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Pre-budget 2021-22 

On behalf of the Comhairle I would like to thank the Committee for the opportunity to 
comment on the impact of COVID-19 on the 2012-22 Budget. 
 
We believe that the priorities for the coming year should be to: 

• stabilise the economy, protect jobs and accelerate recovery, in particular by 
investing for the future; 

• support Local Government to maintain essential services for those in greatest 
need; 

• maintain a focus on education and skills; 
• use the pandemic as a catalyst for public sector reform; 
• start preparing for future critical events (further pandemics and climate 

change); and 
• use capital investment in core services as a means to drive growth. 

 
The budget will also need to respond to the impact of Brexit on Scotland. 
 
The budget should address the unprecedented levels of uncertainty and volatility in 
the public finances arising from the public health emergency by: 

• setting out priorities and a draft budget in the Autumn based on evidenced 
assumptions; 

• establishing a set of scenarios and risks and communicating openly what 
might change; 

• providing maximum local flexibility to councils to use allocated resources to 
deliver outcomes; 

• developing place-based budgeting so that the total resources within a 
geographic area can be used collaboratively to deliver outcomes; and 

• having an open approach to all options including raising taxes or changing 
policy to support emerging with local or national priorities. 
 

To ensure sufficient transparency in a rapidly changing fiscal environment we would 
recommend that the Parliament adopts an open process that recognises the 
enormity of the challenge and discusses options honestly. We would prefer 
discussions around how best to use limited resources (rather than a debate over 
presentation). 
 
We expect key issues that impact on Scotland to include: 

• economic impacts from North Sea industries, tourism; 
• increased social security costs; and 
• reduced income from general taxation. 

 
We would recommend an enabling rather than subsidy approach to business 
support. For example, the Business Support Grant scheme provided rapid economic 
support but not necessarily to where it was most needed. 
 
In respect of taxation, both locally and nationally we believe: 

• general taxation revenues will fall; 



• Council Tax bad debts will increase, as will Council Tax Reduction scheme 
costs; and 

• Non-domestic rates income will reduce. 
 

To protect services the Scottish Government will therefore need to consider how to 
fund them. 
 
The Comhairle supports the principle of devolved control of local taxation and that: 
 

• in respect of council tax rises local taxpayers will only accept increases that 
are broadly in line with inflation so there is no need for a cap on Council Tax 
rises; and 

• a national rate for non-domestic rates is desirable (to avoid inter authority 
competition) but local control over SBBS, discounts and reliefs would provide 
better flexibility and accountability. 
 

The Comhairle would support the Scottish Government’s proposals to the UK 
Government in relation to the Fiscal Framework. The impact of the pandemic is so 
severe that this should be revisited. 
 
The Comhairle has identified the following additional risks arising from the end of the 
transitional period 
following Brexit: 

• Brexit likely to exacerbate the impact on vulnerable, especially coming on the 
back of the COVID-19pandemic; 

• a no deal exit could stretch supply chains to the islands (again most likely to 
affect vulnerable households); 

• the cost of goods is expected to rise; and 
• it will further weaken fragile economies especially exports that have already 

been hit by the pandemic. 
 

The Comhairle believes that the Scottish Government’s MTFS should: 
• provide projections for local government (as a whole) using a range of 

assumptions and scenarios; and 
• plan on a whole system basis ideally using a place-based models for the 

Comhairle. 
 

The Comhairle Leader would be pleased to speak to the Committee in person to 
expand on the particular issues facing us as an island council. 
 


