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Dear Deputy First Minister 
 
Council Tax Freeze 
 
Thank you for your letter of earlier today regarding the above. 
 
I have to say that to accuse a Council Leader, his Administration and two highly respected 
Independent Councillors of making an “irrational” decision on Council Tax when setting our budget 
on 29 February is astonishing and unworthy of the office you hold. 
 
If anyone is acting irrationally it is you and the First Minister.  
 
You have consistently argued that you are raising additional funding from income tax to protect 
public services in Scotland, a policy that I personally support, and have criticised the UK Government 
for cutting National Insurance in the Autumn Statement and the Spring Budget rather than investing 
in public services, again a criticism I would endorse. 
 
You have also sanctioned an 8.8% increase in Scottish Water Charges in 2024/25, despite having 
the power to ask the Board of Scottish Water to either freeze charges or moderate the increase.  
 
Yet you continue to believe that a regressive freeze in Council Tax in 2024/25, at the expense of 
cuts to local services and jobs, will significantly help low income households to deal with the cost of 
living crisis. That is simply not the case. 
 
In Inverclyde up to 28% of households would not pay anymore under an 8.2% Council Tax rise as 
they are either exempt from Council Tax or in receipt of Council Tax Reduction. The average weekly 
increase for those households who pay full Council Tax would less than £2. 
 
Forty-six per cent of Inverclyde households are in band A and their weekly increase is £1.50. Sixteen 
per cent of households are in band B and their weekly increase is £1.75. Ten per cent of households 
are band C and their weekly increase is £2.00. So, 72 per cent of Inverclyde households who pay 
full Council Tax will pay £2 or less a week extra. 
 
Another 9 per cent of households are in band D and their weekly increase is £2.25. Ten per cent of 
households are in band E and their weekly increase is £2.96. Five per cent of households are in band 
F and their weekly increase is £3.66. Four per cent of households are in band G and their weekly 
increase is £4.42. Finally, less than 1 per cent of households are in band H and their weekly increase 
is £5.52. 
 
I take great personal exception to your charge of acting irrationally.  



I began my local government career with Inverclyde District Council in 1986 as a trainee accountant. 
I left the Council in 1991 to move into the housing association sector where I spent 25 years as a 
finance manager. I was elected to Inverclyde District Council in 1992 and served for four years until 
local government reorganisation in 1996. In 1999 I was elected to Inverclyde Council for the first 
time and was re-elected in 2003, 2007, 2012, 2017 and 2022. In 2003 I was appointed Leader of 
the Opposition and proposed Council budgets and Council Tax resolutions in 2004, 2005, 2006 and 
2007. In 2007 I was elected Leader of the Council for the first time, and I have held this position 
since apart from a six month break between February and August 2011.  
 
During my time as Council Leader, I have successfully moved 17 budgets and Council Tax resolutions. 
I am arguably the most experienced Council Leader in Scotland when it comes to local government 
finance and budget setting. 
 
In all my time as a Councillor I have never before been accused of acting irrationally. 
 
When my Administration and our two Independent colleagues voted for an 8.2% increase in Council 
Tax on 29 February, we did it full in the knowledge that the funding package on offer from the 
Scottish Government could ultimately amount to around £2.9m. However, we believed, and still do, 
that your promise to baseline this funding is unlikely to be honoured in full given your Government’s 
track record of baselining funding and then cutting the baseline. We also believed, and still do, that 
increasing the Council Tax base of the Council is crucial to our longer term sustainability as a Council. 
 
We also believed, and still do, that an 8.2% increase in Council Tax is affordable for Inverclyde 
residents based on the figures I have set out above. As I appointed out to you when we met, Council 
Tax in Inverclyde increased by an average of 1.1% a year between 2008 and 2023. The 8.2% 
increase for 2024 has increased this average to 1.5%, significantly below the average rate of inflation 
over the last 17 years. 
  
Council Tax is not a utility bill. It is a tax that funds vital public services. Unlike income tax however 
the tax take does not automatically increase as incomes increase. Annual increases need to be 
applied to ensure that the same level of service can be funded from one year to the next. 
 
Inverclyde residents in work, on benefits and in receipt of state and occupational pensions have 
generally seen their incomes rise in the past 12 months. It is not unreasonable or irrational to ask 
them to pay a small amount extra each week to protect local services. 
 
Unless Council Tax is consistently increased over the coming years Councils will need to make huge 
cuts in services and jobs. If anything is irrational, it is to believe that the same level of services can 
be maintained with a real terms’ reduction in income from both Government grant and Council Tax.   
 
In your calculation of additional grant related to the Council Tax freeze you have included 
Inverclyde’s indicative share of the extra £62.7m confirmed following the UK Spring Budget. You are 
aware that COSLA’s view is that all Councils should receive a share of this funding irrespective of the 
democratic decision they take on Council Tax. Therefore, the actual compensation for the Council 
Tax freeze is our share of the £147.3m, which is £1.871m, equivalent to a Council Tax rise of 5.3%. 
Our Council Tax rise of 8.2% will raise £2.870m. 
 
In my letter of 1 March, I did indicate that I would be prepared to recommend to the Council that 
we use of our share of the £62.7m, which you have indicated is around £1m (subject of course to 
recommendations from the Settlement and Distribution Group to Leaders and Ministers), to top up 
the Council Tax discount in 2024/25 to effectively freeze Council Tax for that year. 
 
That offer remains on the table provided you allocate us our share of the £147.3m as well. This could 
either be on a one off basis or on a recurring basis. 
 
The benefit of having our share of the £147.3m on a recurring basis is that it would allow us to revisit 
our planning assumption of a Council Tax increase of 6% in 2025/26. As I indicated previously in 



writing, and at our meeting, I believe we could reduce this figure significantly, and perhaps to as 
low as 1.8%. 
 
Using your illustration for the band D Council Tax, the 8.2% increase we have applied for 2024/25 
brings this to £1,547.01 per annum, an increase of £117.24 per annum or £2.25 a week. A further 
increase of 1.8% in 2025/26 would bring the annual band D Council Tax to £1,574.86. By comparison 
if we had implemented a freeze in 2024/25 (which we haven’t) and increased Council Tax by 6% in 
2025/26 the band D Council Tax would be £1,515.56, a difference of £59.30 per annum or £1.14 a 
week.  
 
Of course, the above example of a freeze and a 6% increase in 2025/26 is purely illustrative. I have 
already made you aware of the fact that one Council’s planning assumption for 2025/26 is a Council 
Tax rise of 10% following a freeze in 2024/25. If we had frozen Council Tax in 2024/25 (which we 
haven’t) and increased it by 10% in 2025/26 the band D Council Tax would rise to £1,572.75, just 
£2.11 a year, or 4 pence a week, less than the 8.2% and 1.8% example I illustrated above. Your 
own SNP Group on the Council had previously proposed a freeze in 2024/25 and a 12% increase in 
2025/26 during our pre-budget negotiations. 
 
If I am not being impertinent, can I respectfully suggest that some people may consider it irrational 
for you to reject my eminently reasonable compromise, and therefore your ability to deliver the First 
Minister’s national priority of a national Council Tax freeze, for the sake of 4 pence a week. 
 
I hope the forgoing analysis shows that my Administration and our Independent colleagues are 
willing to reach a compromise position that would be win-win-win for all parties. 
 
If you are prepared to reach a compromise on this basis, I would be happy for my officials to engage 
with your officials with a view to drafting a written agreement. 
 
I note that you have not specifically responded to the request in my previous letter (wrongly dated 
10 March) that you consider providing us with our share of the £147.3m to help with the financial 
challenges facing our Integrated Joint Board and the significant jobs losses we have recently 
experienced in Inverclyde. I am presuming the answer is no but it would be helpful if you could 
formally confirm this. 
 
I have once again taken the liberty of copying this letter to the President and Vice President of COSLA 
and the Resources Spokesperson. 
 
I look forward to hearing from you. 
 
Kind regards 

 
Yours sincerely 
 

   
Councillor Stephen McCabe  
Leader of the Council  
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Dear Shona 
 
Council Tax Freeze 
 
Thank you for taking time to meet with me this morning to discuss the above. 
 
It is very disappointing that you continue to disrespect the democratic decision my Council took on 
29 February to raise Council Tax in 2024/25. It is also disappointing that you have rejected the 
eminently reasonable compromise proposal that I put forward. It seems clear that achieving a 
national Council Tax freeze is less important that trying to bend all 32 Councils to the First Minister’s 
will. 
 
It remains the case however that the Scottish Government retains £2.9m that should rightly be 
allocated to Inverclyde Council for the benefit of our community for the reasons stated in my letter 
of 4 March. 
 
As you know our share of the £147.3m Council Tax freeze grant is approximately £1.9m. Given that 
you are not prepared to provide us with this funding as a contribution to a Council Tax discount for 
residents in 2024/25 can I request that you consider the following potential uses of this funding: 
 

1. Health and Social Care Services – the Inverclyde Integrated Joint Board is currently consulting 
on options to close a £5.2m funding gap over the next two years. This will involve some very 
difficult decisions around services provided by the Inverclyde Health and Social Care 
Partnership. An allocation of some or all the £1.9m would go some way to reducing the extent 
of the cuts that will be required to balance the IJB Budget. 

2. Job Losses – you will be aware that following the recent announcement by the BT Group that 
they are to close their EE Call Centre in Greenock with 450 jobs transferring to Glasgow, 
Inverclyde is facing a jobs crisis. The loss of the EE jobs would bring the total job losses in 
the last 18 months to around 1,200, which would be the equivalent of around 12,000 jobs 
for Glasgow. Back in August last year the Inverclyde Task Force submitted a bid for £70m to 
your Government for a range of projects designed to support the local economy. To date we 
have received no funding from the Government. Again, an allocation of funding for this 
purpose would be a beneficial use of the £1.9m you have set aside for Inverclyde. 

 
Turning now to the separate allocation of £62.7m, I fully support the COSLA position that a share of 
this funding should be allocated to all Councils and not just those who freeze Council Tax. As you 
know COSLA considers that withholding a share of this money from any Council that increases Council 
Tax in 2024/25 would be a fundamental breach of the Verity House Agreement. I would therefore 
ask you to reconsider your position on this matter. 
 



 
I have taken the liberty of copying this letter to the President and Vice President of COSLA and the 
Resources Spokesperson. 
 
I look forward to hearing from you. 
 
Kind regards 

 
Yours sincerely 
 

   
Councillor Stephen McCabe  
Leader of the Council  
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___ 
 
9 March 2024 
 
 
Dear Cllr McCabe, 
 
Thank you for our meeting yesterday and your subsequent correspondence regarding the 
Council Tax freeze.  
 
On Thursday I wrote to all council leaders confirming my intention that, despite the 
disappointing Spring Budget, £62.7 million of additional funding will be available to Local 
Authorities to secure a council tax freeze across the country – and this will be baselined in 
future years to offer funding certainty.   
 
Inverclyde’s share of that funding, worth £2.9 million remains available to the council should 
it implement the freeze. 
 
As we discussed, it appears that your proposal is not one to deliver a council tax freeze, as 
30 authorities have done, but instead to increase your council tax base by 8.2%. Any 
proposal that leaves the 8.2% increase in place simply does not provide the benefit to the 
people of Inverclyde that the funding we have made available is intended to deliver. 
 
The £2.9 million made available by Scottish Government would fully compensate the council 
for the revenues raised by an 8.2% increase. The funding available to support public 
services in Inverclyde in 2024/25 is therefore the same whether the council accepts the 
funding from the Scottish Government and freezes rates or increases rates by 8.2%. The 
only difference between the two decisions being the burden falling on households locally; to 
consciously visit that burden on households is objectively irrational.  
 
A one-off rebate as you suggest would deliver no benefit to households beyond 2024/25. In 
addition the compound increase that would then be visited on households in 2025/26 would 
be expected to be 14.7%, assuming that the council administration follows through on its 
plans for a 6% increase in 2025/26. 
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As bills have yet to issue in Inverclyde, my preference remains for the freeze to be reflected 
prior to them being issued. You have made it clear that you have no intention of revisiting the 
Labour administration decision. I therefore offered an alternative compromise which would 
see the council apply a rebate in 2024/25, and for that rebate to be given effect in 2025/26 
and beyond by an adjustment to the Band D charge prior to any inflationary increase being 
applied.  
 
I have set out an illustration in an annex to this letter of what that would mean for households 
in Inverclyde and it is clear that your proposal has detrimental impact, not only in 2025/26, 
but also in all subsequent years as that 8.2% increase would be hardwired into future bills 
through higher Band D charges. This analysis explicitly highlights that your proposals are not 
fair to households in Inverclyde or to other councils who have worked constructively with 
Scottish Government to ensure at least 97% of the population will benefit from a freeze. 
 
Whilst I am frustrated with the outcome of yesterday’s meeting, it appears that you remain 
determined to having council tax payers pay the price despite funding being available that 
would render this totally unnecessary. Should you or your council wish to reconsider the matter 
further, our offer remains on the table.  
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
SHONA ROBISON 
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ANNEX – ILLUSTRATIVE IMPACT OF COMPROMISES PROPOSALS ON 
HOUSEHOLDS IN INVERCLYDE 

 

Inverclyde Proposal - One-off rebate 

Financial Year 
Average Band D 

Charge 
Annual 
Change 

Effective Band D Liability with rebate 
Annual 
Change 

2023-24 £1,429.77   £1,429.77   

2024-25 £1,547.01 8.2% £1,429.77 0.0% 

2025-26 
(assuming 6%)* £1,639.93 6.0% £1,639.93 14.7% 

     

Council Tax Freeze Proposal - Fully funded by Scottish Government 

Financial Year 
Average Band D 

Charge 
Annual 
Change 

Effective Band D Liability 
Annual 
Change 

2023-24 £1,429.77   £1,429.77   

2024-25 £1,429.77 0.0% £1,429.77 0.0% 

2025-26 
(assuming 6% 
as proposed by 
the council)* £1,515.56 6.0% £1,515.56 6.0% 

     

Alternative Rebate Proposal - Fully funded by Scottish Government 

Financial Year 
Average Band D 

Charge 
Annual 
Change 

Effective Band D Liability with rebate 
Annual 
Change 

2023-24 £1,429.77   £1,429.77   

2024-25 £1,547.01 8.2% £1,429.77 0.0% 

2025-26#  £1,515.56 -2.0% £1,515.56 6.0% 

 
* Irrespective of the % applied, the principle applies and the one-off nature of the rebate 
ensures higher bills for households going forward 
# Assuming the council aimed reach the equivalent level of its proposed 6% increase for 
2025/26, as proposed by the council, while respecting the 2024/25 freeze) 
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Cllr Stephen McCabe 
Leader 
Inverclyde Council 
 
 
Copy to: COSLA President, Cllr Shona Morrison 
COSLA Vice President, Cllr Steven Heddle 

 

___ 
 
16 March 2024 
 
 
Dear Cllr McCabe, 
 
Thank you for your further correspondence dated 9 March regarding the Council Tax freeze.  
 
In our discussions, it was pointed out to you that the £2.9 million made available by Scottish 
Government would fully compensate the council for the revenues raised by an 8.2% increase. 
Your proposal would not deliver a Council Tax freeze as 30 local authorities have done. It 
would merely delay the impact of the burden being placed on Inverclyde households by 
increasing the Council Tax base by 8.2%.  
 
I understand that you do not believe it is possible to reissue bills and that you believe that the 
effect of a freeze could be delivered by a rebate in 2024-25. However, we would need to be 
assured that the council would reset your planning assumptions for 2025-26 to begin from the 
2023-24 baseline, and not incorporate to the starting baseline the 8.2% increase which has 
been added to bills for 2024-25.  
 
Further decisions for 2025-26 and beyond would be a matter for the council, but recurring 
Scottish Government funding would depend on assurance that the effect of a freeze on both 
the in-year impact in 2024-25, and the starting point in 2025-26, would be felt by households.  
 
The offer to Inverclyde is precisely the same offer made to every other council, and which 
has been accepted by 30 Councils. That offer remains open to you.  
 

 
 
 
 

SHONA ROBISON 

http://www.lobbying.scot/


Scottish Ministers, special advisers and the Permanent Secretary are 

covered by the terms of the Lobbying (Scotland) Act 2016.  See 

www.lobbying.scot 
 

St Andrew’s House, Regent Road, Edinburgh  EH1 3DG 

www.gov.scot 


  

 

Deputy First Minister and Cabinet Secretary for Finance 

Leas Phrìomh Mhinistear agus Rùnaire a’ Chaibineit 

airson Ionmhas  

Shona Robison MSP 

Seòna Robastan BPA 

 

F/T: 0300 244 4000 
E: scottish.ministers@gov.scot 

 



 
Cllr Stephen McCabe 
Leader 
Inverclyde Council 
 
 
Copy to: COSLA President, Cllr Shona Morrison 
COSLA Vice President, Cllr Steven Heddle 

 

 
20 March 2024 
 
 
Dear Cllr McCabe, 
 
 
Thank you for your further correspondence dated 19 March regarding the Council Tax 
freeze.  
 
I am grateful for your confirmation that you will take steps to freeze Council Tax for the 
residents of Inverclyde by inviting the Council’s Policy and Resources Committee to agree a 
one-off refund equivalent to the 8.2% increase in Council Tax – enabling Inverclyde’s resident 
to effectively have their annual Council Tax liabilities frozen.   
 
I also welcome the confirmation that you will recommend to the Policy and Resources 
Committee an amendment to your planning assumptions for Inverclyde Council’s 2025-26 
provisional budget.   
 
In order to provide the financial underpinnings for these recommendations, I can reconfirm the 
position sent to COSLA Leaders that your share of the £147.3m Council Tax freeze grant and 
the additional £62.7m will be £2.9m. You will understand that the final figure for each council 
will be confirmed by the Settlement and Distribution Group, and I note that their next scheduled 
meeting will be on 17 April. 
 
Our decisions related to the 2025/26 budget will, of course, be taken through the normal 
budget planning processes for the Scottish Government. One of the vital foundations for this 
work is the outcome of the UK Government’s Autumn Statement. No date has been announced 
for the Autumn Statement and clearly the prospect of a UK General Election this year may 
have an influence on the timing for the statement. 
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I look forward to Inverclyde Council’s confirmation that it will now be freezing the Council Tax 
in 2024/25. 
 
Your sincerely,  
 
 
 

 
 

SHONA ROBISON 
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