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The Accounts  
Commission
The Accounts Commission is a statutory, independent body which, through the 
audit process, requests local authorities in Scotland to achieve the highest 
standards of financial stewardship and the economic, efficient and effective use 
of their resources. The Commission has four main responsibilities:

•	 securing	the	external	audit,	including	the	audit	of	Best	Value	and 
 Community Planning

•	 following	up	issues	of	concern	identified	through	the	audit,	to	ensure		 	
 satisfactory resolutions

•	 carrying	out	national	performance	studies	to	improve	economy,	efficiency	and		
 effectiveness in local government

•	 issuing	an	annual	direction	to	local	authorities	which	sets	out	the	range	of		 	
 performance information they are required to publish.

The Commission secures the audit of 32 councils and 45 joint boards and 
committees (including police and fire and rescue services).

Audit Scotland is a statutory body set up in April 2000 under the Public 
Finance and Accountability (Scotland) Act 2000. It provides services to the 
Auditor General for Scotland and the Accounts Commission. Together 
they ensure that the Scottish Government and public sector bodies in 
Scotland are held to account for the proper, efficient and effective use of 
public funds.
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Summary

Local authorities that place best value at the 
centre of all they do are well placed to deal 
with the challenges in 2012 and beyond.
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Introduction 

1. This report provides the Accounts 
Commission’s perspective on local 
government in Scotland based on our 
recent audit work. We focus on the 
challenges, risks and opportunities in 
2012 and provide a short summary of 
resource management in 2011. 

2. Challenge and change is not new 
for local government, but the current 
pressures on finances from reducing 
budgets and growing demands for 
services are substantial. The council 
elections in May 2012 add a further 
dimension this year, with heightened 
political activity.

3. Those elected in May will need 
to get up to speed quickly and 
build on the progress which local 
government in Scotland has achieved 
in recent years. Immediate tasks 
will be to establish effective working 
relationships within councils and with 
local partners and to provide strong 
leadership and direction which will 
drive improvements in services, 
resulting in better outcomes for 
people and communities.

4. The Commission recognises 
the scale of the task and hopes 
that councillors find this report and 
the attached checklist helpful in 
identifying priorities and preparing  
for the future. 

Context 

5. Scotland’s 32 councils have a 
pivotal role in communities and 
provide vital public services including 
education, social work and housing 
as well as regulatory services such 
as planning, environmental health 
and licensing. In addition, 45 related 
organisations provide a range of 
important public services, including 
police services, fire and rescue 
services and transport. 

6. Delivered directly or in partnership 
with others, these public services 
involve substantial resources. In 2011, 
councils spent around £21 billion, 
employed about 240,000 full-time 
equivalent staff and used buildings 
and other assets with a value of  
about £35 billion.

7. As with other public bodies, local 
authorities are facing substantial 
reductions in budgets. To date they 
have secured savings mainly through 
pay restraint and by reducing staff 
numbers. Pressures on budgets will 
continue from, for example, demand-
led social work and housing services.

8. In the last year there has been a 
major change in the political context. 
The Scottish Parliamentary elections 
in May 2011 resulted in an SNP 
administration, the first time since 
the Parliament was established in 
1999 that one party has a majority 
at Holyrood. In responding to the 
Christie Commission report,1 the 
Scottish Government set out its 
commitment to public service reform 
based on what it describes as the 
four pillars of: prevention, partnership 
working, workforce development, and 
performance management. 

9. At a local level, the 2007 local 
government elections resulted 
in political coalitions or minority 
administrations in most councils and 
these have generally worked well. 
The council elections in May 2012 
will bring further changes, possibly 
in political control and certainly, in 
some degree, in council membership. 
The councillor role, which at its heart 
involves representing constituents, 
providing leadership and scrutinising 
performance, is complex, and new and 
returning councillors will need good 
support and advice from the outset. 

10. Overall, the financial context and 
the elections present challenges 
and change but they also provide 

opportunities for fresh thinking on 
service design and delivery which 
more closely aligns with people’s 
needs and demonstrates improved 
value for money and outcomes. 
There are also opportunities to check 
that committee and management 
structures are up to date, fit for 
purpose and provide a firm foundation 
for best value.

Priorities

11. So far, councils have coped well 
with the financial pressures. Most 
operated within budget in financial 
year 2010/11 and accounts show a 
relatively stable financial position with 
the overall level of reserves higher 
than the previous year. Auditors 
provided unqualified opinions on all 
accounts except those of Shetland 
Islands Council where the auditors 
concluded that the group accounts 
were materially misstated.2 

12. Looking ahead, local authorities 
will have to deal with further budget 
reductions while at the same time 
meeting their statutory duty to 
secure best value,3 which requires 
continuous improvement while 
maintaining a balance between  
quality and cost and having regard  
to value for money, equal 
opportunities and sustainability. More 
work is also needed to address the 
substantial backlog in maintaining 
buildings and roads and to secure 
further improvements to  
procurement practices.

13. We have previously emphasised 
the importance of sound governance 
and accountability and robust 
performance information. These 
are recurring features in our audits 
and we firmly believe that they are 
essential in fulfilling the best value 
duty. Certainly, local authorities which 
place best value at the centre of all 
they do are well placed to deal with 
the challenges and change they face 
in 2012 and beyond.

1 Report on the future delivery of public services, Commission on the Future Delivery of Public Services, June 2011.
2 The auditors qualified their audit opinion because the council had not included the results of the Shetland Charitable Trust in its 2010/11 group financial 

statements.
3 As defined in section 1 of the Local Government in Scotland Act 2003.
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14. It is now very clear that part of  
the solution is to achieve better  
value for money and improved 
outcomes from existing partnerships. 
There are significant, long-standing 
and complex health, social care and 
equality-related matters in Scotland 
which cannot be tackled by one 
partner acting alone. We are working 
closely with our scrutiny partners 
to develop approaches which will 
help support the delivery of better 
outcomes through Community 
Planning Partnerships.

15. Drawing on our analysis of 
performance and assessment of the 
challenges councils face, we have 
identified what we consider are the 
top priorities for local authorities in 
2012 (Exhibit 1).

Next steps

16. We acknowledge in the current 
financial and political context it is 
unlikely that local authorities will be 
able to improve performance in all 
outcome and service areas and across 
all aspects of corporate activity. We 
also recognise that councillors face 
difficult choices in prioritising the level 
and quality of services to provide 
and allocating resources accordingly. 
However, we expect to see evidence 
of effective governance and service 
delivery which, in partnership  
with others, provide best value for 
local communities.

17. Our report draws on the audit 
work in 2011 including the annual 
audits, Best Value audit work and 
national performance audits. It 
highlights areas of strength and areas 
for improvement. Councillors and 
officers should read this report and 
identify how their council is dealing 
with points we highlight. In addition:

•	 Appendix 1 sets out key questions 
for councillors.

•	 Appendix 2 provides 
supplementary financial 
information.

•	 Appendix 3 lists key reports and 
resources to support councils.

•	 Appendix 4 sets out a framework 
to assess partnerships.

•	 Appendix 5 provides a glossary of 
terms used in this report.

18. Annual audit reports prepared 
by the auditors we appoint to carry 
out the external audits are already 
available for each council and local 
authority body in Scotland on the 
Audit Scotland website. These reports 
contain details on how matters set out 
in this overview report apply locally 
and where more action is required. 

Exhibit 1
Summary of top priorities for local authorities in 2012 

Over-arching priorities
•	 Maintaining a focus on best value, governance and equality to improve 

services and outcomes for people and communities.

•	 Identifying priorities taking account of existing commitments, the shift 
in focus to preventative spending and organisational capacity. 

•	 Monitoring the 2012/13 budget and setting budgets for 2013/14 
which achieve a balance between short-term aspirations and long-term 
sustainability.

•	 Ensuring workforce reductions do not erode capacity, getting asset 
management right and securing further progress on procurement.

Leadership and governance
•	 Providing strong leadership and challenge in a period of increasing resource 

and demand pressures and substantial service and structural change. 

•	 Ensuring appropriate access and influence for the statutory officer for 
finance and effective financial controls.

Working in partnership
•	 Getting the best from partnership working by delivering more integrated 

services, better value for money and improved outcomes.

•	 Ensuring partnership performance information systems are sound and 
that accountabilities are clear.

Options for service delivery
•	 Engaging with communities to understand service users’ and 

communities’ needs. 

•	 Investigating new ways of delivering service, including opportunities for 
simplifying and standardising common processes. 

Performance information
•	 Ensuring good-quality performance information is available to support 

improvement and inform decision-making.

•	 Increasing the focus on costs and on measures which monitor 
partnership outcomes and performance. 

Source: Audit Scotland
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The reports are the key outputs from 
local audits and it is essential that 
councils and other local authorities 
provide a copy to all their members 
and consider the reports in public. 

19. In addition, to assist councils to 
assess their financial position relative 
to others, Audit Scotland will publish 
underlying financial data used in 
compiling this report on its website. 

20. The Accounts Commission 
welcomes the progress which local 
authorities have achieved. We look 
forward to continuing to work with 
the local government community to 
support and accelerate improvement. 

21. We are keen to hear from you 
and would welcome your comments 
on this report and suggestions on 
how we might improve it in future. 
We know that elected members are 
provided with a great deal of material 
to support them in their role and we 
would particularly welcome views on 
how we can best convey the main 
messages from our audit work.
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Part 1. Challenges 
in 2012

The challenges in 2012 will require strong 
leadership and effective working relationships 
within councils and with local partners.
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Part 1. Challenges in 2012  7

22. In this part of the report, we 
consider the resource and demand 
pressures facing local government 
in 2012 and beyond. Together they 
represent a substantial challenge to 
services and outcomes. 

23. We highlight four responses 
which will help counter these 
pressures and ensure that local 
authorities, working in partnership 
with others, provide best value 
(Exhibit 2). The exhibit also shows 
how the priorities in Exhibit 1 align. 

Exhibit 2
Responding to the challenges in 2012 

Source: Audit Scotland

Resource and demand pressures

Best value, governance and equality

Leadership and 
governance

Strong leadership

Access and 
influence for 
statutory officers

Effective financial 
controls

Integrated services, 
better value for 
money and 
improved 
outcomes

Sound performance 
management 

Clear accountability

Engagement with 
service users and 
communities

New ways of 
delivering services

Good-quality 
performance 
information

Focus on costs

Developing 
partnership 
measures

Pressures

Responses

Priorities

Outcomes for people and communities

Working in 
partnership

Options for 
service delivery

Performance 
information

Resource and demand pressures

24. The Scottish Government’s 
spending plans for the next four 
years4 show a cumulative, real-term 
reduction in the Scottish budget 
of 12.3 per cent by 2014/15. Local 
government funding overall reduces 
by three per cent between 2011/12 
and 2012/13 and, cumulatively, by  
6.3 per cent by 2014/15. Capital 
funding falls significantly in the period 
to 2013/14 but increases in 2014/15.

25. Local government reported 
further efficiency savings in 2010/11.5 
It is likely that it will become 
increasingly difficult to identify and 
realise efficiencies but there are 
opportunities to secure savings from 
improved energy efficiency through 
procurement and in planning and 
designing major capital projects. 

26. Councils also face less flexibility 
in budgets. Past financial decisions 
including commitments under PPP/
PFI need to be met and financing 

4 Scottish Spending Review 2011 and the Draft Budget 2012/13, Scottish Government, September 2011.
5 Efficiency outturn report 2010-11, Scottish Government, September 2011.
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costs are set to increase as councils 
borrow more money to make 
essential improvements in roads and 
buildings. In the current economic 
environment, the proceeds from the 
sale of land and buildings are likely 
to be lower and this will add further 
pressures to capital budgets.

27. The reduction in financial support, 
the need for further efficiencies and 
less flexibility in budgets come at 
a time of increasing pressures on 
demand-led services such as social 
services and housing, due in part 
to the current general economic 
conditions. There is a risk that ongoing 
reforms of the welfare system may 
result in further pressures in these 
service areas.

28. The changing profile of Scotland’s 
population will also affect services. 
Most significantly, the number 
of people of pensionable age is 
projected to rise from 1.04 million to 
1.32 million (26 per cent increase) 
by 2035. In the same period, the 
number of people aged 75 and over 
is projected to rise from 0.41 million 
to 0.74 million (82 per cent increase).6 
This is likely to lead to further, 
significant demands for services such 
as home care.

29. The Christie Commission7 stated 
that the greatest challenge facing 
public services is to combat the 
negative outcomes for individuals and 
communities arising from inequalities. 
The report went on to say that 
addressing inequality is central to 
achieving desired outcomes. Equality 
is particularly important in times of 
financial constraint. It should not be 
seen as a barrier to taking difficult 
decisions but instead as a basis for 
open and transparent decisions  
based on an understanding of the 
impact of decisions on groups of 
people in communities.

30. The Scottish Government has 
signalled a move towards more 
preventative spending, which involves 
shifting public spending away from 
dealing with the ‘symptoms’ to 
tackling the ‘root cause’ of inequality 
and disadvantage. This will take time 
and by its nature presents challenges, 
requiring public bodies to direct 
resources to preventative spending 
designed to improve longer-term 
outcomes while at the same time 
dealing with current and short-term 
demands for services. 

31. Exhibit 3 summarises the demand 
and cost pressures facing councils.

Service redesign and structural 
changes
32. Councils are looking carefully 
at budgets to identify further 
savings and are also pressing 
ahead with corporate improvement 
programmes and business redesign 
projects to deliver savings and 
efficiencies over the longer term. 
They are also exploring more radical 
options, including asset-based 
approaches which involve creating 
community capacity and encouraging 
communities to take responsibility and 
control of assets such as buildings.

33. The external environment 
is changing too. The Scottish 
Government has brought forward 
legislation to create a single Scottish 
Police Service and a single Scottish 
Fire and Rescue Service. It sees this 
as an opportunity to modernise and 
simplify governance and delivery 
structures which will help to improve 
services for citizens and communities. 

34. Our response to the consultation8 
identified issues to be resolved, 
including:

•	 how any potential conflict 
between national policing priorities 
and local choices might be 
resolved in relation to the content 
of local policing plans 

•	 how the policing oversight and 
scrutiny function currently vested 
in councils should be reflected in 
the new national policing model 

•	 how clarity about the operational 
independence of the chief 
constable and local commanders 
will be maintained under the new 
arrangements

•	 how governance arrangements 
are to be introduced to oversee 
the transition arrangements to a 
single service.

35. Decisions on new structures and 
arrangements will have significant 
consequences for the delivery of these 
crucial public services. In the short 
term, authorities will need to plan for 
a smooth transition while maintaining 
service quality and improvements. It 
will be important that good practice 
is carried over into the new national 
services and that practical matters, 
such as the transfer of ownership of 
buildings, are addressed. 

36. Appointments to police and fire 
and rescue boards and committees 
will be made soon after the 
elections. While reorganisation is 
imminent, boards and committees 
need to provide strong political 
governance in the transition to 
the new arrangements. They still 
have an important role in guiding 
and overseeing services and the 
substantial resources involved.

37. In December 2011, the Scottish 
Government set out plans to integrate 
adult health and social care which 
aim to improve the quality and 
consistency of care for older people. 
This will lead to major change with 
Community Health Partnerships 
(CHPs) replaced by Health and Social 
Care Partnerships. These partnerships 
will be the joint responsibility of 
the NHS and councils. Under the 
proposed reforms, NHS boards and 
councils will be required to produce 

6 Projected Population of Scotland (2010-based), National Records of Scotland, October 2011.
7 Report on the future delivery of public services, Commission on the Future Delivery of Public Services, June 2011.
8 Response to consultation on reforming police and fire and rescue services in Scotland, Accounts Commission, November 2011.
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Exhibit 3
Summary of demand and cost pressures 

Source: Audit Scotland

DetailType of Pressure Impact

Increased demand for infrastructure and 
services, such as housing, social care,  
schools etc

10% population increase over next 
25 years

23% increase in number of people 
over 75 in next 10 years and an 
overall 82% increase in next 25 years

Demand

5% increase in number of children 
under 16 over next 10 years with 
overall 3% increase in next 25 years

Financial 

Inflation at January 2012 is 3.6%, 
substantially above government 
target inflation of 2%

Increased cost of borrowing

Asset sales 

Delivery of financial savings 
Potential impact on level and quality of service 
delivery

Reduced income due to lower asset valuations

The Public Works Loan Board increased rates 
by 1% from November 2010

Prices for goods and services are increasing

Investment
PPP/PFI investment

Support economic growth
Investment in schools, roads etc to support  
the economy

Increasing commitments (net assets £3.8bn, 
debts £3.1bn)

Workforce

Reducing workforce numbers

Ongoing equal pay costs 

Rising pension costs Current uncertainty, awaiting triennial valuations

Potential impact on service delivery

Future costs estimated at £180m

From 2011/12, councils will have to purchase 
carbon allowances where non-transport-related 
energy usage increases above their baseline

Fuel duty increase expected from  
August 2012

Fuel costs 

Carbon emission reductions
Environment

Maintaining  
Assets

Property

Roads and infrastructure 
Existing backlog for roads and infrastructure 
£713m

Backlog maintenance in council-owned 
property around £1.4bn
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integrated budgets for older people’s 
services. Planning for these changes 
is at an early stage.

38. The UK government is bringing 
forward legislation to reform the 
welfare system. This will start to 
come into effect from April 2013 
and by 2017 all benefits, such as job 
seekers’ allowance, child benefit and 
housing benefits, will form part of the 
new ‘Universal Credit’ (UC). Scottish 
councils currently administer housing 
and council tax benefits but because 
housing benefits will be part of UC, 
this responsibility will end after 2017. 
Currently, there is uncertainty as to 
the arrangements for replacing  
council tax benefit.

39. These changes have significant 
implications for councils. They 
face challenges in communicating 
the position to claimants and in 
maintaining services and performance 
in a period of change. In addition, 
councils face reduced funding as the 
housing benefit caseload moves from 
council administration to UC and the 
likelihood of staff reductions. 

40. There are also implications and 
risks for councils as landlords. The 
majority of Scottish councils (26 of 
the 32 councils) manage their own 
council housing stock. For Scotland 
around 60 per cent (£615 million in 
2009/10) of the rental income for 
these properties comes directly from 
housing benefits. Currently, where 
councils operate both housing rent 
and housing benefits, the systems are 
linked and benefits are automatically 
applied against rents due. However, 
under UC, claimants receive benefits 
directly and it will be the claimant’s 
responsibility to pay rent to the 
council. Social and private landlords 
will be similarly affected.

41. Overall, substantial changes are 
ongoing and planned which will have 
a significant impact on structures and 
services. These need to be managed 

alongside existing resource and 
demand pressures while managing 
service performance and improvement.

Responding to the challenges (1) – 
Leadership and governance

42. Local authorities make decisions 
which affect the social and cultural 
wellbeing of citizens and communities 
and involve the allocation of 
substantial public resources. Good 
governance is about clear direction 
and sound control and is crucial to 
ensure authorities allocate resources 
wisely and fairly, in the public interest 
and in an open and transparent 
manner (Exhibit 4). It is also essential 
in building and maintaining citizens’ 
confidence in local government.

43. Governance arrangements are 
important and provide an essential 
framework for day-to-day business 
and provide points of reference 
when new situations or problems 
arise. It is important that these are 
up to date and fit for purpose in 
the current context. Reviewing and 
updating governance arrangements 

in itself helps to build knowledge and 
understanding and helps reinforce 
their importance.

44. However, structures and 
processes are only part of the story; 
working together, elected members 
and officers lead and manage local 
authorities. Their approach, attitude 
and the culture they promote all have 
a strong bearing on governance and, 
ultimately, the success and reputation 
of their local authority. 

45. Councillors have a complex 
and demanding role which involves 
representing constituents, providing 
leadership and direction in allocating 
resources, and scrutinising and 
challenging service performance. 
They work in a political environment, 
which is an important and integral 
part of local government. In addition 
to their role as an elected member of 
the council, they are often members 
of other related local authorities or 
organisations, such as police boards, 
community partnerships and arm’s-
length external organisations (ALEOs). 

Exhibit 4
The six principles of good governance

1  Focusing on the purpose of the authority and on outcomes for the 
community, and creating and implementing a vision for the local area.

2   Members and officers working together to achieve a common purpose 
and clearly defined functions and roles.

3  Promoting values for the authority and demonstrating the values of good 
governance through upholding high standards of conduct and behaviour.

4   Taking informed and transparent decisions which are subject to effective 
scrutiny and managing risk.

5  Developing the capacity and capability of members and officers to be 
effective.

6  Engaging with local people and other stakeholders to ensure robust 
public accountability.

Source: Delivering good governance in local government framework, SOLACE/CIPFA, 2007
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46. Local government changed 
substantially for many councils 
following the elections in 2007, with 
most run by political coalitions and 
with new multi-member wards. 
This brought new dimensions to 
roles, responsibilities and working 
relationships. The continuing drive 
for public sector reform with greater 
focus on partnership working and 
alternative models of service delivery 
means that the elected member role 
is likely to continue to be complex. 

47. In our report on roles and 
working relationships9 we underlined 
the importance of clear roles and 
responsibilities and good working 
relationships in delivering best value 
(Exhibit 5). 

48. Working arrangements are also 
complex in other areas of local 
government. In police authorities, 
working arrangements involve the 
chief constable, the police authority 
and Scottish ministers. We found 
cases in our best value work in 
police where there was a lack of a 
consistent and shared understanding 
across board members about their 
roles and responsibilities. This 
affected, for example, elected 
members’ contributions to the 
development of policing priorities and 
scrutiny of police force performance. 
In other cases, involving ALEOs, 
we found instances where a lack of 
clarity about roles and responsibilities 
undermined governance with serious 
consequences for services and  
public finances.

49. Elected member training and 
development will be required to 
support members in a quickly 
changing environment. Those new to 
local government after the May 2012 
elections will need to get up to speed 
quickly and understand what being an 
elected member involves, including 
where they are asked to serve on 
audit and scrutiny committees and 
take on roles in external organisations.

50. There have also been significant 
changes at senior officer level in 
councils. Between March 2008 
and December 2011, two-thirds 
of councils appointed a new chief 
executive. While chief executives are 
accountable to the council as a whole, 
effective leadership relies on the 
political leader and the chief executive 
working well together. Changes in 
leadership, through electoral or other 
political change or the appointment 
of a new chief executive, bring new 
working relationships for councillors 
and officers throughout the council 
and need to be managed well.

51. The chief executive has overall 
responsibility for the management 
of the council and is one of the 
statutory officers who have important, 
independent roles in promoting 
and enforcing good governance. 
Elected member awareness and 

understanding of the statutory officer 
roles is important and, following 
references in our report on roles  
and working relationships, we  
worked with the Improvement 
Service to produce its briefing note  
on this topic.10

52. In the current economic climate 
we are particularly concerned that the 
role of the statutory officer for finance 
is fully recognised and understood. 
This individual, usually the director 
of finance or equivalent, is the lead 
officer for finance. The role is often 
referred to as the section 95 officer, 
a reference to the legal basis for the 
post,11 and is fundamental to strong 
financial management and control. 

53. The statutory officer for finance 
monitors and reports budget 
performance but the role is much 
wider and includes a higher-level, 

Exhibit 5
The connections between governance, working relationships and  
best value

Delivery of best value

requires ensures

requires ensures

requires ensures

Good working relationships

Clear roles and responsibilities

 Sound governance arrangements 

Source: Audit Scotland

9 Roles and working relationships: are you getting it right?, Accounts Commission, August 2010.
10 Elected Member Briefing Note No.12: The Roles of Statutory Officers, Improvement Service, November 2011.
11 The Proper Officer for finance, as required by section 95 of the Local Government (Scotland) Act 1973.
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strategic dimension which is critical 
to overall leadership and long-
term financial sustainability. More 
specifically, the statutory officer for 
finance will be called upon to provide 
expert advice on complex financial 
matters, for example in relation to  
the financial standing of potential 
service providers.

54. Management restructuring 
has generally led to smaller 
senior management teams and, 
consequently, the statutory officer for 
finance is often no longer a member 
of the senior management team and 
may not report directly to the chief 
executive (Exhibit 6). There has also 
been a large turnover in staff holding 
the role; in more than half of all 
councils the current statutory officer 
for finance did not hold that post four 
years ago. Across the 32 councils, 
the statutory officer for finance is a 
member of the senior management 
team in 21 cases and is at head of 
service level, or lower, in 12 cases.

55. It is for councils to determine 
management structures that best 
meet their needs. Where the 
statutory officer for finance is not a full 
member of the senior management 
team or equivalent, elected members 
must satisfy themselves that the 
officer has appropriate access and 
influence at the most senior level in 
the council. 

56. We would be concerned about 
the possibility of any diminution of the 
statutory officer for finance role and 
the related risk to effective financial 
management and governance. This 
will be a focus of audit interest in local 
audits and auditors will report any 
concerns which arise.

Leadership on equalities 
57. Elected members have a key 
role in leading on equalities. This 
goes beyond noting equality impact 
assessments (EIAs) and requires 
effective scrutiny of assessments 

and using EIAs to inform decision-
making. The availability of good data 
is essential to assess the impact of 
decisions on particular groups.

58. A recent EHRC report12 
highlighted the lack or unreliability 
of data in assessing equality. It said 
that better use of existing data 
sources, and more sophisticated data-
collection techniques, would allow 
a better understanding of the needs 
and aspirations of different people. 
This is consistent with the Christie 
Commission report which noted that 
public bodies have insufficient data to 
meet their equalities duties.

59. Work involving the Improvement 
Service, EHRC, the Scottish 
Government and councils is continuing 
to help councils develop and use an 
evidence base, through their CPPs, 
to measure and evaluate progress 
towards improved equality outcomes. 

Responding to the challenges (2) – 
Working in partnership

60. Partnership working involves 
councils joining forces with other 
parts of the public sector and with 
the voluntary and private sectors to 
improve services that better meet the 
needs of people and communities. 
Over the past decade there has been 
more focus on partnership working 

and, at a time of reducing budgets, it 
is now very clear that partnerships are 
expected to deliver more integrated 
services, better value for money and 
improved outcomes. 

Community planning
61. Community planning involves 
councils and other public sector 
bodies working with local 
communities, the business and 
voluntary sectors and the public to 
deliver better services. Councils have 
a statutory duty13 to initiate, maintain 
and facilitate community planning and 
to report on progress in improving 
services and outcomes for local 
people. All councils have established 
a Community Planning Partnership 
(CPP) to lead and manage this 
process in their local areas.

62. CPPs are now central in 
developing and agreeing Single 
Outcome Agreements (SOAs) with 
central government and are one 
of the main vehicles for delivering 
improvements for communities and 
contributing to national outcomes. 
CPPs are not public bodies in their 
own right but their significance has 
increased as SOAs have developed. 

63. The initial Accounts Commission/
Auditor General review of community 
planning in 200614 found evidence of 
some progress but the report also 

Exhibit 6
Management restructuring: the impact on the statutory officer for 
finance

A council decided to reduce the number of heads of service from 11 
to eight. As a result, the role of statutory officer for finance transferred 
from a head of service to the chief accountant. Referring to the 
Accounts Commission’s ‘How councils work’ series report on roles 
and responsibilities, the auditors highlighted the vital role that statutory 
officers have in supporting good governance and decision-making. They 
concluded that the council must ensure that the new arrangements did not 
compromise the effectiveness of these important statutory roles.

Source: Audit Scotland

12 How fair is Britain? Equality, Human Rights and Good Relations in 2010, Equality and Human Rights Commission, 2011.
13 Section 13 of The Local Government in Scotland Act 2003.
14 Community planning: an initial review, Accounts Commission and Auditor General for Scotland, June 2006.
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highlighted that the complexity of 
community planning structures and 
different accountabilities could be 
a barrier to effective working. The 
more recent joint Commission/Auditor 
General report on the role of CPPs 
in economic development15 focused 
on a specific policy area but identified 
wider issues.

64. That report found that while CPPs 
have an important role in planning and 
coordinating improvements to local 
economies, some other aspects of 
economic development, eg transport 
and infrastructure, are better planned 
at a national and regional level. 
The report also highlighted that the 
differences in accountability mean 
there are limits in the extent to which 
CPPs can hold partners to account for 
their contribution to agreed outcomes 
or be held to account themselves for 
the delivery of the SOA. Differences 
in governance and accountability in 
individual partners are still considered 
by CPPs to be a barrier to effective 
partnership working. 

65. The Scottish Government’s 
response16 to the Christie 
Commission anticipates better use 
of resources through effective place-
based partnerships and integrated 
service provision. It has asked the 
Accounts Commission to bring 
forward detailed proposals on how 
best external scrutiny can support 
the delivery of better outcomes at 
the level of CPPs, through assessing 
performance and promoting effective 
practice. We are taking this forward in 
consultation with our scrutiny partners 
and will report in summer 2012. 

66. The Scottish Government and 
the Convention of Scottish Local 
Authorities (COSLA) are undertaking 
a review of community planning 
with the aim of enabling councils to 
agree priorities for public services in 
their area immediately following the 
elections which deliver more  

effective and better outcomes for 
people and communities.

Partnership working with the health 
sector and others
67. Around the same time as 
community planning was introduced, 
major changes took place in the NHS, 
including the introduction of CHPs, 
to bridge the gap between primary 
and secondary healthcare and also 
between health and social care. 

68. A joint Accounts Commission/
Auditor General report on CHPs17 
noted that, since devolution, 
there has been increased focus 
on partnership working between 
health and social care and across 
the public sector as a whole. The 
report acknowledged that partnership 
working is challenging and requires 
strong, shared leadership by NHS 
boards and councils. It concluded that 
approaches to partnership working 
have been incremental, leading to 
cluttered partnership arrangements. 
The report also concluded that a more 
systematic, joined-up approach to 
planning and resourcing is needed 
to ensure that health and social care 
resources are used efficiently and 
that this should be underpinned by 
a good understanding of the shared 
resources available.

69. A report on transport for health 
and social care18 produced jointly 
by the Accounts Commission and 
the Auditor General considered 
partnership working in a particular 
service and the implications for a 
specific group of service users. It 
found that transport services for 
health and social care are fragmented 
with a lack of leadership, ownership 
and monitoring of services and 
that the partners, ie Scottish 
Government, Regional Transport 
Partnerships, councils, NHS boards 
and the ambulance service, were 
not working together effectively to 
deliver transport for health and social 

care or making best use of available 
resources. The report concluded 
that joint working across the public 
sector and with the voluntary and 
private sector providers is crucial 
for the successful and sustainable 
development of transport for health 
and social care. 

Good governance principles for 
partnership working
70. We acknowledge developments 
in partnership working, but emphasise 
the need for councils to make 
working with partners more effective 
through rationalising partnership 
structures. Good partnership working 
depends on effective and inclusive 
leadership, a shared vision, collective 
agreement on objectives and 
outcomes, and strong and effective 
governance and accountability. 

71. Drawing on published material 
and audit work in this area we have 
identified the principles of good 
governance for partnership working 
relating to: behaviours, processes, 
performance measurement and 
management, and use of resources. 
Appendix 4 sets out each of these 
principles and indicators of when 
things are going well, and when they 
are not.

Responding to the challenges (3) – 
Options for service delivery 

72. Councils decide the best way to 
deliver services that meet the needs 
of the communities they serve and 
demonstrate best value. Decisions 
should be well informed and 
transparent and flow from a robust 
assessment of available options. 
Good councils ask themselves 
questions such as: ‘Is there a need for 
this service?’; ‘If so, how should it be 
delivered and by whom?’; ‘Have we 
explored all the realistic options?’; ‘Do 
we have sufficient evidence to make 
an informed decision?’

15 The role of community planning partnerships in economic development, Accounts Commission and Auditor General for Scotland, November 2011.
16 Scottish Government’s response to the Commission on the Future Delivery of Public Services, Scottish Government, March 2011.
17 Review of Community health partnerships, Accounts Commission and Auditor General for Scotland, June 2011.
18 Transport for health and social care, Accounts Commission and Auditor General for Scotland, August 2011.
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73. There can be many options for 
service delivery. These can include 
in-house managed services, public 
sector shared services, service 
provision through arm’s-length 
external organisations (ALEOs) and 
voluntary or private sector provision. 
Exhibit 7 sets out the basic stages 
of options appraisal, which will also 
include consideration of the risks, the 
financial implications and governance.

74. A decision to pursue an alternative 
method of service delivery can 
change long-standing arrangements 
and can have far-reaching 
consequences for service users, 
services, systems and staff. These 
are difficult decisions and elected 
members need to balance short-
term political objectives, longer-term 
sustainability of services and finances 
and the impact on people. 

75. This is particularly so when the 
ability to balance the budget relies 
on the savings generated from an 
alternative service delivery option. 
The choice of service delivery should 
be made on the basis of good-quality 
information and councils must be 
in a position to explain and, where 
necessary, justify actions. This 
includes where elected members 
decide to reject the recommended 
course of action. Success depends on 
strong political leadership and good 
business management, recognising 
that, ultimately, the decisions will be 
made by elected members. Where 
decisions are deferred or proposals are 
rejected without adequate explanation 
and communication, the council’s 
services, finances and reputation can 
be damaged or put at risk.

The shared services option 
76. Sharing services is not new and 
may offer the potential for savings 
and efficiencies. As with other service 
options, councils need to be clear about 
the objective of sharing services and 
the implications for service users, the 
council’s workforce and accountability. 

The costs of shifting to new ways of 
delivering services can be high. Also, 
councils should not underestimate the 
amount of time and costs involved in 
developing and progressing shared 
service proposals. For example, where 
proposals involve regulatory services,19 
there can be complex and time-
consuming legal issues have emerged. 

77. Any assessment of the potential 
for shared services must consider 
what might be achieved from 
simplifying, standardising and 
streamlining existing processes. 
Comparative information on costs 
and performance is essential to make 
informed decisions. Where there 
is a clear business case for shared 
services, delivery requires strong 
political and officer leadership to realise 
the benefits as quickly as possible.

78. During 2011, Clackmannanshire 
and Stirling councils continued to 
work on an agreement for education 
and social care which aims to 
integrate these services, share good 
practice and realise efficiencies. 
Governance arrangements involving 
senior elected members from 
across the political parties have been 
established and joint reports are 
made separately to the appropriate 
committee in each council. 

79. East Lothian and Midlothian 
councils have been exploring options 
for strategic management and 
operational support in education 
and children’s services, and have 
appointed an acting director of 
education and children’s services on  
a shared basis for the period  
1 March 2012 to 31 December 2013. 
This and other initiatives for shared 
services are overseen by joint groups 

Exhibit 7
Basic stages of options appraisal

Assess and analyse 
the options

Select preferred
option

Filtering

Define objectives Gather
information

Develop 
the options

Source: Capital Planning and Option Appraisal – A Best Practice Guide for Councils, CIPFA Local 
Government Directors of Finance, October 2006

19 Regulatory services are services to ensure public, consumer and environmental protection. They include planning, trading standards and environmental services.
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involving elected members and senior 
managers from each council, and are 
supported by a jointly funded shared 
services officer.

80. The Clyde Valley Community 
Planning Partnership involving councils 
in the Clyde Valley area continues 
to plan shared services in waste 
management, transport, health and 
social care and support services. 
Progress varies across the four 
workstreams. Further data is being 
collected to inform opportunities for 
shared services in social transport and 
work is continuing to develop business 
plans for integrated health and social 
care and for waste management. 

81. A detailed business case was 
developed for shared support services 
but the estimated savings of up to 
£38 million were dependent on the 
participation of all eight councils. Since 
summer 2011, four councils (East 
Dunbartonshire, West Dunbartonshire, 
Glasgow City and South Lanarkshire) 
decided not to proceed, citing 
concerns about best value or 
uncertainty about the proposed 
structures and governance. The other 
four councils (East Renfrewshire, 
Inverclyde, North Lanarkshire and 
Renfrewshire) are continuing to 
pursue the shared services options 
but recognise that the detailed 
business case is no longer valid. A 
revised business case is expected in 
the spring of 2012; the key issues are 
likely to be the revised costs/savings 
analysis and political priorities after the 
May 2012 elections.

82. Overall, progress in the delivery of 
shared services has been slow and, 
in our view, significant savings in the 
short term remain unlikely. However, 
the pressure on finances provides a 
strong incentive to move more quickly 
to reject or accept options for shared 
services. The Scottish Government has 
issued revised guidance20 on shared 
services which provides information, 
guidance and case study examples.

The arm’s-length external 
organisation (ALEO) option
83. ALEOs can offer an alternative 
to other forms of partnerships and 
service delivery options. They are 
‘arm’s-length’ because the council 
retains a degree of control or influence 
and ‘external’ because they have a 
separate identity to the council. 

84. ALEOs are now an established 
part of the local government 
landscape and are used increasingly 
by councils as an alternative way of 
delivering council-related activities. 
The number of ALEOs set up to 
provide leisure services has almost 
doubled in recent years (Exhibit 8) and 
more councils are considering this 
option. ALEOs offer the potential for 
reduced costs and greater flexibility, 
but there are potential disadvantages 
and risks. If they proceed, it is 
important for councils to be able 
to ‘follow the public pound’ across 
organisational boundaries to the point 
where it is spent. 

85. Our ‘How councils work’ series 
report on ALEOs21 set out good 
practice in the way they are set up 
and operated. It neither promotes  
nor discourages their use and  
focuses on the principles of good 
governance and accountability for 
finances and service performance 
which need to be established and 
maintained when services are 
delivered through an ALEO.

86. Strong governance requires clear 
roles and responsibilities, and we 
underline the importance of getting 
this right from the start. Asking 
individuals to take on a role with an 
ALEO as well as their day-to-day 
responsibilities as a councillor, for 
example, adds another dimension 
to the elected member role which is 
already complex in its own right. 

87. Our findings on The Highland 
Council’s role in the Caithness Heat 
and Power project22 highlighted 
the problems which can emerge 
if councils do not have effective 

Exhibit 8
Growth in the use of leisure ALEOs
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Note: Community-led businesses – these mostly run a single facility (for example, a swimming 
pool), and are typically set up by local volunteers in response to a community need. For example, 
some community-led businesses have taken over management of existing facilities from the 
council, and others have built their own to meet a gap in provision.

Source: Audit Scotland

20 Shared Services Guidance Framework, Scottish Government, July 2011.
21 Arm’s-length external organisations (ALEOs): are you getting it right?, Accounts Commission, June 2011.
22 Accounts Commission’s findings on a report by the Controller of Audit, The Highland Council: Caithness Heat and Power – Follow-up report, March 2011.
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arrangements for their involvement 
in ALEOs. We concluded that 
the council had failed to establish 
effective governance and clear lines 
of responsibility. We also found that 
the council did not monitor progress 
effectively and failed to ensure that 
effective controls were in place to 
manage risks.

88. New ALEOs may be set up to 
reduce costs or improve services but 
we also expect councils to review 
existing ALEOs and structures to 
ensure they remain the best option, 
recognising that ALEOs themselves 
face a challenging financial and 
operating environment. The six 
principles in the Following the Public 
Pound Code23 are as relevant today as 
when the Code was first published in 
1996 (Exhibit 9). 

Responding to the challenges (4) – 
Performance information 

89. It is crucial for councils to have 
information about performance which 
helps elected members identify 
priorities, supports effective decision-
making and enables them to report to 
citizens and communities. This goes 
beyond management processes. 
Where an effective performance 
management culture exists: 

•	 the use of performance 
information is one of the main 
drivers for improvement

•	 members and officers talk openly 
about performance 

•	 performance improvement is seen 
as a routine part of the job.

90. We have for some time 
underlined the importance of 
effective performance management. 
Councillors and senior managers 
must have good-quality, timely and 
balanced information on how services 
are performing across all areas of 
activity. Working well, these systems 

provide vital information which 
highlights emerging problems, where 
improvement is needed and whether 
value for money is being achieved. 
Performance information can also 
highlight good practice and inform 
decisions about resource allocation 
(Exhibit 10). 

91. Some councils still have a way to 
go to embed effective performance 
management and to instil a culture 
where there is strong ownership 
of performance among elected 
members, management and staff 
more generally. In other cases, where 
performance management is better 
established, recurring matters include:

•	 the need for further consideration 
of the range and quality of 
information which is collated and 
provided to elected members to 
support service scrutiny

•	 the need to develop arrangements 
to demonstrate progress against 
wider, longer-term outcomes, and 
value for money.

92. Undertaking robust and 
reliable self-evaluation of corporate 
processes, service performance 
and impact is central to continuous 
improvement. Councils need to ‘know 
themselves’ and the limits on their 
capacity, corporately and individually 
(at political and officer level). Where 
there is evidence that self-evaluation 
is working well it enables us and 
our scrutiny partners to reduce the 
amount of audit and scrutiny activity 
we undertake. 

93. In 2011, we looked at the level 
and range of self-evaluation activity in 
councils. This showed commitment 
to self-evaluation but it also showed 
inconsistencies in coverage and in the 
quality of information across services, 
outcome areas and corporate systems. 
It will be some time before all councils 
have fully effective self-evaluation 
arrangements in place. The use of 
benchmarking data to assess costs, 
quality and performance remains 
underdeveloped and there is limited 
consideration of service users’ views 
and customer satisfaction information.

Exhibit 9
‘Following the public pound’ principles

The principles of openness, integrity and accountability apply to councils 
in their decisions on spending public money. These apply equally to funds 
or other resources which are transferred to ALEOs. The code sets out six 
principles that require councils to:

1  Have a clear purpose in funding an ALEO

2  Set out a suitable financial regime

3  Monitor the ALEO’s financial and service performance

4  Carefully consider representation on the ALEO board 

5  Establish limits to involvement in the ALEO

6  Maintain audit access to support accountability.

Source: Audit Scotland

23 Code of Guidance on Funding External Bodies and Following the Public Pound, Accounts Commission and Convention of Scottish Local Authorities, 1996.
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94. A key component of performance 
management is effective risk 
management which includes identifying 
risks to service delivery and taking 
action to address matters most likely 
to affect priority outcomes. Effective 
risk management is also essential to 
monitor the delivery of savings and the 
impact of savings on service delivery. 
The central issue is about being risk 
aware, not risk averse. 

95. Managing performance in 
a partnership context, where 
improvements require input by 
several different organisations,  
adds another dimension to 
performance management and is 
generally more complex.

96. The joint Accounts Commission/
Auditor General report on the role 
of CPPs in economic development24 
found different approaches to 
performance management. Some 
CPPs acknowledge that outcomes are 
not being achieved as effectively as 
planned and take little further action, 
sometimes because they consider 
the reasons for lack of progress are 
outwith the CPP’s control. In others, 
the CPP board or groups of board 
members work together to try and 
understand why outcomes are not 
being achieved and identify what 
further support partners can provide 
to address the problem. 

97. Overall, the report found that a 
culture of mutual respect and trust 
enables partners on CPP boards to 
challenge each other on progress 
towards agreed outcomes and 
increases collective responsibility  
for SOAs. 

98. The joint Accounts Commission/
Auditor General report on CHPs25 
found that CHPs have different 
performance reporting arrangements, 
and the content and frequency 
of performance reports to CHP 
committees, NHS boards and 
councils varies. 

Exhibit 10
Performance management based on the plan, do, review, revise cycle

Source: Audit Scotland
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improved 
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experience

•  Scrutinise performance 
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24 The role of community planning partnerships in economic development, Accounts Commission and Auditor General for Scotland, November 2011.
25 Review of Community Health Partnerships, Accounts Commission and Auditor General for Scotland, June 2011.

Agenda Item 1 
13 June 2012 LGR/S4/12/16/1



18

99. Another common theme across 
audit work is the lack of information 
on service costs. The joint Accounts 
Commission/Auditor General report 
on the planning system,26 for 
example, noted that councils have 
little or no information about the cost 
of processing planning applications.

100. We are very concerned that 
performance-related cost information 
continues to be underdeveloped. 
Having accurate, consistent and 
comparable cost information is vital to 
understand services and performance 
fully and to ensure effective 
management of services. As a 
starting point, we would encourage 
local authorities to follow the UK  
audit agencies’ indicators for back-
office functions.27

101. We are drawing on our audit 
work in recent years and will be 
publishing a report in our ‘How 
councils work’ series, which will help 
support knowledge and understanding 
of the use of costs in performance 
management in local government. 
It will identify good practice and key 
guidance and will be essential reading 
for councillors and officers.

102. More work is also required 
to develop measures which show 
progress against longer-term objectives. 
Many health and community safety 
objectives, for example, are by their 
nature long term and councils and their 
partners need evidence to support 
scrutiny and demonstrate progress. 
In December 2011, the Scottish 
Government announced that it would 
work with delivery organisations on 
the development of ‘contributory 
outcomes’ on which progress can be 
measured in the short to medium term.

103. Measures of this type will 
become increasingly important in 
monitoring the impact of preventative 
spending, ie shifting resources away 
from dealing with the ‘symptoms’ to 
tackling the ‘root causes’ of inequality 
and disadvantage. 

Maintaining performance in the 
current environment
104. While councils are making some 
progress in developing performance 
information, measurement and 
reporting, there remains a lack of 
consistent and robust information at 
a national level from which to draw 
conclusions about performance 
across services.

105. Our Statutory Performance 
Indicators (SPIs) do, however, provide 
some information across a range of 
services. The SPIs for 2011 show 
improved service performance across 
most service areas but indicated 
deteriorating performance in waste 
management and roads (Exhibit 11). 

106. Full details of performance 
information reported by councils 
against our SPIs are available on 
our website. Police performance is 
reported nationally by Her Majesty’s 
Inspectorate of Constabulary for 
Scotland (HMICS) through the 
Scottish Policing Performance 
Framework (SPPF).28

107. We are committed to reviewing 
the SPI framework and in doing so 
will take account of the changing 
context in which local authorities are 
operating and the progress they are 
making in developing performance 
improvement arrangements and 
public performance reporting.

108. CPPs agree their strategic 
priorities for their local areas in SOAs. 
The Scottish Government reported29 
signs of progress in the local 
outcomes-based approach, including 
partners working together to improve 
economic and social conditions. It 
stated, however, that changes in 
outcomes take time to become 
evident and that it is not yet possible 
to demonstrate substantial shifts in 
long-term indicators and to quantify 
the impact of the approach. 

109. The report noted that other 
countries which have adopted the 
outcomes-based approach have 
faced substantial challenges in 
implementing underpinning strategies, 
working cultures and business 
systems. Among its conclusions, 
the Scottish Government stated that 
more work is required to overcome 
cultural and technical barriers within 
public services in order to maximise 
the benefits and to offset the difficult 
financial environment.

110. We accept that it will take time 
before progress can be robustly 
measured against each of the  
16 national outcomes. Future SOA 
reports should increasingly allow the 
Scottish Government to measure 
progress on CPPs’ contributions to 
the national outcomes. However, 
the joint Accounts Commission/
Auditor General report on CPPs in 
economic development found that 
the variation of economic outcomes 
and indicators used in SOAs suggest 
measuring progress will continue to 
be challenging. 

Public performance reporting 
111. Effective public performance 
reporting is an essential element 
of performance management and 
is integral to an outcomes-based 
approach. It is also a key element 
of accountability to local people and 
communities.

112. In 2008, we made a significant 
change to the performance information 
which local authorities must publish. 
This offered flexibility for councils to 
develop a broad set of comprehensive 
information for local communities, 
through authorities’ own public 
performance reports, alongside a 
shorter list of specific comparable 
indicators. This change created a clear 
linkage between the SPIs and the 
effective performance management 
and reporting required under best value.

26 Modernising the planning system, Accounts Commission and Auditor General for Scotland, September 2011.
27 Value for money in public sector corporate services, A joint report by the UK public sector audit agencies, November 2008
28 Scottish Policing Performance Framework Annual Report 2010/11, HMICS, October 2011.
29 Local matters: Delivering the local outcomes approach, Scottish Government, March 2011.
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113. Analysis of the data since then 
shows that, while councils are making 
progress in providing comprehensive 
public reporting, the approach and 
coverage continues to be highly 
variable across councils (Exhibit 12).

114. CPPs produce annual reports 
showing performance against specific 
outcomes in SOAs, together with 
other information such as evidence 
of effective engagement with citizens 
and how partnership working at the 
local level is becoming more effective. 
The Scottish Government plans to 
prepare an overview report drawing 
on CPPs’ 2010/11 annual reports 
which describes the progress made 
by CPPs in implementing the local 
outcomes approach.

Exhibit 12
Public performance reporting – areas for improvement

Comparison with previous years shows a wider range of performance 
information and a variety of ways in which information is published, but 
more action is required, particularly in the following areas:

•	 Some councils continue to rely heavily on the SPIs as the main source of 
reporting performance information to the public.

•	 Benchmarking is underdeveloped and only a small number of councils 
compare their performance with other councils.

•	 Around half of councils do not assess performance against targets.

•	 Around half of councils do not provide information which shows the 
council listens and responds to its stakeholders.

•	 Reporting cost information continues to be underdeveloped.

Source: Audit Scotland

Exhibit 11
Statutory Performance Indicators: change between 2008/09 and 2010/11 by service area

Service area
Number of
measures

Better by
(%)

Worse by 
(%)

0–4 5–9 10–14 >15 0–4 5–9 10–14 >15

Corporate management 10 5 2 2 – 1 – – –

Adult social services 4 – 2 – 1 1 – – –

Cultural & community services 5 – 1 1 – 1 2 – –

Development services 2 – 1 1 – – – – –

Housing 8 1 3 2 1 1 – – –

Protective services 4 3 – – 1 – – – –

Roads 1 – – – – – – 1 –

Waste management 4 1 – 1 – 1 – 1 –

Total 38 10 9 7 3 5 2 2 0

Source: Audit Scotland

Agenda Item 1 
13 June 2012 LGR/S4/12/16/1



20

Summary and conclusion

•	 The pressures on local 
government finances and 
increasing demands present a 
substantial challenge to services 
and outcomes. 

•	 Strong leadership and 
governance is required in this 
period of transition and change, 
including in police and fire and 
rescue services. 

•	 It is vital that statutory 
officers, and in particular the 
statutory officer for finance, 
have appropriate access and 
influence.

•	 Local authorities need to take a 
structured approach to options 
appraisal and demonstrate the 
basis for decisions.

•	 Councils and their partners 
need to develop partnership 
working to deliver better value 
for money and improved 
outcomes, to ensure that 
partnership performance 
systems are sound and that 
accountabilities are clear.

•	 Good-quality performance 
information and effective 
management is required, with 
an increasing focus on costs 
and measures which monitor 
partnership performance and 
outcomes.

115. Overall, the main priority is 
best value. The appendices contain 
information and prompts which will 
assist councils and councillors to  
meet the challenges in 2012. 
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Part 2. Review of 
resource use in 2011

Councils dealt well with budget pressures 
in 2011 but there are further opportunities 
for more effective management of finances, 
workforce, assets and procurement.
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116. In this part of the report, we 
review how local authorities managed 
resources in 2011 under four headings:

•	 Finances

•	 Workforce 

•	 Assets

•	 Procurement

Finances

117. Revenue expenditure is the day-
to-day cost of providing services and 
includes employee costs, supplies 
such as food and fuel, and materials 
for routine repairs. Capital expenditure 

is the cost of building property such 
as schools and acquiring large items 
of equipment which will be used over 
time in providing services.

118. In financial year 2010/11,  
income from government grants, 
council tax, housing rents and  
other fees and charges was  
£19 billion. Spending on services  
was £18.5 billion and, after 
accounting adjustments of  
£0.4 billion, £0.1 billion was 
transferred to reserves (Exhibit 13).

119. Spending across the main 
services (Exhibit 14) was broadly 
similar to 2009/10 with the exception 
of housing where spending has 

increased by £0.4 billion, reflecting 
revenue-related costs associated 
with progress towards the Scottish 
Housing Quality Standard.

120. Of the total income in the year 
of £19 billion, £12.4 billion came from 
Scottish Government grants and  
£4.3 billion came from housing rents 
and benefits and fees and charges for 
services. The remaining £2.3 billion 
came from council tax. 

121. Our SPIs showed that most 
councils increased the amount 
of council tax collected, with the 
overall figures showing an increase 
from 94.4 to 94.7 per cent. Eight 
councils experienced small reductions 

Exhibit 13
Income and expenditure 

Where the money came from 2010/11 (£ billion)

General revenue funding from government 8.1

Service fees, charges, other revenue government grants and housing rents 5.9

Capital grants and contributions 0.6

Council tax 2.3

Non-domestic rates 2.1

Total income 19

How the money was spent 2010/11 (£ billion)

Education 5.5

Social work 3.8

Housing 3.9

Roads, environment, culture and planning 3.5

Police and fire & rescue services 0.9

Other services and operating expenditure 0.9

Total spending on services 18.5

Accounting adjustments 0.4

Increase in General fund/Housing revenue account balances 0.1

Total expenditure and transfer to reserves 19

Source: Audit Scotland
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in collection rates. Around £120 
million of 2010/11 council tax was 
not collected in year and councils 
will continue to pursue this through 
ongoing recovery processes. 

122. Budget pressures in 2010/11 
came from demand-led social work 
services including services for looked-
after children and services for older 
people. There were also additional 
costs associated with extreme winter 
weather, particularly unbudgeted 
overtime payments, and from rising 
fuel costs. In the event, most councils 
stayed within budget, principally by 
achieving planned reductions in staff 
costs through, for example, voluntary 
severance schemes. 

123. Total capital spending in  
2010/11 amounted to just under 
£2.1 billion, representing a significant 
decrease against both planned 
spending of £2.5 billion and  
compared with the previous year’s 
spending of £2.2 billion (Exhibit 15). 

124. The main areas of capital 
spending were housing (including 
capital work relating to the Scottish 
Housing Quality Standard and 
developing affordable housing) and 
the schools estate including building 
and refurbishment work. 

125. Slippage in capital programmes 
is a recurring and worsening issue, 
with one-half of councils reporting 
some slippage in 2011. While some 
is attributable to adverse weather, 
this points to the need for more 
accurate and achievable capital plans, 
and the need to review project and 
programme management. 

126. Improvements in capital 
management are increasingly 
important if councils are to get the 
best from reducing capital funding 
while at the same time ensuring 
buildings and other assets are 
available and in the right condition to 
deliver services. A common theme 
in capital projects where there 

have been difficulties is the lack of 
objective expert advice and timely 
reporting to elected members.

127. The main sources of money for 
capital spending are borrowing, capital 
receipts (from the sale of assets such 
as land and buildings), capital grants 
and the application of capital reserves. 
Borrowing is the main source and 
has grown significantly since 2008 
with just over £1.1 billion borrowed 

in 2010/11 to finance capital projects 
(Exhibit 16, overleaf). The shift to 
borrowing reflects reduced capital 
receipts because of lower asset 
values and less sales. The recent 
drop in funding from revenue, grants 
and reserves indicates a tightening 
of budgets and less flexibility to fund 
capital from revenue.

Exhibit 14
Expenditure by service 2010/11

30%

21%21%

5%

5%

5%

5%
3% 2% 3%

Other, £0.5 billion

Central services, £0.4 billion

Planning and development, £0.6 billion

Environmental, £0.9 billion

Cultural and related, £1.0 billion

Police and fire & rescue, £0.9 billion

Roads and transport, £1.0 billion

Housing, £3.9 billion

Social work, £3.8 billion

Education, £5.5 billion

Source: Audit Scotland

Exhibit 15
Capital expenditure 2001/02 to 2010/11

Source: Audit Scotland
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128. Councils are considering new 
ways of financing capital expenditure. 
Tax Incremental Financing (TIF) involves 
using forecasts of the additional rate 
income expected from property 
developments as a basis for borrowing. 

129. Councils’ financial statements 
show usable reserves, which are 
cash-backed, and unusable reserves, 
which are as a result of accounting 
entries required to comply with 
financial reporting standards. Councils 
hold usable reserves to ensure 
stability in cash flow, to build up 
funds for known and predicted cost 
pressures, and as a contingency for 
unforeseen expenditure. In 2010/11, 
there was a significant increase in 
the level of usable council reserves 
(Exhibit 17). 

130. The overall level of usable 
reserves increased by £204 million  
(16 per cent) compared with  
the previous year and totalled  
£1.47 billion at 31 March 2011.  
Two-thirds of councils increased 
usable reserves in 2010/11.  
Appendix 2 shows overall increases 
in general funds, capital funds and 
repair and renewals funds.

131. The general fund is the  
main usable reserve and overall  
these increased by £127 million  
(20 per cent) in 2010/11 and totalled 
£768 million at 31 March 2011. 
£498 million was earmarked to meet 
known commitments such as PPP/PFI 
payments and equal pay claims. This 
represents 65 per cent of the amount 
held in general funds and is broadly 
in line with previous years, but varies 
from council to council depending on 
local priorities and decisions.

132. The overall level of non-
earmarked balances was  
£270 million or 35 per cent of general 
fund reserves. This has risen over  
the last year from 1.8 per cent to  
2.1 per cent of net cost of services, 
and within individual councils varies 
from 0.6 to 8.1 per cent of net cost of 
services (Exhibit 18).

133. Councils have policies setting 
out the optimum level of reserves 
that they will maintain to deal with 
unforeseen circumstances. These 
are usually set at a percentage of net 
costs of services and are typically in 
the range of one to four per cent. 

134. A number of councils show 
non-earmarked general fund reserves 
greater than the level set out in their 

policies. This approach is prudent in 
the current environment but it may 
point to the need for councils to 
refresh reserve policies, to ensure 
they align with current financial plans 
and strategies. Review and discussion 
about reserves policies will also 
support awareness and transparency 
in reserves. It will also help councils 
to explain why they are holding 
substantial amounts of money in 

Exhibit 16
Capital expenditure financing sources, 2004/05 to 20010/11

Source: Audit Scotland
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Exhibit 17
Total usable reserves and balances1

Note: 1. Excludes Orkney and Shetland Islands councils which hold large reserves and balances 
arising mainly from harbour and oil-related activities.

Source: Audit Scotland
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reserve at a time when budgets are 
reducing and the competing pressures 
on financial resources are intensifying. 

Financial management and 
reporting 
135. There was a significant change 
in the layout and format of local 
authorities’ financial statements in 
2010/11 as they moved to comply 
with International Financial Reporting 
Standards (IFRS). The changes to 
the accounts increased clarity and 
transparency in some areas, eg 
accounting for PFI. The Chartered 
Institute of Public Finance and 
Accountancy (CIPFA)30 and the Local 
Authorities (Scotland) Accounts 
Advisory Committee (LASAAC)31 
issued guidance to assist the 
preparation and interpretation of 
financial statements.

136. The introduction of IFRS, which 
aim to standardise financial reporting, 
brought additional work for finance 
departments, with a substantial 
increase in the information included in 
published accounts. Councils coped 
well with the changes but some 
auditors highlighted concerns about 
the quality of the accounts presented 
for audit and the need for significant 
changes as a result of the audit.

137. Clean audit certificates were 
issued for all councils except Shetland 
Islands Council where the auditors 
qualified the accounts for the sixth 
year in succession. The council had 
not included Shetland Charitable 
Trust and its subsidiaries in its group 
financial statements which, in the 
auditors’ opinion, meant that the 
accounts were not in accordance with 
proper accounting practice. 

138. The audits of local government 
pension funds previously formed 
part of the audit of the administering 
council but from 2010/11 a separate 
pension fund audit was required. 
These new arrangements generally 
went well and none of the audit 

opinions was qualified. Recurring 
themes from audits included the need 
to clarify governance arrangements 
and to develop performance 
monitoring and reporting.

139. Councils are required to 
produce accounts for activities such 
as catering services and building 
maintenance services. These 
operations are known as significant 
trading operations (STOs) and they 
are required by law to break even 
over a rolling three-year period. During 
2010/11, there were 73 STOs with 60 
(82 per cent) meeting the requirement 
to break even (Appendix 2). The 
main reasons for failure to achieve 
targets included the cost of settling 
equal pay claims, voluntary severance 
agreements and service restructuring. 

140. This year we have noted higher 
than usual instances at individual 
councils of non-compliance with 
financial regulations and procedures 
which have resulted in investigations 
and in some cases disciplinary action. 
This risk is increasing as councils 
reduce staff numbers as part of wider 
savings strategies and remaining staff 
are required to take on new roles and 
responsibilities. It is important that 
staff have a good knowledge and 
understanding of financial systems 
and regulations and a good working 
knowledge of financial controls. They 
need to know why these are important 
and where to get advice and support. 

141. A strong and effective internal 
audit function provides independent 
and objective assurance by examining, 
evaluating and reporting on the 
adequacy of controls. External auditors 

Exhibit 18
General fund balances1 (as a percentage of net costs of services2)

Notes:

1. Excludes Orkney and Shetland Islands councils which hold large reserves and balances arising 
mainly from harbour and oil-related activities.

2. Net cost of services figures have been adjusted to take account of pensions accounting entries.

Source: Audit Scotland
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30 Example financial statements and notes to the accounts for local authorities 2010/11, CIPFA, 2011.
31 Holding to account: using local authority financial statements, LASAAC, May 2011.
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aim to place reliance on the work of 
internal auditors. This was not possible 
in some cases, often because internal 
audit has been unable to complete its 
planned programme of work due to 
lack of resources. 

142. Eight councils had investments 
totalling £46.5 million in Icelandic banks 
when they failed in October 2008. By 
the end of October 2011, £7.6 million 
had been recovered from £13.5 million 
invested in Heritable and Kaupthing 
banks. Councils expect to recover 
between 80 and 90 per cent of the 
total. There has been no recovery of 
£33 million invested in Landsbanki and 
Glitnir banks. However, following legal 
cases, the preferential creditor status 
of UK councils has been confirmed 
clearing the way for recovery of the 
sums involved.

Workforce

143. Staff costs are the largest 
single element of council budgets 
representing £7.9 billion in 2010/11,32 
around 40 per cent of overall spending. 
Effective workforce management 
requires effective human resource 
strategies, policies and procedures and 
workforce planning that is closely linked 
with financial and asset planning. 

144. Workforce reductions are the 
most significant part of the overall 
savings made by councils in response 
to the budget pressures. This is 
reflected in the local government 
employment figures which show 
numbers reducing over the last five 
years, with the biggest changes 
between 2010 and 2011 (Exhibit 19). 
Staffing numbers for headcount and 
full-time equivalent fell by 4.1 per cent 
(12,400) to 289,400 and 4 per cent 
(9,900) to 239,700 respectively.33

145. Councils achieved reductions in 
staff numbers through natural staff 
turnover, recruitment freezes and 
voluntary severance schemes. Most 

councils had voluntary severance 
schemes in place in 2010/11 and the 
full impact on finances and services 
will become apparent over the 
next few years. At the time of the 
joint Accounts Commission/Auditor 
General report on Scotland’s public 
finances in August 2011,34 around 
half of councils said that they may 
consider compulsory redundancy to 
reduce staff levels in future.

146. Performance information shows 
that the average sickness absence 
rates in Scotland were 6.6 days for 
teachers (7.6 the previous year),  
10.8 days for council officers (11.6 
days the previous year) and 8.3 days 
for firefighters (8.7 days the previous 
year). Sickness absence for police 
officers was 3.8 days compared to 
4.1 the previous year (police figures 
are calculated as a proportion of 
working days as, due to shift patterns, 
the length of the working day can 
vary). Sickness absence has ongoing 
cost implications and councils need 
to regularly review their approach 
to secure further improvement in 
absence rates.

147. A pay settlement for councils was 
agreed in August 2010 involving a pay 
freeze for all staff in 2011/12. However, 
individual councils have negotiated 
positions relating to pay progression, 
particularly for those on lower pay 
scales which means that an element of 
pressure on pay costs remains.

148. The purpose of single status35 in 
councils is to have non-discriminatory 
pay scales. Since its introduction 
councils have been dealing with 
claims from employees relating to 
previous terms and conditions of 
service. Dealing with equal pay claims 
and the associated costs remains 
a pressure on council finances. 
Cumulatively, councils had paid  
£450 million to March 2011 (£50 
million in 2010/11) and future costs 
are likely to be of the order of £180 
million. Three-quarters of councils 
make reference in their accounts to 
potential future equal pay claims not 
yet presented and/or that can not be 
accurately quantified. Employment 
tribunals continue and recent cases 
have opened up the possibility of 
more claims for compensation. 

Exhibit 19
Local government employee numbers – headcount and full-time 
equivalent

Source: Joint staffing watch Quarter 2 (September) each year
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32 Scotland’s public finances: addressing the challenges, Accounts Commission and Auditor General for Scotland, August 2011.
33 Scottish Government staffing watch, September 2011.
34 Scotland’s public finances: addressing the challenges, Accounts Commission and Auditor General for Scotland, August 2011.
35 The single status agreement was signed in 1999 with an intended implementation date of April 2002. Most councils implemented after this date. It 

harmonises the terms and conditions of employment of manual and administrative, professional, technical and clerical workers.
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149. Reducing staff numbers can 
pose risks which need to be managed 
properly. The loss of experience and 
skills, for example, may present a  
risk to effective service delivery 
(Exhibit 20) and there may be a wider 
impact on the local economy. 

150. Large reductions in senior 
managers may affect ‘corporate 
capacity’ and there is a risk that 
officers will not have sufficient time 
to manage the range of initiatives 
that their council wishes to pursue. 
Our reports on police authorities have 
expressed concern that reducing 
non-police staff numbers may 
reduce the level of support available 
leaving police officers to perform 
administrative tasks and reducing their 
time on frontline duties.

151. Councils are making progress 
on workforce planning but they need 
to ensure workforce plans are up to 
date and reflect changes in workforce 
numbers, skills and experience.

152. Our 1997 report36 Buy now, 
pay later? and the 2003 follow-up 
report37 emphasised the importance 
of identifying the full costs of early 
retirements and effective governance, 
particularly when decisions relate to 
senior officers where the sums tend 
to be relatively large and where the 
consequences of getting it wrong are 
at their greatest. The calculations can 
be complicated but it is crucial, in the 
interests of good decision-making 
and public accountability, that the 
position is clear and provides value 
for money. Exhibit 21 sets out the 
recommendations from the 2003 
follow-up report.

153. In the Accounts Commission’s 
joint report with the Auditor General 
we drew attention to the significant 
pressures and potential changes 
in the six main public pension 
schemes in Scotland, including the 
Local Government Pension Scheme 
(LGPS).38 Over the five years 2005/06 
to 2009/10, there were significant 

Exhibit 20
Risks from workforce reductions

Key risks to workforce reductions Potential reasons why the risk  
may occur

Reduced leadership skills and 
professional competence to 
manage with lower budgets.

Loss of essential skills and 
corporate knowledge.

Reduced quantity and quality of 
service delivery.

Unmanaged reductions resulting in 
staff shortages in key service areas.

Lower morale and increased 
sickness absence.

Lack of motivation among 
remaining staff to innovate, change 
and do more.

Increased workload for remaining 
staff as a consequence of staff 
reductions.

Lower reward packages.

Benefits may not be achieved in 
the time required.

Lack of commitment from existing 
staff to be re-trained or re-deployed 
to other posts.

Cost and time commitment of  
re-training and re-deployment.

Higher than expected associated 
costs of reducing workforce levels.

Longer than anticipated time taken 
to make changes happen.

Source: Audit Scotland  

Exhibit 21
Buy now, pay later? 2003 follow-up report recommendations

Framework for decision-making
•	 Early retirement policies should be approved by elected members and 

be reviewed regularly.

Informing members
•	 Members should receive a report at least annually that details the 

number of early retiral decisions made in the year, along with the 
associated costs and savings attached to these decisions.

Decision-making
•	 Local authorities should rigorously appraise individual cases to ensure 

the expected savings associated with a retiral outweigh the costs.

•	 To improve accountability and assist in monitoring, the costs of early 
retirement should be charged to the appropriate service budget.

•	 Elected members should be involved in approving early retirement 
decisions for senior staff.

Source: Audit Scotland

36 Buy now, pay later? The management of early retirement in local government, Accounts Commission, December 1997.
37 Buy now, pay later? A follow-up review of the management of early retirement, Accounts Commission, June 2003.
38 The cost of public sector pensions in Scotland, Accounts Commission and Auditor General for Scotland, February 2011.
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increases in both the number of 
pensioners (up 11 per cent over the 
period) and the value of pension 
payments to them (up 26 per cent, 
in real terms). Over the same period 
employers’ contributions to the LGPS 
increased 25 per cent in real terms, 
from £667 million to £836 million a 
year, reflecting increased scheme 
membership, real increases in pay 
rates and higher contribution rates 
required from employers to meet cost 
pressures in the scheme. 

154. The number of pensioners 
increased 4.5 per cent between 
2009/10 and 2010/11 with the 
corresponding payments to 
them increased by 15.4 per cent. 
Employers’ contributions have also 
increased, from £836 million to  
£962 million. 

155. In March 2011, the Independent 
Public Service Pensions Commission 
chaired by Lord Hutton published 
its final report.39 As a result of UK 
government decisions in respect of 
this review, all the main public sector 
pension schemes remain subject 
to change. Changes made or under 
consideration include higher employee 
pension contributions, linking pension 
age in occupational schemes to the 
state pension age, changes in the 
indexation of pensions, and moving 
from final salary to a career average 
pension. These changes are intended 
to mitigate cost pressures in all the 
schemes but it is not yet clear whether 
and how far they will apply to the LGPS 
in Scotland. Pension cost pressures for 
councils therefore remain.

Assets

156. Councils manage and use 
assets, ie buildings such as schools 
and offices, roads, vehicles etc, with 
an overall value of £35 billion. This 
requires substantial investment in 

terms of maintenance, refurbishment 
and replacement. Councils need to 
make the most economic, efficient 
and effective use of their assets and 
they need to work across councils and 
with partners in managing their assets. 

157. The condition of council assets 
remains a concern. The cost of 
addressing the maintenance backlog 
in council-owned property assets 
is estimated at around £1.4 billion, 
with £376 million of this described as 
urgently required.40 The joint Accounts 
Commission/Auditor General report 
on maintaining Scotland’s roads41 
identified that the condition of roads 
in Scotland is worsening. Transport 
Scotland and councils estimate 
that the cost of removing all road 
defects in Scotland is £2.25 billion. 
Most councils have plans to address 
backlogs. However, continuing 
reductions in capital budgets mean 
that it is unclear how long it will take 
to implement these plans in full.

158. In September 2011, the Scottish 
Futures Trust (SFT)42 published two 
reports on asset management in 
the public sector.43 Overall the SFT 
concluded that while good work 
had been done, there are further 
savings and operational benefits to 
be secured, in particular from greater 
collaboration between public bodies in 
managing property assets. 

159. The SFT estimated that, based 
on its pilot examination of ten public 
bodies operating in the south-east 
of Scotland,44 improvements could 
ultimately provide some £500 million 
of potential revenue savings and 
capital receipts across Scotland. For 
example, the public bodies in the 
south-east, including councils, NHS 
bodies and fire and police services, 
identified the following opportunities 
for improvement from stronger 
partnership working:

•	 Joint planning and shared 
accommodation, to identify 
shared facilities including 
depots and workshops, offices, 
customer contact centres and 
training centres. This will entail 
locality asset rationalisation and 
co-location planning and involve 
peer reviews of partner asset 
management plans. 

•	 Sharing people, management 
and contracts, which will involve 
pooling expertise, sharing 
contract management (including 
operational PPP-type contracts) 
and joint procurement of facilities 
management contracts, reducing 
duplication of consultants and 
internal resources and exploiting 
economies of aggregation. 

•	 Sharing data, to allow each 
organisation’s property assets to 
be viewed by others and to enable 
place-based asset management 
and benchmarking. 

•	 Surplus property coordination, 
to help manage the release of 
property to the market to ensure 
competitive pricing, and to help 
identify opportunities to increase 
value, for example by exploring joint 
ventures with the private sector. 

•	 Pooling assets, involving 
consideration of alternative models 
for collectively managing assets. 

160. As with previous reform 
programmes, on procurement and 
efficiency for example, there will be 
challenges in moving beyond high-
level savings targets, to coordinating 
and gaining acceptance from all 
the public bodies affected to allow 
change and ultimately deliver real 
and measurable economies. The 
SFT has identified the need for 

39 Independent Public Services Pensions Committee: final report, Independent Public Services Pensions Committee, March 2011.
40 Asset management in local government, Accounts Commission, May 2009.
41 Maintaining Scotland’s roads: A follow-up report, Accounts Commission and Auditor General for Scotland, February 2011.
42 SFT is a limited company, wholly owned by Scottish ministers, established in September 2008. Its remit is to examine and develop new financing 

arrangements for investment and to work in partnership with other public bodies to secure more efficiency from investment.
43 Improving Asset Management across the Scottish Public Sector – The Local Civil Estate; Improving Asset Management across the Scottish Public Sector – 

The Scottish Government Civil Estate, Scottish Futures Trust, 2011.
44 The ten bodies in the south-east pilot included four councils (Edinburgh, West Lothian, East Lothian and Midlothian), and the Lothian & Borders Police and 

Fire & Rescue Services.
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strong leadership, and programme 
management to overcome these and 
other constraints.

161. Common good assets comprise 
land, buildings or other assets, such 
as works of art bequeathed to the 
common good, and are held by a 
council for the ‘common good’ of 
the people of the area to which the 
common good relates. The value  
of common good assets was  
£219 million at 31 March 2011. While 
this is relatively small compared with 
the overall value of assets held, there 
is significant public interest in the 
stewardship of assets and in how 
common good money is recorded 
and used. 

162. Guidance45 requires identification 
of common good assets in councils’ 
accounts and underlying records. 
Councils have been working to 
confirm that all common good 
assets are appropriately recorded in 
asset registers. Some councils are 
consulting with community councils 
and, given the other demands on 
councils, this can be a practical 
approach in resolving questions about 
ownership and title of assets. 

163. Information and Communications 
Technology (ICT) underpins all aspects 
of frontline and back office local 
government services. The pressure 
on public finances is affecting ICT 
services and councils are taking 
actions to generate savings and 
efficiencies. These include: 

•	 upgrading websites to provide 
more interactive services and to 
inform the public

•	 extending the lifecycle of PCs and 
other equipment

•	 cutting back on network 
maintenance and reviewing rental 
agreements

•	 delaying renewal of contracts and 
agreements where possible

•	 entering into more collaborative 
purchase agreements

•	 downsizing workforces in line with 
other service departments

•	 introducing home and flexible 
working for staff.

164. In June 2011, the Scottish 
Government published a report,46 
the McClelland Review of ICT 
infrastructure in the public sector in 
Scotland. The report’s key finding 
was that the public sector is behind 
where it should be and there is an 
opportunity to benefit from radical 
changes in how ICT is adopted 
and deployed. The report states 
that stand-alone and self-sufficient 
operating is no longer affordable and 
that public bodies should commit to 
an era of sharing in ICT.

165. The report also found that there 
are differences across the major 
parts of the public sector. Councils 
are aware of the value that an ICT 
strategy can bring and there is a 
strong commitment to using ICT 
to deliver savings and improve the 
quality of access to local services. 
Many councils are involved in 
the Customer First programme,47 
the programme for national ICT 
infrastructure48 and the National 
Entitlement card scheme.49 

166. Although there is considerable 
ongoing development work, most 
is taking place at individual council 
level with limited evidence of joint 
working or of a coordinated approach 
which may provide efficiencies and 
economies of scale. 

Procurement

167. Scottish local authorities spend 
around £4 billion annually in procuring 
goods and services to deliver services 
to their communities. This varies 
from entering into contracts for the 
supply of utilities and the purchase of 
computers, supplies and equipment 
to buying in professional services 
or social and community care. In 
2010/11, local authorities reported 
savings of £13 million from better 
purchasing.

168. It is more important than ever, 
in the challenging economic climate, 
that public procurement is conducted 
as effectively as possible. It can also 
impact significantly on local suppliers 
and the economy. Better procurement 
can help councils do more with less 
and the Procurement Capability 
Assessment (PCA)50 was introduced 
in 2009 to assist organisations to 
improve their structure, capability, 
processes and, ultimately, 
performance, allowing improvement 
plans to be implemented to ensure 
the promotion of efficiency and 
effectiveness and continuous 
improvement.

169. From the responses to a series 
of questions, the PCA assesses a 
council’s procurement capability against 
common criteria and standards. Local 
authorities are given a percentage 
score which will place them in one of 
four categories: 

•	 Non-conformance (to 25 per cent).

•	 Conformance (26 to 50 per cent).

•	 Improved performance (51 to  
75 per cent).

•	 Superior performance (76 to  
100 per cent). 

45 Accounting for the common good fund: a guidance note for practitioners, Local Authorities (Scotland) Accounts Advisory Committee, December 2007.
46 Review of ICT infrastructure in the public sector in Scotland, John McClelland CBE, June 2011.
47 A Scottish Government-sponsored programme aimed at delivering ‘first time’ public services by designing them around customer needs. 
48 A primary data processing centre with all 32 councils having a network connection to use hosted applications.
49 A smartcard system used to support the national concessionary travel scheme for all 32 councils and by a significant proportion for leisure, libraries and 

school meals.
50 Procurement Capability Assessment 2011, Scottish Government, September 2011.
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170. Councils in the non-conformance 
category are considered to have 
inadequate or weak systems; those 
at the conformance level will meet 
the minimum standards and have 
the basics in place. Those achieving 
superior performance will have a clear 
focus on procurement and be able to 
demonstrate best value.

171. Between the 2009 and 2011 
PCA assessments (reported in 
2012) more councils have moved 
into the conformance and improved 
performance categories (Exhibit 22). 
The average scores for councils as a 
whole have been increasing steadily 
over the three rounds of the PCA 
from an average 23 per cent in 2009 
to 40 per cent in 2011. This moves 
councils well into the conformance 
category but still falls short of 
categories that would indicate 
councils are achieving best value 
from procurement. 

172. The scores suggest the need 
for better contract management and 
performance measurement linked 
to the need for a more corporate 
approach to procurement. There are a 
very small number of councils who are 
still in the non-conformance category 
but Scotland Excel51 is working with 
these councils to help them improve 
their procurement performance. 

173. We welcome councils’ response 
to the PCA. However, some councils 
are not routinely reporting the results 
of the PCA and improvement plans to 
full council or appropriate committee, 
particularly audit or scrutiny 
committees. This is essential in 
managing procurement performance. 

Summary and conclusion

•	 The accounts for 2010/11 
showed a relatively stable 
financial position.

•	 Accounts were unqualified, 
with the exception of Shetland 
Islands Council.

•	 There is increasing evidence of 
non-compliance with financial 
regulations and procedures.

•	 There have been substantial 
changes in the local authority 
workforce, and more change  
is likely.

•	 More work is required to 
improve asset management 
and procurement practices.

174. Based on the most recent 
audited financial information, councils 
appear to have coped well with the 
financial pressures. Financial reporting 
continues to be a strength but the 
time is right for councils to reaffirm 
the importance of financial procedures 
and ensure that staff who hold 
positions that are central to strong 
and effective financial control are fully 
aware of their responsibilities.

175. There have been and will 
continue to be substantial changes 
in the local government workforce; 
this brings opportunities in terms of 
new structures and new individuals 
in post that can bring fresh thinking in 

services and at the corporate centre. 
However, there are also risks and 
staff will need time fully to understand 
their new roles and to build the 
necessary networks and working 
relationships within the local authority 
and with community partners.

176. Asset management continues 
to be an area requiring attention; the 
backlog of maintenance of roads 
and buildings is substantial. Taking 
together with the slippage in capital 
programmes, local authorities need 
comprehensive and effective asset 
management plans to ensure they 
have the right assets in the right 
condition available to match service 
plans and developments.

177. Overall, there has been  
progress in procurement but more 
work is required to deliver better 
value from the substantial amount of 
money involved.

Exhibit 22
Movement of council scores for PCA assessment

Source: Scotland Excel
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51 Scotland Excel is the Centre of Procurement Expertise for Scotland’s local government sector. It is dedicated to serve all local authorities and related 
organisations across Scotland in obtaining value for money from procurement practices.
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Appendix 1.
Checklist for new and returning elected members

Leadership and governance Assessment Action required

1 Do you understand fully all aspects of your role and how to find out more?

2 Do you know who the statutory officers are, what they do and when you need to 
talk to them?

3 Have you prioritised what you need to do in the next 12 months?

4 Do you have access to relevant training and development?

Partnership working

5 Do you have a good understanding of partnership arrangements?

6 Are you assured that the council is making the most of partnership working?

7 Are you kept informed about partnership working developments and the 
outcomes being achieved?

Options for service delivery

8 Are you aware of alternative service delivery models being considered?

9 Do you have access to all of the information you need to make a decision on 
alternative service delivery options?

Performance information

10 Do you have a good understanding of performance information arrangements? 
Are you assured that there is emphasis on cost and partnership performance in 
addition to level and quality of service?

11 Are you provided with appropriate reports and information to enable you to 
scrutinise performance effectively?

Use of resources

12 Do you have a good understanding of the council’s financial position including the 
impact of future funding?

13 Are you aware of the level of future savings required by the council and are you 
assured that firm plans are in place to achieve these?

14 Have you asked how your council is addressing the actions set out in the most 
recent external auditors' report and this overview report? Are you assured that 
action is being taken and quickly enough?

15 Are you assured that arrangements are in place (through internal audit or other 
processes) to ensure ongoing compliance with financial regulations and strong 
internal controls?

16 Do committee papers on resource issues enable you to scrutinise effectively? 
Are they adequate in terms of clarity, level of detail and ease of understanding?

17 Are you aware of the council’s workforce strategy? Are you assured that any 
potential impact on service delivery is being minimised?

18 Do you know how well your council performs on procurement and the steps 
being taken to ensure further improvement?

19 Do you know what your council’s risk management arrangements are, where you 
can find information on risk and where you can ask questions and challenge?

20 Do you understand what best value involves, what it means in practice and how 
your council demonstrates it is achieving best value?
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Appendix 2.
Summary financial information

Reserves

31 March 2011  
(£ million)

Change in 2010/11  
(£ million)

General fund 768 +127

Housing revenue account 100 -6

Capital fund 293 +32

Capital receipts reserve 57 -11

Insurance fund 79 0

Repair and renewal fund 119 +30

Other 50 +32

Total 1,466 +204

Performance of significant trading organisations (STOs)

2006/07 2007/08 2008/09 2009/10 2010/11

Number of STOs 117 108 89 81 73

Number of STOs breaking even or over three-year  
rolling period 91 81 75 71 60

Percentage of STOs breaking even over three-year  
rolling period (%) 77.8 75.0 84.3 87.7 82.2

Total surplus over rolling three-year period (£ million) 86.6 78.0 97.2 128.5 145.7
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Appendix 3.
Resources and links

Leadership and governance

Roles and working relationships: are you getting it right? Accounts Commission, August 2010  
http://www.audit-scotland.gov.uk/docs/best_value/2010/bvrm_100826_councillors_officers.pdf

Response to consultation on reforming police and fire and rescue services in Scotland, Accounts Commission, November 2011 
http://www.audit-scotland.gov.uk/work/scrutiny/docs/as_111101_response_fire_police_consultation.pdf

Working in partnership

Community planning: an initial review, Accounts Commission and Auditor General for Scotland, June 2006  
http://www.audit-scotland.gov.uk/docs/central/2006/nr_060616_community_planning.pdf

Review of Community Health Partnerships, Accounts Commission and Auditor General for Scotland, June 2011  
http://www.audit-scotland.gov.uk/docs/health/2011/nr_110602_chp.pdf

The role of community planning partnerships in economic development, Accounts Commission and Auditor General for 
Scotland, November 2011  
http://www.audit-scotland.gov.uk/docs/central/2011/nr_111103_community_planning.pdf

Transport for health and social care, Accounts Commission and Auditor General for Scotland, August 2011  
http://www.audit-scotland.gov.uk/docs/health/2011/nr_110804_transport_health.pdf

Options for service delivery

Arm’s-length external organisations (ALEOs): are you getting it right? Accounts Commission, June 2011  
http://www.audit-scotland.gov.uk/docs/local/2011/nr_110616_aleos.pdf

Code of Guidance on Funding External Bodies and Following the Public Pound, Accounts Commission/Convention of 
Scottish Local Authorities, 1996  
http://www.audit-scotland.gov.uk/docs/local/2003/nr_040311_following_public_pound.pdf

Accounts Commission’s findings on a report by the Controller of Audit, The Highland Council: Caithness Heat and Power 
– Follow-up report, March 2011  
http://www.audit-scotland.gov.uk/docs/local/2010/sr_110302_chap_findings.pdf

Performance information

Full details of performance information reported by councils against our SPIs are available at  
http://www.audit-scotland.gov.uk/performance/

Resource management

Scotland’s public finances: addressing the challenges, Accounts Commission and Auditor General for Scotland, August 2011 
http://www.audit-scotland.gov.uk/docs/central/2011/nr_110825_scotlands_public_finances.pdf

The cost of public sector pensions in Scotland, Accounts Commission and Auditor General for Scotland, February 2011  
http://www.audit-scotland.gov.uk/docs/central/2010/nr_110210_public_sector_pensions.pdf
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Buy now, pay later? The management of early retirement in local government, Accounts Commission, December 1997 
http://www.audit-scotland.gov.uk/docs/local/pre1999/nr_9712_early_retirement.pdf

Buy now, pay later? A follow-up review of the management of early retirement, Accounts Commission, June 2003  
http://www.audit-scotland.gov.uk/docs/local/2003/nr_030612_early_retirement.pdf

Asset management in local government, Accounts Commission, May 2009  
http://www.audit-scotland.gov.uk/docs/local/2009/nr_090507_asset_management_councils.pdf

Maintaining Scotland’s roads: A follow-up report, Accounts Commission and Auditor General for Scotland, February 2011 
http://www.audit-scotland.gov.uk/docs/central/2010/nr_110216_road_maintenance.pdf

Modernising the planning system, Accounts Commission and Auditor General for Scotland, September 2011  
http://www.audit-scotland.gov.uk/docs/central/2011/nr_110915_modernising_planning.pdf
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Appendix 4.
Partnership assessment framework
Good governance principles for partnership working 
There are several key principles for successful partnership working.

Key principles Features of partnerships when things  
are going well

Features of partnerships when things  
are not going well

Behaviours

Personal commitment 
from the partnership 
leaders and staff for the 
joint strategy

Understand and 
respect differences in 
organisations’ culture 
and practice 

•	 Leaders agree, own, promote and 
communicate the shared vision

•	 Leaders are clearly visible and take a 
constructive part in resolving difficulties 

•	 Be willing to change what they do and 
how they do it

•	 Behave openly and deal with conflict 
promptly and constructively

•	 Adhere to agreed decision-making 
processes

•	 Have meetings if required but focus of 
meetings is on getting things done

•	 Lack of leader visibility in promoting 
partnership activities (both non-executive 
and executives)

•	 Be inflexible and unwilling to change 
what they do and how they do it

•	 Adopt a culture of blame, mistrust 
and criticism

•	 Complain of barriers to joint working 
and do not focus on solutions

•	 Take decisions without consulting 
with partners

•	 Have numerous meetings where 
discussion is about process rather than 
getting things done

Processes

Need or drivers for the 
partnership are clear

Clear vision and strategy 

Roles and 
responsibilities are clear

Right people with 
right skills

Risks associated with 
partnership working are 
identified and managed

Clear decision-making 
and accountability 
structures and 
processes

•	 Roles and responsibilities of each 
partner are agreed and understood

•	 Strategies focus on outcomes for 
service users, based on analysis of need 

•	 Have clear decision-making and 
accountability processes 

•	 Acknowledge and have a system 
for identifying and managing risks 
associated with partnership working

•	 Agree a policy for dealing with 
differences in employment terms 
and conditions for staff and apply this 
consistently to ensure fairness

•	 Review partnership processes to 
assess whether they are efficient 
and effective

•	 Roles and responsibilities of each 
partner are unclear

•	 Unable to agree joint priorities and 
strategy 

•	 Lack of clarity on decision-making 
processes

•	 Partnership decision-making and 
accountability processes are not fully 
applied or reviewed regularly

•	 Risks are not well understood or 
managed through an agreed process

•	 Deal with differences in employment 
terms and conditions for staff on an 
ad hoc basis
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Key principles Features of partnerships when things  
are going well

Features of partnerships when things  
are not going well

Performance measurement and management

Clearly defined 
outcomes for 
partnership activity

Partners agree what 
success looks like and 
indicators for measuring 
progress

Partners implement a 
system for managing 
and reporting on their 
performance

•	 Understand the needs of their local 
communities and prioritise these

•	 Have a clear picture of what success 
looks like and can articulate this

•	 Have clearly defined outcomes, 
objectives, targets and milestones that 
they own collectively

•	 Have a system in place to monitor, 
report to stakeholders and improve 
their performance

•	 Demonstrate that the actions they carry 
out produce the intended outcomes and 
objectives

•	 Prioritise their own objectives over those 
of the partnership

•	 Unable to identify what success 
looks like

•	 Fail to deliver on their partnership 
commitments

•	 Do not have agreed indicators for 
measuring each partner’s contribution 
and overall performance or do not use 
monitoring information to improve 
performance

•	 Unable to demonstrate what difference 
they are making

Use of resources 

Identify budgets and 
monitor the costs of 
partnership working 

Achieve efficiencies 
through sharing 
resources, including 
money, staff, premises 
and equipment

Access specific initiative 
funding made available 
for joint working 
between health and 
social care

•	 Integrate service, financial and 
workforce planning

•	 Have clear delegated budgetary 
authority for partnership working

•	 Identify, allocate and monitor resources 
used to administer the partnership 

•	 Understand their service costs and 
activity levels

•	 Plan and allocate their combined 
resources to deliver more effective and 
efficient services

•	 Assess the costs and benefits of a 
range of options for service delivery, 
including external procurement

•	 Have stronger negotiating power on 
costs 

•	 Achieve better outcomes made possible 
only through working together 

•	 Do not integrate service, financial and 
workforce planning

•	 Unable to identify the costs of 
administering the partnership 

•	 Deliver services in the same way or 
change how services are delivered 
without examining the costs and 
benefits of other options

•	 Have duplicate services or have gaps in 
provision for some people

•	 Plan, allocate and manage their 
resources separately

•	 Fail to achieve efficiencies or other 
financial benefits

•	 Unable to demonstrate what difference 
the partnership has made
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Appendix 5.
Glossary of terms

Arm’s-length External 
Organisations (ALEOs)

Companies, trusts and other bodies that are separate from the council but are subject to 
council control or influence. 

Best value Continuous improvement in the performance of an authority's (council's) functions. 

Break-even When income equals expenditure.

Budget A projection of income and expenditure.

Capital financing Sources of money to purchase or build property, vehicles or other tangible items 
required for the provision of services.

Community Health Partnership 
(CHP)

A partnership between health and social care which is responsible for the delivery of a 
wide range of community health provision including GP services, pharmacy, social care 
and community nursing.

Community Planning 
Partnership (CPP)

A partnership between a council, health board, police, fire and rescue services, third 
sector organisations and other public sector organisations in a geographical area.

Continuous improvement Ongoing effort to improve services or activity.

Deficit The excess of expenditure over income.

Efficiency savings The amount saved by delivering the same services with less money or delivering more 
services with the same money.

Financial regulations Rules set by a council as to how finances will be internally managed to ensure 
safeguard and propriety.

Financial statements The annual accounts of a council providing the financial position for a year from 1 April to 
31 March.

General fund The main cash fund or reserve held by a council.

Governance The framework of accountability to users, stakeholders and the wider community, 
within which councils take decisions, and lead and control their functions, to achieve 
their objectives.

IFRS (International Financial 
Reporting Standards)

Guidelines and rules set by the International Accounting Standards Board (IASB) that 
companies and public sector organisations must follow when compiling financial 
statements. They are aimed at making the comparison of financial statements easier.

Outcomes Determination and evaluation of a council's activity and services and their comparison 
with objectives.

Performance management Processes at individual, team and service level to enable assessment of performance 
against objectives.

Preventative spending Directing financial resources away from dealing with the symptoms of disadvantage 
and inequality towards tackling their causes.
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Private Finance Initiative (PFI)/
Public Private Partnership 
(PPP)

A government initiative to encourage the development of private finance in the public 
sector. A generic term for projects involving both the public and private sectors. The 
involvement can be to varying degrees and the partnership can take different forms.

Real-terms increase/decrease The amount of funding compared to previous or future years after taking into account 
the effect of inflation.

Regulatory services Regulatory services are services to ensure public, consumer and environmental 
protection. They include planning, trading standards and environmental services.

Resource management The efficient and effective use of a council’s collective resources, directed where they 
are needed. Refers to the workforce, finances and assets, including ICT.

Risk management The identification, analysis, assessment, control and avoidance, minimisation or 
elimination of unacceptable risks. It relates to both corporate functions and services.

Section 95 officer The statutory officer for finance, as required by section 95 of the Local Government 
(Scotland) Act 1973 – ‘every local authority shall make arrangements for the proper 
administration of their financial affairs and shall secure that the proper officer of the 
authority has responsibility for the administration of those affairs.’

Shared services The provision of a joint service or function by more than one council.

Statutory Performance 
Indicators (SPIs)

A set of performance indicators specified by the Accounts Commission, the information 
for which must be collected and reported on by councils.

Surplus The excess of income over expenditure.

Unusable reserves Non-cash, accounting reserves.

Usable reserves A council's cash reserves. The main reserves are the general fund, capital fund, repair 
and renewals and insurance fund.

Value for money Obtaining the maximum benefit from resources with regards to economy, efficiency 
and effectiveness.

Workforce planning Systematic identification and analysis of a council's workforce needs in terms of size, 
experience, knowledge and skills to achieve its objectives. 
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The Accounts
 
Commission
 
The Accounts Commission is a statutory, independent body which, through the 
audit process, requests local authorities in Scotland to achieve the highest 
standards of financial stewardship and the economic, efficient and effective use 
of their resources. The Commission has four main responsibilities: 

•	 securing	the	external	audit,	including	the	audit	of	Best	Value	and 
Community Planning 

•	 following	up	issues	of	concern	identified	through	the	audit,	to	ensure		 
satisfactory resolutions 

•	 carrying	out	national	performance	studies	to	improve	economy,	efficiency	and		 
effectiveness in local government 

•	 issuing	an	annual	direction	to	local	authorities	which	sets	out	the	range	of		 
performance information they are required to publish. 

The Commission secures the audit of 32 councils and 45 joint boards and 
committees (including police and fire and rescue services). 

Audit Scotland is a statutory body set up in April 2000 under the Public 
Finance and Accountability (Scotland) Act 2000. It provides services to the 
Auditor General for Scotland and the Accounts Commission. Together 
they ensure that the Scottish Government and public sector bodies in 
Scotland are held to account for the proper, efficient and effective use of 
public funds. 
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Using cost information to improve performance: are you getting it right? 1 
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What do auditors say? 

These boxes appear throughout 
this report and represent findings 
from individual councils. 
They have been drawn from 
Audit Scotland audit reports. 
They are not key findings for 
all councils. 

About our ‘how councils work’ series 

The Accounts Commission, as part of its policy 
of encouraging improvement, seeks to support 
developments in best value and resource management, 
recognising these as two key components vital to the 
successful delivery of council services. 

The purpose of the ‘how councils work’ series of reports is 
to stimulate change and improve performance. We select 
topics based on the recurring themes and issues from our 
Best Value audit work, the work of local auditors and our 
annual overview report. We draw mainly on our existing 
audit work but supplement it with new audit work and 
other information. 

This is the third report in the series. The first report, 
published in August 2010, examined roles, responsibilities 
and working relationships of councillors and council 
officers in achieving best value. The second report, 
published in June 2011, examined the relationships 
between councils and their ALEOs (arm’s-length external 
organisations). These two reports are available on Audit 
Scotland’s website: www.audit-scotland.gov.uk 

1 www.improvementservice.org.uk 
2 www.apse.org.uk 
3 www.cipfa.org.uk/regions/scotland/directors/ 

This report highlights the importance of having good-
quality cost information to inform policy decisions and 
scrutinise performance, and identifies some of the 
guidance and cost measures that already exist. 

The report also provides some case studies to illustrate 
how councils and councillors are currently using cost 
information. In some instances, the activity in councils 
covered in the case studies is still developing and we 
recognise that what works in one council may not be 
appropriate for another. However, we consider that the 
case studies provide a useful insight into how some 
councils are using cost information to inform their work. 
This can help other councils and councillors think about 
how they might use cost information at a strategic and 
operational level more effectively. 

We have worked closely with the Improvement Service,1 

the Association of Public Service Excellence (APSE),2 

CIPFA Directors of Finance3 and the councils covered 
in the case studies in developing this report and we are 
grateful for their contributions. 
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Key messages
 

A good understanding of both the cost and the 
quality of services is essential if councils are 
to demonstrate that they are delivering good 
value for the public money that they spend. 
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Key messages 3 

1. Many of our audit reports have •	 tightening public sector budgets 
found that councils need to make and increasing service demands 
better use of cost information. Using require more effective use of cost 
cost information effectively can help information. Being open about 
councils and councillors make well- costs can help keep communities 
informed policy decisions and assess engaged in the difficult decisions 
the efficiency and effectiveness of that lie ahead for councillors 
their services. This is all the more 
important in the current economic •	 the effective use of cost 
climate where public spending is information can lead to improved 
being reduced significantly. corporate and partnership working 

2. Councils have a statutory duty •	 councils can do more to share 
to provide Best Value, set out in good practice and learning and 
the Local Government in Scotland could make more effective use of 
Act 2003. This duty applies to both the existing cost measures and 
elected members (councillors) and guidance available. 
council employees (council officers). 
Best Value requires councils to 
manage their performance and 
resources effectively and a sound 
understanding of costs is central 
to this. A good understanding of 
both the cost and the quality of 
services is essential if councils are to 
demonstrate that they are delivering 
good value for the public money that 
they spend. 

3. The key messages in this report are: 

•	 councillors need good cost 
information if they are to make 
well-informed policy decisions and 
scrutinise performance effectively 

•	 cost information needs to 
be presented in an open and 
accessible way along with 
policy options and performance 
information to help councillors 
carry out their role 

•	 officers need good-quality cost 
information to help them manage 
services efficiently, assess 
performance and demonstrate 
value for money 

•	 a council’s approach to using cost 
information should be driven by 
its priorities and objectives, with 
a focus on outcomes for service 
users and communities 
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Part 1. Councils 
need to use cost 
information more 
effectively 

Cost information is an essential element in 
assessing overall performance. Without good 
cost information, councillors cannot fully 
monitor and scrutinise service performance. 
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Part 1. Councils need to use cost information more effectively 5 

4. In August 2010, we published 
the first report in the ‘how councils 
work’ series, Roles and working 
relationships: are you getting it right? 
The report provided checklists, 
examples and other information to 
help councils assess their current 
working practices and identify how 
they might better equip themselves 
to deal with the challenges ahead. 

5. In the report we highlighted the 
importance of all councillors and 
officers having a clear understanding 
of their respective roles. 

What do auditors 
say? 

“A councillor’s role is to 
represent constituents, to provide 
leadership and direction for the 
council and to scrutinise service 
performance. Council officers 
are responsible for operational 
leadership and management 
and for providing professional 
advice to support councillors in 
their role. In other words, on an 
issue-by-issue basis, councillors 
determine policy at the start, 
officers manage delivery of 
the policy in the middle and 
councillors scrutinise delivery at 
the end. Senior officers have key 
roles at the transition between 
these phases, supporting policy 
development and scrutiny by 
ensuring the right information is 
available at the right time.” 

“Good governance requires that 
those involved in leadership, 
management and decision-
making are clear about their 
own roles and responsibilities, 
and those of others. Training 
for councillors and officers, as 
well as tailored guidance, can 
help them understand roles and 
responsibilities.” 

Source: How councils work: an improvement 
series for councillors and officers – Roles 
and working relationships: are you getting it 
right?, Accounts Commission, 2010 

6. In order to fulfil their respective 
roles effectively, councillors 
and officers need good-quality 
information: 

•	 Councillors need good-quality 
information to inform policy 
decisions and set strategic 
direction. 

•	 Officers need information to help 
them implement policy decisions 
and manage service performance. 

•	 Councillors need information to 
scrutinise performance, to hold 
officers to account, and assure 
themselves and the public 
that the council is delivering its 
commitments and offering value 
for money. 

•	 Councillors and officers need 
information to inform decisions 
about where improvement is 
needed. 

7. Knowing what things cost is 
important, but our audit reports 
often highlight the need for 
councils to make better use of cost 
information. Best Value reports on 
individual councils, performance 
audit reports into specific themes 
and service areas, annual reports to 
members and our local government 
overview reports have all concluded 

What do auditors 
say? 

“Councils urgently need 
to ensure that they have 
comprehensive and comparative 
baseline data on service costs 
and quality, and integrate this 
information into their approaches 
to performance management and 
options appraisal.” 

“The council needs to identify 
more clearly and manage the 
costs of its activities, and the 
assets and people needed to 
deliver them, if it is to generate 
best value.” 

Source: Audit reports 

that councils are not using cost 
information effectively. 

Cost information is an essential 
element in assessing overall 
performance 

8. To manage performance effectively 
a council needs to set clear objectives 
and then use a combination of 
measures to track progress and 
impact. It needs good-quality 
information on: 

•	 inputs – to understand what 
resources are being used to 
deliver the services/objectives 

•	 processes – to know when and 
where services are being delivered 
and whether they are being 
delivered on time 

•	 outputs – to understand what level 
of service is being delivered and 
the quality of that service 

•	 outcomes – to assess what impact 
the services being delivered are 
having and whether they are 
achieving the agreed objectives. 

9. Knowing what it costs to deliver 
a service is a key ‘input measure’. A 
council may, for example, find that 
services are being delivered promptly 
(a process measure) and that the 
services are of high quality (an output 
measure). It may also know that 
services are having a positive impact 
in the community and delivering the 
council’s objectives (an outcome 
measure). However, if the council 
does not know what it costs to deliver 
the services, it cannot really assess 
whether the services truly represent 
value for money. 

10. Would an apparently high-
performing service be viewed in the 
same light if it appeared to be costing 
twice as much as a similar service in 
a neighbouring council for example? 
Without good cost information, 
councillors cannot fully monitor and 
scrutinise service performance. 
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6 

11. Bringing together an 
understanding of both the cost and 
quality of service delivery is therefore 
necessary to assess whether a 
service is providing value for money. 
Case study 1 on West Lothian 

Case study 1 

Council illustrates the benefits of to embed consideration of costs as 
incorporating cost information into a key measure of performance. This 
an assessment framework in order kind of self-assessment can provide 
to consider performance in a robust assurance to councillors and officers 
and rounded way. Including cost on where progress and performance 
information in self-assessment helps is good and also where improvement 

is needed. 

West Lothian Council – using cost information in self-assessment 

The West Lothian Assessment Model (WLAM) is a self-
assessment framework used across the council as one of 
the mechanisms to ensure that it is providing high-quality 
and value-for-money services. All services report the results 
of their self-assessment and their improvement actions 
to the council’s performance committee, where elected 
members monitor and challenge the results and progress. 

The assessment model covers nine topics separated into 
two themes: ‘what we do’ and ‘what we achieve’. Within 
the ‘what we achieve’ section there is a subsection on 
‘efficiency results’ which focuses on the indicators and 
outcomes each service uses to assess its efficiency. This 
includes indicators such as: 

•	 the unit cost of outputs (for example the cost of 
dealing with one customer enquiry) 

•	 unit cost per re-work (for example the cost of having to 
collect a missed bin) 

•	 unit cost per customer engaged (for example the cost 
of school education per pupil or the cost of street 
cleaning per head of population) 

•	 units of output per full-time equivalent (FTE) staff (for 
example the number of active cases per social worker) 

•	 failure demand as a percentage of total demand (for 
example repeat repairs as a percentage of all repairs) 

•	 percentage of FTE staff resourcing front-line service 
delivery (for example the ratio of teaching staff to total 
education services staff). 

There is guidance given to services on how to use these 
measures, the purpose of the measures and how these 
should link to their other planning tools. Services are 
encouraged to make the indicators meaningful for their own 
service, for example by defining who their customer is. 

Source: West Lothian Council 

Prompts and guidance for reviewing cost information are 
also included throughout the assessment model, including 
in sections such as leadership, strategies, plans and 
policies and partnerships. 

Reviewing these cost measures along with other 
performance information has helped the council to 
identify areas for improvement. For example, by 
measuring the cost of dealing with a customer enquiry 
at their local offices and through the customer service 
centre, the council identified that the cost for the customer 
service centre was almost half that of the local offices 
(£2.23 per enquiry as opposed to £4.34 per enquiry). As a 
result, the council has focused on encouraging customers 
who use local offices to consider using the contact centre 
or other contact methods such as online or direct debit 
payments. The council also developed a new customer 
service strategy to support this improvement, which was 
approved by elected members in January 2012. 

Through this process, all services have to evaluate cost 
and efficiency measures. All services undertake an 
assessment at least every three years and more regularly 
where determined by the assessment results or other 
risk factors. The inclusion of cost measures throughout 
their approach to self-assessment encourages the 
mainstreaming of cost considerations along with service 
performance and improvement. 

The WLAM was the basis from which the now widely 
used Public Sector Improvement Framework (PSIF) was 
developed. PSIF includes many of the same suggested 
indicators and guidance as the WLAM. 
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Part 1. Councils need to use cost information more effectively 7 

What does CIPFA say? 

“Without an understanding of the 
starting point, the baseline, and 
why it costs what it does and how 
it will change if the various cost 
drivers are altered, cost cannot be 
managed and controlled.” 

Source: Counting Costs: Understanding 
and Using Cost Information to Make Better 
Decisions, CIPFA, 2011 

Want to know more? 

•	 Better Benchmarking for High 
Performance (CIPFA, 2010) 
http://www.tisonline.net/ 
managementoffinance/ 
content/Better_ 
Benchmarking.pdf 

What others are doing 

•	 In Sweden, an annual report is published jointly by the National Board 
for Health and Welfare and the Society of Local Authorities and 
Regions, which provides comparative healthcare quality and efficiency 
information. 

The report covers 75 set indicators on which the local regions and 
counties in Sweden have to report. These indicators cover a variety of 
performance and cost measures. 

The report sets out two main aims from publishing this information. 
Firstly, it aims to provide transparent and reliable comparative data 
for service users to be able to judge how well their local healthcare 
services are performing. Secondly, it aims to promote improvement 
by publicly reporting on performance and by increasing the sharing of 
information between the regions and counties. 

Source: Audit Scotland – based on Quality and Efficiency in Swedish Healthcare: Regional 
Comparisons 2010 

Effective decision-making relies on 
good cost information 

12. An improved understanding 
of costs is not an end in itself. 
Understanding what things cost is an 
important factor when making policy 
decisions. Councils face significant 
financial challenges. Councils 
recognise that in the current financial 
climate making efficiency savings 

will only go so far. More fundamental 
decisions will have to be taken about 
the levels of service on offer and 
whether some services may need 
to be withdrawn altogether. Councils 
need to have a clear understanding 
of the level of service being provided, 
and at what cost, to be able to 
identify whether further efficiencies 
are achievable. Councillors need to be 
clear about which services are most 
important. 

What do auditors say? 

“We encourage the council now to improve its performance management 
capacity and ensure that it has effective mechanisms to test value for 
money and provide robust options appraisal. This is essential to allow the 
most effective decision-making by elected members when budgets are 
under increasing pressure.” 

“Councillors need good-quality information to assist them making 
informed decisions. They are generally aware of the total cost of their 
services, and budgets are monitored regularly. However, they still do not 
have sufficient information on service costs and quality, user satisfaction, 
and performance information which compares performance with that of 
other service providers.” 

Source: Audit reports 

13. Case study 2 (overleaf) on Dundee 
City Council illustrates how making 
decisions on a spend-to-save initiative 
can reduce costs in the longer term. 

Councillors need good cost 
information to scrutinise 
performance and assess whether 
they are delivering value for money 

14. Councillors have a key role in 
scrutinising performance and need 
good performance information to 
fulfil this role effectively. This means 
that they need information not only 
about the quality of services, but 
also the cost. Our audit work tells 
us that councillors are keen to get 
better information to help them do 
this important job. Our 2010 report 
Roles and working relationships: are 
you getting it right? highlighted that 
councillors recognised that they need 
to focus on costs and the financial 
implications of policy decisions. 

15. Councillors need support to feel 
more confident about challenging what 
services cost and therefore whether 
those services represent good value 
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8 

Case study 2 
School vandalism at Dundee City Council – using cost information to 
proactively target activity and reduce ongoing costs 

Dundee City Council identified that vandalism to its schools was resulting 
in significant repair costs and was affecting the learning environment for 
pupils. To address this issue, the council’s risk management section and 
education department worked together to adopt a risk-based approach to 
targeting vandalism of school properties. 

Using a centrally collated robust record of all incidents of vandalism and the 
repair costs, the team identified trends and hotspot areas to target. Having 
the cost information allowed it to demonstrate that targeted up-front 
spending could achieve a significant saving on repair costs. Targeted 
spending was made on measures such as: 

•	 replacing window glass with polycarbonate panels 

•	 increasing CCTV and security coverage 

•	 offering diversionary activities for young persons, particularly during 
school holidays. 

Knowing the baseline costs was key to being able to demonstrate and 
continue to monitor the value of these proactive measures. Between 2008 
and 2010, there was an 18.7 per cent reduction in vandalism incidents 
at schools. This resulted in a significant 34.8 per cent reduction in repairs 
expenditure, from just over £280,000 in 2008 to less than £184,000 in 
2010. The average cost per repair claim was also reduced by 19.8 per cent. 
The proactive work is funded by an annual allocation of £35,000 from the 
council’s risk management budget, representing a good spend-to-save 
return for the council. There have also been non-financial benefits from this 
activity, such as a reduction in the amount of disruption to teaching time 
due to repair work and more attractive and welcoming school facilities. 

Strong partnership arrangements, through the Dundee Community Safety 
Partnership, have helped the sharing of information between partners, 
including cost information. This has supported more effective targeting of 
joint activity and more coordinated use of resources. For example, this has 
led to the partnership jointly funding diversionary activities during school 
holidays, which was identified as a hotspot period for vandalism. 

Source: Dundee City Council 

for money. Our observations of 
committee meetings have shown 
that councillors frequently ask for 
more meaningful financial information. 
Councillors should ask for, and officers 
should offer, training and support to 
help members better understand 
cost information and become more 
confident at using it to scrutinise policy 
options and service performance. 

16. When considering financial 
information, councils do not generally 
bring together the two core elements 
of value for money: cost and quality. 
Councillors need to have reports 
that provide an assessment of what 
is being delivered and what that is 
costing in order to assure themselves 
that the council is providing value for 
money. This would support councillors 
to be more involved in the scrutiny of 
their council’s performance. 

17. The monitoring of financial 
information in councils tends to 
focus on spend against budget. 
Reporting typically focuses on the 
budget, the expenditure to date, and 
the difference between the two. 
Where there are any significant over 
or underspends the councillors and 
officers can then consider the reason 
for the difference and whether any 
action needs to be taken. These 
budget-monitoring reports are an 
essential element of sound financial 

Want to know more? 

•	 Counting Costs: Understanding and Using Cost Information to Make 
Better Decisions (CIPFA, 2011) 
http://secure.cipfa.org.uk/cgi-bin/CIPFA.storefront/EN/product/ 
PUBFM035H) 

•	 Improvement Service Notebook: Effective Decision Maker – Using 
Information to Make Better Decisions (Improvement Service, 2011) 
http://www.improvementservice.org.uk/access-to-national-elected
member-portal/ 

What do councillors 
say? 

“We have to be even more 
cost conscious. We have to ask 
ourselves what we can actually 
do with the resources.” 

“The council has not properly 
embraced best value as there 
are issues where it appears 
decisions are taken without 
fully considering the financial 
consequences.” 

Source: How councils work: an improvement 
series for councillors and officers – Roles 
and working relationships: are you getting it 
right?, Accounts Commission, 2010 
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Part 1. Councils need to use cost information more effectively 9 

management. However, as these 
reports focus on cost centres which 
do not necessarily align with defined 
services or objectives, they do not 
cover what it actually costs to deliver 
specific services. In very simple 
terms, a budget-monitoring report 
on an education service will highlight 
how the service is managing its 
budget, but it will not, for example, 
tell the reader how much it costs to 
educate a child. 

18. The local government sector still 
operates a largely traditional financial 
accounting system. The focus of this 
financial accounting is to ensure that 
the annual accounts are accurate and 
presented in accordance with the 
range of guidance laid out for their 
preparation. There is good reason for 
this, to ensure that public bodies have 
complied with the range of guidance 
about the acceptable use of public 
funds and to standardise the approach 
to producing annual accounts. 

19. There has been less of a focus 
on management accounting. 
Management accounting adopts 
a different perspective and makes 
clearer links between spend in an 
area and the service output. Where 
financial accounting tends to focus 
on the past, ie accounting for what 
has been spent, management 
accounting is more forward looking, 
aiming to understand cost patterns 
and therefore what resources 
will be needed in the future. By 
looking forward, management 
accounting techniques can support 
councils’ planning and decision-
making processes, more so than 
by using financial accounting alone. 
Councils could integrate aspects of 
management accounting practices to 
support their strategic planning and 
decision-making processes. 

The use of cost information must	 information is relatively undeveloped 
be driven by what the council is	 across councils we are not advocating 
trying to achieve	 the immediate adoption of a 

comprehensive and detailed costing 
20. If councils are to use cost measurement system. If councils 
information more effectively it is were to do this, there is a risk that 
important that they consider carefully setting up and maintaining a cost 
where the information is most measurement system becomes an 
needed and where it will add most end in itself rather than a means to an 
value. Given that the use of cost end. The focus should be on putting 

What do we mean by these accounting terms? 

Financial accountancy: accountancy concerned with the preparation of 
financial statements. The main purpose of financial accounting is to prepare 
accurate financial reports that provide information about the organisation’s 
financial performance and demonstrate that it is managing its finances 
appropriately and in accordance with regulations and guidance. 

Management accounting: accountancy to support internal decision-
making. The main purpose of management accounting is to provide financial 
and cost information to help managers make decisions and plan and 
manage their services. 

Source: Audit Scotland 

What others are doing 

•	 Police forces in England and Wales, supported by the Home Office, 
have introduced a framework, called Police Objective Analysis, to help 
provide clear, relevant and comparable cost information across police 
services. The aim of the framework is to promote reporting of cost 
information against areas of activity, rather than against cost codes or 
budget lines. Reporting costs in this way makes it easier to assess the 
impact of the activity alongside the cost of the activity. 

This framework was endorsed by the Association of Chief Police 
Officers in Scotland (ACPOS) in January 2010 and has now been 
developed for use by Scottish police forces. The framework requires 
reporting of cost information against a number of set headings and 
subheadings, covering topics such as local policing, roads policing, 
specialist operations, intelligence, and support functions. Guidance 
has been developed to help ensure that results are comparable and 
consistent across the forces. 

In England and Wales, the output of the framework is already being 
used to challenge value for money within and between forces. Once 
embedded in Scottish forces, comparisons should be able to be made 
between all forces, and in future between divisions and services of the 
single Scottish police force, giving a wide pool of comparators. The Police 
Objective Analysis framework will help forces to manage, compare and 
review their costs, therefore promoting improved value for money. 

Source: Audit Scotland – based on Police Objective Analysis Guidance Notes 2, Scottish Version 0.3 
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What does CIPFA say? 

“Costs can be measured, 
analysed, and reported in 
many ways. A particular cost 
measurement has meaning only 
in the context of its purpose. It 
can vary depending upon the 
circumstances and purpose for 
which the measurement is to 
be used. So before the question 
‘what is the cost of ...?’ can be 
answered, we need to know the 
purpose of the information and its 
intended use. 

In other words, ‘what decision 
are you making?’. The cost 
information needed to support a 
decision requires clarity about: 

•	 the ‘unit’ (the cost object) 
about which costs are to be 
collected 

•	 the timeframe over which 
cost information is collected 
and analysed.” 

Source: Counting Costs: Understanding 
and Using Cost Information to Make Better 
Decisions, CIPFA, 2011 

Want to know more? 

Holding to Account: Using local authority financial statements •	
(LASAAC, 2011) 
https://www.cipfa.org.uk/scotland/download/110706DGHoldingTo 
Account.pdf 

IFRS: How to tell the story (CIPFA, 2010/11) •	
http://www.cipfa.org.uk/ifrs/download/IFRS_how_to_tell_the_story.pdf 

some key measures in place to 
understand costs in important areas. 
From that basis, councils can then 
review their approach to using cost 
information and refine this as required 
on an ongoing basis. The value of 
adopting a pragmatic approach to 
using cost information is a common 
theme running through the case 
studies in this report. 

Choosing the right cost measures 
21. Councils should establish 
cost measures at a level that is 
meaningful for the intended purpose. 
The important thing is to establish 
what it is that the council needs to 
understand about its service delivery, 
and then identify the best cost 
measure for that purpose. 

22. Setting the council’s budget is 
one of the most important areas of 
decision-making for councillors in the 
council’s business cycle. Traditionally, 
council departments set high-level 
budgets using an incremental 
approach, adding on percentage 
increases or decreases to cover 
inflationary pressures and other cost 
pressures and savings. 

23. Priority-based budgeting is a 
different approach which uses the 
council’s stated objectives as a 
starting point. 

24. Case study 3 is about Aberdeen 
City Council’s approach to priority-
based budgeting. The council carried 
out a mapping exercise to understand 
the links between its objectives, the 
services involved in achieving those 
objectives and their costs. 

Unit costs 
25. Unit costs are defined as the 
calculated costs for a distinct unit 
of a product or service. Calculating 
unit costs can be particularly useful 
because they clearly link resources, 
ie costs, with a specific output, ie a 
product or a service. Unit costs can 
therefore be used to help assess 
value for money. In addition they 
can be informative when making 
comparisons, by benchmarking costs 
over time or between councils. 

What does CIPFA say? 

“Trends in unit costs can help 
managers track productivity 
– how much has been got 
out for what has been put in 
– and compare themselves to 
other similar services through 
benchmarking to assess 
efficiency. The use of unit 
costs will also help link cost 
management with performance 
management and feed back into 
the setting of the budgets.” 

Source: Counting Costs: Understanding 
and Using Cost Information to Make Better 
Decisions, CIPFA, 2011 
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Part 1. Councils need to use cost information more effectively 11 

Case study 3 
Aberdeen City Council – using cost information to support priority-based budgeting 

In 2010, Aberdeen City Council decided to adopt a 
priority-based budgeting approach to help determine 
its future service demands and related costs. The 
aim was to develop a five-year business plan to more 
effectively manage the council’s finances and support the 
achievement of the council’s priority outcomes. 

This involved extensive work to understand the baseline 
costs of the council’s current service provision. The work 
showed the council that if it carried on providing the 
services in the same way as it currently was, the cost of 
providing these services would increase by almost 
19 per cent over the next five years. The council’s 
approach focused on ‘building’ its budgets based on 
what it costs to carry out the activities and functions 
required, rather than focusing on where to make savings 
in existing budgets. 

The core aim in adopting this approach was to allow 
councillors to make informed decisions about the 
services the council provides. It allowed them to 
effectively consider the relationship between cost, 
value and outcomes. 

The basis of the council’s priority-based approach was its 
key strategic documents: the Single Outcome Agreement 
and the Corporate Plan. These were reviewed and the 
outcomes which the council considered most important to 
deliver were identified. The council then assessed which 
services contributed most to the achievement of these 
priority outcomes. 

Specialist cross-council teams worked together to gain 
a better understanding of the costs of the services. 
Dedicated finance staff worked alongside service 
representatives and managers to cost service provision 
and produce baseline figures. Options for service changes 
and new delivery methods were then reviewed and 
costed. This allowed the council to evaluate the impact 
both on the council’s budget and on achieving its priority 
outcomes. Using cross-council teams to develop and 
challenge the budget options helped to foster a corporate 
approach and collective ownership of the options. 

Source: Aberdeen City Council 

The council saw it as essential to include communities 
and partners in the thinking and planning of changes to its 
services. Each directorate held stakeholder consultation 
events, inviting their key stakeholders to attend briefings 
with officers and senior elected members. The draft 
final report was shared with elected members from the 
administration and opposition parties. Briefings had also 
been given to elected members at various stages of 
the process and directorates updated their respective 
committee convenors and vice-convenors of the draft 
options throughout the process. There was also a 
significant investment in engaging with local communities 
at key stages in the process, for example through 
questionnaires and public events. 

Priority-based budgeting is now recognised in all services 
as the process by which Aberdeen City Council prepares 
its draft budget for consideration by elected members 
and approval by the council. The outcomes of the priority-
based budgeting exercise are integrated with the detailed 
draft five-year business plan, which pinpoints the priorities 
and essential services which the council seeks to deliver 
over the next five years. 

In February 2011, the council approved £71.5 million of 
savings options over a five-year period and has delivered 
the £15.7 million of savings approved for 2011/12. The 
individual savings options vary in value and impact on 
services. The five-year rolling business plan is reviewed 
annually and this review is used to determine the annual 
draft budget. A further £36 million of potential savings 
options over the five-year period to 2016/17 was 
presented to the council in December 2011. From these 
options, a further £3 million of new savings were 
approved to be delivered in 2012/13, in addition to 
previously approved savings of £15 million. 

Those options which have been accepted by the council 
are monitored throughout the year by the Programme 
Management Office. The change-control procedure 
includes considerations of the impact of options on future 
years’ budgets. The budget team work closely with the 
individual directorate finance teams to ensure consistency 
of reporting. 
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12 

26. As with other performance 
measures, it is important that 
councils understand the key 
assumptions on which the unit 
costs are based to ensure that any 
comparisons are relevant and that 
any differences are understood. For 
example, when comparing costs, 
councils must be clear about what 
overheads are included in the make-up 
of a unit cost. If this is not clear there is 
a risk that councils are not comparing 
like with like. 

27. This is particularly important when 
councils are using cost information 
to inform an options appraisal 
process. For example, if comparing 
the costs of an external supplier 
with an ‘in-house bid’, councils must 
ensure that the cost information is 
comparable to ensure that the bids 
are being assessed consistently. 

28. The Edinburgh Leisure case study 
(Case study 6, page 21), in Part 2 of this 
report, illustrates how the organisation 
made decisions about using unit costs. 
It illustrates the difficulty of apportioning 
some costs where there is not a direct 
link between staff activity and individual 
service provision. 

Want to know more? 

•	 A Question of Cost – How 
Costs Behave and How to 
Control Them: A Practical Guide 
for All Managers (CIPFA, 1995) 
http://secure.cipfa.org.uk/cgi-bin/ 
CIPFA.storefront/EN/product/ 
FM008 

•	 Unit Costs – not exactly child’s 
play: a guide to estimating 
unit cost of children’s social 
care (Department of Health, 
Dartington Social Research 
Unit and The Personal Social 
Services Research Unit at the 
University of Kent, 2000) 
http://www.pssru.ac.uk/pdf/ 
B062.pdf 

A focus on outcomes needs 
to be supported by a good 
understanding of costs 

29. Over recent years there has 
been an increasing emphasis on 
an outcomes-based approach to 
delivering local services. A focus 
on outcomes has underpinned the 
relationship between local and central 
government in Scotland since the 
2007 Scottish Parliament election. 
The Concordat agreement between 
the Scottish Government and local 
government gave councils more 
flexibility in how they spend their 
budgets. In return for this flexibility, 
the Scottish Government set out 
15 (now revised to 16) national 
outcomes which councils had to 
respond to at a local level. Councils 
and their partners set out how 
they would deliver against these 
objectives, through their Single 
Outcome Agreements. 

30. An outcome-focused approach 
needs to be supported by a sound 
understanding of costs. Outcomes 
are often long term and require 
councils and other public and private 
sector organisations to work in 
partnership. Working in partnership 
with other organisations can present 
challenges. Bringing together 
information on resources and costs 
across partner organisations can be a 
particular challenge. This is often the 
case because organisations such as 
health boards, enterprise agencies 
or private sector partners have 
different financial management and 
accounting arrangements. In addition, 
outcomes are often interrelated, and 
staff can be working to fulfil a range 
of outcomes at the same time. This 
makes it harder to determine how 
much is being spent on the delivery 
of outcomes, particularly where 
information from different public 
sector bodies needs to be brought 
together. 

31. There is, however, a strong 
appetite across public sector 
organisations to better understand 

how resources link to outcomes. 
Community Planning Partnerships 
recognise that they need to 
understand how the collective spend 
of public bodies affects the delivery 
of their shared outcomes.1 Work is 
currently being undertaken to develop 
outcome-focused budgeting; this is 
covered in Part 2 of this report. 

32. Case study 4 on North Ayrshire 
Council’s fostering service illustrates 
how looking at the costs associated 
with delivering an outcome can 
influence how a service is provided. 

The financial challenges in the 
public sector are demanding more 
effective use of cost information 

33. The Scottish public sector is 
currently responding to budget 
reductions. The Scottish Government 
published its 2011 spending review 
and its draft 2012/13 budget in 
September 2011. The spending 
review sets out planned spending 
for the next three years, to 2014/15. 
The overall local government 
allocation, in real terms, is set 
to decrease by £350.2 million in 
2012/13, £328.4 million in 2013/14 
and by £44.9 million in 2014/15. 
The most significant year-on-year 
reduction occurred in the previous 
spending review period, between 
2010/11 and 2011/12, where local 
government funding dropped by 
£654 million in real terms. 

34. Local government capital 
allocations, in real terms, are also set 
to decrease, from £691.8 million in 
2011/12 to £549.3 million in 2012/13 
and £491.4 million in 2013/14, before 
rising to £702.7 million in 2014/15. 
The rise in 2014/15, is due to the 
re-profiling of capital spend from the 
first two years of the spending review 
to the latter year. 

35. Councils have been responding 
to the planned budget reductions, 
updating their financial plans and 
savings targets accordingly. Councils 
have had to move quickly to reduce 

Context for the Outcome Budgeting Project, report to Outcome Budgeting Project Board, Improvement Service, April 2011. 1 
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Part 1. Councils need to use cost information more effectively 13 

Case study 4 
North Ayrshire Council’s fostering service – using cost information to help inform service delivery options 

In 2009/10, North Ayrshire Council undertook a review of 
its fostering service to inform an options-appraisal process 
to look at service models for shifting the balance of care 
provision from residential care to foster placements. The 
review focused on understanding the service the council 
was currently providing, the needs of those in the service, 
and the supply of foster carers. The review identified that: 

•	 demand was increasing and outstripped the
 
supply of council foster carers, exacerbated by the
 
increasing age profile of the council’s foster carers
 

•	 to meet service demand the council had needed to
 
purchase independent sector placements, which
 
were expensive and often outwith North Ayrshire
 

•	 many prospective foster carers in North Ayrshire
 
had applied to foster with independent providers
 
and other local authorities, as these providers paid
 
higher carers’ fees and provided increased support
 
packages
 

•	 children under the age of 12, who require to be
 
accommodated, achieve the best outcomes if they
 
are placed in foster care rather than residential care
 

•	 the fostering budget was projected to overspend 
and if the current balance of provision continued this 
overspend would increase sharply. 

The review concluded that the current service delivery 
model was not sustainable in financial terms and was not 
achieving best value in terms of the outcomes for children. 

The service developed three potential service delivery 
options: maintaining the current model, outsourcing all 
fostering services, and introducing an internal fee-based 
scheme. This scheme would involve paying carers a more 
competitive fee and was aimed at making being a foster 
carer with the council more attractive compared to other 
providers. 

To support the options-appraisal process the three options 
were costed. This process involved understanding the 
different cost elements of the service, for example 
payments to carers, staff costs and overheads. 
Understanding these elements was essential to making 
sure officers knew which costs to include when 
comparing in-house and external options. Fully 
understanding the different cost elements also meant that 
officers could accurately assess the impact that changing 
the service model would have on the overall service costs. 

Source: North Ayrshire Council 

The costing exercise demonstrated that the current 
service model was not a sustainable option. It was 
shown that maintaining this model would lead to a 
budget overspend of more than £4 million by 2013/14. 
Option two, to fully outsource the service, was found to 
not provide value. The costing exercise showed that the 
internal unit costs of £436, for mainstream placements, 
and £644, for placements with additional needs, were 
lower than the average external provider fees of 
£895 and £1,047. While moving to this model was 
found to reduce the service’s overhead costs, the 
exercise showed that this would not offset the higher 
placement costs. This option would also not achieve the 
best outcomes for children in foster care, for example 
due to many placements being outwith the local area 
resulting in children losing community ties. The third 
option was identified as the preferred option. The appraisal 
identified that this model would reduce costs – by 
helping to retain existing foster carers and attract new 
ones, therefore reducing the need to purchase external 
placements – while also promoting the best outcomes. 

While it was identified that a new service model would 
reduce costs, the review also found that the current 
fostering budget would still not be sufficient to meet 
demand. It was also identified that some up-front 
investment would be needed, for example for recruitment 
and training costs. 

The options appraisal was presented to the councillors 
with information on the cost impact of each option 
along with the impacts on service sustainability and 
achievement of outcomes. This supported the councillors 
to be confident that their decision was based on sound 
evidence. 

The service has successfully started to implement this 
new service delivery model. In 2010/11, the service 
appointed 16 additional foster carers and has achieved a 
saving of just over 50 per cent compared to the cost of the 
equivalent external placements. The service has exceeded 
its target for reducing the number of external placements 
and has transferred six children from residential units 
to foster placements, supporting its service objectives. 
By adopting this new model, the projected cost per 
placement per year will reduce by approximately 36 per 
cent. The council’s fostering and adoption services have 
also received positive feedback from recent inspection 
activity, noting the developments since the approval of the 
new approach. 

Agenda Item 1 
13 June 2012 LGR/S4/12/16/2



 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 

 
 

 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 

 
 
 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 
 

 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

14 

their spend and of necessity have 
focused on methods that make an 
immediate impact, such as voluntary 
early release schemes and reducing 
spend in some services. This has 
often been done without a clear 
understanding of what the cost of 
delivering services and functions has 
been. A freeze on recruitment and 
the introduction of staff early release 
schemes have delivered some 
savings, however these changes have 
potential impacts on whether the 
same level and quality of service can 
be maintained. 

36. The effective use of cost 
information is crucial for identifying 
policy options and supporting 
decision-making on those options 
which would work best for the 
individual circumstances of 
councils. For example, accurate 
cost information is essential to 
understand whether service levels 
and quality can be sustained when 
the workforce is reducing. A clear 
focus on the effective use of cost 
information is therefore required 
to support decisions about how 
services can best adapt to reducing 
budgets. However, effective use of 
cost information to support budget 
setting processes should not be 
seen as important only during times 
of financial constraints. Embedding 
the use of cost information is a key 
element of delivering value for money 
services whatever the financial 
context. 

What does APSE say? 

“The need for high-quality 
performance information on 
value for money has never been 
greater. Local government is 
facing difficult and turbulent times 
with the prospect of ongoing 
financial constraints. The need 
for services to demonstrate their 
competitiveness, efficiency and 
cost effectiveness has never 
been greater.” 

Source: Performance Networks Prospectus: 
Benchmarking for Success, Association of 
Public Service Excellence (APSE) 

Greater openness about cost 
implications can help communities 
engage in the difficult decisions 
that lie ahead 

37. It is clear that the impact of 
budget reductions is leading to 
some difficult decisions for councils 
and some are in the challenging 
position of having to reduce levels of 
service provision. This often results 
in negative reactions from local 
communities and the media and puts 
pressure on local councillors. 

38. Greater openness about the 
choices that councils need to make 
can help communities to understand 
and appreciate the difficult decisions 
that councillors are having to take. 
Having robust information to hand on 
what it costs to deliver services and 
how this is becoming increasingly 
difficult within the context of reducing 
budgets is essential. Using this 
information to discuss options with 
communities can also help to make 
them feel more involved in decisions 
about changes to local services. 

39. Involving staff in the discussions 
about the cost implications of 
budget choices is also important. 
Involving staff in developing ideas for 
improvements and efficiencies can 
help keep them engaged in what 
can often be difficult and unsettling 
periods of change. In the Glasgow 
City Council example (Case study 5, 
page 20) in Part 2 of this report, staff 
engagement was crucial. Staff were 
provided with training on continuous 
improvement and efficiency and were 
involved in identifying opportunities 
for improvement and savings. The 
council saw positive results from 
this engagement as staff were more 
involved in, and supportive of, the 
changes being made. 
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Part 2. Councils 
should use cost 
measures and share 
good practice more 
effectively 

Established frameworks and indicators could be 
brought into councils’ performance management 
arrangements to help inform decision-making and 
assess performance and value for money. 
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40. In this part of the report we 
draw attention to some of the 
existing guidance, frameworks and 
performance indicators that have 
already been established and which 
councils could use more effectively. 
These established frameworks and 
indicators could be brought into 
councils’ performance management 
arrangements to help inform decision-
making and assess performance and 
value for money. 

41. The benefit of using existing 
frameworks, such as the Statutory 
Performance Indicators (SPIs), is that 
these are underpinned by definitions 
on what should and should not 
be counted within the cost and 
expenditure information. This should 
mean that they provide more robust 
benchmarking information because 
all councils should be capturing 
information in broadly the same 
way. However, even here, where 
performance measures and guidance 
are long established, we are aware 
that there remain local interpretations 
and so variations in how costs are 
apportioned. 

There is a range of existing cost 
measures and guidance that 
councils could apply more effectively 

42. There is a range of cost measures 
and guidance on using costs 
information available to councils. 
Councils could make more effective 
use of these existing resources to 
support their own approaches to 
using cost information. The following 
sections provide some examples of 
these existing measures and highlight 
current work being undertaken to 
support improvements in the use of 
cost information. 

The Statutory Performance 
Indicators 
43. The Accounts Commission’s 
SPIs have been in place since 1992 
and are reviewed on a regular basis 
to reflect the changing context of 
the local government sector. As part 

Exhibit 1 
Cost and income SPIs 

•	 The gross cost per case for benefits administration 

•	 The cost per dwelling of collecting Council Tax 

•	 The income due from Council Tax for the year, net of reliefs and rebates, 
and the percentage of that which was received during the year 

•	 The total annual rent loss due to voids expressed as a percentage of the 
total amount of rent due in the year 

•	 The net cost per premises for 

–	 refuse collection 

–	 refuse disposal 

Source: Accounts Commission 

of this review process the number 
of SPIs was reduced significantly 
in 2009. This was to offer flexibility 
and encourage the local government 
community to establish its own 
performance measures to support 
improvement. Within the SPIs there 
are a number of measures which 
use cost information to inform 
an assessment of performance. 
Examples of the cost and income-
related indicators are shown in 
Exhibit 1. These indicators help 
to give councils a picture of their 
performance compared to other 
councils and over time. 

44. Councillors and officers can use 
SPIs to explore the reasons why 
costs may be higher or lower than 
comparator councils. For example, 
in 2010/11, the SPIs show that the 
cost of collecting council tax per 
dwelling varied significantly between 
councils, from a low of £4.16 to a high 
of £26.56. Similarly, the SPIs show 
a wide range in the cost of benefits 
administration per case across 
councils from a low of £28.80 to a 
high of £77.70. 

45. Indicators such as these can 
help councils to compare their 
performance with others. Councils 
with higher costs should use this 
information to start exploring why 

they are spending more than others 
and look to those with lower costs 
to identify any learning or good 
practice that can be shared. Similarly, 
those with very low costs should be 
interested in knowing what impact 
this has on the quality of the service 
being provided. It would be too 
simplistic to say that high cost is a 
bad thing and low cost good. The 
important question is ‘why is the cost 
so different and does the difference 
have an impact on the service that 
customers receive?’. 

46. It is also useful to use family 
or comparator groupings when 
comparing cost indicators such as 
these. Using family groupings means 
that councils compare themselves 
to others who are ‘like them’ in 
terms of size and location. This can 
help to eliminate or explain factors 
such as geography or demographics 
and therefore identify areas where 
variations in costs or performance are 
the result of service performance or 
efficiency. 

47. In the introduction to the 2011 SPI 
Direction,2 the chair of the Accounts 
Commission noted: “Councils 
are making progress in providing 
comprehensive public reporting in 
line with the 2008 Direction and 
their wider duty of Best Value. But 

http://www.audit-scotland.gov.uk/performance/docs/pi_direction_2011.pdf 2 
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Part 2. Councils should use cost measures and share good practice more effectively 17 

there remains scope for further 
improvement in the approach to, 
and coverage of, public performance 
reporting, both of which are highly 
variable in quality across councils. We 
would like to see further progress in 
these areas.” The chair went on to 
set out the Accounts Commission’s 
position on the development of 
performance reporting, Exhibit 2. 

48. Further information on the SPIs 
can be found at www.audit-scotland. 
gov.uk/performance 

Improving local authority 
benchmarking 
49. The Society of Local Authority 
Chief Officers (SOLACE) in 
Scotland has been developing a 
set of indicators to supplement 
the performance information that 
is currently available for the local 
government sector. The aim of this 
work is to identify indicators which 
will cover efficiency, process and 
outcomes and support benchmarking 
for each of the major service areas 
provided by councils. 

50. In establishing these indicators, 
SOLACE wanted to ensure that all 
measures could be collected on 
a comparable basis across all 32 
councils. It also wanted to focus on 
indicators that would meaningfully add 
to and improve the cost information 
of service delivery on a comparative 
basis for major service areas and 
corporate functions. 

51. SOLACE is taking the financial 
information used in these measures 
from the returns councils submit 
to the Scottish Government called 
the Local Financial Return (LFR). 
The SOLACE project team is aware 
that there are limitations with this 
information source at present, for 
example the guidance on completion 
of the financial information is not 
always properly adhered to and 
local interpretations can be applied. 
However, the project team identified 

Exhibit 2 
2011 SPI Direction 

“We want to be able to use our statutory role to underpin performance 
reporting designed by councils themselves, rather than impose an additional 
regime. To this end, we intend to undertake in 2012 a more fundamental 
review of Statutory Performance Indicators to ensure that they remain 
relevant and fit for purpose. We have also examined developments in scrutiny 
and auditing, and the Scottish Government’s approach to performance 
measurement. We are encouraged by the initiatives that the local government 
community is currently engaged in to improve performance information, 
including the development of local outcome indicators and a suite of 
benchmarking indicators covering costs and services. 

But we expect the local government community to move forward quickly 
with its own performance information initiatives. It needs to implement 
and sustain the infrastructure that will be required to deliver an effective 
set of performance information which enables citizens and service users to 
understand how their services are performing in terms of quality, cost and 
impact. It must also enable comparison across councils and over time, as 
required by the legislation. 

We hope that we will see positive progress over coming months. If such 
progress can be demonstrated, this may enable us in future Directions to 
consider requiring councils to produce information that draws more heavily on 
their own local outcome indicators and benchmarking indicators.” 

Source: Chair’s Introduction to 2011 SPI Direction, Accounts Commission 

the LFR as the best source for	 functions. The indicator sets are 
comparative financial information	 divided into efficiency (cost) and 
and aim to deliver a more consistent	 effectiveness measures, with 
approach to LFR reporting through	 effectiveness being subdivided into 
this project.	 measures on impact, satisfaction and 

modernisation. Exhibit 3 (overleaf) 
52. SOLACE has recently approved provides examples of the cost-related 
the initial set of indicators and is now indicators for each of the functional 
working with its members to test and areas. Using these indicators is 
refine them. voluntary but we encourage councils 

to consider using them to measure 
Value-for-money indicators for the value for money of their corporate 
corporate services support services. 
53. The UK public sector audit 
agencies3 have undertaken a project 54. Further guidance on these 
to develop a series of indicators to measures and information on the 
help measure and demonstrate the project can be found on the Audit 
value for money of corporate function Scotland website: http://www. 
in the public sector. They have audit-scotland.gov.uk/performance/ 
produced a range of efficiency and corporate.php 
effectiveness indicator sets covering 
HR, finance, ICT, procurement, 
estates, legal and communications 

The UK audit agencies are Audit Scotland (working on behalf of the Auditor General for Scotland and the Accounts Commission), the National Audit Office, 
the Audit Commission, the Northern Ireland Audit Office and the Wales Audit Office. 

3 
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Exhibit 3 
UK public sector audit agencies, value-for-money indicators 

Human Resources 

Cost of the HR function: a) as a percentage of organisational running costs 
(expenditure) and within this the proportionate cost of (a) learning and development 
and (b) all other HR costs; and b) the cost of the HR function per employee 

Cost of learning and development activity as percentage of the total pay bill 

Cost of agency staff as a percentage of the total pay bill 

Cost of recruitment per vacancy 
Finance 

Cost of the finance function: as a percentage of organisational running 
costs (expenditure) and within this the proportionate cost of a) transaction 
processing, b) business decision support and c) reporting and control 

Cost of customer invoicing function per customer invoice processed 

Cost of accounts payable per accounts payable invoice processed 

Payroll administration costs per employee paid 
ICT 

Cost of the ICT function as a percentage of organisational running costs (expenditure) 

Cost of providing support: a) per user and b) per workstation 

Acquisition costs per workstation 
Procurement 

Cost of the procurement function: a) as a percentage of organisational running 
costs (expenditure) and b) as a percentage of third-party spend 

Average value of invoices 
Estates 

Total property costs per FTE employee 

Total property costs (occupancy, operational and management) per square metre 

Cost of the organisation’s estates management function: a) per square metre 
and b) as a percentage of organisational running costs (expenditure) 

Total property occupancy/occupation costs (revenue) per square metre 

Total building operation (revenue) costs per square metre 
Legal 

Total cost of legal function: a) as a percentage of organisational running costs 
(expenditure) and b) total cost of legal function (net of external income) as 
percentage of operational running costs (expenditure) 

Total cost of a) the in-house legal function and b) externally sourced legal work 
as a percentage of total legal function costs 

Cost of legal function per FTE employee 

Cost of learning and development activity as a percentage of the legal unit pay bill 

Cost per hour of providing legal work 
Communications 

Total cost of communications as a percentage of organisational running costs 
(expenditure) 

Cost of central communications function as a percentage of operational 
running costs (expenditure) 

Cost of embedded communications function as a percentage of operational 
running costs (expenditure) 

Source: UK public sector audit agencies, VfM project 

Benchmarking through APSE 
55. There are a number of cost-
related indicators available through 
the Association of Public Service 
Excellence (APSE) performance 
networks. The networks are 
benchmarking groups which are 
open to local authorities across the 
UK. There are currently performance 
networks in place covering 14 service 
areas: 

•	 building cleaning 

•	 building maintenance 

•	 civic, cultural and community 
venues 

•	 culture, leisure and sport 

•	 education catering 

•	 highways and winter maintenance 

•	 other (civic and commercial) 
catering 

•	 parks, open spaces and 
horticultural services 

•	 refuse collection 

•	 sports and leisure facility 
management 

•	 street cleansing 

•	 street lighting 

•	 transport operations and vehicle 
maintenance 

•	 welfare catering services. 

56. Each performance network makes 
use of a range of measures, including 
costs indicators along with a variety 
of other performance indicators. 
Exhibit 4 provides an example of the 
cost-related measures for the street 
cleansing benchmarking group. 

57. Similar to the SPIs outlined above, 
these indicators and benchmarking 
reports can be used by councils to 
question why their performance 
or costs are different from others. 
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Exhibit 4 
APSE street cleansing performance network – cost-related indicators 

•	 Cost of cleansing service per household (including central establishment 
charges (CEC)) 

•	 Cost of cleansing service per household (excluding CEC) 

•	 Total staff costs as percentage of total expenditure 

•	 Transport costs as percentage of total expenditure 

•	 Front-line staff costs as percentage of total staff costs 

•	 CEC as percentage of total expenditure 

•	 Percentage of street cleansing budget allocated to education and 
publicity of initiatives 

•	 Cost of services per head of population (including CEC) 

•	 Cost of service per head of population (excluding CEC) 

•	 Front-line labour costs as percentage of total costs 

•	 Net cost per site – public conveniences 

Source: Street Cleansing Summary Report 2009/10, APSE Performance Networks 

For example, the 2009/10 report on 59. A survey of community 
street cleansing shows that the cost planning partners in early 2010 
of cleansing services per household found that partners wanted a better 
(including central establishment understanding of how the individual 
costs) ranges across the participating and collective spending of public 
councils from a low of £11.38 to a bodies affected the delivery of 
high of £87.92. The report also shows outcomes. 
that the percentage of the total 
service expenditure accounted for 60. The Improvement Service has 
by staff costs ranges across councils been leading work in this area and 
from 46.7 per cent to 84.8 per cent. pilot work in two community planning 
This type of comparative information areas has produced ‘funding maps’ on 
should prompt those at the edges two areas of spend: health and social 
of the ranges to ask why their costs care for older people, and community 
are significantly higher or lower than safety. The pilot has found that it is 
others and what they can learn from extremely difficult to accurately map a 
other councils. relationship from spend to outcome. 

Improving outcome-focused 61. The next stage of the project is 
budgeting focused on developing a methodology 
58. Part 1 of this report discussed to achieve an outcome-focused 
the public sector focus on outcomes. budgetary process at local level. This 
This needs to be accompanied by will then be supported by appropriate 
corresponding focus on having fit-for- tools, materials and resources to 
purpose performance management help other community planning 
arrangements in place so that partnerships to understand how their 
public sector bodies are monitoring budget decisions will affect their 
robustly the impact of outcomes for agreed priority outcomes and, in turn, 
communities. the communities they serve. 

Using cost information at different 
levels can help deal with both 
strategic and front-line service 
issues 

62. The case study examples that 
we present in this report illustrate the 
importance of establishing a robust 
approach to using cost information at 
different levels of a council. 

Using cost information at a 
corporate level 
63. Cost information needs to be 
incorporated more effectively in 
corporate performance management 
systems. Corporate improvement 
programmes and large-scale projects 
aimed at redesigning services need 
to have a good understanding of the 
current costs of the services being 
reviewed. Councils also need to have 
a good understanding of how those 
costs might change if the council 
delivers services in different ways. 
This is needed so that councillors 
may have meaningful discussions 
with their electorates, contribute to 
informed debate in committees and 
take sound and robust decisions in 
committees and full council. 

64. Case study 5 (overleaf) on 
Glasgow City Council’s shared 
services shows how cost information 
featured at key stages of its 
improvement programme. 

Using cost information at a service 
level 
65. A clearer understanding of 
performance at a service level also 
requires more effective use of cost 
information. Case study 6 (page 21) 
on Edinburgh Leisure illustrates 
how cost information has been 
incorporated into the regular 
monitoring of the service 
performance. 
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Case study 5 
Glasgow City Council – using cost information to support an improvement programme 

In 2009, Glasgow City Council realised there were 
opportunities for improving the effectiveness and 
efficiency of its administrative and customer service 
processes. The council had successful shared services and 
customer contact centres, now known as customer and 
business services (CBS). However, the council was not 
using the service to its full potential and, as a result, was 
not maximising the benefits. Less than half of the council’s 
finance and HR work and less than a third of customer 
contact were being carried out by the shared services 
centre. Across the council, administrative and customer 
services processes were overly complex and were being 
carried out in different ways by each department. As a 
result, the council’s administrative and customer contact 
costs were unnecessarily high and the shared services 
function was not achieving its full impact. 

The council decided to undertake a systematic review 
of its shared services centre and its administrative and 
customer services activity to develop an improvement 
plan. The diagram below sets out the key elements of the 
approach it took. 

Having good-quality cost information was essential 
throughout the review process. By understanding how 
much current services cost and how this compared 
to cost and performance elsewhere, the council could 
robustly identify areas for improvement. Sharing cost 

and performance information with councillors helped 
to demonstrate the impact that could be achieved by 
undertaking improvement activity. The team presented the 
cost information in ways that made it more meaningful 
to councillors, for example by comparing the savings 
achievable by changing the payroll process to how many 
social workers this could fund. Regular monitoring and 
reporting of the cost benefit analysis of the improvement 
activities was crucial to ensuring the buy-in and continued 
support of councillors and council officers. 

As a result of undertaking the review the council 
developed a three-year improvement plan, built around 
three core workstreams covering HR, finance and 
customer contact. Implementation of the improvement 
programme is planned to achieve savings of £5.1 million 
per annum for the three years against a total project cost 
of £6 million, resulting in an overall saving of £9.3 million. 

In the first two years of the programme, gross savings 
have exceeded £2 million with net savings after project 
costs of £0.8 million. Monitoring of performance and quality 
indicators has ensured that service quality has not suffered 
as a result of the improvement programme. In many 
cases, the quality of service has improved as the service 
processes have been made more efficient. For example, 
the council has achieved a 50 per cent reduction in the time 
taken to deal with appeals against parking notifications. 

Understand the service: what 
activities are carried out, 
what are the outputs and 
how much does each cost. 

Understand how this compares 
to others: structure, processes, 
performance and costs. 

Understand the comparisons: 
benchmarking can be used to 
identify areas of better practice and 
inform targets for improvement. 

Identify options for 
improvement. Assess the 
impact on service users, staff, 
performance and costs. 

Review and revise 
assumptions about costs and 
impacts throughout process. 

Review all options together 
and develop a prioritised 
improvement programme. 

Revise individual options 
where needed. 

Take into account the costs 
associated with managing the 
improvement programme. 

Elected members have a role in 
challenging and approving the 
improvement programme. 

Cost and performance 
benchmarking information are key 
resources for elected members. 

Monitor and review the 
programme to ensure milestones 
and outcomes are achieved. 

Regular reporting to programme 
board and elected members. 

Build in cost and quality 
measures from the start. 

Source: Glasgow City Council 
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Case study 6 
Edinburgh Leisure – using cost information in a meaningful way for 
your service 

Edinburgh Leisure is the leisure trust that manages and develops sports 
and recreation services on behalf of the City of Edinburgh Council. The 
trust has considered its approach to understanding its costs and has taken 
a pragmatic approach. The trust breaks down its financial information to a 
level that allows it, and its board members, to make informed decisions. 

In particular, the trust has adopted a pragmatic approach to identifying 
suitable unit costs. The trust identified that it was not easy to allocate whole 
leisure centre costs to individual activities. For example, costs associated 
with some staffing roles, such as receptionists and general managers, 
could not meaningfully be allocated to individual activities such as a game 
of badminton or a football session. The trust decided it was more useful 
to concentrate on the income generated by the different activities, through 
tracking sales and adding only those costs that can be directly linked to 
that activity, for example lifeguard costs per swimming sessions. This 
approach allows the trust to compare the income and direct costs for each 
activity in a way that is meaningful for its service. This approach provides 
the information needed by the trust to identify areas of stronger financial 
performance and activities where they could better balance costs and 
usage levels. 

The trust analyses its income by leisure centre as well as by activity, 
helping it to identify the most appropriate actions to address areas of 
weaker performance. Having this information helps the trust decide 
whether to target improvement action at a particular activity or target a 
specific leisure centre. 

The trust also monitors facility costs, such as salaries, property costs, 
supplies and services. This allows it to benchmark its costs both over 
time and across its facilities, to help identify good practice and target 
improvement. Employee costs are by far the biggest area of spend for 
the trust. In order to effectively monitor costs the trust looks at staffing 
information, such as staff numbers and skills mix, alongside cost information. 
There are regular reviews of staffing benchmarks and evaluation across 
facilities to identify the most effective staffing models. The trust uses this 
information to identify potential efficiencies for other facilities. 

Source: Edinburgh Leisure 

More effective use of cost 
information can help to improve 
corporate and partnership working 

66. Putting in place a robust process 
for understanding and analysing cost 
information can bring added benefits 
to corporate working within a council. 
The improvement programme 
undertaken by Glasgow City Council 
outlined in Case study 5, involved 
staff by asking them to help identify 
areas where improvement could be 
made. The improvement programme 
resulted in a number of staff posts 
being freed up from completing 
manual tasks as the programme 
has improved service process 
and introduced more automated, 
time-efficient processes. Staff 
were engaged in this process and 
volunteered for redeployment to other 
areas of the council, seeing it as an 
opportunity to try something new and 
learn new skills. 

67. Several of the case studies have 
brought finance and service staff 
together to understand costs and the 
impact of changing services. This has 
led to an improved understanding 
between professional groups. 
Finance staff have gained a greater 
understanding of the demands on the 
service, and how these can impact 
on costs. In turn, service managers 
have benefited from the skills of 
financial professionals to support 
them in identifying the current cost 
of service provision and the costs of 
options for future service delivery. 
This has helped create a corporate 
culture which is based on constructive 
challenge. 

68. The Dundee City Council case 
study (Case study 2) in Part 1 of 
the report shows how a clear 
understanding of the cost impact 
of an issue can help reinforce a 
partnership response and lead to a 
more integrated approach to tackling 
an issue. 

69. Case study 7 (overleaf) on East 
Ayrshire Council shows that there are 
benefits to be gained when councils 
work together to analyse costs. 
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Case study 7 
East Ayrshire Council – working with other councils to better understand costs 

During 2009/10, East Ayrshire Council developed an 
efficiency strategy, designed to reduce expenditure across 
the council to meet its projected budget gap. The strategy 
was approved by elected members who had recognised 
that at a time of budget constraints, there was a need for 
further substantial information to be gathered relating to 
the cost and performance of key services. A key element 
of the efficiency strategy was therefore to review service 
budgets and performance, identifying the cost of providing 
a service and linking it to performance. 

To be able to more effectively and accurately use this cost 
and performance information, a Cross-Council Budget 
and Performance Working Group was established. The 
focus of this group was to identify a consistent basis 
for calculating the costs of services and comparing 
these to service performance. The group is coordinated 
by East Ayrshire Council and consists of officers 
from East Ayrshire, North Ayrshire, South Ayrshire, 
Clackmannanshire, East Renfrewshire, South Lanarkshire, 
Inverclyde and West Dunbartonshire Councils. The aim of 
the group is to learn from best practice and analyse each 
service to identify how costs can be reduced without 
impacting adversely on service delivery and performance. 
The group also establishes how individual councils can 
maintain low costs and high performance in certain 
services. 

The basis of the cost information is the Local Financial 
Returns (LFRs) and the group quickly became aware that 
there were significant inconsistencies in the data. Work 
was therefore required to analyse, validate and revise 

Source: East Ayrshire Council 

the LFR income and expenditure in order to ensure the 
information was consistent across the group. Once the 
councils involved had reached an agreed process to 
achieve consistency in financial and performance analysis, 
ongoing reviews and benchmarking of performance, both 
across councils and over time, were possible. 

This review and benchmarking activity allowed the 
councils to identify where there were additional costs 
in particular service areas. By also reviewing related 
performance data, they were able to identify where 
this additional spending did and did not link to better 
performance. As a result, councils within the group were 
able to identify areas of their service spend that could 
be reduced without affecting their service provision and 
quality. The willingness to share financial and performance 
information, and to meet and discuss in detail the issues 
affecting certain services, was a particular strength of this 
approach. All councils recognised the benefits that would 
arise from comparing consistent information on cost and 
performance, resulting in a real willingness to participate 
and share information. Good working relationships and a 
sense of ownership have helped the group to overcome 
any challenges which arose in the process. 

The working group has now progressed into its second 
year and a workplan for 2012/13 has been agreed. 
The plan will see the group consider education data 
and undertake a detailed analysis of the costs and 
performance across a number of areas within their 
education services. The group intends to continue beyond 
the current year. 
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Part 3. Key points 
for action 

There are a number of issues councillors 
and officers should consider when 
developing an effective approach to using 
cost information. 
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The table below offers support to councillors and officers in using cost information more effectively. 

Characteristics of a cost-aware council 

An effective council will: 

•	 know how much it costs to deliver core services 

•	 use this information to inform decisions about what services to provide and how best to provide them 

•	 ensure self-assessment and performance management frameworks include information on costs and assess 
whether the council is providing value for money 

•	 understand the different levels of cost information required to support assessments of value for money in terms of: 

− overall council performance 

− service performance 

− delivery of outcomes 

•	 ensure budgeting arrangements consider the costs of different policy options and do not rely only on incremental 
budgeting 

•	 focus on its priorities, and from there identify the most useful and appropriate cost information to use. This will 
help to ensure a pragmatic approach is adopted which best fits the needs of the council 

•	 seek out examples of existing good practice in the council and share this information across council departments 

•	 consider benchmarking performance and costs with other councils (and other organisations) to make value-for
money comparisons 

•	 promote an awareness and understanding of the importance of costs and make clear that costs are everyone’s 
business, not just the finance officers’ 

•	 use cost information to focus improvement activity. 

An effective council will ensure that: 

•	 officers provide meaningful cost information to councillors to help ensure that the scrutiny of a council’s activities 
and service provision includes the consideration of costs 

•	 decision-making arrangements are supported by good-quality information on costs which is provided to councillors 
in a way that is clear and unambiguous 

•	 options appraisals have robust costing information to support decision-making 

•	 councillors have agreed what cost information they need to support their decision-making 

•	 councillors are provided with the appropriate training on how to understand and use cost information effectively 

•	 communities are involved in discussions about the cost and service delivery implications of budget choices. This 
will help ensure communities have a greater understanding of what options are being considered and why, and 
the implications of those decisions. 
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Appendix 1. 
A tool for checking progress 

Questions for councillors Assessment Required actions/timescale 

•	 Do I receive the information I need on the cost of 
my council’s activities and services? If not, what 
information do I need? 

•	 When scrutinising performance do I get information 
on both the quality and the cost of services? 

•	 How well can I currently evaluate whether the cost 
of my council’s service provision demonstrates value 
for money? 

•	 Is cost information presented together with relevant 
performance information? 

•	 How easy is it to compare my council with others? 

•	 When I am presented with decisions to make, are 
policy options supported with adequate information 
on the cost implications of those options? 

•	 Do reports include information on current costs? 

•	 Are the options I am being asked to consider 
costed? 

•	 Which priorities/service areas do I most need cost 
information on? 

•	 Do officers support me to fully understand and 
interpret the financial information I receive? 

•	 What training do I need to better understand cost 
information and what it means? 
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Questions for officers Assessment Required actions/timescale 

•	 Can I provide a clear and accurate assessment of 
what services cost? 

•	 Do I know how this compares to other 
organisations? 

•	 Do I use cost information as part of a performance 
management framework? 

•	 Can I give an informed assessment of whether 
council services provide value for money? 

•	 Am I satisfied that we have enough accurate 
and up-to-date cost monitoring information at the 
different levels of the organisation? 

•	 Am I making effective use of cost measures that 
already exist (for example SPIs, value-for-money 
indicators, SOLACE indicators, APSE indicators, 
etc)? 

•	 When I present reports to councillors, do the 
reports include cost information relating to 
performance and/or policy options? 

•	 Have we given councillors the appropriate training 
to enable them to understand costs effectively? 

•	 Where I use cost indicators, am I clear about how 
they are calculated and what this means when 
making comparisons over time or with other 
organisations? 

•	 How can I start to implement a more effective 
approach to using cost information? 

•	 What more can I do to foster a culture of cost 
awareness across the council? 

•	 Do all staff (not just the finance team) understand 
the importance of cost information and the fact that 
costs are everyone’s business? 
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ACTIONS TAKEN BY THE SCOTTISH GOVERNMENT IN PREPARATION FOR 
THE 2012 LOCAL GOVERNMENT ELECTIONS  
 
Decoupling Elections 
 
1. The Gould Report into the 2007 joint Scottish Parliament and local 
government elections recommended that in future the two sets of elections should be 
held separately to help prevent voter confusion. The Scottish Government consulted 
on this proposal and the responses demonstrated overwhelming support for this 
measure and on 17 June 2009, the Scottish Parliament passed the Scottish Local 
Government (Elections) Act 2009. This extended the last and current term of local 
government by one year.  The next rounds of local government elections across 
Scotland will take place in 2017. Thereafter, local elections will revert to four year 
terms and take place at the mid-point in the Scottish Parliamentary term. 
 
The Local Electoral Administration (Scotland) Act 2011 
 
Electoral Management Board  

2. The Local Electoral Administration (Scotland) Act 2011 continued the process 
of improving electoral administration following the 2007 elections.  The legislation 
established the Electoral Management Board for Scotland (the Board) on a statutory 
basis for its work in relation to local government elections in Scotland.  It provided for 
the Convener of the Board to be appointed by Scottish Ministers and created a 
power of direction for the Convener over local returning officers and electoral 
registration officers.  The Act provides that the Board must prepare and submit to 
Parliament an annual report on the exercise of its functions 
 

Membership 

3. The Convener of the Board is appointed by Scottish Ministers (from among 
returning officers) for Scottish local government elections through a process of open 
competition.  Board members are appointed by the Convener.  Members of the 
Board represent the 32 returning officers, their depute returning officers where 
appointed and 15 electoral registration officers from across Scotland.  Individual 
returning officers and electoral registration officers remain legally accountable for the 
delivery of their responsibilities but are subject to a power of direction from the 
Convener.  The Act provides the broad framework for the operation of the Board.  
The Board has the power to invite advisers to sit on the Board to address any gaps 
in representation through full membership.      
 

Functions 

4. The Act provides that the purpose of the Board is to co-ordinate the 
administration of local government elections in Scotland.  The detailed remit and 
terms of reference are for the Board to determine and reflect the principles of 
promoting a consistent national approach and simplifying decision making, both 
helping to ensure that the interests of voters are kept at the heart of all electoral 
activity.  The role of the Board is to support and encourage greater co-ordination and 
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a more consistent approach to electoral administration among returning officers and 
electoral registration officers.   
 

Reporting 

5. Given the need to protect the independence of arrangements for delivering 
the administration of elections in accordance with the legislative framework, it is not 
appropriate for the Convener to be formally accountable to Ministers.  It is 
appropriate however to ensure that the Scottish Parliament is able to scrutinise the 
work of the Convener and receive reports on behalf of the Board.   
 

Electoral Commission 

6. The Act also extended the statutory remit of the Electoral Commission to 
cover local government elections in Scotland.  Among other things, this enables the 
Commission to report on the administration of local government elections, run public 
awareness and information campaigns on elections and the local government 
system and provide advice and information to returning officers, candidates and 
political parties.  It also allows the Commission to apply performance standards to 
returning officers for local government elections and include local government 
elections in Scotland within the Commission’s Observers Scheme. 
 
7. Extending the statutory powers of the Commission reflected the spirit of the 
Gould Report and, in particular the recommendation that steps should be taken to 
remove the fragmentation in responsibilities and processes from the electoral 
landscape.  The Commission’s involvement in local government elections has 
provided continuity and consistency across all elections.  

 
Scottish Local Government Elections Order 2011 
 
8. Traditionally, the rules applicable to local government elections in Scotland 
have been contained in an Order made shortly before each election.  The Scottish 
Local Government Elections Order 2011 Order continued that approach, taking the 
opportunity to make some necessary amendments to consolidate changes made in 
other legislation and to take account of developments since the 2007 Order. 
 
9. The Order was drafted in three stages; the first stage was a public 
consultation on the outstanding administrative recommendations from the Gould 
Report which had yet to be implemented.  These recommendations included 
proposed changes to the election timetable, ballot paper design, counting of ballots 
and automatic adjudication of blank ballot papers.  The second stage involved 
considering the legislation which had applied to the Scottish Parliament elections to 
identify changes made and where appropriate carry those changes into the rules for 
local government elections to ensure consistency across elections in Scotland. 
 
10. Finally, the Scottish Government consulted the Electoral Management Board 
for Scotland and the Electoral Commission on a draft Order.  The Board and the 
Commission provided detailed comments at this stage, the vast majority of which 
were incorporated into the draft Order laid before Parliament.  
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Ballot Paper Testing  
 
11. The Scottish Government decided to test the ballot paper to be used in the 
local elections in line with a recommendation of the Gould Report.  The research 
publicly tested a draft ballot paper, which had been designed using the principles 
from the Electoral Commission’s guidance “Making Your Mark”. The draft paper had 
also been included in the Scottish Government consultation on the administration of 
future elections in Scotland.  The aim of the testing was to assess the clarity and 
usability of the draft ballot paper design, identify possible improvements and make 
recommendations for the final ballot paper.  
 
12. The research identified that participants liked the overall design describing it 
as being clean, simple and straightforward. However, the research highlighted that 
the main cause of errors on the ballot papers was that participants did not have 
sufficient knowledge of the Single Transferable Vote system (STV). The report 
therefore recommended that there should be an information campaign which focuses 
on STV in the run up to the 2012 elections.  The revised ballot paper was also used 
in the successful bulk testing of the e-counting system in the summer of 2011.   
 
Electronic Counting 
 
Stage 1 – Initial Trials  
  
13. The project was split into four phases,  Stage 1 trails were held over a period 
of 4 weeks.  All 32 local authorities attended a trial session and provided feedback 
on the usability of the system. At the conclusion of each trial, local authorities 
provided detailed feedback on system performance, usability and workflow. A 
number of other sessions were also held to allow the wider stakeholder community 
opportunity to view the system. These sessions were attended by stakeholders 
including; Councillors, the Electoral Commission, Academics, the Open Rights Group 
and the then Local Government & Communities Committee.  Feedback from the 
Stage 1 trials was very positive, both from a local authority perspective and in terms 
of technical system performance.  
  
Stage 2 – User Acceptance Testing  
  
14. Stage 2 was system acceptance testing. The purpose of this stage was to test 
the enhancements that had been implemented as a result of the feedback gathered 
from Stage 1. This stage involved the scanning of 18,000 ballot papers. 
  
Stage 3 – Bulk Test  
  
15. Stage 3 involved the delivery of a large scale bulk test that had been designed 
to stress test the system by counting over 160,000 ballot papers. Stage 3 allowed 
local authority staff to familiarise themselves with the e-counting system in advance 
of the election.  It also gave other stakeholders, including the press and media, the 
opportunity to view a live test of the system and understand the E-count environment 
they would experience at the election.   Stage 3 feedback was mainly positive and 
was helpful in identifying a number of small process changes that were required to 
streamline the system.  
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 Stage 4 – Elections  
  
16. Stage 4 involved the development of a local e-counting implementation plan 
for each local authority. This involved the design of their count centre and negotiation 
around the levels of equipment required.. Returning Officers were required to sign 
individual User Agreement contracts with Logica (the e-counting provider) under the 
overarching Scottish Government framework contract.  
  
17. Training of local authority users was a key activity during Stage 4.  This was a 
two stage process. Local Authority staff received role specific training in March 2012. 
This focused on each specific task in the e-count process, and ensured that staff 
were fully competent and understood how to operate the system. During the week of 
the election, local authority staff received refresher training and engaged in practice 
runs on their e-counting system set up in local count centres.  Extensive training 
material (including on line material) was made available to users. 
 
Information Campaign  
 
18. The Scottish Government invested £1.5m in the Electoral Commission’s 
public awareness campaign around the Local Government elections.  This was the 
first time that the Commission had a statutory responsibility for public awareness at 
local government elections.  The purpose of the public awareness activity was to 
ensure people understand the importance of registering to vote and know how to 
cast their vote successfully. The campaign consisted of two phases: 
 
Phase 1 - Voter registration 
 
19. This consisted of TV, radio, press and online advertising.  Research from 
previous voter registration campaigns showed that the TV ad “Bungee” was effective 
in encouraging people to register and achieved good cut-through.  This ad was 
therefore re-run– with small changes made to update the content as necessary. New 
radio, press and online advertising was  produced to complement the TV advertising. 
 
Phase 2 – Voter information 
 
20. The main focus of this phase was a voter information booklet providing details 
on how to vote under STV, and was delivered to every household in Scotland.  TV, 
radio, press and online advertising was also used to alert people to look out for the 
booklet as well as providing details of where to go to find out further information. 
 
Campaign research and evaluation 
 
21. The campaign materials, including the information booklet, were all be subject 
to user-testing.  The Commission have developed measures against which the 
campaign will be assessed which will include calculating the number of 
downloaded/submitted registration applications, looking at registration trends and 
conducting tracking research. 
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Scottish Parliament Local Government and Regeneration Committee:  
Evidence Session on Scottish Local Government Elections 2012, 
Wednesday 13 June 2012 
 
Outline 
 
This paper is offered as a written submission to the Committee from the Electoral Management Board 
for Scotland and offers a brief summary of the Board’s current reflections on the planning and conduct 
of the elections of 3 May 2012.  It should be noted that these are only preliminary and outline 
comments: detailed review exercises are currently underway by all individual Returning Officers and by 
the Electoral Commission ; a detailed assessment of these events needs to wait until those exercises are 
completed.  Following a note of background on the role of the Electoral Management Board for Scotland 
and an outline of its actions in support of the 3 May 2012 elections, a series of comments are offered 
relating to several areas of election planning and administration. 
 
The Electoral Management Board for Scotland (EMB) 
 
The Electoral Management Board for Scotland (EMB) was created by the Local Electoral Administration 
(Scotland) Act 2011, which gave the Board “the general function of co‐ordinating the administration of 
local government elections in Scotland.”  This involves two specific roles:   
 

(a) assisting local authorities and other persons in carrying out their functions in relation to local 
government elections; and ‐ 
(b) promoting best practice in local government elections by providing information, advice or 
training (or otherwise) 

 
The Board is composed of 8 members, 5 of whom are Returning Officers (or their Deputes) and 3 of 
whom are Electoral Registration Officers.  These are appointed by a Convener who is in turn appointed 
by Scottish Ministers.  Advisors from the professional associations working in electoral administration 
also attend the Board meetings.   
 
The Convener has the power to issue directions to Returning Officers in relation to their duties around 
local government elections.  The EMB sees its prime focus as ensuring that the interests of the voter are 
kept at the centre of all elections planning and administration. 
 
Background 
 
The EMB recognises that the conduct of these 3 May 2012 elections will be viewed in the context of the 
2007 electoral events.  The difficulties associated with those polls and particularly the electronic count 
were narrated in the Gould report and gave rise to subsequent developments including the decoupling 
of Scottish Parliament and Local Government Elections and the creation of the EMB.   
 
The Board met on 29 May 2012 for an initial review of the elections and, while there were some isolated 
issues in particular areas, there were no systemic problems identified.  The EMB was satisfied that 
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Returning Officers across Scotland delivered safe, transparent elections in which the electors could 
have full confidence. 
 
The Role of the EMB in coordinating the 3 May Elections 
 
The statutory role of the EMB – coordination through support and promotion of best practice ‐ was 
carried out in a number of ways leading up to these elections.  The focus was always the interests of the 
voter, appropriate consistency and efficiency through a clear single point of contact with suppliers.  The 
Board also worked closely with the Electoral Commission, the eCounting Project Board and the Scottish 
Government.  Regular participation in the Political parties Panel (PPP) facilitated by the Electoral 
Commission were also useful.   
 
Count Timing 
 
Following a consultation exercise with a range of stakeholders the Convener issued a Direction in 
February regarding the timing of the Counts: 
 

Having considered the issues surrounding the timing of counts and undertaken a 
consultation exercise with various interested groups, I am directing all Returning 
Officers in Scotland that no ballot box is to be opened and no vote counted before 
8am on Friday 4 May 2012. 

 
The Convener explained this Direction as follows: 
 

“……… each Returning Officer must:  
 

 act in accordance with legislation;  

 give absolute priority to the interests of the voter;  

 maintain and where possible enhance voters’ confidence in the democratic process; and  

 conduct the counts transparently, accurately and securely.  
 
As convener of the EMB and following a detailed reflection on the issues, I believe that given the 
circumstances of the 3 May 2012 elections, these aims are best served by a “next day count”.  
 
This timing will achieve a national consistency, allow for the processing of postal votes handed in to 
polling stations without the pressure of an immediate count and facilitate more effective risk 
management with respect to the electronic counting system. It will also allow more attentive scrutiny 
from observers and ensure that staff are operating at optimal effectiveness while making crucial 
decisions in the service of local democracy. Importantly this approach to the count also recognises 
the recommendations made by Gould in the wake of the 2007 elections, that accuracy would best be 
served by a move away from overnight counts.  
 
With these things in view and on the basis of consultation with stakeholders” 
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Information and Support  
 
A subgroup of the EMB, the Forms group, worked with the Electoral Commission to draft a set of 
elections forms and notices for use by all Returning Officers supporting a consistent approach to 
nominations and formal public notices.  This created an efficient and uniform approach across all 
Retuning Officers and gave a consistent message to the voter. 
 
Following consultation with and debate among the Electoral Community the Board developed and 
issued guidance to Returning Officers on the adjudication of doubtful papers to supplement the material 
provided by the Electoral Commission. 
 
The Board also issued a set of material to Returning Officers aimed to create informed candidates and 
agents.  Given the nature of an electronic count observers, including candidates and agents need to 
have a good understanding of the processes in order to provide appropriate scrutiny.  A set of guidance 
was therefore provided to address signage, scripts for announcements and printed material to ensure 
that those in attendance had a full overview of the processes and approach at the count. 
 
Material and templates were circulated to explain how to produce the various post election data that 
was required in the legislation.  Guidance was also given on recounts. 
 
Key national suppliers, including Royal Mail and Logica, were also called to attend the EMB as a single 
point of contact to discuss their part in the delivery of the polls and to allow the Board to emphasise the 
importance of their tasks and to resolve any points of concern.   
 
Areas identified by the Board for further review or comment 
 
This paper only provides a summary of issues to highlight to the Committee the areas at which the EMB 
is directing further review and attention for the future. 
 

Issue  Comment 

Legislation 
 

 Legislation was produced in good time, allowing effective planning.  
Gould recommended that all rules should be in place at least 6 
months ahead of the polls and this was achieved. 

 The changes to the timetable brining forward the deadline for 
nominations was widely appreciated, allowing more time to prepare 
and print ballot papers.   

 There is still scope to revise the deadlines for registration to reduce 
pressures on the production and dispatch of postal votes. 

 STV leads to some complex questions regarding the adjudication of 
doubtful papers and there is scope for legislation to be revised to 
address some of the areas of confusion 

 The rules for the delivery of nomination papers could be reviewed in 
light of the Aberdeen mannequin case, to prevent fraud and other 
misuse of the democratic process, e.g. by requiring the candidate to 
deliver nomination paper personally or to provide some proof of 
identity or residency. 

 The 7 day limit in the Rules for publishing the polling station voter 
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Issue  Comment 

preferences could be reviewed; the time needed to complete this 
task, particularly for areas with low turnouts, where many boxes 
had to be amalgamated was not always sufficient. 

 A review of the content of poll cards is needed due to the volume of 
information they now contain. The review should identify the main 
purpose of poll cards and when they should be issued in relation to 
the rest of the timetable. 

 

Postal/Proxy Voting   Postal Voting in particular is now a major element of electoral 
administration due to both the volume of absent voters and the 
requirement to verify their identity.  The EMB is aware that the 
rejection rates for postal votes are a concern  

 There is clear voter ignorance that power of attorney does not give 
right to sign postal vote statements (PVSs) although the numbers 
are relatively small. 

 There are significant numbers of PVSs being rejected for 
mismatched date of birth and signatures; range from 0.6% to 4% 
across the country. 

 Concerns remain about the numbers of rejected PVSs due to 
household (e.g. husband/wife) mismatches and signatures of the 
elderly and the young varying – exacerbated by the five year 
collection frequency. 

 The Rules could be reviewed to give ROs some limited discretion to 
deal with obvious mismatches of AVIs, e.g. husband and wife. 

 ROs appreciated the specific training that they had from the police 
forensic service on checking of signatures 

Awareness Raising / 
Publicity 

 The EMB has concerns that, despite and local publicity including 
that inside the polling stations and booths, there were still too many 
ballot papers rejected because of two or more Xs or 1s (over‐
voting).  In some cases this may have been due to the way in which 
some political parties campaigned.  Effort is needed to enhance 
voter understanding. 

 

The eCount Process   Overall, experience was excellent, with good candidate and agent 
feedback, excellent support from the contractor and committed 
staff. 

 Minor delays were experienced at two counts but both issues were 
quickly resolved.  

 The EMB is aware of various minor process issues but none of these 
issues was assessed as affecting the integrity of the system or the 
results of any contests. 

 One authority conducted a recount because difference in last two 
places was 0.01388 of a vote. This recount process should be 
reviewed and instructions to ROs clarified for future e‐counts. 
Integrity of system confirmed when exactly same result was found 
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Issue  Comment 

on recount (after same DRO had adjudicated again). 

 The project management of the procurement and delivery of the 
system was well managed. 

Post Election Data   A review is needed of the process of loading up the necessary ward  
result information on councils’ web sites, in order to achieve 
consistency of information displayed across councils.  

 The amalgamation of polling station information took a long time, 
so the 7 days limit in the Rules should be reviewed, especially for 
larger councils with more wards. 

 
Overall Conclusions 
 
The EMB is satisfied that this was an election which was well run and in which the elector can have 
full confidence.  There were none of the issues that were faced in 2007 around printing or the 
eCounting systems.   
 
A number of issues have been identified in which the processes can be improved in the future, 
especially with respect to postal voting and the election timetable as laid down in legislation.  
 
The EMB is now looking to future work, continuing to coordinate the delivery of elections while ensuring 
that the interests of the voter are kept at the centre of all planning and delivery. 
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Scottish Parliament Local Government and Regeneration 
Committee: Evidence Session on Scottish local 
government elections – note from Electoral Commission 
 
Introduction 
 
The Electoral Commission welcomes the Committee’s commitment to 
considering the conduct of the 2012 local government elections and the 
opportunity for the Commission to contribute to this valuable programme of 
work. 
 
As the Committee is aware, the Commission is statutorily required to report to 
the Scottish Parliament on the conduct of the local government elections and 
we aim to publish this report in September 2012. We are pleased that the 
Local Government and Regeneration Committee will be considering our report 
and would welcome the opportunity to discuss our detailed findings and 
recommendations with the Committee as soon as practicable after 
publication. 
 
As we are still in the process of gathering and analysing much of the evidence 
and data which will inform our views to be expressed in the statutory report, 
we hope that Members of the Committee will understand if we are not yet in a 
position to offer definitive views and recommendations on all issues relating to 
the conduct of the recent elections.   
 
In order to assist the Committee in identifying the election issues that it may 
wish to focus on in its own programme of work we thought it would be helpful 
to set out in this note the aspects of the conduct of the election we will be 
considering within our own report and the data sources we will be drawing on 
to inform our analysis. We would be happy to share any relevant data with the 
Committee if it was particularly relevant to your own analysis of an issue at a 
latter date. In our briefing we also note any areas where we may be able to 
give limited or no analysis and recommendations as they fall either on the 
margins or outside our current statutory responsibilities and powers 
 
Background 
 
The Electoral Commission is an independent UK-wide body established by 
the Political Parties, Elections and Referendums Act 2000 (PPERA). We 
regulate party and election finance and set standards for well-run elections 
and electoral registration in the UK. We are committed to our strong tradition 
of free elections which we believe to be an essential part of a healthy 
democracy. We work to serve the people, are committed to protecting and 
promoting democracy and seek to put the voter first.  
 
Since 2000 we have had statutory responsibilities in relation to elections to 
the Scottish, UK and European Parliaments. These responsibilities include 
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setting standards for the running of the elections and monitoring Returning 
Officers’ performance against these standards since 2008; running a voter 
information campaign; operating an observer scheme.and reporting on how 
well the elections were run. However prior to 2011, we had no statutory 
responsibilities for local government elections in Scotland and could only 
assist if invited to do so by the Scottish Parliament or Scottish Government, 
as was the case in the 2003 and 2007 council elections.  
 
The Local Electoral Administration (Scotland) Act 2011 extended our statutory 
remit to formally include local government elections in Scotland. This was a 
welcome development as it ensured that the local elections would now be 
subject to the same independent oversight and standards of administration as 
parliamentary elections. Our new statutory role meant that at the 2012 local 
government elections we were able to:  

 set standards for the administration of the local government elections 
and monitor Returning Officers’ performance against these standards 

 provide advice and guidance to electoral administrators 
 run a public awareness campaign so that voters have the information 

they need to participate in the elections 
 operate an observers scheme 
 report to the Scottish Parliament on how well the elections were run
 In addition to our statutory responsibilities, we provided advice to 

candidates and agents at the request of Scottish Government as we 
have no statutory role in respect of candidates’ campaign spending at 
Scottish local government elections. 

 
Evidence and data used to inform our report on the 
elections.  
 
To ensure our report accurately reflects the views and experiences of those 
both tasked with the conduct of the elections and the experiences of those 
participating in the election, including voters and candidates, we draw on a 
range of evidence and data. Our information gathering includes meetings with 
Returning Officers; Electoral Registration Officers; professional bodies 
representing electoral administrators; the Electoral Management Board; the 
Political Parties Panel and Scottish Government officials.  To ensure that we 
can better understand the experiences of those participating in the elections 
we also commission a range of externally verified data including an analysis 
of electoral data by academics on our behalf; a candidates and agents’ 
survey; public opinion research and an external  evaluation of the impact of 
our public awareness activities. 

We also had a team of observers visiting many council areas throughout the 
electoral administrative process prior to polling day, polling day itself and the 
subsequent counts. We also collected information from all Returning Officers 
throughout the process under our performance standards system to help 



Agenda Item 2  LGR/S4/12/16/6 
13 June 2012 

3 
 

inform the Elections Convener of the Electoral Management Board for 
Scotland of progress during the election and to inform our report. 

 
The scope of our report 
 

 
Participation 
 
1. In our report we will focus especially on the 

experience of voters at the local government elections, 
using public opinion research and other research data 
to consider people’s experience of registering to vote; 
public information available about the election, and 
people’s experience of voting either in polling 
stations or by post. Some areas of our report which the 
Committee may wish to engage with are:  
 
 Our initial assessment of the data on rejected votes indicates that the 

levels are down from to 1.7% at the 2012 elections from just over 1.8% 
in 2007. However, we are aware of local variations in the rates of 
rejection and we are currently analysing data on rejection rates from 
across all 32 councils to try to identify any contributory factors in wards 
with higher rates of rejection, in order to inform future work in this area. 
We would happily share any findings with the Committee and seek 
views on what strategies can be put in place to improve voters 
understanding of the Single Transferable Vote electoral system and 
how to validly complete the ballot paper.  
 

 In our report on the administration of the Scottish Parliament election in 
2011 we highlighted concerns about the levels of postal votes which 
were rejected as a result of mismatched or incomplete absent vote 
identifiers (AVIs). Anecdotal feedback from Returning Officers indicates 
that the numbers of votes rejected at this election due to AVIs has 
fallen from the 2011 elections but we will be looking carefully at the 
data we are collecting from Returning Officers on this issue to consider 
whether further measures are required. In its consideration of the the 
Legislative Consent Memorandum on the UK Electoral 
Registration and Administration Bill the  Committee may wish to 
look at the provision for Electoral Registration Officers to be able to 
inform voters if their postal vote was rejected due to AVI checks. 
 

 In our report we will look at  whether voters had enough information 
available to them to be able to participate confidently in the elections. 
However, the Committee may wish to consider wider issues related to 
turnout and levels of public engagement in democracy.   
 

 The limits for candidates campaign expenses were increased in 
advance of these elections. We will consider evidence collected 
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through our candidates and agents survey to assess what impact the 
new limits had on candidates and in particular to consider whether they 
facilitated effective campaigning in large wards  that include remote 
rural areas and islands under STV. 
 
 

The co-ordination and administration of the elections 
 

In our report we will look in detail at the administrative arrangements for the 
election. Some areas which may be of particular interest to the Committee 
include:  
 

 Considering the impact of the new statutury role of the Electoral 
Management Board in providing co-ordination and challenge for 
Returning Officers and Electoral Registration Officers at these 
elections and identify priorities for the the future development of the 
Board’s work. The Committee may also wish to consider the 
implications for the co-ordination of Scottish Parliament elections in 
light of the Scotland Act 2012 devolving legislative responsibility for 
Scottish Parliament elections rules to the Scottish Parliament. 
 

 The e-counting process for these elections was considerably smoother 
than  at the 2007 elections and we will be looking in detail at the 
management arrangements for e-counting and consider where 
responsibility for the co-ordination of the e-counting framework should 
sit for future elections and how this should be resourced. 

 
 
Legislative consent motion 

The Committee has also asked for any comments which may assist its 
consideration of the Legislative Consent Memorandum on the UK Electoral 
Registration and Administration Bill. The Commission is happy to offer such 
comment and encloses its second reading briefing on the bill for the 
consideration of members. http://www.electoralcommission.org.uk/voter-
registration/individual-electoral-registration/our-thoughts-on-government-
proposals  

We look forward to meeting with the Committee to discuss the conduct of the 
elections in more detail and seeking your own views on the conduct of the 
elections. 

 
 
The Electoral Commission 
June 2012 
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LEGISLATIVE CONSENT MEMORANDUM 
 

Electoral Registration and Administration Bill – UK Legislation  
 

Draft Legislative Consent Motion 
 
1. The draft motion, which will be lodged by the Cabinet Secretary for Finance 
and Sustainable Growth, is: 
 
“That the Parliament agrees that the relevant provisions of the Electoral Registration 
and Administration Bill, introduced in the House of Commons on 10 May 2012, 
relating to Individual Electoral Registration and absent voting and rejected postal 
votes, so far as these matters fall within the legislative competence of the Scottish 
Parliament, should be considered by the UK Parliament.” 
 
Background 
 
2. This memorandum has been lodged by John Swinney, Cabinet Secretary for 
Finance, Employment and Sustainable Growth, under Rule 9B.3.1(a) of the 
Parliament‟s standing orders.  The Electoral Registration and Administration Bill (“the 
Bill”) was introduced in the House of Commons on 10 May 2012.  The latest version 
of the Bill can be found at: 
 
http://services.parliament.uk/bills/2012-13/electoralregistrationandadministration.html  
 
Content of the Electoral Registration and Administration Bill  
 
3. The Bill contains provision about the registration of electors and the 
administration and conduct of elections.  
 
4. In summary, the clauses in Part 1 and the schedules to the Bill relating to 
Individual Electoral Registration (“IER”) will:  
 

 Provide that each elector must apply individually to be registered to vote after the 
transition to the new system.  

 Make transitional arrangements over two years, including using data matching to 
verify entries, and providing for the „carry forward‟ of electors who are not 
automatically verified and fail to register under the new system in the first year, so 
that they remain on the first register published under the new system (likely to be 
the register used for the 2015 UK general election).  

 Create a legislative framework to allow alternative channels for registration, such 
as online registration, to be offered.  

 Provide for the use of data matching to verify applications, check existing entries 
in registers and find individuals who do not currently appear on the register.  

 Make provision for an annual canvass which is compatible with the new 
registration system and provide a power to amend or abolish the annual canvass 
in future, subject to a report by the Electoral Commission and an order requiring 
the approval by a resolution of each House of Parliament.  
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 Ensure that all those wishing to vote by post or proxy will need to be registered 
under the new registration system to utilise these voting methods after the first 
annual canvass under the new system.  

 Introduce a civil penalty for those who fail to make an application when required 
to do so by an Electoral Registration Officer ("ERO").  

 
5. The Bill also includes provisions in Part 2 in relation to the administration and 
conduct of elections. The provisions in the Bill are intended to improve the way 
elections are run, increase voter participation, and further improve the integrity and 
robustness of the electoral system. In summary, clauses relating to the 
administration and conduct of elections include provisions intended to:  
 

 Extend the electoral timetable for UK Parliamentary elections from 17 to 25 
working days, which will also have the consequence of altering a number of the 
deadlines within the timetable (in particular the date for delivery of nominations) 
which are fixed to the start of the electoral timetable. This will allow more time for 
the postal vote process and facilitate the administration of elections more 
generally.  

 Provide for there to be two interim publication dates at UK Parliamentary 
elections and other specified polls, where an election is pending, on which 
notices of alteration to the electoral register must be published.  

 As a consequence of an extended electoral timetable, move the deadline for 
appointing polling and counting agents at UK Parliamentary elections from 2 to 5 
days before polling day.  

 Make changes to the timing of polling place reviews in Great Britain to bring them 
in line with the five year Parliamentary terms established by the Fixed-term 
Parliaments Act 2011, and the five year cycle for UK Parliamentary boundary 
reviews implemented by the Parliamentary Voting System and Constituencies Act 
2011.  

 Address an oversight in existing legislation to enable a UK Parliamentary election 
candidate jointly nominated by two or more registered political parties to use, on 
the ballot paper, an emblem registered by one of the nominating parties.  

 Enable regulations to be made to place EROs under a duty to give notifications 
about rejected postal votes, and to specify the circumstances where this duty 
arises. It is proposed that the regulations place EROs under a duty to inform 
(after an election) electors whose postal votes had been rejected because the 
postal vote identifiers (that is, signature and date of birth) did not match those 
stored on record for that elector. This would help voters who submitted their 
postal ballot packs in good faith to avoid their vote being rejected at successive 
elections.  

 Provide that the Secretary of State may, upon a recommendation from the 
Electoral Commission, withhold or reduce a Returning Officer‟s fee for reasons of 
poor performance.  Returning Officers‟ fees and the expenses they incur in 
running UK Parliamentary and European Parliamentary elections are met by the 
UK Government out of the Consolidated Fund.  

 
Provisions which relate to Scottish local government polls 
 
6. The provisions relating to the introduction of IER set out that from the point 
when the first revised electoral register is published following the introduction of 
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individual registration (which is likely to be December 2014) those existing electors 
who are not yet registered under individual registration will retain their entry in the 
electoral register for a further year.  However any such electors “carried over” in 
2015 who have a postal or proxy vote will lose their absent vote until they register 
under the new system.  This means that such electors will be able to cast a vote in 
person at the likely 2015 UK general election but will not be able to use absent 
voting methods.  The legislation also amends the eligibility requirements for being 
appointed as, or voting as, a proxy such that all proxies must be registered to vote.  
This means that, with the move to individual registration in Great Britain and the 
existing system of individual registration in Northern Ireland, all proxies will be 
required to be registered under a system of individual registration.   
 
7. The Bill also contains a new proposal to place EROs under a duty to inform 
(after an election) those electors whose postal votes had been rejected because the 
postal vote identifiers did not match those stored on record for that elector.  The 
intention is to give EROs the power to require the resubmission of signatures from 
past votes where there had been a mismatch.  The notification, and the power to 
update signatures, would reduce the number of postal voters who inadvertently 
invalidated their postal vote at successive elections and help to support participation 
in the electoral process.   
 
Reasons for seeking a legislative consent motion 
 
8. Electoral Registration is a reserved matter. The conduct of local government 
elections in Scotland, including arrangements for absent voting, are devolved. 
 
9. It would be beneficial that the IER provisions should apply to local elections in 
the same way as they apply at other elections in Scotland to avoid diverse 
requirements for postal voters during the transitional phase to IER, and to avoid 
potential confusion relating to the eligibility to vote by proxy.  The proposed 
arrangements to notify absent voters whose vote is rejected will benefit those voters 
and reduce the number of votes that cannot be counted.  They address a problem 
that arises at local elections, as much as at other elections. 
 
10. It is open to the Scottish Government to legislate to introduce similar 
provisions for Scottish local government elections.  However, there would be merit in 
introducing these provisions on a GB-wide basis for consistency, and in the interests 
of efficient use of Parliamentary time.  Such an approach was adopted during the 
passage of the Bill that became the Representation of the People Act 2000, the 
Scottish Parliament endorsing the principle of ensuring consistency of absent voting 
provisions for parliamentary and local government elections in Scotland (by a motion 
of 13 January 2000).  
 
11. On 11 April the Parliamentary Under Secretary for Constitutional and Political 
Reform at the UK Cabinet Office, Mark Harper MP , wrote to the Minister for Local 
Government and Planning, Derek Mackay MSP, inviting the Scottish Government to 
consider these proposals.  The Minister responded on 1 May agreeing in principle to 
progress a LCM for the provisions. 
 
 

Agenda Item 2 
13 June 2012 LGR/S4/12/16/7



LCM (S4) 10.1 

Consultation 
 
12. The UK Government has conducted extensive consultation on these 
provisions with the following parties: 

 

 Electoral stakeholders 

 The Electoral Commission  

 The Association of Electoral Administrators (AEA)  
 
More widely, the UK Government has held a public consultation on Individual 
Registration in June 2011. http://www.cabinetoffice.gov.uk/resource-
library/individual-electoral-registration-draft-bill 
http://www.cabinetoffice.gov.uk/news/new-voter-registration-steps-set-out  
https://update.cabinetoffice.gov.uk/resource-library/ier-command-paper 
 
Financial Implications 
 
13. There are no significant financial implications relating to the implementation of 
this LCM by the Scottish Parliament.  
 
14. The UK Government has allocated £108m to meet the cost of implementing 
Individual Electoral Registration. This includes £85m resource funding in 2014/15 to 
fund registration officers to make contact with each potential elector individually and 
invite them to register in 2014 with the potential to use data matching to confirm 
existing entries during the transition.  
 
15. It is estimated that after the move to Individual Electoral Registration is 
complete, the annual ongoing cost of electoral registration will be an additional £13m 
per annum; although any future decision to stop the annual canvass as provided for 
in the Bill can be expected to bring costs down significantly.  
 
16. These costs will be met by the UK Government.  
 
17. It is likely that the provision requiring EROs to inform electors whose postal 
vote identifiers failed (after a poll) will have limited resource implication for electoral 
administrators and their staff, and be offset by the efficiency savings made 
elsewhere in the Bill. 
 
Conclusion 
 
18. The Scottish Government considers that extending the provisions relating to 
Individual Electoral Registration and absent voting, as contained in the Electoral 
Registration and Administration Bill that is currently before the UK Parliament, is in 
the interests of the Scottish electorate.  The Scottish Government therefore 
recommends that the Parliament agree to this LCM. 
 
 
 
Scottish Government 
May 2012 
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KEY POINTS 

 

 This is the second Scottish local government election using the Single Transferrable Vote 
system. 

 In the 2012 local government election 2,496 candidates stood for election.  This is 111 
fewer candidates than the total that stood in the 2007 election. 

 Turnout at the local elections was 39.0% (excluding rejected papers) or 39.7 (including 
rejected papers). This was the first local election since 1995 to be held without another 
election on the same day and turnout was significantly lower across all local authority 
areas than 2007. 

 There were 27,174 rejected ballots or 1.72% of total votes cast, compared to 38,351 in 
2007 (1.83% of total votes cast). 

 The SNP won the largest share of first preference votes.  

 Both the SNP and Labour saw increases in their share of votes since the 2007 elections. 
The Conservatives and Liberal Democrats both saw reductions. 

 The SNP won 34.8% of total seats with 32.4% of first preference votes. Labour won 
32.2% of seats with 31.4% of votes. 

 After the election 24.3% of Scottish councillors are women. This compares to 21.6% after 
the 2007 election. 

 A Labour party councillor holds the leadership in 15 local authorities, an SNP councillor 
leads 9, a Conservative councillor leads 4 and an Independent councillor leads 4 local 
authorities. 
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RESULTS 

Share of the Vote 

The main trends in share of the vote, as expressed in terms of first preferences cast, by party at 
the 2012 local elections were as follows (see Tables 1 and 2): 
 

SNP 

 The SNP obtained 32.4% of total first preference votes across Scotland. This compares 
with 27.9% in the 2007 local government election. 

 SNP share of the vote was above 30% in twenty of the thirty-two local authority areas. Its 
share was less than 10% in only two areas, Orkney (3.0%) and Shetland (1.9%). 

 Clackmannanshire saw the largest SNP share of vote (46.0%). This is a 7.9 percentage 
point increase in share of vote for the SNP in Clackmannanshire since 2007. 

 The largest percentage point increase in SNP share was seen in Na h Eileanan an Iar 
(+12.8% points). South Lanarkshire (+8.2), Glasgow (+8.0) and Stirling (+8.0) also saw 
significant increases. 

 
 
Labour 

 Labour obtained 31.4% of the vote, an increase of 3.3 percentage points since the 2007 
election when the party received 28.1% of first preference votes. 

 Labour’s share of the vote was above 30% in sixteen local authorities. Its share was less 
than 10% in eight areas. 

 North Lanarkshire saw the largest Labour share of votes (51.0%). This is a 1.7 
percentage point increase for Labour in North Lanarkshire since 2007. 

 The largest percentage point increase in Labour share was seen in Renfrewshire 
(+12.0% points). East Lothian (+10.5), Fife (+9.8) and West Dunbartonshire (+8.9) also 
saw significant increases. 

 

Conservative 

 The Conservatives received 13.3% of first preference votes, a decrease of 2.3 
percentage points since 2007. 

 Their share of vote was above 20% in seven areas and less than 10% in fourteen areas. 
 South Ayrshire saw the largest share of vote (31.5%) 
 Moray and Aberdeenshire saw the largest increases in share of vote (+1.7 and  +1.5 

percentage point increases respectively) 
 
 

Liberal Democrats 

 The Liberal Democrats obtained 6.4% of first preference votes, a decrease of 6.3 
percentage points since 2007 

 The largest reduction in share of votes was seen in Edinburgh, Inverclyde and Aberdeen 
City. There were slight increases in share of vote in East and South Ayrshire. 
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Greens 

 The Greens increased their share of first preference votes by 0.1 percentage points from 
the 2007 election 

 Their share of vote was 11.4% in Edinburgh and 5.5% in Glasgow. 
 
Independents 

 Across the whole of Scotland Independent candidates obtained 12.3% of all first 
preference votes. This is an increase of 1.4 percentage points since 2007. 

 
 
Table1: Share of total Scottish first preference votes (%) and changes since 2007 
 1999 

(FPTP) 
2003 
(FPTP) 

2007 
(STV) 

2012 
(STV) 

 Percentage point 
change since 2007

SNP 28.9 24.3 27.9 32.4 +4.5 
Labour 36.6 32.9 28.1 31.4 +3.3 
Conservative 13.7 15.2 15.6 13.3 -2.3 
Liberal Democrat 12.7 14.6 12.7 6.4 -6.3 
Green - 0 2.2 2.3 +0.1 
Independent and 
Others 

8.1 13 13.5 15.7 (12.5 Ind, 3.2 
Others)

+2.2 

 
 

Table 1 shows the share of first preference votes by party and the percentage change 
compared with the 2007 election.    The increases in proportion of first preference votes for both 
the SNP and Labour have come at the same time as a halving in support for the Liberal 
Democrats (from 12.7% to 6.4%).  Whilst both the SNP and Labour increased their vote shares 
(by 4.5% and 3.3% points respectively) their actual percentage gain in terms of number of 
council seats (as shown in Table 3, below) is greater. 

Taking a longer term view of the vote share, Table 1 also shows the percentage vote shares at 
the 1999 and 2003 local government elections.  The SNP increased its vote share in 2012, as it 
had done in 2007. For the first time the SNP won the largest number of votes in a local 
government election.   

Having previously registered a declining vote share in the 2003 and then 2007 elections, the 
Labour Party increased its support at local government level in 2012 for the first time since 
devolution (up from 28.1% in 2007 to 31.4% in 2012). 

In the 2003 and 2007 local government elections the Conservative Party’s share of the vote had 
risen.  The 2012 election saw that trend reversed with support falling from 15.6% on 2007 to 
13.3%.   

The Greens’ support held steady at the 2012 election (2.3% of first preference votes) compared 
to the 2007 election (2.2% of first preference votes).  This 0.1 percentage point increase in 
support did however result in the Greens nearly doubling the number of council seats they held 
(rising from 8 to 14).   
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The ‘Independents and others’ polled 8.1% of votes in 1999, this had risen to 13.5% by 2007 
and at the 2012 election had risen again to 15.7%.  This increasing support for independent 
(and ‘others) candidates has resulted in them winning 204 council seats (16.7% of all seats 
available).  

 
 
Table 2: Share of the first preference vote by party and local authority 
  SNP Labour Cons Lib Dem Ind Green Other 
Aberdeen City 31.3 29.7 9.7 15.1 11.2 2.5 0.6
Aberdeenshire 38.9 6.8 21.2 15.4 14.7 2.4 0.7
Angus 44.4 7.3 17.7 5.8 24.8 0.0 0.0
Argyll and Bute 29.7 4.6 15.5 11.4 38.4 0.2 0.1
Clackmannanshire 46.0 38.1 9.9 0.9 5.1 0.0 0.0
Dumfries and 
Galloway 19.5 29.3 26.6 4.0 18.1 1.8 0.7
Dundee City 43.4 30.1 11.3 9.0 4.4 0.6 1.3
East Ayrshire 39.5 41.4 11.3 0.2 7.6 0.0 0.0
East 
Dunbartonshire 25.4 28.3 15.4 14.9 14.2 0.7 1.0
East Lothian 30.4 43.1 14.3 5.8 5.6 0.0 0.8
East Renfrewshire 19.8 31.1 29.7 3.4 14.9 0.8 0.2
Edinburgh City 26.9 28.1 21.2 9.3 1.8 11.4 1.2
Falkirk 40.5 37.7 11.2 0.0 10.5 0.0 0.0
Fife 31.1 38.5 7.8 13.1 5.9 1.0 2.6
Glasgow City 32.6 46.7 5.9 2.9 1.7 5.5 4.6
Highland 25.8 12.6 5.1 13.5 40.2 1.0 1.9
Inverclyde 25.4 44.2 10.1 7.9 11.4 0.0 0.9
Midlothian 39.4 39.5 8.5 3.7 3.7 4.5 0.7
Moray 39.4 9.2 17.5 0.7 28.8 2.8 1.6
Na h Eileanan an 
Iar 24.9 4.6 0.0 0.0 70.6 0.0 0.0
North Ayrshire 35.0 31.9 9.3 1.6 19.0 0.0 3.2
North Lanarkshire 34.4 51.0 5.5 0.4 8.2 0.0 0.6
Orkney Islands 3.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 96.9 0.0 0.1
Perth and Kinross 41.8 12.4 26.7 9.0 9.5 0.5 0.0
Renfrewshire 33.9 48.8 9.3 4.3 1.7 0.0 2.0
Scottish Borders 20.7 6.3 23.2 16.5 32.8 0.4 0.0
Shetland Islands 1.9 0.0 0.0 0.0 96.9 0.0 1.2
South Ayrshire 29.3 25.0 31.5 0.7 13.5 0.0 0.0
South Lanarkshire 37.1 42.5 10.8 2.8 3.7 1.4 1.7
Stirling 37.2 28.6 19.9 5.5 2.1 5.8 0.9
West 
Dunbartonshire 30.3 46.6 4.2 0.0 13.1 0.0 5.7
West Lothian 40.4 38.1 8.8 0.4 11.9 0.0 0.4
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Share of Seats 

Table 3 details the number of seats won by political party and indicates the following: 

 The SNP won 34.8% of the seats available from a vote share of 32.4%.  Whilst the SNP 
had been the biggest party in terms of councillors following the last local government 
elections in 2007, the 2012 election was the first time the SNP won the most first 
preference votes.   

 Labour won 32.2% of the seats available from 31.4% of the vote. 

 The Conservatives won 9.4% of the seats available from 13.3% of the vote. 

 The Liberal Democrats won 5.8% of seats with a vote share of 6.4%. 

 

Table 3: Share of council seats and first preference votes 2012 
 Total councillors % of total Total First Preference votes % of total

SNP 425 34.8%                                       503,650 32.4%
Labour 394 32.2%                                      487,969 31.4%
Conservative 115 9.4%                                       206,585 13.3%
Liberal Democrats 71 5.8%                                        100,097 6.4%
Greens 14 1.1%                                  35,933 2.3%
Independent 203 16.6% 195,280 12.5%
 

Table 4 displays the number of seats won by each political party in 2012 compared with 2007.  
A key factor in the election was the decline of Liberal Democrat representation in Scottish local 
government, with their seat share falling from 166 to 71.  In addition, the Conservatives’ share of 
seats fell from 143 to 115.  Whilst both the Greens and Independents made small gains in terms 
of number of seats the largest increases were for the SNP and Labour.  The SNP increased its 
seat share by 62 seats and Labour by 46 seats.   

Table 4: Share of council seats (numbers and percentages) for 2007 and 2012 
 2007 2012  Percentage 

point change 
since 2007 

 seats % seats % 

SNP 363 29.7 425 34.8 +5.1
Labour 348 28.5 394 32.2 +3.7
Conservative 143 11.7 115 9.4 -2.3
Liberal Democrat 166 13.6 71 5.8 -7.8
Green 8 0.7 14 1.1 +0.4
Independent and others 194 15.9 204 16.6 +0.7
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POLITICAL COMPOSITION OF ADMINISTRATIONS 

 
Table 5: Political control of Local Authorities pre and post-2012 election 
 
LOCAL 
AUTHORITY 

POLITICAL 
CONTROL PRE-2012 
ELECTION 

POLITICAL 
CONTROL 
POST-2012 
ELECTION 

LEADER’S 
PARTY 
POST-
2012 
ELECTION

LARGEST 
PARTY BY 
COUNCILLORS 

LARGEST 
PARTY 
LEADING? 

Aberdeen City SNP/Lib Dem Lab/Con Lab Lab Yes 

Aberdeenshire 
Lib Dem/Con Con/Lib 

Dem/Ind 
Con SNP No 

Angus 

Angus Alliance 
(Ind/Con/ Lib 
Dem/Lab) 

SNP SNP SNP Yes 

Argyll and Bute 
Ind/Lib Dem/Con SNP/Argyll 

First/Ind 
SNP Ind No 

Clackmannanshire 
SNP SNP minority SNP Lab & SNP (8 

each) 
Yes (joint) 

Dumfries and 
Galloway 

Con/Lib Dem Con/SNP Con Con Yes 

Dundee City SNP minority SNP SNP SNP Yes 
East Ayrshire SNP minority SNP/Con SNP SNP Yes 
East 
Dunbartonshire 

Lab/Con Lab/Lib 
Dem/Con 

Lab Lab & SNP (8 
each) 

Yes (joint) 

East Lothian SNP/Lib Dem Lab/Con Lab Lab Yes 
East Renfrewshire Lab/SNP/Ind/Lib Dem Lab/SNP/Ind Lab Lab Yes 
Edinburgh City Lib Dem/SNP Lab/SNP Lab Lab Yes 
Falkirk Lab/Con/ Ind Lab/Con/ Ind Lab Lab Yes 
Fife SNP/Lib Dem Lab minority Lab Lab Yes 
Glasgow City Lab minority Lab Lab Lab Yes 

Highland 
Ind/Lib Dem/Lab SNP/Lib 

Dem/Lab 
SNP Ind No 

Inverclyde Lab/Con/ Ind Lab minority Lab Lab Yes 

Midlothian 
Lab SNP/Ind SNP SNP/Lab (8 

each) 
Yes (joint) 

Moray 
Ind/Con Con/Ind Con SNP/Lab (10 

each) 
No 

Na h Eileanan an 
Iar 

Ind Ind Ind Ind Yes 

North Ayrshire Lab minority SNP minority SNP SNP Yes 
North Lanarkshire Lab Lab Lab Lab Yes 
Orkney Islands Ind Ind Ind Ind Yes 
Perth and Kinross Lib Dem/SNP SNP minority SNP SNP Yes 
Renfrewshire SNP/Lib Dem Lab Lab Lab Yes 

Scottish Borders 
Ind/Con/ Lib Dem SNP/Ind/Lib 

Dem 
Ind Con No 

Shetland Islands Ind Ind Ind Ind Yes 
South Ayrshire Con minority Con/Lab Con Con Yes 
South Lanarkshire Lab/Con Lab minority Lab Lab Yes 
Stirling SNP minority Lab/Con Lab SNP No 
West 
Dunbartonshire 

SNP minority Lab Lab Lab Yes 

West Lothian SNP/Ind Lab minority Lab Lab Yes 
 
Source: BBC: http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-scotland-scotland-politics-17989573  
COSLA: http://www.cosla.gov.uk/councils  
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Table 5 shows the political control of the 32 local authorities, including the council leader’s 
political party or grouping. A Labour party councillor holds the leadership in 15 local authorities, 
an SNP councillor leads 9, a Conservative councillor leads 4 and an Independent councillor 
leads 4 local authorities.  
 
The 2007 local government elections were the first to be conducted under the Single 
Transferable Vote (STV). This electoral system resulted in fewer instances of single party 
councillor majorities and an increase in coalition and minority local government arrangements 
across the country. After the 2007 election, there were 26 local authorities controlled via either a 
coalition or minority administration, compared with 11 following the 2003 election. Coalition or 
minority political control of local authorities remains the norm after the 2012 election. There are 
now coalitions in 16 of the 32 local authorities and minority party rule in 7 local authorities. 
There is single party or Independent group majority control in the remaining 9 local authority 
areas.  
 
There are 6 council areas where the leader of the council comes from a political party which 
does not have the highest (or joint highest) number of councillors.  

 

TURNOUT 

Since the establishment of the current structure of a single tier of 32 all-purpose local authorities 
following the Local Government (Scotland) Act 1994, all local government elections bar the first 
in 1995 have been held on the same day as elections to the Scottish Parliament.  This 
“coupling” of elections had a significant impact on turnout.   The election in 2012 was therefore 
the first since 1995 to be held without another election on the same day and turnout was 
significantly lower across all local authority areas. 

Overall turnout for Scotland was 39.7%1, calculated on the basis of the number of people 
casting a vote as a percentage of registered electors, i.e. including rejected ballot papers.  The 
‘valid turnout’ - not including rejected papers - was 39.0%. This compares to 52.8% in 2007.   

The number of rejected ballot papers was 27,174 in 2012 (1.72% of total votes cast), compared 
to 38,351 in 2007 (1.83% of total votes cast).  This shows a slight downward trend in terms of 
percentage on 2007 levels (the first election to use the Single Transferable Vote system), but is 
still well above levels in 2003 (0.77%) and 1999 (0.59%). 

Local authorities with the highest turnout were Shetland Islands (54.7%), Na h Eileanan an Iar 
(53.2%), Orkney Islands (50.8%) and Argyll and Bute (50.6%).  These were also the only four 
local authorities with turnout greater than 50%.  All of these four local authorities also returned 
Independents as the largest grouping, with Orkney Islands and Shetland Islands returning only 
Independents. 

Local authorities with the lowest turnout were Glasgow City (32.2%), Aberdeen City (33.7%), 
Dundee City (36.7%) and Aberdeenshire (37%). 

Although all local authorities had lower turnouts in 2012 than 2007, those local authorities at the 
higher and lower end of the scale differed.  In 2007, highest turnouts were in East Renfrewshire, 

                                            
1 The Electoral Commission is due to publish a report on the elections in September 2012 which may include a 
different turnout figure from the one published in this briefing. This may be due to differences in methodology. The 
Electoral Commission’s turnout figure, once it is published, should be considered the ‘official’ turnout figure. 
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East Dunbartonshire, Na h Eileanan an Iar and Stirling and lowest turnouts were Glasgow City, 
North Lanarkshire, Dundee City and Fife. 

 

Table 6 shows the turnout in different local authority areas in 2007 and 2012. Map 2 shows the 
variation in turnout rates across Scotland. 
 
Table 6: Turnout (% of electorate voting) 2007 and 2012 

 2007 (%) 2012 (%) 

Aberdeen City 50.2 33.7
Aberdeenshire 52.6 37.0
Angus 52.5 39.3
Argyll and Bute 59.0 50.6
Clackmannanshire 54.6 41.0
Dumfries and Galloway 56.1 44.0
Dundee City 49.9 36.7
East Ayrshire 53.8 39.9
East Dunbartonshire 62.6 45.7
East Lothian 57.0 44.1
East Renfrewshire 63.9 48.4
Edinburgh City 57.6 42.6
Falkirk 52.6 38.4
Fife 50.1 37.9
Glasgow City 43.3 32.2
Highland 55.3 41.6
Inverclyde 53.9 43.8
Midlothian 55.6 40.8
Moray 50.7 37.5
Na h Eileanan an Iar 62.5 53.2
North Ayrshire 51.5 39.1
North Lanarkshire 49.4 37.7
Orkney Islands 50.6 50.8
Perth and Kinross 58.2 43.7
Renfrewshire 55.6 42.5
Scottish Borders 55.0 41.9
Shetland Islands 58.3 54.7
South Ayrshire 56.0 43.2
South Lanarkshire 51.2 38.3
Stirling 60.3 44.8
West Dunbartonshire 53.8 41.0
West Lothian 53.1 42.2
Scotland 52.8 39.6
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GENDER OF CANDIDATES AND COUNCILLORS 

Candidates  

After the candidate lists for the local elections were released in April 2012 two academics, Meryl 
Kenny and Fiona Mackay of Edinburgh University, produced an initial analysis of the lists, 
looking at the gender of the candidates (Kenny and Mackay 2012a).  

Table 7, below, reproduces their data, comparing 2007 candidate figures and showing that ‘little 
has changed’. The authors argued that of all the Scottish political parties only the Scottish 
Greens had implemented any effective equality measures.  The Greens have gender balance 
mechanisms in place which are triggered if the percentage of female or male candidates drops 
below 40% or where the distribution of winnable seats looks unequal. 

 
Table 7: Male and female candidates by party 

 

*2007 candidate selection figures are taken from the Electoral Reform Society (Baston 2007) which 
included the Greens in the Independent/Other category. 

(Kenny and Mackay 2012a) 

The paper also identified 56 wards only being contested by male candidates. 

Political parties in Scotland have announced a number of measures regarding the under 
representation of women in local councils (Dinwoodie 2012 and Kenny and Mackay 2012b). For 
example the SNP have appointed Julie Hepburn to head a task force, with a view to increase 
the number of women who come into politics and stand for office. The Scottish Liberal 
Democrats are using their Future Leaders Programme to actively promote female participation 

Party Female 
Candidates 

Male 
Candidates 

Total 
Candidates 

Percentage 
Women(Percentage 
Women 2007) 

Labour 138 359 497 27.7%(19.3%) 

SNP 149 465 614 24.3%(21.5%) 

Liberal Democrats 69 178 247 27.9%(30.9%) 

Conservatives 95 267 362 26.2%(24.6%) 

Green 35 51 86 40.7%(N/A)* 

Independent/Other 105 586 691 15.2%(20.8%) 

Total 591 1906 2497 23.6%(22.5%) 



 14

at all levels of politics. And the Scottish Labour Party has promised a 50/50 target for council 
candidates within eight years. 

 

Councillors 

Immediately after the election results were announced (therefore the figures do not include the 
result of the postponed election in the ward of Dunoon in Argyll and Bute) Kenny and Mackay 
(2012c) carried out another gender review (Table 8 below). The authors noted that although 
there was an overall increase of 34 women councillors elected in 2012 compared to 2007, fewer 
than 1 in 4 Scottish councillors are female. The proportions in Scotland are lower than those in 
the English metropolitan councils. In 36 of those councils 40% of the councillors elected were 
women and several councils even achieved gender parity or better, for example, Bury (64% 
women), South Tyneside (57%) and Gateshead (55%). 

  

Table 8: Male and Female Councillors by Party 2012 
 
Party Women 

Councillors 
Men 
Councillors 

Total 
Councillors 

Percentage 
Women(% 
2007) 

Labour 103 291 394 26.1%(17.5%) 

SNP 105 319 424 24.8%(21.2%) 

Liberal 
Democrats 

26 45 71 36.6%(31.3%) 

Conservatives 28 87 115 24.3%(23.8%) 

Green 4 10 14 28.6%(50%) 

Independent/Ot
her 

31 171 202 15.3%(20.8%)* 

Total 297 923 1220** 24.3% 

*2007 candidate selection figures are taken from the Electoral Reform Society (Baston 2007) which 
included the Greens in the Independent/Other category. 

**Excluding the ward of Dunoon in Argyll & Bute, where vote was conducted the week after the election. 

(Kenny and Mackay 2012c) 
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The authors conclude their post-election review by stating 

“These dismal figures should surely serve as a wake-up call to parties and councils that 
something has to change in order to make local politics more inclusive, and to ensure 
that local councils look like the communities they represent”. 

The authors intend to publish more detailed analysis of the candidate and councillor 
breakdowns in the near future. 

 

 

ELECTORATE 

Franchise and registration 

The franchise for local elections is a matter reserved to the UK Parliament. The present 
franchise for Scottish local elections is  

 British citizens resident in Scotland 

 Commonwealth citizens resident in Scotland 

 Citizens of the Republic of Ireland and other EU countries resident in Scotland 

 Members of the House of Lords resident in Scotland 

 Service/Crown personnel serving in the UK or overseas in the Armed Forces or with Her 
Majesty's Government who are registered to vote in Scotland. 

In the run up to the deadline for voter registration, for the Scottish local government elections, 
the Electoral Commission ran a public awareness campaign across TV, radio and online media. 
The campaign focused on the message ‘it’s your vote, don’t lose it’ and aimed to raise 
awareness that the cut-off date for registration would be 18 April 2012.  

The Commission also worked with the charity Shelter to target increased registration of the 
homeless. 

The voting system and voter education 

As in 2007 the Scottish local elections in 2012 used the STV (Single Transferable Vote) system.  

The Electoral Commission and the Electoral Management Board for Scotland undertook voter 
education. From 2 April in Scotland the Commission ran a voter information phase, explaining 
that voters would need to mark their ballot papers with numbers. This phase included the 
publication of a booklet (Electoral Commission 2012a) which was delivered to every household 
in Scotland. Information on the voting system was also made available online on the 
Aboutmyvote website. 
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As part of the voter education the Electoral Commission worked with the Care Commission on 
how to assist people to vote. 

 

ADMINISTRATION OF THE ELECTIONS 

Under the provisions of the Scotland Act 1998 the Scottish Government has responsibility for 
the conduct of Scottish local government elections. The Scottish Government and Ministers are 
responsible for setting the rules for the conduct of local government elections. Local authorities 
themselves are responsible for organising and conducting these elections in their own areas. 

Since the Scottish local government elections held in 2007 there have been a number of 
changes to the administration and conduct of those elections. A full list of the changes can be 
found in the chronology at this end of this paper. The following paragraphs highlight some of the 
changes. 

Scottish Government 

In 2009, following a recommendation of the independent review of the 2007 Scottish 
Parliamentary and local government elections (Gould 2007) the Government introduced 
legislation, the Scottish Local Government (Elections) Act 2009, which de-coupled the Scottish 
elections. As a result of this legislation the local government elections would no longer be held 
on the same date as the Scottish Parliament elections, which had happened in 1999, 2003 and 
2007.  

Scottish Ministers are responsible for the appointment of the convener of the Electoral 
Management Board for Scotland (EMB). The EMB, which was established by statute in 2011, is 
responsible for the administration of local elections in Scotland. More information on the Board 
and its work is given below. 

In September 2011 the Government made the Scottish Local Government Elections Order 
2011(SSI 2011/399) which provided the rules which governed the conduct of the 2012 elections. 
The Order replaced the 2007 Order and included changes to the rules for the counting of votes 
and the retention of documents after the election. 

Prior to the 2012 elections the Scottish Government was responsible for developing a draft 
ballot paper, which was then tested for the Government by Ipsos MORI Scotland (Martin, et al, 
2011). 

In addition, together with returning officers, the Scottish Government procured a new e-counting 
system. In October 2010, following the procurement exercise, the contract to deliver the e-
counting solution was awarded to Logica and their partner OPT2VOTE. 

Role of Electoral Commission 

The Local Electoral Administration (Scotland) Act 2011 asp 10 extended the statutory duties, 
which the Electoral Commission already had in Scotland with regard to the Scottish Parliament 
and European Parliament elections, to include Scottish local elections. The new legislation 
requires the Commission to prepare and publish a report on the administration of the local 
elections. The Commission intends to publish its report on the May 2012 elections in September 
2012. 
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The legislation also requires the Commission to produce a code of practice for observers at 
local government elections. The Electoral Commission’s accredited observer scheme, provided 
for in the Political Parties, Elections and Referendums Act 2000, was extended to include local 
elections and allows both individuals and organisations to observe proceedings at local 
government elections in Scotland.  

In advance of the 2012 elections the Commission published a series of briefings including Local 
elections in Scotland: guidance for candidates and agents overview document and the Local 
Government elections in Scotland: guidance for Returning Officers. 

The 2011 Act also closed a “gap” in relation to performance standards by giving the 
Commission the ability to set and publish performance standards for returning officers at the 
Scottish local government elections. The Commission published its Performance standards for 
Returning Officers in Great Britain in December 2011 and returning officers in Scotland reported 
against these standards during the recent elections. 

The Commission had already been given the power on performing standards in 2006 with 
regard to Electoral Registration Officers (EROs) in Scotland. The Commission set out these 
standards for EROs in its 2008 publication, Performance standards for Electoral Registration 
Officers in Great Britain July 2008, and since then have received reports from EROs and 
published its analysis of the EROs’ performance on an annual basis. The Commission will be 
publishing the latest report in June 2012. 

Electoral Management Board for Scotland 

The provisions of the Local Electoral Administration (Scotland) Act 2011 also established the 
Electoral Management Board for Scotland. The Board is responsible for co-ordinating the 
administration of local government elections in Scotland. The legislation gives the Board 
functions which include assisting local authorities in carrying out their functions in relation to 
local government elections and promoting best practice in local government elections by 
providing information, advice or training. 

The Scottish Government’s decision to establish the Board developed from the consultation the 
Government initiated in December 2008 (Scottish Government 2008a). This consultation was 
based on the recommendation, from the Independent Review of the 2007 Scottish 
Parliamentary and local government elections (Gould 2007 p. 26), that a Chief Returning Officer 
(CRO) for Scotland should be established. 

However, as a result of the consultation responses received (CRO Consultation Responses) the 
Scottish Government decided that, instead of creating a CRO – which respondents had 
considered would be an overly bureaucratic and expensive model for Scotland – the existing 
arrangements should be enhanced.  

An interim Electoral Management Board for Scotland (EMB) had been set up in December 
2008. Its first task had been the co-ordination, planning and administration of the 2009 
European Parliamentary elections. Following those elections, as well as its statutory report on 
the European elections, the Electoral Commission produced a paper on its Observations on the 
development of the Interim Electoral Management Board for Scotland (Electoral Commission 
2009). 

In that paper the Commission called on the Government to introduce the legislation to make the 
interim Board a permanent statutory body. The Commission also commended the interim EMB 
for seeking to achieve consistency in delivery of electoral administration across Scotland. 
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The Commission highlighted the fact that since the interim Board also had to operate in a UK 
context with regard to UK Parliamentary elections, European Parliamentary elections and with 
electoral registration matters which are reserved to the UK Government. The Commission 
therefore recommended that the Board play its part fully in UK activities and not confine itself to 
Scottish only matters. 

The Commission was also concerned that, although the Board should be operating 
independently, the delivery of elections and electoral registration is widely viewed as a council 
function. The Commission, therefore, recommended that the Board should consider establishing 
a dialogue with councils and councillors, which it suggested could take place via COSLA. 

The interim Board continued to carry out its non-statutory role for the UK General Elections in 
2010 and in its report on that election the Electoral Commission (2010) again called for the 
legislation to make the Board statutory. That legislation was introduced in the Scottish 
Parliament on 7 October 2010, resulting in the Local Electoral Administration (Scotland) Act 
2011, which commenced on 29 June 2011. So the Scottish local government elections in May 
2012 were the first elections which the Board administered as a statutory body.  

The Board consists of:  

 a convener, appointed by Scottish Ministers, who must be a returning officer 

 8 other members (appointed by the convener): 5 returning or depute returning officers 
and 3 electoral registration officers. 

Under the legislation the convener may give returning officers and electoral registration officers 
written direction about the exercise of their functions in relation to local government elections. 

In addition the convener must, as soon as practicable after the end of each financial year, 
prepare a report on how the Board's functions have been carried out during the year. This report 
has to be laid before the Scottish Parliament and copied to Scottish Ministers. 

The Board does not yet have a website so there is at present no central site on which to locate 
any reports or guidance it has created. 

 

The Administration of the Count 

Votes at the Local Government elections in May 2012 were counted electronically. As the 
Scottish Government explained on its webpage, Electronic counting: 

“Given the complexity of the vote transfer mechanisms involved with this form of STV, 
manual counting of a STV election is complex and time-consuming compared to a 
traditional first past the post-election.  E-counting automates the process of counting and 
applying the formula at the various stages, taking hours to determine a result rather than 
days”. 

For the first time the count of the local election votes did not take place overnight. This had been 
one of the options offered in the Gould report (2007 p. 91) and was in the electoral guidance 
provided by the EMB, which stated that the count should begin no earlier than 8am (City of 
Edinburgh Council website). 
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Returning officers in Scotland also received written guidance, relating to the count and its 
aftermath, from the Electoral Commission, which included Part E Verifying and counting the 
votes and Part F After the declaration of result. 

 

 

CHRONOLOGY 

Under the provisions of the Scotland Act 1998 the Scottish Government has responsibility for 
the conduct of Scottish local government elections.  

Since 1999 there have been a number of changes to the legislation regulating the conduct of 
Scottish local government elections. The following chronology details these legislative changes 
together with other developments : 
 
2004 Local Governance (Scotland) Act 2004 asp 9. The provisions in this Act 

included: 
  

 The introduction of the Single Transferable Vote (STV) for council 
elections based on wards consisting of either three or four councillor 
wards 

 Changing the minimum age for standing as a councillor from 21 to 18 

3 May 2007 The first STV election for local elections was held on the same day as the 
Scottish Parliament elections. The local elections had also been held on the 
same day as the first two Scottish Parliament elections in 1999 and 2003. 

3-4 May 
2007 

Elections were counted electronically for the first time. During the overnight 
count it became apparent that compared to previous elections there were a 
large number of rejected ballot papers 

8 May 2007 The Scottish Executive asked Ron Gould, an international expert in 
elections, to conduct an independent review of the 2007 elections 

October 
2007 

Gould report on the 2007 Scottish Elections was published. 
Recommendations included: 

 Establishment of post of Chief Returning Officer for Scotland (CRO), 
along the lines of the arrangements in Northern Ireland.  

 CRO to be responsible for “issuing directions, coordinating and 
overseeing all aspects of the electoral processes for Scottish 
parliamentary and local government elections where consistency or 
centralisation of Returning Officer responsibilities arise”. 

October 
2007 

The Electoral Commission also published its statutory report on the 2007 
elections 

December Scottish Government consulted on the CRO proposal in Gould. In the light of 
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2008 consultation responses the Government decided to enhance the existing 
electoral co-ordination arrangements rather than establish a new office of 
CRO.  

2009 The Scottish Local Government (Elections) Act 2009 de-coupled the 
Scottish elections.  

2009 An interim Electoral Management Board for Scotland formed 

September 
2010 

Scottish Government published the consultation document The 
Administration of Future Elections in Scotland: A consultation exercise to 
examine the recommendations of the Gould Report to improve 
administration of future elections in Scotland 

October 
2010-
February 
2011 

Ipsos MORI Scotland, on behalf of the Scottish Government, tested draft 
ballot papers for the 2012 Local Government Elections 

October 
2010 

Following a procurement exercise, by the Scottish Government and 
returning officers, the contract to deliver the e-counting system was awarded 
to Logica and their partner OPT2VOTE 

April 2011 The Local Electoral Administration (Scotland) Act 2011 

 Electoral Management Board for Scotland established to support 
local authorities and others carry out their functions in relation to local 
government elections and to promoting best practice in local 
government elections.  

 Members of the Board are returning officers, depute returning officers 
and electoral registration officers.  

 Statutory powers and responsibilities of the Electoral Commission 
extended so that they can be exercised in relation to Scottish local 
authority elections 

2011 Following interim reviews of the local authorities, by the Local Government 
Boundary Commission for Scotland, the number of councillors in the 
Bathgate ward of the West Lothian Council was raised from 3 to 4 

18 April 
2012 

Cut-off date for registering as a voter 

3 May 2012 The first, post 1999, Scottish local authority elections held separately from 
the Scottish Parliament elections and without an overnight count 

4 May 2012 The electronic count for the elections took place 

10 May 
2012 

The Dunoon election took place. The election had been deferred because of 
the death of one of the candidates 

11 May 
2012 

Result of the Dunoon election announced 

September 
2012 

The Electoral Commission will publish its report on the 2012 local elections 
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