
COSLA Update to Local Government and Communities Committee: 

COVID-19 Current Work and Emerging Challenges 

1. COSLA welcomes the opportunity to provide the Local Government and 
Communities Committee with an update around the essential work that Local 
Government across Scotland is undertaking in response to the COVID-19 
pandemic.  

 
2. The current crisis has presented unprecedented challenges to all sectors, but 

these have been especially felt by Local Government as it carries out its vital 
role as the anchor for local responses directed towards vulnerable 
communities, children and families, local businesses, and our key workers.  

 
3. COSLA has worked closely with all spheres of Government, Integration 

Authorities, Trades Union colleagues, Professional Associations, third sector 
partners, and other stakeholders to coordinate and support a national and local 
response to the COVID-19 pandemic and has championed the integral role 
that Local Government plays in this effort. We have moved at pace to ensure 
our governance structure enables swift decision-making in recognition of the 
pressing and unusual circumstances we all find ourselves in.  

 
4. At a local level, political leadership has responded dynamically to a constantly 

changing national policy landscape. Councils understand their local 
communities and are well-prepared to ensure that national arrangements for 
COVID-19 are implemented, adapted, and suited for their local circumstances. 

 
Ongoing Work 
 

5. Local Government is leading efforts to support businesses during the 
pandemic and ensuring that vital funding announced by Scottish Government 
reaches businesses as quickly as possible. COSLA has played a key role in 
the administration and oversight of over £1.4bn worth of business support, 
comprising both Non-Domestic Rates reliefs and grants to businesses. COSLA 
has worked jointly with Scottish Government to establish a project group with 
representation from both spheres of government, which meets weekly to 
progress scheme development and delivery, deal with emerging issues from 
Councils and review delivery progress. To date, Councils have administered 
over 45,387 grant awards, valued at over £526m, a significant achievement for 
Local Government. 

 
6. Local Government has played a central role in discussions around safety and 

resilience issues; COSLA and the joint Trades Unions are clear that our 
workforce must have access to practical guidance and necessary PPE to 
ensure they have the confidence to carry out their roles as part of this whole 
system approach to tackling COVID-19. COSLA has also developed guidance 
documents that address a variety of other emerging concerns including 



principles for payments to local suppliers and providers; FAQs developed 
jointly with Trades Unions around key workers; and guidance for 
commissioned services in both adult and children’s services. This work is 
essential in ensuring that care providers’ operational sustainability is 
maintained throughout the crisis, but it must be noted that this was at risk prior 
to COVID-19 and will continue to require work and commitment at all levels of 
Government following the crisis. 

 
7. Councils have responded at pace to address the educational and wellbeing 

needs of children across Scotland during these uncertain times.  Hubs have 
been set up to look after vulnerable children and the children of key workers, 
following the closure of schools, early learning provision and other childcare 
settings. As at 1st May, there were 483 local authority educational and early 
years settings open and providing care to 5,953 children and young people. 
COSLA has worked closely with Scottish Government and Early Learning and 
Childcare Providers to ensure sustainability of the sector, recognising the 
critical role it plays for children, families, and workers. 

 
8. COSLA has taken an integrated approach in co-ordinating and managing the 

additional funding announced to address the COVID-19 pandemic. For 
example, COSLA has worked on negotiating the distribution of the £30m Food 
Fund, contributed to developing the associated guidance alongside the 
Scottish Government, engaged in the sharing of good practice, and worked 
with the Scottish Government to consider appropriate, high-level forms of 
evaluation to ensure ongoing need can be met.  
 

9. As the first point of contact for many of our most vulnerable communities, 
Councils are well placed to address the current challenges that are being 
exacerbated by the COVID-19 crisis. Local Government has been working with 
the housing sector to address these challenges and seek solutions; this 
includes sourcing additional accommodation for the homeless population 
including rough sleepers, as well as developing non-statutory guidance and 
information to help local authority landlords navigate challenges and to work in 
partnership with the social and private rented sectors. COSLA has also been 
working with key partners to identify and support specific groups such as 
vulnerable migrants with no recourse to public funds, Gypsy/Travellers, the 
early release of prisoners, the homeless population and those affected by 
domestic violence and abuse. COSLA has pushed for a planned approach 
between Scottish Government and other key stakeholders to ensure 
vulnerable groups are supported in the best way possible.  
 

10. The planning sector in Scotland has also been significantly impacted by 
COVID-19. Most notably among these has been the suspension of committee 
meetings due to social distancing measures, which impedes Councils’ ability to 
determine planning applications. Two solutions have been identified: either 
amending schemes of delegation or, through new powers in the Coronavirus 

https://www.cosla.gov.uk/__data/assets/pdf_file/0020/14744/lgemployeefaqs27320v1interactive.pdf
https://www.cosla.gov.uk/__data/assets/pdf_file/0026/15569/coslaguidanceforcommissionedservices170420.pdf
https://www.cosla.gov.uk/__data/assets/pdf_file/0026/15569/coslaguidanceforcommissionedservices170420.pdf


(Scotland) Act, hold virtual committee meetings online. We are aware that both 
options are being pursued by Local Authorities depending on their local 
circumstances. 

 
11. Other planning challenges have been identified by Local Government through 

the Planning High Level Group, including but not limited to, pre-application 
consultation, duration of planning permission, documents for public inspection, 
neighbourhood notifications, public and site notices, and hazardous substance 
consents. Solutions have been put in place through changes to regulations to 
ensure that decisions are still being made and applications progressed, 
preventing a backlog during the recovery phase. Furthermore, COSLA is 
working with Scottish Government and relevant stakeholders to ensure the 
implementation of the Planning (Scotland) Act 2019 is reprioritised 
appropriately. COSLA continues to meet regularly with key stakeholders to 
continually assess the functioning of the planning system and to identify further 
measures which can be implemented to enhance efficiencies.  
 

12. Extensive work has been undertaken to ensure that waste services have 
continued with minimum interruption, taking account of public, as well as waste 
operators’ health and safety.  All Councils have prioritised and delivered the 
uplift of residual waste at all times, and disruption of recycling services have 
been kept to a minimum, in face of very practical challenges arising from 
COVID-19. 

 
13. Dynamic, localised responses to the ongoing COVID-19 situation have been, 

and remain, crucial. COSLA has worked to ensure that the flexibility required 
to meet local need and circumstance has been provided through initiatives, 
such as the continued provision of Free School Meals. COSLA has monitored 
the national situation and provided guidance where needed, whilst also 
promoting autonomy for councils to do what works best locally. 

 
Emerging Challenges Ahead 
 

14. The Committee will be aware that prior to the COVID-19 pandemic, Councils 
had experienced significant funding cuts and, as a result, were already being 
forced to make difficult decisions. The current crisis will exacerbate these 
challenges in an unprecedented way (see Appendix). 

 
15. Responding to COVID-19 will have substantial financial and resource 

implications for Local Government across Scotland. COSLA welcomes the 
funding measures that have been announced to date to help support local 
businesses and communities, but there will be a considerable additional cost 
to Councils (including loss of income), as the situation continues, which must 
also be met by Scottish Government. These net additional costs will be 
captured through COSLA’s COVID-19 Cost Template, which was developed in 
partnership with Local Authority Directors of Finance and SOLACE. 



Meanwhile, Councils must be adequately resourced to meet the urgent 
pressures of responding to COVID-19, and as such the £155m of Barnett 
consequentials should be passed from Scottish to Local Government 
immediately. 

 
16. However, COSLA is only able to capture the costs that are not delegated to 

Integration Authorities, as costs that sit with Integrated Joint Boards (IJB) are 
being captured in ‘Local Mobilisation Plans’. This lends a complexity to the 
sustainability of Local Government funding throughout COVID-19 (and overall) 
as a significant amount of money trickles through health boards, Health and 
Social Care Partnerships, and finally, to Local Government. COSLA has been 
assertive in identifying the risk this places on local communities and the people 
who are meant to benefit from this funding. 

 
17. In the months ahead, Councils will be challenged with reconciling a budget that 

was set in a very different context and with specific assumptions – such as the 
ability to charge for certain services – all of which will have significant 
implications for a Council’s financial outlook. There will need to be a great deal 
of consideration at all levels of Government for the practical and financial 
ramifications of this. 

 
18. Councils have responded and adapted to the pressures of a quickly changing 

policy and legislative landscape. However, Scotland and its local authorities 
will need to evaluate what impacts this will have on our local communities in 
the medium- to long-term. Crucially, we must consider what services will look 
like when the country is no longer in lockdown: education, care, housing, 
criminal justice, economic development, and transport are but a few of the 
sectors and services which face considerable challenges ahead. 

 
19. COSLA will continue to engage with Scottish Government to ensure that 

Councils have the resources, information, and funding needed to deliver the 
essential services that will protect our local communities during this crisis. This 
includes seeking assurance that additional funding is targeted at Councils who 
are best placed to address local needs and circumstances. Meanwhile, 
Councils will continue to adapt to a rapidly changing environment, ensuring 
local communities, workers, and businesses are safeguarded. 
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APPENDIX 1- Local Government Finance Briefing: Cabinet Meeting, 27/04/20 
 

Local Government’s essential role in dealing with COVID-19  

Within its ‘Framework for Decision Making’ published on Thursday 23rd April, Scottish 
Government outlined its approach to dealing with the COVID -19 crisis. Local 
Government is the key partner for Scottish Government at every stage in the 
process- from the emergency response to longer term recovery support for the 
economy and for communities.  

 

Local Government’s role and reach is unique and as each day goes by, this 
becomes more evident - carers, waste operatives, staff in community hubs, those 
preparing and delivering food, environmental health officers, social workers 
protecting vulnerable children and adults, local resilience staff, admin and 
economic development staff dealing with business and crisis grants, Business 
Gateway officers delivering a range of online support, and head teachers planning 
for the future learning environment – these are just a few of the vital roles that 
have adapted quickly to a new way of working. Some of these people are putting 
their own health at risk every day to deliver essential services. 

 

The reality for Local Government funding 
Following 20/21 Budget discussions, there remains an ongoing shortfall in the grant 
provided by Scottish Government. However, as required to do legally, all Councils 
presented a balanced budget position for 20/21 in March 2020, but this was 
predicated on the level of SG grant plus:  

+ council tax income (capped by Scottish Government) - all councils are 
anticipating that cashflow in relation to council tax will be impacted by COVID-19, 
as household budgets contract, with a major impact on Local Government 
funding overall; 

+ significant levels of income from a variety of sources - as Scottish Government 
funding has reduced year on year, income has become an increasingly important 
part of revenue funding – for example from fees and charges, leisure, sport and 
cultural facilities, social care charging, planning fees, road construction consents, 
waste contracts and special uplift, licensing and registration services, pest 
control. These areas of income are already being impacted by the current crisis; 

+ saving from ambitious transformation programmes – since 2012, £2.1bn in 
cash efficiencies have been delivered by Councils but given years of successive 
cuts, more is required – some savings will not be realised this year as staff and 



resource are diverted from the programmes and projects that would have 
generated recurring savings, placing further pressure on budgets;  

+ In recent years, some councils have used reserves, a position that Audit 
Scotland has already said is unsustainable. Given the magnitude of the of the 
current crisis,  Councils’ reserves will not be able to fund the burden.  That would 
simply wipe out the reserves of most, if not all, councils and create massive 
instability in the sector.  

Staff account for around 70% of LG costs each year - during this crisis, these staff 
continue to be paid (as do supply teachers). Many councils have also taken the 
decision to pay casual and agency staff - without this, these people would likely 
present elsewhere in the system – Scottish Welfare Fund, Crisis Grants, Council Tax 
reduction etc, whilst suffering undue stress and uncertainty. 

 

Working closely with suppliers and partner providers, Councils are putting 
arrangements in place across services to continue to honour contracts with local 
businesses, for example with transport providers (a joint letter was issued from Ms 
Todd and Cllr McCabe asking all councils to pay school transport providers until the 
end of the summer term) and the construction sector (a letter was sent by Mr Stewart 
to all Councils in relation to payment of construction contractors). 

 

Councils have been preparing for full implementation of 1140 hours in August 2020 – 
most of the specific grant for this purpose continues to be used to pay partner 
providers, in order to safeguard our childcare sector for the pandemic recovery. 
Some councils are also incurring additional costs in relation to emergency childcare. 
Other specific grants such as Pupil Equity Funding (PEF) and funding for Challenge 
Schools and Authorities (c £180m per annum) is also predominantly for staff who 
work with pupils to close the poverty related attainment gap. Local Government is 
still awaiting Scottish Government confirmation that this money can be deployed 
flexibly- this will be essential for both 19/20 and 20/21 funding. 

There are areas where some savings will undoubtedly be made - food costs in 
schools, materials, energy across estate, fuel etc, but these are at the margins of 
service delivery. 

Budgets approved in March 2020 are no longer reflective of our new context 
for public services delivery.   We would expect Scottish Government to revisit its 
budget in the next few months and to recognise that Local Government is at the 
heart of response, recovery and regeneration – but this will require investment, a 
move to multi-year budgets and more flexibility around the work required locally to 
best meet outcomes. 

 

COVID-19 funding for the Local Government response 
Whilst a large proportion of the £3.5bn made available so far for the COVID-19 
response has been routed through Local Government, only £80m has been made 



available to directly bolster the work of councils to support communities (£50m 
Hardship & £30m Food Fund) in a truly locally responsive way but will not be 
sufficient as lockdown continues. Although early release of some funding is 
welcomed, it will not cover the full financial impact on Local Government.  (COSLA is 
working closely with councils to quantify the impact, to inform discussions with 
Scottish Government in the coming weeks). 

Frustratingly, we still await confirmation of IJB funding for Local Mobilisation Plans, 
whilst Councils incur considerable costs across home care and care at home in order 
to ensure the safety of staff and clients in the care system. 

UK Government has further recognised the unique and vital role of Local 
Government and allocated a further £1.6bn to Councils in England. We call on 
Scottish Government to pass on the £155m consequentials in full, whilst recognising 
that this will not be enough to tackle the immediate costs facing Councils.  

The financial impact will not be confined to the next few months and, 
dependent on Government exit strategies and behavioural impacts, will require 
investment in Local Government:  

• Once the public health crisis is over, the economy will need to be rebuilt- 
businesses will be in poor financial health, unemployment will be high,  and those 
furthest from the labour market will become even more vulnerable – local 
economic development teams and employability services will be key (Scotland’s 
local authorities helped to significantly reduce youth unemployment after the 
2008 crash - this economic downturn is predicated to be much worse than the 
last) 

• Councils are providing ongoing support to those who are vulnerable but 
not hospitalised – this support to stay safe will be required until a vaccine is 
found.  Those who are shielding and are in the ‘at risk’ Group 2 category are 
likely to need assistance for the rest of this financial year - community networks 
can go some way to meet need but where this is weaker, Councils provide the 
‘safety net’. 

• Demand for services provided by councils will increase as the crisis will 
undoubtedly have a disproportionate effect on the most vulnerable families and 
individuals within communities many of whom have multiple social issues that 
require support from Councils - domestic abuse, child and adult protection, and 
employability being just a few examples 

• Income will not recover overnight – recovery in areas like planning and sport 
and leisure will depend on Government policy in relation to social distancing rules 
in workplaces, and social settings as well as behavioural impacts a- combined, 
these things will create a significant tail of negative financial consequences 

• Expenditure will be required to reconfigure services for example the 
education environment and services that require team work e.g. waste collection 

• The way in which the construction sector will recover is unknown - capital 
projects are already subject to delay with financial consequences including 
contractors making claims against councils. Delays have a wider social and 
economic impact within communities- job creation and training opportunities will 



be slowed; councils will continue to use energy inefficient buildings e.g. schools; 
house building will be delayed with an impact on those requiring affordable 
homes. 
 

Recovery will be significantly hindered if the role and reach of Local 
Government is not invested in - now (to cope with the immediate crisis); during 
the next 6-9 months (as restrictions are lifted); and in the next few years (to drive 
recovery economically, socially and environmentally). 

 

 


