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30 June 2020 
Dear Paul, 

Affordable Housing  

At its meeting on 11 June, the Public Audit and Post-legislative Scrutiny Committee 

took evidence from the Auditor General for Scotland on the report, Affordable 

Housing: The Scottish Government’s affordable housing supply target.  

Following the evidence session, the Committee agreed to write to the Scottish 

Government and to COSLA to seek their comments on a number of issues 

highlighted in the report and the subsequent evidence session.  

Achieving the target 

As you know, the report states that good progress has been made towards the 

target, but that serious risks remain. It states: 

“Funding was planned to rise towards the end of the programme which increases 

the risks to the successful delivery of the target. These risks include a lack of 

capacity in the construction sector in some areas and the capacity of council 

planning and building control services.” 

 
In her evidence to the Committee, the Auditor General recognised that Covid-19 

would have an impact on the Scottish Government’s ability to achieve its affordable 

homes target, noting that the Government had acknowledged that it would not now 

be possible to meet the target by March 2021. However, she stated that: “It is 

important for me to be clear that, even before Covid-19, we thought that there were 

risks to the achievement of the target.” 
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In terms of the impact of Covid-19, the Auditor General stated that “we do not know 

how far it is simply a matter of resuming what was already planned and how far there 

may have been a loss of capacity in some parts of the sector.”  

 

The Auditor General further noted that “alongside all the other things that it requires 

to do, it is important for the Government to set out its plans for after the current 

programme, which was due to end in March 2021. The uncertainty about funding 

and the targets thereafter was one of the factors that was making it harder for 

councils and social registered landlords to plan.”  

 

Please set out: 
 

• the steps that the Scottish Government is taking to assess the ongoing 

impact of Covid-19 on its affordable housing supply target; 

• the steps that it is taking to seek to ameliorate that impact; 

• when the Scottish Government estimates it will be in a position to report 

on the impact of Covid-19 on the target and the action it is planning to 

take as a consequence. 

 
Improved reporting 
A common theme identified in the report and during the Committee’s evidence 

session was the need for improved reporting on aspects of the affordable housing 

supply target. 

For example, the report notes that “setting a broad national and numbers-based 

target creates the risk that the homes delivered are not located in the places with the 

greatest levels of need, or are not the right type to best meet people’s housing 

needs”. The report goes on to state that “there is no evidence available to show that 

councils’ local assessments of need informed the 50,000 affordable housing target 

and 35,000 social rent target”. 

Please set out: 

• the evidence that informed the 50,000 affordable housing target and 

35,000 social rent target; 

• whether and the extent to which the Scottish Government uses councils’ 

local assessments to inform the type of houses that should be built and 

where; 

• how the Scottish Government is planning to evidence that the housing 

delivered under its programme meets local housing needs and that the 

investment has been targeted most effectively. 

On a related point, the report notes that if annual funding cannot be spent in a 

council area within the year because plans have slipped (for example), the Scottish 

Government can reallocate funds to another council. However, the report goes on to 

state that it is not always clear how decisions to reallocate funding are made.  



The report further notes that councils and registered social landlords (RSLs) are 

investing significant resources to meet the target, but that it is difficult to calculate the 

total investment. The report concludes that a “more complete understanding of total 

investment in affordable housing may help to identify any pressures on costs and 

could help to make sure that resources are targeted in the most effective way”. 

Please set out the steps that the Scottish Government is taking to improve the 

way in which it reports on: 

• the reallocation of council funding; 

• the total investment in affordable housing, incorporating investment 

from councils and RSLs. 

During the evidence session, the Committee queried the numbers of houses being 

built under the programme to meet specialist housing needs of older people and 

those with disabilities and the extent to which targets for specialist groups had been 

informed by evidence of need.  Audit Scotland indicated that there “could be some 

improvements in the comprehensive nature of the Scottish Government’s reporting”, 

noting that figures for units that are purpose-built for particular types of housing need 

may not take into account the full number of what has actually been provided, 

because some houses that might be suitable for older people or those with special 

needs (for example) would not be classified as purpose-built. 

Please set out: 

• how the Scottish Government, in collaboration with councils, 

determined the number specialist housing units that were required to be 

built, including the evidence base; 

• how many specialist housing units are intended to be built under the 

programme; 

• what plans the Scottish Government has to improve reporting on 

specialist housing to ensure that it captures housing which is not 

purpose-built.  

Capacity in the construction industry 
As noted above, the report identified two key risks associated with delivery of the 

target, particularly the social rent element: 

• delays in construction as a result of a lack of skilled labour in some areas; 

• delays in obtaining planning permission or other necessary building consents 

as a result of pressure on council planning and build control staff. 

In their evidence to the Committee, Audit Scotland referred to the report from the 

short life working group on housing skills which was commissioned by the Scottish 

Government to look at the scale of the risks relating to the construction industry. 

Audit Scotland noted that they had “yet to see a Government response to that 

report.” 

Please set out: 



• when the Scottish Government will respond to the recommendations in 

the report of the short life working group on housing skills; 

• how the Scottish Government is working with councils to seek to 

ameliorate the delays in planning permission and building control 

consents. 

Community engagement 

The report discusses the importance of tenant and community involvement in plans 

for new affordable housing, but suggests that approaches are mixed across council 

areas.  

 
Please set out what steps the Scottish Government is taking to ensure that 

good practice in terms of community involvement in planning for new 

affordable housing is being shared across council areas. 

 

Links to broader health and social policy 

During the evidence session on 11 June, Members of the Committee explored the 

need to link more closely the delivery of housing needs to broader health and social 

policy, including closer working partnerships with health and social care partnership 

teams, particularly in light of the current circumstances. 

 
In response, the Auditor General told the Committee that “I would like decisions on 

how much is invested in housing to be closely linked to the way in which such 

houses can help to improve child poverty, the health of people with disabilities or 

older people, and the sustainable economic regeneration of local communities.”  

 
Please set out whether, and the extent to which, discussions about the future 

of the affordable housing supply target are being considered alongside 

discussions about future health and social care policy. 

I would be grateful if the Committee could receive a response by 31 July.  

Yours sincerely, 
 

 
 
Anas Sarwar MSP 
Acting Convener 

 


