February 2016

Combating Austerity Toolkit: limiting the damage to our public services

Introduction
This toolkit accompanies the UNISON Scotland Combating Austerity report.
•

www.unison-scotland.org.uk/publicworks/CombatingAusterity_Sep2015.pdf

Local government branches can use it to help them research and propose ways for councils to protect
-

-

See the UNISON Scotland website/Public Works pages for a wide range of resources for

See: www.unison-scotland.org.uk/publicworks
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This campaign is important. Every single mitigation measure reduces the
number of job losses and reduces damage to vital public services.

BASIC CHECKLIST 11 things to do
members working in relevant departments and UNISON pensions board representatives.
1. Get an up to date picture of all the proposed cuts and other budget information.
2. Ask the council to produce an economic impact assessment of the proposed cuts.
3. Propose a needs based budget.
4. Ensure the council has carried out an Equality Impact Assesment
5.

6. Ask for a comprehensive review of operational PPP/PFI/NPD contracts and of other
savings.
7. Ask for full details of outstanding debt.
Examine income generation options and draw up plans to seek pension funds

9.
and establishing sources of income that are progressive.
10. Share what you are doing with other branches through the local government
campaign. Updates can be sent to the Bargaining and Campaigns team.
11.
members and publicise your efforts to protect services and jobs
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Combating Austerity
The aims in limiting some of the damage

We are campaigning against the Scottish Government’s draconian £500m spending review
health and wellbeing of all.
•
authorities.pdf
•

Our campaigns highlight the importance of local government services to our communities and
report from the Scottish Government’s poverty and inequality adviser.
•

review of ways to make savings and free up funds.

and jobs.
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Resources &
websites

PPP/PFI projects

FACT

ASK

outs of Scottish health and local government schemes could slash
total repayment costs by several billions of pounds. Councils could

http://publicworksscotland.
blogspot.co.uk/2015/07/big-questions-over-increasing-private.
html

Ask:

www.gov.scot/
Topics/Government/
Finance/18232/12308

•
•

How many operational PPP/PFI/NPD/hub contracts does the
council have?
What are the remaining unitary charge/other repayment costs

under Freedom of Information legislation.)
•

•
•
•
•

www.gov.scot/Topics/
Government/Finance/18232/IIP/
IIPProjectPipeline
www.scottishfuturestrust.org.uk/
assets/hubdashboard-dec15/

Government?
What is the outcome of any such checks?
Is there effective contract monitoring of council projects?
part of a sharing mechanism for reductions in insurance premiums.)
What future projects is the council committed to/still negotiating? Can costs for these be reexamined?

•

CHECK
contracts.

Northumberland County Council borrowed from the Public Works Loan Board in 2014 to fund a
loan to Northumbria Healthcare Foundation NHS Trust to buy out its PFI contract for Hexham

borrowing for councils.
•

-

•
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FACT

including: imaginative use of prudential borrowing and municipal
restructuring debt to take advantage of lower rates; making use of
relaxation of repayment of capital funds regulations*. They should
normally avoid LOBOS. Prudential borrowing (whereby councils can
proper local treasury management practice with borrowing that is
used for investment in initiatives such as city energy generation or
partnerships. See page 7.

ASK

CHECK

Ask:
•
•
•
outstanding.
Ask to see copy oof the councils debt book

•

are clearly paying too much in interest? What are the charges for early repayment? The council should be

investigate the use of bonds.

Municipal bonds work well in many countries around the world. English and Welsh local authorities
have joined together to set up the Municipal Bonds Agency
•

predicted to develop, there is strong interest and predictions of a growing sector.
•
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Health and social care partnerships / Income
generation / City energy

FACT

Fact: Health and social care partnerships between health boards
and local authorities do not have their own borrowing powers. Nor

(see p 6) Other potential sources of income generation include city
hitting those least able to pay hardest.

ASK

Ask:
•
capital projects such as health board buyouts of expensive PFI

•

What is the council doing to review its charging regime to establish sources of income that are
progressive?

•
offers customers considerable savings on energy bills?
•
offers customers considerable savings on energy bills? The Western Isles Council has a similar plan.

CHECK
Check: Link city energy generation proposals to council policy on tackling fuel poverty and health inequal-
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FACT

Fact: Public services are experiencing severe budget cuts. Even

programme was driving change.

same as before. This can either be in terms of staff or spending.

are working longer unpaid hours or doing work to a lower standard this is a cut.

savings. Effective probing of these plans has been successful in persuading elected members to reject

Shared services have been around for some time in both the private and the public sector. In large

become a generic term for forms of joint work across the public sector. In local government this is usually
in the form of joint services provision across one or more authorities.

provide the solution to the budget cuts facing public services now.

ASK

Ask:
•
• How much of this is from job cuts?
• What are the transitional costs?
•
• What evidence is there that these are achievable?
• Where have they been achieved in the past?
• How long will the transition take? What impact will there be on service users during the transition?
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Local authority pension funds

FACT

Fact: UNISON has long argued for socially useful investment
arms or tobacco. Not only are calls for disinvestment increasing

clear. Branches can push for pension funds to maximise their

the kinds of changes detailed in our Combating Austerity report
that would assist in creating suitable investment opportunities
Government and Scottish Futures Trust.

ASK

Ask: Ask for investment policies to be reviewed with a view

CHECK

Check: Learn about the ways in which pension funds do have
the powers to act ethically and support representatives in

investment is rarely any more risky than other investments
and legal challenges are rare so long as funds follow a proper

•

staff to save money currently going to external investment managers. www.pensionsscotland.org/blog
•

https://www.capitalstewards.org/news/plans-to-cull-money-managers-used-by-uk-localgovernment-pension-funds

Falkirk Council’s Pension Fund Committee has agreed a £30 million commitment to social and
affordable housing in the Edinburgh area and a further £30 million to investment in UK social and
pension funds investment in local housing are being linked also with the council using municipal
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mitigation
measure reduces
the number of job losses
and damage to vital

public
UNISON Scotland Secretary

Political lobbying
concern to you. We have many examples of the effectiveness of local lobbying in relation to local
government decision making most recently the joint campaign in Stirling and Clackmannanshire
over shared education and care services. Politicians will tend to give more attention to a letter (or
even better a visit) from a constituent than from an organisation - even those they support. When
members and their family members wrote to an elected member they would have a genuinely over
powerful. They are sensitive to the opinion of their electorate. There are Scottish Parliament elections
in 2016 and local government elections in 2017.Few politicians have such large majorities that they

Who to contact?
Scotland you have a range of politicians to lobby about cuts in local government and you will need to
identify who to approach with which message.
Local authority areas are covered by a number of MPs. There will be constituency and list MSPs
and each council ward will have three or four councillors. Individuals must contact the appropriate
members for their own home address. This information is available online via websites such as

•
•
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Local Authorities have a similar service on their websites. Local libraries will have lists of all local

The move to proportional representation in local government means that councils are mostly run by
as you will be making a different approach to opposition councillors than to those who are part of the
to ensure that members from their ward/constituency can contact the appropriate councillor with a
targeted message. Power has already changed hands in a few councils because of splits in coalitions
or by-elections. Lobbying councillors over cuts can therefore be even more effective than in the past.

strategic direction and decide. In order to reject proposals from senior management we need to make
sure that those who have political leadership hear alternative views. By collating accurate information
about the realities of delivering a services and the impact of plans on service users we can change
their minds.

Contacting politicians
even by letter or email.

Key Points to remember:
•
•

Identify yourself as a constituent
Be polite and concise

•
•
•

Ensure the information you provide is factually accurate
Stick to one issue to avoid over burdening or confusing the receiver
Be clear about what you are asking them to do

correspondence
than standardised responses than circulars.

raise the issues with members from that party through the appropriate party structures.
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These will be on your council website but often only after
a meeting has been held. Branches should ensure that
employers provide them with these papers in advance.

Papers check

Outsourcing/privatisation

Budget

•
•

Finance report for full council meeting
•
•
Single outcome agreement
Equalities Impact Assessments

Things to look for when analysing proposals:
If the answers to these questions are not in the reports
you can raise this when lobbying councillors as this
information is essential to making a decision.

Shared services
•
•
•
•

Which team/s are/is involved?
Will this involve another local authority? Which one?
Will it involves a private company which one
Is there a third sector organisation involved

Who compiled the report?
If a consultant: How much did this cost?
Will there be a tendering process?
What are the estimated savings?
What are the estimated costs?
What is the timescale?
Where is the Equalities Impact Assessment?

Other proposals to look out for
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Job Cuts
Merging reorganising department
Closing services
Closing buildings
Bringing services back in house

Are there any plans to

been completed
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Which service/team?
Will it be an Arms Length Organisation i.e. Leisure
Trust?
Will it involve a private company: which one/s?
Is there a third sector organisation involved which
one/s?

Who compiled the report?
If a consultant: How much did this cost?
What are the estimated savings?
What are the estimated costs?
What is the timescale?
If the project is underway
Is it on schedule?
What has it cost?
What does the Equalities Impact Assessment say?
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reserves?
•
•
•
•
•
•

Selling buildings/assets
Increasing charges: where
Borrowing
Use reserves
Other (e.g. city energy generation?)
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UNISON Scotland Public Works

http://www.unison-scotland.org.uk/
publicworks/index.html

Key page for regular information and
campaigns materials

UNISON Scotland Briefings

http://www.unison-scotland.org.uk/
briefings/index.html

This page contains all UNISON Scotland briefings. Use search button there
for specific briefings

Local Government Finance circulars

http://www.gov.scot/
Topics/Government/localgovernment/17999/11203

This is the information that local
authorities get from the Scottish
government detailing their budget
allocations

Local tax reform

http://www.unisonscotland.org.uk/response/
CommissionforLocalTaxReform_
UNISONScotlandEvidence_June2015.
pdf

Most up to date paper outlining
UNISON position on the need for
agreement on a new fairer tax for local
government

Audit Scotland: charging for services

http://www.audit-scotland.gov.uk/
docs/local/2013/nr_131031_hcw_
charging_services.pdf

May offer opportunities for your
authority to raise income. Though
charges are much less fair than
taxation

UNISON briefing highlighting
increased charging by authorities

http://www.unison-scotland.org.uk/
To be used in conjunction with Audit
briefings/e-briefing_CouncilTaxFreeze_ Scotland report
June2014.pdf

UNISON Scotland briefing Statutory
Guidance to Local Authorities on
Contracting S52 provisions

http://www.unison-scotland.org.uk/
briefings/s52%20guidance.pdf

Procurement guidance

UNISON UK: The Case for In House
Services – A Branch Guide

www.unison.org.uk/activists/
procurement/docs_list.asp

Guide to making the case for in house
services

From Commissioning to Contract
Evaluation – UNISON Guide to
Campaigning and negotiating around
procurement

www.unison.org.uk/activists/
procurement/docs_list.asp

Think Twice – the Role of Elected
Members in Commissioning

http://www.unison.org.uk/activists/
procurement/docs_list.asp

UNISON Private Contractors Unit
– Organising Guide to Transfers of
Employment

http://www.unison.org.uk/acrobat/
PCU_Organising_guide.pdf
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Councillors Induction Packs
While these are aimed at helping councillors undertake their roles
provide useful information on how effectively they are useful for anyone trying to navigate local governcouncils run.
ment. When lobbying councillors they can be used to ask councillors
if they have fully undertaken their role and responsibilities.

Notebook 5:Roles and
Responsibilities and council
level

http://www.improvementservice.
org.uk/assets/em-notebook-5--cosla_web.pdf

This covers among other things:
the scrutiny role of elected
members, conducting council
business and decision making
structures

Notebook 10: Policy and legislative
context

http://www.improvementservice.
org.uk/assets/em-notebook-10--cosla_web.pdf

This covers Best Value, public
service reform, welfare reform and
equalities and human rights in a
local government context.

Audit Scotland Reports

Audit Scotland reports are a useful source of high quality data on
public spending in Scotland

Local Government Borrowing and
treasury management

http://www.audit-scotland.gov.
uk/docs/local/2015/nr_150319_
borrowing_treasury_management.
pdf

Audit Scotland recommendations
regarding council borrowing: is
your authority implementing these
recommendations?

Local Government Overview

http://www.audit-scotland.gov.uk/
docs/local/2015/nr_150305_local_
government_overview.pdf

Audit Scotland Report on Local
Government
Overview of the financial position
of local government in Scotland

Checklist for councillors to help
http://www.audit-scotland.gov.uk/
them understand what they should docs/local/2015/nr_150305_local_
be doing
government_overview_supp1.pdf

Useful checklist to go with above
report
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Shared services
Which team/s are/is
involved?
Will this involve another
local authority? Which
one?
Will it involves a private
company?
Which one?
Is there a third sector
organisation involved

Who compiled the
report?

If a consultant: How
much did this cost?

What are the estimated
savings?

What are the estimated
costs?

What is the
timescale?

Is it on schedule?

What has it cost?

What does the
Equalities Impact
Assessment say
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Outsourcing/privatisation
Which service/team?

Will it be an Arms
Length Organisation
i.e. Leisure Trust?
Will it involve a private
company: which
one/s?
Is there a third sector
organisation involved
which one/s?

Who compiled the
report?

If they used a
consultant: How much
did this cost?
Will there be a
tendering process?

What are the estimated
savings?

What are the
estimated costs?

What is the timescale?

Where is the Equalities
Impact Assessment?

Page 17

Combating Austerity Toolkit: limiting the damage to our public services

Other proposals to look out for
Are they reorganising/
cutting senior management
teams?

Are there job cuts?

Are they merging
reorganising a
department

Are they closing
services?

energy bills etc?

Are they closing
buildings

Bringing services back in
house?

Are there plans to sell
buildings or assets?

Are they increasing
charges? If so where?

Are they borrowing?

Are they using reserves?

Other (e.g. city energy
generation)?
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2014 Cuts Impact
Assessment Form

Total for 2014/15
detail

e.g. £6m cut by 2016/17.

Total planned for 2014/15
detail

e.g. 900 WTE posts to go

Major cuts for 2014/15
Please detail one or more of the main
cuts impacting on services (and any
timescale if over longer than 2014/15)
Use another sheet if needed.
Please complete one form for each employer. State if cuts are proposed or agreed/finalised.
completed forms to
f.montgomery@unison.co.uk or by post to:
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Jargon buster
Organisations set up by authorities to deliver services
previous delivered directly by local authorities. They are
run by independent boards. The boards contain some
councillors but the ALMOs are separate legal entities.
Examples include Dumfries and Galloway Housing
Partnership and Cordia.
Best Value
authorities have a statutory duty of Best Value. (This
replaced Compulsory Competitive Tendering.) They

•
public-authorities-scotland

Not recommended. Alternative to Public Works Loan
Board offered by banks to local authorities. Contracts
range from 40 to 70 years. Some authorities are tied into
loans with rates above the market rate via LOBOs

a tax on business property to help pay for local council
equality.
Business Case
A business case should lay out the reasons for adopting
a particular policy/plan. The can be in a range of formats
but should at a minimum set out:
•
•
•
•
•
•

The money collected from the rates is pooled nationally
and shared among Scottish local authorities according to
an agreed formula. The money raised by the council tax
and non domestic rates income makes up approx. 15% of
a local authority’s total budget

What the aim is
The Private Finance Initiative was introduced by the
UK Conservative Government in 1992 to bring private

What will be involved?
timescales
What the risks are for both undertaking the plan and
of inaction

Council tax is a property tax set and collected by local
authorities to help pay for local services. All domestic
properties are allocated to a band and a tax rate set
for each band. They are allocated to a band is based
on the value of a property in 1991. The tax is paid by
the resident of that property. The money raised by the
council tax and non domestic rates income makes up
approx. 15% of a local authority’s total budget.

and hospitals. It is now widely recognised as far more

Public Private Partnerships is the umbrella name given to

The PWLB is an Executive Agency of the UK Treasury
Debt Book
collects the repayments.
may have to submit and FOI request to your authority to
obtain details of its loan commitments.

Shared Services
ICT systems used to centrally deliver a range of so-

The public sector equality duty requires public bodies to
assess the impact of applying a proposed new or revised
policy or practice against the needs mentioned in the
equality duty. Public bodies are also required to publish
the results of such an assessment within a reasonable

managing staff rotas. Increasingly it has now become
a term for joint working across and between local
authorities.

For further information contact: UNISON Scotland’s
Bargaining and Campaigns team 0141 342 2811

