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27 February 2017 
 
             
Dear Edward 
 
Firstly my thanks to the Committee for their helpful and constructive report on Draft Budget 
2017-18 published on Friday 27 January 2017. 
 
I enclose the Scottish Government’s response at Annex A to the key conclusions and 
recommendations contained in the Report, where clarity / further detail is requested, that 
relate to my responsibilities as the Cabinet Secretary for Rural Economy and Connectivity.  
 
For the Committee’s convenience the response follows the order of key conclusions and 
recommendations as presented in the Executive Summary section of the Report.   
 
Yours sincerely 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
FERGUS EWING 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

mailto:rec.committee@scottish.parliament.uk
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ANNEX A 
 
 
The Scottish Government welcomes the Committee’s report. Responses to the key 
conclusions and recommendations contained in the Report where clarity / further detail is 
requested are presented below. 
 

 

Forestry 
 
Recommendation 
 
7. The Committee requires further detail from the Scottish Government on the 
funding available to effectively deal, both proactively and reactively, with any potential 
threats to Scottish Forestry posed by pests or disease which may arise. 
 
Response 
 
The tree health budget increased significantly following the Chalara outbreak in 2011. Since 
this increase, resources have been sufficient to address the requirements of the Scottish 
Plant Health Strategy, including wide scale intensive monitoring and surveillance, and 
increased staff resource within Forestry Commission Scotland.  The draft budget has 
protected Forestry Commission Scotland expenditure in this area and we anticipate that this 
budget will be adequate to meet our on-going tree health requirements at similar levels to 
recent years. 

Broadband and Digital 
 
Recommendations 
 
13. The Committee also calls for early clarity on the share of the additional funding 
for digital communications announced as part of the UK Government’s Autumn 
Budget Statement that will be allocated to Scotland. 
 
14. As part of the upcoming refresh of Scotland’s digital strategy the Committee 
calls for the provision of information on all broadband infrastructure delivery 
proposals, which is accurate, comprehensive, accessible and easily searchable by the 
public. 
 
Response 
 
We note the comments on broadband and digital connectivity and look forward to working 
closely with the Committee in the months ahead as our plans to enhance digital connectivity 
across Scotland take shape.   
 
The funding that has been allocated to digital infrastructure projects during 2017-18 is the 
first of a multi-year investment that will deliver programmes to extend superfast broadband 
access to 100% of premises by 2021 and address gaps in 4G mobile coverage, as well as 
supporting the final phases of the Digital Scotland Superfast Broadband (DSSB) 
programme.   
 
We anticipate that, collectively, these new programmes will deliver over £400 million of 
investment over the next 4  years.  The procurements that we are developing will look to 
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maximise the contribution of commercial suppliers but our provisional budget allocation for 
2017-18 reflects the fact that public funding will be a key component.   
 
We will retain and build on the highly effective partnerships forged with local government 
through delivery of the DSSB programme, giving local authorities the opportunity to highlight 
local priorities and supplement the funding available, while also looking to access funding at 
EU and UK level.   
 
We have sought an urgent meeting with UK Ministers to discuss what part the funding 
announced by the UK Government during the 2016 Autumn Budget Statement can play in 
delivering our plans.  Effective partnerships with the UK Government and Ofcom are vital if 
we are to deliver our objectives in what remains a reserved area.  
 
Activity will be delivered in phases and we anticipate that new procurement activity will 
commence later this year.  The progress of these procurements will directly influence our 
ability to spend during 2017-18 and may require some re-profiling of budgets from one year 
to the next.  It is vital, however, that procurements are designed correctly and deliver what 
we want them to.    
 
The forthcoming refresh of the Scottish Government’s digital strategy is an opportunity to set 
out our delivery approach in more detail.  We would be keen to organise a private briefing 
session for the Committee with lead officials at that point to discuss the issues raised in the 
report in more detail. 
 
 

Common Agricultural Policy (CAP) Payments 
 
Recommendation 
 
16. The Committee requests further information from the Scottish Government as 
to why there were such significant increases in depreciation charges arising from the 
CAP Futures IT system in recent years. The Committee also calls for further clarity on 
the nature of the corporate recharges of £8m that are set out in the draft budget. 
 
Response 
 

 



St Andrew’s House, Regent Road, Edinburgh  EH1 3DG 

www.gov.scot   
 

The above table provides details of the budget increases in the RPID Payments and 
Administration Budget from 2014-15 to 2017-18.  This was shared with the REC Committee 
in a written response from the Cabinet Secretary.   The REC Committee have requested 
more details of the increases in budget for depreciation charges of £16.2m for the Futures 
system and corporate recharges of £8m. 
 
a) The increase in budget for depreciation charges of £16.2m (£4.3m + £11.9m) for the 
Futures system in 2015-16 and 2016-17. 
 
The Scottish Government accounting policy is to depreciate major IT system assets over a 
period of three to ten years, depending on the type of asset and the risk of obsolescence. 
Assets are depreciated when they are brought into use. As the economic life of the Futures 
asset was related to the CAP period the life of the asset was initially set not to exceed this..  
As the asset moves closer to the end of the CAP period then the asset life for any items 
capitalised after 2015 will be shorter. However, the life of the asset is reviewed annually.  
 
The Futures Business Case V4 (dated March 2014) was the first version to include estimates 
for annual depreciation charges.  These are as listed below and are compared to the table 
above. 
 

 Business Case (V4) 
£m 

Budget 
£m 

2015-16 6.9 4.3 

2016-17 9.9 11.9 

 
The increase from 2015-16 to 2016-17 for both reflects when elements of the asset are 
brought into use.  There were delays in the implementation of parts of the asset planned for 
2015-16 and costs of the Futures asset have exceeded initial estimates.  
 
b) The increase in budget for corporate recharges  2017-18 
 
Costs of maintaining buildings and  corporate IT and telecommunication systems are 
managed centrally.   However, in the past couple of years these costs have been recharged 
to those directorates who are benefitting from their use  These ensures  best use of the 
assets.   The AFRC Payments and Administration budget has been increased in 2017-18 to 
cover the cost of these corporate recharges. 
 

Active Travel 
 
Recommendation 
 
18. The Committee calls on the Scottish Government to set out how it can increase 
funding for active travel in order to make tangible progress towards meeting its stated 
target. 
 
Response 
 
We have increased funding for active travel in recent years to record levels – at a time when 
our discretionary budget has been cut in real terms. Total funding to support active travel 
from 2011-12 through to 2017-18 is over £215 million and our Programme for Government 
confirms our commitment to maintain funding for active travel at record levels for the life of 
this parliament.  
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Rail Fares 
 
Recommendation 
 
19. The Committee welcomes the initiative by the Scottish Government which will 
provided a week’s free travel for some regular rail travellers in Scotland but call on 
clarity on how it will be funded. 
 
Response 
 

Transport Scotland officials and ScotRail agreed a proposal to thank passengers for their 
patience during the investment and improvement of rail services - a £3 million fares offers - 
which means monthly and annual season ticket holders will benefit from a free week’s 
travel.  Alongside this, ScotRail will develop a set of offers for weekly season ticket holders, 
daily commuters and leisure travellers to ensure more passengers can benefit.  The free 
week is broadly equivalent to the value of a freeze in fares for regular passengers.  

  
The first £1.8m of the funding is to be provided by ScotRail from funds it already holds 
through the SQUIRE Investment Fund with the remaining £1.2m coming from Transport 
Scotland’s budget. 
 

Concessionary Travel Scheme 
 
Recommendation 
 
21. The Committee notes the Scottish Government’s assurance that they proposed 
budget reduction will have no impact on current entitlement. However, it calls for 
further clarity on whether this cut will have any consequential impact on bus services 
and ticket process for the general public. 
 
 
 
 
Response 
 
The Scottish Government does not expect that it will have any such consequential impact. 
The rate of payment is set at a level designed to ensure operators are no better or worse off 
from carrying passengers under the scheme. As the rate of payment is not changing and 
since the budget cap is set to reflect expected demand and is higher than this year’s 
expected outturn, no impact is envisaged on bus services or on ticket prices for the general 
public. 
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Additional Forestry Contribution 
 
 
Para 45.  The Committee supports the view that forest land assets should not be sold 
off without the purchase of additional land for productive planting to offset the 
potential loss to the National Forest Estate. It also notes the importance of recycling 
income generated from asset sales directly back into the Forestry Commission. 
 
The Scottish Government has confirmed that it intends to continue its programme of new 
woodland creation on Scotland’s National Forest Estate funded by forest and land sales via 
the New Woodland Investment Programme. 
 
Forest Enterprise Scotland has notified stakeholders, including local communities of 3700ha, 
circa £10M, of forest and land for sale in FY 17/18.  The income raised will be used for 
woodland creation on the National Forest Estate. 

  

Para 46. The Committee recommends that the Scottish Government should include 
the requirement for an appropriate forestry management plan as part of all productive 
forest estate land sales in order to ensure that the timber supply is maintained once 
land is sold. This will have a beneficial impact on the functioning of the rural 
economy. 
 
Officials in Forest Enterprise Scotland have sought legal advice which has highlighted that a 
burden of this nature, such as maintaining a timber supply, would be difficult to prepare in 
legal terms as well as enforce. Introducing a ‘legal’ provision for all future sales to be 
managed productively would be contrary to what the Scottish Government is trying to 
achieve via the introduction of the Title Conditions Act (Scotland) 2003.  
 

Furthermore introducing a burden or something similar will impact on the marketing and 
potential end value achieved as well as complicating and potentially delaying the sales 
process. 
 
Most woodland marketed by Forest Enterprise Scotland is sold with existing approved 
management plans in place and it is possible for new owners to adopt these. In practice 
most owners would want to prepare a new management plan which reflects their own 
objectives. In order to access forestry grant funding in Scotland, woodlands of all sizes need 
to be covered by an approved management plan, which complies with the UK Forestry 
Standard. 
 
 
Para 52 The Committee seeks further clarification from the Scottish Government 
regarding the position of tenant farmers in relation to grants for tree planting and who 
would be the beneficiary of any profit from the harvest of the trees. 
 
Grants for tree planting can be paid to any person who has the legal right to plant the trees 
and take on the responsibility to deliver the grant contract requirements. This can be either 
the tenant or the landowner depending upon the terms of the tenancy and what has been 
agreed between the tenant and the landowner. 
Where trees have been planted, the ownership, and who benefits from any future profit from 
harvesting will be determined by the terms of the tenancy agreement and not the grant 
contract. The grant contract provides funding towards the costs of establishing woodland, it 
doesn’t require the contract holder to own the trees or the land, just to have a legal right or 
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permission to plant and maintain the trees for the duration of the Forestry Grant Scheme 
contract, which is typically 20 years. 
 
 
58. The Committee calls on the Scottish Government to consider what support and 
resources might be made available to amenity woodland owners to assist in dealing 
with pests and diseases which might spread to productive timber forests. 

 

Tackling threats to tree health is a priority for the Scottish Government and our approach to 
preventing the spread of diseases that affect woodlands and forestry is set out in the 
Scottish Plant Health Strategy published in March last year.  Forestry Commission Scotland 
works with the industry, and seeks advice from, a wide range of stakeholders including the 
Scottish Tree Health Advisory Group. It provides financial support to facilitate some key 
disease management operations within the Forestry Grants Scheme.  It is dedicated to 
increasing awareness of pests and diseases in Scotland and to achieving cultural change 
towards improved biosecurity, as evidenced by the current ‘Keep it clean’ campaign.  

 
 
 


