
1 
 

 
 
Edward Mountain MSP 
Convener 
Rural Economy and Connectivity 
Committee 
 
By e-mail only 

 
Public Audit and Post-legislative 

Scrutiny Committee 
Room T 3.60 

The Scottish Parliament 
EDINBURGH 

EH99 1SP 
 

Direct Tel: (0131) 348 5390 
(RNID Typetalk calls welcome) 

Fax: (0131) 348 5252 
Email: papls.committee@parliament.scot    

 
3 February 2017 

 
Dear Edward, 
 
It is crucial that parliamentary committees work together effectively so that we are 
better able to hold the Scottish Government and public bodies to account, and to 
encourage improvement in our public services. 
 
I am therefore writing to highlight our Committee’s recent scrutiny of the Accounts 
Commission/ Auditor General report Maintaining Scotland's roads1, which has raised 
serious questions about the future management, funding and capability of our 
national and local road network. 
 
Our committee’s work is driven by the Auditor General’s reports. In practice, this 
means we undertake robust scrutiny of accountable officers from across the public 
sector as to whether they have used resources efficiently and effectively. For this 
reason, and because the Auditor General cannot question the merit of a particular 
policy, we very rarely take evidence from Scottish Government ministers. 
 
We would therefore be very grateful if you and your fellow committee members could 
consider how to progress our outstanding concerns with the Minister for Transport 
and Islands. We understand, for example, that you will be taking a keen interest in 
the Scottish Government’s review of the national transport strategy. 
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I attach below the main issues that we consider to be worthy of further investigation; 
these arose from our recent evidence session with senior Scottish Government and 
Transport Scotland officials— 
 

 Our overarching comment is that the time seems ripe for a fundamental 
review of the way local and national roads are managed and funded. The 
Committee welcomes how candid Transport Scotland officials were in 
providing a view on this matter— 
 

“… notwithstanding the politics of what level does what, the question that applies to 
roads nationally, regionally and locally is whether we can continue to do what we 
have been doing. The answer is that we cannot …  
“ … Scotland’s roads need investment … Can we carry on as we are without 
something significant happening down the line? No.” 
 

 Clearly, efforts have been made to improve collaboration between local roads 
authorities and with Transport Scotland. However, we share Audit Scotland’s 
concern that the pace of change is too slow. This was also acknowledged 
both by Transport Scotland and the Roads Collaboration Programme Board2, 
whose written submission set out some of the reasons for the delay in making 
progress. 

 

 Both bodies also noted that no-one seems to consider the current model of 33 
roads authorities to be appropriate. Whether a national or a regional approach 
to roads (or some other model) is most appropriate is a political debate in 
which your committee will have a particular interest. We highlight that there is 
currently a narrow window in which that discussion could most productively 
take place; the five trunk roads maintenance contracts come to an end in 
2020 and the intervening period is an opportunity to consider how Transport 
Scotland and local authorities could collaborate through the contract. We also 
note the intention of the strategic action group to publish by December 2017 
an update on the recommendations in the Auditor General’s audit.  

 

 Financial pressures will, of course, be central to the debate. Transport 
Scotland calculated that almost £1.6 billion would be required to bring the 
Scottish trunk road network up to the same standard as in England— 
 

“The structural maintenance budget is the part of the budget that influences the road 
condition index. Current budgets for structural road maintenance are around £40 
million per annum. Using information that it asked us for, Audit Scotland has 
highlighted that we should spend about £62 million to maintain current condition. To 
achieve the 20-year vision of our target of 3 per cent, an annual budget of £79 million 
would be required. That figure comes from our financial planning.” 
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 In terms of local roads, the Roads Collaboration Programme Board said that, 
on current trends, it is “highly likely that further reduction in roads funding of 
25%+ will be required if current priority services remain protected”. 

 

 It is fair to point out, in this context, the Scottish Government’s statement that 
the current draft budget proposes to increase from £305 million to £368 million 
the total for management, maintenance and operation of the trunk road 
network.   

 

 There are some other specific issues that we wish to highlight— 
o tied to the points above, we note Transport Scotland’s confirmation that 

should roads deteriorate beyond a certain point, the risk of accidents 
would be expected to increase; 

o there are challenges around workforce planning for transport and 
engineering professionals, including an aging workforce and the need 
for more female participants;   

o the appropriate role for the private sector in easing pressures on our 
roads. Transport Scotland described that “overweight vehicles”  
“disproportionately eat into the life of an asset”, and that it was 
undertaking work with the Freight Transport Association and the Road 
Haulage Association on this issue. 
 

I hope this summary is helpful but we would be happy to provide further information 
should that be of use. I am sure that Audit Scotland would also be willing to assist 
your committee with any further work you decide to undertake on roads – Audit 
Scotland has reported on road maintenance three times in the last six years and it is 
crucial that we help to progress its efforts to bring about improvement.  
 
Copies of this letter will be issued to the conveners of the Finance and Constitution 
Committee, and the Local Government and Communities Committee. 
 
Regards, 
 
 
 
Jenny Marra MSP 
Convener of the Committee 
 
 


