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44p of every £1 you pay 
is spent on debt

The total debt of all thirty-two Scottish councils, not including our PFI burdens, amounts to £12.1 billion. Some £2.5 billion
of this dates back to pre-devolution debts owed to the UK Treasury’s Public Works Loans Board (PWLB). 
Interest rates on these pre-devolution debts are around 8% but interest rates on post-devolution debts are around 4% (the
standard rate for a 30 year PWLB loan).

Did you know?

What does this mean?

How does this affect me?

How can I stop this?

UPDATE: HM Treasury is now consulting on plans to abolish the PWLB
and transfer its remaining functions under the direct Treasury control. 

It means Scottish residents are paying 50% more interest on pre-devolution debt to the UK Treasury than we are on 
post-devolution debt. 
It means Scottish local government is spending the equivalent of 44p in every £1 of council tax collected from Scottish 
residents on servicing debt liabilities – Unite estimates 10p of this in every pound derives from outstanding pre-devolution
liabilities. 
It means that in the 17 years since devolution, Scotland has sent back a minimum of £3.3 billion to HM Treasury in interest
payments on pre-devolution debt liabilities alone.

Since 2010 over 40,000 council jobs have been lost across Scotland as a result of austerity measures affecting council 
services. For 2016-17 the Scottish government’s £600 million cut to local government funding will mean the further loss of
an estimated 15,000 council jobs. 
That means cuts to every day community services like social care and day services, bins and recycling, roads and parking,
parks and leisure.

Unite is calling for an amnesty on all pre-devolution council debts owed to the UK Treasury. There 
is precedence for this action. In 2001 the UK Treasury offered to write-off the housing debt accrued 
by councils if they transferred their homes into locally controlled housing associations. 
An amnesty would create much needed breathing space in extremely pressurised Scottish 
local government revenue budgets, potentially saving hundreds of millions of pounds and 
thousands of jobs.
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The template ‘debt amnesty’ motion below can be used by Unite members to raise with Councillors to ensure that we 
encourage local authorities to debate the merits of our case and to build an alliance across Scotland to challenge austerity. 

Scottish local government debt amnesty motion
This council notes that work done by Unite Scotland, following information obtained through Freedom of Information re-
quests, suggests that Scottish local government, since Scottish devolution,  has paid a minimum of £3.3 billion to HM
Treasury in interest payments on pre-devolution debt liabilities. 
This council also notes that a further £2.5 billion of pre-devolution debts are owed by Scottish local government to HM
Treasury’s Public Works Loans Board (PWLB) at high interest rates of around 8%, at a time when interest on post-devolu-
tion debts are around 4%.
This council believes that the requirement for councils in Scotland, post devolution, to pay such large debts to HM Treas-
ury at high interest rates, is unfair and recognises that the writing off of such debts would significantly reduce pressure on
council budgets, potentially saving services and thousands of jobs.
This council therefore resolves to press HM Treasury to write off pre-devolution debts owed by councils in Scotland and to
seek the support of the Scottish Government for this debt amnesty.

Local Government Finance and the State of the Debt motion
The motion was moved by the Local Authorities RISC and approved by Unite Scotland’s 1st Scottish Policy Conference 
(16 – 17 January 2016).

“This Scottish Policy Conference calls upon Unite Scotland to:

Campaign for high quality, properly funded, public sector services. As part of this campaign we call on Unite 
Scotland to:

• Highlight and publicise, in an easily digestible format, the parlous state of Local Government finances;

• Produce a publicity pamphlet for union members and the general public on both private bank lending (in the form
of Lender Option/Buyer Option or LOBOs) and on the mountain of debt owed to George Osbourne’s Treasury in the
guise of the Public Works Loans Board (PWLB). This would include exposing the hundreds of millions being sent
back to the treasury from our annual settlements in the form of interest on outstanding PWLB debt;

• Lobby the Scottish Government and campaign publicly for reform of the way Local Government capital spending is
managed and, in the meantime; 

• Lobby Councils and the Scottish Government and campaign publicly for immediate debt renegotiation and relief so
as to protect local Government jobs and services from swingeing cuts.

And, where appropriate, the union should work jointly with organisations like Debt Resistance UK, to promote and
address Local Government Debt as a serious problem.”
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Proposed Reform to Council Tax

The Scottish government’s attempts to reform local government funding through plans to ask the average band E 
household to pay about £2 per week more, and the average household in the highest band (H) about £10 a week more will
not address the fundamental funding issues facing the provision of local services and the staffing of these services.

First Minister Nicola Sturgeon said the move would raise £100 million a year for education as the council tax freeze will end
in 2017 with councils then able to increase the tax by up to 3 per cent a year. The Scottish government say this will 
potentially allow local authorities to raise up to £70 million to fund local services across Scotland.

Unite Scottish Secretary Pat Rafferty responded to the proposals in a Press Release stating: 

“The Scottish government is starving local authorities of the funds necessary to maintain vital service provision.
Workers are being asked to do far more with minimal resources in the context of major demographic challenges, 
putting an enormous strain on services.

“The facts are more than 40,000 jobs have been lost with potentially tens of thousands more to come as allocations
to local authorities have been consistently cut in real terms. This is not a ‘minimal impact’ it is an industrial scale 
impact similar to the 1980s. The Scottish government’s botched and ill-conceived attempts to reform the council tax,
rather than replace it with a sustainable fairer funding model will ultimately backfire.”
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