
Stopping the Argyll and Bute Cuts  

A briefing paper on how the present  situation has arisen, how it 
is being manipulated by the current administration and what can 
be done to reject the cuts, save council services, build 
population and create a better future for the area. 

Executive Summary 

• These cuts are unprecedented in scale and range.


• Every family in Argyll and Bute is likely to be affected in some way.


• Argyll and Bute Council are proposing to consult on 145 separate cuts 
proposals, including 44 separate cuts to Education Services including 
the removal of support for some of the most vulnerable and least able 
children in the area.  

• The Council has still to bring forward proposed cuts in Social Work and 
in the services which are being integrated with NHS Highland.  

• The cuts will result in the loss of many hundreds of Council jobs - 
the equivalent of more than 400 full time Council posts. 

• The cuts have been drawn up without adequate consultation and 
without reference to their potential effect.  They ignore potential savings 
to be made in Council administration and by Councillors themselves.     

• There has been no external verification of the extent of the Council’s 
funding crisis nor any external assistance in looking at possible 
solutions which do not involve such drastic action. 

• The Council’s present administration includes Tories who are supporters 
of austerity and smaller government and Liberals and others who are 
strong opponents of the current Scottish Government.    It is clear that 
these cuts are being pursued for political purposes as much as for 
financial ones, proof of which lies in the very political motion proposed 
by the Council Leader and Depute Leader when introducing the cuts 
package.  
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• The Council seeks to blame all of its problems on the Scottish 
Government for political purposes but has failed to provide any 
evidence for that assertion.  There is no doubt that blame for a large 
part of the problems lies with the Council itself and the effect of 
Westminster austerity is  also being felt.  

• The Council has known about the problems it says it now has for some 
time but has taken no effective steps to tackle them.  Advice from Audit 
Scotland about reconfiguration of services has been ignored in 
preference to increasing the number of highly paid staff. 

• Council funding is related to population and the problems in Argyll and 
Bute are, by the admission of the Council leader himself, made much 
worse by the depopulation being experienced.  However the Council 
has failed to tackle depopulation and has no strategy in place to 
increase population, even by the National average, which would solve 
any financial shortfall in 5 years. 

• The Council has made no effective representations to COSLA, the 
Scottish Government or the Westminster Government about ways in 
which it could mitigate the effect of the financial shortfalls.  It has not 
met with key individuals in order to seek support and assistance for its 
case. 

• The SNP Parliamentarians  in Argyll and Bute have brought forward 
an initial list of 20 possible alternatives to the present programme of 
cuts. These proposals would decentralise services, putting decision 
making into the hands of local people and make more effective use of 
Council resources.  SNP Councillors will make additional proposals 
and working together the SNP in Argyll and Bute will do everything 
it can to find a better way forward.  

• The SNP now offers its support to communities, Trades Unions, staff 
and individuals across the area with the aim of resisting the cuts and 
developing a positive set of responses to the present disastrous 
mismanagement of the Council. 
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Introduction 

On Thursday 8th October Argyll and Bute Council’s Policy and Resources Committee 
passed the following resolution, proposed by the Council Administration, with only the 
SNP Group dissenting.


That members of the Policy and Resources Committee: 

Note that 80% of the Council’s funding comes from the Scottish Government. 

Notes the eight-year Council Tax freeze and the Scottish Government’s penalty scheme for 
local authorities which do not participate. 

Note that the Council’s grant from the Scottish Government has been reduced by over £30m 
in recent years while funding for other public agencies has increased (in one case by £17m). 

Note that Argyll and Bute Council’s funding from the Scottish Government is predicted to 
reduce substantially over the coming years, resulting in a budget gap of between £21.7m 
and £26m.  

Welcomes the advice in Audit Scotland’s annual report to members and the Controller of 
Audit dated September 2015, which notes the following key points about Argyll and Bute 
Council’s financial management: 

▪ The Council’s financial management in  2014/15 has been effective 

▪ The Council has a good history of keeping expenditure within budget 

▪ Budgets are closely monitored with progress against budget being regularly reported 

▪ Governance arrangements are generally sound and improvements are in progress 

▪ Key financial controls operated effectively during 2014/15 

▪ The Council is generally meeting its requirements to report publicly on its performance 

Note the Scottish Government underspend of £413m in 2014 and £347m in 2015 – a total 
underspend of £760m. 

To note the advice supplied by the Auditor General to the Scottish Government where he 
said “that there is a growing need for more information on the financial position of the 
devolved Scottish public sector and has called on the Scottish Government to set out clear 
plans and timescales on how it plans to improve on its financial reporting to enhance proper 
scrutiny of its spending”. 

Note that alongside the budget arrangements and Planning our Future process, the Council 
set up a cross-party project board in April 2015, including 8 Administration members, 4 SNP 
Group members and two trades union representatives.  

Note the consensus among members of the cross-party project board, with no dissensions, 
in agreeing to recommend to this committee that all options for savings go out to public 
consultation as set down in recommendation 3.2 in the report to members.  

Note that the options going out to consultation offer more total savings than required, to 
allow for choice and effective consultation with the public.  

Note that, in light of the reduced funding from the Scottish Government, in order to retain the 
current level and quality of services and job numbers, the Council would have to increase 
Council Tax by around 23% over the next two years in order to meet both the estimated £9m 
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budget gap and a £1.4m hold-back penalty from the Scottish Government for removing the 
Council Tax freeze.  

In light of the lack of sufficient funding from the Scottish Government to deliver the current 
level of Council services and the concerns being expressed to us by our communities, calls 
on the Council’s Trade Unions, SNP Council Group and all members, our constituency and 
regional MSPs and MP to support our request that the Scottish Government provides 
additional funding from the advised Government underspend/surplus to local government in 
Scotland generally but in particular to our Council to assist us in removing the advised gap in 
our funding as they have done with other parts of the public sector, to help us keep 
important Council services and jobs and assist with the removal of savings.    

Agrees that the Council Leader writes to the Depute First Minister requesting additional 
funding for our Council and that, until the security of that additional funding is forthcoming, 
that members agree to the recommendations to council that all options go out for public 
consultation. 

Note that as part of the savings scoring a matrix will be developed, building on the work 
done with the trades unions as set down in paras 4.3.1 and 4.3.2 in the report before 
members. 

Note that as part of the stage 3 templates, options for consideration followed a rapid 
equalities impact assessment with the intention of a full EQIA being carried out by Heads of 
Service alongside the consideration on the agreed matrix which will contain scoring and 
weightings prior to any savings option moving to firm budget savings proposals for 
consideration by the Council at its budget meeting in 2016. 

Agrees to support the recommendations to set up an Innovation and Growth Fund as 
specified in the relevant paper.  

Notes the detailed discussion that took place around the consultation paper; agrees that the 
paper should be reviewed in light of these discussions; that all elected members are invited 
to contribute any further comments on the consultation to the Communications Manager 
before 9am on Monday 12th October; and that the reviewed paper will be presented for 
consideration to the Council on 22nd October.  

This resolution refers to a list of “options for savings” which was not published as a 
Council Press Release or notified to all Councillors, but instead was published as 
an appendix to a Council paper for the meeting and can be found here: 

http://www.argyll-bute.gov.uk/moderngov/documents/s103359/Service
%20Choices%20Report%20-%20Appendix%201.pdf 

The appendix consists of 10 pages of proposed cuts, totalling £8.193 million in 
financial year 2016/17, £12.312 million in the following year and £13.839 in future 
years.  The paper does not make it clear if these are cumulative.  FTE job losses in 
the paper are however understood to be cumulative, which means there would be 
an estimated 242.1 in the first year, 165.9 in the second year and 16.3 in 
subsequent years, giving a total FTE impact of 424.3.  However as many of the 
posts that are threatened are part time the impact on the number of  individuals 
would be greater.


There are in total 145 cuts in the package of which 44 are within the Education 
Department and 29 affect Roads and Amenity Services with other departments, 
which are lower spending, contributing proportionally lower numbers of options.   
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Some of the education cuts target areas of statutory delivery including the 
provision of help for those with Additional Support Needs (45% reduction in ASN 
Assistants), and the provision of home and hospital tuition (25% cut).  The 
suggested cuts also include the abolition of the Early Years Change Fund, the 
withdrawal of all non-statutory provision for children under 5, and severe 
reductions in classroom assistants, musical tuition, janitorial support, specialist 
equipment, school clothing grants and disability access.  Environmental wardens 
will be reduced, all school crossing patrols and all school librarian posts will be 
abolished, flood protection and coastal erosion will be cut back, out of hours 
emergency property services will be discontinued, maintenance budgets will be 
slashed, third sector grants and support will be further reduced, recycling will be 
reduced and costs for everything for business inspection to funerals will be hiked. 


Given the scope of the proposals in terms of effect on council services across the 
board and the preponderance of part time employment in the area it is unlikely that 
any family in Argyll and Bute would be untouched by these cuts and some families 
would be be subject to multiple damaging impacts, the effect of which has not 
been estimated by the Council. 


It should also be noted that the cuts do not include any proposed reductions in 
expenditure by the Council’s Social Work Department nor in areas being integrated 
with Health Services.  These are allegedly still in preparation. 


These proposals and this motion are the outcome of a deeply flawed process and 
will cause huge damage and hardship to Argyll and Bute.  They penalise in 
particular the poorest and those who are least able to defend themselves including 
children with disabilities.  There are several rational and better alternatives, none of 
which have been considered by the Council administration.  This paper uses the 
motion to explain how these problems have arisen, the fallacious and deceitful 
nature of the arguments being made by the Council Administration and puts 
forward alternatives.


Scottish Government Funding of Local Authorities 
Note that 80% of the Council’s funding comes from the Scottish Government. 

Notes the eight-year Council Tax freeze and the Scottish Government’s penalty scheme for local 
authorities which do not participate. 

Note that the Council’s grant from the Scottish Government has been reduced by over £30m in recent 
years while funding for other public agencies has increased (in one case by £17m). 

Note that Argyll and Bute Council’s funding from the Scottish Government is predicted to reduce 
substantially over the coming years, resulting in a budget gap of between £21.7m and £26m.  

Welcomes the advice in Audit Scotland’s annual report to members and the Controller of Audit dated 
September 2015, which notes the following key points about Argyll and Bute Council’s financial 
management: 
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The motion starts out by placing the blame for everything that is to follow firmly on 
the Scottish Government.  That approach was also taken in the debate on the 
issue instigated by the Council Leader Dick Walsh and followed up the Deputy 
Leader Ellen Morton who is the Leader of the Liberal Democrat group on the 
Council.  Ellen Morton even cited what she called the “privatisation” of Scottish 
Water by the Scottish Government as evidence for the need for cuts in Argyll and 
Bute - a rather confused comparison which was also fatally undermined by two 
facts she omitted to mention; first there is no such privatisation being undertaken 
as more than 95% of water supplied in Scotland will still come from a public utility 
and secondly the legislation that makes the Scottish Government tender for water 
services for public utilities and business was proposed by a Liberal Democrat 
Minister in 2005 and passed by a Liberal Democrat / Labour Scottish Executive.


Local Government finance is a complex subject.  However a recent study by the 
Independent Scottish Parliament Information Centre  found that:
1

• Despite Westminster cuts to the Scottish Government, local government’s share of 
the Scottish Budget had decreased by only 0.2% from 1999 to 2016. 

• Local Government budgets over the period 1999 to 2016 have grown almost 
exactly as much as the Scottish Government budget. 

• The Council Tax freeze has provided more money to local authorities than they 
would have got if they had raised Council Taxes by RPI.  

• Local Government income actually increased in 2014/15 and 2015/16. 

The Scottish Government is in the greatest part dependent upon Westminster 
funding and it is Westminster cuts that have created the squeeze on Scottish 
public expenditure which the current Scottish Government has worked hard to 
mitigate for local authorities and for everyone else.  That is likely to become ever 
more difficult given that the re-elected Tory majority Government started its next 
Spending Review process by inviting “government departments to set out plans for 
reductions to their Resource budgets. In line with the approach taken in 2010, HM 
Treasury is asking departments to model two scenarios, of 25% and 40% savings in 
real terms, by 2019-20. "   That would mean further severe reductions in the 2

Scottish Government budget over the next few years, yet there is no mention in the 
motion of Argyll and Bute Council seeking a meeting with Westminster nor any 
criticism of the Tory Government, perhaps because the Tories are part of the ruling 
coalition in Argyll and Bute.


The assertion that Local Government has been singled out for worse treatment 
than other bodies  by the Scottish Government is simply false.  Any exceptions in 

 SPICE ; Financial Scrutiny Unit Briefing.  Local Government Finance Facts and Figures 1

1999-2016

 “A Country that lives within its means” - Spending Review 2015.  HM Treasury CM9112  July 2

2015 
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terms of public bodies (and the exception is not specified in the motion) will have 
been for particular and special reasons. 


The motion also misleads on the issue of the “Scottish Government grant” to Argyll 
and Bute Council.  The monies that come to Argyll and Bute do not come in a 
single direct grant - they come in a variety of ways determined by a formula 
negotiated by COSLA.  If that formula disadvantages Argyll and Bute (as it does in 
several areas including the non-allocation of Island Local Authority Adjustment and 
the tying of the Special Islands Needs Adjustment to GAE) then that is a matter for 
the Council to take up with COSLA, something it has failed to do and indeed it 
goes on paying its subscriptions to COSLA despite such discrimination.


The formula leans heavily on population as a determinant and the Council has 
been singularly unsuccessful in increasing the population of the area.  It is 
therefore the Council’s own failures that contributing in substantial part to an ever 
decreasing budget.


The Council is also very bad at financial forecasting.  The expectation in the motion 
that the Council will be facing a “budget gap of between £21.7m and £26m” is 
remarkably unspecific.  It has also been a moveable feast, with the Council 
projecting a gap up of up to £35 million just six months ago, whilst in 2014 it was 
telling Audit Scotland that the gap might be up to £77 million, a claim which 
appeared in the Annual Audit Document along with Audit Scotland’s view that 
“achieving these savings will require fundamental decisions to be made by 
councillors about future service provision and delivery ” - an injunction that appears 3

to have been ignored by the Council leadership given the nature of the drastic 
piecemeal and rushed proposals now being made.  

In addition, no where in the 10 pages of cuts is there any justification given for the 
degree of change in any spending line or service.  The percentage change where 
that is proposed is given but not the reason for choosing that percentage, any 
account of why a smaller or greater percentage was not chosen and what means of 
forecasting led to this choice. 

Moreover the figures on loss of FTE staff are not collated with the figures that must 
already be in existence from the trawl for voluntary redundancy and early retirement  
which the Council has been undertaking.  So some of these cuts will not be 
necessary because other Council workers have decided to leave the Council’s 
employment and they do different jobs from the ones targeted.  Forecasting impact 
on individual services or budgets without factoring in already agreed voluntary 
redundancies and early retirements can, at best, only produce highly speculative 
proposals which are bound to change. 

Doubtful forecasting and the selection of arbitrary figures has been a feature of the 
Council’s work for a long time.  For example In 2010, when the Council wanted to 

 Audit Scotland; Annual Report on the 2013/14 Argyll and Bute audit, October 2014 3
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close 26 Primary Schools, it was argued that failing to do so would leave the 
Council £2 million in the red.  No justification was given for the choice for the 26 and 
no alternatives were offered.   A successful community campaign defeated those 
closures and the following year the Council’s revenue funds did not show that loss.  
It is little wonder that the Council stopped publishing public predictions of finance 
the following year. 

The Council has neither supplied to its members nor published for its council tax 
payers an external verification of the scale of the Council’s problems.   What is 
being proposed here is an internal politically driven exercise, supported by the 
Tories and Liberals who are wedded to an austerity agenda and who want to reduce 
the scale of the Council work across the area.  Cllr Walsh seems to have bought 
into that political dynamic perhaps because of his long term allegiance to Unionist 
politics and his long term opposition to the SNP. 

No one is denying that local government finance is under pressure and that savings 
will have to be found.  But the scale being suggested and the methods being 
adopted by Argyll and Bute Council are utterly without precedent and there is very 
little evidence to back up either the scale of the estimated problem or the efficacy of 
the estimated solution. 

There are also considerable inconsistencies in the approach taken by Cllr Walsh. 

On taking office for the third time as Council Leader in 2013 he is alleged to have 
told various groups that the budget would be “OK” for a couple of years and would 
then “fall off a cliff”.  But if that was his fear, he has done nothing effective to avoid 
the headlong rush to the precipice. 

Indeed his approach in public was very different, exuding confidence in what lay 
ahead.  For example in November 2013 he told Holyrood Magazine that he was 
"relaxed and comfortable in the role I know I have to play for the remaining life of 
this Council at least” and then went on to say; 

"One of the main problems we face in Argyll and Bute is depopulation. When you 
see the census results, Argyll and Bute is one of the biggest areas of decline in 
terms of population. Related to that is economic development because that is an 
important issue for us. 

Finances will also be a challenge for us as we go ahead because the depopulation 
in many respects ties in with the financial settlements of local authorities – it is a 
double whammy, if you like. 

However, we are very fortunate in the quality of the team we have here in Argyll and 
Bute. I’m clear, as we develop policy, that our clear role is to support the officers 
and that policy has to be relevant to the needs of the people out there. I know 
there’s a lot of jargon around this but we strongly emphasise the importance of 
partnership between politicians and the officers who are expected to implement the 
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services. Local government can’t do what needs to be done on its own, it is 
partnership which is key in all of this. 

We’re determined in our resolve that we do provide sound and stable local 
government in Argyll and Bute because it’s so important to the people out there and 
that’s something we’d like to make clear to them .” 4

So almost exactly two years ago the Council Leader knew what the big problem 
was, knew its relationship to Council finance but still thought he could and would 
deliver "sound and stable" local government.   

If that is how he wishes to be judged then he must accept that by any measure the 
motion passed by Policy and Resources on 8th October is a comprehensive 
admission of failure to “provide sound and stable local government in Argyll and 
Bute”.  Moreover it proves what a complete failure his much vaunted "partnership" 
between Councillors and officials has been.  In fact it appears to have led the area 
to the brink of ruin.   

But this complacency has been Cllr Walsh's hallmark during each budget process 
too.  

For example presenting his budget in 2014 he claimed that;  

“our ambition in going forward is to promote a budget that will act as the catalyst 
that will support stability, service quality and sustainability, economic regeneration 
and growth, the arrest of population decline, continued improvement to our 
infrastructure with improved connectivity and communications. ” 5

and the following year - just six months ago - he was able to assure voters that; 


“effective financial planning underpins the progress we are making. We are doing 
what we committed to do through the Single Outcome Agreement – building a 
prosperous economy through a growing population.  “ 6

The population of course is not growing. And the budget, far from being an 
exercise in successful financial planning which is building a prosperous economy is 
now subject to hundreds of proposed salami slices. 


The motion of course suggests that these failures are all someone else's fault.  Yet  
Cllr Walsh seems strangely unwilling to confront those whom he now blames for 
his predicament.   


For example in August 2015 the Scottish Government held a Cabinet meeting in 
Oban.  Cllr Walsh introduced the public event in the evening, which was a question 

 Holyrood Magazine , 7th November 2013. "Renew & Refresh - Interview with Dick Walsh" 4

 Helensburgh Advertiser, Argyll and Bute Budget Agreed, 20th February 2014 5

 Press Release, Argyll and Bute Council, 13th February 2015 6
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and answer session at which Cabinet Members were available to hear whatever he 
had to say.  He stood on stage in front of virtually the entire Scottish Government 
and introduced the First Minister to the meeting.   


In so doing he made a speech which was, in the largest measure, an account of 
how good his administration was, the many achievements they could claim and the 
wonderful prospects that lay ahead.  At no time did he suggest that it was the 
actions of the people arrayed behind him that were driving his area to ruin.  Quite 
the reverse - he was full of praise for the partnership working he believed he was 
undertaking with the Scottish Government.


Further evidence of his strange unwillingness to raise these issues with the 
Government itself took place 2 weeks before that meeting, when he wrote a letter 
of complaint to the First Minister about what he called the “latest episode in the 
behaviour of our MSP.”    A litany of whinging ended with this statement:


“We…are working hard to develop the economy in Argyll and Bute including 
significant regeneration work and the establishment of an economic forum.  
Repeated criticism by Mr Russell is serving only to create a negative view both 
within our communities and outside - including potential developers.  We have 
much to be proud of in Argyll and Bute and I look forward to outlining just some of 
our good news stories if your diary allows when you are in Oban during the 
Cabinet’s visit. ” 7

One might have thought that in such a letter to the very Head of the Scottish 
Government there would be even just a hint of the dreadful problems being created 
for the Council by that Government's policies on local government funding, but 
there was nothing of that nature at all.


And the message of everything being rosy was continued by the Leader of the 
Council the week after the Cabinet visit when, opening a Community Planning 
Partnership event in Kintyre he said “We have opportunities, we have plans in 
place, we have ambitions and we have ideas. We have everything we need to 
succeed. Let’s get started, let’s do this now. ”  There was not even hint of financial 8

disaster which, apparently, he not only knew about but also knew who was to 
blame for it.


In addition to this stunning lack of preparation and this serial misleading of the 
population, the Council and its Leadership have also taken no steps to enlist 
appropriate assistance to argue for a better financial settlement.  There has been 
no external consultancy put in place, no external comparison made and no 
external opinion sought.  In 2011 the Council’s Deputy Leader asked Michael 
Russell, the local MSP, to seek a meeting with John Swinney the Finance Secretary 
at the time to make the case for special funding for the authority.  That meeting 

 Letter from Leader of Argyll and Bute Council to the First Minister Ref DW/AM, 18th August 20157

 Press Release, Argyll and Bute Council, “Moving Forward Together in Argyll and Bute” 31/08/158
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resulted in some additional finance being made available.  However at no time 
since Cllr Walsh became leader again in September 2013 has he or any of his 
leadership or senior management team sought the assistance of the local MSP in 
making the case for additional funding or for an understanding of the special 
difficulties the Council might face in the future.


In fact Cllr Walsh and the Council Chief Executive have not met with the local MSP 
since June 2014 and have still to meet with the newly elected MP who has been in 
post for almost 6 months.


Audit Scotland and the external view of the Council 
Welcomes the advice in Audit Scotland’s annual report to members and the Controller of 
Audit dated September 2015, which notes the following key points about Argyll and Bute 
Council’s financial management: 

▪ The Council’s financial management in  2014/15 has been effective 

▪ The Council has a good history of keeping expenditure within budget 

▪ Budgets are closely monitored with progress against budget being regularly reported 

▪ Governance arrangements are generally sound and improvements are in progress 

▪ Key financial controls operated effectively during 2014/15 

▪ The Council is generally meeting its requirements to report publicly on its performance 

Argyll and Bute Council is fond of external verification, but it does not always quote 
it accurately.  For example, some years ago Education Scotland had to remind the 
Council that it's trumpeting of a wonderful “inspection report” should have been 
accurately described by the Council as what it was - a self-evaluation done 
internally and with no external  input from inspectors.


The description in the motion of the views of Audit Scotland is similarly 
questionable.  For a start, the Annual Audit Report for 2014/15 is not yet available 
on the Audit Scotland website so the quotations cannot easily be checked or set in 
context.  It can only be found in a “Supplementary Pack” of papers amongst the 
Council’s Audit Committee papers on what is a difficult to access website.


What the motion omits to mention is that Audit Scotland has also continued to 
subject the Council to special scrutiny and has had during that process and by its 
own admission the biggest volume of criticism of a council it has ever experienced. 


But the 2013/14 Audit Scotland report on Argyll and Bute to its members is freely 
available  and amongst the points it makes are:
9

 Audit Scotland ; Annual Report on the 2013/14 Audit , Argyll and Bute , October 2014. 9
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• The council has much work to do, if it is to secure the improvements required by 
the Accounts Commission in October 2013, and meet its statutory duties on Best 
Value. 

• Key financial controls operated effectively during 2013/14 but weaknesses in 
governance arrangements were reported on a range of issues. 

• Scrutiny still needs to demonstrate improvement under the new committee 
structure. 

• Councils face rising demands for services and continued funding pressures 
alongside managing major reforms in welfare and health and social care. 

• Effective arrangements for Best Value and strong governance and leadership will 
be essential to ensure the council can meet the challenges it faces, use available 
resources efficiently and achieve continuous improvement in its performance. 

The final point is of great importance.  There reality is that the Council has known 
for a long time that it would face some strong financial pressures.  It has failed to 
do anything effective to mitigate them and has now produced a fragmented, 
piecemeal and damaging approach based not on reconfiguration of services, as 
advised across the country by Audit Scotland, but on wholesale cutting of existing 
provision without providing any alternatives.  And indeed these concerns are 
carried forward in the report that is not yet available on the Audit Scotland 
website, though no mention of that is made in the self-congratulatory excerpts 
quoted in the motion.  For example, the report says that:


• Best Value audit work is ongoing at the council to consider progress in the areas 
highlighted by the Accounts Commission in its July 2014 findings. 

• The Controller of Audit is due to report progress against previous findings to the 
Accounts Commission by the end of 2015. 

• Delivering services within constrained budgets will require robust financial planning 
and budget monitoring arrangements. 

• The council’s regular review of performance, and implementing the corporate 
improvement strategy will be critical to the council continuing to achieve its key 
priorities and achieving best value 

• Any areas for improvement identified in the Best Value audit, to be completed by 
the end of 2015, will provide a focus for the council. 

	 The Scottish Government underspend 
Note the Scottish Government underspend of £413m in 2014 and £347m in 2015 – a total 
underspend of £760m. 
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To note the advice supplied by the Auditor General to the Scottish Government where he 
said “that there is a growing need for more information on the financial position of the 
devolved Scottish public sector and has called on the Scottish Government to set out clear 
plans and timescales on how it plans to improve on its financial reporting to enhance proper 
scrutiny of its spending”. 

The motion as passed by the Policy and Resources Committee opens with an 
attempt to deflect the blame for the present dire situation in Argyll and Bute onto 
the Scottish Government.  Then after a bit of self-praise, misleadingly using 
information from a report not yet widely available, it goes back to Scottish 
Government bashing, this time concerning the so called “underspend” and adds 
in a gratuitous attempt to use Audit Scotland to bash Holyrood as well.


All the assertions are false and it must be questioned whether a Council should be 
putting forward false information in a very serious motion to do with cuts that 
would, if implemented, severely damage the poorest and most vulnerable.  Such 
an attempt to mislead could be construed as being politicisation in the worst 
possible taste and taking advantage of those least able to defend themselves. 


The implication from the motion is that the underspend consists of money that is 
floating about as a result of governmental incompetence and which would be best  
used to support the Council.  However the reality of the situation is very different.  
This exchange during First Minister’s Questions on the very day that the Policy 
and Resources Committee was meeting explains much that is being wilfully 
misrepresented by a range of hostile politicians including Cllrs Walsh and Morton:


“The First Minister: I welcome the fact that the Auditor General has—yet again—provided 
an unqualified audit opinion on the Scottish Government’s 2014-15 consolidated accounts. 
That has been the case in every year of this Administration. The Deputy First Minister 
announced the provisional outturn for 2014-15 in June and that position has not changed. 
The full cash underspend for 2014-15 is being carried forward into the current financial 
year, 2015-16. The Government’s approach represents and will continue to represent 
sensible budgeting, reflecting fluctuations in cost and demand across the spending review 
period, and will ensure that there is no loss of spending power in Scotland. 

Murdo Fraser: In June 2009, the finance secretary announced an underspend of £31 
million and said: “Long gone are the days when hundreds of millions of pounds of 
Government money would be underspent each year, doing nothing to help communities 
across the country. What will those communities make of an underspend that is more than 
10 times the amount in 2009? 

 
The First Minister: It might be worth just giving a little bit more context and detail here—
otherwise known as facts. [Interruption.] Of the figure that Murdo Fraser cites, it is worth 
pointing out that about £150 million is what is called non-cash. That means that it cannot 
be spent on services—it can never be spent on services—because it represents 
differences in accounting estimates, for example in depreciation of assets.  The rest of the 
underspend comes about because the Government has to manage its budget within a 
context of, first, not legally being able to overspend and, secondly, not being able to 
borrow. We have to manage our budget through the year to make sure that we do not 
overshoot it. However, every single penny of the underspend that is capable of being spent 
is transferred into the next year and spent on public services. Not a penny of it—
[Interruption.]  
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The Presiding Officer: Order. 

The First Minister: My Deputy First Minister is shouting that the Conservatives are fiscally 
illiterate. I could not possibly comment. Not a single penny is lost to the public purse. The 
final point that I want to make might be of particular interest to Murdo Fraser, because the 
amount that we underspent and can spend, and therefore carry forward, is 0.7 per cent of 
our fiscal departmental expenditure limit budget. The UK Government’s underspend—
when we take out spending in devolved Administrations—amounts to 1.2 per cent of its 
fiscal budget, which means that the Scottish Government is much better at managing its 
money than Murdo Fraser’s Westminster colleagues.  10

Some might think that the term “fiscally illiterate” might also be applied in Argyll 
and Bute too. 

Further very useful analysis of the “underspend” can be found in the blog “The 
Common Green” by Dr Craig Dalzell . 11

Drawing up the proposals  

Note that alongside the budget arrangements and Planning our Future process, the Council 
set up a cross-party project board in April 2015, including 8 Administration members, 4 SNP 
Group members and two trades union representatives.  

Note the consensus among members of the cross-party project board, with no dissentions, 
in agreeing to recommend to this committee that all options for savings go out to public 
consultation as set down in recommendation 3.2 in the report to members.  

Note that the options going out to consultation offer more total savings than required, to 
allow for choice and effective consultation with the public.  

Note that, in light of the reduced funding from the Scottish Government, in order to retain the 
current level and quality of services and job numbers, the Council would have to increase 
Council Tax by around 23% over the next two years in order to meet both the estimated £9m 
budget gap and a £1.4m hold-back penalty from the Scottish Government for removing the 
Council Tax freeze.  

The Council leadership has a history of divisive manipulation of processes.  The 
establishment of the board, ostensibly at the request of the opposition, was in fact 
an attempt to divide and rule and was a useful way of covering up the total inaction 
over two years of which the administration was guilty. 

It was inevitable that Cllr Walsh would refuse to have participation from the most 
trenchant critic of his approach - Cllr Michael Breslin - but Cllr Walsh probably also 
thought that taking in the opposition would deflect that criticism.  It did not because 
the real purpose for opposition participation was to gather enough information to 
defeat the proposals. 

 Scottish Parliament Official Report   http://www.scottish.parliament.uk/parliamentarybusiness/10

report.aspx?r=10137&i=93551#ScotParlOR

 https://thecommongreen.wordpress.com/2015/10/02/we-need-to-talk-about-budget-11

underspends/

!14

http://www.scottish.parliament.uk/msps/currentmsps/Nicola-Sturgeon-MSP.aspx
http://www.scottish.parliament.uk/parliamentarybusiness/report.aspx?r=10137&i=93551%23ScotParlOR
https://thecommongreen.wordpress.com/2015/10/02/we-need-to-talk-about-budget-underspends/


By securing opposition membership Cllr Walsh may well have hoped to ensure that 
there would be a split in the SNP when recommendations were made.  Again he 
failed to realise that in fact the tactic of participation was just that and was not 
seriously questioned during the entire process.  The SNP Group Leader, Cllr Sandy 
Taylor, successfully argued that the only way that the SNP could know the full detail 
of what would be proposed was by participation, for only group members were to 
have access to detailed papers.  Cllr Taylor also secured the participation of Trade 
Unions, knowing that they would benefit from getting full knowledge of the working 
of the group whilst of course never accepting the detail. 

An agreement to put the recommendations to consultation was inevitable and 
indeed desirable, as only at that stage would the public realise the full extent of the 
problem created by mismanagement and inaction and start to question the so called 
solutions being proposed.  At that time alternative approaches could be argued with 
justification and contrasted with the appalling arbitrary nature of the cuts brought 
forward by officials.  

Given that the Council Tax freeze has been fully funded (and indeed has now been 
shown to have given Councils more than they would have got from an RPI Council 
Tax increase) and given that the estimates being made of the funding gap cannot 
be relied on and keep changing, it is clear that the Council’s attempt to argue that 
continuing existing services is impossible is not one that has validity. 

Looking for a way out  

In light of the lack of sufficient funding from the Scottish Government to deliver the current 
level of Council services and the concerns being expressed to us by our communities, calls 
on the Council’s Trade Unions, SNP Council Group and all members, our constituency and 
regional MSPs and MP to support our request that the Scottish Government provides 
additional funding from the advised Government underspend/surplus to local government in 
Scotland generally but in particular to our Council to assist us in removing the advised gap in 
our funding as they have done with other parts of the public sector, to help us keep 
important Council services and jobs and assist with the removal of savings.    

Agrees that the Council Leader writes to the Depute First Minister requesting additional 
funding for our Council and that, until the security of that additional funding is forthcoming, 
that members agree to the recommendations to council that all options go out for public 
consultation. 

In a press report after the Policy and Resources Meeting, Cllr James Robb of the 
SNP called this part of Cllr Walsh’s motion “embarrassing” and said “Of course we 
would all welcome any extra funding the Scottish Government could provide but this 
is just another attempt to distract from the incompetence of the current Tory-LibDem 
administration. “ 12

But it is also blackmail, because it links the consultation and the prospect of cuts 
with not only more money from the Scottish Government, but also - because of the 

 The National, Friday 9th October 2015 12
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earlier sections on supposed underfunding and the non-existent national 
underspend - with alleged failures in the Scottish Government itself.  

“Give us the money or the Scottish Government gets it“ is the desperate and 
embarrassing plea from the Council Administration.  It is also a plea made with 
menace and done in a grudging and accusatory tone directed at the very people 
whom the Council wants to help them out of this mess. 

Certainly there is a case for cross-party delegation to seek a meeting with the 
Scottish Government - most probably the Deputy First Minister and the Minister for 
Local Government - in order to argue that depopulation and the failures of the Argyll 
and Bute Council Administration have created circumstances that would benefit 
from special help. 

But in order to take that step it would be necessary to do so in a less confrontational 
manner and for Councillor Walsh to admit that a substantial part of the difficulty 
arises from the Administration’s inaction and mismanagement of the Council and its 
finances.   Without such an admission it is unlikely that any Government would be 
willing to entertain what is at present no more than a petulant demand made in an 
aggressive and accusatory manner.  

The consultation  

Note that as part of the savings scoring a matrix will be developed, building on the work 
done with the trades unions as set down in paras 4.3.1 and 4.3.2 in the report before 
members. 

Note that as part of the stage 3 templates, options for consideration followed a rapid 
equalities impact assessment with the intention of a full EQIA being carried out by Heads of 
Service alongside the consideration on the agreed matrix which will contain scoring and 
weightings prior to any savings option moving to firm budget savings proposals for 
consideration by the Council at its budget meeting in 2016. 

Agrees to support the recommendations to set up an Innovation and Growth Fund as 
specified in the relevant paper.  

Notes the detailed discussion that took place around the consultation paper; agrees that the 
paper should be reviewed in light of these discussions; that all elected members are invited 
to contribute any further comments on the consultation to the Communications Manager 
before 9am on Monday 12th October; and that the reviewed paper will be presented for 
consideration to the Council on 22nd October.  

The speed now demanded by the administration gives further evidence, if such 
evidence was required, of the failure of the Council to put in place preparations for 
financial difficulty. 

There has been no reconfiguration of services in that time, as was promised.  In fact 
the Council has either indulged in, or carelessly allowed, a profligate increase in 
high salaried officials (the number of staff earning above £50,000 a year in Argyll 
and Bute Council has risen from 60 in 2012/13 to 85 in 2013/15) and has approved 
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increases in numbers of Economic Development Officers (7 more costing 
£300,000 ) and even sought to increase the number of Press Officers at the same 13

Policy and Resources Committee at which the cuts were being considered .  The 14

10 page list of cuts does not feature recommendations to reduce the costs of 
Councillors travel or responsibility payments although it does propose taking away 
official support for Councillors at area committee level which would decrease 
democratic accountability.  Nor are there any proposals to tackle the salary bill for 
senior officials the 4 most senior of whom receive a total annual payment in excess 
of £400,000.  15

The consultation is intended be concluded and final cuts decided on in February 
2016 and there is clearly no time even for a proper equalities impact assessment, 
as this is to be “rapid” according to the motion.  Amendments proposed by the SNP 
Group amongst others would have led to a more thorough estimate of the damage 
which would be done by each cut and would have created a fairer and more 
understandable approach to scoring cuts, but these were rejected by Cllrs Walsh 
and Morton.    

The full Council will, inevitably, rubber stamp the consultation at its meeting on 22nd 
October, although there has already been an outcry about the proposals and the 
process the length and breadth of Argyll and Bute.  People realise that the choice in 
this consultation at present is no choice at all.  The vast majority of the “service 
choices” will lead to job losses, unacceptable diminution of services, withdrawal of 
key support for disabled and poor children and a host of other highly undesirable 
and extremely damaging results.  No amount of dressing that up in the language of 
templates or matrices will make any difference to the reality.  

There is an alternative 

Cllr Walsh wants the public to believe that that the Council has been forced into the 
present situation by external pressures, and that there are no alternatives to the 
course that is being taken.   

He blames of course the Scottish Government - a Government incidentally to which 
he is ideologically strongly opposed, given that he was a prominent and hard-line 
“No” campaigner in the referendum - for that situation. 

 Argyll and Bute Council Press Release 22 June 2015 13

 Michael Russell MSP @Feorlean Twitter 5th October 201514

  2014/15 ; Chief Executive (Sally Loudon) £121,817 / Executive Director of Customer Services 15

(Douglas Hendry) £95,565 / Executive Director of Community Services (Cleland Sneddon) £94,743 
/ Executive Director of Development and Infrastructure Services (Pippa Milne) £92,389 .  For 
comparison the salary of an MSP in the year in question was £59,089 and a Scottish Government 
Minister £86,905.  A Cabinet Secretary was £103,495 . 
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But just as he is wrong to do that, so he is wrong in asserting that this is the only 
way forward.  There are a range of other options and the following 20 initial 
suggestions from the SNP Parliamentarians in Argyll & Bute might provide a starting 
point for taking Argyll and Bute forward from the present crisis, which has largely 
been created by Cllr Walsh’s Administration itself, not forced on it from elsewhere:  

1. External accounting, service provision, procurement, property and HR advice 
should be sought with the aim of reducing expenditure and maximising income 
in each area of the Council’s work.  No external help has been sought at all and 
the quality of the proposals reflects that lack of expertise amongst senior 
managers.  The first task should be to arrive at an agreed figure for savings 
over a 5 year period and to find resources for an acceptable translation plan. 

2. A process of decentralisation should be instituted as a matter of urgency.  The 
aim should be to close down Kilmory within 2 years and sell the building by 
utilising existing local offices with a much smaller senior staff operating within 
the area committee boundaries and working with other staff in other local offices 
as appropriate to deliver council wide services.  This approach should set a 
target of saving £1 million per annum on senior staff and £1 million on central 
office costs.  Presently senior staff and Councillors costs are exempted from the 
cuts process. 

3. Accordingly the budget for Councillor expenses and remuneration should be 
included in any cuts programme with the aim of reducing expenditure on this 
item by at least 10% year on year.  More use should be made of video 
conferencing technology for meetings.   

4. Each area committee should convene meetings of the community councils in its 
areas along with third sector organisations to draw up a list of proposed 
budgetary changes that could take place, utilising local expertise, and seeking 
to transfer work to the third sector and local organisations wherever possible.  
Each area should have a target of £1 million of savings or more.   

5. A major programme inviting the public to contribute ideas for reconfiguration of 
services and elimination of council waste and duplication of spending should be 
instituted as a matter of urgency.  

6. A joint committee with the Trade Unions should be established involving all 
Council groups with the aim of seeking savings through agreed changes to work 
practices and staffing levels without redundancies.   

7. A radical approach to devolving work to the third sector should be adopted and 
implemented and the proposed  centralisation of services should be reversed.  

8. School clusters should be established to merge the budgets of each secondary 
school and its feeder primaries and seek savings driven by educational and 
local knowledge of Head Teachers, teachers, support staff, parents and pupils 
within schools.  Each cluster should have a target of saving 5% or more. 
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9. A thorough examination of health and social care integration should take place 
to identify where savings can be made.   

10. A thorough examination and review of town centre improvement strategies 
should take place to attempt a greater role for the private sector, more synergy 
with BIDS projects and more engagement with local SMEs, all of which should 
lead to medium term savings.  

11. An urgent review of the property portfolio and asset register should be 
undertaken with the aim of maximising early revenue from those sources.  

12. An approach should be made to COSLA to seek a variation of their funding 
formula if that disadvantages Argyll and Bute.  If that variation is not achieved 
Argyll and Bute should withdraw from COSLA, saving its membership fee. 

13. An approach should be made to COSLA and the Scottish Government to seek 
improvements to the SINA formula and an increase in allocation of funds to 
Special Islands Needs Allowance payments.  That approach should also include 
a request for including Argyll and Bute in the Island Local Authority Adjustment, 
given that a commitment to review the adjustment was made some years ago 
and has not yet been implemented.  

14. An approach should be made to the Scottish Government to discuss medium 
and long term financial issues, with the aim of seeking some bridging finance if 
possible and seeking a clearer national understanding of, and funding for, 
particular island pressures. 

15. An approach should be made to Westminster to discuss the impact of 
continuing austerity on the Council and the local area, including the effect of 
benefit cuts which is adding to the pressures of depopulation and therefore to 
the reduction in Council income. 

16. An assessment should be made of additional income likely to accrue from the 
devolution of the Crown Estate and that should be factored into future figures. 

17. An urgent programme of population growth should be put in place utilising the 
emerging conclusion of the Task Force under Nick Ferguson.  

18. A specific strategy to increase the population every year by at least the national 
average should be instituted to take effect from 1st April  2016, which would 
include seeking a larger allocation of refugees than the 20 which the Council 
has presently agreed to take.  A population increase equating only to the 
national average - around 316 people a year - would result in the restoration of 
£30 million to the Council's budget within 5 years, wiping out the suggested 
deficit.  

19. Consideration should be given to merging the Council’s economic development 
function with HIE to provide a new, co-ordinated and cost effective approach to 
the issue.  
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20. Uncommitted reserves should be used to smooth the process of change, which 
is a particular challenge because of the failure of the current administration to 
plan effectively for the future.  

This programme of possible alternatives is not exhaustive and would be enhanced 
by a series of consultation meetings held across the Council area involving not just 
all Councillors (not merely the discredited leadership) but also the constituency 
MSPs, the MP, conveners of community councils and others.  Those might take 
place during November and form the basis of a plan of action which could be in 
place for February and which would be likely to have the support of most of the 
inhabitants of the area. 

That support will not be forthcoming for the present process nor for any cuts that 
arise from it.  The prospect in those circumstances is for continued division, more 
debilitating argument and a considerable amount of anger particularly from parents 
of children affected by the cuts and by those who rely on council services which will 
no longer exist.   The worst aspect of all that would be the ongoing weakness of the 
Council and its concomitant failure to contribute to the good of the area. 

What now ?  

It is obvious that many campaigns and campaign groups are already being set up 
to challenge the cuts.  Co-ordination of these protesters is beginning to take place,  
supported by the opposition parties and individual opposition Councillors.  A 
number of online petitions are also appearing.  The Trade Unions have indicated 
complete opposition to the process and the proposals , individual staff members 
are asking to speak out and citizens are writing to their representatives in growing 
numbers.  

Whilst the Council Meeting of 22nd October will be of importance, it is almost 
inevitable that the Council will approve the consultation, just as it is almost 
inevitable that Cllr Walsh is already preparing a rabbit to pull from a hat at some 
stage to make it appear as if he has found a way, by his ingenuity and hard work, 
to mitigate what he will continue to present as the negative effects of the Scottish 
Government and its neglect of Argyll and Bute. 

Consideration must be given to actions up to, on and beyond the 22nd and key 
activities identified and organised.  Informed local campaigns, pressure on 
Councillors, appeals for external help and support and the presentation of real 
alternatives by the SNP Council Group, working with the Reform Group and others,  
will be essential parts of the process and work should be undertaken to bring all 
those things to the fore.  Comprehensive briefing must be part of that process and 
this document is offered as a starting point for that aspect of the campaign.  

19th October 2015
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