
PUBLIC SECTOR REFORM IN LOCAL GOVERNMENT 

Introduction 

The public sector reform (PSR) strategy has a cuts agenda. A shortfall of almost £5 billion in the 
Scottish budget is expected by 2030 unless we increase tax revenues, stimulate economic growth or 
cut public spending. The government has wrongly chosen to cut spending on services. 

UNISON warned before the election that this was coming. Now it is here. Driven by cost cutting a huge 
transformation is planned in how local services are governed and delivered. What this means was set 
out in the Programme for Government on 1 September. However details are sparse and this briefing 
sets out what is known at this stage. 

The main aim is to cut headcount in the public sector as a way of reducing overall public sector pay 
costs. The targets are: 

• 20,000 public sector job losses (a 0.5% cut each year, for 5 years) 
• £1.7billion of public sector cuts in the first 3 years of this parliament. 

PSR is dressed in the language of prevention, empowerment and improvement but it’s a cuts agenda. 

Public sector reform: what does it mean for local government? 

Major changes to the structure of local government are intended. These are being pursued at speed. 

• A 3-month consultation on the future of local government will begin with “all options on the 
table” (Sept-Nov 2026) 

• Decisions will be reached in time for the Scottish budget in December. 
• Regional local government structures are being explored. 
• Councils’ future role in the governance and delivery of social care is being explored with the 

government saying the NHS should be the lead body. 
• The consultation will build on existing work on shared services (Falkirk-Clacks-Stirling, the 

Ayrshires) the city regions and the single authority models being developed in the islands. 
• A Public Services Renewal Bill will be introduced in the 2026/27 session of parliament to take 

forward these reforms, with a Council Tax Bill introducing new council tax bands for high value 
properties to follow in 2028. 

• The government rejects the idea that this is about centralisation and says it is equally 
committed to building community level governance, through its Democracy Matters work. 

  

In more detail 

There are no exact proposals yet but two main aspects to the proposed reform of local government 
are set out in the programme for government. 

Regional authorities 

• A smaller number of larger ‘more strategic’ authorities are being talked about. 

https://www.gov.scot/publications/democracy-matters-route-map-reform/pages/1/


• Education and social work could be part of these according to John Swinney (Radio Scotland, 
2/9/26) 

• The programme for government nods towards education reforms. It talks about “maximising 
the opportunities that reform of governance and service delivery will bring to improve 
educational outcomes” and about “empowering our school leaders”. 

• Regional structures should have the “powers, permissions and flexibility to drive economic 
growth” and build on the progress of the existing city-regions in Regional Economic 
Partnerships, which are to be further empowered. 

 

Is a local government reorganisation likely? Is the intention for these new regional authorities to 
be directly elected? Or are we looking at unelected structures like the combined authorities in 
England? 

It is worth noting that the Scottish government has already pledged to legislate for the Glasgow city-
region to become a legal entity, enabling the further devolution of powers and resources (in Nov 2025). 
And Glasgow is already a Scottish government pathfinder for new regional structures of government 
similar to combined authorities in England. 

Social Care 

The same 3-month consultation will review all the options for the future governance and delivery of 
social care.   

• The government believes the social care system should be led by the NHS. 
• It would like there to be a single line of accountability to the government. It sees this as 

necessary to tackle the problem of delayed discharge in the NHS. 
• There is no mention of Integration Authorities (IJBs and Health and Social Care Partnerships) or 

of the diverse nature of social care provision across different populations and contexts. 
This appears to bring back to the table the abandoned National Care Service proposals, which 
involved removing local government’s statutory responsibilities for social care including its role in 
procurement.  

UNISON’s tests for public service reform 

UNISON believes in key principles, of democracy, partnership, fairness, investment and excellence in 
public services. We will test any public service reform proposals against these: 

• Democracy: devolve and decentralise decision-making and control of services to the most 
appropriate local democratic structure. 

• Public bodies should as far as possible be directly elected and quangos democratised. 
• Maximise local democratic control and accountability for how services are delivered. 
• Partnership – design and deliver public services in partnership through the genuine 

participation of citizens, users and staff. 
• Fairness – The process for public service reforms must be fair and achieve fair outcomes 

including the fair treatment of staff.  
• Reforms should achieve fair and equitable outcomes across the country and avoid 

disadvantage to rural and island communities or worsening inequality within them.  
• Investment - Excellent, fair, and democratic public services cannot happen without adequate 

long-term investment. Reform should not be a byword for cuts to services, which have already 
been stripped to the bone. 

https://glasgowcityregion.co.uk/november-2025-directors-blog-a-devolution-deal-for-glasgow-city-region/


• Excellence - Scotland’s public services should, and could, be world leading and performance 
should be measured appropriately. Cutting costs and outsourcing ends up costing more both 
financially, and in service quality. 

 
Actions for Branches 
  

• Communicate with members to ensure they are informed about the implications of the 
Scottish government’s PfG and wider public sector reform strategy. 

• Engage with all staff on the importance of trade union membership – there has never been 
a more important time to be a member of UNISON! 

• All UNISON members should ensure that their contact details are up to date and their 
myUNISON member portal is activated! 

 
Additional Information 
Programme for government 2026-2031 

Briefing 174 – Public service reform update 

UNISON response – Public service reform committee call for views 

 

For further information please contact: 

Susan Galloway s.galloway@unison.co.uk 

Bargaining & Campaigns Team 
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