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Dear Cabinet Secretary, 
 
Budget Scrutiny 2019-20 
 
On behalf of the Local Government and Communities Committee, I would like to 
thank both of you for your attendance at our meeting on 9 January 2019 to provide 
evidence on the 2019-20 Scottish Budget.  
 
This letter summarises the key issues the Committee wishes to draw to the Scottish 
Government’s attention, based on its scrutiny of the provisional budget settlement for 
local authorities, as set out in Circular 8/2018. The letter also addresses the issue of 
housing adaptations, which was a focus of the Committee’s pre-budget scrutiny work 
and formed part of the discussion during the evidence session.  
 
The Committee welcomes a response from the Scottish Government to the points 
highlighted in bold, to help inform future decisions to be taken by the Parliament on 
the 2019-20 budget and the future work of the Committee. 
 
The Committee is acutely aware that public services continue to face significant 
financial pressures and that local government is no different in this regard. In my pre-
budget scrutiny letter1 to the Minister for Local Government, Housing and Planning, I 
remarked that “For councils, the last decade has been about doing more with less”, 

                                            
1 Correspondence from the Convener to the Minister for Local Government, Housing and Planning of 
1 November 2018  
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and the Committee notes COSLA’s view in evidence on 9 January that the next 
financial year will also be a very difficult one for councils.  
 
Transparency 
 
The Committee recognises that local government funding is complex and that 
presenting it in an accessible format in budget documentation can be challenging. 
The Committee welcomes ongoing improvements in the way the Scottish 
Government presents this information in the budget, following recommendations this 
Committee made in previous draft Scottish Budget reports2. These improvements 
have assisted the Committee in its scrutiny of the budget and helped increase the 
transparency of the scrutiny process, by showing more clearly how local government 
funding is allocated. 
 
Whilst it was clear during the Committee’s evidence-taking on 9 January that COSLA 
and the Scottish Government had different interpretations of what the budget 
proposals would mean for councils, the Committee also found it encouraging that the 
Scottish Parliament Information Centre (SPICe), in its budget analysis, was able to 
reconcile its figures with those of both the Scottish Government and COSLA. Again, 
this helped the Committee in its overall scrutiny.    
 
While recognising the recent progress made in this area, the Committee is of the 
view that there is scope for further improvement to the way in which some budget 
information for local government is presented.   
 
As you will recall, much of the discussion during the evidence session on 9 January 
centred on which aspects of local government funding are considered to be, and are 
presented as, in some way “protected” or “non-discretionary”. The Committee 
recognises that specific grants for both revenue and capital are clearly set out in the 
budget document. However, evidence from COSLA indicates that Scottish 
Government policies in effect protect 58% of the budget, meaning that any savings 
must be found from the remaining 42%. The Committee intends to write separately 
to COSLA to ask them to break down this figure in detail.   
 
The Committee accepts that the Scottish Government may have a different 
interpretation of how much of the local government budget is in some way 
“protected”. To assist the Committee, and others with an interest in the local 
government budget settlement, it would be helpful if the Scottish Government could 
set out its own interpretation of the level of “protection” within the local government 
budget.   
 
The Committee would therefore welcome the inclusion of an additional table in the 
budget, or the introduction of a key in existing budget tables, specifically setting out 
the extent to which the Scottish Government considers different elements of the local 
government budget to be in some way “protected” by Scottish Government policies, 
or otherwise “non-discretionary”.  
 
Looking forward, the Committee encourages the Scottish Government to consult with 
COSLA to agree a common language for core budget terms, including agreement on 
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Report on the Scottish Government’s Draft Budget 2017/18 (see paragraphs 40 and 41) 
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what constitutes specific “ring-fenced” funding and “non-discretionary” or 
“protected/unprotected” funding.   
 
The Committee strongly believes that changes along these lines would help 
make the local government allocation more transparent in the Scottish Budget 
from 2020-21 onwards and enable a more informed, and clearer, public 
discussion of trends in local government financing in future years.  
 
Funding methodology  
 
As you will recall, transparency was also a key theme of the Accounts Commission 
for Scotland’s Financial Overview 2017/18 report3. The report raised concerns that 
the methodology for Scottish Government funding provided to councils on top of 
Grant-aided Expenditure funding is not publicly available and recommended that this 
information should be more transparent. When the Committee raised these concerns 
with the Cabinet Secretary for Finance, Economy and Fair Work on 9 January, he 
indicated that he would be willing to share these workings with the Committee. 
 
The Committee welcomes the Scottish Government’s commitment to share its 
methodology for funding local authorities over and above Grant-Aided 
expenditure, and looks forward to receiving this information in due course.  
Given the likely complexity of the information, the Committee requests that 
officials liaise with clerks and SPICe on how to ensure that this information 
can be presented in an accessible and clear way. 
 
Pre-budget scrutiny work: housing adaptations 
 
The Committee’s pre-budget scrutiny work included a focus on housing adaptations,  
including the suitability of affordable housing stock for older and disabled people. In 
its written submission to the Committee, the Scottish Federation of Housing 
Associations recommended— 
 

“…that consideration is given to aligning voids with adaptations better so that 
they can be let to people in need to maximise the benefit of this investment”.  

 
During the evidence session, the Cabinet Secretary for Communities and Local 
Government agreed with this recommendation, stating that the Scottish Government 
is currently reviewing existing legislation and guidance on housing adaptations, to 
reduce the complexity that currently exists in this area.  
 
The Committee welcomes this review and the commitment the Cabinet 
Secretary has made to keep the Committee updated. The Committee would 
welcome further information as to the nature and timescale of this work.  
 
In my pre-budget letter to the Minister in November 2018, I noted that the budget to 
fund adaptations by registered social landlords has been static at around £10 million 
per annum for some years. My letter went on to note views from witnesses that the 
gap between this amount and the sum total of claims made annually on it has been 
growing. I therefore sought the Scottish Government’s view on whether it was now 
an appropriate time to consider a budget uplift in this area.  
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The Cabinet Secretary for Communities and Local Government replied— 
 

“For 2019-20 we have protected the funding available to assist Registered 
Social Landlords (RSLs) in delivering adaptations for older and disabled 
tenants and maintained the budget at £10m”. 

 
The Committee fully understands that, in determining its budget, any government 
must take tough decisions on competing priorities. However, the Committee is 
concerned by the perception that there is a funding gap and that it may be growing. 
The Committee has previously received correspondence from the Minister for Local 
Government and Housing indicating that data on this issue was incomplete4. The 
Committee considers that it is vital to have a clear evidence base.    
 
The Committee asks the Scottish Government to work with local authorities, 
RSLs, health boards and integrated joint boards to scope the full extent of 
claims made for housing adaptations and to share this work with the 
Committee. The Committee considers this work to be very important for the 
purposes of making informed decisions about future funding for housing 
adaptations. 
 
We look forward to you taking account of these points and to receiving your reply in 
due course. 
 
 
Yours sincerely 
 
 
James Dornan MSP 
Convener of the Local Government and Communities Committee  
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