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Local Government is a key partner in the realisation of equality and human rights. The 
pandemic has thrown into stark relief many of the systemic and structural challenges 
faced within communities. However, throughout the pandemic, local authorities have 
worked with partners to support the most vulnerable in our communities against extreme 
financial and personal circumstances. 
 
We want a vibrant, equal democracy where people can embrace their rights, and actively 
participate in civic society. We want to create and support a society where everyone is 
valued, treated with dignity and respect, with equitable access to opportunities and a 
sustainable quality of life. This can only be achieved by listening to and involving people 
and communities. Local Government fully understands the importance of working side by 
side with communities and the challenges to be faced to ensure equity of involvement. We 
are clear that recovery should empower individuals and communities through the 
strengthening of local democratic decision making – decisions should be made from the 
community up, not from the top down.  
 
In making the voice of local people heard and acted upon across all public services, we 
can make progress in addressing the huge health, social and financial costs of persistent 
inequality in this country. We have seen throughout the pandemic what can be achieved 
when Local Government and communities come together – now is the time to maintain 
and build on this. Communities hold the answers to the issues they face, and Local 
Government stands as the enabling force empowering communities to drive forward a 
transformative collaborative programme of social, economic and environmental renewal. 
 

Investment in wellbeing and prevention is critical to ensure that Local Government can 

drive the realisation of human rights and address inequality within communities. Local 

Government plays a significant role providing education, housing, leisure and support for 

vulnerable people, all of which are service areas that impact on the social determinants of 

health and ultimately promote better outcomes for individuals and communities. Many of 

these services are funded from Local Government’s core budget and reductions in the 

core mean that the very services needed to bring communities out of the COVID-19 

emergency, particularly around the wider human rights and equality agenda in a public 

health context, are inhibited. 

 

The Scottish Government’s 2020-21 Programme for Government outlines an ambitious 

strategy to respond to the challenges and opportunities arising from COVID-19, including 

the creation of new, quality, green jobs; promoting lifelong health and wellbeing; and 

promoting equality and helping our young people fulfil their potential. As a key delivery 

partner, Local Government’s role must be fully recognised, trusted, and involved 

throughout, so that all of Scotland can benefit from these aspirations. 

 



 

 

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

term budgets in order that Councils can adequately plan in the medium- and long-term. 

Single year budgets, together with one-off funding ‘pots’ that require Councils to deliver on 

piecemeal, initiative-led approaches, threaten local democratic accountability by limiting 

Councils’ flexibility to take autonomous, place-based decisions. Critically, multi-year 

budgets are needed to enable Councils to address the equality and human rights 

challenges which often stem from long term structural inequality within our society. 

Councils need to be able to make long term investment decisions rather than having to 

make short term decisions about where they direct their increasingly limited resources.  

 

There is a significant interrelationship between all that local authorities do to reduce 

inequalities, build community capacity, resilience and assets and reduced demand for 

services in other parts of the system such as justice, health and social care. This cannot 

be successfully planned for and achieved with single year budgets. It is also important to 

remember the human element of this for Council employees, and the services they 

commission, many of whom face single year employment contracts and projects. 

Sometimes additional funding is confirmed mid-year, only to start the cycle again. This is 

inefficient in terms of staff morale, retaining expertise, and achieving improved outcomes 

for individuals, families, and communities.  

 

A lack of longer-term funding certainty impacts on organisations which provide 

commissioned services, a large number of which are delivered by the third sector, and the 

issue of provider sustainability was brought to the fore during COVID-19. Councils worked 

to ensure providers and local suppliers remained solvent and that additional costs of 

service provision were captured and reconciled. Councils want to make transformational, 

meaningful, and long-term changes to services and structures, but to do this Councils 

need multi-year funding agreements that embed within them principles of fairness and 

flexibility. Without fulfilment of these asks, Councils’ innovation and creativity are often 

stifled.  

 

The Accounts Commission’s Overview Report on Local Government for 2020 highlights 

that, while Local Government revenue funding increased in 2020/21 by 1.5 per cent (in 

real terms) from the previous year to £10.7 billion, since 2013/14 it has reduced by 3.3 per 

cent (in real terms). The Report also points out that Councils have less flexibility in how 

they use funding.  Funding dedicated to national policy initiatives increased from £1 billion 

in 2019/20 to £1.5 billion in 2020/21, equating to 14.1 per cent of council funding from the 

Scottish Government.  

 

Critically, the Overview Report stresses that the funding levels for the medium-term are 

uncertain, given that funding settlements do not yet provide information for more than one 

year. The Accounts Commission rightly points to the need for strong leadership and 

longer-term planning, adding that the pandemic further multiplies the challenges for Local 

Government. This serves to strengthen the need for the Scottish Government to fulfil its 

commitment to moving to multi-year indicative budgets without delay, and for local and 

national leadership to plan for Scotland’s future.  

 

 

  

 



 

 

Immediate Local Government Response to the Pandemic 

 

The social and economic consequences of COVID-19 to date have been severe and have 

had a significant impact on communities and all sectors of the economy. Local 

Government has been at the centre of the initial response and interventions aimed at 

supporting local communities. In May 2020, COSLA provided a written update to the Local 

Government and Communities Committee on the essential work that Councils were 

undertaking to support the response to COVID-19. Since then, this work has only 

intensified for Councils as they come to terms with the uncertain and fast-changing 

environment that has developed. 

 

Food Insecurity  

Local Authorities have used the Food Fund to address equality and human rights 

challenges exposed by the pandemic, ensuring individuals experiencing both physical and 

financial barriers to food were able to access the food and essentials they needed. A 

number of groups of people were identified as being specifically at risk over this period 

and supported as a result: 

- Households that were financially at risk due to a change in their financial 
circumstances or pre-existing financial barriers compounded by Coronavirus; 

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

- Marginalised groups including those experiencing homelessness, problem drug and 
alcohol use, domestic abuse, refugees, asylum seekers, those with no recourse to 
public funds at risk of destitution, Gypsy/Traveller communities, minority ethnic 
communities and victims of commercial sexual exploitation including prostitution; 

- Individuals who were digitally excluded; 
- Households experiencing physical barriers to accessing food and other essentials 

including people with sensory and physical disabilities, mental health issues and 
unpaid carers who already face access issues even in normal circumstances; and 

- Individuals who required to shield. 
 
Work was undertaken at a phenomenal pace to strengthen existing systems and put new 
systems in place to help ensure all who needed it had the had the access to essentials 
that they required. Provision was both reactive and actively identified those in need using 
local data and intelligence. Support was then provided through a variety of mechanisms: 
food hubs, vouchers, home delivery and cash first approaches, with referrals made to 
longer term financial support where appropriate. 
 

Shielding and People At High Risk 

Local Authorities rapidly put in place support for the 181,000 people who needed to shield 

and more who were at high risk or required assistance relevant to the pandemic. The 

assistance provided to residents was wide and varied and included everything from the 

delivery of weekly food boxes, prescription medicines, financial support/ advice, dog 

walking etc. Significant elements of this support were delivered in partnership with the 

voluntary sector who played, and will continue to play, an important part in Councils’ 

overall response. 

 

 



 

 

Gypsy/Travellers 

Local Government would want to highlight measures taken during the early stages of the 

pandemic to the delivery of support to Gypsy/Traveller communities, particularly families 

living on roadside encampments. A Gypsy/Traveller Partnership Impact Group was 

established by COSLA and Scottish Government including representatives from education 

and health, Police Scotland, third sector organisations and the Gypsy/Traveller 

community, and involved regular liaison with local authority officers. This identified where 

additional services, support or expenditure might be needed to better meet urgent needs 

and to include within COVID-19 response plans. COSLA and Scottish Government 

produced a joint framework for decision-making which supported local authorities and 

other agencies to identify additional equalities impacts and to better direct funding 

available at a local level to reduce transmission of the virus and to assist the community 

with access to essential services, as part of local resilience plans.  

Further funding and support was made available by the Scottish Government to facilitate 
access to sanitation and waste removal services during this period, recognising the 
equality impacts of the pandemic on Gypsy/Travellers and the additional health and 
wellbeing risks they face, which were understood to be particularly acute for people living 
roadside. Measures implemented responded to feedback from the community about what 
was needed as well as from local authorities on the practical challenges in delivering an 
effective service response locally during this period. This partnership work enabled 
targeted access to specialist welfare and mental health and wellbeing advice via third 
sector providers, provision of toilets, showers and self-isolation units and strengthened 
inclusion of Gypsy/Traveller communities in wider measures to access emergency food 
provision and the creation of new accessible public health communications for Gypsy and 
Traveller audiences. A communication update has recently been published to detail some 
of the work that has been carried out through this partnership and across local and 
national government during the crisis that the Committee may want to be aware of.  
 
However, this funding is short term and reactive to the public health crisis. Ordinarily, it is 
the responsibility of councils to assess and meet the equalities needs of Gypsy/Travellers. 
Whilst it was positive that funds were swiftly redirected and deployed to meet the needs of 
the community during the early stages of the crisis, our priority is ensuring that there is a 
sufficiency of resource at a local level in the medium to longer term. We are achieving 
greater progress in these aims as a result of partnership work under the ‘Improving the 
Lives of Gypsy/Travellers 2019-21’ joint national action plan with Scottish Government, 
which is enabling work across government and with the community themselves to deliver 
improved equality outcomes and improvements in living standards, access to services and 
tackle racism and discrimination. However, it is recognised that ongoing work is needed to 
sustainably invest and deliver on these aims and to re-focus on the medium to longer term 
policy changes needed to deliver on this.  
 
The 2021-22 budget could support this particularly by including commitments to additional 
resources that would enable medium to longer term investment in culturally appropriate 
Gypsy/Traveller accommodation, reflecting our commitment to ‘more and better 
accommodation’ in the plan, and by ensuring sufficiency of resources within Local 
Government to effectively deliver the action plan, including partnership work to embed an 
equality and human rights-based approach to supporting roadside encampments, delivery 
of inclusive education and other public services and to support the participation of 
Gypsy/Travellers in local decision-making.  
 
 

https://www.facebook.com/GypsyTravellers-Scotland-Health-and-wellbeing-information-100442048272006/photos/pcb.173649690951241/173649350951275/


 

 

Housing and Homelessness 
Throughout the pandemic, Local and Scottish Government prioritised the safety and 
wellbeing of homeless and vulnerable households, in many instances moving people into 
temporary accommodation to support physical distancing and isolation. During this period 
Local Government has also worked closely with the Scottish Government to ensure that 
no one is temporarily placed in unsuitable or temporary accommodation for longer than 7 
days when the restriction measures ease. As part of this process, Local Government 
recognises the need to support an enhanced equalities approach to supporting complex 
needs and individual housing pathways as demonstrated through the Ending 
Homelessness Together Action Plan, the roll out of housing first, community hosting, 
shared tenancies and rapid access housing which place the needs of homeless 
households first. 
 
Central areas of spend in relation to social housing which aim to ensure that everyone in 
Scotland has access to good quality housing have included the Affordable Housing Supply 
Programme (ASHP), Home Energy Efficiency Programmes for Scotland (HEEPS), and 
Area Based Schemes (ABS). Additionally, funding to tackle fuel poverty, via Warmer 
Homes Scotland, has been progressed over the previous 12 months. The allocation of 
funding as we move into a period of increased financial pressure on vulnerable 
households will need to be reassessed following the pandemic outbreak. Additionally, 
Local Government would like to see the commitment from the Scottish Government that 
any underspend from the AHSP, owing to delays due to COVID-19 restrictions, are 
allocated into the next fiscal year to ensure that Local Government can continue to meet 
the ambitious targets to increase the supply and access to social homes.  
 
Additional consideration of the increasing costs to provide affordable and safe homes as 
per HEEPS, ABS etc (as a result of increasing construction costs) should be 
acknowledged within the housing grant subsidy offered to Local Government. To ensure 
that councils are able to provide homes of equitable, safe standards for social tenants 
there should be parity in the allocation of grant subsidy for Local Government.   
 
Local Government would welcome a continuation of both the AHSP and Ending 
Homelessness Together (EHT) funding to ensure that we are able to respond, through the 
provision of adequate supply of homes, to households facing homelessness or in housing 
need.  
 
In the last 6 months Local Government has welcomed the review of the HARSAG 
Recommendations, coproducing the renewed action plan on EHT with the Scottish 
Government. Continuation of the EHT Funding and support for the changing landscape 
Local Government is experiencing surrounding Rapid Rehousing Transition Plans 
following the pandemic would be welcome. 
 
No Recourse to Public Funds 
During the COVID-19 crisis, COSLA and Scottish Government paused work on the 
development of an anti-destitution strategy in order to support the immediate emergency 
response to the public health crisis. COSLA produced a COVID-19 Framework which set 
out advice on the financial, housing and other essential support that can be provided to 
people with no recourse to public funds (NRPF). Under their public health duties, local 
authorities have accommodated people who are experiencing homelessness and rough 
sleeping regardless of their immigration status and have provided a range of practical 
supports including access to emergency food provision.  Scottish Government additionally 
provided short term funding to third sector partners in Glasgow and Edinburgh to enable 
them to provide hotel-based emergency accommodation for people with NRPF (including 



 

 

people who have been refused asylum and EEA nationals). The funding enabled the 
charities to meet core operating costs, including bed spaces, staffing and provision of food 
and essentials; connect people to trusted legal advice; and establish routes to sustainable 
accommodation where possible (for example in the private rented sector for EEA 
nationals).  
 
The COSLA Framework also provided advice on discharging safeguarding duties to 
people with NRPF during the pandemic, including specific considerations for families with 
children who experience destitution because of their immigration status. We developed 
new partnerships with the third sector through forming a Consortium of organisations to 
monitor the impact of COVID-19 on people with NRPF and continued to operate our 
NRPF Network of local authority officers to enable an effective flow of information between 
councils. COSLA officers also shared the COVID-19 Framework with colleagues working 
across government, highlighting the need for new policy responses to financial and food 
insecurity and increasing awareness of the specific risks to migrants with NRPF, including 
through the work of the Social Renewal Policy Circles and the Social Renewal Advisory 
Board. 
 
Work on an anti-destitution strategy should now be resumed with urgency and should 
focus on the provision of accommodation and financial support to people at risk of 
destitution. We wish to work with Scottish Government to agree a set of actions to ensure 
that the strategy not only provides the strategic vision and leadership required on this 
issue, but also a clear set of practical work programmes that can be implemented with 
urgency. This is required as emergency COVID-19 measures come to an end and also in 
the medium to longer term, anticipating the rising risks of destitution after Brexit and in the 
context of increased unemployment and job insecurity created by the pandemic.  
 
COSLA would welcome confirmation from Scottish Government of the funding that will be 
committed through the budget to support delivery of the strategy and to encourage a focus 
on strengthening statutory support for families with children and adults with care needs as 
equality and human rights priorities. Similarly, there is also a need to consider the needs 
of women and children experiencing domestic abuse, while it is recognised that there is an 
ongoing need to collectively advocate for changes in UK immigration rules to prevent 
human rights violations amongst people with NRPF.   
 

Violence Against Women and Girls 

At the outset of the pandemic and the controls introduced to respond to it, COSLA 

Leaders identified Violence Against Women and Girls (VAWG) as a key area of priority for 

local responses and mitigating action from Local Government and our strategic partners. 

They highlighted women and children experiencing domestic abuse in lockdown and 

women and girls engaged in commercial sexual exploitation (CSE) as being particularly 

vulnerable to harm as a result of the pandemic.  

 

While the Scottish Government swiftly provided additional funding to Women’s Aid and 

Rape Crisis to reconfigure their services and to stabilise their capacity in face of the 

challenges, it took many weeks before the ENCOMPASS Network services, specialist 

front line services offering support to women engaged in CSE and prostitution, were 

resourced to reconfigure services and to offer direct emergency funds to women engaged 

in CSE impacted by a sudden loss of income. For most women engaged in CSE, the 

associated levels of vulnerability, insecurity and risk of coercion is high, with the pandemic 

and control measures taken to limit the spread of the virus heightening these even further. 

As a further result of the economic impacts of COVID-19, women experiencing economic 



 

 

hardship have newly engaged in CSE, in particular through digital platforms, and some 

who had exited have re-entered. The ‘flooding’ of the market commodifying women for 

sexual entertainment and purchase has resulted in even greater vulnerabilities and risks 

to those women than before. 

 

The demand on frontline services has risen in response to a rise in the severity of VAWG 

and the numbers of women seeking help and support as lockdown impositions lift and 

control measures relax and change. Considerable additional pressures on specialist 

services are leading to long waiting lists for women and children traumatised by and 

vulnerable to further perpetration of abuse and coercive control of their lives. The impact 

of the pandemic is highlighting the ‘fault lines’ in an under-resourced ‘whole system’. 

Victim/survivors of VAWG – and perpetrators of VAWG – must be responded to and 

supported through a robust, wrap around and co-ordinated and collaborative approach 

across the whole system. This fundamentally includes local authority services and multi-

agency partnership coordination.  

 

Given the level of need, the funding provision from the Scottish Government to 

ENCOMPASS has been limited in comparison to the additional support provided to 

specialist services for Domestic Abuse and Rape and Sexual Assault. In addition, while it 

is recognised that the pandemic response necessitated emergency and swift action, 

COSLA is unsure if Equality Impact Assessments (EIAs) were undertaken in respect of 

decisions made on funding allocated towards support for women experiencing different 

types of violence and abuse in the COVID-19 context. COSLA is disappointed in the levels 

of investment in support for women engaged in CSE and prostitution as a response to 

COVID-19 but also in the context of the Equally Safe ongoing strategic commitment, and 

would welcome EIAs outcomes/learning to be more transparent to Equally Safe 

stakeholders in respect of the allocation of Delivering Equally Safe £13m funding this 

fiscal year.  

 

EU Settlement Scheme 

We are concerned that the pandemic will have longer term impacts on some members of 

our communities in accessing their rights due to the effect on people’s ability to access the 

EU Settlement Scheme (EUSS). Impacts have included: 

 

- Closure of the Settlement Resolution Centre – the consequence was it created 

significant challenges for those making an EUSS application, particularly vulnerable 

people who need to access paper applications and/or require telephone advice; 

- Face to face case work came to an end – again this had a significant impact on 

vulnerable people who required support with their application; and 

- Closure of consulates and cancelling appointments for people who need to 

complete their EUSS applications and are trying to access documents. 

 

COSLA has unsuccessfully lobbied UK Government to consider extending the EUSS 

application deadline beyond 30 June 2021. We have argued doing so would bring much 

needed reassurance for individuals and families who are already facing incredible stress 

in the light of the current emergency.  

 

 

 



 

 

Communities Fund 

Early on in the pandemic the Scottish Government announced a £350m Communities 

Fund. This included a number of funding streams for the third sector: 

 

- £40 million Supporting Communities Fund to help the third sector, charities and 

community groups in their work to support local people at risk and build local 

resilience.  

- £50 million Wellbeing Fund to provide support to third sector organisations, 
including charities and social enterprises, helping them to work with people most 
affected by the coronavirus pandemic. 

- £25m Third Sector Resilience Fund to provide an emergency fund for charities, 
community groups, social enterprises and voluntary organisations working in 
Scotland.   

 

COSLA is clear that the role of community organisations and the third sector in 
marshalling so many volunteers and support was invaluable. Local authorities, during the 
height of the lockdown period, found that the ability of third sector and community 
organisations to provide widespread and targeted support, at pace, was vital and would 
have been difficult to deliver by statutory partners alone under the circumstances. 
However, it is inevitable that there was duplication that could have been avoided as well 
as gaps in the provision of support and resources that Local Government could have 
helped address had they been responsible for or engaged in the distribution of the 
resources locally. The primary resources for community and third sector organisations 
came from the Third Sector Resilience Fund, the Wellbeing Fund and the Supporting 
Communities Fund.  Each fund was managed and distributed differently and resulted in 
inevitable confusion over the eligibility and availability of funding. Had Local Government 
been a partner in the design and distribution of funding, regional and local data and 
evidence held by local authorities could have ensured that priority areas were identified 
and targeted from the outset. 
 

Long-term Actions to Mitigate the Impacts of the Crisis 

 

COVID-19 has changed the way in which we live. While we must continue to meet the 

challenges brought about by the pandemic, we now have an opportunity to re-build around 

an ambitious vision for Scotland’s future – one which is based on the needs and 

empowerment of people and communities to support the realisation of their rights. Local 

Government is essential to achieving this ambition. Looking forward, the type of economic 

recovery we pursue, and the values and principles that underpin it, will lay the foundation 

for future generations. The building blocks for economic recovery require local delivery. 

The pillars of a recovery plan – education, social care, housing, employability, business 

support, economic development – should be developed through a human rights and 

equality lens but will fall if not adequately funded. 

 

The emerging picture is of contrasting challenges facing communities across Scotland. 

COVID-19 clearly exposed the differing economic and social impacts on different groups 

within our society; specifically women, BAME Communities; young people who are more 

likely to be working in sectors such as hospitality, tourism and the ‘gig economy’; and 

older people who are at higher risk from COVID-19 and more likely to face challenges 

returning to the workforce. Differing solutions to these impacts will be required in different 



 

 

parts of the country and that is why the recovery must be centred on people and place if it 

is to succeed in delivering in the long term. A place-based recovery, and the consideration 

of approaches such as community wealth building, is central not just to a recovery from 

COVID-19 but to unlocking the economic potential of communities and delivering the 

ambition of a green, sustainable and inclusive economy. Holistic, place-based working, 

with Local Government at its centre, can provide solutions to the multi-faceted economic 

challenges we face. If adequately funded and empowered to deliver, Local Government 

can play a central role in unlocking the economic potential of communities and delivering 

the ambition of a net zero, inclusive economy. 

 

We must also be aware of the threat posed by climate change, one which may be even 

greater than the threat posed by COVID-19. We should not have to choose between the 

economy and the environment – instead, we need an economic model which can deliver 

the improvement needed while also delivering fair and sustained growth. Councils are 

investing in a greener future, but new dialogue is required where all partners are equally 

engaged in this aim. 

 

To ensure that an equalities approach is embedded across the economic recovery and 

renewal in Scotland, Local Government would welcome continued focus and emphasis upon 

increasing access to the supply of safe affordable homes. Throughout the pandemic, 

continued progress in this area has been possible owing to flexibility on behalf of the Scottish 

Government as to how the AHSP funds can be used, e.g. increasing emphasis upon purchase 

of housing from the open market. Local Government welcomes this approach and urges that 

continued flexibility to deliver on agreed joint objectives is continued between Local 

Government and Scottish Government. We are aware that many of the challenges which 

restrict access to safe and affordable homes for all is rooted in issues of supply.  

 

Some of the above examples demonstrate that there are significant budget considerations for 

delivering equalities and human rights duties for marginalised and excluded groups such as 

migrants with no recourse to public funds and Gypsy/Traveller communities. Partnership 

frameworks such as the ‘Improving the Lives of Gypsy/Travellers’ national action plan and our 

developing strategy to tackle destitution experienced by people with NRPF are demonstrating 

more effective ways in which local and national government are working together to 

strengthen devolved policy responses. The 2021-22 budget can support the continuation of 

these approaches. 

 

Overall, there is an opportunity to re-think our traditional economic priorities, including how we 

measure economic success, moving away from purely monetary and financial indicators to 

encompass wider wellbeing, human rights and equality and closer alignment with the National 

Performance Framework. As providers of a multitude of community, leisure and culture 

services, Local Government has a central role to play if we are to successfully re-orientate 

towards a Wellbeing economy.  

 

 



 

 

APPENDIX ONE 

 
COSLA, SOLACE, and CIPFA Directors of Finance Joint Submission 
 
Local Government and Communities Committee Pre-Budget Scrutiny 2021-22 – The 
Impact of COVID-19 on the Financial Sustainability of Local Government in Scotland 
September 2020 
 
Key Messages 

• Utilising their position and knowledge as the sphere of government closest to 

communities, Councils throughout Scotland have played an integral, frontline role in 

responding at pace to the COVID-19 pandemic. 

 

• Councils have changed the way they work and continued to provide vital services in 

a severely challenging environment, adapting to the quickly evolving needs of 

customers and communities throughout the pandemic, whilst advancing human 

rights across all of this work. 

 

• However, COVID-19 has demonstrated that the status quo and fiscal environment 

is unsustainable, restricting, and unfit for purpose.  

 

• Local Government has short-term and long-term ‘asks’ and priorities to create a 

context where it can operate in an autonomous, empowered manner – in 

partnership with communities – to deliver on local and national goals and contribute 

towards recovery in a place-based way. 

 

• Over the long-term, Local Government’s role is foundational in delivering a green, 

equitable, sustainable economy that encompasses citizen wellbeing and delivers 

on the National Performance Framework. But to achieve this, Councils must be 

adequately funded, freed from fiscal constraints, and empowered to act locally with 

communities. 

 

• Scottish Local Government is eager and ready to ensure a just and equitable 

recovery that reconfigures both the economy and essential services in a manner 

tailored to Scotland’s diverse communities. However to do so, Local 

Government’s voice – illustrated throughout this submission – must be heard 

and recognised from the outset, as policies are designed, developed, and 

funded.   

 
Introduction 

1. COSLA, SOLACE, and CIPFA Directors of Finance welcome the opportunity to 

once again provide joint evidence as part of the Local Government and 

Communities Committee’s Pre-Budget Scrutiny and this year focussing on the 

impact that COVID-19 will have on the financial sustainability of Local Government 

in Scotland.   

 

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

public sector, not least for Local Government across Scotland which serves as the 

prime anchor for support to communities in need; children, young people and 



 

 

families; local businesses; and for services that enhance physical and emotional 

well-being. Local Government works with communities every day to affect change 

and to make the voice of local people heard across all public services. This has not 

changed during the pandemic, nor will it change as we deal with recovery and 

renewal. 

 

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

lie ahead if meaningful Local Government investment is not forthcoming. Trust, 

parity of esteem, and genuine empowerment – fiscal, functional, and community – 

must form the foundation of Scotland’s response to the crisis, and indeed moving 

forward as we transition to a new normal. 

 

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

which COVID-19 has presented, the steps Local Government has taken already and 

what steps it believes need to be taken over the shorter and longer-term. As we 

move into recovery, there is a major opportunity to re-emphasise the need for 

genuine reforms to the way in which councils are funded and, with its public sector 

partners, is able to invest in communities to realise the ambition vision that leaders 

across Local Government share.   

 

1. How has COVID-19 impacted the Local Government sector, in particular, council 

finances? Which council responsibilities are most impacted? 

5. COVID-19 has presented extra-ordinary financial challenges across the whole of the 

public sector, but these have been especially felt by Local Government who 

continued to provide essential services and vital supports throughout the pandemic. 

Councils were already under significant financial pressure, and during the crisis 

committed to considerable expenditure without a guarantee that the additional 

expenditure would be met by Scottish Government. Nevertheless, key core services 

continued, and new responsibilities were taken on, in order to buffer local 

communities from the impacts of COVID-19. This is not sustainable and, in the 

current post-COVID context, demands real and more flexible investment to avoid 

redundancies and cuts to services.  

 

6. COSLA, Directors of Finance, and SOLACE have worked closely to assess the 

significant financial impacts of COVID-19 on Councils. COSLA coordinated several 

cost collection exercises, the most recent of which assessed the full-year financial 

impact (March 2020 to April 2021) of the pandemic, which revealed a £500m gap, 

even after the additional funding from UK consequentials and any cost savings by 

Councils are taken into account. This figure excludes any costs relating to education 

recovery as this work is separate and ongoing, as well as those for delegated health 

and social care services, as these are captured through Local Mobilisation Plans. It 

is worth noting that Local Authorities were generally excluded from accessing the 

Coronavirus Job Retention Scheme (with some very limited exceptions) were 

therefore unable to make any significant savings as staffing makes up over 70% of 

costs. Local Authorities went to great lengths to redeploy staff to essential roles, 

supporting Scotland’s response to the crisis, examples of which are provided in this 

submission. 

 



 

 

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

to the closure of leisure facilities, libraries, schools, museums – and many other 

facilities that support the cultural, learning, and wellbeing needs of our communities. 

Sales, fees and charges that play a key part in balancing budgets were also, and 

continue to be, lost – for example fees from planning, building control, licensing, 

trade waste, and parking. Since the beginning of lockdown, initial estimates show 

that Councils have lost c£423m of income that is critical for the continued funding 

and delivery of services. These losses will have longer-term consequences for 

budgets as Councils must balance what the continued provision may look like in the 

future, with the duty to ensure overall financial sustainability. 

  

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

consequentials funding to support a loss of income scheme along similar lines to the 

scheme in England.  This is welcomed and COSLA has collated and shared 

information with the Scottish Government from all Councils. Importantly, and unlike 

the English scheme, a Scottish scheme must recognise that Arms-Length External 

Organisations (ALEOs) deliver a wider range of core Local Government services 

such as leisure and culture services.  These bodies provide critical services for 

promoting wellbeing and inclusive communities and form an important part of the 

heritage of Scotland. Their exclusion from a loss of income scheme would create 

significant pressure on the general fund; without the income stream to maintain and 

care for these important parts of our communities, there is a risk that they will 

become less accessible to the public. Equally, commercial income in Scotland (also 

excluded from the English scheme) differs and includes charges for services which 

are core to Local Government such as commercial property rents, waste collection 

and trading services.   

 

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

government to date, which has enabled Councils to respond to the specific policy 

intentions that have been identified by Scottish Government within the various 

streams of funding that were passed to Local Government. As of 18th August, the 

Scottish Government had allocated £709m for Local Government from 

consequentials received from UK Government (via the Barnett formula), including 

through Integrated Joint Boards (IJBs) and delegated services (see Appendix). This 

figure excludes the £1.2bn for business grant support and business hardship funds, 

as this is funding that was disbursed through rather than to Local Government 

 

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

for specific use, as directed by Scottish Government including £75m for the 

recruitment of additional teaching staff and £57.6m for the delivery of food initiatives 

and Free School Meals at the height of the pandemic. Because much of the 

consequentials were earmarked for specific policies, they did not result in funding 

‘headroom’ for Councils. To date, £254m has been allocated to Local Authorities 

without specific strings attached, and which Councils have used for a variety of 

purposes that were critical to the COVID-19 response, including staffing helplines, 

establishing the community hubs, purchasing PPE and providing shelter for the 

homeless population and people who have No Recourse to Public Funds. This 

flexible funding has already been taken into account when calculating the gap for 



 

 

2020/21 (see para 6). 

 

11. The funding situation for Integrated Joint Boards (IJB) has been challenging. From 

the outset there has been significant expenditure including for delayed discharge, 

PPE, infection prevention and control measures, additional staffing due to absences 

and shielding. Additionally, there are significant sustainability payments being made 

to providers to address the impact of COVID-19 on independent and third sector 

social care providers where there has been an impact on services delivered. There 

have also been significant additional costs faced by social care providers for staffing 

costs, payments for the social care staff support fund and PPE and infection 

prevention. While the Cabinet Secretary for Health and Sport has committed to 

funding all reasonable costs incurred as a result of COVID-19 in line with Local 

Mobilisation Plans, there are challenges in the flow of funding which are 

compounded by the different financial regimes that IJBs and Local Authorities 

operate in compared to the NHS. This has created additional pressures within the 

social care sector in particular.  

 

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

‘asks’ from Scottish Government, many of which had no firm commitment of funding. 

These included suspending fees for parking and Blue Badge applications, and 

continuing payments to supply teachers employed on a casual basis, to ensure no 

disadvantage due to schools’ closure. These ‘asks’, while an important safeguard 

against the social and economic consequences of the pandemic, required for 

Councils to provide more with less. They also involved the rapid re-organisation and 

redeployment of staff to respond. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

13. Local Government across Scotland is navigating an extremely challenging financial 

position, due not only to a rise in demand for services as vulnerable individuals and 

families require support, but compounded by a sharp loss of income and increasing 

costs in relation to complying with the relevant public health guidance. Council 

workers on the ground are dealing with crises and doing their best to keep our 

communities safe and protect public health, while the Local Government sector is 

also forced to make difficult decisions around where savings will be found, whether 

or not jobs will be lost, and the level of reserves available to manage pressures in 

the current financial year. Councils have sought to avoid compulsory redundancies, 

in line with public sector pay policy, however the scope to manage this is under 

pressure, with the need to divert reserves to respond to the impact of COVID.  

Investment is needed to ensure and maintain workforce stability and to allow a 

return to the prevention and early intervention work critical to the well-being of 

communities. 

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

https://www.improvementservice.org.uk/case-studies/perth-and-kinross-council/perth-and-kinross-council-staff-swap-roles-to-deliver-medicine-and-food


 

 

 
 

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

 

14. spite the significant challenges, Councils have demonstrated remarkable resilience in 

their capacity to continue to deliver services and support to communities. For example, 

workers were re-deployed to carry out vital frontline work delivering food parcels to 

shielding and high-risk individuals, and to ensure waste and recycling services could carry 

on in line with public health guidance. Support from Councils went well beyond this 

though, and this submission will provide further examples of great work on the ground to 

ensure communities, individuals, and businesses can recover and grow.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

15. Local Government has demonstrated further resilience and adaptability through the 

set-up and operation of critical childcare hubs across Scotland, ensuring that 

vulnerable children and children of key workers had access to high-quality childcare 

throughout lockdown.  

 

16. Corporate Services have continued to play a critical role in the ongoing function of 

local Councils. This has looked different across Councils, with many staff 

redeployed to administer the unprecedented sum of business grants as well as to 

respond to increased and sustained demand for Scottish Welfare Fund. The wider 

resourcing of administrative and benefits services within Councils must form a key 

part of any discussion around Local Government funding – for example, demand on 

Scottish Welfare Fund is likely to continue (and perhaps increase when furlough 

ends).  As well as providing financial support where it is needed, staff also provide 

access to wider advice and support. While the increase in quantum available for the 

Scottish Welfare Fund is critical, the lack of commensurate increase in funding for 

administrative support creates significant challenges for local authorities to manage 

the Fund. It is worth noting that this is the first increase in the amount of funds 

available since its inception as there have not even been any inflationary increases 

nor assessment of need. 

 

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

example through the expansion and use of digital platforms to conduct operational 

meetings, and digital infrastructure for learning has been enhanced in many areas to 

provide the most vulnerable with access to support and materials. This has also 

included maximising use of the Scottish Government’s ring-fenced grant for Digital 

Inclusion (see Appendix). 

 

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

that democratic processes continue. Councils adapted by holding virtual Council 

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

https://www.improvementservice.org.uk/case-studies/inverclyde-council/special-measures-to-welcome-new-high-school-pupils


 

 

Committees by remote video conferencing, and well-established business continuity 

processes ensured that essential business and democratic processes continued 

during the emergency period. Overall, Councils showed resilience and adaptability 

to the local changes required, ensuring democratic accountability continued despite 

the unique challenges faced. 
 

 

3 . What help will councils need in future from the Scottish Government or others 

to overcome the ongoing financial strain? 
 

19. It is important to re-emphasise that when the COVID-19 crisis began, Local 

Government was already facing significant financial challenges. The Scottish 

Budget for 2020/21, whilst providing full funding for Scottish Government policy 

initiatives, far from closed the financial deficit faced by Local Government and was 

once again only for a single year (revenue and capital). This makes medium- and 

longer-term financial planning challenging, something that has been commented on 

by the Accounts Commission in its recent Local Government Overview Report. 

 

20. As an absolute minimum, the starting base budget for Local Government for 

2021/22 must retain the flat cash level of funding provided in the 2020/21 

Settlement, including the additional funding agreed at Stage 1 of the Scottish 

Budget (£95m Revenue and £15m Capital).  In COSLA’s 2020/21 Pre-Budget 

Scrutiny evidence to this Committee, the overall revenue funding provided to 

councils this year includes substantial Scottish Government policy commitments 

which are not available to fund core Local Government services (c£0.5bn of new 

revenue commitments in 2020/21 alone).  The table below shows the base budget 

position which needs to serve as a bare minimum funding position for Local 

Government for 2021/22, though it should be strongly noted that the Capital funding 

is starting from an extremely low point.  

 

Table:  Local Government Base Budget Minimum Requirement 2021/22 

 

 Revenue  

2020/21 Settlement £10,667.81m 

Plus known new 
commitments as at 
1st September 

Expansion of Early Learning and 
Childcare (1140) 

£58.65m 

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

£26.7m 

Carers Act 2016 £28.5m 

Living Wage in Social Care £33m 

Additional investment in 
Community Justice Services 
 

£4m 

Community mental health and 
wellbeing supports and services 

£15m 



 

 

for children and young people 
aged 5-25 (CYP) and their 
families/carers 

Other commitments and 
adjustments 

-£2.14m 

Total New Commitments £163.71m 

21/22 Base Budget £10,831.52m 

 
 

 Capital 

2020/21 Settlement £778.141m 

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

Early Learning and Childcare 
Expansion 

-£121m 

Heat Network Early Adopters -£50m 

21/22 Base Budget £607.141m 

 

21. These figures do not take account of the impacts of inflation or demand, which if 

included, would mean a funding gap remains of up to £500m in Revenue core 

funding. It has also become apparent that the funding provided to meeting the 

commitment for Living Wage in Social Care is insufficient and will need to be looked 

at jointly with the Scottish Government. So even at these ‘flat cash’ figures, core 

Council budgets will be under threat. The level of potential Capital funding is also 

significantly concerning.  The Local Government Settlement for 2020/21 saw a cut in 

capital funding of £117m at a time when the Scottish Government’s Capital Budget 

has increased. Whilst COVID has led to many capital projects being delayed, 

recovery will be dependant not only on the re-starting of existing and planned capital 

projects, but also significant additional investment will be needed. 

 

22. Now more than ever, Councils need long-term financial stability and the ability to 

plan for longer term financial challenges, but there also must be additional and 

proportionate investment across services. The table below demonstrates the 

decrease in Local Government investment since 2013/14 in vital areas such as 

planning and development, central services, culture and libraries, and roads and 

transport. Conversely, a greater proportion of Local Authority expenditure has been 

directed at national policy commitments for Education and Early Years and therefore 

protected. 

 



 

 

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

 

 

 

23. The graph below shows the forecast gap between the income which Local 

Government receives and the required expenditure to meet demand resulting from 

demographic and other pressures is expected to be around £2bn by 2023-24.  This 

position pre-dates the COVID pandemic which will almost certainly result in 

additional demand pressures.   
 

 
Source: Improvement Service 

 

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

for the gap between forecasted expenditure and income. Investment is needed in 

order to bring down the demand on services, rather than responding to the demand 

with more resources (i.e. a focus on prevention, rather than intervention). Whilst 

there remains great uncertainty around the impact of COVID-19 on public health 

over the coming years, the more immediate health and wellbeing impacts are likely 

to call attention to the increasing demand for costly social care services. There are 

likely to be longer-term health and wellbeing impacts, not only from the disease itself 

(the longer-term health impacts remaining uncertain at this stage), but from the 

socio-economic impacts where unemployment becomes a key factor over a 



 

 

sustained time period. Council-led services, including sports facilities, can play a 

rehabilitative role for those recovering from COVID-19, but the viability of these 

facilities is under treat without urgent investment. 

 

25. Investment in wellbeing and prevention is critical to ensure that Local Government 

can drive the realisation of human rights and address inequality within communities.  

Local Government plays a significant role providing education, housing, leisure and 

supporting vulnerable people, all of which are service areas that impact on the 

social determinants of health and ultimately promote better outcomes for individuals 

and communities. Many of these services are funded from Local Government’s core 

budget and reductions in the core mean that the very services needed to bring 

communities out of the COVID-19 emergency, particularly around the wider public 

health agenda, are inhibited. 

 

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

ambitious strategy to respond to the challenges and opportunities arising from 

COVID-19, including the creation of new, quality, green jobs; promoting lifelong 

health and wellbeing; and promoting equality and helping our young people fulfil 

their potential. As a key delivery partner, Local Government’s role must be fully 

recognised, trusted, and involved throughout, so that all of Scotland can benefit from 

these aspirations. 

 

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

short-term budgets in order that Councils can adequately plan in the medium- and 

long-term and this certainty can only be afforded through multi-year indicative 

budgets. However, the 20/21 budget offered only single year figures once again as 

well as numerous in-year, one-off funding “pots” that see Councils required to 

deliver on piecemeal, initiative-led budgets (accompanied by increasingly 

burdensome reporting requirements). This threatens local democratic accountability 

by limiting a Council’s flexibility to take autonomous, place-based decisions. 

 

28. Critically, multi-year budgets are needed to enable Councils to address equality and 

human rights challenges. These challenges frequently stem from long term 

structural inequality within our society and single year budgets prevent Councils 

from being able to make long term investments and identify more savings. This can 

result in Councils having to make short term decisions about where they direct their 

increasingly limited resources with potential skew towards statutory duties and other 

competing priorities.  

 

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

impacts on the quality of life and access to services; reduced investment or closure 

of public toilets result in significant challenges for older people, women and people 

caring for children. There is a significant interrelationship between all that local 

authorities do to reduce inequalities, build community capacity, resilience and 

assets and decrease demand for services in other parts of the system such as 

justice, health and social care. This cannot be successfully planned for and 

achieved with single year budgets. 

 



 

 

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

many of whom face single year employment contracts and projects. Sometimes 

additional funding is confirmed mid-year, only to start the cycle again. This is 

inefficient in terms of staff morale, retaining expertise, and achieving improved 

outcomes for individuals, families, and communities.  

 

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

commissioned services as well as the third sector, with the issue of provider 

sustainability brought to the fore during COVID-19. Councils worked to ensure 

providers and local suppliers remained solvent and that additional costs of service 

provision were captured and reconciled.  

 

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

services and structures, but to do this Councils need multi-year funding agreements 

that embed within them principles of fairness and flexibility. Without fulfilment of 

these asks, Councils’ innovation and creativity are often stifled.  

 

33. The Accounts Commission’s Overview Report on Local Government for 2020 

highlights that, while Local Government revenue funding increased in 2020/21 by 

1.5 per cent (real terms) from the previous year to £10.7 billion, since 2013/14 it has 

reduced by 3.3 per cent (in real terms). The Report points out that Councils have 

less flexibility in how they use funding.  Funding dedicated to national policy 

initiatives increased from £1 billion in 2019/20 to £1.5 billion in 2020/21, equating 

now to 14.1 per cent of council funding from the Scottish Government.  

 

34. Critically, the Overview Report stresses that the funding levels for the medium-term 

are uncertain, given that funding settlements do not yet provide information for more 

than one year.  Rightly so, the Accounts Commission points to the need for strong 

leadership and longer-term planning, adding that the pandemic multiplies the 

challenges for Local Government further. This serves to strengthen the need for the 

Scottish Government to fulfil its commitment to moving to multi-year indicative 

budgets without delay, and for local and national leadership to plan for Scotland’s 

future.   

 

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

year will see significant policy and legislative changes that will have potential 

substantial implications for Local Government resourcing and delivery, including the 

introduction of the Redress for Survivors (Historical Child Abuse in Care) Bill; the 

incorporation of the UNCRC into Scots law; and the implementation of ‘The 

Promise’, a detailed strategy which arose from the recommendations of the 

Independent Care Review, to name only a few. Local Government supports these 

policy intentions, but without real, additional investment across the whole of Local 

Government - and not just for specific policy initiatives - there is a serious risk that 

Councils will not be able to deliver on these areas to the best of their ability. 

 

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

shift in our approach to support and wellbeing of our citizens. Local Government 

must be empowered to engage in the preventative work that keeps communities, 

families, children, and citizens connected, healthy, and engaged. This requires 



 

 

investment across all areas that Councils deliver on, so that we can build truly 

complementary and transformative services. In other words, investing in the things 

that keep people healthy and well – not just the NHS, but our leisure centres, 

libraries, and family support, too – will mean Councils can genuinely progress and 

deliver on these important policy changes. 

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

empowerment continue to be:  

• Removal of any cap on Council Tax, in order that it is a truly local tax; 

• More powers for discretionary taxation; 

• Longer-term certainty in relation to budgets, allowing a focus on early 
intervention, prevention, and transformation;  

• An end to small pots of money outside the main settlement, and; 

• Increased pace in relation to Local Government empowerment – fiscal, 
community, and functional. 
 

38.  The need for Councils to be able to raise their own funds is stronger than ever as 

Local Authorities are faced with a severely challenging financial position for the 

medium to long-term. The immediate impacts of COVID-19 initially demanded a re-

prioritisation of key policy areas including Scottish Government’s decision to halt the 

introduction of legislation for a Transient Visitor Tax, which would have enabled 

many Councils to raise valuable revenue to help fund the services, attractions, and 

experiences that enhance our local communities for visitors and residents alike. This 

is but one example of a discretionary power that would strengthen local democracy, 

allowing for more flexible and innovative funding of some public services. Policies 

such as this, which could generate revenue and enhance local economic strategies, 

must be re-visited. 

 

39. We have also called for progress on the development of a Fiscal Framework 

between Scottish and Local Government, in order to begin to re-define the 

respective roles of both spheres of Government in the governance of Scotland and 

the relationship with the communities it serves, replacing what are, at times, highly 

directive and centralised arrangements. The Scottish Government has recognised 

this and, as part of the 2020/21 Scottish Budget, committed to explore a Fiscal 

Framework with Local Government.  

 

 

 

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

https://www.improvementservice.org.uk/case-studies/stirling-council/freephone-helpline-launched-for-stirlings-young-people


 

 

4.What can the Local Government sector do, in the short and long term, to manage 

the financial impact of the crisis? What positive examples can councils and others 

share about the good work done at Local Government and community level to 

lessen the crisis? 
 

40. Without any thought any firm commitment of funding, Councils took decisive action 

to intervene and adapt services to meet the needs of our communities and local 

economies during this unprecedented period of crisis. However, this has brought 

about significant financial pressures for Councils which will likely be felt for years to 

come, when combined with other pressures e.g. loss of income. For some months 

now, COSLA has worked with Directors of Finance and SOLACE to develop a range 

of fiscal flexibilities that could be used by Councils to address the financial 

challenges being faced. 

 

41. Discussions with Scottish Government officials have now resulted in a range of 

options being available for all Councils to use in this and the next financial year, 

depending on local circumstances, including Loans Fund principal repayment 

holiday and use of part of 20/21 capital grant for revenue purposes. Whilst it is 

recognised that not all the options will suit all councils, they will be welcomed and 

will allow a focus on the future, as opposed to making cuts to manage in-year 

deficits. Ministers have still to sign the options off formally and then amend 

regulations and statutory guidance accordingly. However, these measures are not a 

substitute for Local Government’s asks around fair and sustained investment in the 

future. 

 

The Immediate Local Government Response to the Pandemic 

42. The social and economic consequences of COVID-19 to date have been severe and 

have had a significant impact on communities and all sectors of the economy. Local 

Government has been at the centre of the initial response and interventions aimed 

at supporting local communities. In May 2020, COSLA provided a written update to 

the Committee on the essential work that Councils were undertaking to support the 

response to COVID-19. Since then, this work has only intensified for Councils as 

they come to terms with the uncertain and fast-changing environment that has 

developed. 

 

43. To lessen the impacts of the crisis for communities, Local Government has adapted 

at pace to continue to provide essential services and support, including: 

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

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

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



 

 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

grant support to businesses across Scotland covering small businesses and 

larger businesses in the retail hospitality and leisure sectors; self-employed hardship 

grants and support to B&Bs.  Additionally, Local Government has delivered around 

£1bn of additional Non-Domestic Rates support.  Whilst the funding has been 

provided by the Scottish Government via UK consequentials, it is Local Government 

that stepped up to the mark in an extremely short period of time to have robust 

schemes in place, which could support businesses at a time of severe crisis.  This 

required Councils to divert significant resources and effort and to communicate with 

and inform businesses in a way which is unprecedented. 

 

45. Lessons learned from delivering business grants have enabled Councils to quickly 

introduce an £11.2m Transitional Support Fund from end August for childcare 

providers, to meet the extra costs incurred to comply with public health guidance in 

response to Covid-19.  

 

Short-term Options for Managing Financial Impacts 

46. The COVID-19 pandemic has moved the scale of the financial challenge to a point 

where most, if not all, Councils indicate that they will report a financial deficit for the 

year. Early indications are that the scale of deficits will exceed available reserves, 

placing many Local Authorities into a deficit position. Councils are currently looking 

at ways to address potential deficits, through re-visiting their plans, re-casting 

budgets and, specifically, looking at the extent to which they can draw on their 

reserves. The level of reserves held by Local Authorities varies across Scotland, but 

even if these are used in totality, the funds released will not be sufficient to meet the 

http://www.migrationscotland.org.uk/uploads/Guidance%20Covid%2019%20Supporting%20People%20with%20NRPF%20200420%20%28002%29_0.pdf


 

 

gap in many cases.  Totally depleting reserves would not be financially prudent and 

would leave Councils exposed to further financial risks that arise in the “normal” 

course of events.   

 

47. Whilst each individual Council will take decisions based on their local circumstance, 

the work that Local Government has done with Scottish Government to develop the 

fiscal flexibilities described earlier in this section will provide much-needed options 

for the short and medium term. 

 

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

current situation in Scotland is reflected and required in other parts of the UK. A 

recent report by the Institute for Fiscal Studies on the impact of COVID-19 on 

English council budgets being hit in 2020–21, concluded that “a more general 

relaxing of the rules for a period of a few years may allow councils to draw down 

more of their reserves if necessary this year, as they would have additional flexibility 

if further unfunded pressures arise in the next few years.  Such powers would also 

allow those councils that wanted to go further in supporting their local areas through 

the COVID-19 crisis to do so even if they have limited reserves.  Indeed, the OECD 

has suggested that relaxing borrowing rules for subnational governments such as 

councils should be considered, to provide additional flexibility and reduce the risk of 

funding shortfalls necessitating cuts to expenditure.”  

 

49. These measures must be considered temporary and are meant to ease the acute 

pressures faced by Councils. There must also be a recognition that these respective 

flexibilities may not be suitable for local circumstances and it will require a local 

decision as to whether they present a viable option for a Council. They are also not 

a substitute for fair funding in the future. 

 

Long-term Actions to Mitigate the Impacts of the Crisis 

50. COVID-19 has changed the way in which we live. While we must continue to meet 

the challenges brought about by the pandemic, we now have an opportunity to re-

build around an ambitious vision for Scotland’s future - one which is based on the 

needs and empowerment of people and communities. Local Government is 

essential to achieving this ambition. Looking forward, the type of economic recovery 

we pursue, and the values and principles that underpin it, will lay the foundation for 

future generations. The building blocks for economic recovery require local delivery. 

The pillars of a recovery plan – education, social care, housing, employability, 

business support, economic development – will fall if not adequately funded. 

 

51. Audit Scotland commented recently in relation to Covid-19 implications for public 

finances in Scotland, that “further or deeper reprioritising of the budget may be 

required, and the Scottish Government must look across all the services they fund, 

to consider what is essential for meeting priorities and making the wider changes to 

services, society and outcomes envisaged.  

 

52. Holistic, place-based working, with Local Government at its centre, can provide 

solutions to the multi-faceted economic challenges we face. The emerging picture is 

of contrasting challenges facing different communities across Scotland. Different 

solutions will be required in different parts of the country and that is why the 



 

 

recovery must be place-based if it is to succeed. If adequately funded and 

empowered to deliver, Local Government’s role in unlocking the economic potential 

of communities and delivering the ambition of a net zero, inclusive economy will be 

comprehensive, encompassing: 

• Injecting resources into local economies through revenue and capital investment 

programmes 

• Targeting business support to stimulate sustainable jobs to ensure delivery of a 

green recovery and continuing to build on our commitment of achieving a net 

zero carbon economy by 2045 

• Coupled with policies centred on localised investment, business support and, 

consequently, job creation, Councils can support those out of work to enter the 

labour market through employability services 

• Utilising their role as anchor institutions – and their related procurement power – 

Councils can influence and enact inclusive, localised economic recovery via the 

principles of Community Wealth Building 

• Building on previous effective collaboration with the Scottish Government to join-

up local and national working to ensure a complementary approach that provides 

Local Government with the funding and autonomy to play a key role in delivering 

a green, inclusive economic recovery from this pandemic 

 

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

COVID-19, and that we should not have to choose between the economy and the 

environment – instead, we need an economic model which can deliver the 

improvement needed whilst also delivering fair and sustained growth. Councils are 

investing in a greener future, but a new dialogue is required where all partners are 

equally engaged in this aim. 

 

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

including how we measure economic success, moving away from purely monetary 

and financial indicators to encompass wider wellbeing and closer alignment with the 

National Performance Framework (NPF). As providers of leisure, culture and 

community services – often in partnership with ALEOs – Local Government has a 

central role to play if we are to successfully re-orientate towards a Wellbeing 

economy.  

 

55. However, now more than ever Councils need to make difficult decisions and, 

because of the extent of protected, ring-fenced money in the system, must do so 

with very little flexibility in determining where savings can be made. This threatens 

services that sit in the ‘unprotected’ areas of Councils budgets, such as culture and 

leisure. If Councils are to revitalise communities, deliver on the National 

Performance Framework and improve Wellbeing, they must be provided with the 

funding and flexibility required to ensure the services that enhance our wellbeing, 

infrastructure, and environment are invested in. 

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

https://www.improvementservice.org.uk/case-studies/north-ayrshire-council/north-ayrshire-council-launches-community-wealth-building-strategy-for-covid-19-recovery


 

 

 

Impact of Brexit 

 

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

COVID-19 are expected to place enormous pressures on already stretched services 

and personnel. There is likely to be additional requirements on Council services 

such as environmental health and trading standards, as well as increased demand 

for services for vulnerable communities.  

 

57. At the same time the social care sector will need to adjust to the new rules around 

migration which is likely to result in a considerable diminution of the workforce, at a 

time when the pandemic is creating immense pressure on these services. Where 

the focus should be on a place-based economy in Scotland, there are risks that any 

benefits from the outcome of Brexit will not be reflected equally across the country.  

Local discretion is important for economic intervention to be effective, however we 

do not as yet know what powers returning from the EU will translate to Scotland, as 

well as what funding arrangements will replace EU structural funds, and how any 

powers would materialise at a local level.  There are also implications for Councils’ 

procurement should there be an increase in inflation post Brexit.   

 

58. There is an imminent need therefore for the Scottish Government to revisit its 

national planning assumption for EU Exit and for this to factor in the impact of 

COVID-19 on communities, businesses and the wider economy. 
 

 

5.How soon do you think the sector will be back to normal? Or is this time for a 

“new normal” in the way we deliver some council services or practice local 

democracy? If so, what will it look like? 

 
59. The COVID-19 crisis demands that we collectively re-evaluate the way we think about and 

fund public services. Local Government has developed a Blueprint for Local Government 

which sets out a cohesive vision for Scotland’s future – based on the empowerment of 

people and communities. At the heart of this vision is the recognition that Local Government 

has a fundamental role to play in recovery, delivery of national objectives, and providing for 

communities in need. 

 

60. In order to properly address the challenges in the health and social care sector; the 

widening inequalities amongst vulnerable communities; the attainment needs of children 

across Scotland; and the immediate threat of climate change – Scotland needs a bold new 

approach to the delivery and funding of public services. Local Government can no longer be 

disempowered and constrained by pots of inflexible, ring-fenced funding that is focused on 

output rather than local outcomes. Local Government, and indeed Scotland as a whole, 

cannot afford to go back to ‘normal’. 

 

61. COVID-19 has brought about a challenging set of circumstances, but it has also 

brought about a great deal of change. Now is the time for genuine and meaningful 

transformation to take place, and we are calling on Scottish Government to work in 

partnership with Local Government, Trade Unions, Third Sector, and other key 

partners to re-shape the balance of power between central and Local Government. 

We are also calling for investment that upholds local flexibility so that communities 

https://www.cosla.gov.uk/__data/assets/pdf_file/0021/19551/LG-Blueprint.pdf


 

 

and Councils can take a truly preventative approach to services, lessening the 

impact on the public purse later down the line.  

 

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

Councils have been at the forefront of the response, ensuring children and 

vulnerable groups have secure access to food; that people who are shielding can 

access vital support; businesses can remain viable; and that schools can re-open 

safely. However, the way in which these vital supports is funded must fundamentally 

shift. Local Government must be empowered to take place-based decisions that are 

best suited to local needs and circumstances. A Fiscal Framework for Local 

Government, alongside multi-year budgets and an end to numerous pots of funding, 

would strengthen local democracy and enable Councils to achieve better outcomes 

for communities and improve the lives of citizens.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

APPENDIX 
 

 

Local Government COVID-19 funding to date 
 
  

£m 

Funding directly to support Local Government (un-ringfenced) 254 

Hardship Fund LAs  50 

UK Consequentials relating to Local Government 155 

Further UK Consequentials relating to Local Government  49 
 

Funding to support communities 108.2 

Food Fund (April) 30 

Scottish Welfare Fund – Top Up 22 

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

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

5 

Additional Funding for Death Registration Service 
 

0.6 

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

27.6 

Funding for Education Recovery  156.5 

Additional Teaching and Support Staff 50 

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

25 

Education Recovery Funding (logistics)  
- Upfront funding   

 
- Ring-fenced funding to meet further costs, and to be based 

on actuals (yet to be disbursed) 
  

 
 20 

 
30 

Funding for Additional Teachers and support staff 2nd tranche  30 

School Transport- capital  1.5 

Funding for Economic Recovery 40 

Regeneration Capital Grant Fund additional funding  
 
Town Centres Capital Fund  
 

 12 
 

18 

Bus Priority Rapid Development Fund 10 

Test and Protect Funding 0.52 



 

 

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

Council Tax Reduction/Social Security  50 

Funding to be allocated 50 

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

100 

First tranche 50 

Second tranche  50 

TOTAL 709.22 

 

 
 


