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LOCAL GOVERNMENT AND COMMUNITIES COMMITTEE

 
AGENDA

 
19th Meeting, 2020 (Session 5)

 
Friday 28 August 2020

 
The Committee will meet at 10.00 am in a virtual meeting which will be broadcast on
www.scottishparliament.tv.
 
1. Declaration of interests: Annie Wells will be invited to declare any relevant

interests.
 
2. Decision on taking business in private: The Committee will decide whether to

take item 4 in private.
 
3. Pre-Budget Scrutiny 2021-22: The Committee will take evidence as part of its

Pre-Budget Scrutiny from—
 

Fraser McKinlay, Controller of Audit, Audit Scotland;
 
Elma Murray, Chair of Accounts Commission (interim), and Katherine
Sibbald, Audit Manager, Accounts Commission.
 

4. Pre-Budget Scrutiny 2021-22: The Committee will consider the evidence
heard earlier in the meeting.

 
 

Peter McGrath
Clerk to the Local Government and Communities Committee

Room T3.40  
The Scottish Parliament 

Edinburgh
Tel: 0131 348 5232

Email: peter.mcgrath@parliament.scot
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Local Government and Communities Committee 
 

19th Meeting 2020 (Session 5), Friday 28 August 2020 
 

Pre-budget Scrutiny 2021-22, Accounts Commission Local Government Overview 
2020 Report - Note by the clerk 

 
Introduction 
 

1. Each year, the Accounts Commission publishes two general reports on Scottish local 
government. The focus of the first, usually published in Spring is on performance and 
outcomes, whilst the second, usually published in late autumn, focusses on council 
finances. Since the start of this session in 2016, the Committee has regularly taken  
evidence from the Commission on its annual reports.   
 

2. On 28 August, the Committee will take evidence from senior members of the Commission 
on the first of these annual reports: Local Government in Scotland Overview 2020, which 
was published on 23 June 2020 (a delayed publication due to COVID 19).  

 
3. This will also be the first session at which the Committee undertakes pre-budgetary 

scrutiny in preparation for the 2021-22 Scottish Government budget. The focus of this 
year’s scrutiny will be the impact of COVID-19 on Scotland’s councils, within the wider 
context of the long-term financial sustainability of Scottish local government; a matter the 
Committee considered last year. In addition, this work will also build on evidence-
gathering on COVID-19 and local government that the Committee has been carrying out 
since the start of lockdown.  
 

4. The Committee has issued a call for written views in relation to its budget scrutiny, which 
will close in 4 September. It seeks view on five issues, which the Committee is likely to 
discuss with Accounts Commission witnesses at the 28 August session– 

 
1. How has COVID-19 impacted the local government sector, in particular, council 

finances? Which council responsibilities are most impacted? 
  

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

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

4. 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? 
  

5. 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? 

https://www.audit-scotland.gov.uk/report/local-government-in-scotland-overview-2020
https://www.parliament.scot/parliamentarybusiness/CurrentCommittees/115613.aspx
https://www.parliament.scot/parliamentarybusiness/CurrentCommittees/115613.aspx
https://www.parliament.scot/parliamentarybusiness/CurrentCommittees/115128.aspx
https://www.parliament.scot/parliamentarybusiness/CurrentCommittees/115128.aspx
https://yourviews.parliament.scot/lgc/local-gov-sustainability-covid/
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About the Audit Commission’s report 
 
5. The report provides a high-level, independent view of the challenges facing councils, 

how well they are addressing these and what more they can do. The main body of the 
report was prepared before the pandemic hit. However, the then Chair’s introduction to 
the report, written shortly before publication in June, states— 

 
“For several years, councils have been dealing with increasing challenges and 
uncertainty while continuing to address the needs of local people and national 
priorities. The challenges are only going to grow as we deal with the immediate and 
longer-term implications of COVID-19 alongside existing pressures such as leaving 
the European Union, the climate emergency, population change, poverty and tackling 
inequality. We have emphasised before the need to make more fundamental change 
to the way services are delivered and improve long-term financial planning.  

 
“The crisis puts into clear focus the pivotal role of public services, including councils, 
in delivering not only the day-to-day services that communities rely on, but also in 
responding to risks. Indeed, it emphasises the essential importance of effective 
leadership, good governance and good financial management for all councils.” 

 
6. The report sets out five key messages— 

 
1. Councils are working hard to deliver services to their communities. But the context 

they are working in is increasingly uncertain and complex. Demographic and social 
change is creating demand for services, while the strain on budgets continues to 
intensify. National policy commitments are increasing and the stresses on other 
public and third sector partners add to the difficulties in delivering services. The 
cumulative effect of these pressures on councils is beginning to show across service 
performance and use of financial reserves.  

 
2. Scottish Government revenue funding to councils has reduced in real terms over the 

period 2013/14 to 2020/21 by 3.3 per cent. Since 2017/18 however, it has increased 
by 3.9 per cent in real terms, to £10.7 billion in 2020/21. This does not include 
additional funding in response to the COVID-19 pandemic. The strain on budgets is 
evident as councils continue to dip into their reserves to make ends meet. Medium-
term funding levels are uncertain, making continued use of reserves to manage the 
funding gap unsustainable. Long-term financial planning is not well enough 
developed in many councils and in integration joint boards. Medium- and long-term 
financial planning are important tools for making well-informed decisions and to 
effectively manage continuing financial challenges.  

 
3. Alongside the uncertainty of funding levels, the scale and complexity of the 

challenges for councils and integration joint boards will continue to grow in the coming 
years. Change is needed in how they serve their communities, so that they are able 
to respond to the needs and improve outcomes for people into the future, in the most 
efficient and effective ways. More radical thinking is needed for longer-term solutions. 
It requires investment of time and capacity by political and management leaders, to 
analyse the range of challenges for the area, develop the thinking and planning for 
the medium and longer term. This is difficult, in already demanding roles, but this 
investment is important.  
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4. Councils alone cannot improve outcomes for communities and achieve local 

priorities. The full potential of collaborative working with partner organisations and 
communities is not yet being realised. More progress is needed. Councils need to 
demonstrate strong leadership and collaborate with partners, including integration 
joint boards, NHS boards, the voluntary and private sectors, and their local 
communities. This is essential if they are to make best use of local resources, 
including the workforce, and demonstrate Best Value.  

 
5. Workforce planning is fundamental to ensure that councils have the staff, skills and 

leaders they need to deliver change. Some progress has been made to improve 
workforce planning, but much more needs to be done. As the workforce ages, 
councils need to be more flexible and agile in how they deploy staff, work with 
partners and attract younger people to work in local government and respond to 
specific skills gaps. This also requires comprehensive workforce data and planning. 

 
Next Steps 
 
7. Following the close of the Committee’s call for views, it will analyse the evidence it has 

received and invite further witnesses to give evidence at meetings in the autumn. All 
the evidence the Committee gathers will feed into conclusions and recommendations 
for next year’s budget that it will send to the Scottish Government, and which will be a 
published document. In normal years, this would be sent around the start of November, 
with the Scottish Government budget being published around 6 weeks’ later, but this 
year’s key budget dates are currently less certain because of the impact of the 
pandemic in financial planning. However, as in previous years the Committee expects 
to take concluding evidence from Cosla and from the Scottish Government once the 
budget is published but before the Parliament is asked to approve the 2021-22 budget 
early next year.  
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