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Dear James, 
 

 

Local Government in Scotland: Challenges and Performance 
 

Thank you for your letter dated 3rd June 2019 regarding the issues raised at your evidence 
session with the Accounts Commission on 8th May 2019. Your letter touches on a wide range 
of matters that are of concern to Local Government in Scotland. 

 

I welcomed the Local Government and Communities Committee recognition of the positive 
response of Scottish Councils to what is an increasing complex, changing and uncertain 
environment. As you rightly highlight, the challenging environment which Councils face is 
against a backdrop of tightening resources and additional responsibilities. I share the view put 
on record by the Committee that Councils are showing strong vision and leadership as we 
work tirelessly for our citizens and communities. 

 

Your letter also raises the welcome asymmetry of Scottish Councils and the variance which 
inevitably flows from local authorities responding to the unique challenges within their local 
area. Scotland’s diversity, geographically and demographically, means that no two Councils 
are the same and must therefore have the flexibility to design, implement and deliver local 
policies best suited to individual needs and circumstances. As COSLA has discussed with the 
Committee previously, this is made more challenging with increasing ring-fencing and 
protections within the Local Government Settlement. 

 
Despite the challenges which Scottish Councils continue to face, I want to provide my 
reassurance that data, analysis and the sharing of best practice are areas of great importance 
to Politicians and Officers across Local Government. All local authorities in Scotland are 
committed to continuous improvement. 

 
You will be aware that COSLA and the Improvement Service are sister organisations.  The 
role of the Improvement Service in research, performance management and improvement is 
an essential complement to the work of COSLA. As President of COSLA, I Chair the 
Improvement Service Board and I see a vital function of this role as unifying the political and 
data arms of Local Government. This is a major aspect of my work and, as you may be aware, 
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COSLA and the Improvement Service are currently undertaking a joint review of the 
Improvement Service. 

 
While COSLA as an organisation does not collect and analyse data, COSLA plays a vital 
strategic role in bringing members together to reach political agreement and commitment to 
tools such as the Local Government Benchmarking Framework (LGBF). It’s introduction 7 
years ago marked a move away from Statutory Performance Indicators to a suite of indicators 
that are designed jointly with COSLA, SOLACE, Audit Scotland, the Improvement Service and 
other relevant professional groups and stakeholders, through the Local Government 
Benchmarking Framework Project Advisory Board. The LGBF has proven to be a highly 
successful tool for local authorities who utilise data in many ways at Council level. Best 
practice is shared across local authorities through relevant professional associations and 
adopted as appropriate to local circumstances and priorities. 

 

COSLA continues to play a role in the LGBF to help steer its ongoing development and use by 
considering any arising issues through our political meeting structures at Convention, Leaders 
and Policy Board levels. COSLA’s clear commitment to the LGBF and the benefit brought to 
local authorities is underlined by the position of co-chair of the LGBF Steering Group being 
held by Councillor Graham Houston, COSLA Vice-president. 

 

The continued effectiveness of the LGBF, as with any data source, is dependent on ongoing 
development and enhancement of the framework itself to ensure continued relevance but also 
to take advantage of opportunities for innovation. There are a number of current 
developments which are being taken forward with this in mind and the following provides a 
sample of the activity in progress some of which relate to the more detailed queries set out in 
your letter: 

 

LGBF Strategic Plan – Significant progress has been made and following a recent review 
of priorities ongoing focus will be on communications, credibility, evidencing the way the 
LGBF is used, strengthening adult social care measures, further thematic reporting, 
improving Elected Members engagement with the framework. 

 
Communications & Engagement – A new communications and engagement strategy is 
being developed to increase awareness among elected members through COSLA and to 
build greater trust and acknowledged credibility across a wider audience. 

 
Thematic Reports – Initiated in 2018 the first thematic report designed to provide a deeper 
insight in to specific service/policy areas the initial report focussed on Children & Young 
People. This report was well received and plans for similar reports are being discussed 
potentially continuing with a report on Capital Expenditure. 

 
Social Care Indicators – The provision of services to support vulnerable adults and older 
people is a major priority for councils accounting for around a quarter of total council 
spend. Working with Chief Officers of the Integration Authorities, the LGBF 
board are developing a suite of measures which better reflect the integration and 
personalisation landscapes and support the desired shift to preventative 
programmes helping Integration Joint Boards fulfil their new duties. 

 

Public Safety & Protection / Community Safety – The LGBF Steering Board are working 
with Social Work Scotland and other sector leads to map current activity in relation to 
Public Protection and explore the potential areas where inclusion within the LGBF may 
add value. 

 
Capital Expenditure – Board representation from Accounts Commission is engaging with 
the Chair of CIPFA on the potential to collaborate with the LGBF Board on a thematic 
report around Capital expenditure and Local Government. 



More detail on the framework, approach and available resources is publicly available on the 
LGBF website1. 

 

While the work I outline above gives an example of COSLA’s role in the LGBF, I note that your 
letter also raises wider areas. In these areas COSLA plays a similarly strategic role. Officers 
will work with relevant key stakeholders – Professional Associations from within Local 
Government, civil servants, the Improvement Service, CIPFA and others – to take forward the 
most appropriate strategy for any given area. This will be with the political agreement and 
endorsement of COSLA members ensuring political oversight and governance. 

 
I will look forward to meeting with you early in the new Parliamentary year to discuss the 
above in more detail and as the pre-budget enquiry of the Committee moves forward, leading 
to the upcoming Spending Review, COSLA representatives will also be very happy to engage 
in discussion. 

 
Kind regards, 

 

Councillor Alison Evison 
COSLA President 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
1 http://www.improvementservice.org.uk/benchmarking/ 
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