Podcast Transcript – Local Government Performance Overview

I’m here with Graham Sharp, chair of the Accounts Commission to talk about a new overview report on the challenges facing local government in Scotland and how they’re performing. 
Graham, you’re clear in the report that the environment councils are operating in couldn’t really be more complex, could it?
Yes, councils are facing the major challenge of reducing costs, maintaining services for an ageing population and putting significant policy changes into practice, such as the planned increase in early learning and childcare hours.
Essentially the environment is increasingly complex and uncertain. For example, the details of the UK’s withdrawal from the European Union aren’t clear, but we know that the withdrawal will have profound implications for Scotland’s 32 councils.
How are they coping with the challenges then?
It’s a mixed picture, and every council’s story is different.
But on the whole, councils have done a lot to manage the impact of budget reductions, and the evidence we have suggests that they’ve managed to maintain or improve their performance in a number of areas. Education, for example, is one area where councils are spending less but pupils’ outcomes are improving. 
At the same time, though, there’s also some evidence that budget cuts are having an impact on services such as adult social care, while public satisfaction is falling in areas such as refuse collection and street cleaning. 
We also found that smaller services in budget terms, like environmental service staff, have borne the brunt of funding reductions.
Ok. Your report says that councils need to be clearer about the impact budget reductions are having. Why’s that important?
It’s about robust planning for the future. Councils are going to have to continue to make difficult choices and that’s why decisive leadership will be really important. 
But to make good decisions councils need to work with their local communities to really understand the impact of budget reductions on services and how they’re delivered. That information needs to be clearly reported, shared and acted on to ensure that council services stay sustainable.
You say that savings have become, to quote the report, “increasing critical”. Why’s that?
Developing new ways of working and delivering savings is now an essential part of the agenda for councils. That’s being driven by the substantial reductions in public spending alongside increasing demand for services, particularly from a growing older population.
Some councils are also now facing forecast funding gaps higher than their current levels of reserves. As things stand, 11 councils with falling populations will receive less cash from government at the same time as the number of older people in their area grows. 
All of that, allied to the uncertain environment that councils are operating in, has made the need for savings increasingly critical.
Summing up then, what’s this report’s message to councils?
Councils have done a lot to reduce their spend, to deliver services differently and to listen to their communities. But financial and population pressures are likely to continue. And that makes effective leadership and robust planning more important than ever as councils look to the future and focus on their priorities.
Graham, thank you very much. 
And if you want to read our Local Government Overview report you can download it from our website - audit-scotland.gov.uk. 
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