meetings:  
 

• On 28 August (Accounts Commission) 

• On 30 September (Chartered Institute of Housing, Citizens Advice Scotland, 
Scottish Commission for Learning Disability, Scottish Council for Voluntary 
Organisations, Unison,) 

• On 7 October (Comhairle nan Eilean Siar, Dumfries and Galloway Council, 
Aberdeen City Council, Cosla, the Scottish Association of Local Authority 
Chief Executives, Chartered Institute of Public Finance and Accountability 
Directors of Finance) 

 
We are grateful to all who contributed.3 
 
Our call for views posed five questions: 
 

A. How has COVID-19 impacted the local government sector, in particular 
council finances? Which council responsibilities are most impacted? 
  

B. Which parts of local government have been least affected or most resilient? 
  

C. What help will councils need in future from the Scottish Government or others 
to overcome the ongoing financial strain? 
  

D. What can local government sector do, in the short and long term, to manage 
the financial impact of the crisis? What positive examples can councils and 
others share about the good work done at local government and community 
level to lessen the crisis? 
  

E. How soon do you think the sector will be back to normal? Or is this time for a 
“new normal” in the way we deliver some council services or practice local 
democracy? If so, what will it look like?  

 
The attached annexe is a short summary of evidence gathered under those 
headings, with conclusions, recommendations or requests for information set out in 
bold. We ask you to take account of these in your discussions with the Finance 
Secretary and, where relevant, to respond directly to us. 
 
We expect you will wish to consider as important evidence in its own right the 
detailed joint written submission we received from Cosla, the Society of Local 
Authority Chief Executives and the Chartered Institute of Public Finance and 
Accountancy Scotland’s Directors of Finance.4 Accordingly, the annexe does not 

                                            
2 All written responses available here: https://yourviews.parliament.scot/lgc/local-gov-sustainability-
covid/consultation/published_select_respondent. Unless otherwise stated, all subsequent reference 
to a person or organisation’s written evidence is to a submission available via this link. 
3 Written evidence and Official Reports of relevant Committee meetings available here: 
https://www.parliament.scot/parliamentarybusiness/CurrentCommittees/115613.aspx 
4 For brevity, references to this written evidence or from the representatives of these organisations 
who gave oral evidence as a joint panel is referred to as “Cosla evidence” in this letter.   

https://yourviews.parliament.scot/lgc/local-gov-sustainability-covid/consultation/published_select_respondent
https://yourviews.parliament.scot/lgc/local-gov-sustainability-covid/consultation/published_select_respondent
https://www.parliament.scot/parliamentarybusiness/CurrentCommittees/115613.aspx
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discuss every substantive point raised in the submission. We expect that you and 
the Finance Secretary will be in dialogue with Cosla and others in the local 
government sector in the coming weeks as the draft budget and local government 
settlement are finalised.  
 
Longer-term challenges 
 
In this 5-year Parliamentary session, the Committee has taken a strategic approach 
to budgetary scrutiny, focussing on the long-term challenges to local government’s 
financial sustainability. These include changing demographics, changes in the local 
government staffing profile, the increased burden of legal duties of local authorities, 
structural barriers to long-term financial planning, and above all, a consensus that 
councils increasingly must do “more with less”. We have sought to probe what 
consequences these have for future local governance.5      
 
We have sought to keep these considerations in mind this year, but it is a challenge 
to maintain a long-term view whilst a public health emergency is unfolding. As noted 
in our review of the evidence below, most councils are in no position right now to 
plan far into the future. Their aim is to get through to April with services largely intact 
and without dipping too deeply into their reserves.   
 
The fact that we remain in an emergency with a difficult few months ahead, has 
made it more difficult than in previous years to make prescriptive pre-budgetary 
recommendations. Accordingly, most of our comments in bold in the annexe, to 
which we would welcome a response in due course, are posed as questions rather 
than recommendations. For the time being, we accept that there is a need to be 
pragmatic and flexible, so as to be responsive to further developments, whether 
positive or negative. We expect you would agree that current priorities should be 
maintaining key local services, protecting the most vulnerable in our communities, 
protecting the jobs of workers delivering local services, and ensuring that their work 
environment is as safe as possible.    
 
At the same time, the local government and third sectors want as much financial 
certainty as possible, to give them sufficient confidence to plan ahead. The 
challenge is to strike the right balance between certainty and flexibility.  
 
There is some good news: the crisis has challenged silo thinking and enabled new 
forms of partnership working to emerge, with a renewed focus on outcomes rather 
than processes. There have been huge advances in the delivery of services online 
and much innovative thinking. There are opportunities over the coming months to 
harness these positive energies so as to break down further barriers to effective 
local service delivery and find new ways to invigorate local democracy. It is crucial 
that these new ways of thinking and working are not lost as and when we return to 
some sort of post-crisis normality, and we ask central and local government to work 
together at this important juncture to enshrine and support the good practice that 
has emerged since March.  
 

                                            
5 Links to the Committee’s previous five years of budget scrutiny available on the Committee’s 
“completed business” webpage: 
https://www.parliament.scot/parliamentarybusiness/CurrentCommittees/99805.aspx 

https://www.parliament.scot/parliamentarybusiness/CurrentCommittees/99805.aspx
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In our last pre-budgetary letter of this Parliamentary session, it is important to 
underline that the long-term challenges facing local government, including financial 
challenges, have not gone away. Dealing with them will be a major task and we 
think the work should begin early in the next Parliamentary session. We hope 
positive and concrete proposals will emerge from the long-running local governance 
review before next May’s election. There is a cross-party interest in having an 
empowered, confident and thriving Scottish local government sector.  
 
We hope you find this letter useful as part of your budget preparations and look 
forward to discussing it with you in committee shortly in due course. It is copied to 
the Cabinet Secretary for Finance. 
 
Yours sincerely 
 
 
 
James Dornan MSP 
Convener 
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Annexe: summary of evidence received 
 
[Conclusions, recommendations or requests for more information are in bold.] 
 
A How has COVID-19 impacted the local government sector, in particular, 
council finances? Which council responsibilities are most impacted? 
  
The impact has clearly been huge but measuring it remains a work in progress. 
Various local authorities provided us with their best estimates of losses directly 
attributable to covid, running into the tens of millions or more. One council said the 
crisis had “blown away” the council’s normal capacity to manage its way out of 
financial risk through prudent decision-making.6 Some written evidence from 
councils distinguished between short-term or emergency costs and longer-term 
costs that would be needed to deal with a fundamental reconfiguration of council 
services.7 
 
Glasgow City Council told us that council income from leisure services had “fallen 
off a cliff” since March.8 We expect this to be a general view. Income from other 
sources such as parking charges or council rent income has also fallen sharply. The 
Chartered Institute of Housing estimated as of late September that councils were 
down by some £100 million in rent arrears.9 Cosla told us that every council will 
have lost between 50 and 90% of its usual income.10 Aberdeen Council referred to 
the potentially massive cost in lost income from non-domestic rate revenue.11 
 
In many council areas, leisure services are nowadays being provided by arms’ 
length external organisations (“ALEOs”). This has not much reduced local 
authorities’ financial exposure in practice, as we were told they will have been 
underwriting lost ALEO turnover to help keep them afloat.12 Unison told us that this 
had included topping up the income of furloughed staff.13  
 
In the summer, Cosla estimated total lost income for councils at £423m.14 This was 
a running total which has presumably increased since then.   
 
Councils also mentioned the mothballing of capital projects during lockdown as 
another cause of financial loss.15 
 
Cosla’s written evidence totalled up an estimated “gap” in funding of £500 million 
caused by the pandemic. Unison estimated it at double this amount. They claimed 
additional costs from covid of £739 million, on top of a pre-crisis funding gap of £205 
million and a covid-related loss drop of £121 million in ALEO income.16 

                                            
6 Comhairle Nan Eilean Siar, Official Report 7 October, col 6 
7 Inverclyde Council, written submission 
8 Official Report 7 October, col 24 
9 Official Report 30 September, col 31 
10 Official Report 7 October, col 31 
11 Supplementary submission  
12 Aberdeen City Council, Official Report 7 October, col 3 
13 Official Report, 30 September, col 30 
14 Written submission 
15 Comhairle Nan Eilean Siar and Aberdeen City Council, Official Report 7 October, cols 2-3 
16 Official Report, 30 September, col 34 
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In late August, the Accounts Commission told us that an additional £480 million had 
flowed into local government to address the pandemic.17  
 
Practically all council departments had been affected but our evidence suggests that 
social care and education were the core services most impacted by the crisis.18 The 
Accounts Commission said that many integration joint boards had been under 
financial strain going into the crisis and will be in worse shape now.  
 
It is understandable that local authorities would have had difficulties maintaining 
contact with service users during the early stages of lockdown. But it was 
concerning nevertheless to hear representatives of vulnerable service users refer to 
an absence of access to council services and feelings of “abandonment”.19 It would 
appear from the evidence that some councils responded with more agility than 
others to the lockdown and that some service users initial experiences were 
negative.20 It does appear that the situation has improved somewhat since then.  
 
We also note comments that staff in front line roles in areas such as social care who 
were under the most pressure. Unison referred to delays in ensuring that social 
workers, cleaners and others at the front line had personal protection equipment 
and said that some councils could have done more to make home working 
allowances accessible to low-paid staff.21 Representatives of the voluntary sector 
said that volunteers had been even further down the chain, in terms of access to 
PPE.22 
 
Councils told us that prolonged home working had taken a toll on staff with some 
experiencing anxiety, loneliness or isolation.23 The closure of council libraries and 
other public venues was considered to have deprived vulnerable people such as 
rough sleepers of a valued space to work or interact with service providers.24 
 
The Accounts Commission noted that the use of reserves to fund current spending 
had been high, in historical terms, going into the crisis and said they expected that it 
would be worse now.25 However, there was an acceptance across the board that the 
current financial year amounted to the “rainy day” for which reserve spending was 
intended.    
 

1. Does the Scottish Government  agree with Cosla that the crisis has 
caused a £500 million “gap” in local government resources?  

2. The Committee asks the Scottish Government for its assessment of the 
resilience of local services as we head into winter, bearing in mind 

                                            
17 Official Report, 28 August, col 9 
18 Accounts Commission, Official Report, 28 August, col 6 
19 Scottish Council for People with Learning Disabilities, 30 September, col 6. See also Scottish 
Public Sector Ombudsman written submission 
20 Paths for All written submission 
21 Official Report, 30 September, col 28 
22 Official Report, 30 September, col 29  
23 Aberdeen City Council, 30 September, col 3 
24 Shelter, Official Report, 30 September, cols 9-10 
25 Official Report, 28 August, col 10 
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Scotland and UK-wide developments since we concluded taking 
evidence in early October: an increase in infections and 
hospitalisations, and the imposition of stricter lockdown rules over 
most of the country, with little indication of a return to relative 
“normality” until well into the New Year.   

3. We also ask the Scottish Government for an assessment of the financial 
state of integration joint boards, and of the Highland Health and Social 
Care Partnership, as we head into the winter. 

4. Is the Scottish Government now satisfied that all front-line workers 
(including volunteers) providing local services have the necessary PPE 
to carry out their role? Is the Scottish Government satisfied that this is 
future-proofed for the coming winter?  

 
B Which parts of local government have been least affected or most resilient? 
  
Unfortunately, there is not much to report under this heading. Few if any aspects of 
councils’ core work escaped the impact of the pandemic. Some councils indicated 
that regulatory services such as planning or licensing services were relatively 
unaffected,26 but with reduced capacity to make site visits which, we note, must 
often be considered key to carrying out such roles effectively.  
 
The Accounts Commission said that because more councils now undertook medium 
and long-term financial planning they may have been better placed to respond to the 
crisis, and to reprioritise spending and services, than previously.27 Dumfries and 
Galloway said experience in managing winter emergencies had been good 
preparation for the current crisis. They also said that the crisis had been an 
opportunity to fill data gaps in relation to vulnerable people in the community.28 
 
Councils noted small savings in travel and subsistence costs although these were 
dwarfed by losses elsewhere. They also highlighted the establishment of new 
services such as delivering meals to vulnerable and shielding members of the 
community 
 
As discussed further below, one positive consequence of the crisis was a rapid 
rollout of online services and some councils indicated that in many areas this had 
been relatively seamless.29 Cosla told us that the crisis had advanced the digital 
agenda by about 2 years in 3 months.30 At the same time, there was an acceptance 
that this had come at a cost, including the risk of some service users feeling 
excluded and thus tending to disengage, as discussed further below. 
 
When we took evidence on homelessness and covid in Spring, rough sleeping had 
been practically eliminated. By late September, when Shelter and the Chartered 
Institute of Housing gave evidence, there were concerns about this progress 
unravelling (see discussion below). We note that this issue has been the subject of 

                                            
26 West Dunbartonshire Council, written submission 
27 Official Report, 28 August, col 21 
28 Official Report, 7 October, cols 4-5  
29 West Lothian Council, written submission 
30 Official Report, 7 October, col 25 
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recent correspondence with the Minister for Local Government, Housing and 
Planning.31 
 
C What help will councils need in future from the Scottish Government or others 
to overcome the ongoing financial strain? 
 
Stakeholders overall welcomed governmental measures since March to keep the 
sector afloat. In evidence in late August, the Accounts Commission said that around 
£480 million in additional funding had flowed into the sector.32  
 
The Commission said that the council departments most prone to budget cuts in 
prior years tended to be those most needed to help seed a post-pandemic economic 
recovery in council areas. These included planning and development, central 
services, cultural services, and roads and transport.33 The Commission also queried 
whether councils would be in the right place currently to make meaningful financial 
plans for 2021-22.34   
 
Shelter and the Chartered Institute of Housing said it was inevitable that there were 
would an increase in evictions and homelessness after the protected period ends, 
unless action was taken to avert this. Shelter said evictions next year were likely to 
be “exceptional”.35 (For clarity we took this to be a reference to all evictions and not 
just evictions from council properties.) At the same time, the CIH referred to the risk 
of a growing “culture of non-payment” of rent as a result of the emergency 
legislation creating protection from eviction. (Again, we note that this matter has 
been the subject of recent correspondence with the Minister for Local Government, 
Housing and Planning, and others.36) They also referred to local authority housing 
debt now standing at £3.8 billion.37 
 
Witnesses agreed that the 1% additional interest imposed on loans granted by the 
Public Works Loan Board since October 2018 was a potential obstruction to 
economic recovery although the Committee is grateful for clarification that this does 
not apply to projects to build council homes.38   
 
Shelter and the CIH were also amongst organisations to call for the Scottish 
Government’s “pause” on the affordable homes programme to be lifted as soon as 
possible and for the original affordable homes budget to be protected. 
 

                                            
31 All current Committee correspondence on Covid-19 and its impact on homeless and rough 
sleeping available here: 
https://www.scottish.parliament.uk/parliamentarybusiness/CurrentCommittees/115128.aspx 
32 Official Report, 28 August, col 9 
33 Official Report, 28 August, col 8 
34 Official Report, 28 August, col 9 
35 Official Report, 30 September, col 15 
36 The Scottish Government’s 8 October response to a Committee letter asking it to comment on 
whether there had been an increase in tenants since the legislation had come into effect is available 
here: https://www.scottish.parliament.uk/S5_Local_Gov/20201008KStoConvener.homelssness.pdf 
37 Official Report, 30 August, col 31 
38 Shelter, supplementary submission 

https://www.scottish.parliament.uk/parliamentarybusiness/CurrentCommittees/115128.aspx
https://www.scottish.parliament.uk/S5_Local_Gov/20201008KStoConvener.homelssness.pdf
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In written evidence some councils called on the Scottish Government to consider 
additional measures to help stimulate economic recovery at a local level, for 
instance, green energy subsidies.39 
 
Councils noted that, barring further financial assistance, difficult decisions about 
which non-essential services to cut would soon become unavoidable.40 And 
Aberdeen Council was amongst stakeholders to express concern about likely huge 
gaps in council revenue from lost non-domestic rates. This was unless there was a 
sharp economic recovery.41 The Committee notes that there has in fact been an 
increase in the volume and severity of local lockdowns since these comments. We 
note that the Scottish Government has thus far sought to match NDR losses through 
increases in the General Resource Grant. 
 
A number of familiar themes from previous years’ scrutiny were revisited, this time 
against the backdrop of the pandemic:  
 

• Ring-fenced or protected spending. Unison and Cosla both said that a high 
level  of protected spending in council budgets reduced their capacity to be 
flexible in difficult times.42 They acknowledged there were no easy answers 
as to where economies would be made if councils had more freedom. 

 

• The funding formula: the Accounts Commission suggested that the time for a  
review might be approaching.43 Cosla and Solace did not disagree that a 
review might be called for but said that a crisis was not the right time;44   

 

• Sustainable funding: stakeholders considered that the crisis had underlined 
the need for greater certainty about future council funding streams.45 This 
included third sector organisations.46   

 

• Additional revenue raising powers: stakeholders who expressed a view 
accepted why plans to introduce workplace parking and transient visitor 
levies had been put on hold. But Cosla and the Accounts Commission both 
said it would be important to continue the conversation about enhanced 
revenue raising powers for councils.47  
 

• The climate emergency: stakeholders agreed that the cost of the pandemic 
would make it even harder to try to meet already challenging climate change 
targets.48   

 
There were views that ongoing discussions on a fiscal framework for local 
government between Cosla and the Scottish Government might be the best forum 

                                            
39 E.g. Fife Council, written submission 
40 E.g. Official Report, 7 October, col 20 (Dumfries and Galloway Council) 
41 Supplementary submission 
42 Official Report, 30 September, cols 26 and 35; Official Report, 7 October, col 38 
43 Official Report, 28 August, cols 14 and 21 
44 Official Report, 7 October, cols 34-35 
45 Cosla Official Report, 7 October, col 26 
46 E.g. Scottish Council of Voluntary Organisations, Official Report, 30 September, cols 24 and 25 
47 Official Report, 28 August cols 21-22; Official Report, 7 October, col 34 
48 Official Report, 7 October, cols 27-29  
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for now on such “big picture” matters. The Accounts Commission signalled its 
willingness to take part in these discussions but said it had not been approached.49 
 
The Finance Secretary’s 8 October letter to Cosla on financial flexibilities for local 
government arrived just after our evidence-taking concluded. But we understand 
that Cosla will have welcomed this as providing clarity on flexibilities councils can 
make use of to see them through to the next financial year.50  Some written 
evidence called for additional financial flexibility, for instance in relation to the setting 
of council tax or the issuing of council bonds,51 so as to provide councils with further 
tools to address the economic consequences of the crisis. 
 

5. The Committee asks the Scottish Government to respond to concerns 
about a likely sharp increase in evictions when the protected period for 
tenants ends. Does the Scottish Government accept these concerns 
and, if so, what measures does it propose to address them? 

6. How does the Scottish Government respond to concerns from the local 
government sector that the crisis has made it harder than ever to 
achieve targets set out as a response to the climate emergency? 

7. We request an update on the “pause” to the affordable homes policy 
and a response to views that this budget line should be protected 

8. Does the Scottish Government consider that the crisis has underlined 
the benefit of there being longer-term indicative budgets for local 
government, to help them plan better for the longer term, including for 
instance, preparing for emergencies?   

9. We would welcome an update on discussions between the Scottish 
Government and Cosla on a fiscal framework. Have discussions been 
continuing during the crisis? What has been agreed? What is the future 
timetable? What is the Scottish Government’s response to the 
Accounts Commission’s offer, expressed during our scrutiny, to take 
part in the discussions? 

10. Does the Scottish Government think that it may be time to review the 
local government funding formula once the current public health 
emergency is over? 

 
D What can local government sector do, in the short and long term, to manage 
the financial impact of the crisis? What positive examples can councils and others 
share about the good work done at local government and community level to lessen 
the crisis? 
 
Stakeholders in the local government sector agreed that the crisis had sped up the 
pace of change in making more services available online.52 The Accounts 
Commission said that the crisis had created a “huge imperative” almost overnight for 
partners in service delivery to work together more effectively. Most council workers 

                                            
49 Official Report, 28 August, cols 13-14, 21-22 
50 Official Report, 7 October, col 39 (Cosla) 
51 E.g. Institute of Chartered Accountants of Scotland, written submission 
52 E.g. Inverclyde Council, written submission 
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had quickly adjusted to home-based working. 53 The Commission told us that they 
are currently working on a report on council digital work.54 The Scottish Council for 
Voluntary Organisations was among a number of stakeholders to comment on the 
emergence of a more flexible approach to problem-solving had emerged, with a 
focus more on getting something done rather than asking who was the right person 
to do it.55   
 
Unison referred to local authorities as “financial anchors” of communities. It said 
they should be empowered to help kickstart local economic resurgence by way of 
community-owned businesses or community investment banks.56   
 
Dumfries and Galloway Council suggested that they had been at a relative 
advantage in being coterminous with the local health board. This had enabled them 
to practice a “total regional response”.57 
 
Cosla and Solace cautioned against councils being asked to raise income in 
response to budget shortages. They said there was a risk of new or increased costs 
falling hardest on the poorest. They also said we should avoid following the example 
of some English councils making speculative transactions in order to leverage 
increased income.58   
 
Finally, the Committee draws the Scottish Government’s attention once again to 
evidence received before the summer recess as to how, at the height of lockdown  
rough sleeping in Scotland was virtually eradicated within a few weeks.59 This is a 
matter on which we have already been in correspondence with the Scottish 
Government. Although the conditions to enable this were atypical and to an extent 
propitious, this was nonetheless a remarkable achievement. It reflects what can be 
done where there is the collective will and in the circumstances of an emergency, 
where some of the institutional or “cultural” barriers to effective working across silos 
can be brought down.   
 
It was never going to be easy for this great achievement to be maintained for a 
prolonged period, but it was nevertheless concerning to note views in early autumn 
of the high risk of progress unwinding.60 The price of relative success in this area 
has also been a historically high number of households in temporary and thus often 
unsuitable accommodation, estimated by the Scottish Housing Regulator (in 
evidence referred to by Shelter in late September) at 14,000 households.61  
 

11. What lesson does the Scottish Government consider can be learned 
from the example of central government, councils and third sector and 
voluntary organisations working together to virtually eradicate rough 

                                            
53 Official Report, 28 August, col 12 
54 Official Report, 28 August, col 14 
55 Official Report, 30 September, col 33. See also e.g. Dundee City Council, written submission 
56 Official Report, 30 September, col 34 
57 Official Report, 7 October, col 5 
58 Official Report, 7 October, cols 39-40 
59 The issue was one of the main themes of the Committee’s 28 May evidence session. Official 
Report available at: http://www.parliament.scot/parliamentarybusiness/report.aspx?r=12666 
60 Official Report, 30 September, cols 12 and 27-28 
61 Official Report, 30 September, col 12 

http://www.parliament.scot/parliamentarybusiness/report.aspx?r=12666
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sleeping this Spring? How can we best ensure any lesson learned can 
be applied in any other contexts where there is a multi-agency approach 
to the delivery of local services or the achievement of a particular 
outcome?  

12. The Committee would welcome a Scottish Government update on 
homelessness, rough sleeping and the use of temporary 
accommodation in the context of the pandemic as we head into winter. 

 
E How soon do you think the sector will be back to normal? Or is this time for a 
“new normal” in the way we deliver some council services or practice local 
democracy? If so, what will it look like? 
.  
The Accounts Commission said that a review of the delivery of social care was 
needed more than ever.62 It said that the fact that discussions on the fiscal 
framework were still ongoing was feeding into uncertainty in the sector. Local 
government representatives agreed, and the suggestion was made that the crisis 
had underlined the issue of low pay in social care.63 
.  
Councils indicated that increased home working was likely to become part of the 
“new normal” but said that staff valued personal contact and would not want to lose 
office life completely. They proposed a “blended” working pattern of mixed home 
and office working in a typical week as the optimal model. If remote working remains 
the default for the foreseeable future, then councils said that work would need to go 
into addressing mental health challenges in the workforce.64 The Committee also 
notes that, even in the case of what is considered non-key work, in relation to the 
pandemic, it remains very important for council staff to be visible and to be able to 
make visits. This could include could staff working in areas such as licensing 
standards, planning, building standards, environmental health, and antisocial 
behaviour complaints. 
 
Rural councils considered that the crisis had underlined the benefits of decentralised 
decision-taking of empowering third sector organisations in local communities to 
provide more local services.65     
 
A number of third sector or voluntary organisations told us that, if online or 
telephone services do become the “new normal”, there is a need to address digital 
exclusion as a priority, and to reduce bureaucracy (for instance a reliance on printed 
forms) as otherwise many vulnerable service users might simply disengage.66 
Citizens Advice Scotland said it was vital to retain direct face to face contact as an 
option where possible and for public services to develop “no wrong door policies” for 
dealing with service users. Social Work Scotland said there had been no “normal” 
prior to the lockdown as service users’ experiences would vary so widely. Rather 

                                            
62 Official Report, 28 August, col 8 
63 E.g. Official Report, 7 October, col 18 (Dumfries and Galloway Council) 
64 E.g. Official Report, 7 October, col 18 (Dumfries and Galloway Council) 
65 E.g. Official Report, 7 October, col 6 (Comhairle nan Eilean Siar)  
66 Official Report, 30 September, cols 8 and 10 (Scottish Council for People with Learning 
Disabilities, Citizens Advice Scotland and Shelter) 
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than talk of a “new normal”, they said the crisis offered the opportunity for a reset, 
and for “re-locating the individual person back at the centre of public services”.67  
 
Stakeholders also agreed that better broadband, especially in rural areas, and 
rolling out necessary hardware were a vital corollary of a switch to online service 
delivery.68 Unison said that the switch would also require aspects of local 
government funding to change, to reflect new working patterns.69  
 
A number of stakeholders agreed that it would be important to capitalise on new and 
effective working relationships and outcomes-based approaches formed during the 
crisis and to ensure these became embedded.70   
 
Some written evidence from councils suggested that recent events – the need to 
find additional savings and the switch to increased digital services – may have 
consequences for council staffing, which is the single biggest budget line in council 
budgets.71  
 

13. The Committee requests a progress report on the local governance 
review? Has it been revised in the light of lessons being learned from 
the current crisis? What is the remaining timetable for the review and 
how much of it does the Scottish Government expect to be completed 
by the time of dissolution? What plans does the Scottish Government 
have to capture the key principles it has agreed with Cosla, so that the 
work may be carried forward into the next Parliamentary session?  

14. We ask the Scottish Government to comment on views that there is a 
need for a “back to basics” review of social care delivery in Scotland, 
including the pay and status of workers in the sector. 

15. Does the Scottish Government agree with views from local government 
that the “new normal” after the pandemic is likely to involve a 
permanent shift to more online forms of service delivery, and a 
“blended” model of mixed working at home and in the office? If so, 
what work needs to be done at strategic level by central and local 
government, and the voluntary sector, to facilitate these new forms of 
working and to address the downsides, for instance the risk of digital 
exclusion?  

16. Does the Scottish Government consider that a switch to providing more 
local services online makes changes to local government staffing 
structures, including reduced staffing, likely or inevitable?   

 

                                            
67 Written submission 
68 Official Report, 7 October, cols 7 and 9 (Dumfries and Galloway Council and Comhairle nan Eilean 
Siar) 
69 Official Report, 30 September, col 45 
70 Official Report, 30 September, cols 37-38 (Scottish Council of Voluntary Organisations, Chartered 
Institute of Housing)  
71 E.g. West Lothian Council, written submission 


