
 
 
 
 
 

Mr Duncan McNeil MSP 19 May 2010 
Convener 
Local Government and Communities Committee 
Scottish Parliament 
EDINBURGH 
EH99 1SP 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Dear Mr McNeil 
 
Local Government and Communities Committee  
Meeting 5 May 2010 – Overview of local government in Scotland 2009 
 
Thank you for the opportunity to give evidence to your Committee on issues in local government 
based on our 2009 local government overview report. As I indicated, the Accounts Commission 
welcomes these opportunities to contribute to your work and to discuss matters of common 
interest. During the meeting we undertook to provide further information on a number of topics 
raised during the evidence session. 
 
Efficiency savings 
 
The Accounts Commission and the Auditor General jointly published ‘Improving public sector 
efficiency’ in February 2010. The report provides a position statement on the Efficient Government 
Programme and paragraphs 30 to 39 contain more details about the savings reported by local 
authorities. The report also contains case study examples, including reference on page 22 to a 
programme of business reviews which East Ayrshire Council is carrying out to identify efficiency 
savings. Our report and a supplementary checklist which we produced in conjunction with other 
UK audit agencies are available on our website at http://www.audit-
scotland.gov.uk/docs/central/2010/nr_100225_improving_efficiency.pdf and http://www.audit-
scotland.gov.uk/docs/central/2010/nr_100225_improving_efficiency_ch.pdf. The Public Audit 
Committee considered a response to the report from the Accountable Officer at its meeting on 28 
April 2010.  
 
The Committee may also be interested in Audit Scotland’s submission to the Finance Committee’s 
inquiry into Efficient Public Services which summarises our position on key questions relating to the 
efficiency agenda. A copy of our submission to the Finance Committee’s meeting on 20 April 2010 
is available at http://www.scottish.parliament.uk/s3/committees/finance/papers-10/fip10-10.pdf.  
 
Sickness absence 
 
Our 2009 overview report contains sickness absence data for teachers, other council staff, fire-
fighters and police officers.  The information for teachers, other staff and fire-fighters was based on 
data reported through the Accounts Commission’s 2008/09 Statutory Performance Indicators.  We 
did not include data for 2007/08 because the method of measuring absence changed during the 
year from a sickness absence percentage to an average number of working days lost per 
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employee. The information for police was taken from the Scottish Policing Performance 
Framework.   
 
The different bases of calculation prevent direct comparison with other parts of the public sector 
and with the private sector. However, the Committee may be interested in figures published by the 
Chartered Institute of Personnel and Development. The Institute carries out an annual absence 
management survey and, based on 642 responses across the public, private and non-profit 
sectors in the UK, its figures show the average number of working days lost in 2009 per employee 
as follows: 
 

 Public 
sector 

Non-profit 
organisations 

Manufacturing 
and 
production 

Private 
sector 
services 

Overall 
average 

2009 9.7 9.4 6.5 6.4 7.4 

2008 9.8 8.5 7.2 7.2 8 

 
The Committee also asked whether we are aware of cases where councils pay people for having 
fewer days sick leave. We have not looked at this area in detail so we do not have comprehensive 
up to date information. However, there may be examples: our Best Value report on West 
Dunbartonshire Council in October 2006 (paragraph 137) highlighted that at that time the Council 
was running a pilot incentive scheme aimed at reducing absence levels in social work services.  
 
PPP/PFI commitments 
 
Our reference to PPP/PFI at the evidence session was in the context of a wider discussion about 
the overall financial position and the degree of flexibility available to councils in setting budgets. 
The overview report (paragraph 22) refers to the high proportion of fixed costs in budgets, and 
long-term commitments under PPP/PFI contracts are an example of a fixed element in budgets.  
 
PPP unitary charges are recognised as a fixed cost and are now separately identified in the 
Scottish Government’s budget. The latest figures showing estimated payments under PPP 
contracts across Scottish Government departments are available in Draft Budget 2010/11, at 
http://www.scotland.gov.uk/Publications/2009/09/17093831/0. 
 
Future work and reports 
 
The Committee expressed continuing interest in specific aspects of our current work programme. 
In summary: 

 We expect to publish a report on roles, responsibilities and working relationships in local 
government in the autumn. 

 Our work on public sector pensions is ongoing and we expect to publish a report towards 
the end of 2010. We have provided the Committee with further information about this study 
under separate cover. 

 We are currently scoping work on councils’ involvement in arms-length external 
organisations.  

 
We are also aware of the ongoing interest in single status and equal pay and have noted the 
Committee’s interest in aggregate data.  
 
 
I hope you find this further information helpful. 
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Yours sincerely 
 
 
John Baillie 
Chair 
 

 
 


