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Dear Councillor Evison 
 
Local Government in Scotland: Challenges and Performances 

I am writing to you following an evidence session on 8 May with the Accounts 
Commission, one of the annual sessions at which we question the Commission on 
its latest report: “Local Government in Scotland: Challenges and Performances”, 
which provides an overview of councils’ performance in the past year. 

The key theme of the Commission’s evidence was that councils face an increasingly 
complex, changing and uncertain environment, fuelled by changing demographics 
and the evolving needs and expectations of citizens. This takes place against the 
backdrop of a long-term tightening of resources and of councils taking on additional 
responsibilities to help deliver national policy initiatives. The Commission explained 
that this calls for enhanced leadership and planning from councils, the development 
of new skills, and, overall, new and inventive ways of thinking about how best to 
deliver services and empower communities. 

It was particularly interesting to hear these key messages from the Commission as it 
is, in essence, the same issue that the Committee has adopted as the central theme 
of our pre-budgetary scrutiny for the coming financial year.  

It is important to put on the record the Commission’s view that in many areas, 
councils are responding positively to these challenges, showing strong vision and 
leadership, and that this reflects the Committee’s wider experience over this session 
gathering evidence and information on diverse matters related to council 
performance. In some areas, some councils are clearly exemplars of best practice. 
However, the Commission’s overall analysis was that the picture was patchy and 
that every council will have something to learn from its peers. Variation in 
performance is of course inevitable. It is also, to an extent, welcome inasmuch as it 
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indicates that councils are innovating in response to new challenges and 
experimenting with different approaches to find the one that works best for them. 
However, it is concerning to note cumulative evidence over several years from the 
Commission that in some areas councils are failing to “up their game” (Official 
Report, 8 May, col. 10) and, in so doing, risk storing up even more serious problems 
for the future.  

In view of this, and of COSLA’s unique strategic leadership and coordinating role in 
relation to Scottish local government, the Committee agreed that I should write to 
you on matters raised during the 8 May evidence session.  

Overall, the Committee seeks clarification from COSLA as to how it works with 
councils to analyse data and analysis (whether from the Accounts Commission or 
others), to identify both best practice and areas of improvement, in order to achieve 
positive change. In this connection, we draw your attention to Commission Chair 
Graham Sharp’s remarks (col. 3) that “councils should make better use of data and 
benchmarking to understand the performance variation between councils and to 
make further improvements or efficiencies”. We would also welcome clarification of 
the extent to which COSLA finds useful the Account Commission’s “family groups” 
approach to benchmarking (i.e., as much as possible, comparing like council with 
like when measuring performance). Is it COSLA’s approach to make use of this 
analysis to enable conversations about best practice between councils in the same 
family group? 

The Committee would, in particular, welcome COSLA’s views on whether and how it 
facilities benchmarking, dialogue, and the sharing of best practice on: 

• integration joint boards and the ongoing work of bedding them into the public 
sector landscape. The Commission referred specifically to the need for 
greater transparency in their financing (cols 7-8) and for more long-term 
financial planning, the absence of which, the Committee heard can be a 
barrier to IJBs achieving transformational change (col 11).  

• fees and charges: the Commission queried whether many councils had 
thought strategically about what their overall approach to fees and charges 
should be, and said there was often a lack of clarity on how charges were 
quantified (cols 8-9).  

• medium-term financial planning: the Committee is pleased to hear that most 
councils now carry this out. What steps is COSLA taking to encourage 
remaining councils to practice it? COSLA’s views on whether it is good 
practice for councils to carry out long-term financial planning (i.e. of around 5-
10 years) would also be welcome (cols. 12-13) 

• community empowerment (col. 19 and 21-22) 
• achieving equal pay and settling outstanding equal pay claims (col. 20) 
• digital services and shared council services (i.e. working collaboratively 

across council boundaries to deliver services) (cols 26-27) 

It would be very helpful if you could respond by Friday 12 July. Your response will 
help inform our budget scrutiny over the remainder of this financial year. In the event 
that COSLA were invited to give evidence on budgetary matters in the coming 
months, I expect that it would also provide a useful starting point for further questions 
on local government best practice in a challenging financial environment. 

Your sincerely 



 
James Dornan MSP 
Convener of the Local Government and Communities Committee 


