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Reform Scotland’s approach 
The call for evidence indicated that preventative spending was an area of interest to the 
committee.  Although Reform Scotland’s approach has always been driven by a desire 
to improve standards rather than focusing on costs, we believe that structural reform 
would ensure that better outcomes should be achieved for the budgets that are 
available.  
 
We believe that fundamental reform is necessary to improve public services and that we 
should be introducing such reform regardless of the financial situation.  However, the 
need to deliver better value for money in the years ahead may focus minds on how this 
can be achieved. 
 
It is also important to recognise that given the level of the economic crisis, tinkering 
round the edges of the budget to find efficiency savings is not enough. If we want to 
tackle expenditure we have to grasp the big expenditure items such as health and 
education, which is why I have outlined Reform Scotland’s proposals for these areas 
below. 
 
We also believe that it is important to acknowledge at the outset that more money does 
not equal better services.  Between 1999 and 2010 the Scottish Government’s budget 
grew in real terms by 60%.1  Yet over the same period, such expenditure was not 
matched by huge improvements in public services.  For example;  
 

 the latest Scottish Survey of Achievement showed that by S2, only an estimated 
30 per cent of pupils were 'well-established or better' at the expected level for the 
stage for mathematics while only 40% were reaching the expected standard for 
reading.    

 The Scottish Crime and Justice Survey 2009/10 suggested that only 40% of 
comparable crime was reported to the police, and this had fallen from 58% in 
1999/10 

 
If an increasing budget does not necessarily deliver a more effective service, there is no 
reason why a decreasing one should automatically deliver a less effective service.  The 
years of extra spending have not solved all of the problems of our public services, so 
Reform Scotland believes that the reduction in spending should be viewed as an 
opportunity to reform the structure of public services to provide greater local 
accountability, devolved decision making and diversity of provision so that better 
outcomes and value for money can be achieved. 
 

                                            
1
 Scotland Office, “Murphy sets budget test for Scottish Government”, 20 January 2010 



Reform Scotland believes that we need to move away from the top down, command 
and control model of delivering public services and introduce greater choice and 
diversity.  That means devolving more power to Councils so that they can decide what 
services to provide for their local communities.  At the same time, we need to break up 
public sector monopolies in the provision of public services and ensure a level playing 
field.  This would give people a genuine choice from a range of public, voluntary and 
private sector providers with this process driving higher standards across the board. 
 
Reform Scotland would also urge caution when referring to alleged savings which can 
be made by some of the proposals being considered.  For example, the Scottish 
Government has suggested that savings can be made by merging Scotland’s police 
forces. It is possible merging all of Scotland’s police forces together will save money in 
the long term; however this is by no means certain given the previous experience of 
nationalised industries and the potential requirement for more complex management 
structures. However, the Scottish Government has not demonstrated that their 
proposals will improve the effectiveness of policing. With a large minority of the public 
already not having full confidence in their local police, such a move is only likely to 
increase the problem.  
 
There is also a danger that the same principle being offered as the rationale behind the 
centralisation of the police would lead us to get rid of all education authorities and 
deliver education from the centre or housing, social work or any of the other areas of 
local government responsibility. Reform Scotland would argue that such a centralising 
move will not offer better value for money and is a false economy.   
 
While savings can undoubtedly be made through sharing services, Reform Scotland 
believes such approaches have to be from the bottom up, with local authorities opting to 
work together when it suits them, rather than being forced to do so by the centre, an 
approach unlikely to deliver results.  One of the best ways to encourage local authorities 
to share services and find efficiencies that will not damage services is to hand greater 
control over tax revenue streams to local authorities.   Just as it has been argued at a 
Scottish Parliament level that greater fiscal powers would make the Scottish 
Government act in a more fiscally responsible manner, the same can be said for local 
authorities.  Our local authorities, though we may disagree with their actions from time 
to time, are an essential part of our democracy and help focus service delivery on local 
needs and priorities.  The more autonomy local authorities have, the better they can 
respond to those local issues. The resulting diversity of provision also helps drive 
innovation and improve services across the board. 
 
Reform Scotland has published a number of reports over the past three years 
identifying ways to reform our public services so that they are more effective and offer 
better value for money.  The following offers a synopsis of this work: 
 
Reforming healthcare  
The problems that exist within the healthcare system are largely the result of top-down 
management of a public sector monopoly. Improving this requires reform which puts 



patients first and allows the system to develop according to their needs and wishes. The 
policies set out below would help to move us in this direction. 

 Make the health service in Scotland more accountable to patients through a new 
constitution which sets out the relationship between the health service and 
patients, so that it acts more like the insurance-based systems in other countries 
by defining patient entitlement with patients knowing to which drugs and 
treatment they have access. 

 Clarify the role of the Scottish Government in healthcare which should be to: 
o set the legal and regulatory framework for the health service and ensure 

that everyone is guaranteed access to defined health care irrespective of 
ability to pay; 

o regulate the commissioners and providers of health care to ensure that 
they meet approved standards as well as ensuring the supply of essential 
services such as A&E; 

o be the principal funder of healthcare in Scotland, setting the overall budget 
for the health service in Scotland which would come out of general 
taxation and be distributed to the new Health Commissioning Co-
operatives on the same basis as at present – a weighted amount based 
on the Resource Allocation Formula; 

o establish a national tariff scheme for different NHS treatments which sets 
out the amount that would be paid to hospitals and other health care 
providers per patient they treat. 

 Allow patients to take out supplementary insurance for treatments and drugs not 
provided by the health service in Scotland without incurring any penalty. 

 Turn the 14 unified NHS Boards in Scotland into area-based, mutual 
organisations known as Health Commissioning Co-operatives, which would be 
owned by local people with direct patient representation on their boards to 
ensure they are run in their interests and responsible for commissioning care on 
their behalf. 

 Ensure that Health Commissioning Co-operatives act as the champions of 
patients by disseminating all the relevant information on health outcomes and 
quality of care so that patients and their GPs could make an informed choice. 

 Enhance patient choice by allowing money to flow through the system based on 
the choices of patients with the NHS tariff following the patient to the provider of 
his or her choice.  

 Give the new Health Commissioning Co-operatives the ability to negotiate their 
own local contracts for primary care services within a national framework set out 
by the Scottish Government so that these local contracts could be used, amongst 
other things, as a tool to encourage primary care services which meet local 
needs or promote better health.  

 End GP catchment areas so that patients can choose a GP practice which suits 
them.  

 Separate the provision of healthcare from its commissioning to encourage a 
wider range of health care providers so that, over time, existing NHS hospitals 
and providers of community health care would become independent, not-for-



profit trusts with their assets used permanently to provide healthcare and no 
possibility of them being taken over by commercial organisations. 

 Allow public bodies such as local authorities, voluntary associations and 
commercial entities to offer services alongside existing providers as long as they 
met the required standards, with funding on the same basis as any other provider 
– on the basis of the NHS tariff and the number of patients they attracted. 

 Give healthcare providers the freedom to restructure the services they provide 
and negotiate their own contracts with staff to reflect local needs and priorities. 

 End all centrally-imposed targets to give NHS managers and doctors much 
greater freedom to use their expertise and local knowledge to improve services 
for patients and ensure those who work in the health service are accountable to 
patients with the service developing in response to their needs and wishes. 

 
Reforming education 
Although there are many good state schools in Scotland, there is considerable concern 
that too many schools are no longer enabling young people in Scotland to fulfil their 
potential, particularly those from the most disadvantaged backgrounds.  The measures 
below are designed to improve this situation and restore Scotland’s reputation for 
educational excellence. 

 Give parents or guardians choice through an entitlement equal to the value of the 
average cost of educating a child in their local authority area which could be used 
to send their child to any school which costs the same as the entitlement or less. 
This could be the local state school, a state school on the other side of town or 
an independent school if its fees were the same or less than the value of the 
entitlement. 

 Provide a supplement, on top of the entitlement, for children in receipt of free 
school meals or with special educational needs, which would come from central 
government and ensure that such pupils are more attractive to schools. This will 
ensure that the scheme achieves the objective of extending opportunity. 

 Introduce this scheme of parental choice initially for two years to parents and 
guardians of children in receipt of free school meals and then extend it to all. 

 Allow new and more diverse schools to be set up since evidence shows that 
competition can drive up standards in all schools and although nothing prevents 
new schools opening up and operating as private schools as long as they meet 
required guidelines, providing the entitlement to parents to send their child to the 
school of their choosing will increase the potential demand for independent, 
state-funded schools and so provide an important stimulus for the establishment 
of new schools. 

 Give local authorities power over teacher pay and conditions in the schools which 
they run, effectively ending nationalised pay bargaining for teachers, although 
councils could still choose to agree nationwide deals through the Convention of 
Scottish Local Authorities (CoSLA). 

 
Reforming higher education 
One area of spending where we do think an immediate change could bring about 
savings in the medium term is with regard to tuition fees for higher education.   In an 



ideal world, higher education should be an option open to everyone who is academically 
able. However, even under the current system of taxpayer-funded university places, 
there are school leavers who cannot afford to attend university and instead seek 
employment. It cannot be right that such individuals, or indeed other non-graduates, 
have to fully subsidise those who can afford to go to university.  
 
Although it is true that society as a whole benefits from having a well-educated and 
diverse workforce, graduates also gain individually. But, under the current 
arrangements, it is only wider society that pays for university education though the tax 
system, while the graduate does not contribute any more than the non-graduate. 
Although graduates may earn more and subsequently pay more tax, many successful 
top rate tax payers have not gone to university, so higher tax contributions should not 
be seen as payment towards higher education.  
 
That is why Reform Scotland believes there needs to be a better balance with both 
taxpayers and graduates contributing towards university education.  Our proposals call 
for graduates to contribute towards the cost of higher education in Scotland through the 
introduction of a deferred fee. The deferred fee would cover a proportion of the cost of 
the degree and would only need to be paid back once the graduate earned more than 
the Scottish average salary.  Some of the additional money raised from scheme would 
be used to expand the availability of student loans to all students and to raise the point 
at which they start being repaid to the Scottish average salary, in line with the proposals 
for the deferred fee. 
 
Reforming the police 
Reform Scotland is totally opposed to the proposed single Scottish police force and 
would argue that the Scottish Government has failed to explain how the proposal will 
lead to a more effective service, or to robustly demonstrate how savings will be made.  
It is also important to recognise that different crime problems are experienced by 
different communities. For example, while Fife Constabulary had the second lowest rate 
for non-sexual crimes of violence in 2009/10, it had the highest rate for crimes of 
indecency. Grampian Police, on the other hand, had the third highest rate for crimes of 
dishonesty, but the lowest rate for fire-raising and vandalism. The different nature of 
crimes in these different areas illustrates that different methods need to be adopted to 
combat the different problems and it is, therefore, imperative that areas have the power 
to allocate budgets and resources as they see fit to address local problems.  
 
To address these issues, Reform Scotland believes that police forces should match up 
to local authority areas.  The current divisional structure within Scottish police forces 
makes such a structural change fairly straightforward, though there would be no need 
for 32 huge bureaucracies, rather the management levels would reflect the areas they 
cover.  It is also important to remember that Dumfries and Galloway already exists as a 
unitary police board and is quite successful.  Some of the new police forces that would 
be created to mirror local authorities would actually be bigger than this existing force. 
 



The key point here is that each local authority area should have its own police force, 
providing local accountability. It is also worth noting that many other countries have far 
more police forces, and a more local level of police service. For example, Belgium has 
196 local police forces, while Spain has 1,800 municipal forces. For those concerned 
about increased politicisation of the police, our proposed structure is no different to that 
of a single force - rather than one chief constable being accountable to the Cabinet 
secretary for justice, we would have 32 chief constables accountable to councillors.  
 
As well as addressing the current accountability gap and ensuring that the service was 
more local, this model provides the opportunity for more effective policing at a local 
level. It is also more transparent for councils to be in a position to choose to spend more 
- or less - on policing as their area requires, as well as setting new bylaws for their 
police forces to enforce.  
 
Further, this structure would lead to a clearer sense of who was in charge of policing; 
while the local chief constable would have operational responsibility, a local politician 
would have political responsibility, just as is the case for education, housing and a 
number of other local services.  
 
In addition to the local forces, a beefed up Scottish Crime and Drug Enforcement 
Agency would offer support, training, specialist services and resources to local forces if 
required. 
 
Economic Growth and Fiscal Powers 
We appreciate that the powers of the Parliament are not part of the remit of the 
committee’s inquiry and indeed Reform Scotland will be submitting evidence to the 
Scotland Bill Committee, however the economic impact of more powers for Holyrood 
should not be overlooked. So long as the majority of the Scottish Budget comes in the 
form of a block grant there will be no strong incentive for the Scottish Government to 
identify where savings might be made.  If the Scottish Government was responsible for 
raising the money it spent, there would be a much greater incentive to improve the 
efficiency of public services since any savings could be passed on to Scottish 
taxpayers, creating the conditions for higher growth.  The effect of such higher growth 
would, of course, be increased tax revenues, improving the fiscal position of the 
Scottish Government and increasing Scotland’s contribution to reducing the UK’s fiscal 
debt. 
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