
June 5th 2015 

Dear Ms Loudon,                

 

Poor Standards of practice in Argyll and Bute  

I am writing to you as I am extremely concerned to see the bland replies in response to complaints 

to A&B Council about Castle Toward.     This lack of taking complaints seriously is now compounded 

by; 

 your astounding move along with two of your officers referring Cllr Breslin to the Ethics 

Committee 

 the last Council Performance and Review Scrutiny Committee examination of the issues of 

the sale.   

The points made by Chair Ian M Ross are exactly those highlighted during the sale process by a 

range of people, including MSPs and Councillors,  as serious misrepresentations and biases in 

information that guided other councillors in their decision to vote against the sale.    

To have those issues ignored during the sale process when a difference in outcome could have been 

made had they been heeded, is of gravest concern.   Your replies to date seem to indicate a very 

cursory look at the issues raised, bringing in irrelevant comments about the workforce of Argyll and 

Bute, and no detail whatsoever to lead us to believe there have been any meaningful investigations.    

We do not raise these issues lightly as there is a strong desire to work cooperatively between 

community and Council.  It is because of our commitment to our communities and to A&B as a 

whole we raise them as a set of well informed, evidence based, articulate and committed people 

who care.   

Given the Performance and Review Scrutiny Committee is not dismissing the issues we all raised 

time and time again during the process, I wonder how this Council is going to deal with the blockage 

of the sale to rectify the fact that the decision now looks as if it was unsound.  This needs to happen 

in a swift, fair and transparent manner.  I wonder how you are going to now acknowledge that the 

community has had justified concerns.    

While you currently may not agree that there have been issues, it is clear that the community 

considers there is as well as Chair Ian M Ross.  If by any chance you could prove those concerns 

unfounded, it is still NOT good practice to have this kind of schism arise between a community and 

its Councillors and Officers. It is NOT good enough to blame the Councillors who argued for the sale, 

and threaten them with disciplinary action, while ignoring a range of issues that have arisen in the 

process of this sale.   

At its simplest, the Council should take action to ensure this kind of situation never arises again and 

good practice is put in place.    At worst, it currently looks like all the concerns raised do have 

foundation.  At best, the Council should revisit the Castle Toward decision now.  

As it seems the Council and Councillors have had difficulties in understanding the issues that have 

been brought to your attention time and time again, let me outline a few key ones that lead to the 

sale not going through.    

  



Specific Issues   

Castle Toward Buyout Process  

1. We and a range of authoritative people ( MSP’s,Councillors) feel the Council used constant 

misinterpretation of State Aid rules, selling assets to communities etc.  You need to evidence 

why the opinions of knowledgeable experts, and Community Planning Partners who backed 

the sale made sense to ignore.  No one has the right to make poor decisions based on biased 

evidence.   In this situation, given the number and range of complaints I think good practice 

makes it incumbent upon you to explain this to your communities fully so we can 

understand the reasoning.   It is evident to me reading the State Aid ruling and taking into 

account the expert advice obtained by SCDDC, that the risk under State Aid rules was small 

as long as SCDDC stuck to the business plan submitted.   Please explain why the Council 

focused on the statements from the SAU about low to medium risk when ignoring their 

statements about minimal risk if the business plan was adhered to.   

2. The analysis of overall risk in the table presented in the 18th Dec papers to the P&R 

Committee is seriously flawed.  It shows risk against SCDDC despite backing from HIE and the 

Land Trust, yet no risk to the Council keeping CT and trying to sell it on the open market. This 

is despite £800 per day costs and failure to sell before.  Please investigate this risk analysis as 

it is biased.  

3. The offer of a discount if the appeal against the District Valuers valuation is a key issue.  

Please explain why the offer of a discount was made in a meeting then ignored ( notes of the 

meeting were sent by SCDDC to Officers stating the discount was offered and that note was 

not challenged by the officers as inaccurate).   The offer is pivotal the process and led to the 

District Valuer valuation becoming a key reason not to sell to SCDDC.  This is therefore 

crucial.     

4. Furthermore, it is good practice for valuers to sit down together to thrash out differences in 

valuation.  Despite SCDDC asking for this, no meeting took place.  Why was good practice 

not followed?  Please explain this and draw conclusions regarding your processes and 

briefings to Councillors.  

a) Why was it considered too risky to sell to SCDDC but not too risky to loan to SCDDC? Please 

investigate the reasoning here and explain.   

Bullying and manipulation of process  

You seem to take the actions of a councillor who is representing his constituents more seriously than 

very damaging allegations of bullying and manipulation of process by a Councillor and an Officer.     

This shows no understanding at all of workforce and whistleblowing policies.   It is recognised widely 

by statutory agencies and the Government that whistleblowers need anonymity and a safe 

environment to come forward.   

The issues Common Weal raise have history that I would be surprised if you did not know. They have 

not come out of the blue.  This is why when Common Weal raised them, it is therefore of concern to 

us.   

Can you explain why you feel happy to ignore all this good practice in dealing with anonymously 

raised bullying and manipulation accusations through the third party of Common Weal? Can you  

present the evidence that leads you to feel you can ignore the allegations?   

  



What we expect - robust independent investigation 

Communities in Argyll and Bute are wondering when investigations will take place to either confirm  

or refute the above issues in a vigorous manner that can evidence; 

1. what the investigation looked at 

2. who undertook it  

3. how this was done 

4. genuine openness and transparency 

5. what measures were put in place to ensure independence and that staff and communities 

can speak out without fear of any negative impact on them 

It is important to restore confidence in the Council and to tackle poor practice.   By poor practice I do 

not mean the technicalities of using Council process and procedure correctly in a strict sense – that 

can come under ‘manipulation’, but in the spirit of coproduction which is meant to be at the heart of 

Council relationships.     

The above are just a few of the issues that can and should be looked into.  I feel I have to be specific 

as you have simply dismissed out of hand all the complaints and issues put to the Council over a long 

period.  I am sure a trawl of the complaints to you could also give you a long and fuller list.  

These concerns have now been vindicated by the discussion held at the last Performance Review 

Scrutiny Committee.  The Community will not rest until they see open, transparent and robust 

action.   Please also refer this letter to your complaints department.  

Regards    

Lorna Ahlquist 

Innellan 

  

 

 

 

 


