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PRIORITISATION 

This area of scrutiny tests 
 

“whether the pledges and commitments made by any government are then 
reflected in the choices it makes in the allocation of resource within its budget 
setting process” – Angela Scott.  

 
Audit Scotland state that a priority-based budgeting approach focuses “on the 
delivery of priority outcomes and allocates money to those services or areas which 
make the greatest contribution to delivering those outcomes.” Since devolution, it 
could be argued that budgets have tended to be allocated on an incremental basis. 
This approach “assumes the current pattern of spending is broadly right and that 
activities will continue on the same basis (Audit Scotland, 2011). While this approach 
might be workable at a time when financial resources are stable as they were in the 
first decade of devolution, “it does not help prioritise spend or reduce costs in times 
of financial restraint. Nor does it provide incentives to promote better ways of 
working or new ideas” (Audit Scotland 2011). Total Managed Expenditure (TME) 
Scottish budgetary data is available on a comparative basis back to 2002 in the 
FSU’s Draft Budget 2015-16 level 1 and spreadsheet. Looking at portfolios as a 
share of the budget reveals how portfolio shares as proportion of the Scottish Budget 
have changed over time.  
 
Figure 2: Share of Total Managed Expenditure by portfolio 

 
NB. 2002-03 to 2011-12 is outturn; remaining years are Budget plans.  
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This figure shows that: 
 

 A key budgetary priority has been Health and Wellbeing which has retained its 
share as the largest element of public spending over time.  

 Local Government has fallen as a share of TME over time. A large element of 
this change relates to the transferring of responsibility for policing to the new 
Single Police force within the Justice portfolio which has increased its share. 
This change resulted in Local Government moving from approximately 33% of 
TME in 2012-13 to approximately 29% of TME in 2013-14.  

 Finance, Employment and Sustainable Growth has increased over time, 
largely due to increases in the Scottish Public Pensions Agency budget –this 
increase largely relates to technical accounting changes to the way pensions 
were presented in 2003-04 and again in 2007-08, which had no impact on the 
Scottish Government’s discretionary spending power.  

 There is a large decrease in Rural Affairs and Environment spend between 
2005-06 and 2006-07 which relates to an accounting change in the 
presentation of EU funding. The jump in 2007-08 relates to a technical 
accounting adjustment to pensions in the Scottish Agricultural and Biological 
research Institutes. 

 Education and Lifelong Learning; Culture and External Affairs and Crown 
Office and Procurator fiscal portfolios have largely retained their share.  

 Infrastructure, Investment and Cities has fallen as a share from 9% in 2002-03 
to 7.6% in 2014-15. However, within that period there have been fluctuations 
in the IIC budget as a share, which is in the nature of infrastructure spend as it 
tends to fluctuate from year to year due to project delays and movements of 
monies between years. Also, the DEL Capital (where much of this budget 
comes from) element of the block grant from Westminster has been reduced 
in recent years.    

 
It is relatively easy to look at priorities at higher levels. For instance, figure 2 shows 
the relative size of portfolios by budget and has the added advantage of doing so 
over time. This can foster scrutiny of macro-budgetary priorities over a period of 
time.  
 
Figure 3 shows scrutiny of level 2 prioritisation of budget lines via the absolute 
change in 2015-16 on the previous financial year. These changes warrant 
exploration – for example, why have large increases and decreases occurred? What 
are the local priorities for Housing? Where are the increases in Motorways and Trunk 
Roads occurring?   
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Figure 3: Largest real terms changes, 2014-15 to 2015-16, £m 

Note on figure 3: The Scottish Public Pensions Agency budget has been excluded as the 
increase was so large it was distorting the visual. SPPA is set to increase by £1.1bn in 2015-
16 due to an actuarial valuation of membership which increases the costs of servicing 
pensions. This is covered by HM Treasury via AME.  
 

Subject Committees have been asked to focus on the scrutiny test of prioritisation 
and to consider whether their overall portfolio allocations, and the more detailed level 
3 and 4 allocations reflect the Scottish Government’s stated priorities. It is at the 
lower levels of Budget lines that subject committees start to make headway in getting 
under the surface of the priority areas within a portfolio. Looking at lower level 
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budget lines over a period of time is more challenging as Budget line titles change 
and some funding streams end. However, it is possible to ask effective scrutiny 
questions from analysis of budgets over a shorter period of time. This can be done 
on a portfolio basis. As an example, let us take the Health and Wellbeing portfolio 
and the absolute real terms changes in Level 3 budget lines in 2015-16 on 2014-15.  
 
Figure 4: Health & Wellbeing Level 3 absolute real term changes, 2015-16, £m 

 
 
The most striking aspect of the Health level 3 numbers is that the vast majority of 
budget lines in the middle of the chart are flat in real terms. This probably reflects the 
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fact that the Health budget has largely been protected in real terms. From a scrutiny 
point of view, this begs questions around why that is the case.  
 

 Is the Health budget being managed in an incremental manner (as discussed 
above) or are there good operational reasons for each of these budget lines 
being flat in real terms?  

 
It is when looking at the budget lines that are growing and falling that we can start to 
get greater insight into the priorities within the portfolio.  

 

 Specifically, what are the justifications provided for the budget lines growing 
and falling in real terms?  

 Do these justifications stand up to scrutiny and are they a reflection of the 
stated priorities of the Health and Wellbeing portfolio?  
 

The stated priorities of the Health budget are  
 

 Further improvement on the quality of care; 
 Improving the health of the population; and 
 Securing the value and financial sustainability of health care services.  

 
Questions which might follow from these priorities might be:  
 

 Are these priorities reflected in above inflation rises in budgets for NHS and 
Special Health Boards, Integration fund, New Medicine fund, and so on?  

 Are these priorities reflected in the budgets to have been reduced in real 
terms?  

 Have spending allocations been altered to reflect performance against 
commitments and priorities? 

 

Similar exercises looking at level 3 budgets can be undertaken for other portfolios 
and might be an effective tool for subject committees.  
 
Digging deeper than level 3 and looking at the level 4 budgets allows for even closer 
scrutiny of priorities. Level 4 numbers are only ever “snapshots” which are managed 
over the course of the year, but they do give members insight into the distributions of 
budgets at a lower and more localised level.  
 
The FSU will shortly publish an interactive tool, incorporating level 4 data, which will 
allow for tailored scrutiny of the different levels of spending by portfolio.  
 

Prioritisation through infrastructure spending 

Prioritisation in public spend can be viewed through a number of lenses, however it 
is not a straightforward task. For instance, when looking at infrastructure projects, it 
might appear that the area in which a project is being built will accrue most benefit, 
but often projects, in particular transport projects, will see benefits spread to citizens 
across a wider geographical space (for example, travel to work areas). For example, 
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the largest infrastructure project being funded from the DEL Capital budget is the 
Forth Replacement Crossing, which is a project of national significance.  
 
One area where data is available at a more local level is unitary payments and 
capital value of Public Private Partnership Projects (PPPs). PPPs are obviously only 
part of the infrastructure story, but data by Local Authority and Health Board area 
shows the relative priority they are given. For example, looking at capital values of 
projects procured via PPPs reveals that this has been prioritised more in some local 
authority and health board areas than others. For example, in Shetland, Orkney and 
the Western Isles, there has been no use made of PPP projects for funding 
infrastructure. The situation is different in mainland Scotland with East Renfrewshire 
council making most use per capita of PPP funding, largely due to its management 
of the M77 motorway construction (including the Glasgow Southern Orbital) which 
accounts for 65% of the total PPP capital value in the council area.  
 
From a scrutiny point of view, these maps raise questions around prioritisation. For 
example:  
 

 Why are some areas placing greater priority on PPP projects than others?  

 Is this because there are greater infrastructure needs? 

 Is it because the conventional DEL Capital budget has been squeezed?  
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Use of PPP by Health Board is provided in the figure below, and again shows no use 
of PPP in Shetland, Orkney and the Western Isles, with a greater us of PPP in the 
more populated central belt. Forth Valley is the highest as it includes the Larbert 
hospital.  
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The maps only relate to PPP projects procured by Local Authorities and Health 
boards. The health board spend per head does not include the Forres, Woodside 
and Tain Health Centres project as this covers two health board areas. The capital 
value of this project is £13.6m. Other PPP projects are delivered by Scottish Water 
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and Transport Scotland, but these cover several Local Authority areas so are difficult 
to assign to a particular area. Another point to note is that although projects are 
managed by individual local authorities, they too can have wider benefit.  
 

Probing on priorities 

Finance Committee guidance to other Committees states:  
 
Subject Committees are invited to focus on prioritisation as part of their 
budget scrutiny including seeking evidence on: 
 

 The extent to which the Scottish Government and other public bodies 
have moved towards a priority-based budgeting approach; 

 Whether spending priorities support the Scottish Government’s 
Purpose; 

 Whether current performance informs the choices about where to 
allocate resource; 

 The extent to which Scotland Performs is embedded into the budget 
building process of the Scottish Government. 

 
In its report, Scotland’s public finances: a follow-up audit, Audit Scotland (2014b) 
produced a check-list of questions to support non-executive scrutiny of public 
finances. These can easily be adapted and applied to Subject Committees tasked 
with scrutinising public bodies responsible for spending public money. Some of these 
are adapted and presented below as the type of questions subject committee might 
wish to ask of public bodies. 
 

 Has a public body developed a priority-based approach to budget-setting, 
making connections between planned spending and intended outcomes and 
targets? For example 

o Are budgets clearly linked to the body’s priorities and outcomes as set 
out in the corporate plan? 

o Is there evidence the organisation works well with partners to ensure 
budget-setting takes account of shared priorities and outcomes? 

o Is there evidence public bodies have considered different spending 
options or ways of delivering services?  

 Does the public body have a long-term financial strategy (5-10 years) or is it 
focused mainly on short term (next year or two)?  

 Does the pubic body provide good financial and performance information 
allowing for effective challenge of spending and decisions?  

 Is the information presented in an easily understandable, open, and 
transparent manor? 

 
These questions, and others raised above, may assist members in applying 
the prioritisation principle of financial scrutiny.   


