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Summary report on Employability Team 

April 2016 

 

This summary can be backed up by documentation gathered over the last 8+ months since I started 

asking questions about the finances of the team. 

 

Background 

I had been approached in 2010/11 as principal of Argyll College with what may well have been the 

same contract the council’s Employability Team agreed to take on. As a partner in UHI, the college had 

lots of contacts in the Highlands & Islands to whom some of the work could have been sub contracted. 

However, it did not take long for me to say no to the contract because of the very high financial risks 

involved. I now know that Argyll Training Ltd, based in Dunoon, was almost certainly offered the same 

contract around the same time. They said no for the same reasons the college did. 

The approval to expand the team’s area of operation beyond Argyll & Bute appears to have been 

agreed at the Executive Committee meeting in June 2011 which can be found here: 

http://abc-vm162/documents/g4660/%20Thursday%2002-Jun-

2011%2010.30%20Executive.pdf?T=110 

In January 2013 there was a report and presentation on the team to the full council meeting. This is 

at: 

https://www.argyll-

bute.gov.uk/moderngov/documents/g5422/Public%20reports%20pack%20Thursday%2024-Jan-

2013%2011.00%20Argyll%20and%20Bute%20Council.pdf?T=10 

While there were red risks in the paper, there was no mention of the fact that in financial year 2011/12 

the team had lost £130k. At that council meeting, I made a point of asking that management accounts 

and cash flow forecasts for the team’s operation were brought regularly to elected members due to 

my knowledge of the high risks involved. While this was agreed to on the day, I can find no evidence 

it was ever done. 

 

Financial Performance 

In August 2015 I heard rumours about staff in the team being made redundant. I asked Fergus Murray 

and his reply was as follows, (the highlighting is mine): 

We report back regularly on employability through the performance management system and through 

our recent audit for example.  There are challenges with the employability model and this is further 

explained in our report to the EDI committee on employability that was released as part of the agenda 

papers yesterday for the next meeting.  Employability has produced good job outcomes for our Argyll 
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and throughout the highlands and islands but continued UK government changes to the welfare to 

work programme and the high employment rate we have at the moment places pressure on 

the  income that funds the service’s commercial model. The council only gives £3k per annum to the 

employability team.  Consequently we are managing the service to take account of this and reporting 

these changes through the EDI committee which does refer to job losses 

In August 2015 when my question was asked, the team had lost a total of £715k over the previous 4 

financial years so I am unsure why there was reference to £3k per annum above. 

 

We then had the requests to bail the team out in late 2015 to the tune of £455k. I asked further 

questions over several months and I pulled together the following information. The team had been 

successful prior to the agreement to expand in 2011 and the last 3 full years of the team’s previous 

existence had produced the following healthy financial position: 

 

However, after that things went downhill rapidly over the next 4 financial years: 

 

The position is expected to be as follows until the team is wound up: 

 

Not only were the figures poor, they varied markedly from the forecasts from the paper in 2011 that 

approved the expansion: 

 



Summary report on Employability Team Page 3 
 

 

To enable the team to be wound up, the bail out agreed to meet expected losses plus redundancy 

costs as follows in 2015/16, 2016/17 and 2017/18: 

 

In summary, and taking into account the very healthy balance that had been built up over the years 

to the end of 2010/11, the position is as follows: 

 

That is why I referred in my correspondence with officers to the team burning its way through £1.2m 

of public funds because that is what has happened. 

Reporting on the above 

This, to me, is the single biggest failing because I can find no evidence of any proper financial reporting 

to elected members since the expansion was agreed in 2011. I have checked full council papers, audit 

committee papers and PRS committee papers since 2012/13. It seems that, apart from the report to 

full council in January 2013 and various reports to PRS since then, all elected members have heard is 

the good work the team has been doing. I can find no trace of any financial information on this limited 

reporting which leads me to the following questions: 

1. Were any elected members informed of the deteriorating financial situation since 2011/12, 

even on a one to one basis, eg council leaders (Cllrs Walsh, McCuish, Robb)? 

2. If not, which officers were aware of the problems? 

3. Was there any formal reporting to within the department or to the senior management team 

or the chief executive? 

4. Who takes responsibility for this loss and for the lack of reporting? 

 

Footnote 

Despite the issues this team had and which do not appear to have been reported to elected members, 

the same department last week wanted to use 24% or £108k of the agreed bailout funds of £455k to 

partly match fund an ESF bid totalling an estimated £7m. See April EDI papers for details. I expressed 

my serious reservations at this proposed ESF project, welcome as it might be in principle for the area. 

 

Cllr Michael Breslin 

12 April 2016 


