
 
 

Briefing for the Public Petitions Committee 
 
Petition Number: PE1050
Main Petitioner: Councillor Ann Watters on behalf of Kirkcaldy Covic Society 
Subject: calls for the Parliament to urge the Scottish Executive to introduce 
legislation to provide better protection for common good sites, such as 
Ravenscraig Park in Kirkcaldy, and to ensure that such assets are retained for 
their original purpose for future generations. 
 
Background 
 
The early burghs of Scotland met the cost of activities such as street cleaning 
and repairs from revenues obtained from rents on properties and feu duties on 
lands which had been given to the Burgh by the Crown in medieval times.  
Accordingly the concept of common good assets stretches far back in Scottish 
history and  the ‘Common Good’ was taken to denote all property of a Burgh 
not acquired under statutory powers or held under special trusts.  In time, 
however, the Common Good  became less important to the principal revenues 
of a Burgh and was subsequently reserved for purposes which promoted the 
general good of the inhabitants or dignity of the Burgh. 
 
Under the Local Government (Scotland) Act 1947 Counties and Burghs 
without a Common Good were empowered to set up fee funds from certain 
fees and commissions to be used in a similar way.   As a result the common 
good funds and assets of local authorities represent a substantial portfolio of 
land, property and investments and by law continue to exist for the common 
good of the inhabitants of the former burghs.  These common good assets are 
now the responsibility of current local authorities.  The petitioner seeks a 
register of Common Good assets to be established in order that community 
organisations and the general public can keep track of what has happened to 
these assets and have an input into their future use. 
 
The report ‘Common Good Land in Scotland: A Review and Critique’ 
(Wightman, A and Perman, J) provides a comprehensive account of the 
development of common good assets in Scotland. 
 
 
Scottish Parliament Action 
 
The Local Government and Transport Committee considered the issue of 
Common Good towards the end of the last session of Parliament (November 
2006 – March 2007) having had three petitions regarding the issue referred 
from the Public Petitions Committee.  Details of the Committee’s consideration 
of this issue can be accessed at: 
http://www.scottish.parliament.uk/business/committees/lg/Petitions.htm#comm
ongood1
 

http://www.scottish.parliament.uk/business/petitions/docs/PE1050.htm
http://www.andywightman.com/commonweal/commongood.html
http://www.scottish.parliament.uk/business/committees/lg/Petitions.htm#commongood1
http://www.scottish.parliament.uk/business/committees/lg/Petitions.htm#commongood1


 

In February 2007 the Committee wrote to the Deputy Minister for Finance and 
Public Sector Reform regarding the Committee’s views on the issue including 
on the issue of a register of common good assets.  The following view was 
expressed by the Committee: 

“The Committee shares the concerns of the petitioners that the standard of 
record keeping in relation to common good assets and funds by local 
authorities does not appear to be consistent across Scotland. The Committee 
believes that the common good assets and funds of local councils should be 
clearly and correctly recorded in the councils’ common good accounts; that 
the accounts should provide a full record and description of assets, both 
heritable and moveable; that assets should be properly valued and that the 
information recorded in the common good accounts should be transparent 
and easily accessible to local communities.  

The Committee would ask you to consider whether guidance, or further 
guidance, can be put into place to bring about an improvement in the overall 
quality of common good accounts over a measurable period of time.  

Members of the Committee are of the view that common good assets and the 
common good fund should be promoted better to allow communities to have 
more influence over their use. Community planning processes should take full 
account of common good assets so that communities can participate in 
ensuring that common good land is recognised and used to the best effect. 
You may wish to consider whether there could be statutory provision, to 
ensure that there should be a formal consultation with a community council 
relative to the disposal of any common good asset arising in the area that the 
community council covers” (p.1-2). 

 
Scottish Government Action 
 
The Deputy Minister responded to the Committee’s letter on 16 March 2007.  
With regard to the issue of a register of common good assets the Deputy 
Minister stated: 
 

“Legislation already makes it clear that councils are the stewards of common 
good assets. They are responsible both for managing those assets and for 
ensuring that those assets are properly recorded and insured. The Code of 
Practice on Local Authority Accounting in the United Kingdom – Statement of 
Recommended Practice (also known as the “SORP”) requires common good 
accounts to be shown separately. The letter from my officials to local 
authorities draws attention to a recent publication by Audit Scotland 
(Overview of the Local Authority Audits 2006), which states that to “discharge 
their stewardship responsibilities, councils need to maintain accurate asset 
registers which identify common good assets as such, distinct from the 
general body of assets under council control.  .….. 

 
I would suggest that local authorities are best placed to balance the 
competing objectives of comprehensiveness on the one hand and clarity, 
accessibility and cost and difficulty of producing a detailed register on the 
other hand. In applying this balance, councils will have to have regard to 
SORP standards and their Public Performance Reporting requirements under 
Best Value, both of which may be the subject to scrutiny by Audit Scotland” 
(p.1-2). 
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The Deputy Minister also wrote to Local Authority Director’s of Finance 
regarding this issue following making this commitment to the Local 
Government and Transport Committee.  A copy of the letter can be accessed 
at: 
http://www.scottish.parliament.uk/business/committees/lg/documents/Letterfro
mDavidMilnetoDirectorsofFinance160307.pdf
 
Current Developments 
 
In his letter to the Local Government and Transport Committee, the Deputy 
Minister for Finance and Public Services noted that COSLA and the 
Improvement Service for Local Government were working on a report which 
sought to identify “current weaknesses and inconsistencies in Council’s asset 
management planning and the management information on which it is based”.  
It is my understanding that work on this report continues to be ongoing. 
 
In addition the Scottish Government are currently undertaking a review of the 
central government estate.  This covers buildings and land which is owned, 
leased, managed or occupied in the name of Scottish Ministers including 
those of non-department public bodies, agencies and other associated 
bodies.  It is expected that Scottish Government officials will report back to the 
Cabinet Secretary for Finance and Sustainable Growth by the end of 
December 20071. 
 
The Local Authority Scotland Accounts Advisory Committee (LASAAC) has 
recently issued a consultation paper regarding accounting practice in relation 
to common good assets.  In relation to a register of common good assets the 
consultation paper makes the following comments: 
 

“For some local authorities the Common Good will include assets, which are, 
and have been, readily identifiable.  Where identifiable, these assets will have 
been properly accounted for and managed over time.  Some commentators 
however have drawn attention to perceived inadequacies in the recording of 
assets of the Common Good.  The assessment of LASAAC, without empirical 
examination, is that this may have arisen over time and is likely to be the 
consequence of: 
• the historic nature of the Common Good which may encompass assets 

which are more than one hundred years old;  
• the compound effect of successive local government reorganisations: and 

somewhat crucially 
• no requirement for local authorities in Scotland to maintain formal asset 

registers until 1994.  
 
Asset registers are essentially records of all fixed assets used.  LASAAC 
supports CIPFA’s view which is that: 
“the development and maintenance of comprehensive asset registers is best 
professional practice across the public service.  It is a mechanism to support 
stewardship and control as well as a means of achieving the efficient and 
effective management of resources” 

                                                 
1 Private correspondence with the Scottish Government 5 October 2007 
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It would appear reasonable that the minimum, but proportionate, level of 
stewardship of the Common Good should be consistent with the local 
authority itself.  Local authorities should therefore take such reasonable steps 
as necessary to ensure that Common Good assets registers support fixed 
assets recognised in the Common Good balance sheet.  To ensure the 
integrity of items included within the asset register, the title of each item as 
belonging to the Common Good should be demonstrable”. 

 
The consultation will close in early November and LASAAC plan to issue 
guidance before the end of 2007. 
 
 
 
Stephen Herbert 
Senior Research Specialist 
11 October 2007 
 
 
 
 
SPICe research specialists are not able to discuss the content of petition briefings with 
petitioners or other members of the public. However if you have any comments on any 
petitios briefing you can email us at spice@scottish.parliament.uk
 
Every effort is made to ensure that the information contained in petitions briefings is correct at 
the time of publication. Readers should be aware however that these briefings are not 
necessarily updated or otherwise amended to reflect subsequent changes. 
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