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Dear Minister 
 
BUDGET 2019-20: PRE-BUDGET SCRUTINY 
 
Introduction 
 
As you know, on 8 May this year, Parliament unanimously agreed a revised Written 
Agreement on budget scrutiny. During that debate, it was noted that the revised 
process should increase the potential for committees to help influence budgetary 
priorities for the coming year, with the Cabinet Secretary for Finance and the 
Constitution noting that— 
 

“… subject committees will be in a position to put forward their views on the 
budget prior to firm spending proposals being published, through constructive 
dialogue with ministers, public bodies and other stakeholders; I look forward to 
that further innovation.”1 

 
The Local Government and Communities Committee welcomes that commitment 
from the Scottish Government to positive and meaningful pre-budget engagement. 
We also note that the revised Agreement envisaged a more outcome-based 
approach to budgetary scrutiny, with the focus not just on the numbers but on how 
effectively resources are targeted, and on what they deliver.  
 
With these considerations in mind, I am writing to set out the Committee’s views on 
two issues in advance of the finalisation and publication of the Scottish 
Government’s 2019-20 budget. Our views have been informed by the two specifically 
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budget-related evidence sessions we found time to hold in the limited time available 
within our work programme since 8 May: 
 

• On 20 June, we held a session discussing the challenges of workforce 
planning in the local government sector;2 

• On 3 October, we held a session on the budget for housing adaptations and 
on the wider issue of the availability of affordable housing budget for older 
people, disabled people, and others with particular housing needs.3   

 
We are grateful to all witnesses for contributing their time and expertise.4  
 
However, the letter also draws on evidence gathered and key themes identified in 
prior Committee work on the budget in this session.5  
 
We would welcome a response in relation to any material issue raised in the letter 
but, for ease of reference, specific requests for information are numbered and 
highlighted in bold.  
 
For information, the Committee proposes to hold further evidence sessions shortly 
after publication of the budget in December: with COSLA and the Accounts 
Commission, and with the Scottish Government. I expect the latter session to take 
place early in the New Year and the clerks will be in touch to arrange a meeting in 
due course. In line with guidance in the Written Agreement, I expect one of the main 
topics of discussion at that session to be the Scottish Government’s response to this 
letter, considered in the light of the published 2019-20 budget.  
 
Workforce planning 
 
Workforce planning in local government is complex and challenging and has been 
made more difficult by the impact of the 2008 crash. For councils, the last decade 
has been about doing more with less6 and this applies as much, if not more, to 
human resources as it does to every other aspect of council budgeting. The overall 
issue of council funding is one the Committee is likely to return to in evidence-taking 
soon, once the budget has been published.  
 
A key issue explored in evidence on 20 June was whether the right balance had 
been struck between recognising, on the one hand, that workforce planning is 
fundamentally the responsibility of individual councils and, on the other, that on some 
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key issues there is a need for strategic leadership at a national level. Whilst each 
council has its own unique demographic mix and faces distinct challenges as to how 
best to deliver its services, our evidence-taking underlined that there are 
demographic and socio-economic trends that transcend local boundaries and call for 
a joined-up response. The Committee notes that this has been a key theme in recent 
work of Audit Scotland and the Accounts Commission.7 Evidence also underlined 
that there are events over which individual councils have no control that can 
undermine workforce planning.  
 
The balance of evidence suggests to the Committee that there is a need for more 
work done at a national level: data-gathering, horizon scanning, and decision-
making, and that the Scottish Government has a role to play in this.8 The annual 
budget process can be used as an opportunity to reallocate resources in response to 
long-term trends and to incentivise proactive responses to them by councils. Specific 
issues raised in evidence included: 
 
Single-year budget settlements: The Committee understands the factors that have 
made long-term planning in relation to Scottish public finances difficult in recent 
years.9  Nonetheless, it continues to be the case that single-year settlements make 
planning difficult for local authorities in personnel matters as in other areas.10 The 
Scottish Government will from now on lay medium-term financial strategies before 
the Parliament.11 Whilst this is welcome, the first of these has not, with respect, 
much increased certainty. A case could be made that, given the range of key 
services that local authorities provide, and the sheer number of people they employ, 
the public interest is best served by providing more concrete information as to their 
likely future budgeting. 
 
The Committee reminds the Scottish Government of the view expressed in our 2017-
18 budget report that indicative budgets for local authorities in relation to the 
following financial year would serve a useful purpose.12  
 
(1) We would welcome an updated response on this issue. 

 
Education and training in relation to local authority services: we heard of the negative 
long-term impact the decisions of tertiary education providers can have on local 
authority workplace planning. Examples given were of education providers deciding 
to stop providing courses in planning and in public administration.13 The Committee 
was told that councils tend to be unsighted on such decisions, with little or no 
opportunity to influence them.  
 
Whilst the Committee appreciates that universities and colleges are substantially 
autonomous in what they teach, it is a matter of public interest that there are 
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10 Official Report, 20 June 2018, col 11 
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sufficient qualified people to deliver the services that local authorities must provide, 
and that this is future proofed.  
 
(2) We would welcome further information as to the Scottish Government’s 

approach to this issue, and, given the evidence of councils being 
unsighted, as to how it monitors this matter.  

 
Challenges of scale, loss of senior staff and recruitment issues: the Committee also 
heard of the disproportionate impact an overall reduction in local authority personnel 
has had on smaller council departments. Planning, environmental health, and 
building standards departments were amongst those given as examples.14 
Witnesses also referred to concerns over an aging workforce but, at the same time, 
to a hollowing out of more senior staff within councils in recent years, with many in 
the 40-50 cohort accepting redundancy or otherwise moving on. They referred to 
difficulties in recruiting younger and graduate-entry staff, who for a variety of reasons 
appear to find work in local government less appealing than previous cohorts did.15  
 
While councils can of course seek to work together to mitigate some of these issues, 
the Committee would welcome further information from the Scottish Government as 
to what approach it is taking, including through the budget process, to address them. 
Specifically: 
 
(3) We would welcome from the Scottish Government a response as to:  

o whether the Scottish Government agrees with this evidence; and 
o what Scottish Government policies (if any) are in place to help ensure 

that councils will continue to have adequate staff to deliver statutory 
services.  

 
Differing levels of preparedness and planning: the Accounts Commission has 
highlighted that local authorities take widely different approaches to workforce 
planning, with some having more sophisticated processes than others and being 
apparently better prepared.16 This was underlined in the evidence we received.17  
 
(4) The Committee would welcome the Scottish Government’s response to 

this evidence. The Committee also asks the Scottish Government what 
practices it has, or intends to put in place (including via the budget 
process) that reward and incentivise effective workforce planning?  

 
Diversity of local authority workforces: The Committee notes evidence that council 
workforces in Scotland tend not to reflect the diversity of the communities they 
serve.18 We acknowledge that achieving complete parity is not an easily realised 
goal but are concerned by the current gap, as well as by the data gap in some 
councils as to the composition of their workforce.19  
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(5) We would welcome further information from the Scottish Government as 
to; 

o whether it considers it has a role in encouraging councils to achieve 
more diverse workforces, and in monitoring their performance in this 
area; and 

o if so, what policies, practices and data-gathering tools it has in place. 
 
The housing needs of older people and disabled people (including veterans) 
 
The Committee’s evidence-taking on 3 October focussed mainly on the budget for 
housing adaptations (i.e. for the alteration of existing homes), but also touched on 
the affordable newbuild budget where it was relevant to this issue.  
 
Adaptations: In our report on the 2018-19 draft budget, we noted stakeholders’ 
views20 that progress in achieving a “tenure-neutral” approach, as recommended by 
the independent Adaptations Working Group in 2012 had been slow despite the 
Scottish Government having accepted the Group’s main findings,21 and this was 
repeated in our evidence-taking this year. Tenants of registered social landlords 
(RSLs) continue to be more likely to be disadvantaged. In this year’s evidence, as in 
previous years, the Committee noted stakeholders’ view that enabling people with 
particular needs to live and, as far as possible, look after themselves at home tended 
to be more economical than alternatives.22 (Not coincidentally, this will tend to deliver 
better of quality of life outcomes too.) The Committee notes that, particularly in 
relation to RSLs, the current system therefore does not always enable effective 
preventative spending.  
 
The amount that the Scottish Government provide annually to fund adaptations by 
RSLs has, for some years, been static at around £10 million. Evidence to the 
Committee indicated that the gap between this amount and the sum total of claims 
made annually on it has been steadily growing, standing this year at £6.9m.23 The 
Committee notes that the Scottish Government deals with this gap by only part-
funding more costly applications. In turn, this tends to lead to delays in these 
projects, as RSLs suspend work once all funds are used up and wait for the next 
financial year to re-bid.24  
 
Witnesses agreed that, whilst ways could sometimes be found to leverage more 
funding into the system, including for instance through increased engagement with 
charities, there were no easy or obvious solutions to the growing funding gap.25 The 
Committee was cautioned that increasing rent to absorb adaptation costs could 
impact disproportionately on disabled tenants of RSLs.26  
 
Inconsistency also exists in terms of how long it can take for an adaptation to be 
completed, with factors such as where the applicant lives or what sort of housing 
tenure they have seemingly relevant. Again, it appears to be tenants of RLS who are 
                                            
20 At paragraph 141 
21 Paragraph 141 
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24 ALACHO supplementary evidence 
25 Official Report, 3 October 2018, cols 4-7 
26 Aberdeen City Health and Social Care Partnership, supplementary evidence 



the most disadvantaged, with those in rural areas most disadvantaged of all.27 
However, the Committee notes evidence that in this instance, this is unlikely to be 
simply an issue of a lack of funds and that there can be significant disparities 
between different local authority areas, as well as between different housing 
associations.28 Witnesses noted good practice by landlords or integration joint 
boards (IJBs)29 but also spoke to the frustrations of some tenants having to wait 
weeks or months between initial approval of an adaptation and work getting 
underway, and of confusion over who “owns” a project in the event of things not 
working out.30  
 
The Committee has previously noted a gap in evidence as to spending on 
adaptations by council area, with data from some council areas missing.31 This in 
turn makes it difficult to assess and benchmark IJBs’s performance thus far in their 
relatively short lifetimes. This issue was again picked up on in evidence-taking in 
October. Witnesses expressed some support for a national approach to performance 
reporting by IJBs, and, where considered necessary, for support to be offered to IJBs 
in carrying out their role effectively.32 
 
In view of this evidence; the Committee invites responses on the following: 
 
(6) An update on the Scottish Government’s continuing progress in realising a 

“tenure neutral” approach to housing adaptations. 
(7) The Scottish Government’s view as to the role IJBs have played so far in 

bringing about this change in respect of their areas of responsibility, and 
whether it considers it has sufficient data on IJBs’ performance to assess 
this. If not, what further reporting mechanisms will be put in place? 

(8) The Scottish Government’s response to evidence of a growing gap 
between the £10 million adaptations budget for RSLs and claims made 
against this budget. Does the Scottish Government have a view on how 
RSLs should best seek to finance the current gap? Is now an appropriate 
time to consider a budget uplift, following dialogue with RSLs about their 
needs? 

(9) The Committee notes a proposal33 that the Scottish Housing Regulator 
should have a stronger focus on performance in completing adaptions and 
would welcome the Scottish Government’s response to this.  

 
Affordable housing supply programme: The Committee acknowledges three 
substantial reports published this year concerning the supply of affordable homes, 
two of which focussed expressly on accessible housing.34 The Committee notes that 
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the Scottish Government is still to formally respond to one of these; from the Equality 
and Human Rights Commission (EHRC), and looks forward to seeing this in due 
course.  
 
Some of the themes of these reports were picked up at our 3 October meeting. In 
this area, as in others, the Committee notes witnesses’ views that effective analysis 
is at times hindered by data deficiency: for instance, as to what is actually meant 
when it is recorded that “specialist” housing has been built.35 The Committee also 
noted evidence of unmet need,36 and of local authorities not always having a clear 
picture of local need, in relation to matters such as wheelchair accessible housing,37 
and at times failing to meet their obligation to produce equality impact assessments 
(EQIAs) as part of the process of preparing strategic housing investment plans 
(SHIPs). We also heard of a wide variation in the quality of EQIAs produced.38 It was 
disappointing to note this evidence, given that one of the main purposes of EQIAs is 
to help ensure that housing stock reflects the profile and needs of local communities 
upstream of any new development. They are therefore a key element of councils’ 
preventative spending.   
 
In its May 2018 report, the EHRC proposed a target of a minimum of 10% of 
newbuild housing being wheelchair accessible. The Committee notes that at an 
evidence session shortly after the report was published, you expressed to us the 
view that this target was “arbitrary” and that councils should take the lead in 
assessing local need and writing this into their SHIPs.39 However, there was some 
support for the EHRC proposal at our meeting, with an alternative (or 
complementary) proposal being that all new housing should be built to a “single 
adaptability standard” that would enable certain standard adaptations to be made in 
future if required.40 
 
In view of this evidence, the Committee invites a response from the Scottish 
Government on the following: 
 
(10) The adequacy of data being collected on the accessibility of newbuild 

housing: is a more granular approach required in order to ensure that the 
data can be put effectively to use in recording need vs supply and in 
formulating new policies? 

(11) How the Scottish Government responds to evidence we heard as to a 
variation in the quality of EQIAs produced by councils or of EQIAs at times 
not being produced. 

(12) An update from the Scottish Government as to how it proposes to use 
the affordable housing budget to help close what the Committee heard is a 
growing gap between availability and need in terms of accessible and 
readily adaptable housing. 

(13) Clarification as to whether the Scottish Government continues to view a 
national target of 10% of newbuild housing being wheelchair accessible, as 
proposed by the EHRC, as “arbitrary”.  
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We look forward to you taking account of these observations as you finalise budget 
proposals for 2019-20 and to receiving your reply in due course. 
 
Yours sincerely, 
 
 
 
James Dornan MSP 
Convener of the Local Government and Communities Committee 


