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LOCAL GOVERNMENT AND COMMUNITIES COMMITTEE

AGENDA

25th Meeting, 2020 (Session 5)

Wednesday 7 October 2020

The Committee will meet at 9.30 am in a virtual meeting.

1. Decision on taking business in private: The Committee will decide whether to
take items 3 and 4 in private.

2. Pre-Budget Scrutiny 2021-22: The Committee will take evidence as part of its
Pre-Budget Scrutiny from—

Malcolm Burr, Chief Executive, Comhairle nan Eilean Siar;

Gavin Stevenson, Chief Executive, Dumfries and Galloway Council;

Jonathan Belford, Chief Finance Officer, Aberdeen City Council;

and then from—

Councillor Gail Macgregor, Resources Spokesperson, COSLA;

Martin Booth, Executive Director of Finance, City of Glasgow Council, also 
representing SOLACE; the Society of Local Authority Chief Executives;

Eileen Rowand, Director of Finance, Fife Council, also representing 
CIPFA; the Chartered Institute of Public Finance & Accountability Directors 
of Finance.

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

4. Post-Legislative Scrutiny of the Community Empowerment (Scotland) Act
2015, parts 3 and 5: The Committee will consider its approach to community
outreach to inform its scrutiny.
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Local Government and Communities Committee 
25th Meeting (Session 5), Wednesday 7 October 2020 

Pre-budget scrutiny: Note by the Clerk 

Introduction 

1. The Committee previously agreed that the theme of pre-budgetary scrutiny this year
would be the impact of COVID-19 on the financial sustainability of Scotland’s councils,
within the wider context of the long-term financial sustainability of Scottish local
government. that wider context being the main theme of the Committee’s scrutiny  last
year. This work alsos build on evidence-gathering on COVID-19 and local government
that the Committee has been carrying out since the start of lockdown.

2. A call for evidence was issued on 23 July and written submissions can be found here.

3. On 28 August 2020 the Committee held its annual evidence session with The Accounts
Commission on the Commission’s Local Government in Scotland Overview 2020 report
which was published on 23 June 2020.

4. On 30 September 2020 the Committee heard from witnesses giving a service users’
perspective, and representatives of council employees and the housing and voluntary
sectors.

Background

5. Local authorities deliver a range of services, some of which are set by statute or by
arrangements with the Scottish Government and others at their own discretion
depending on what local needs there are and what resources are available. 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. There has been some additional funding
this year in response to the COVID-19 pandemic.

6. At the same time the number of responsibilities placed on councils has increased. Wider
demographic changes – for instance, an increase in the number of older people – and
population shifts, with some communities expanding and others contracting, present
both risks and opportunities. Councils also have to contend with the uncertain impact of
Brexit on local communities and local economies.

7. COVID-19 has brought unprecedented challenges to councils. These include rises in
demand for some services, changes to how services are delivered and reductions in
council revenues. COVID-19 has highlighted the crucial role local government plays in
delivering services to the people of Scotland.

8. The Committee is seeking to assess the long-term financial health of local authorities
within this challenging context and find out whether they are well placed to continue to
provide good local services into the next decade. This scrutiny will feed into

https://www.parliament.scot/parliamentarybusiness/CurrentCommittees/111170.aspx
https://www.parliament.scot/parliamentarybusiness/CurrentCommittees/111170.aspx
https://www.parliament.scot/parliamentarybusiness/CurrentCommittees/115128.aspx
https://yourviews.parliament.scot/lgc/local-gov-sustainability-covid/
https://yourviews.parliament.scot/lgc/local-gov-sustainability-covid/consultation/published_select_respondent
http://www.parliament.scot/parliamentarybusiness/report.aspx?r=12774
https://www.audit-scotland.gov.uk/report/local-government-in-scotland-overview-2020
https://parliament.scot/parliamentarybusiness/ormain.aspx
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recommendations the Committee will make later this year as the Scottish Government 
finalises its 2021-2022 budget plans.  

 
Evidence session  

 
9. On 7 October 2020 the Committee will hear evidence from a range of local authorities 

offering an island, rural and city perspective and those offering a strategic overview of 
the local authority sector; 

 
Panel 1 

• Malcolm Burr, Chief Executive, Comhairle nan Eilean Siar (Western Isles Council) 
• Gavin Stevenson, Chief Executive, Dumfries and Galloway Council 
• Jonathan Belford, Chief Finance Officer, Aberdeen City Council  

 
Panel 2  

 
• Councillor Gail Macgregor, Resources Spokesperson, COSLA 
• Martin Booth, Director of Finance, City of Glasgow Council, also representing 

SOLACE; the Society of Local Authority Chief Executives  
• Eileen Rowand, Director of Finance, Fife Council, also representing CIPFA; the 

Chartered Institute of Public Finance & Accountability Directors of Finance  
 

10. The Committee may seek to explore with these panels the short and long term impacts 
COVID-19 has had on service provision and finances, including: 
 
• The areas of service and operation which were most under pressure before the 

pandemic and if/how this has changed. 
• Changes to staff roles and the support they’ve received to deliver this change. 
• The impact of subsequent local lockdowns 
• Financial impacts of COVID-19 including on reserves and capital projects 
 

11. Written submissions from the Comhairle nan Eilean Siar, Dumfries and Galloway 
Council and the joint submission from COSLA, SOLACE and CIPFA Directors of 
Finance can be found at Annexe A.  
 
Next steps  
 

12. Following the evidence session there will be an opportunity for the Committee to discuss 
the evidence it has heard in private and agree next steps, if any. The Committee will 
then write a letter to the Scottish Government later this autumn. This will set out the 
Committee’s main conclusions and recommendations on the 2020-2021 budget on 
matters relevant to the Committee’s remit.  

  



LGC/S5/19/25/2 
 
 

3 

 ANNEXE A 
 
 
 

LOCAL GOVERNMENT AND COMMUNITIES COMMITTEE 

THE IMPACT OF COVID-19 ON THE FINANCIAL SUSTAINABILITY OF LOCAL 
GOVERNMENT IN SCOTLAND 

SUBMISSION FROM COMHAIRLE NAN EILEAN SIAR  

 
 
 

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

 
The Comhairle’s projected costs for addressing COVID-19 amount to £4.3m. These will be 
offset by Scottish Government funding of £1.7m and savings (from reduced costs, notably 
travel) of £0.4m. 
 
The single biggest cost to the Comhairle is lost income which at £3.7m is 86% of the costs. 
 
Unless further funding is made available the Comhairle will therefore have meet the costs 
of £2.2m from its own resources. 
 
These costs could increase as the impact of bad debts is not yet quantifiable and will 
depend on the nature and timing of the recovery. 
 
For the Comhairle the context for the COVID-19 outbreak is a decade of austerity with a 
budget of £106m in 2020/11 compared with £121m in 2010/11. This £15m reduction masks 
the £41m savings that have been realised over this period to deliver a balanced budget. 
 
It should be noted that whilst funding has increased in cash terms in the past two years 
this has been due to the provision of additional funding for the extension of early years 
provision. 
 
The Comhairle’s strategy has been to use balances to mitigate shortfalls whilst service 
redesign and transformation has been developed and implemented. 
 
The present projections are that meeting the costs of COVID will use up most of the 
unallocated balances, that were earmarked to support future budgets. The consequence of 
this is to remove the buffer of support that has helped the Comhairle’s budget strategy – at 
a time when it is most needed. 
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The Comhairle is therefore working on how it will address an estimated 5% shortfall in 
2021/22 through service redesign, where possible, and cuts, where necessary. 
 

2. Which parts of local government have been least affected or most resilient? 
 
We have been fortunate in the Outer Hebrides to have had a very low number of COVID-
19 cases. However, there has been significant additional work required in responding to 
the pandemic in terms of social care and Care for People. 
The pandemic has had the biggest impact on: 

• The economy and incomes with a significant increase in those out of work and 
relying on benefits and community support (e.g. foodbanks); 

• quality of life (shielded individuals, isolation, care homes and delays to medical 
screening and treatment; and 

• capital works (delays to critical investment programmes and additional costs). 
 
The Comhairle’s response to the pandemic has been widely welcomed by communities. 
Using digital technologies, the Comhairle has continued to operate its full range of 
administrative functions with staff working from home. 
 
The investment in eSgoil provided the basis not just to provide online learning for pupils 
in the Outer Hebrides but a Scotland wide platform for education during the pandemic. 
 

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

 
Recognising the economic crisis we face the Scottish Government and Councils need to 
have an open discussion about the funding available across Scotland and how resources 
can best be used for the benefit of communities on a place, not sector, basis. 
 
The Comhairle believes that a place-based and community empowerment approach can 
provide more effective ways of using the same level of resources to main and even improve 
outcomes. The development of the Barra and Vatersay Community Campus, a hub for the 
delivery of fully integrated services, is an example of the benefits that an innovating and 
joined up approach can bring. 
 
Without such an approach the Comhairle will be faced with serious reductions in essential 
services which will demonstrably reduce the quality of life to citizens of the Western Isles. 
 

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 



LGC/S5/19/25/2 
 
 

5 

others share about the good work done at local government and community 
level to lessen the crisis? 

 
Good financial planning by the Comhairle means that the greater financial challenge lies in 
delivering a balanced budget in the future. 
 
The Comhairle believes that community empowerment, municipal entrepreneurship and 
place-based service delivery provide an opportunity for the delivery of better services to 
communities. The development of the Barra campus as a shared facility for public bodies 
and the community is an example of what can be achieved that would not have been 
possible under more traditional models. 
 
Councils need fiscal and budgetary freedoms to use resources to meet the needs of their 
communities. 
 

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? 

 
The pandemic provides a real opportunity to look at new ways of working and new 
arrangements for the delivery of services within communities. 
 
The Comhairle was already developing new ways of hub and satellite working so 
employees can work closer to home and the rapid evolution of home working would sit 
within such a framework. 
 
If digital exclusion is addressed, then more efficient online services can allow resources 
to be focussed on the most vulnerable in our communities and allow a greater 
participation in democracy. 
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LOCAL GOVERNMENT AND COMMUNITIES COMMITTEE 

THE IMPACT OF COVID-19 ON THE FINANCIAL SUSTAINABILITY OF LOCAL 
GOVERNMENT IN SCOTLAND 

SUBMISSION FROM DUMFRIES AND GALLOWAY COUNCIL 
 
 
QUESTION 1: 
 
How has COVID-19 impacted the local government sector council finances? Which 
council responsibilities are most impacted? 
 
The COVID-19 pandemic has had, and will continue to have, a very significant impact on 
the Council’s finances as councils have been at the forefront of the response providing 
direct support to vulnerable groups, supporting local businesses and ensuring that key 
services, including schools, can reopen safely. 
 
The COVID-19 pandemic has resulted in a significant loss of income and increased 
expenses to Dumfries and Galloway Council.  The most recent summary of the financial 
implications is provided in Table 1 below and outlines both the loss of income and 
increased costs. 
 
Table 1 
Emergency Response Net Cost Summary 2020/21 Amount 
Free School Meals & Shielding  £1,900k 
Emergency Response Measures agreed by Covid-19 Cttee, 27 Mar £1,485k 
Further Emergency Response Measures (incl PPE & Childcare) £2,375k 
Loss of Budgeted Income  £5,330k 
Delayed Savings £1,065k 
Restart Additional Cost Requirements £   550k 
Required Investment in Children’s Services, Community Mental 
Health and Economic Recovery (2020/21 element only) 

£   930k 

Total Estimated Additional Costs £13,635k 
Cost Reductions (£3,050k) 
Estimated Net Cost Impact of COVID-19 2020/21 £10,585k 

 
The cost estimates summarised above reflect the current position but are likely to be further 
increased as further requirements are identified. Were there to be a ‘2nd wave’ of COVID-19 
response requirements, these cost estimates would be significantly increased. 
 
It is also important to recognise that the above estimates cover financial year 2020/21 only 
while it is readily apparent that the financial impact of COVID-19 will be felt well beyond the 
current financial year. Indications are that income levels will be significantly reduced over 
an extended period and that the impact of the pandemic will result in a range of additional 
needs that councils will need to support, including addressing increasing issues associated 
with poverty and mental health and also supporting local economic recovery. 
 
Some of the longer-term new or expanded services the Council is required to sustain as 
part of its ongoing response activity, includes shielding; support for vulnerable people; Test 
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and Protect; food and hardship support; childcare for key workers; and support for care 
homes.  Even before the pandemic there was an increase in the levels of vulnerability 
within our region, including evidence to suggest that child poverty had been rising in some 
of our disadvantaged communities.  We understand that the social impact of COVID-19 is 
also leaving a growing number of children and young people ill-equipped to cope and it will 
have long term effects on young people’s Mental Health.  Services across the Council will 
need assistance to work with an increased number of vulnerable people with likely higher 
levels of need for both practical and personal support due, for example, to mental health 
issues, trauma, and increased anxiety. 

QUESTION 2: 

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

In order to effectively respond to the emerging crisis the Council made significant changes 
to the way it functioned and delivered its services as well as the operational impacts 
discussed below temporary changes were made to management structures and 
governance arrangements which are currently moving towards pre COVID-19 
arrangements or new arrangements. 

 
The Council established and implemented operational plans to identify and deliver services 
to support communities and individuals across the region.  This involved the prioritisation of 
services focused on support to individuals with direct support needs, such as shielding, 
care at home and essential services, such as refuse collection.  The workforce was 
redirected and redeployed where possible to ensure sustained service provision which 
resulted in Council services being categorised as Ceased; Mainly Ceased; Mainly 
Continued; and Continued.  The full list of services and their situation during the initial 
phase of the pandemic is detailed in the COVID-19 Response, Restart and Recovery report 
to Dumfries and Galloway Council on 25 June 2020, Item 11, Appendix 2. 
 
It would be unfair to say any aspect of the Council has not been affected by the pandemic 
even where service delivery or the provision of Statutory functions has continued the in 
which we actually delivered those services has had to change significantly, particularly in 
terms of remote or agile working arrangements and the loss of face to face contact with 
customers/ stakeholders.  

QUESTION 3: 

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

The financial strain experienced by councils significantly exceeds the level of funding 
support provided to date by the UK and Scottish Governments. Significant additional 
funding beyond that already announced will be essential to offset the most damaging 
impacts on the sustainability of those essential local services which will play a key element 
in the recovery of our communities and economy over the upcoming period.  
 

https://dumfriesgalloway.moderngov.co.uk/ieListDocuments.aspx?CId=137&MId=4940
https://dumfriesgalloway.moderngov.co.uk/ieListDocuments.aspx?CId=137&MId=4940
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However, it is recognised that the level of additional funding cannot fully offset the financial 
impact of the pandemic and that other approaches will be necessary to support the 
sustainability of local government. The 3 key things that will be essential to support local 
government going forward can be summarised as follows: - 
 

• Sustainable Funding 
• Multi-Year Indicative Budgets 
• A Reduction in the Ring Fencing of Funding 

 
Sustainable Funding – Even before the COVID-19 crisis, councils were already facing 
significant financial challenges over the short and longer terms as a result of reductions in 
real terms funding over recent years and increased demands on council services, 
particularly in relation to support for vulnerable individuals. The expected increase in 
poverty which will result from the pandemic will place increasing demands on council 
services and on financial resources. Where possible, funding in early intervention activities, 
and a focus on the minimisation of the need for more significant interventions, will be 
important to limit the extent to which service and financial pressures are exacerbated.  
 
In addition, significant capital investment can also play an important role in the recovery 
from the COVID-19 pandemic. Councils’ capital funding was significantly reduced in the 
current year and a reversal of this approach is required to allow councils to invest to support 
local economic recovery. 
A fair funding settlement, covering revenue and capital, that recognises these pressures 
and recognises the key role that councils will play in the recovery of our communities and 
economy over the upcoming period will therefore be essential.  
 
Multi-Year Indicative Budgets – an ability to set realistic plans over the medium term will be 
an essential element of allowing councils to offset the most damaging impacts of the 
COVID-19 crisis. The approach in recent years of providing only one-year funding 
settlements makes it difficult for councils to plan beyond the immediate term. A return to 
multi-year indicative budgets would give councils the ability to set service and financial 
plans over the medium term. 
 
A reduction in the ring-fencing of funding - there remains a challenge of ring-fenced funding 
which can, at times, not align to how services can best be delivered in Dumfries and 
Galloway. Dumfries and Galloway Council operates and has specific and unique service 
demands which are not always the same as in other council areas; whilst financial support 
is welcomed, the Council would prefer to receive allocated funding to achieve outcomes to 
meet local evidenced needs as opposed to restricted ring-fenced criteria. 
 
Local Authorities across Scotland require a period of stability without further significant 
policy challenge / development or change to allow us to function as fully and as well as 
possible as services are already at capacity with new commitments being introduced.  
Legacy issues have already been identified, such as social work demands, which will arise 
following the pandemic and at the same time as demands which will occur during winter 
service provision. 
 
The fallout of COVID-19 will see councils experience new demands and a change in how 
services can be provided.  For example, previously service provision was possible through 
public access. During the pandemic, the quick transition to online service provision, coupled 
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with the previous movement to digital by services, means that individuals without online 
access will be detrimentally affected.  
 
Dumfries and Galloway Council, unlike many other councils, does not operate ALEOs and 
therefore the loss of the generated income from those services will be felt harder.   
 
Local Authorities should consider potential benefits from closer Partnership working with 
other Public Sector agencies and the Third Sector recognising the significant successes 
which have been observed during the pandemic. 

QUESTION 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? 
 

Dumfries and Galloway have benefited from the coterminous nature of the public services 
within the region to manage the response to COVID-19.  This has been beneficial in terms 
of Local resilience Partnership where we share boundaries with the NHS, local Police 
Scotland Division and local delivery area of Scottish Fire and Rescue and Third Sector 
Dumfries and Galloway.  Having this has allowed for a streamlined and effective strategic 
decision making and tactical management framework where partners share a common 
purpose.  In addition, the Chief Officers Group for Public Protection increased its meeting 
schedule and implemented a joint purpose and objective which enabled a co-ordinated 
strategic approach across a complex and fast- moving landscape.  Concise reporting by 
exception, and faster decision-making processes, focused on supporting individuals and 
vulnerable people. 
 
The ability to establish a single management arrangement across the wider response as 
well as aspect such as Health and Social Care to improve the approach to home visits 
proved vital in the management of resources and ensuring greater coverage across the 
region.  The process of sharing information across organisations was enhanced to ensure 
that all clients received the service without duplication or repetition. 
 
Dumfries and Galloway Council established four workstreams which were effective in 
delivering support: 
 
Community:  Community resilience and response to the pandemic has been invaluable 
and through partnership working with the third sector, social enterprises and communities, 
there has been a clear and sustained approach to help people in most need. The 
opportunity for a renewed engagement with local communities and community 
organisations beyond response and into recovery is important to fully grasp the Council’s 
role in an inclusive approach to this.  Unlike a number of other areas of Scotland, it was 
recognised that the local Third Sector organisation had a significant role to play in the wider 
response and as such was imbedded within the Multi Agency Response from the outset. 
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Inequalities and Vulnerable: Throughout the COVID-19 emergency response phase we 
have focused on helping the most vulnerable in our community and ensuring they are safe 
and supported. We have seen increased levels of referrals to our Youth Work Service; 
increases in claims for hardship funding and benefits and referrals; and requests for social 
work assistance. We know these will continue to rise as the impacts of the pandemic 
continue. 

A renewed approach to protect the most vulnerable and engagement of our communities 
has been essential in ensuring we have taken the right steps and made rapid progress. We 
have identified many ‘new’ vulnerable people in our communities, and we understand that 
many people will require support, including financial support, for an extended period. The 
consequences of the pandemic on health and social care is profound and will change the 
requirements for services through the Health and Social Care Partnership. 

It is important that we also look to the wider effects of the pandemic on the opportunities for 
all our residents and consider how we support people with a wide range of complex needs 
because of the impact of COVID-19. Even before the pandemic there was an increase in 
the levels of vulnerability within our region, including evidence to suggest that child poverty 
had been rising in some of our disadvantaged communities. We understand that the social 
impact of COVID-19 is also leaving a growing number of children and young people ill-
equipped to cope and will have long term effects on young peoples’ Mental Health. 
Services across the Council will need to be helped to work with an increased number of 
vulnerable people, with likely higher levels of need for both practical and personal support, 
including due to mental health issues; trauma; and increased anxiety. 

Economy and Business: Strategic direction on national economic recovery was 
developed by the Scottish Government. We recognised this required a local interpretation 
to reflect the diversity of our economy, and the impacts on our local businesses and 
workforce. In developing a recovery plan, and working with partners, we were clear that we 
needed to help build a better, stronger, more resilient, inclusive economic future for the 
region which fully engages the local business community. 
 
Officers ensured the Council acted to enable and support local businesses by applying our 
existing resources and services including development management, building standards, 
licensing, environmental health, trading standards and our own purchasing power for restart 
of business, in line with Scottish Government phasing. Work is progressing to provide 
essential restart support for business and simplify access to this through a new Business 
Restart Hub, alongside continuing to provide the ongoing response work for business 
grants. 
 
We acknowledge the support provided to local businesses through the Scottish 
Government’s business grants scheme which Councils administered.  The impact of 
approximately £43 million of aid to our qualifying businesses has been welcome and 
significant.  Some businesses and sectors have however missed out on this and other 
support.  Included in those sectors are small bed and breakfast and other small hospitality 
businesses, as well as leisure businesses such as private gyms, which have been amongst 
the last to be able to resume activities. Further consideration could be given to ways of 
reaching some of these and other micro-businesses which have either not been able to 
benefit from previous rounds of support or which have been most severely affected by the 
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COVID-19 restrictions; for example by providing flexibility for remaining business grant 
funding to be distributed to Local Government to use to support local economies. 
 
 
 
Schools and Childcare: The Council provided emergency childcare for key workers - at 
times for over 500 children each day - through our partner private providers and 
childminders, as well as at our Hubs: all of this with the support of teachers and a wide 
range of Council staff from many services who volunteered to help. The Council ensured 
there were individual contacts with families where engagement with learning was limited, to 
provide support and seek to remove barriers to access resources; using safeguarding 
processes where concerns were raised, and including escalation to Safe and Well visits, 
and all cases followed through.  
 
Through the childcare Hubs and with partner providers, we have provided safeguarding for 
our most vulnerable children, with 100 children and young people attending each day in 
recent weeks.  Support was provided to our most vulnerable young people aged 12-25 
through targeted Youth Work in every Ward, with the aim of preventing difficulties and 
escalation for young people before they reach a critical point that would require social work 
assistance during COVID-19.  
 
The Council provided nearly 150,000 free school meals during the lockdown and 8,248 free 
school meal direct cash payments.  The Council had to respond to a rise in social work 
referrals for children and families, many of whom we had no previous contact with, for 
example increased incidence in domestic abuse, or new cases of financial hardship.  
The Council continued to provide face to face or direct contact with children on the child 
protection register or assessed as high risk in the family home and other settings as 
required. 
 

QUESTION 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?  

The emergency response to the COVID-19 pandemic and the lockdown on 23 March 2020 
was unprecedented as a global health crisis and the impacts on public health as well as on 
the economy and society in general are understood to be profound and long term.  It is not 
possible, at this moment, to place a specific time period on the return to normal, it is clear 
however that some services are likely to have adapted to a ‘new normal’ as both the public 
and the Council who have been able to reach new audiences to engage with. 
 
It is recognised that response activity will feature for some time, even as we look to develop 
strategic approaches to support aspects of recovery in the region, and while we effectively 
and safely manage a programme of Council service restart.  It is important therefore that 
there is understanding that these are not sequential phases of activity, but aligned and 
inter-dependent workstreams and processes.  Leading and managing this will be a complex 
and a long-term requirement for the Council. 
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We have seen our Council and its partners deliver and continue to undertake remarkable 
work to address the challenges brought by COVID-19. We have evidenced the pooling of its 
resources, respond to new problems and innovate solutions. This is demonstrated by the 
contribution that communities made to public health. Community life is essential for health 
and wellbeing, and we are all more aware of the value of social connections, 
neighbourliness, sense of belonging, control, and mutual trust.  
  
The Council has a well-established ward working structure which allowed it to directly 
engage with local communities and groups.  This structure, along with direct funding, 
enhanced localism at ward level which was demonstrated in the speed in which the local 
volunteers and groups responded to support the work of the Council at the outset of the 
pandemic. 
 
As the public and public services look to be more resilient and agile towards any future 
crisis, a number of common factors have been identified by this Council that help explain 
how transformational change can be successfully delivered to transition from our current to 
future enabling state.  
 

• Sustainability - overcome and solve problems at a pace, solutions becoming 
business as usual  

• Communication - we must listen and engage with our citizens and the communities 
in which they live - ‘The right message to the right people in the right format at the 
right time’.  An updated COVID Communications Plan was approved by Full Council 
on 25 June 2020   

• Leadership - the challenge now, for all our leaders, is to manage the crisis while 
building the future   

• Capability - transformation objectives cannot succeed without a skilled and engaged 
workforce. We are committed to nurturing and developing our people and 
maximising the opportunity for everyone to contribute to attain our aspirations  

• Values and Behaviours - they must retain over time a sense of being relevant and 
at the heart of everything we do, constructed as our DNA, and ensure that we always 
do the right things in the right way even in times of crisis   

• Digitalisation - the Council will play a part in delivering the Digital Strategy, but we 
will not do that alone. We will ensure greater alignment of the principles of customer 
first and digital first  

• Customer Experience - Leaders must work with their teams to develop a service 
blueprint for improving customer service, visualise solutions and so transform the 
Council and achieve its ambitions 

 
As a result, and over a very short time, we have had to make rapid and continuing changes 
to the way we work and how we deploy and focus our resources across all parts of the 
Council’s operations. 
 
It is important to note that service delivery did change through the pandemic; how services 
across the Council adjusted to deliver services was completed at pace and with success. 
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LOCAL GOVERNMENT AND COMMUNITIES COMMITTEE 

THE IMPACT OF COVID-19 ON THE FINANCIAL SUSTAINABILITY OF LOCAL 
GOVERNMENT IN SCOTLAND 

JOINT SUBMISSION FROM COSLA, SOLACE, and CIPFA Directors of Finance 
 

 
Key Messages 

• Utilising their position and knowledge as the sphere of government closest to 
communities, Councils throughout Scotland have played an integral, frontline role in 
responding at pace to the COVID-19 pandemic. 
 

• Councils have changed the way they work and continued to provide vital services in 
a severely challenging environment, adapting to the quickly evolving needs of 
customers and communities throughout the pandemic, whilst advancing human 
rights across all of this work. 
 

• However, COVID-19 has demonstrated that the status quo and fiscal environment is 
unsustainable, restricting, and unfit for purpose.  
 

• Local Government has short-term and long-term ‘asks’ and priorities to create a 
context where it can operate in an autonomous, empowered manner – in partnership 
with communities – to deliver on local and national goals and contribute towards 
recovery in a place-based way. 
 

• Over the long-term, Local Government’s role is foundational in delivering a green, 
equitable, sustainable economy that encompasses citizen wellbeing and delivers on 
the National Performance Framework. But to achieve this, Councils must be 
adequately funded, freed from fiscal constraints, and empowered to act locally with 
communities. 
 

• Scottish Local Government is eager and ready to ensure a just and equitable 
recovery that reconfigures both the economy and essential services in a manner 
tailored to Scotland’s diverse communities. However to do so, Local 
Government’s voice – illustrated throughout this submission – must be heard 
and recognised from the outset, as policies are designed, developed, and 
funded.   
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Introduction 
 

1. COSLA, SOLACE, and CIPFA Directors of Finance welcome the opportunity to once 
again provide joint evidence as part of the Local Government and Communities 
Committee’s Pre-Budget Scrutiny and this year focussing on the impact that COVID-
19 will have on the financial sustainability of Local Government in Scotland.   

 
2. The COVID-19 crisis has presented unprecedented challenges to the whole of the 

public sector, not least for Local Government across Scotland which serves as the 
prime anchor for support to communities in need; children, young people and 
families; local businesses; and for services that enhance physical and emotional well-
being. Local Government works with communities every day to affect change and to 
make the voice of local people heard across all public services. This has not changed 
during the pandemic, nor will it change as we deal with recovery and renewal. 

 
3. Councils have been the safety net throughout the crisis, but significant challenges lie 

ahead if meaningful Local Government investment is not forthcoming. Trust, parity of 
esteem, and genuine empowerment – fiscal, functional, and community – must form 
the foundation of Scotland’s response to the crisis, and indeed moving forward as we 
transition to a new normal. 

 
4. In our response to the Committee’s 5 key questions we expand on the challenges 

which COVID-19 has presented, the steps Local Government has taken already and 
what steps it believes need to be taken over the shorter and longer-term. As we move 
into recovery, there is a major opportunity to re-emphasise the need for genuine 
reforms to the way in which councils are funded and, with its public sector partners, is 
able to invest in communities to realise the ambition vision that leaders across Local 
Government share.   

 
 
 

 

5. COVID-19 has presented extra-ordinary financial challenges across the whole of the 
public sector, but these have been especially felt by Local Government who 
continued to provide essential services and vital supports throughout the pandemic. 
Councils were already under significant financial pressure, and during the crisis 
committed to considerable expenditure without a guarantee that the additional 
expenditure would be met by Scottish Government. Nevertheless, key core services 
continued, and new responsibilities were taken on, in order to buffer local 
communities from the impacts of COVID-19. This is not sustainable and, in the 
current post-COVID context, demands real and more flexible investment to avoid 
redundancies and cuts to services.  
 

6. COSLA, Directors of Finance, and SOLACE have worked closely to assess the 
significant financial impacts of COVID-19 on Councils. COSLA coordinated several 

1. How has COVID-19 impacted the Local Government sector, in 
particular, council finances? Which council responsibilities are 
most impacted? 
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cost collection exercises, the most recent of which assessed the full-year financial 
impact (March 2020 to April 2021) of the pandemic, which revealed a £500m gap, 
even after the additional funding from UK consequentials and any cost savings by 
Councils are taken into account. This figure excludes any costs relating to education 
recovery as this work is separate and ongoing, as well as those for delegated health 
and social care services, as these are captured through Local Mobilisation Plans. It is 
worth noting that Local Authorities were generally excluded from accessing the 
Coronavirus Job Retention Scheme (with some very limited exceptions) were 
therefore unable to make any significant savings as staffing makes up over 70% of 
costs. Local Authorities went to great lengths to redeploy staff to essential roles, 
supporting Scotland’s response to the crisis, examples of which are provided in this 
submission. 

 
7. Councils are also contending with significant challenges around loss of income due to 

the closure of leisure facilities, libraries, schools, museums – and many other facilities 
that support the cultural, learning, and wellbeing needs of our communities. Sales, 
fees and charges that play a key part in balancing budgets were also, and continue to 
be, lost – for example fees from planning, building control, licensing, trade waste, and 
parking. Since the beginning of lockdown, initial estimates show that Councils have 
lost c£423m of income that is critical for the continued funding and delivery of 
services. These losses will have longer-term consequences for budgets as Councils 
must balance what the continued provision may look like in the future, with the duty to 
ensure overall financial sustainability. 

  
8. COSLA is currently in discussion with the Scottish Government around the use of 

consequentials funding to support a loss of income scheme along similar lines to the 
scheme in England.  This is welcomed and COSLA has collated and shared 
information with the Scottish Government from all Councils. Importantly, and unlike 
the English scheme, a Scottish scheme must recognise that Arms-Length External 
Organisations (ALEOs) deliver a wider range of core Local Government services 
such as leisure and culture services.  These bodies provide critical services for 
promoting wellbeing and inclusive communities and form an important part of the 
heritage of Scotland. Their exclusion from a loss of income scheme would create 
significant pressure on the general fund; without the income stream to maintain and 
care for these important parts of our communities, there is a risk that they will become 
less accessible to the public. Equally, commercial income in Scotland (also excluded 
from the English scheme) differs and includes charges for services which are core to 
Local Government such as commercial property rents, waste collection and trading 
services.   

 
9. Overall, Local Government welcomes the funding for COVID-19 from central 

government to date, which has enabled Councils to respond to the specific policy 
intentions that have been identified by Scottish Government within the various 
streams of funding that were passed to Local Government. As of 18th August, the 
Scottish Government had allocated £709m for Local Government from 
consequentials received from UK Government (via the Barnett formula), including 
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through Integrated Joint Boards (IJBs) and delegated services (see Appendix). This 
figure excludes the £1.2bn for business grant support and business hardship funds, 
as this is funding that was disbursed through rather than to Local Government 

 
10. The majority of the funding to flow from UK consequentials was money earmarked for 

specific use, as directed by Scottish Government including £75m for the recruitment 
of additional teaching staff and £57.6m for the delivery of food initiatives and Free 
School Meals at the height of the pandemic. Because much of the consequentials 
were earmarked for specific policies, they did not result in funding ‘headroom’ for 
Councils. To date, £254m has been allocated to Local Authorities without specific 
strings attached, and which Councils have used for a variety of purposes that were 
critical to the COVID-19 response, including staffing helplines, establishing the 
community hubs, purchasing PPE and providing shelter for the homeless population 
and people who have No Recourse to Public Funds. This flexible funding has already 
been taken into account when calculating the gap for 2020/21 (see para 6). 
 

11. The funding situation for Integrated Joint Boards (IJB) has been challenging. From 
the outset there has been significant expenditure including for delayed discharge, 
PPE, infection prevention and control measures, additional staffing due to absences 
and shielding. Additionally, there are significant sustainability payments being made 
to providers to address the impact of COVID-19 on independent and third sector 
social care providers where there has been an impact on services delivered. There 
have also been significant additional costs faced by social care providers for staffing 
costs, payments for the social care staff support fund and PPE and infection 
prevention. While the Cabinet Secretary for Health and Sport has committed to 
funding all reasonable costs incurred as a result of COVID-19 in line with Local 
Mobilisation Plans, there are challenges in the flow of funding which are compounded 
by the different financial regimes that IJBs and Local Authorities operate in compared 
to the NHS. This has created additional pressures within the social care sector in 
particular.  

 
12. At the height of the crisis, Council Leaders regularly committed to a variety of policy 

‘asks’ from Scottish Government, many of which had no firm commitment of funding. 
These included suspending fees for parking and Blue Badge applications, and 
continuing payments to supply teachers employed on a casual basis, to ensure no 
disadvantage due to schools’ closure. These ‘asks’, while an important safeguard 
against the social and economic consequences of the pandemic, required for 
Councils to provide more with less. They also involved the rapid re-organisation and 
redeployment of staff to respond. 

 
 

 
Councils in action: 
Parking Attendants and other Perth and Kinross Council staff are taking on new roles delivering 
medicine and food to vulnerable residents in response to the coronavirus outbreak. Staff including 
Parking Attendants, Countryside Rangers, members of the Community Greenspace Repairs and 
Renewals Team and Community Wardens are working with other volunteers to pick up and drop 
off donations and extra supplies to foodbanks and vulnerable residents. Read more here.  

https://www.improvementservice.org.uk/case-studies/perth-and-kinross-council/perth-and-kinross-council-staff-swap-roles-to-deliver-medicine-and-food
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13. Local Government across Scotland is navigating an extremely challenging financial 
position, due not only to a rise in demand for services as vulnerable individuals and 
families require support, but compounded by a sharp loss of income and increasing 
costs in relation to complying with the relevant public health guidance. Council 
workers on the ground are dealing with crises and doing their best to keep our 
communities safe and protect public health, while the Local Government sector is 
also forced to make difficult decisions around where savings will be found, whether or 
not jobs will be lost, and the level of reserves available to manage pressures in the 
current financial year. Councils have sought to avoid compulsory redundancies, in 
line with public sector pay policy, however the scope to manage this is under 
pressure, with the need to divert reserves to respond to the impact of COVID.  
Investment is needed to ensure and maintain workforce stability and to allow a return 
to the prevention and early intervention work critical to the well-being of communities. 

 
 

 

14. Despite the significant challenges, Councils have demonstrated remarkable resilience 
in their capacity to continue to deliver services and support to communities. For 
example, workers were re-deployed to carry out vital frontline work delivering food 
parcels to shielding and high-risk individuals, and to ensure waste and recycling 
services could carry on in line with public health guidance. Support from Councils 
went well beyond this though, and this submission will provide further examples of 
great work on the ground to ensure communities, individuals, and businesses can 
recover and grow.  
 

15. Local Government has demonstrated further resilience and adaptability through the 
set-up and operation of critical childcare hubs across Scotland, ensuring that 
vulnerable children and children of key workers had access to high-quality childcare 

throughout lockdown.  
 

16. Corporate Services have continued to play a critical role in the ongoing function of 
local Councils. This has looked different across Councils, with many staff redeployed 
to administer the unprecedented sum of business grants as well as to respond to 
increased and sustained demand for Scottish Welfare Fund. The wider resourcing of 
administrative and benefits services within Councils must form a key part of any 
discussion around Local Government funding – for example, demand on Scottish 
Welfare Fund is likely to continue (and perhaps increase when furlough ends).  As 
well as providing financial support where it is needed, staff also provide access to 
wider advice and support. While the increase in quantum available for the Scottish 

2. Which parts of Local Government have been least affected or most 
resilient? 

Councils in action: 
Secondary schools in Inverclyde are ensuring new-starts who missed out on their induction because 
of the coronavirus lockdown are still being given a warm welcome. Staff at each of the area’s six 
high schools have had to think outside the box to connect with current primary sevens who will be 
joining them next term, and children attending the hubs have helped this effort. Read more here  

https://www.improvementservice.org.uk/case-studies/inverclyde-council/special-measures-to-welcome-new-high-school-pupils
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Welfare Fund is critical, the lack of commensurate increase in funding for 
administrative support creates significant challenges for local authorities to manage 
the Fund. It is worth noting that this is the first increase in the amount of funds 
available since its inception as there have not even been any inflationary increases 
nor assessment of need. 

 
17. Corporate practices across Local Government have shifted and adapted at pace, for 

example through the expansion and use of digital platforms to conduct operational 
meetings, and digital infrastructure for learning has been enhanced in many areas to 
provide the most vulnerable with access to support and materials. This has also 
included maximising use of the Scottish Government’s ring-fenced grant for Digital 
Inclusion (see Appendix). 

 
18. Local governance has adapted to the changes necessitated by COVID-19, ensuring 

that democratic processes continue. Councils adapted by holding virtual Council 
Committees by remote video conferencing, and well-established business continuity 
processes ensured that essential business and democratic processes continued 
during the emergency period. Overall, Councils showed resilience and adaptability to 
the local changes required, ensuring democratic accountability continued despite the 
unique challenges faced. 

 
 

19. It is important to re-emphasise that when the COVID-19 crisis began, Local 
Government was already facing significant financial challenges. The Scottish Budget 
for 2020/21, whilst providing full funding for Scottish Government policy initiatives, far 
from closed the financial deficit faced by Local Government and was once again only 
for a single year (revenue and capital). This makes medium- and longer-term financial 
planning challenging, something that has been commented on by the Accounts 
Commission in its recent Local Government Overview Report. 
 

20. As an absolute minimum, the starting base budget for Local Government for 2021/22 
must retain the flat cash level of funding provided in the 2020/21 Settlement, including 
the additional funding agreed at Stage 1 of the Scottish Budget (£95m Revenue and 
£15m Capital).  In COSLA’s 2020/21 Pre-Budget Scrutiny evidence to this 
Committee, the overall revenue funding provided to councils this year includes 
substantial Scottish Government policy commitments which are not available to fund 
core Local Government services (c£0.5bn of new revenue commitments in 2020/21 
alone).  The table below shows the base budget position which needs to serve as a 
bare minimum funding position for Local Government for 2021/22, though it should be 
strongly noted that the Capital funding is starting from an extremely low point.  

 
Table:  Local Government Base Budget Minimum Requirement 2021/22 

3. What help will councils need in future from the Scottish 
Government or others to overcome the ongoing financial strain? 
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 Revenue  
2020/21 Settlement1 £10,667.81m 
Plus known new 
commitments as at 
1st September 

Expansion of Early Learning and 
Childcare (1140) 

£58.65m 

Additional teachers and support 
staff (financial year 2021/22 
element, covering second half of 
academic year 20/21) 

£26.7m 

Carers Act 2016 £28.5m 

Living Wage in Social Care £33m 

Additional investment in 
Community Justice Services 
 

£4m 

Community mental health and 
wellbeing supports and services 
for children and young people 
aged 5-25 (CYP) and their 
families/carers 

£15m 

Other commitments and 
adjustments 

-£2.14m 

Total New Commitments £163.71m 

21/22 Base Budget £10,831.52m 

 
 

 Capital 
2020/21 Settlement2 £778.141m 

Less one-off 
commitments or 
areas where funding 
came to an end 

Early Learning and Childcare 
Expansion 

-£121m 

Heat Network Early Adopters -£50m 

21/22 Base Budget £607.141m 
 

21. These figures do not take account of the impacts of inflation or demand, which if 
included, would mean a funding gap remains of up to £500m in Revenue core 
funding. It has also become apparent that the funding provided to meeting the 
commitment for Living Wage in Social Care is insufficient and will need to be looked 
at jointly with the Scottish Government. So even at these ‘flat cash’ figures, core 
Council budgets will be under threat. The level of potential Capital funding is also 
significantly concerning.  The Local Government Settlement for 2020/21 saw a cut in 

                                                           
1 Circular 4/2020 (note that this was the last “pre-COVID” circular issued) 
2 Circular 4/2020 
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capital funding of £117m at a time when the Scottish Government’s Capital Budget 
has increased. Whilst COVID has led to many capital projects being delayed, 
recovery will be dependant not only on the re-starting of existing and planned capital 
projects, but also significant additional investment will be needed. 
 

22. Now more than ever, Councils need long-term financial stability and the ability to plan 
for longer term financial challenges, but there also must be additional and 
proportionate investment across services. The table below demonstrates the 
decrease in Local Government investment since 2013/14 in vital areas such as 
planning and development, central services, culture and libraries, and roads and 
transport. Conversely, a greater proportion of Local Authority expenditure has been 
directed at national policy commitments for Education and Early Years and therefore 
protected. 

 

 
Source: Accounts Commission: Local Government in Scotland, Overview 2020 

 
 
 

23. The graph below shows the forecast gap between the income which Local 
Government receives and the required expenditure to meet demand resulting from 
demographic and other pressures is expected to be around £2bn by 2023-24.  This 
position pre-dates the COVID pandemic which will almost certainly result in additional 
demand pressures.   
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Source: Improvement Service 

 
24. The graph demonstrates what we can anticipate if we do not address the reasons for 

the gap between forecasted expenditure and income. Investment is needed in order 
to bring down the demand on services, rather than responding to the demand with 
more resources (i.e. a focus on prevention, rather than intervention). Whilst there 
remains great uncertainty around the impact of COVID-19 on public health over the 
coming years, the more immediate health and wellbeing impacts are likely to call 
attention to the increasing demand for costly social care services. There are likely to 
be longer-term health and wellbeing impacts, not only from the disease itself (the 
longer-term health impacts remaining uncertain at this stage), but from the socio-
economic impacts where unemployment becomes a key factor over a sustained time 
period. Council-led services, including sports facilities, can play a rehabilitative role 
for those recovering from COVID-19, but the viability of these facilities is under treat 
without urgent investment. 
 

25. Investment in wellbeing and prevention is critical to ensure that Local Government 
can drive the realisation of human rights and address inequality within communities.  
Local Government plays a significant role providing education, housing, leisure and 
supporting vulnerable people, all of which are service areas that impact on the social 
determinants of health and ultimately promote better outcomes for individuals and 
communities. Many of these services are funded from Local Government’s core 
budget and reductions in the core mean that the very services needed to bring 
communities out of the COVID-19 emergency, particularly around the wider public 
health agenda, are inhibited. 

 
26. The Scottish Government’s 2020-21 Programme for Government3 outlines an 

ambitious strategy to respond to the challenges and opportunities arising from 
COVID-19, including the creation of new, quality, green jobs; promoting lifelong 
health and wellbeing; and promoting equality and helping our young people fulfil their 

                                                           
3 https://www.gov.scot/publications/protecting-scotland-renewing-scotland-governments-programme-scotland-2020-
2021/  

https://www.gov.scot/publications/protecting-scotland-renewing-scotland-governments-programme-scotland-2020-2021/
https://www.gov.scot/publications/protecting-scotland-renewing-scotland-governments-programme-scotland-2020-2021/
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potential. As a key delivery partner, Local Government’s role must be fully 
recognised, trusted, and involved throughout, so that all of Scotland can benefit from 
these aspirations. 

 
27. The Committee will be aware that COSLA has long called for an end to one-year, 

short-term budgets in order that Councils can adequately plan in the medium- and 
long-term and this certainty can only be afforded through multi-year indicative 
budgets. However, the 20/21 budget offered only single year figures once again as 
well as numerous in-year, one-off funding “pots” that see Councils required to deliver 
on piecemeal, initiative-led budgets (accompanied by increasingly burdensome 
reporting requirements). This threatens local democratic accountability by limiting a 
Council’s flexibility to take autonomous, place-based decisions. 
 

28. Critically, multi-year budgets are needed to enable Councils to address equality and 
human rights challenges. These challenges frequently stem from long term structural 
inequality within our society and single year budgets prevent Councils from being 
able to make long term investments and identify more savings. This can result in 
Councils having to make short term decisions about where they direct their 
increasingly limited resources with potential skew towards statutory duties and other 
competing priorities.  

 
29. Examples of this could include reduced ability to invest in Gypsy/Traveller sites with 

impacts on the quality of life and access to services; reduced investment or closure of 
public toilets result in significant challenges for older people, women and people 
caring for children. There is a significant interrelationship between all that local 
authorities do to reduce inequalities, build community capacity, resilience and assets 
and decrease demand for services in other parts of the system such as justice, health 
and social care. This cannot be successfully planned for and achieved with single 
year budgets. 

 
30. It is also important to remember the human element of this for Council employees, 

many of whom face single year employment contracts and projects. Sometimes 
additional funding is confirmed mid-year, only to start the cycle again. This is 
inefficient in terms of staff morale, retaining expertise, and achieving improved 
outcomes for individuals, families, and communities.  

 
31. A lack of longer-term funding certainty impacts on organisations who provide 

commissioned services as well as the third sector, with the issue of provider 
sustainability brought to the fore during COVID-19. Councils worked to ensure 
providers and local suppliers remained solvent and that additional costs of service 
provision were captured and reconciled.  

 
32. Councils want to make transformational, meaningful, and long-term changes to 

services and structures, but to do this Councils need multi-year funding agreements 
that embed within them principles of fairness and flexibility. Without fulfilment of these 
asks, Councils’ innovation and creativity are often stifled.  
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33. The Accounts Commission’s Overview Report4 on Local Government for 2020 

highlights that, while Local Government revenue funding increased in 2020/21 by 1.5 
per cent (real terms) from the previous year to £10.7 billion, since 2013/14 it has 
reduced by 3.3 per cent (in real terms). The Report points out that Councils have less 
flexibility in how they use funding.  Funding dedicated to national policy initiatives 
increased from £1 billion in 2019/20 to £1.5 billion in 2020/21, equating now to 14.1 
per cent of council funding from the Scottish Government.  
 

34. Critically, the Overview Report stresses that the funding levels for the medium-term 
are uncertain, given that funding settlements do not yet provide information for more 
than one year.  Rightly so, the Accounts Commission points to the need for strong 
leadership and longer-term planning, adding that the pandemic multiplies the 
challenges for Local Government further. This serves to strengthen the need for the 
Scottish Government to fulfil its commitment to moving to multi-year indicative 
budgets without delay, and for local and national leadership to plan for Scotland’s 
future.   

 
35. In addition to the pressures presented by the COVID-19 response, this upcoming 

year will see significant policy and legislative changes that will have potential 
substantial implications for Local Government resourcing and delivery, including the 
introduction of the Redress for Survivors (Historical Child Abuse in Care) Bill; the 
incorporation of the UNCRC into Scots law; and the implementation of ‘The Promise’, 
a detailed strategy which arose from the recommendations of the Independent Care 
Review, to name only a few. Local Government supports these policy intentions, but 
without real, additional investment across the whole of Local Government - and not 
just for specific policy initiatives - there is a serious risk that Councils will not be able 
to deliver on these areas to the best of their ability. 

 
36. These policy goals, amongst so many others, demand a fundamental and collective 

shift in our approach to support and wellbeing of our citizens. Local Government must 
be empowered to engage in the preventative work that keeps communities, families, 
children, and citizens connected, healthy, and engaged. This requires investment 
across all areas that Councils deliver on, so that we can build truly complementary 
and transformative services. In other words, investing in the things that keep people 
healthy and well – not just the NHS, but our leisure centres, libraries, and family 

                                                           
4 https://www.audit-scotland.gov.uk/report/local-government-in-scotland-overview-2020  

Councils in action:  
A freephone helpline has been launched by Stirling Council for young people who are feeling 
anxious or worried during the current pandemic. Pupils of all ages at Stirling Council schools can 
also access virtual support through the Mind of My Own app which is also available. After leaving a 
written message to say they need to speak to someone, children request either email or phone 
contact. Read more here.  

https://www.audit-scotland.gov.uk/report/local-government-in-scotland-overview-2020
https://www.improvementservice.org.uk/case-studies/stirling-council/freephone-helpline-launched-for-stirlings-young-people


LGC/S5/19/25/2 
 
 

24 

support, too – will mean Councils can genuinely progress and deliver on these 
important policy changes. 

 
37. In light of the challenges the current year has brought, COSLA’s asks for fiscal 

empowerment continue to be:  

• Removal of any cap on Council Tax, in order that it is a truly local tax; 
• More powers for discretionary taxation; 
• Longer-term certainty in relation to budgets, allowing a focus on early 

intervention, prevention, and transformation;  
• An end to small pots of money outside the main settlement, and; 
• Increased pace in relation to Local Government empowerment – fiscal, 

community, and functional. 
 

38.  The need for Councils to be able to raise their own funds is stronger than ever as 
Local Authorities are faced with a severely challenging financial position for the 
medium to long-term. The immediate impacts of COVID-19 initially demanded a re-
prioritisation of key policy areas including Scottish Government’s decision to halt the 
introduction of legislation for a Transient Visitor Tax, which would have enabled many 
Councils to raise valuable revenue to help fund the services, attractions, and 
experiences that enhance our local communities for visitors and residents alike. This 
is but one example of a discretionary power that would strengthen local democracy, 
allowing for more flexible and innovative funding of some public services. Policies 
such as this, which could generate revenue and enhance local economic strategies, 
must be re-visited. 
 

39. We have also called for progress on the development of a Fiscal Framework5 
between Scottish and Local Government, in order to begin to re-define the respective 
roles of both spheres of Government in the governance of Scotland and the 
relationship with the communities it serves, replacing what are, at times, highly 
directive and centralised arrangements. The Scottish Government has recognised 
this and, as part of the 2020/21 Scottish Budget, committed to explore a Fiscal 
Framework with Local Government.  

 
 

 
 

40. Without any firm commitment of funding, Councils took decisive action to intervene 
and adapt services to meet the needs of our communities and local economies during 
this unprecedented period of crisis. However, this has brought about significant 
financial pressures for Councils which will likely be felt for years to come, when 
combined with other pressures e.g. loss of income. For some months now, COSLA 
has worked with Directors of Finance and SOLACE to develop a range of fiscal 

                                                           
5 https://www.parliament.scot/S5_Finance/Inquiries/COSLA.pdf  

4. What can the 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? 
 

https://www.parliament.scot/S5_Finance/Inquiries/COSLA.pdf
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flexibilities that could be used by Councils to address the financial challenges being 
faced. 
 

41. Discussions with Scottish Government officials have now resulted in a range of 
options being available for all Councils to use in this and the next financial year, 
depending on local circumstances, including Loans Fund principal repayment holiday 
and use of part of 20/21 capital grant for revenue purposes. Whilst it is recognised 
that not all the options will suit all councils, they will be welcomed and will allow a 
focus on the future, as opposed to making cuts to manage in-year deficits. Ministers 
have still to sign the options off formally and then amend regulations and statutory 
guidance accordingly. However, these measures are not a substitute for Local 
Government’s asks around fair and sustained investment in the future. 

 
The Immediate Local Government Response to the Pandemic 
42. The social and economic consequences of COVID-19 to date have been severe and 

have had a significant impact on communities and all sectors of the economy. Local 
Government has been at the centre of the initial response and interventions aimed at 
supporting local communities. In May 2020, COSLA provided a written update to the 
Committee on the essential work that Councils were undertaking to support the 
response to COVID-196. Since then, this work has only intensified for Councils as 
they come to terms with the uncertain and fast-changing environment that has 
developed. 
 

43. To lessen the impacts of the crisis for communities, Local Government has adapted 
at pace to continue to provide essential services and support, including: 

• Providing 156,000 free school meals to children (equating to provision for 130% 
of those eligible during the school year) delivered through vouchers, payments to 
families, food delivery, or hubs, with decisions taken locally based on local needs. 

• Drawing from existing health & social care, social work, education and housing 
data to identify those at greatest risk of food insecurity and ensuring access to 
food provision took place in a locally responsive way. For example, one Council 
put a “kindness card" through the door of everyone currently in receipt of single 
person council tax discount (12,500 people) with contact details to access support 

• Redeploying staff from closed day care services or other areas such as leisure 
to supplement and support social care services 

• Connecting with 181,000 shielded individuals through various locally developed 
support mechanisms 

• Providing welfare support in areas where local outbreaks have required 
individuals to self-isolate 

• One urban Council has launched a job matching website to help reduce 
unemployment caused by COVID-19 

• Rapid response to accommodation and financial needs of vulnerable people with 
No Recourse to Public Funds (NRPF) who were not permitted or unable to 
access mainstream safety nets. (By implementing a framework produced by 
COSLA, Local Authorities maximised the use of their statutory powers and 

                                                           
6 https://www.parliament.scot/S5_Local_Gov/20200505COSLAUpdate.pdf  

https://www.parliament.scot/S5_Local_Gov/20200505COSLAUpdate.pdf
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coordinated with third sector partners to effectively safeguard some of the most 
vulnerable people with NRPF. Read more here)  

• Working closely with Scottish Government officials to jointly agree a safe, 
manageable and sustainable approach for the return to schools and childcare 
settings, as well as to ensure that the significant resource and financial 
implications associated with the re-opening of schools are considered. 

• Education and early years settings were prepared for re-opening through the 
operation of large-scale cleaning protocols and the physical implementation of 
social distancing measures.  

• Providing support and guidance through 218,000 wellbeing and helpline 
telephone calls  

• Responding to an increased demand in services for vulnerable families and 
ensuring children with Child Protection plans have continued to have face-to-face 
contact with social workers. Over the last two weeks alone, 2,560 children had 
face-to-face contact with a social worker. 

 
44. Since the COVID-19 emergency began, Local Government has delivered £1bn of 

grant support to businesses across Scotland covering small businesses and larger 
businesses in the retail hospitality and leisure sectors; self-employed hardship grants 
and support to B&Bs.  Additionally, Local Government has delivered around £1bn of 
additional Non-Domestic Rates support.  Whilst the funding has been provided by the 
Scottish Government via UK consequentials, it is Local Government that stepped up 
to the mark in an extremely short period of time to have robust schemes in place, 
which could support businesses at a time of severe crisis.  This required Councils to 
divert significant resources and effort and to communicate with and inform 
businesses in a way which is unprecedented. 
 

45. Lessons learned from delivering business grants have enabled Councils to quickly 
introduce an £11.2m Transitional Support Fund from end August for childcare 
providers, to meet the extra costs incurred to comply with public health guidance in 
response to Covid-19.  

 
Short-term Options for Managing Financial Impacts 
46. The COVID-19 pandemic has moved the scale of the financial challenge to a point 

where most, if not all, Councils indicate that they will report a financial deficit for the 
year. Early indications are that the scale of deficits will exceed available reserves, 
placing many Local Authorities into a deficit position. Councils are currently looking at 
ways to address potential deficits, through re-visiting their plans, re-casting budgets 
and, specifically, looking at the extent to which they can draw on their reserves. The 
level of reserves held by Local Authorities varies across Scotland, but even if these 
are used in totality, the funds released will not be sufficient to meet the gap in many 
cases.  Totally depleting reserves would not be financially prudent and would leave 
Councils exposed to further financial risks that arise in the “normal” course of events.   
 

47. Whilst each individual Council will take decisions based on their local circumstance, 
the work that Local Government has done with Scottish Government to develop the 

http://www.migrationscotland.org.uk/uploads/Guidance%20Covid%2019%20Supporting%20People%20with%20NRPF%20200420%20%28002%29_0.pdf
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fiscal flexibilities described earlier in this section will provide much-needed options for 
the short and medium term. 

 
48. Local Government’s work to secure fiscal flexibilities and options to manage the 

current situation in Scotland is reflected and required in other parts of the UK. A 
recent report by the Institute for Fiscal Studies on the impact of COVID-19 on English 
council budgets being hit in 2020–21, concluded that “a more general relaxing of the 
rules for a period of a few years may allow councils to draw down more of their 
reserves if necessary this year, as they would have additional flexibility if further 
unfunded pressures arise in the next few years.  Such powers would also allow those 
councils that wanted to go further in supporting their local areas through the COVID-
19 crisis to do so even if they have limited reserves.  Indeed, the OECD has 
suggested that relaxing borrowing rules for subnational governments such as 
councils should be considered, to provide additional flexibility and reduce the risk of 
funding shortfalls necessitating cuts to expenditure.” 7  
 

49. These measures must be considered temporary and are meant to ease the acute 
pressures faced by Councils. There must also be a recognition that these respective 
flexibilities may not be suitable for local circumstances and it will require a local 
decision as to whether they present a viable option for a Council. They are also not 
a substitute for fair funding in the future. 

 
Long-term Actions to Mitigate the Impacts of the Crisis 
50. COVID-19 has changed the way in which we live. While we must continue to meet 

the challenges brought about by the pandemic, we now have an opportunity to re-
build around an ambitious vision for Scotland’s future - one which is based on the 
needs and empowerment of people and communities. Local Government is essential 
to achieving this ambition. Looking forward, the type of economic recovery we 
pursue, and the values and principles that underpin it, will lay the foundation for future 
generations. The building blocks for economic recovery require local delivery. The 
pillars of a recovery plan – education, social care, housing, employability, business 
support, economic development – will fall if not adequately funded. 
 

51. Audit Scotland commented recently in relation to Covid-19 implications for public 
finances in Scotland, that “further or deeper reprioritising of the budget may be 
required, and the Scottish Government must look across all the services they fund, to 
consider what is essential for meeting priorities and making the wider changes to 
services, society and outcomes envisaged.”8 
 

52. Holistic, place-based working, with Local Government at its centre, can provide 
solutions to the multi-faceted economic challenges we face. The emerging picture is 
of contrasting challenges facing different communities across Scotland. Different 
solutions will be required in different parts of the country and that is why the recovery 
must be place-based if it is to succeed. If adequately funded and empowered to 

                                                           
7 https://www.ifs.org.uk/publications/14977 
8 https://www.audit-scotland.gov.uk/report/covid-19-financial-impact 

https://www.ifs.org.uk/publications/14977
https://www.audit-scotland.gov.uk/report/covid-19-financial-impact
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deliver, Local Government’s role in unlocking the economic potential of communities 
and delivering the ambition of a net zero, inclusive economy will be comprehensive, 
encompassing: 

• Injecting resources into local economies through revenue and capital investment 
programmes 

• Targeting business support to stimulate sustainable jobs to ensure delivery of a 
green recovery and continuing to build on our commitment of achieving a net zero 
carbon economy by 2045 

• Coupled with policies centred on localised investment, business support and, 
consequently, job creation, Councils can support those out of work to enter the 
labour market through employability services 

• Utilising their role as anchor institutions – and their related procurement power – 
Councils can influence and enact inclusive, localised economic recovery via the 
principles of Community Wealth Building 

• Building on previous effective collaboration with the Scottish Government to join-
up local and national working to ensure a complementary approach that provides 
Local Government with the funding and autonomy to play a key role in delivering a 
green, inclusive economic recovery from this pandemic 

 
53. We must also be aware that climate change could pose an even greater threat than 

COVID-19, and that we should not have to choose between the economy and the 
environment – instead, we need an economic model which can deliver the 
improvement needed whilst also delivering fair and sustained growth. Councils are 
investing in a greener future, but a new dialogue is required where all partners are 
equally engaged in this aim. 

 
54. Overall, there is an opportunity to re-think our traditional economic priorities, including 

how we measure economic success, moving away from purely monetary and 
financial indicators to encompass wider wellbeing and closer alignment with the 
National Performance Framework (NPF). As providers of leisure, culture and 
community services – often in partnership with ALEOs – Local Government has a 
central role to play if we are to successfully re-orientate towards a Wellbeing 
economy.  
 

55. However, now more than ever Councils need to make difficult decisions and, because 
of the extent of protected, ring-fenced money in the system, must do so with very little 
flexibility in determining where savings can be made. This threatens services that sit 
in the ‘unprotected’ areas of Councils budgets, such as culture and leisure. If 
Councils are to revitalise communities, deliver on the National Performance 
Framework and improve Wellbeing, they must be provided with the funding and 

Councils in action: 
North Ayrshire Council are the first Council in Scotland to adopt a Community Wealth Building 
strategy – a comprehensive, radical economic model to plot a way forward now and post 
COVID-19. Read more here.  

https://www.improvementservice.org.uk/case-studies/north-ayrshire-council/north-ayrshire-council-launches-community-wealth-building-strategy-for-covid-19-recovery
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flexibility required to ensure the services that enhance our wellbeing, infrastructure, 
and environment are invested in. 

 
 

 
Impact of Brexit 
 
56. Whilst much is still unknown, the impacts of Brexit in addition to the challenges of 

COVID-19 are expected to place enormous pressures on already stretched services 
and personnel. There is likely to be additional requirements on Council services such 
as environmental health and trading standards, as well as increased demand for 
services for vulnerable communities.  
 

57. At the same time the social care sector will need to adjust to the new rules around 
migration which is likely to result in a considerable diminution of the workforce, at a 
time when the pandemic is creating immense pressure on these services. Where the 
focus should be on a place-based economy in Scotland, there are risks that any 
benefits from the outcome of Brexit will not be reflected equally across the country.  
Local discretion is important for economic intervention to be effective, however we do 
not as yet know what powers returning from the EU will translate to Scotland, as well 
as what funding arrangements will replace EU structural funds, and how any powers 
would materialise at a local level.  There are also implications for Councils’ 
procurement should there be an increase in inflation post Brexit.   
 

58. There is an imminent need therefore for the Scottish Government to revisit its national 
planning assumption for EU Exit and for this to factor in the impact of COVID-19 on 
communities, businesses and the wider economy. 

 

59. The COVID-19 crisis demands that we collectively re-evaluate the way we think about 
and fund public services. Local Government has developed a Blueprint for Local 
Government which sets out a cohesive vision for Scotland’s future – based on the 
empowerment of people and communities. At the heart of this vision is the recognition 
that Local Government has a fundamental role to play in recovery, delivery of national 
objectives, and providing for communities in need. 
 

60. In order to properly address the challenges in the health and social care sector; the 
widening inequalities amongst vulnerable communities; the attainment needs of 
children across Scotland; and the immediate threat of climate change – Scotland 
needs a bold new approach to the delivery and funding of public services. Local 
Government can no longer be disempowered and constrained by pots of inflexible, 
ring-fenced funding that is focused on output rather than local outcomes. Local 
Government, and indeed Scotland as a whole, cannot afford to go back to ‘normal’. 

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.cosla.gov.uk/__data/assets/pdf_file/0021/19551/LG-Blueprint.pdf
https://www.cosla.gov.uk/__data/assets/pdf_file/0021/19551/LG-Blueprint.pdf
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61. COVID-19 has brought about a challenging set of circumstances, but it has also 

brought about a great deal of change. Now is the time for genuine and meaningful 
transformation to take place, and we are calling on Scottish Government to work in 
partnership with Local Government, Trade Unions, Third Sector, and other key 
partners to re-shape the balance of power between central and Local Government. 
We are also calling for investment that upholds local flexibility so that communities 
and Councils can take a truly preventative approach to services, lessening the impact 
on the public purse later down the line.  

 

Conclusion 
62. The COVID-19 crisis has re-shaped the way we think about public life in Scotland. 

Councils have been at the forefront of the response, ensuring children and vulnerable 
groups have secure access to food; that people who are shielding can access vital 
support; businesses can remain viable; and that schools can re-open safely. 
However, the way in which these vital supports is funded must fundamentally shift. 
Local Government must be empowered to take place-based decisions that are best 
suited to local needs and circumstances. A Fiscal Framework for Local Government, 
alongside multi-year budgets and an end to numerous pots of funding, would 
strengthen local democracy and enable Councils to achieve better outcomes for 
communities and improve the lives of citizens.  
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APPENDIX 
 

Local Government COVID-19 funding to date £m 
Funding directly to support Local Government (un-ringfenced) 254 

Hardship Fund LAs 50 
UK Consequentials relating to Local Government 155 

Further UK Consequentials relating to Local Government  49 
 

Funding to support communities 108.2 

Food Fund (April) 30 

Scottish Welfare Fund – Top Up 22 

Scottish Welfare Fund – Top Up (to be allocated) 23 

Distribution of a further £5 million to deliver Discretionary Housing 
Payments (DHPs) to Local Authorities in 2020/21 
 

5 

Additional Funding for Death Registration Service 
 

0.6 

Additional Food Fund (June)- note, this was not part of the 
Communities Fund 

27.6 

Funding for Education Recovery  156.5 

Additional Teaching and Support Staff 50 

Digital Inclusion (£30m announced but £5m is for FE) – includes 
chrome books 
 

25 

Education Recovery Funding (logistics)  
- Upfront funding   
- Ring-fenced funding to meet further costs, and to be based 

on actuals (yet to be disbursed) 

 
 20 

30 

Funding for Additional Teachers and support staff 2nd tranche  30 

School Transport- capital  1.5 

Funding for Economic Recovery 40 

Regeneration Capital Grant Fund additional funding  
Town Centres Capital Fund  
 

 12 
18 

Bus Priority Rapid Development Fund 10 

Test and Protect Funding 0.52 

Test and Protect Funding (to be confirmed and allocated) 0.52 

Council Tax Reduction/Social Security  50 
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Funding to be allocated 50 

Health & Social Care funding passed to LG for Local 
Mobilisation Plans: 

100 

First tranche 50 

Second tranche  50 

TOTAL 709.22 
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