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The current debate over service choices offers us an opportunity. My idea of that opportunity might 

be very different from the one Cllr Colville spoke about in April at the Policy & Resources meeting 

but any challenge to an organisation always contain opportunities. It’s identifying those and 

responding to them that are sometimes difficult. 

I need to start this paper with an assumption. The assumption is that, for the most part,  the services 

the council currently delivers are ones most of us wish to continue. If that assumption isn’t broadly 

correct, then we should have done something about this before financial pressure makes us do it. 

We presumably wish to protect service delivery but with a declining budget. 

For me, there are 2 clear areas we need to look at first if we are to achieve this protection of 

services. One such area is waste and the other is structure. In many organisations the structure is the 

creator of much of the waste. I believe that this is patently the case in Argyll & Bute. I further believe 

that the most recent changes to the political management arrangements were a lost opportunity to 

do something about this structural waste. In many ways we actually managed to make matters much 

worse, with far more money being spent on a clumsy and unaccountable political structure. 

I have long been of the view that the council is too large and it covers areas that are so diverse the 

interests of one area don’t match those of another. I also believe that the vertical management 

structure leaves the local areas pretty much powerless and almost everything leads back to Kilmory. 

Just think for a minute how the structure forces us as councillors to travel back and forwards to 

Kilmory then think of the officers who do the same. It costs a lot of money, is very wasteful of time, 

it exposes all of us to danger on the roads and it pollutes our environment. 

A check through my own travel costs for the financial year just ended shows that 65% of my costs 

were to and from Kilmory. Many councillors travel to and from far more often although the mid 

Argyll councillors will travel far less but it’s probably a fair guess to say that 65% of the total T&S 

costs for councillors will be spent going to and from Kilmory.  In 2013-14 that  65% amounted to 

£110k.  It’s unlikely that the same percentage could be applied to staff travel costs but if we assume 

the figure is around 40%, then that equates to some £740k. That means there is a potential saving of 

£850k per annum simply by localising the way this council operates. 

An even more wasteful aspect is the time used to travel. It is, generally, unproductive time. A 

standard Kilmory and return journey for me is a minimum of 3 hours. For some councillors and staff 

more time is needed for that return journey. In the case of staff, the time is expensive time and the 

higher the pay grade the more expensive the time. 

Is continuing as we are wasteful? I think so. 

There is precious little local accountability. There would be far more accountability if we knew that 

every decision we made was public and directly affected our local areas. Councillors, for years, have 

been able to say one thing locally, do another centrally and then blame Kilmory. We make far too 

many decisions in private (just ask Audit Scotland) and that further reduces our local accountability. 

It also leads to the council and its councillors being treated with some disdain by the public. Worst of 

all, it makes local people feel powerless, disconnected with the decision makers and leads to voter 

apathy. Taking Scotland as a whole, the turnout in 2012 was 39.1%. In 2007, the turnout was 52.8%. 

Only one of our 11 wards in the 2012 election had a turnout of over 50% and that was ward 2 with 

50.62%. Overall, it would be fair to describe turnout as pathetic. 
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To help fix these problems we need  major legislative change but that isn’t likely to happen soon so 

we need to find a way to fix at least some of the Argyll & Bute problems by internal structural 

change. I know some will groan and say we’ve just done this with the current political management 

arrangements but I think we got it wrong so we now need to do even more to localise this council 

within the existing legal framework. This would be a major policy change and it would be a key way 

in which the structural waste can be eliminated and services retained as far as is possible. 

The current service choices options as laid out in the paper to the Policy & Resources Committee in 

early April don’t address the issue of waste at all. The bread slicer is out instead of the salami slicer, 

cutting deep into areas of our operations that I believe we need to protect, eg adult care. That isn’t 

to say there isn’t waste in a service like adult care but the danger is that by focussing on a % cut, the 

easy cuts may be made while the waste remains. 

The focus needs to be on waste first, then measure what the % effect is. Focussing on a % cut is the 

wrong way round, at least  in the first instance. 

To take but 2 examples from the initial proposals on cuts considered at the P&R committee on 2 

April, we propose taking 20% off the amenity services budget but we also propose increasing the 

budget of economic development. I would do the reverse. Amenity services staff already struggle to 

do all that is asked of them but their critical tasks of keeping our towns and villages clean and tidy is 

a key contributor to the economies of the area, and in a low cost manner. At the moment, if there is 

a spate of burials in Dunoon, for example, the flower beds are left unmaintained or the grass isn’t 

cut simply because there isn’t sufficient staff capacity. 

I would increase the amenity services budget significantly and close down the economic 

development service. The latter should be done because it duplicates what HIE does and there is no 

measurement being done of how it benefits local economies. Instead, we should use half the current 

cost of this service to assist HIE to increase their capacity and create a single door for businesses old 

and new to get assistance and advice from. 

There is one more issue that would need tackled as part of this and that is the Scotland wide 

agreement on chief officers’ salaries. This would need to be breached if these proposals were to 

work but at a local level it would not be a major obstacle because there would not be many who 

would be affected. In summary, my proposals are as follows split firstly into the political/policy  

changes then the operational effects of these political/policy  changes.  

Political 

1 Retain A&BC as the council to avoid legislative change. 

2 Agree on the areas to be administered locally. The convenient way of doing this would 

be to use the 4 existing areas but these don’t need to be used if there is agreement on a 

better alternative, and there may be. For the purposes of the rest of this I’ll assume the 

4 current areas though. 

3 The area committees would be responsible for all services in their areas but to introduce 

a more local say in matters, we could invite a number of non-elected locals to be 

members of the area committees on a full voting basis. I would double the number on 

the area committee by adding non-elected people, possibly from the community 

councils, business etc. I understand that this is possible at the moment in terms of the 
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current council constitution. Meetings would generally be in the evenings to allow 

working people to be present. 

4 Area chairs, and possibly one or two others, would form an Argyll & Bute wide 

committee of some sort, probably with the management team as outlined earlier. 

5 Full council meetings might then be a twice yearly event. There may be a need for the 3 

areas to agree on a council wide issue but this could be done area by area and not at the 

full council meeting. If need be, these 4 area committees could meet in their local areas 

at the same time connected by VC. There are ways and means, and we need to identify 

them and use them. 

Operational consequences of policy change 

6 Retain only those central posts which are absolutely necessary either for legal reasons, 

eg chief social worker or financial ones, eg head of strategic finance, monitoring officer 

etc. (but see further on). The key criteria would be legal necessity and/or operational 

efficiency. 

7 Appoint 4 people to be the area managers. These 4 would form the management team 

along with, say, the strategic finance person, monitoring officer, chief social worker and 

someone from education. The role of chief executive would be shared on a rotating 

basis by the 4 area managers. The area managers would have the final operational say 

over all services in their areas subject to any legal advice or external advice, eg external 

inspection agencies. Salaries would be attractive but significantly less than at present. 

8 Looking at the biggest service, education, I would suggest that the management 

structure above the head teachers should be determined by the people who use it, the 

schools. The current proposals seek to protect this but why? Arguably we could get 

significant savings by asking the schools where savings should be made. Give them the 

option of losing non-teaching staff and their supplies budget or having a clumsy and 

expensive structure such as we currently have and I guess I know what they would do. 

Buying in advisory and psychological services from elsewhere might be the smart thing 

to do, who knows, but give this choice to the users, the schools and their head teachers. 

This would bring control to the head teachers and at a local level. There would be 

nothing to stop the areas cooperating on something central if that is what they 

considered best use of the money. There is close to £2.6m in these services at the 

moment and the people best placed to determine what they need and how they are to 

be delivered are the schools who use them. 

9 Some central services like legal, property and estates services would be put out to 

competitive tender. There may well be others. The tendency in the past has been to 

privatise the jobs of the lowest paid, the result being they get paid even less. Let’s be 

radical and look further up the tree because there could be other benefits in terms of 

the quality of service as well. 

10 The identification of waste in the services in 4.2.5 and 4.2.7 in the P&R paper becomes a 

priority because while it may be correct to protect these services, there must be ways of 

making them more efficient. 

11 The economic development function should be wound up. A proportion of the current 

spend would then be handed over to HIE on an agreed basis to ensure a far more 

coordinated approach to economic development. Business Gateway would become part 
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of HIE again. This is completely counter to the current proposal to increase spend. I 

believe we can spend far less and get greater impact by allowing HIE to do the work for 

us. It would also create a single access point for the customer for business services and 

would make the community planning process more efficient. 

12 As many of our major assets as possible, eg ports, harbours, Oban airport etc would be 

handed over to local groups so that the brains and talents of local people are used to 

exploit the huge economic potential they have. The airport might have to go to HIAL but 

we need to divest ourselves of it .  A dynamic approach to asset management could be 

part of the regeneration effort the area needs.  

 

 

 We need to go much further than ever before to allow our 

communities and our community planning partners to manage our 

services, possibly jointly, if they are able to produce efficiency 

savings. 

 We are not, and never can be, the fount of all wisdom; we need to 

use the much greater collective wisdom that’s already with us all over 

Argyll & Bute. 

 We also need to allow local staff much greater freedom, and 

incentives, to be entrepreneurial. There are accounting and other 

changes needed to enable this so that, for example, amenity services 

can take on contracts for 3rd parties and retain the income rather 

than it vanish into a central pot somewhere. 

 

Localisation is the key, politically and operationally. Accountability and 

efficiency are the payback from that localisation. 

 

 

Cllr Michael Breslin  26 May 2015 
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Additional thoughts 

If you  think my localisation argument is wrong, then please read on for what others think. 

The bigger is better case often argues that there are economies of scale the larger the operation. 

That is partly true but the problem is that the larger the operation, the easier it is to become 

trapped in needless bureaucracy, endless committees, suppression of entrepreneurialism and 

creation of waste, often well hidden and protected by the fiefdoms that feed from this. 

The economies of scale that exist are very often completely outweighed by the diseconomies 

created by that very same scale. The following link may assist: 

http://locality.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/Locality-Report-Diseconomies-web-version.pdf 

Here are some quotes from this report, part written by Professor John Seddon. 

This report presents a counter view. We argue that scale and standardisation are the problem, not 

the solution. 

 

 
 

 

 

Also, look at: http://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2011/nov/10/small-is-beautiful-

economic-idea 

http://locality.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/Locality-Report-Diseconomies-web-version.pdf
http://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2011/nov/10/small-is-beautiful-economic-idea
http://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2011/nov/10/small-is-beautiful-economic-idea

