Podcast Transcript – Local Government Performance Overview
I’m here with Graham Sharp, chair of the Accounts Commission. We’re talking about a new overview report on the challenges facing local government in Scotland and how they’re performing. 
Graham, what are you reporting this year that’s different from previous years? 
The main challenges and uncertainties for councils haven't changed, but we’re reporting these pressures are continuing to build. For example, councils are having to plan for withdrawal from the EU, continue to tackle a growing gap between demand and resources, and contend with less flexibility over where money is spent.
Councils have continued to find ways to manage funding gaps, but there are increasingly complex and challenging times ahead. To continue to maintain and improve outcomes for their communities, councils need to be open to transformational change and implement new ways of working and delivering outcomes. There is also a need for councils to improve the quality of data, supporting them to make decisions and improvements, as well as better demonstrate how spending decisions and priorities have impacted on service performance and outcomes for communities.
Given all these pressures on local councils, what’s been the impact on services? 

We’ve found that despite reducing funding and increasing demands, across local government, councils are either improving or maintaining most services, although it is clear some services are showing signs of pressures. 

Councils understand the challenges facing their communities and are focused on performance management and improvement, but need to ensure resources are linked clearly with their vision and priorities. Over half of councils clearly link their budget setting to their priorities or plans. This should be the case across all councils.

Are councils having to manage increased demand for services with less money?  
Scottish Government funding to councils has reduced in real terms since 2013/14. But although over the last two years funding has been approximately flat, we know that Scottish Government funding to councils is likely to reduce. 
What’s clear is that increasing amounts of funding is being committed to Scottish Government priorities and nearly 70 per cent of council spending is on social care and education. This reduces councils’ flexibility in where to spend and where to save.
Are the increasing demands on services because of an increase in people aged over 65?
Population change is affecting demand for services. And it isn’t simply because of an increase in those aged over 65. We know that all councils are anticipating an increase in the number of people aged over 65 by 2041. But this isn’t the complete picture. At the same time, nearly one third also anticipate an increase in those aged under 15, while two thirds of councils expect a decrease.  

These population rises, and shifts, puts pressure on a range of council services, from building and staffing new schools, housing, roads and health and social care services.

And finally, what action do you want councils to take following publication of this report?
We’re calling on all councils to be open to transforming the way they deliver council services. This means ensuring that services meet the shifting demands of residents, with councils working and collaborating with communities. To ensure this happens councils must have both the right leadership in place and the right workforce across the organisation. And improved data will help inform future decision making and better enable councils to measure the effectiveness of the changes they put in place. 
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.  ENDS

