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I am writing in response to the Committee’s call for written evidence to inform its 
scrutiny of the forthcoming spending review and draft budget for 2012/13.  We 
are happy to help support the Committee’s interest in this area by providing you 
with information that I hope is helpful to your discussions.   

Audit Scotland has carried out several national performance audits over recent 
years which have commented on the importance of preventative spend and on 
the need for public bodies to collaborate more effectively. As part of our work 
we highlight examples of good practice by public bodies where we can but we 
must also point to gaps in performance where they occur. 

 In my report Scotland’s Public Finances; addressing the challenges 
(published August 2011) I highlighted the importance of public bodies working 
together to improve services and meet demand but found that progress to date 
has been limited.  Public bodies surveyed as part of this audit indicated that 
budgetary pressures mean that more joint working is being considered as a 
means to reduce costs.  Although greater partnership working is planned, so far 
evidence of improved service delivery and reduced costs is limited.  We also 
noted that capital spending is set to fall substantially.  Capital spending can be a 
vital part of service redesign which, in turn, can support preventative spending 
strategies.  

 Community Health Partnerships (June 2011) highlighted that effective joint 
working is required to enhance preventative spending. The report set out the 
increased emphasis upon on partnership working between health and social 
care and across the public sector since devolution.  CHPs have a key role to 
play in contributing to the prevention and health improvement agenda but our 
report concluded that it was not possible to identify the contribution of CHPs in 
these areas.  We described the complex partnership landscape and suggested 
there was scope to make this more efficient and to ensure that partnership 
arrangements are adding value.. 

 Physical recreation services in local government (October 2010) noted 
that there were good links between councils and NHS boards to help people 
become more active and improve their health.  However, the report showed that 
spending on physical recreation had increased at a lower rate than other council 
services. We recognise that spending reductions may affect these services, but 
the report suggests that councils need to find more creative and cost-effective 
ways of delivering services. 

 Overview of mental health services (May 2009) identified a lack of early 
intervention and prevention work as key issues relating to children and 
adolescent mental health services.  It also identified the work needed to reduce 
psychiatric readmissions and suicide rates in Scotland.  This audit also set out 
the need for organisations involved in dealing with people with mental health 
problems to be more joined up and identified barriers to this happening and 
potential risks.  This included difficulties for people moving between services, 



organisations not sharing information and gaps in services for example crisis 
and out-of-hours services.   The report also describes examples of good 
partnership working to meet people’s needs. The Scottish Government has 
taken forward the report’s recommendations, including commissioning new 
research into the financial impact of effective early years support for children in 
Scotland, which it estimates could save the public purse up to £131 million a 
year in the medium term. 1 

 Drug and alcohol services in Scotland (March 2009) recognised the 
challenges in identifying spend on prevention but included an attempt to identify 
how much of the budgets for responding to drug and alcohol problems was 
spent on preventative services.  In the report we highlighted that the Scottish 
Government’s strategies for drug and alcohol misuse emphasised the 
importance of prevention.  However only around six per cent (£10.6 million in 
2007/08) of direct expenditure on drug and alcohol services was spent on 
preventative activities, including services for children affected by parental 
substance misuse.  The report set out a number of examples and case studies 
of work by a range of agencies including the police to attempt to prevent drug 
and alcohol misuse in Scotland.  However, the report noted that although there 
was research into the effectiveness of different treatment options there was not 
the same level of research for prevention services, which may affect how much 
public bodies spend on prevention. As part of the Scottish Government’s 
alcohol strategy, a monitoring and evaluation reference group has been 
established to assess the implementation and impact of, among other things, 
alcohol brief interventions, to help prevent people developing serious problems 
with alcohol.  Implementation is still being assessed. 

Looking at our current programme of performance audit reports, we will ensure that 
an important theme will be whether investing in services with early intervention leads 
to better outcomes and savings in the longer term.   

Two reports to be published shortly will touch on aspects of preventative spending. 
Our Overview of Scotland’s criminal justice system (to be published on 6 September 
2011) will provide an overview of how much public money is spent on Scotland’s 
criminal justice system, including the efficiency of the system and its effectiveness in 
reducing re-offending. Our report A review of telehealth in Scotland (13 October 
2011) will assess the benefits telehealth can deliver, and the barriers to NHS boards 
using it more widely. It will also examine the potential of telehealth to deliver better 
value for money than more conventional models of patient care. 

We have recently updated our rolling programme of performance audits.  There is a 
strong theme of preventative spending in the topics which we are keeping under 
review.  These include a follow up audit of drug and alcohol initiatives and early 
interventions in improving health. 

Finally I would offer the personal comment that the constraints on public spending 
that are likely to be with us for several years will make it all the more difficult to move 
resources into services and activities that could contribute to preventative spend.  
Finding ways of doing this, in my opinion, is one of the major challenges facing the 
Scottish Parliament and the Scottish Government. 

                                            
1
  Economic benefits of early years support, Scottish Government, November 2010 

http://www.scotland.gov.uk/News/Releases/2010/11/15163052 



 I hope this response is helpful to the Committee but please get in touch if you have 
any further questions.  Copies of all our reports are available on our website 
www.audit-scotland.gov.uk.  

 
Robert W Black 
Auditor General for Scotland 

 


