The Scottish Environment LINK Manifesto
Section 5: Communities
Sub-Section 5.1
The Council Concordat and SOAs

(1)  Sustainability Narrative:  

The Scottish Government’s overarching objective of sustainable economic growth is being measured through an outcomes-based approach.  Each local authority has agreed to contribute towards the government’s high-level outcomes by setting their own targets and outcomes at a local level.  These agreements between the government and Community Planning Partnerships, known as Single Outcome Agreements (SOAs), are therefore the key to achieving sustainability in all areas of activity, both local and national.  While LINK supports the general principle of devolving decision-making to a more local level, there are a number of concerns regarding the monitoring of the process and the issue of whether sustainable development and the environment  are being given sufficient weight.  The environment is the context for all activity in Scotland, but quantifying its importance is no easy task. Factors such as the significance of a landscape, what makes a high quality recreational experience, the value of an ecosystem services are often  overlooked in favour of more tangible social and economic targets to the detriment of our quality of life and the biodiversity on which we depend.
(2)  Policy Context:
· The National Performance Framework which sets out the Government’s priorities, and the Concordat signed in 2007 by COSLA and the Government are the framework for SOAs.  Since 2008, thirty-two separate SOAs have been signed (and refreshed) between government and Community Planning Partnerships across Scotland Each SOA lays out the priorities for the local area, and sets key targets and outcomes.
· Robust indicators to show whether local targets and outcomes are being achieved have been compiled by the Improvement Service.  There are also local indicator sets being used.
· There are, however, a number of concerns with SOAs in terms of sustainability.  For example, not all local authority activity can be covered in the SOA so it is not always possible to know whether certain actions are being carried out – the relationship between inclusion in the SOA and activity on the ground is not always clear.  The line between high-level policy in the SOA through to commitments in council departments’ work plans and outputs is not explicitly made in most cases.
· While national government formulates policy and sets targets , it is predominantly local authorities that deliver these.  There are concerns that this process is not being adequately monitored and evaluated by the government so there is no way of knowing whether some key policies are being implemented.  At the very least, this evaluation process needs clarification. Even with the Scottish Government’s current limited “arms-length” monitoring there appears to be no mechanism for Scottish Government to effectively address under-performance. 
· There is a danger that activity may be indicator-led; that is, if no data exists in a certain area, then that may be excluded from the SOA.  This is a particular problem with environmental issues or qualitative aspects of life which are difficult to measure.  The Improvement Service admits that there are gaps in its indicator set which it is trying to fill.


(3)  Policy Targets and Action:

	Level of Government
	… within 5 years
	… longer term

	Scotland
	· SOAs, or any other similar outcomes-based system, must be clearly shown to guide local activity and delivery of national targets and outcomes. 
· There should be a requirement for clear lines of responsibility through all levels of the local authority to be explicit within SOAs, including where there is joint responsibility across one or more local authority departments.
· An improved set of indicators must be developed to include a wider range of issues related to sustainability, with robust datasets applicable to a local level.
· Scottish Government must put in place an effective mechanism for addressing local authority under-performance (might be long term). 

	· Quantifiable progress towards the Scottish Government’s Purpose must be reported in a transparent way on an annual basis. 


	Local Councils
	· Community Planning Partnerships must engage with communities and the voluntary sector, bringing a more inclusive approach to the development of the next round of SOAs, or to any system that may replace SOAs.
· Clear lines of responsibility through all levels of the local authority should be explicit within SOAs, including where there is joint responsibility across one or more local authority departments.
· Councils must set quantifiable targets against explicit deadlines deadlines. 
	· Councils must set quantifiable long-term targets against explicit deadlines that will make meaningful progress towards a given outcome.



(4)  LINK Publications:
· LINK Report Working for Sustainable Development through Single Outcome Agreements (2010)

All LINK publications, consultation responses and briefings are available from www.scotlink.org
(5)  LINK Members in support and with expertise	
You can find other sections of the LINK manifesto, covering a wide range of environmental areas on our website: http://www.scotlink.org/public/policy/Manifesto.php 
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