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The Accounts Commission
The Accounts Commission is the public spending watchdog for local government. We hold councils in Scotland to account and help them improve. We operate impartially and independently of councils and of the Scottish Government, and we meet and report in public.
We expect councils to achieve the highest standards of governance and financial stewardship, and value for money in how they use their resources and provide their services.
Our work includes:
•	securing and acting upon the external audit of Scotland’s councils  and various joint boards and committees
•	assessing the performance of councils in relation to Best Value and community planning
•	carrying out national performance audits to help councils improve  their services
•	requiring councils to publish information to help the public assess  their performance.

You can find out more about the work of the Accounts Commission on  our website: www.audit-scotland.gov.uk/about-us/accounts-commission 
Audit Scotland is a statutory body set up in April 2000 under the Public Finance and Accountability (Scotland) Act 2000. We help the Auditor General for Scotland and the Accounts Commission check that organisations spending public money use it properly, efficiently and effectively.




Chair’s introduction
Local government in Scotland is under unprecedented pressure due to COVID-19. We have all seen examples of outstanding work by councils and their partners in recent months to deliver vital services to communities across Scotland as they have sought to deal with the unprecedented challenges of the pandemic with professionalism, compassion and kindness. 
This report is the Commission’s annual summary of the key challenges and performance issues faced by councils. The report was produced prior to the pandemic and, after careful consideration, it has been decided to issue the  report now. 
I believe that although the world in which councils are operating has dramatically changed in the last few months, the report still contains important messages which will be helpful as part of the recovery.
The precise scale and impact of COVID-19 on our communities, critical services and the wider economy is as yet unknown. However, I believe that the economic impact on public services will be very significant on funding as well as, through its social consequences, on demand.
For several years, councils have been dealing with increasing challenges and uncertainty while continuing to address the needs of local people and national priorities. The challenges are only going to grow as we deal with the immediate and longer-term implications of COVID-19 alongside existing pressures such as leaving the European Union, the climate emergency, population change, poverty and tackling inequality. We have emphasised before the need to make more fundamental change to the way services are delivered and improve long-term financial planning.
The crisis puts into clear focus the pivotal role of public services, including councils, in delivering not only the day-to-day services that communities rely on, but also in responding to risks. Indeed, it emphasises the essential importance of effective leadership, good governance and good financial management for  all councils.
As we start to see our way through this pandemic and attention turns to recovery and renewal, the Commission will take time to consider how we can appropriately reflect the changed circumstances in our work.
I hope that you will find this report helpful and we would be glad to receive your feedback on how we might focus our work during the recovery period.
Graham Sharp  Chair of the Accounts Commission






Summary
Key messages
1.	The COVID-19 pandemic brings unprecedented challenges across communities and public services. The effect on the health and wellbeing of our communities, as well as the financial difficulties and increased levels of poverty, will be significant. The impact on the economy, on national finances and on local public services will also be considerable. This report was compiled before the escalation of the pandemic and is an overview of local government in 2019. But its messages remain relevant. The pandemic multiplies the challenges for local government further and so the need to do things differently to meet the needs of communities more efficiently and effectively is even more important.
2.	Councils are working hard to deliver services to their communities.  But the context they are working in is increasingly uncertain and complex. Demographic and social change is creating demand for services, while the strain on budgets continues to intensify. National policy commitments are increasing and the stresses on other public and third sector partners add to the difficulties in delivering services. The cumulative effect of these pressures on councils is beginning to show across service performance and use of financial reserves.
3.	Scottish Government revenue funding to councils has reduced in real terms over the period 2013/14 to 2020/21 by 3.3 per cent. Since 2017/18 however, it has increased by 3.9 per cent in real terms, to £10.7 billion in 2020/21. This does not include additional funding in response to the COVID-19 pandemic. The strain on budgets is evident as councils continue to dip into their reserves to make ends meet. Medium-term funding levels are uncertain, making continued use of reserves to manage the funding gap unsustainable. Long-term financial planning is not well enough developed in many councils and in integration joint boards. Medium- and long-term financial planning are important tools for making well-informed decisions and to effectively manage continuing financial challenges.
4.	Alongside the uncertainty of funding levels, the scale and complexity of the challenges for councils and integration joint boards will continue to grow in the coming years. Change is needed in how they serve their communities, so that they are able to respond to the needs and improve outcomes for people into the future, in the most efficient and effective ways. More radical thinking is needed for longer-term solutions. It requires investment of time and capacity by political and management leaders, to analyse the range of challenges for the  area, develop the thinking and planning for the medium and longer-term. This is difficult, in already demanding roles, but this investment is important. 
5.	Councils alone cannot improve outcomes for communities and achieve local priorities. The full potential of collaborative working with partner organisations and communities is not yet being realised. More progress is needed. Councils need to demonstrate strong leadership and collaborate with partners, including integration joint boards, NHS boards, the voluntary and private sectors, and their local communities. This is essential if they are to make best use of local resources, including the workforce, and demonstrate Best Value.
6.	Workforce planning is fundamental to ensure that councils have the staff, skills and leaders they need to deliver change. Some progress has been made to improve workforce planning, but much more  needs to be done. As the workforce ages, councils need to be more flexible and agile in how they deploy staff, work with partners and attract younger people to work in local government and respond to specific skills gaps. This also requires comprehensive workforce data and planning.

Recommendations
To respond to the challenges facing local government and deliver local priorities and improve outcomes for their communities:
Governance - councils and integration joint boards need to:
•	invest leadership capacity in analysing the challenges and planning for the future, including: 
	plans for how services will be delivered that reflect the scale of the challenges ahead and will deliver demonstrable improvement in outcomes for communities 
	putting in place and continuing to develop medium- and long-term financial planning that will inform ongoing review and implementation of plans for change.
•	monitor and report on delivery of local priorities and outcomes while improving public performance reporting.
Collaboration - councils and integration joint boards need to:
•	maximise the potential of collaborative working by:
	working alongside partners to improve community planning partnerships, so that they have a clearer strategic direction and take a more active role in leading local partnership working 
	engaging with other councils, partners and communities in developing plans to improve and change the way services are delivered.
•	increase the opportunity for communities to influence or take control of local decision-making and, demonstrate how communities are supported to help design or deliver local services and improve outcomes.
Capacity and skills - councils and integration joint boards need to:
•	develop leadership capacity and workforce planning arrangements including:
	effective succession planning and capacity development for leadership positions
	approaches to increase the uptake of learning and development opportunities by councillors, to ensure that they are equipped to respond to the challenging context and their role in planning for the future 
	improving the quality and range of workforce data to give a comprehensive profile of the current organisation-wide workforce 
	using this comprehensive workforce data to:
	identify and address skills gaps, including those related to lack of capacity or the age profile of staff 
	plan for the skills required to deliver services, both now and in the future, including using skills from the third and private sectors, with a greater focus on collaborative and flexible working 
	prioritising the development of staff across their organisations, to build more resilient teams, focused on improving the lives of local people
	building a learning culture to learn from experience both within and outside the organisation. 
Services - councils and integration joint boards need to:
•	consider how the recommendations above relate to each service. 
•	For planning services this specifically includes:
	ensuring the role of chief planning officer is positioned to contribute at a strategic level to corporate level discussion and planning
	developing detailed workforce planning and strategies that will respond to the changing skills needs of the service and consider at a national level how collectively the limited availability of planning professionals can be addressed
	providing effective leadership to staff for the cultural changes needed to respond to the shift in focus for this service 
	implementing changes to how the service works to improve the level of partnership working and community engagement.

About this report 
1.	The evidence used in this report was compiled before the escalation of the COVID-19 pandemic. It sets out the Accounts Commission’s view before this unprecedented situation began to unfold. It provides an independent overview of the other challenges facing councils in Scotland, how councils are responding to tightening budgets and how this affects the services provided to the communities they serve. As well as informing the public, the report aims to inform local government councillors and senior council officers, to support them in their complex and demanding roles. Although this report does not address the impact that the COVID-19 pandemic will have on local government and its communities, the issues and the messages remain relevant. 
2.	The report highlights the context councils were operating in prior to the pandemic, with increasing need for services for communities but also with financial pressures and uncertainties. It looks at some of the main tools that contribute to change and how effectively councils are using these to respond to increasing demand and strained budgets. The final section of the report sets out a case study on planning services as an example of how these challenges are affecting an individual service, how that service is responding and the impact on its performance.
3.	The report draws on findings from Local government in Scotland: Financial overview 2018/19, published performance data and local government audit work in 2019. This includes Best Value Assurance Reports  (BVARs), annual audits and national performance audits. All national and individual council audit reports are available on our website. Where specific examples of council activities or circumstances are referenced, this is not intended to imply that the named councils are the only ones engaging in these activities or experiencing these circumstances.
4.	We also draw on a range of sources of evidence for this report. Financial information is taken from the local government financial circulars, the Scottish Government’s local financial returns (LFRs), and councils’ annual accounts. Performance information is gathered from the Local Government Benchmarking Framework (LGBF) data, the National Performance Framework (NPF) indicators and relevant reports from other scrutiny bodies, such as Education Scotland and the Care Inspectorate.
5.	To help councillors, we have produced a supplement to accompany this report. It sets out questions that councillors could ask to help them understand their council’s position, scrutinise its performance and make difficult decisions. Councillors should feel that they fully understand, and are satisfied with, the answers to the questions that are most relevant to them in their roles within the council. A tool is also available on our website that provides a further breakdown of data in the report by council area to provide more detail at a local level. 
6.	To make financial information clear and comparable in the report: 
•	We refer, in a number of places, to real terms changes, which means that we have adjusted the figures to take account of inflation. Our analysis of local government funding adjusts figures into 2019/20 prices to reflect the current year.
•	We look at historical trends using data from 2013/14 where possible. National police and fire services were established in 2013 and so were not included in local government accounts from 2013/14. It is not always possible to use 2013/14 as some information is only available for more recent years.



The challenges
Councils operate in a challenging and complex landscape
7.	It is well recognised that there are significant pressures on local government and its partners. Over the following pages, we illustrate the challenges and complex landscape that contribute to these pressures through a series of infographics. The illustration below gives a high-level breakdown of the main features of the overall landscape, which we explore in more detail on pages  11 to 23.

Doing things differently
To meet the needs of communities into the future 
Councils need to invest time and the right skills and capacity to plan for the future
8.	Local government in Scotland has done well over recent years to respond to its context and find ways to be more efficient. It has continued to provide services with gradually reducing levels of funding and increasing pressures on its services. However, the challenges are growing, and the strain is beginning to show in terms of managing the funding gap, maintaining service performance levels and meeting their communities’ needs. To provide for their communities in coming years, councils and integration joint boards (IJBs) need to be open to doing things differently. It is complex with many interacting factors and stakeholders and it takes time to plan, implement and establish changes. It is important that councils recognise the increasing urgency to invest the time, knowledge and skills to plan, develop and put into practice efficient and effective new ways of working for the future. This will often mean re-prioritising the time of key managers and leaders within the organisation to free-up the right capacity to lead this important work. 
9.	The Commission recognises the challenges, complexities and the uncertainties that local government faces. It encourages councils and IJBs to build on progress made in recent years but recognises that now more radical change is required. Recent Commission reports looking at local government in Scotland have emphasised the importance of: 
•	developing leaders, staff, and skills to deliver change. This requires effective leadership and workforce planning that is clear about the workforce needs now and in the future, where the gaps are and what training or other action is needed to fill them.
•	improving services’ efficiency and performance through transformation and redesigning services around the needs of the people who use them.
•	collaborating with partners, the third sector (such as charities) and communities to think differently about how to deliver and fund services and to continue to seek and implement innovative ways of working.
•	undertaking medium- and long-term financial planning to deliver national policy commitments while continuing to sustain local services with reducing budgets and increasing demands.
10.	These recommendations are becoming increasingly urgent. In this section of the overview we set out progress against these and other important contributing factors to effective change, which reflect some of the core characteristics of Best Value. The statutory guidance for Best Value  provides a framework that councils and IJBs should have regard for, in planning and implementing change, as well as for broader good governance. 
Leadership
Effective leadership is even more critical at a time of increasing pressures and change 
11.	Good leadership is fundamental to good governance and in setting and delivering priorities for communities. In a time of increasing pressure on services and finances, this becomes even more critical. To do things differently in substantive ways takes time and requires a clear vision and strong leadership to make it happen. Both political and managerial leaders need to have the strategic vision to make the difficult decisions this might involve. They also need to have the leadership skills to engage effectively with and provide support to staff, partners and communities to navigate change.
12.	 In the Local Government in Scotland: challenges and performance 2019 report , the Commission emphasised that effectively led councils recognise that the financial and demand pressures mean that planning and implementing changes to find efficiencies alone is no longer enough, and that redesigning service delivery is needed. Council leaders differ in their recognition of the need for more radical change and their role in driving this. For example, we reported this year: 
•	Clackmannanshire - The council’s financial position has improved but remains very challenging. The council recognises that its finances are not sustainable in the longer term without transformation. It cannot continue to avoid or defer difficult decisions about services. 
•	Scottish Borders - The council recognises the degree of change needed to meet its challenges. Making progress will require good leadership by councillors and the corporate management team. 
•	Midlothian - Councillors need to show better leadership to deliver the necessary change and to make difficult decisions about the future shape of services. Councillors need to work together urgently to agree the medium-term financial strategy and transformation programme required to address the council’s challenges.
•	Highland - Difficult decisions lie ahead for the council, requiring effective leadership. We therefore urge councillors to continue to work constructively together with council officers and communities.
13.	 Good working relationships  between councillors and officers, and across political divides, is a significant contributing factor to effective strategic leadership, clear direction and to supporting effective change and improvement. Through our Best Value work we have seen that weaker relationships affect the focus and pace of progress in delivering change. To make the significant changes required, it is even more important that councillors develop and maintain positive relationships with officers and each other and work together to deliver  sustainable services. 
Changes in officer leadership need to be managed effectively 
14.	Since August 2018, almost one third of councils have experienced a change of chief executive. This high turnover is also reflected in IJBs, with over one-third of senior IJB staff having changed in 2018/19.
15.	Changes in leadership have been managed well and had a positive impact in some councils, for example in North Lanarkshire and in Perth and Kinross. In other councils, changes in the senior leadership team have resulted in a loss of knowledge and experience (or ‘corporate memory’) and of momentum. For example, this has been observed in Stirling and Highland councils. This highlights the importance of appropriate succession planning arrangements and building skills and capacity in management teams to support continuity of leadership and direction when senior staff leave. 
16.	Effective leadership development is essential to ensure that change is well managed at the right level and pace. The availability, capacity and depth of leadership skills across the public sector is an increasingly important issue. Organisations are competing not only with each other for the best quality leaders but also with the private and third sectors. Chief officer posts across councils and IJBs need to be attractive. The Commission recognises that this is a complex and difficult issue given the context and scale of the challenges for chief officers of both councils and IJBs. Reflecting its importance, leadership, including the turnover in senior staff and the effectiveness of succession planning, is of  specific interest to the Commission and an issue it plans to focus on in  the future.
Councillors need to ensure they have the skills and knowledge to provide a high standard of scrutiny and decision-making
17.	The uptake of training and development by councillors remains variable and affects the ability of elected members to make difficult and complex decisions.
18.	Effective leadership and decision-making require councillors to understand their roles and responsibilities at a strategic level, alongside being local representatives. They need to be well informed about the complex and changing landscape of national and local issues. To support this, councillors need to have access to good-quality training and development   opportunities and they need to take ownership and responsibility for their own development needs. 
19.	It is disappointing that the quality and uptake of training and development opportunities by councillors continues to be variable. We have highlighted the importance of this in Best Value reports for many years. Officers need to ensure that councillors have access to informative, practical and up-to-date training on key and emerging issues. Councils also need to continue to find ways to promote and encourage engagement, for example, by widening the availability of training and, by making relevant materials accessible online to allow greater flexibility and increase uptake.
20.	Personal development plans are a valuable tool for tailoring training to councillors’ individual needs. Some councils, such as Perth and Kinross, have systematic arrangements in place to support personal development plans for councillors. The Commission urges all councillors to ensure that they have a personal development plan in place that supports them to be as effective as possible in their role.
21.	Inadequate quality of training can have significant implications for councillors’ understanding of issues. For example, in Midlothian Council, we reported this year that councillors were not always able to understand financial information that was provided to them. This has implications for the effectiveness of decision-making. All councillors and councils need to be proactive and systematic in identifying training needs and putting options in place to meet them.
Medium- and longer-term financial planning still needs to improve to provide a framework for implementing change 
22.	The need to find and deliver savings is expected to continue, increasing the importance of medium- and long-term planning to manage these financial challenges and to make well-informed decisions aligned with council priorities. Previous Commission reports have recommended that councils should plan for a range of scenarios, so that they are prepared for different  future levels of funding   and income.
23.	The Commission has previously highlighted in its overview reports the importance of good medium- and long-term financial planning as a fundamental tool to support councillors and officers to make well-considered decisions and effectively manage the continuing challenges and pressures. In the Local government in Scotland: Financial Overview 2018/19 , we reported that all councils now have medium-term financial planning covering three years or more, but long-term financial planning has not improved since last year. The report also highlighted that in IJBs, medium-term financial planning is improving but no IJB had a financial plan that extended for more than five years.
24.	Councils and IJBs need to continue to improve their approaches to medium- and long-term financial planning. Financial plans should be at the core of strategic planning and decision-making. They should be reviewed and refreshed annually, ensuring that the information is current and accurate. Financial planning should include: 
•	estimates of Scottish Government funding
•	projections of corporate and service level income 
•	projections of corporate and service level expenditure 
•	projections of the costs of borrowing.
25.	Accurate and detailed information on factors such as these will assist councillors and officers to make informed decisions about changes in service design and delivery.
Change and improvement 
Most councils have a change programme in place, but more radical thinking is needed for longer-term solutions 
26.	The Commission emphasised in its Local Government in Scotland: challenges and performance 2019 report , the increasing urgency for councils to be open to fundamental changes in how they deliver services. There is limited evidence that councils are changing the way they deliver services to the extent that is needed to respond to the forecast financial challenges, increasing pressure on services and to improve outcomes for communities. Most councils have continued to respond to tightening budgets  through efficiency savings, some restructuring and using financial reserves. While substantial savings have been made in recent years, more fundamental changes in the way council services are organised and delivered are needed. Using reserves to manage funding gaps is not sustainable.
27.	Councils’ approaches to making changes vary. Some councils include service re-design as part of existing operational and improvement activities, whereas most councils have a formal change programme in place. This is often branded as a transformation programme, which sets out a range of change objectives, accompanied by strategies to achieve them and specified timescales for when they will be delivered. However, many councils following this approach are still at the beginning of their programmes or have recently refreshed them. Our 2019/20 Best Value audits found some positive examples of partnership working to redesign services:
•	Midlothian Council - more than 16 organisations from the Community Planning Partnership and the third sector are working on a project to redesign mental health and wellbeing support services.
•	Stirling Council worked in partnership with NHS Forth Valley and the Scottish Ambulance Service to create Stirling Health and Care Village which opened in January 2019.
28.	Delivering services differently should be focused on improving outcomes in ways that are affordable. The aim to is to find more efficient and effective ways to improve outcomes for communities and, their experiences of services. This might mean providing services very differently or changing how and what services are provided. In planning change, a council should be clear about the objectives and how they link to its vision, priorities and local plans, as well as about its duty to demonstrate Best Value. This requires investing the time and knowledge of political and managerial leaders and key staff to develop the thinking and plans for a medium- and long-term strategy. 
29.	The Scottish Approach to Service Design  (SAtSD) provides a set of key principles to follow in designing services. It was developed by the Scottish Government in response to the 2011 Christie Commission recommendations on empowering individuals and communities by involving them directly in designing the public services they use. The SAtSD was updated and published in June 2019. It sets out key considerations for service redesign that aim to explore problems openly and collaboratively, before finding and designing a solution in a way that removes organisational and sector boundaries. Key features of the approach include: 
•	identifying ways to design services around the key challenges, rather than around the structure of the public sector 
•	increasing collaboration with local people to better understand local issues and, in doing so, identify sustainable solutions
•	increasing levels of innovative thinking, combined with effective management of risk.
The SAtSD challenges council and other public sector leaders to rethink how they plan and design services and to be bold by creating the right conditions for this approach to service design.
Digital approaches continue to develop 
30.	In developing more innovative approaches for delivering services to communities, digitisation is an important part of service redesign. Increasingly the public expect councils to keep pace with technological change and to be able to access services at a time and place that suits them. Using digital approaches can increase productivity, reduce costs and improve outcomes for citizens.
31.	All 32 councils now work in partnership with the Digital Office (DO) for Scottish local government. The DO is working to build councils’ digital capacity and use of tools including the SAtSD approaches in Scottish local authorities, with a core focus on helping to improve services for the public.
32.	Progress in digitally based service redesign has been varied across councils. For example, Perth and Kinross Council is progressing well with providing online access to services. The council now offers 37 services online via MyPKC, its customer services platform. The council procured the underlying software collaboratively with Dundee City Council and Angus Council.
33.	Stirling Council has also made progress in developing its ‘Digital District’, as part of the City Region Deal . This focuses on inclusive economic growth, by providing business start-up and scale-up support services for digital technology in local companies.
34.	Although there is some progress in digital advances, such as mobile working and new digital platforms for interaction with the public, there is still a long way to go in using digital approaches to find ways to improve services and outcomes for communities. In last year’s report, the Commission highlighted that councils should be aware of: 
•	Procurement - implementing digital projects is likely to require significant spending. North Lanarkshire’s transformation programme is centred on the ‘Digital NL’ programme, aimed at simplifying and joining up services. This required investing in a digital partner with a maximum contract value of £6.4 million over six years. 
•	Skills - digitally-designed projects need to be led and managed by experienced staff with the appropriate skills. There is a shortage of digital skills in councils and they are competing for these skills with other public and private sector organisations. 
•	Digital exclusion - in Scotland, 87 per cent of households now have access to the internet. Councils need to make sure that they still meet the needs of those without access to digital technology when developing new approaches. Residents from rural areas, the elderly, individuals living in poverty and individuals affected by disability, are more likely to be disproportionately affected by digital exclusion.
We will assess and report in more detail on the progress with digital approaches in local government and the challenges this brings, later this year. 
Performance information, review and self-evaluation need to be used more systematically to inform improvement 
35.	Performance management systems and performance information, review, and self-evaluation tools (such as the European Foundation for Quality Management's Excellence Model, Public Service Improvement Framework and How good is my council) are fundamental tools to support improvement. However, these are not being used systematically by all councils. 
36.	Despite councils having outcomes-based strategic objectives and priorities, some councils remain limited in their ability to show if and how these outcomes are being achieved due to weaknesses in performance management arrangements.
37.	Effective performance management systems and performance information are the most basic but essential tools for improvement work. Good data and information about performance are necessary for corporate and service level improvement activity, for understanding performance over time and how it compares with other councils, and to inform decisions about where services need to change.
38.	 How councils use performance information to drive improvement varies. For example, Midlothian Council makes good use of data to understand and improve its performance, while Scottish Borders and Stirling councils have service-level performance management arrangements but lack a council-wide focus. Highland Council needs to improve its performance management systems and is in the early stages of addressing this. 
39.	Corporate-level, service-level or thematic reviews are well-established improvement approaches and are used to some degree by all councils.  For example:
•	Midlothian and Perth and Kinross councils demonstrate good use of service-level reviews but lack a corporate approach
•	Stirling Council’s approach was found to be poorly structured and inconsistent
•	South Lanarkshire Council uses an ongoing risk-based approach of structured self-assessments to review and redesign services with a focus on fundamental change. This review programme has improved service delivery and made some financial savings.
•	Self-evaluation at a corporate or service level can support change and improvement by using a structured approach to consider where there are strengths and weaknesses and areas for improvement. It is used by many councils but with different levels of success. For example:
•	North Lanarkshire Council has a good approach to self-evaluation but needs to ensure that the actions arising from this are clear and measurable.
•	Highland Council has developed self-evaluation arrangements but needs to ensure that these are used consistently across services.
•	Midlothian Council’s arrangements lack a structured corporate approach. 
Workforce planning
There is some progress in improving workforce planning, but more still needs to be done to link workforce requirements to change plans, to ensure that councils have the staff, skills and leaders they need to  deliver change.
40.	Councils across Scotland employ around 252,000 staff (205,000 full time equivalent (FTE)). To find efficiency savings over recent years, councils have restructured teams and departments, and made savings by reducing posts and not filling vacant posts. The workforce reduced by around 6,000 FTE staff from 204,000 FTE in 2013 to 198,000 FTE in 2016. A significant increase in 2019 largely reflects a 29 per cent increase in Glasgow’s workforce (FTE) in the last quarter of 2018, compared with the same period in 2016, with posts from an arm’s length provider, Cordia, being brought back into the council. 
41.	Changes in workforce numbers vary between councils. Between 2013 and 2019, the changes in FTE staff numbers were as high as a 14 per cent reduction in Angus, and 10 per cent in Argyll and Bute. Some councils’ FTE staffing did not change overall during this period. From year to year, the pattern varies between councils. Between 2018 and 2019, 19 councils increased their FTE staff numbers, four councils reduced their staffing and nine councils remained at the same level. 
42.	Having the right number of staff, with the right skills, in the right posts, is a basic requirement for delivering services. Good workforce planning that is linked to strategic plans and priorities is key to making informed decisions about changes to the workforce. In last year’s report, the Commission highlighted that the quality of workforce planning is inconsistent across councils and workforce data is insufficient to clearly understand how individual service areas are affected by changes in the workforce such as the age profile and skills gaps. The extent to which councils provide adequate learning and development opportunities for officers is not known. More needs to be done to improve the quality and range of workforce data to inform workforce planning. 
43.	The need for councils to deliver services differently and more efficiently should be reflected in workforce decisions. Effective workforce planning is essential to ensuring that councils have flexibility, agility and efficiency in how they use the workforce and can deliver the level of change that is required. It is expected that councils will adopt a comprehensive approach to workforce planning. This should include planning at corporate and service levels and an assessment of current and future workforce capacity and skills, and of how councils will achieve their required workforce profile. These should be reviewed regularly and reflect changing workforce needs. 
44.	Progress in developing corporate and service level workforce planning is mixed but showing some progress. Some councils have corporate workforce planning in place, while others have service level planning, without integrating these at a corporate level. The level and spread of detail within council workforce plans also varies, with some focused on an assessment of the current skills and employee numbers but lacking an assessment of the council’s future workforce needs or setting out plans for how to meet those needs. 
45.	There are examples where workforce planning is more developed in some councils. For example, South Lanarkshire demonstrates a comprehensive and coordinated approach to workforce planning. It includes many key elements needed for successful service redesign; for example, a profile of the current workforce has been carried out to support succession planning. West Dunbartonshire’s approach includes assumptions about the future context and how it will address potential skills gaps in its workforce. 
46.	Common skills that councils identify as gaps include professional skills such as planners, change, project and programme management, and digital and data management. These are all essential skills that councils need to implement their change programmes effectively and it is often difficult to recruit and retain staff with these. 
47.	Councils have adopted a variety of initiatives to manage skills shortages. Approaches such as apprenticeships, traineeships, grow-your-own schemes, and succession planning, have been utilised. Some councils offer existing staff the opportunity to move into expanding areas such as teaching or early learning and childcare. For example:
•	North Lanarkshire has established a health and social care academy that aims to encourage young people to take up a career in the care sector.
•	South Lanarkshire uses its switch to redeployment programme to match staff whose roles are at risk with suitable alternative roles, and it has initiatives in place to recruit staff for skills needed in its roads, early years and homecare services.
•	Perth and Kinross has restructured all posts into five ‘job families’, which increases flexibility between services and encourages employees to retrain as the demand for skills changes between services. The council also operates a grow-your-own programme to address skills needs and tackle the challenge of its ageing workforce.
48.	Councils need to continue to find ways to meet specific skills needs. This might include sharing staff with other councils or partners and working with education and training partners such as colleges and universities. 
Partnership working
The full potential of collaborative working is not being realised. 
49.	There is some audit evidence of councils collaborating with partners when reshaping services, but this is not widespread. There are many examples of effective smaller-scale joint working.
50.	The Commission continues to encourage councils to find ways to deliver services more efficiently and effectively through shared service arrangements and joint use of resources. With financial pressures and skills shortages in some areas, it is important that councils continue to work together to find innovative solutions. The following are examples of councils sharing services with others:
•	Midlothian has developed some shared services and shared roles to help address challenges it faces as a smaller council. For example, it has shared a joint chief internal auditor with Scottish Borders since 2018. The chief auditor leads both councils’ internal audit teams at a strategic level and is supported operationally by principal auditors in each council.
•	South Lanarkshire is a host authority for a range of shared services, including the Clyde Valley Learning and Development Partnership comprising eight local authorities in the west of Scotland and set up to establish and deliver shared approaches to training, learning and development. This includes, for example, shared tools for e-learning development, accredited front-line management training, and learning and training for social care. These approaches enable the sharing of best practice across councils and making financial savings by providing joint training events and accreditation.
•	Highland shares its procurement service with Aberdeen City and Aberdeenshire councils. The most recent annual procurement report shows that in total £1.39 million of savings was achieved during the period 1 April 2017 to 31 March 2018. As part of Highland Council’s financial plans, it is looking at further ways of delivering savings through procurement.
•	Stirling shares a trading standards service with Clackmannanshire. It also delivers animal health and welfare services on behalf of Clackmannanshire, Falkirk and East Dunbartonshire councils, and has a partnership arrangement in place with Clackmannanshire and Falkirk councils for a stray dog shelter.
Community Planning Partnerships need to take a more active role in leading partnership working and strategic change in  some areas.
51.	Good partnership working is evident across councils with many examples of services working well with partner organisations to deliver local services and projects with other public sector, private and third-sector organisations. 
52.	The picture at a strategic level is more mixed. Community Planning Partnerships (CPPs) should provide the strategic leadership and direction to local partnership working and be pivotal in driving improved outcomes for local communities. This is a joint responsibility across CPP partners, such as the NHS, and emergency services, as well as councils. However, much of the good local partnership working is happening independently of the leadership of the CPPs and their structures. Our BVAR audits during 2019/20 found the effectiveness of partnership working within the CPPs was mixed. For example:
•	Midlothian - Midlothian Youth Platform involves more than 16 organisations from across the CPP, including third-sector bodies. They are working together on a project to redesign mental health and wellbeing support services for young people.
•	Scottish Borders – Ambitions set out in locality plans had not been costed and so were not reflected in the council’s or its CPP partners’ budgets. 
•	Perth and Kinross – There is evidence of effective working in some parts of the CPP, for example the work of the Children, Young People and Families Partnership was commended by the Care Inspectorate in 2018. Some councillors and partners, however, raised concerns about community planning and other partnership working functioning as separate processes.
53.	Councils need to build on their partnership working to respond to local challenges, such as inequalities and child poverty. Good partnership working is critical if councils are to deliver priorities and improved outcomes for communities. 
Progress in integrating Health and Social Care has been too slow 
54.	There are 30 IJBs across Scotland. These are partnerships between NHS boards and councils. They are responsible for delivering adult health and social care, and, in some areas, for other services, such as children’s services. 
55.	Progress with integration is slow. In 2018/19, a majority of IJBs struggled to break-even financially and 19 would have recorded a deficit without additional funding from the NHS and council partners at the year end. There is still limited evidence to suggest any significant shift in spending from health to social care. The Ministerial Strategic Group for Health and Community Care (MSG) is monitoring progress towards achieving the proposals set out in its integration review published in February 2019. The areas where least progress is being  made include:
•	IJBs being empowered to use all the resources at their disposal to better meet the needs of their local populations
•	delegated hospital budgets and set aside requirements being fully implemented 
•	having effective, coherent and joined-up clinical and care governance arrangements in place.
56.	The MSG also proposed that a framework for integrated community-based health and social care services should be developed. The framework intends to identify what a good service looks like.
57.	Progress can be demonstrated in some cases. In December 2019, we reported that the Scottish Government, the Convention of Scottish Local Authorities (COSLA) and partners are progressing most of the recommendations made in the 2017 report (Self-directed support: 2017 progress report Impact report) . There is still significant work to do, which will take time to implement. The Care Inspectorate’s thematic review in June 2019 found that there has been significant progress in implementing self-directed support, with some partnerships demonstrating significant change in their delivery of social care in this area. The review also highlighted, however, that more needs to be done to fully implement self-directed support.
58.	The Commission has previously highlighted its concern about the pace of progress in integration. We published a report in November 2018, Health and social care integration: update on progress . We plan to report on social care sustainability in 2021 and will report on progress with IJBs in the next two to three years. The Commission is also currently considering how it will audit and report on Best Value in IJBs. Although the main focus of this overview report is on councils, the issues and changes required also relate to IJBs. We plan to report on social care sustainability in 2021 and will report on progress with IJBs in the next two to three years. 
Regional economic development is stimulating improvements in collaborative leadership 
59.	Councils are active partners in the City Region and Growth Deals. A total of £5.2 billion has been committed so far to supporting economic development through City Region and Growth Deals (Exhibit 6). 
60.	The work around the deals is stimulating improvements in collaboration and partnership working across councils. Our report, City Region and Growth Deals, January 2020 , highlights that the increase in joint working by council chief executives and officers is also starting to influence wider joint working. The evidence suggests that these relationships are beginning to influence how councils operate in other areas of council activity. 
61.	There are other positive examples of partnership working with a place and community focus. The Clyde Gateway Partnership involves South Lanarkshire and Glasgow City councils and Scottish Enterprise and receives funding from the Scottish Government. The project began around 12 years ago and aims to regenerate areas in the east end of Glasgow and Rutherglen. So far it has treated 248 hectares of contaminated land and delivered 2,995 new homes, while attracting 5,939 new jobs and assisting 2,813 businesses. 
62.	Midlothian Council partnered with the University of Edinburgh to create a multi-use facility including a secondary school for around 850 pupils, a public library, gym and sports facilities, including a swimming pool and community meeting spaces at the Newbattle Community Campus. It also provides workspaces for self-employed people and small businesses and provides access to and training in using the latest technology. The partnership has links to the Data Driven Innovation Programme and the City Deal, aiming to provide high-quality industry-led skills including those in digital technology skills.
Community empowerment and engagement 
Most councils could do more to involve communities in planning services and better demonstrate how engagement is used to improve outcomes. Some councils have been slow to implement elements of the Community Empowerment (Scotland) Act 2015 
63.	Many councils recognise the value of involving their communities in the decision-making that affects their lives and in tackling inequalities to ensure that everyone can participate in that decision-making. But there has been slow progress in putting the Community Empowerment  Act’s requirements into practice and few councils provide opportunities for communities to influence or take control of decision-making processes. More needs to be done to make the aims of the Act a reality.
64.	The Community Empowerment Act requires each CPP to produce and publish a Local Outcomes Improvement Plan (LOIP). LOIPs set out a vision and focus for CPPs, based on agreed local priorities. The LOIP is intended to provide a shared plan for local communities in each CPP area. The LOIP is also the main framework that the CPP should publicly report its performance against. The CPP must be kept up to date and reflect local needs, circumstances and aspirations. The Community Empowerment Act requires CPPs to also undertake locality planning. These are plans focused on a specific locality within a council area. They should focus on tackling inequalities through targeted actions and involve participation of the community on the issues that affect it.
65.	The Improvement Service reported, jointly with Audit Scotland and NHS Health Scotland, in its 2018 Local Outcomes Improvement Plans Stock-take  that LOIPs are being used to varying degrees and that these need to be more focused on the areas where the CPPs can have the biggest impact.
66.	Participatory budgeting activity in councils has been limited. The Scottish Government and COSLA have agreed that at least one per cent of council budgets should be determined through participatory budgeting by 2021. Many councils, however, are unsure about what approach to take, or if participatory budgeting should be carried out separately from their LOIP processes, which is not the intention of the Act. We also found that locality planning had not been completed on time by some councils.
67.	There is a range of guidance available to councils to help them develop their community empowerment approach. COSLA plans to publish guidance on participatory budgeting in 2020, which will include examples of positive practice and learning points. In July 2019, the Commission, alongside partners in the Strategic Scrutiny Group, published the Principles for community empowerment  (Exhibit 7, page 38). The intention is to provide consistent understanding across the scrutiny bodies about what is expected of public sector bodies. It is also a useful reference for councils and communities. 
68.	The Scottish Government has commissioned an evaluation of participatory budgeting and community asset transfer, which was due to report in April 2020. In November 2019, the Scottish Parliament’s Local Government and Communities Committee began a consultation on how best to achieve community wellbeing, which includes considering the effectiveness of community engagement arrangements and organisations working together in communities. This focus emphasises the importance of community empowerment and engagement. The Committee is considering the findings of its consultation as part of its current work programme, pending any changes in its programme required as a result of the COVID-19 pandemic. 
69.	Councils need to more fully embrace community empowerment as an integral part of changing the way they do things. It should not be seen as an add-on or separate to other work, but part of a new way of working. They need to engage with communities and involve the public in making decisions about the services councils provide, and the places people live in. This is crucial to councils making effective and sustainable changes to the ways they operate. 
70.	Community empowerment is relevant to all departments, roles and levels. It should not be seen as only relevant to staff who work directly with communities. All services should be involving communities more in decisions about public services. There needs to be clear leadership to embed this approach across organisations and to empower staff to carry out the activities and behaviours required to do this. It will mean more co-production of services, which will require trust between communities and public bodies and time to build up relationships. Ultimately, community empowerment should reduce inequalities and improve the wellbeing of communities, particularly those suffering from persistent inequality.
The local governance review is still ongoing
71.	The Scottish Government and COSLA have jointly made a commitment to work together to further empower communities and councils in Scotland through their local governance review. The aim is to ensure that Scotland’s diverse communities and places have greater control and influence over decisions that affect them. 
Not all councils are reporting their performance to the public in a comprehensive and transparent way 
72.	Effective public performance reporting (PPR) enables communities to assess the progress their council is making against its priorities and compare its performance with other councils. 
73.	All councils have performance sections on their websites; most publish annual performance reports and report the performance of their different services, and in most cases, these are linked to the council’s strategic objectives. But there is wide variation in the quality of performance information councils publish, and some councils are not making it clear how their targets are being met. 
74.	The Commission’s Statutory Performance Information (SPI) Direction of December 2018 reinforces the importance of councils reporting their performance to people and communities and is a key tool to guide councils on what information the Commission expects them to publish. Good PPR will fulfil the requirements of the Commission’s SPI Direction. It should provide a clear picture of the council’s performance as well as demonstrating how it is meeting its duty of delivering best value. PPR should use a range of media formats to target key audiences with information, including digital channels. This should consider different community needs, including hard-to-reach groups that may need specifically targeted approaches. Good PPR will show progress against strategic and outcome priorities as well as service performance, in a balanced way. For example, it will report areas for improvement and what is being done to address these, as well as where good progress is being made. Good PPR will also invite communities to provide feedback.
Some councils are using place-based approaches to improve outcomes for their communities
75.	The Place Principle was adopted by COSLA and the Scottish Government in February 2018 to support elements of the National Performance Framework. The Place Principle challenges those responsible for providing public services (and those looking after their assets), to ‘work collectively with partners and communities, with the shared objective of providing more successful places that support inclusive economic growth and improved outcomes for the people in  an area.’ 
76.	There are some limited but positive examples of councils working with partners to start taking a place-based approach. For example, Perth and Kinross has adopted a place-based approach to tackling inequalities for each of its seven localities. These are supported by ‘stories of place’, created by the council to provide a profile of each locality to support its work.
77.	An increasing emphasis on place is apparent in other key policy areas and developments, for example in relation to the Planning (Scotland) Act 2019 which we will refer to in greater detail in our planning services case study (page 41)). Place is also a core aspect of partnership planning as part of the LOIP and locality planning processes, the City Region and Growth Deals and participatory budgeting.
78.	The Scottish Government, in collaboration with NHS Scotland and Architecture and Design Scotland, has produced an online Place Standard tool (https://www.placestandard.scot/)  to help planners and communities assist with assessing and considering priorities for their places. 
Service case study
Planning Service
79.	In this section we focus on planning services to illustrate how the challenges for local government have affected this service area, and how it is responding. Planning is an important service for supporting delivery on national policy outcomes such as inclusive, sustainable economic growth and protecting and enhancing our environment. It is also subject to a range of national policy developments such as the new Planning (Scotland) Act 2019 (the Act) which changes the role and responsibilities of the service. It is an example of a service that has been significantly affected by reduced budgets and staff numbers in recent years. As with the previous sections, this case study was produced prior to the COVID-19 pandemic and does not reflect the challenges or changes that this brings to planning services. We are aware that councils are already responding with new thinking and approaches to the challenges, for example to enable physical distancing in streets. 
80.	Scotland’s planning system is concerned with the use and development of land and buildings. Council planning services are a key part of that system, and their planning activity focuses on three areas:
•	Development plans set out how places should change, and the policies councils use to make decisions on planning applications.
•	Development management is the process for making decisions about planning applications.
•	Enforcement is about making sure that development is carried out correctly and acting where this is not the case.
•	Challenges
•	How the challenges (page 10) are reflected in planning services
Population changes mean changing pressures for planning services 
81.	The demographic changes set out in the first part of this report also have implications at a service level. For planning services for example:
•	Growing populations in areas such as Aberdeenshire, East Renfrewshire and the Lothians mean increased demand for housing, local services and amenities. Councils need to plan for these changes.
•	Areas with shrinking populations, such as Argyll and Bute, Ayrshire, Dumfries and Galloway, Inverclyde and Eilean Siar may see reduced demand for some services and different challenges for planners.
82.	Population changes also have implications for local economic activity and economic development priorities as demand for services and availability  of workforces and skills change. This will affect the local priorities for  planning services
83.	Increasing proportions of people over 65 and 75 years old, changes in the child population, and changes in inequalities such as deprivation levels have implications for the demand for types of housing and local services in the places where people live. 
84.	The Planning (Scotland) Act 2019 introduces new responsibilities for planning services and requires them to have a more strategic focus
85.	The Act brings significant challenges for planning services, with new duties and activities. It brings a shift in role from focusing on regulating the planning process to becoming more proactive in engaging with communities and organisations to achieve shared outcomes, and a focus on places. Key new responsibilities for councils include:
•	a legal requirement to take Local Place Plans into account when preparing development plans – these cover issues such as housing, open space and community facilities as well as business and employment opportunities
•	a duty to work with other councils to produce Regional Spatial Strategies
•	the appointment of statutory chief planning officers
•	new powers to introduce control areas where planning permission will always be required if owners want to change the use of their property to short-term lets.
86.	 The Act widens councils’ focus beyond their current largely regulatory role to more proactively engage at a strategic level with people, communities and organisations in developing and improving the places where they live. Our Planning roundtable February 2019  highlighted that there is a perception within the profession that the value of planning services is not recognised. There is also evidence (Scottish Government report: Barriers to community engagement in planning, May 2017)  that communities lack trust and confidence in, and respect for, planning services. To change this and deliver the Act’s objectives there needs to be a cultural shift in the way planning services are delivered, to focus on community engagement and empowerment. This change requires different skills and approaches from planning services that challenge their current practice. Councils must now plan for how they will meet these challenges.
87.	It is early days in the implementation of the Act, so it is too soon to assess the effectiveness of councils’ responses. However, a good deal of change in planning services will be needed to implement the Act effectively. Council political leaders and managers will need to provide effective leadership, support and resources for planning services to enable these changes to happen at a good pace.
Planning services’ budgets are shrinking at the same time as their responsibilities are expanding
88.	Planning services must meet their new responsibilities while they have seen some of the most significant budget cuts of all council services, with a 28 per cent decrease in net expenditure between 2013/14 and 2018/19, (34 per cent in real terms). In response, planning services have been proactive for example by ensuring improved efficiency in processing applications. However, as councils face further forecast funding reductions the challenges for planning services are likely to increase.
89.	It is not possible at this stage to fully determine the financial impacts of the Act for local government, but RTPI (Royal Town Planning Institute) Scotland has estimated (Financial Implications of Implementing the Planning Act, August 2019)  that the Act places 49 new and currently unfunded duties on councils. RTPI Scotland estimates these new duties could cost councils an extra £12.1 million to £59.1 million over the next 10 years.
90.	Planning services can charge fees for the services they provide to people and businesses, such as assessing planning applications, and these fees constitute a small but increasing proportion of the total income of planning services. The Scottish Government sets the basis for their calculation, including the maximum that councils can charge for planning applications. Fees were last increased by the Scottish Government in 2017. The Heads of Planning Services (HOPS) report “Costing the Planning Service”February 2019 , found that fee income as a proportion of planning service costs increased from 26.1 per cent in 2014 to 32.9 per cent in 2018. But planning fee income does not, and isn’t intended to cover the cost of planning services, and it is not retained exclusively by planning services to fund their activities. Planning services must therefore consider what changes will be needed initially and in the medium to longer term to resource their new responsibilities in the context of tightening budgets in the future. The Planning (Scotland) Act 2019 presents an opportunity to carry out a wide review of the planning fee structure, and a consultation on areas including looking at the potential for discretionary charging was completed in February 2020.
Uncertainty remains about the detail of the Act’s requirements 
91.	Planning services, like all council service areas are affected by political and economic change and uncertainty. Most directly, although the Act sets out new responsibilities and roles, there will continue to be a level of uncertainty during 2020/21 while the Scottish Government develops secondary legislation and guidance to support delivery of the Act’s objectives. More widely, planning services will need to respond to the economic impacts of political changes such as withdrawal from the EU and national and global economic changes. Planning services also have a significant role to play in responding to the escalating climate change crisis and in the national and local strategies to combat this.
Doing things differently
Planning services need to do things differently to be able to meet national policy priorities while maintaining and improving services 
How the core aspects for change (page 24) are reflected in planning services. 
Leadership: Strong leadership of planning services is needed to meet the challenge of performing new duties with reducing resources
92.	Meeting the challenges of the Act and putting the Place Principle into practice requires strong leadership from council officers and councillors. Collaborative leadership is critical to success.
93.	The Act introduces a statutory requirement for chief planning officers to be appointed in every council. This is a positive step creating a lead senior officer post to drive the changes required for councils to fulfil the objectives of the Act. Details of the role are yet to become clear, and the Scottish Government is scheduled to work with councils and partners over 2020 and 2021 to develop supporting guidance and legislation for the Act. Including chief planning officers as key members of councils’ senior management structures will enable the required collaborative leadership across council service boundaries and  with partners.
94.	The cultural shift from a mainly regulatory to strategic role will need effective leadership and engagement with staff. Given skills gaps in change management in many councils, they need to consider how they will ensure the change management capacity required is put in place to support councillors and management to lead the culture change needed. 
Change and improvement: planning services have improved performance over recent years but need to widen their focus from the regulation process to engaging with communities and partners 
95.	Planning services have reacted to reducing budgets and staff numbers in recent years by focusing on providing a core regulatory service, ensuring that planning standards are being met.
96.	Possibly as a result of that narrowed focus, performance in processing planning applications has improved. For example, the average time taken per business and industry planning application has fallen by 34 per cent since 2013/14. However, this improved performance has been achieved with reducing numbers of planning decisions made each year since 2013/14: from 29,779 applications to 25,027 in 2018/19 (Exhibit 8).
97.	Councils are making positive changes to the way they approach planning applications, which may also be contributing to improved performance. Many councils are increasing their use of pre-application advice which can reduce the numbers of applications they receive, for example, where the advice is that the application should not proceed. This approach may also increase councils’ efficiency when dealing with previewed applications. 
98.	The improving performance in reducing application processing and decision-making times is positive, but current performance indicators don’t reflect how planning services impact on people and places or how they contribute to broader outcomes in the National Performance Framework. Wider measures of responsibilities beyond councils’ regulatory role need to be developed so that councils can demonstrate their contribution to delivering them.
99.	The Act provides opportunities to widen the scope of performance reporting, including new requirements for councils to produce annual planning performance reports, which they must submit to Scottish Ministers and publish. The detail of these reports has yet to be determined but the requirement puts statutory weight behind the Planning Performance Framework reporting process. 
100.	Measuring how planning services are delivering or supporting more successful outcomes means looking beyond service-specific processes to the outcomes achieved. For example, the Clyde Gateway initiative measures and reports progress against three strategic goals:
•	Sustainable place transformation to focus on the overall infrastructure and environment of the area which in turn will increase its attractiveness as a place to live and work.
•	Increased economic activity to attract major employers into the area and work with existing businesses to maximise growth, which in turn will generate employment opportunities for local people.
•	Building community capacity, to ensure that there are increased levels of community participation in activities that promote a better, healthier lifestyle and/or improve employment prospects.
Progress against these strategic goals is measured through nine performance indicators. These measures are not service-specific but rather aim to assess progress made in these key outcome themes by all partners in the initiative.
101.	The changed role, responsibilities and focus for planning services also mean that councils need to review how these services are funded, to ensure that they can meet their current responsibilities and the new duties arising from the Act. In January 2019, HOPS reported on the impacts of councils’ 2017 major planning application fees increases , following the Scottish Government increasing the maximum planning application fees from £20,050 to £125,000 and maximum fees for applications for planning permission in principle from £10,028 to £62,500. The report found that the impact of the fee increases varied widely across Scotland: the main beneficiaries are the larger city councils, Edinburgh and Glasgow and the larger urban planning authorities. Smaller, more rural councils and island councils do not receive significant numbers of major applications, if any, which significantly influences the overall impact of the fees increase for these councils. 
102.	More broadly, planning fee income is not directly reinvested in planning services in many councils. In some councils planning fee income is treated as a corporate or council income, and so is not controlled by or ringfenced for the planning service. The additional income generated by fee increases does not make much difference to the budget available for reinvestment. Increasingly the income generated is offset against council savings targets.
Workforce planning: the workforce in planning services is ageing  and reducing in number. New skills will be needed to deliver the Act’s objectives
103.	There are significant workforce challenges for planning services. Local government planning services have seen a 25.7 per cent cut in staff numbers since 2009 (Exhibit 9).
104.	Seven councils reported challenges in recruiting for planning roles in the last year (Argyll and Bute, Dumfries and Galloway, Eilean Siar, Glasgow City, North Ayrshire, Shetland and West Dunbartonshire). Councils are taking steps to address their skills and recruitment challenges, for example:
•	Eilean Siar, which had to re-advertise for a planning officer, looked at unqualified applicants interested in learning additional skills to become a planning officer. The council operates a career-grade structure, which supports officers to qualify through work.
•	North Ayrshire, recognising a nationwide deficit in qualified and experienced planners, has re-designated planning officer posts to planning assistants and recruited new graduates. Staff development is supported with a planning skills programme including training and site visits.
•	West Dunbartonshire, which experienced difficulties in recruiting building and planning officers, is investing in a ‘grow-your-own’ programme.
105.	In terms of planning training and development for councillors, 28 councils have an in-house training programme for planning committee members. The Act strengthens the importance of training councillors on planning, giving councils the power to impose training requirements and a requirement that councillors who have not completed specified training will be excluded from taking part in planning business.
106.	Further collaboration and innovation are required to tackle skills gaps and respond to the training and capacity issues in planning services and in the range of specialisms within planning. The Improvement Service is working with Skills Development Scotland to identify planning skills demands, needs and gaps across councils, what training and support is currently provided, and what measures are needed to address the recruitment challenges that planning services face.
Partnership working: planning services need to build relationships with other council services, external partners and communities 
107.	The Act puts increased emphasis on planning services engaging and collaborating with key partner organisations and communities to develop and improve places. The need for improved collaboration has been an issue for some time as highlighted in a report by HOPS in 2013, Collaborative working in development planning  which highlighted key themes for improvement:
•	the importance of ongoing dialogue
•	clear and considered engagement, including improved publicity for consultations and engagement methods so that all parties get the most out of them
•	culture change, collaborating more effectively with partners in developing policies, engaging meaningfully with partners and using shared information to improve outcomes
•	clearly communicating roles and remits.
These themes are now even more relevant given the Act’s requirements. Making the necessary changes in practice and culture happen is challenging and will  take time to become a reality, so councils need to respond actively and with urgency now.
Community empowerment and engagement must become a core activity for planning services to deliver the letter and spirit of the Planning Act and the Place Principle
108.	Planning services have an important role to play in supporting community empowerment. They need to effectively engage and involve communities when developing proposals and local plans for the places where they live. This reflects the purpose of community empowerment, namely, to reduce inequalities and improve the wellbeing of communities, particularly those suffering from  persistent inequality.
109.	To deliver the aims of the Planning and Community Empowerment Acts, planning services need to be much more proactive in leading the collaborative development of places, by bringing together the various parties across their communities. This requires a change in focus from meeting statutory responsibilities to linking planning activity to wider outcomes, and to developing local plans in partnership with communities and partners.
Planning services are key drivers in delivering the Place Principle 
110.	The challenges brought by the Act are still taking shape as the Scottish Government develops supporting secondary legislation and procedural guidance over the next two years. But from our review of a sample of councils’ Planning Performance Framework reports there are examples of councils adopting different approaches, with an awareness of the value of prevention to address current challenges, such as:
•	encouraging online applications 
•	increasing use of pre-application advice services
•	developing new software techniques for various aspects of planning, for example mapping exercises
•	re-aligning planning teams, changing how teams are structured and the scope of work for team members 
•	using revised schemes of delegation to create efficiencies, upskilling existing staff to process planning applications more efficiently and to work across diverse roles. 
The Place Principle aims to move public service delivery away from the traditional focus on service structures and boundaries to place-based approaches which have communities at their heart. Such approaches aim to create more successful outcomes for people and communities, through improving the quality of people’s lives. Within this principle there is scope for the planning system to support the delivery of some of the outcomes in the National Performance Framework, and for councils to focus on this through planning services’ changing role. 
111.	A 2017 Scottish Government report ‘Barriers to community engagement in planning: a research study’ highlighted that there is limited public trust, confidence in and respect for the planning system and that public perceptions are that community engagement has very little influence on planning outcomes. The study highlighted reasons for seldom-heard groups’ exclusion from the planning process, including officers’ attitudes towards disadvantaged and minority groups, as well as the skills, capacity and motivation of those groups. The study findings also mirrored our 2019 planning roundtable discussion where planning practitioners and key stakeholders find that too often engagement is about managing expectations and securing consent for development proposals, rather than working with communities to achieve better planning outcomes. 
112.	To be effective planning services need to lead a change in perceptions of planning and its relationship with communities. This means attracting and developing people with the right skills, including leadership, to work with communities and partners to make improved places a reality.
113.	Through our BVAR work in 2019, we saw some examples of councils taking a place-based approach to improving the lives of the people in their communities:
•	North Lanarkshire Council plans to demolish all its tower blocks and replace them with new modern homes to help reduce inequalities. This is part of its regeneration of place ‘plan for growth’, which also includes transforming town centres. The council’s ‘tower re-provisioning programme’ will see tower blocks and low-rise properties demolished across North Lanarkshire over the next 25 years, and the council’s ‘NL Homes’ new build programme aims to deliver 5,000 affordable new homes by 2035. 
•	Perth and Kinross Council adopts a place-based approach for each of its seven localities, aimed at tackling inequalities. Localities are each supported by ‘stories of place’, created by the council to summarise statistical and background information on each locality to support its work.
•	Clyde Gateway is a partnership between Glasgow City Council, South Lanarkshire Council and Scottish Enterprise, with funding and support from the Scottish Government. Beginning in 2008, the 20-year initiative aims to lead social, economic and physical change across communities in the east end of Glasgow and Rutherglen. 
114.	Planning services are operating in a challenging environment that reflects the wider challenges faced by local government. The introduction of the Act heightens that challenge. Council planning services must grasp the opportunity this presents by building on good practice and developing new ways of working. This includes working with communities more closely and engaging with them and with partners to develop shared plans and objectives to improve places and jointly tackle inequalities.


Case study
West Dunbartonshire 
West Dunbartonshire Council’s Place and Design Panel brings together professionals to provide objective guidance on design through collaborating with developers, architects and contractors. The panel aims to ensure a high-quality built environment that ‘raises aspirations, elevates levels of health and wellbeing and increases economic vitality’. The panel’s volunteer members review planning proposals in the design review process, before they reach the application stage. It aims to improve the quality of the proposals and allow applicants to consider a wide range of issues such as the suitability of materials and wider considerations such as transport links.
West Dunbartonshire includes some highly deprived areas. The council wants to raise people’s aspirations in those areas and focus on planning as an enabler of improvement. To do this the panel has developed close working relations with a range of other council services.
The council has seen positive early indications of the panel’s value such as encouraging more open and informative conversations between developers and planners, which creates a smoother planning process. The panel’s role is still developing and one of its key aims is to encourage more community involvement in the design process.
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