
From: Michael Breslin (personal) [mailto:michael@breslin.com]  

Sent: 23 February 2015 14:02 
To: Fraser McKinlay 

Subject: Castle Toward & Argyll and Bute Council 

 

Good afternoon Fraser, please find attached a complaint about the manner in which 

Argyll & Bute Council has handled the community buyout of Castle Toward by South 

Cowal Community Development Company. 

 

A number of people have assisted with the drafting of this complaint but I have to take 

responsibility for the final edits to it. Please note what has been said on page 14 about 

those who have put their names to this. 

 

Thank you 

 

 

Michael Breslin 

St Colmac’s 

Toward 

Dunoon 

Argyll PA23 7UD 

 

01369 870 393 (home) 

07836 251 259 (mobile) 

 

 
From: Fraser McKinlay [mailto:FMcKinlay@audit-scotland.gov.uk]  
Sent: 03 April 2015 13:40 
To: 'Michael Breslin (personal)'; Breslin, Michael (Michael.Breslin@argyll-bute.gov.uk) 
Subject: RE: Castle Toward & Argyll and Bute Council 
 
Dear Councillor Breslin 
 
Thank you very much for your email, which included an attached complaint about the manner in 
which Argyll & Bute Council has handled the community buyout of Castle Toward by South Cowal 
Community Development Company. I apologise for the time it has taken to reply. I note the number 
of local people who are listed as signatories to the complaint, including yourself, and I recognise the 
strength of feelings that this issue has generated.   
 
The external auditor for Argyll and Bute Council has carried out a review of the decision on the 
proposal for a community buy out of Castle Toward.  The auditor’s conclusion is that it was for the 
Council to decide on whether to accept or reject a purchase proposal for Castle Toward  from South 
Cowal Community Development Company.  In making this decision it is appropriate that the elected 
members considered a range of factors including the details of the proposal, the District Valuer's 
valuation of the property, and the wider financial implications for the council.  The auditor’s 
conclusion and any further developments on this matter will be included in the Annual Report on the 
2014/15 Audit that will be published in September.  
 

mailto:michael@breslin.com
mailto:FMcKinlay@audit-scotland.gov.uk
mailto:Michael.Breslin@argyll-bute.gov.uk


I can confirm that the material you included in your email was considered. While it is clear that the 
signatories to the complaint feel very unhappy, not only with the decision itself, but with how events 
unfolded, the auditor concluded that the council took account of a suitable range of factors and was 
entitled to make the decision it reached. Some of the points made in your complaint are by their 
nature difficult to evidence and so we cannot reach a conclusion on these. 
 
You will, of course, be aware that we are also undertaking wider Best Value audit work at the 
council, with a report due to go to the Accounts Commission later this year. This work will consider 
progress made by the council in the areas highlighted by the Commission in its findings on the July 
2014 audit report. We are also interested in whether local tensions relating to particular items of 
council business, such as Castle Toward, indicate any wider issues with council procedures, the way 
it engages with local communities or the quality of services provided. 
 
Thank you once again for bringing your concerns to my attention. I am sure we will be in touch again 
as the audit work continues in the coming weeks and months. 
 
Regards 
 
Fraser 
 
 

 
 

Good afternoon Fraser, thank you for your reply of 3 April. 

 

I have consulted with those whose names were on the complaint and while the final 

words are mine as before, we’re all content with the broad thrust of the following 

response. 

 

We are very disappointed in your reply Fraser. We always understood the point about 

the council being able to accept or reject an offer for this property. That, however, 

was not what we complained about. We complained about seven specific elements of the 

process, some of which are ongoing. We remain of the view that these should be 

investigated and we make the following points 

 

1 Is it acceptable for any public body to incur ongoing security and other costs 

of around £20k per month and not to factor this into the assessment of the 

worth of an offer for the property? 

2 Is it acceptable for the process to be drawn out, possibly deliberately, and 

for the work of HIE to be duplicated by the council? 

3 Is it acceptable for a loan offer to be made using public funds in the full 

knowledge that it could not be repaid? 

4 Is it acceptable to bypass the area committee completely during this process 

despite the area committee being the correct locus for the initial decision on 

the sale? 



5 Is it acceptable and ethical for the loan offer to be made with a clause in it 

that would see the bulk of the property revert to council ownership in 3 

years’ time? 

6 Is it acceptable, ethical and legal for officers of the council to lead the 

community development company to believe a deal could be done if they 

dropped the appeal, only to renege on this? 

7 Is it acceptable for a special council meeting to be manipulated by the 

council administration in the way illustrated? 

 

I do not need to tell you that our answers would be in the negative to each of these 

questions and that is why we consider an investigation is essential. 

 

Perhaps the worst aspect of this is the fact that if our concerns and allegations are all 

true (and we believe they are), and if Audit Scotland maintains its current stance not 

to investigate, then the perpetrators will be given renewed confidence that this kind of 

behaviour is acceptable and can therefore be repeated. 

 

Surely Audit Scotland does not wish to give the green light to conduct of this nature? 

 

We ask you to reconsider your position and to carry out a thorough investigation into 

this affair. I am copying in a selected number of those who were supportive of the 

original complaint. 

 

Regards 

 

 

Michael Breslin 

St Colmac’s 

Toward 

Dunoon 

Argyll PA23 7UD 

 

01369 870 393 (home) 

07836 251 259 (mobile) 

 

 
 
From: Fraser McKinlay [mailto:FMcKinlay@audit-scotland.gov.uk]  
Sent: 17 April 2015 11:29 
To: 'Michael Breslin' 
Cc: Fiona Mitchell-Knight; Ronnie Nicol 
Subject: RE: Castle Toward & Argyll and Bute Council 
 
Dear Councillor Breslin 
 

mailto:FMcKinlay@audit-scotland.gov.uk


First of all, my apologies for taking a wee while to come back to you. I was on leave last week and I 
wanted to reflect further with the team before responding to you. I have copied in Fiona Mitchell-
Knight, the council’s appointed external auditor, and Ronnie Nicol, our Assistant Director with 
responsibility for all of our BV work in councils,  who is leading the ongoing BV work in Argyll and 
Bute. 
 
Having carefully considered again your request for me to investigate the Castle Toward decision, I 
am still of the view that additional specific work on the decision the Council has reached would not 
be appropriate at this time. I am satisfied that Fiona’s team has done sufficient work to reach the 
conclusion that I set out in my earlier e-mail to you.  Fiona is happy to speak with you about her 
work, where she can pick up in more detail  your specific questions below. She will be in touch 
separately about setting up that conversation.  
 
I am sorry that you, and others in the local community, are disappointed by my decision. As I 
explained in my earlier e-mail, we are kicking off our further follow up work on wider Best Value 
issues in the council, with a report due to go to the Accounts Commission no later than the end of 
2015. We are now firming up our plans for that audit work. For example, it is likely that we will 
interview all Argyll and Bute councillors on this occasion, and we intend to offer interviews to all 
MSPs and MPs from the local area. In addition, we will also be looking to meet some local 
community groups as part of our wider work into how Argyll and Bute Council engages with its local 
communities. We would be happy to include the South Cowal Community Development Company, 
among others, in that strand of work. We will be in touch with them directly in due course about 
that.  
 
Finally, it is perhaps worth noting the range of work that Audit Scotland has carried out in Argyll and 
Bute in recent months. In addition to the ongoing annual audit work, and the two best value reports 
for the Accounts Commission, our auditors have carried out a range of specific audit work in 
response to local concerns including, for example: 
 

 The Helensburgh Redevelopment Project and the governance arrangements for CHORD 
more generally 

 the proposed Scottish Submarine Museum in Helensburgh 

 the Gourock to Kilgreggan ferry service 

 Rockfield Primary School 

 The commissioning process for the new alcohol and drugs service.  
 
The results of the audit work have been, or will be, reported publically through the annual audit 
process and provide important sources of evidence for our current work into wider issues of 
governance and BV in Argyll and Bute.  
 
Thank you again for your email. Fiona will be in touch soon to set up a conversation with you. 
 
Kind regards 
 
Fraser     

 
Fraser McKinlay 
Controller of Audit and Director, Performance Audit and Best Value 
Audit Scotland 
DD: 0131 625 1620 
Mob: 07748 333 66 




