
SUBMISSION FROM ABERLOUR CHILDCARE TRUST 
 

1. What do you consider are the main mechanisms available to local 
authorities to alleviate the impact of the recession on the local 
communities they serve?  
 
2. If the national outcomes defined in the concordat are now to represent 
the driver for much of the expenditure of public funds at local authority level 
then Single Outcome Agreements should be used to direct money and 
priorities towards alleviating the impact of the recession in the communities 
they serve. However, the roll out of the Concordat and Single Outcome 
Agreements (SOAs) has arguably failed, so far, to achieve the vision that was 
originally laid out by both COSLA and the Scottish Government:  
 
Implementation of the Concordat and the role out of single outcome 
agreements 
 
3. In collaboration with other organisations in the children and young 
peoples sector, Aberlour undertook an analysis of the thirty two single 
outcome agreements published in the summer of 2008 and then subsequently 
on the publication of the 09-10 round of outcomes. We looked at each Local 
Authorities SOA against a range of issues connected to the work and interests 
of our organisations and our service users. Understandably the first round of 
SOAs was characterised by a significant amount of inconsistency and a 
considerable lack of clarity as to the strategic importance or pre-eminence of 
these documents. It was hoped that with the introduction of sixteen Strategic 
directors from the Scottish Government and through the publication of 
guidance from the improvement service, to guide Community Planning 
Partnerships (CPPs) and local authorities through the drafting process of the 
second round that things would be considerably better this time around. 
 
4. We have just concluded our qualitative analysis of second round of the 
32 local authority SOAs and whilst there is marked improvement on the year 
previous. A considerable amount of inconsistency remains and the process by 
which voluntary sector organisations can actively influence the process of 
framing the Single Outcome Agreements of each local authority remains 
inconsistent, vague and in many cases non-existent. 
 
Consistency 
                  
5. Those unfamiliar with the Concordat would be forgiven for looking at the 
first round of 32 Single outcome agreements and fail to see any consistency 
and in some cases would not recognise that these documents were created to 
serve the same purpose- this significantly improved with the drafting of the 
second round thanks in part to 16 government directors and the improvement 
service guidance. However even now, inconsistency remains. 
 
6. Timescales: Different local authorities continue to attach different life 
spans to their SOA: some are set to last until 2012 (Fife) whilst others 
(Glasgow) only cover the next 12 months. Indeed since the signing of 



concordat there has been uncertainty as to whether the SOA should be 
refreshed every year or whether, once in place the SOA should cover the term 
of the local authority administration. This is important to clarify as these will 
affect the way in which organisations can contribute to the drafting of future 
plans and will affect how the authority can adapt to changing circumstances. 
This is critically linked furthermore to the pre-eminence of the Single Outcome 
Agreement in relation to other plans and strategies laid out by the local 
authority. 
 
7. ‘Above’ or ‘below the waterline’:  In conferences and seminars that 
accompanied the publication of the first round of SOAs,  there was much use 
by Government and COSLA representatives alike of the term ‘Above the 
waterline’. The use of this term suggested that the SOA should represent a 
strategic overview for the local authority and that it should lay out broad brush 
aims whilst pointing to lower level documents which in turn lay out the detail of 
local targets and goals. The Concordat states: 
 

The SOA will cover all local government services in each local 
authority area as well as a significant range of the responsibilities 
of Community Planning Partnerships where local authorities have 
a significant part to play1.  

 
8. This definition is arguably the cause of the ensuing confusion notable in 
the tremendous differences in the first round, in the SOAs of differing local 
authorities. Dundee city council’s 08/09 SOA was short and written in very 
broad brush terms and made reference to a range of local strategies and 
plans whereas Scottish Borders Council was tremendously detailed and laid 
out in minutiae all of its local targets and indicators for that year. Whilst a 
greater consistency has now been fostered, there is still a lack of clarity as to 
where some local authorities hold their Single outcome Agreement in terms of 
importance as a driver for policy and expenditure. In reality, the SOA in most 
cases sits both ‘Above the waterline’ in terms of the defined local outcomes 
and ‘below the waterline in terms of the local indicators. 
 
Accountability in the concordat: 
 
9. It has never been clear to what standard or level of accountability the 
Local authorities will be held in the execution of their SOAs. As the Concordat 
has defined an entirely new mechanism for the expenditure of public funds 
and the deployment of services it would seem odd that there was no 
mechanism to ensure monitoring, evaluation, quality control or accountability 
for progress towards those ends. There are few examples of local authorities 
examining the commitments they made in 2008/09 but Glasgow is a good 
example of one that has made such an analysis. From Glasgow’s 2009/10 
single outcome agreement: 
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“the target to increase the number [of people with disabilities] in 
work by 200 during 2008/09 has not been met with an increase 
of only 12 achieved.2” 

 
10. Whilst it is laudable that Glasgow should be willing to publish this missed 
target, and should be seen as an example for others to follow, it serves to 
pose the question- ‘so what?’ Ultimately without any clear line of 
accountability threat of sanction- or adequate self monitoring mechanisms the 
process of setting praiseworthy local indicators as targets in SOAs in the first 
place comes into danger of being rendered meaningless. Whilst the above 
shortfall is likely to be a direct result of the recession and covers an area of 
expenditure which (apart from More Choices More Chances money) was not 
otherwise ring-fenced, similar targets for previously ring fenced expenditure 
may very well likely fall short of aspiration in the future. 
 
11. If a local authority is shown to persistently under-perform in achieving 
the targets indicators and outcomes it has set itself in pursuit of its 
commitment to the 15 national outcomes (the agreement which ultimately 
underpins the concordat), there must come a point at which the government 
withholds sign off on its single outcome agreement as being unrealistic or too 
ambitious-  yet such a process is not clearly defined.  
 
12. The premium attached to Single Outcome Agreements will be further 
devalued, particularly if it can be shown that neither the single outcome 
agreement nor the process by which it was arrived has led to any actual or 
meaningful change in the direction of funds spent by the local authority. If 
such a devaluation were to occur then it is likely that Single Outcome 
Agreements would very quickly become irrelevant to local authorities in terms 
intent or expenditure and would in turn become obsolete. Greater clarity is 
therefore needed to demonstrate the link between the setting of targets and 
indicators and the movement of funds. SOA’s need to reflect the 15 National 
Outcomes and associated Indicators, which arguably should also 
comprehensively reflect overarching policy and practice drivers. In Social 
Care and Education these are programmes such as GIRFEC, Better Health, 
Better Care and The Early Years Framework. It appears challenging to make 
that link at local level within SOA’s, particularly when e.g. health boards, 
police etc have different boundaries, which can lead to duplication and lack of 
clarity re resourcing and delivering public services. Similarly cross cutting 
developments such as “parenting strategies” get lost through fragmentation, 
and individual local authority interest can overshadow better return on national 
investment (the Flood prevention example) 
 
 
Involvement of the voluntary sector in the SOA drafting process 
 
13. Since the launch of the Concordat in 2007, government representatives 
up to cabinet level have attested to the role they expect the third sector to play 
in the framing of local authority Single Outcome Agreements. They cite 
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community planning partnerships as the route through which voluntary 
organisations can help shape SOAs. The reality is far different. In the first 
round of SOAs only 15 local authorities in anyway sought to involve CPPs in 
the drafting process. A survey conducted by Community Care Providers 
Scotland3 after the publication of the first round of SOAs in 2008 identified that  
90% of voluntary sector Community Care providers had not been approached 
or involved in any aspect of the SOA drafting process- this is especially 
troubling given that the provision of care is a statutory requirement on local 
authorities. It would seem logical that care providers be at least consulted in 
the framing of any aspect of the SOA governing the provision of care or 
related support. 
 
14. Ostensibly the route, prescribed by the Scottish Government and COSLA 
by which the third sector should hope to influence the drafting of single 
outcome agreements is through representation on Community Planning 
Partnerships. This pre-supposes that CPP’s are well established and 
regarded as the vehicle for planning of all local authority service direction. 
There is great variety within this ambition, while some CPP’s are indeed as 
described, others remain in early stages of partnership development in house. 
Some have had to reconstitute groupings as a result of financial constraints. 
As has been mentioned above, the first round of SOAs saw less than half of 
local authorities meaningfully engage their CPP boards. Coupled with the fact 
that in most cases voluntary sector representation on CPPs is confined to a 
representative from the local Council of Voluntary Service, who tend in the 
main to represent small community organisations rather than a cross section 
of the sector, and even then not always at board level- this represents a 
considerable bottle neck for individual third sector organisations to have a 
meaningful engagement with the drafting process. This problem is 
compounded when cost cutting means that voluntary organisations do not 
have the capacity to engage in planning and networking.  
 
15. We therefore would like to see more opportunities for the voluntary 
sector to engage meaningfully in the process of drafting SOAs. Some local 
authorities demonstrated some good practice in the run up to the most recent 
round of SOAs which could be replicated by others in subsequent years: 
Aberdeen City Council conducted an open conference where representatives 
from all sectors with an interest in the SOA could have a meaningful 
involvement in the drafting process.  
 

16. What will the current recession mean for the provision of local 
authority services and for local communities more generally?  

 
17. One of the ways in which local authorities seek to balance their books 
and obtain efficiency savings, particularly during time of economic crisis is 
through tendering and procurement. 
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Tendering and procurement 
 
18. Aberlour would question whether tendering is the best way for service 
purchasers to ensure that they achieve Best Value. While we can understand 
and accept the need to ensure that services are procured in an objective and 
effective manner, we question whether tendering is the most effective means 
of achieving this. The points below highlight whether this resource-intensive 
process is the right way of procuring social care services and the information 
given below demonstrates that the way that the process is applied by some 
purchasers exacerbates the inherent inefficiencies.  
 
19. Different purchasers have different thresholds for procurement requiring 
a tendering process. There are examples of purchasers using exactly the 
same process and requiring the same information for tenders of widely 
varying values. We believe that procurement processes should always be 
proportionate to the value and strategic importance of service being 
purchased. 
 
20. Tendering remains a very inconsistent and at times frustrating task with 
organisations like our own regularly encountering a range of problems and 
barriers. European Procurement Regulations require. The “application of 
objective criteria in tendering and award procedures”4 . In many cases, local 
authorities will prefer to provide services in house where possible and will 
accept tender bids from internal departments that do not accurately reflect the 
fact that management costs are carried by the centre - thereby making it 
possible for them to undercut other providers without accurately reflecting the 
true cost of their provision to the authority.  
 
21. Commissioning teams frequently take major decisions pertaining to 
services and tender design. This often appears to be without any consultation 
with operational staff. In many cases, tendering is seen as a means of saving 
money rather than achieving Best Value with cost appearing to be the 
paramount factor and continuity or quality of service coming well behind. 
Aberlour provides services for some of Scotland’s’ most vulnerable children 
and their families. For them, the prospect of a new provider coming in and 
taking over the services they have relied upon for many years purely on the 
basis of cost can be hugely destabilising. 
 
22. We have had issues with the tender for an individualised service we 
currently provide for a local authority in the North East of Scotland. The 
Council asked our staff to help them with the new service design and then told 
us during a Core Group Meeting that they would not be inviting Aberlour to 
tender. During another such meeting, the identity of the four organisations 
who have expressed an interest before the closing date of was disclosed. 
 
23. We have also recently been told that two other services are being rolled 
into one service and that this will be put out to tender within the next month. 
Whilst the Council have admitted that they have no issues with the quality of 
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the services (and have in fact been making additional referrals over the 
summer), they have stated that if “Aberlour was to tender for any service they 
would stand no chance as they are too expensive”. 
 
24. Tendering problems are experienced in every local authority in the 
country. We recently signed a contract with another north east council to 
continue to provide playschemes and out-of-school care. This is part of a 
wider, integrated service for young people with disabilities. However, just 
before the playscheme was about to start for the summer, the Council advised 
that it had taken a unilateral decision to provide the service in-house, citing 
cost savings as the reason. The rationale was that management of the service 
could be added to the workload of an existing Council officer, thus saving the 
Council money. This decision was greeted with dismay and disbelief by the 
parents of the service users who believe they have received a good quality 
service from Aberlour as current provider. Aberlour is committed to working in 
partnership with its local authority partners. This is an example of the limited 
commitment to, or understanding of, the nature of partnership working when 
cost savings are involved. 
 
25. As Aberlour had just signed the contract for this service to the end of 
March 2010, the Council involved needs our agreement to withdraw from the 
contract so that they can proceed with their plans. As a footnote, the Council 
is not geared up to provide the service at this point in time, despite them 
taking the decision in a closed Council Meeting some months ago. Voluntary 
organizations such as Aberlour are encouraged to form partnerships or even 
consortiums when bidding for targeted funds with other voluntary 
organizations. Tendering processes directly encourage market place 
competition. It is not unlikely that organizations may be considering a pooling 
of resources to deliver in one service area, whilst working  in direct 
competition to that same partner for another piece of work. 
 
 
26. Tendering Timescales: Another concern held by our organisation 
concerns the lack of advance notice of Invitations to Tender that are being 
planned and the short timescales allowed to complete and return tender 
applications, even during holiday periods. Typically, this will be between two 
and four weeks. Six weeks would be an exception. Such little time is afforded 
in the tender process that very little can be done by potential bidders to 
properly consider service design or to explore partnership opportunities with 
other service providers. The advantage of this would be that the skills and 
experience of various organisations could be brought together to the benefit of 
service users. It is our strong view that these very short timescales militate 
against the provision of Best Value services by failing to allow the necessary 
time to adequately assure or demonstrate value for money. 
 
27. At the other end of the process, once the tenders are submitted there are 
often significant delays before purchasers proceed with the selection process. 
There is a feeling that purchasers do not apply the same timescales to their 
parts of the process that they require of potential providers. 
 



28. Information required by purchasers: Most tender applications require 
bidders to provide a huge range of background information about their 
organisation. In most cases, the purchaser already has this information from 
the purchaser, in the form of other tenders or information supplied to achieve 
Approved Provider status or for Contract Monitoring purposes. Often, the 
Care Commission will also have this information. The repeated provision of 
the same information is wasteful of scarce resources. 
 
29. We believe that it would be sensible that providers had only to provide 
this information once and that there should be a central point of contact in 
Scotland responsible for approving the provider. All agencies could be 
assured that this had been done to the appropriate standards (and was being 
regularly reviewed). This would result in a significant saving of resources for 
all parties. 
 
30. What has been, and is likely to be, the main impact of the current 
recession on local authority finances? 
 
31. The advent of the global financial crisis and knock on effects for local 
authority resources has compounded the pre existing problem of late payment 
of debts: This serves to exacerbate cash flow problems for organisations 
already struggling to contend with the realities of the financial crisis. 
 
Late payment of debts 
 
32. Most councils make regular monthly payments, however this payment 
almost invariably leaves some of the current invoices unpaid.  The average 
payment term is 60 days, for some invoices it can take considerably longer, 
especially if there has been any change such as an agreed rate change.  
These delays are due to a slowness in invoices being authorised.  We get the 
impression that unless the invoice is unchanged from the previous one, then it 
sits for a considerable time awaiting authorisation.  In some instances this 
means we have waited up to 12 months for payment. 
 
33. We have certain councils who always ask for copies of invoices due to 
the loss originals.  We suspect this is a mechanism to delay payment.  Others 
are a model of efficiency and pay on time fully every month.  Generally we 
have found the larger the council, the slower the payment. 
 
34. By way of example, last August the outstanding invoices owed to 
Aberlour by a single Local Authority came to over £500,000.  Since that time 
we have been holding monthly finance meetings with the authority which have 
gone someway to improve the situation.  Our Director of Finance is still trying 
to recover the local authority payment for the Families First Service for F07 
and F08. 
 
35. The problem is compounded due to the sensitivities of our relationships 
with the local authorities in question. We have not invoked either debt 
collection procedures nor interest on late payment due to a fear of upsetting 
the relationship with the councils 



 
36. Of more concern than payment has been the LA’s reluctance to enter 
into proper contracts.  Service Level Agreements although desirable are not a 
replacement for duly constituted contracts.  Payment terms contained within a 
contract would be a useful starting point for getting invoices paid. 


