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1. Summary 
 

Scottish Local Government Financial Statistics (SLGFS) is an annual publication that 
provides a comprehensive overview of financial activity of Scottish local authorities 
based on authorities audited (if available) or draft accounts. The publication covers: 
local authority income; revenue expenditure and income, capital expenditure and 
income; reserves; debt; local taxation; and local authority pensions — see ‘How the 
output is created’ below. 
 
The Local Government (Scotland) Act 1973 (Section 118(4)) placed a duty on the 
Secretary of State for Scotland to present to Parliament a summary of local financial 
returns.  A similar duty falls to the First Minister with respect to the Scottish 
Parliament. 
 
This document provides an overview of the statistics and the process by which the 
annual release and associated data tables are brought together. 
 

2. Output quality 
 
This section gives users information that describes the quality of the data and 
statistics and it details any points that should be noted when using SLGFS. 
 
We consider quality by using the five European Statistical System (ESS) Quality 
dimensions, addressing these quality dimensions alongside other important quality 
characteristics, such as: 

• Relevance 
• Timeliness and punctuality 
• Coherence and comparability 
• Accuracy 
• Output quality trade-offs 
• Assessment of user needs and perceptions 
• Accessibility and clarity 

 
The Scottish Government team is confident that the quality assurance processes 
embedded in the production of these statistics and described in this document are of 
an appropriate level for the assessed risk. 

https://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/1973/65/section/118
https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/web/quality/european-quality-standards/quality-assurance-framework
https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/web/quality/european-quality-standards/quality-assurance-framework
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3. About the output 
 

3.1 Relevance 
 
The degree to which statistical outputs meet users’ needs 
 
Table 1: Overview of the output 
  

What it 
measures 

SLGFS provides a breakdown of revenue expenditure and income; 
capital expenditure and financing; reserves and fixed assets; debt 
and prudential indicators and Local Government Pension Schemes. 
Returns are provided by 32 Councils, ten Valuation Joint Boards 
(VJBs), seven Regional Transport Partnerships (RTPs) plus the Tay 
Road Bridge Joint Board. In addition, information regarding Local 
Government Pension Schemes is collected from twelve Pension 
Funds. 

Frequency Annual Collection. 

Sample size A total of 62 Local Finance Returns (LFRs) are submitted by the 
above organisations; Pension Funds complete only the LFR 24 
worksheet. 

Periods 
available 

Recent versions of SLGFS are on the publication page, with earlier 
versions, back to 1975-76, available from the National Records of 
Scotland website. 

Sample 
frame 

All 62 Local authorities are required to complete the return under 
section 199 of the Local Government (Scotland) Act 1973. 

Sample 
design 

Census. 

Weighting 
and 
estimation 

No weighting or estimation is used.  

Imputation No imputation is undertaken. 

Outliers No filtering of outliers. 

 

https://www.gov.scot/collections/local-government-finance-statistics/#scottishlocalgovernmentfinancialstatistics
https://webarchive.nrscotland.gov.uk/20190115065059/https:/www2.gov.scot/Topics/Statistics/Browse/Local-Government-Finance/PubScottishLGFStats
https://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/1973/65/section/199
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3.2 Timeliness and punctuality 
 

Timeliness refers to the lapse of time between publication and the period to which 
the data refer. Punctuality refers to the gap between planned and actual publication 
dates. 
 
The proposed month of publication is announced on Official statistics: forthcoming 
publications - gov.scot at least twelve months in advance of publication. In the event 
of any changes to the pre-announced release schedule, the change and the reasons 
for it will be announced. 
 
Publication is currently around ten months after the end of the reference period (31 
March). The publication itself takes around three months to complete. The remaining 
seven months is taken up by Local Authorities creating draft accounts and these 
then being audited by external auditors. Deadlines for Local Authority accounts are 
set out in The Local Authority Accounts (Scotland) Regulations 2014. 
 
The following timeline outlines the major steps in the production process for the 
annual statistical release: 
 
Table 2: Scottish Local Government Finance Statistics production process 
broad timings 

Timeline and Activity Duration 

Prior to the commission   

The LFR data return is agreed following consultation with main users 
and engagement with data suppliers 

Ongoing up to 
June each year 

Local Authorities publish draft accounts By 30 June 

The Local Financial Return is issued to all 62 data providers Early July 

Organisations extract their data and input it into the required format, 
quality-assuring the figures, and sending to the SLGFS team 

By end October 

Local Authorities publish audited accounts By end October 

SLGFS team follow up on returns, querying inconsistencies, issuing 
validation queries and accepting necessary revisions and late 
returns 

By end December 

The statistical release is produced, all tables and figures are quality-
assured 

3 weeks 

Outputs are finalised for release on gov.scot 1 week 

 

https://www.gov.scot/publications/official-statistics-forthcoming-publications/
https://www.gov.scot/publications/official-statistics-forthcoming-publications/
https://www.legislation.gov.uk/ssi/2014/200/contents
https://www.gov.scot/collections/local-government-finance-statistics/
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As part of the production process, data suppliers are notified of the return deadlines 
in advance, and the SLGFS team follow up with them over the course of the 
collection and production cycle. 
 



6 
 

4. How the output is created 
 

The statistics in the release are derived from the LFR workbook, which is sent out to 
62 organisations. The LFR and guidance for the latest year can be found at: Local 
Financial Return (LFR) - gov.scot. The LFR has the following worksheets: 
 

LFR A0: Statutory Accounts, Funding & Accounts Reconciliation   
LFR 23: Reserves   
LFR CR: Capital Return   
LFR 00: Subjective Analysis by Service   
LFR 01: Education   
LFR 01: Education - Early Learning & Childcare   
LFR 02: Culture & Related Services   
LFR 03: Social Work   
LFR 05: Roads & Transport   
LFR 06: Environmental Services   
LFR 07: Building, Planning & Development   
LFR 09: Central Services   
LFR 20: Non-HRA Housing   
LFR 12: Council Tax Income   
LFR SS: Support services   
LFR SC: Adult Social Care: Supplementary data by client group   
LFR 24: Pension Fund   

 
The worksheets which a Local Authority needs to complete depend on the type of 
organisation – a council, a VJB, a transport authority or a bridge authority. 
 
Collection, validation and reporting of LFRs is facilitated and primarily controlled by 
computer software written using VBA and the R programming language. The code 
constitutes a reproducible analytical pipeline in that the process of getting from the 
raw data to the published tables and figures is automated. All raw data files supplied 
by departments are maintained in their unprocessed form. The R code maintained by 
the SLGFS team takes this Excel raw data, converts it into RDS format and checks 
for invalid data (more detail in the validations section), then derives additional 
columns based on raw data values. 

https://www.gov.scot/publications/local-financial-return/
https://www.gov.scot/publications/local-financial-return/
https://dataingovernment.blog.gov.uk/2017/03/27/reproducible-analytical-pipeline/
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5. Validation and quality assurance 
 

5.1 Data validation 
 
The raw data from organisations undergoes four distinct rounds of checks and 
quality assurance prior to it being assessed as suitable for publication: 
 
1) Initial checks by supplying organisations: 

a. All organisations are expected to undertake a level of assurance ahead of 
sending in their initial returns to the Scottish Government. This process will 
vary by organisation. In addition, the spreadsheet supplied to organisations 
by the SLGFS team automatically generates validation errors and wrong 
signage errors that will highlight data inconsistencies ahead of organisations 
sending their return to the Scottish Government. 
 

2) First Stage validation checks by the SLGFS team include, for example: 
a. A comparison of key information in LFR A0 (Accounts), LFR 23 (Reserves), 

LFR CR (Capital), LFR 24 (Pensions) are automatically carried out to ensure 
the returns match key figures from the Audited Accounts (if available) or draft 
Accounts. At this stage, school meals data in LFR 01 (Education) is checked 
to ensure that take-up rates and average costs per pupil are within 
tolerances. 
 

3) Stage Two checks by the SLGFS team, include: 
a. These are carried out on the remaining LFR worksheets (LFR 00 to LFR 20) 

once first stage checks have passed. These look for: 
i. Large changes compared to the previous year. A large change is defined 

as any movement which is more than 1% of the Local Authority’s Gross 
Expenditure and is calculated for each specific service; 

ii. Missing values, where a value was supplied in the previous year but no 
value has been provided in the current year. 

b. Queries are automatically generated, checked and then sent back to 
organisation to review. 
 

4) Checking of Publication Tables: 
a. Publication tables are produced in R. All tables are cross checked 

automatically with each other to ensure tables are consistent with each 
other.  Differences are investigated by the SLGFS team. 
 

5) Final checks by SLGFS Team: 
a. A list of issues in previous year’s publications is kept. If possible, these are 

remedied to avoid their occurrence in future publications. However, a final 
check against these issues is conducted to ensure they do not happen. 

 
During the final stages of the production process, detailed final checks and quality 
assurance will be undertaken by the SLGFS team. 



8 
 

 

5.2 Accuracy 
 
The degree of closeness between an estimate and the true value. 

 
Accuracy can be broken down into sampling and non-sampling error. Non-sampling 
error includes areas such as coverage error, non-response error, measurement 
error, processing error. 
 
The data requested and provided by councils, VJBs, RTPs and Bridge authorities 
are required under legislation. The collection is a 100% survey and as such no 
estimation of the figures is calculated, and hence there is no sampling error. 
 
Non-sampling error is reduced due to the existence and compulsory adherence to 
national professional accounting standards, as published by CIPFA. Furthermore, 
significant additional guidance is provided about the data collections. Where non-
sampling error affects the data we provide full information for users to allow them to 
make informed judgements on the quality of the statistics, particularly if there are 
limitations of the data. 
 
All our outputs include key quality information on coverage, timing and geography. 
 
In the unlikely event of incorrect data being published, revisions would be made and 
users informed in conjunction with our revisions and corrections arrangements. 
 
 
 

https://www.cipfa.org/
https://www.gov.scot/publications/producing-official-statistics/pages/revisions-and-corrections/


9 
 

5.3 Production processes 
 
The section below shows the broad production process, helping to identify risks of 
error in the process and how these are minimised with relevant mitigating actions. 
 

1. LFR  specification drafted 

Each year the specification will be refreshed to ensure all variables remain relevant or 
are amended as appropriate. This process will be informed by discussion with primary 
users — mainly officials who lead on specific policy areas. 

2. Engagement with data suppliers 

Ahead of the formal commission, the SLGFS team reaches out to policy colleagues, 
and if there are any major changes – to the Local Authorities themselves. This 
engagement will highlight any changes in the specification for that year’s commission, 
timings, and other process changes that data suppliers should note. It also provides an 
opportunity for data suppliers to raise any concerns or issues so that these can be 
addressed prior to the commission. This process also acts as a refresh of the data 
suppliers’ contact details ahead of the formal commission. 

Potential source of risk or error: Data suppliers do not engage directly with SLGFS 
team on changes to the specification 

Risk or error mitigation: The SLGFS team will work with those organisations to ensure 
alignment to the specification as appropriate. In addition, any specific changes to the 
specification will only occur alongside discussions with lead policy officials and working 
level groups within the Scottish Government. 

3. SLGFS commissioning, reporting and data extraction 

The SLGFS team will issue the formal commission of LFR data in early July. 
Organisations supply the SLGFS team with the required data as per the specification. 

Potential source of risk or error : The statistics generated from the organisations’ 
returns may be incorrect, inconsistent or unavailable. 

Risk or error mitigation : See validation and quality assurance above. 

4. SLGFS Statistics Publication 

Once the data set is finalised, the statistical release and accompanying tables and 
datasets are produced. 

Potential source of risk or error : Errors may be introduced during the production phase. 
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4. SLGFS Statistics Publication 

Risk or error mitigation : See validation and quality assurance above. In addition, 
separate quality assurance checks are undertaken outside of the automated process 
by statisticians. Independent checks are made of all data tables generated using 
different and distinct routines. The statistical release undergoes a number of quality 
assurance checks, including cross-referencing all numbers quoted in the release 
against the final data tables. A final sense check is undertaken before being signed off 
by the senior statistician. 

5. Revisions 

Organisations submit revisions to their data after publication 

Potential source of risk or error : Revisions may significantly change the message of 
the published statistics. 

Risk or error mitigation: A number of organisations may not have published audited 
accounts in time for the SLGFS publication. Once audited accounts become available, 
the SLGFS team works with the Local Authority to ensure that their LFR aligns with the 
audited accounts. Updated LFR are published alongside future statistical releases of 
Provisional Outturn and Budget Estimates (POBE), usually at the end of June – around 
five months after SLGFS is first released.  



11 
 

 
 

5.4 Revisions 
 
Our policy on revisions will generally follow that of our published guidance. 
 
Once SLGFS Statistics is published, given this is an annual publication, no further 
revisions usually take place.  
 
However, if significant revisions to organisations’ data are received after publication, 
the Head of Branch will make a decision as to the extent that these revisions impact 
the overall statistics for users. If necessary, the initial statistical release will be 
revised or updated and table revisions may be necessary with an appropriate note 
placed on the publication website. 
 
Only copies of LFR source workbooks will be updated routinely, for example once 
audited accounts become available. Revised workbooks are published at the same 
time as the Provisional Outurn and Budget Estimate statistics in June.  
 
Source workbooks can be found at: 
Scottish local government finance statistics (SLGFS) 2024-25: workbooks - gov.scot 

https://www.gov.scot/publications/producing-official-statistics/pages/revisions-and-corrections/
https://www.gov.scot/publications/scottish-local-government-finance-statistics-slgfs-2024-25-workbooks/
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6. Coherence and comparability 
 
Coherence is the degree to which data that are derived from different sources or 
methods, but refer to the same topic, are similar.  
Comparability is the degree to which data can be compared over time and domain – 
for example, geographic level. 
 
Adhering to the professional code (CIPFA’s SeRCOP) has meant that changes over 
time have been minimal. Where there have been time series which are not 
comparable from the start of the time series to the end this will be shown clearly in 
the outputs. Where advance warning is known of future changes these will be pre-
announced in accordance with Scottish Government arrangements. 
 
Where appropriate we will include links and data to other comparable regions and 
countries. For example, similar statistics are available as follows: 
 

UK Region  

England Statistics at MHCLG - Ministry of 
Housing, Communities and Local 
Government - GOV.UK  
 
See Local Government Finance 

Scotland Local government finance: statistics - 
gov.scot 

Wales Local authority revenue and capital 
outturn expenditure | GOV.WALES 

Northern Ireland Not found 

 
Where standard definitions are not used we will highlight this and explain the reason 
why. 
 
The existence of a professional code and our adherence to it provides assurance 
that the data are consistent across domains, such as local authorities. 
 
We regularly review the quality of the data we collect and look to implement 
improvements. Before each data collection, potential data quality issues are 
considered and, where necessary, improvement actions are identified and 
implemented. 
 
Improvement activities often include detailed discussions with our data providers 
(local authorities) and a range of users of our statistics, likely to include 
representatives from the Scottish Government, the Convention of Scottish Local 
Authorities (CoSLA), local authorities (Directors of Finance and Accountants), CIPFA 
and the Improvement Service. 
 
Although many of the statistics in the publications for Scotland, England and Wales 
report similar financial data, and adopt broadly common accounting standards, there 
are some variations in definitions for different countries. 
 

https://www.cipfa.org/policy-and-guidance/publications/s/service-reporting-code-of-practice-for-local-authorities-202627
https://www.gov.uk/government/organisations/ministry-of-housing-communities-local-government/about/statistics#statistical-collections
https://www.gov.uk/government/organisations/ministry-of-housing-communities-local-government/about/statistics#statistical-collections
https://www.gov.uk/government/organisations/ministry-of-housing-communities-local-government/about/statistics#statistical-collections
https://www.gov.scot/collections/local-government-finance-statistics/#scottishlocalgovernmentfinancialstatistics
https://www.gov.scot/collections/local-government-finance-statistics/#scottishlocalgovernmentfinancialstatistics
https://www.gov.wales/local-authority-revenue-and-capital-outturn-expenditure
https://www.gov.wales/local-authority-revenue-and-capital-outturn-expenditure
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Expenditure on services reported in the SLGFS publication are in line with the 
Chartered Institute of Public Finance and Accountancy (CIPFA) Service Reporting 
Code of Practice (SeRCOP) for Scotland, but SeRCOP categories for England and 
Wales differ to some extent. For example, when reporting on Cultural and Related 
Services, the table below illustrates the fact that in England and Wales there is a 
separate category for Open Spaces, whereas in Scotland this is included under a 
broader category of “Recreation and Sport”. All other categories match exactly. 
 

Scotland England and Wales 

Culture and Heritage Culture and Heritage 

Library Services Library Services 

Recreation and Sport 
Recreation and Sport 

Open Spaces 

Tourism Tourism 

Service Management and Support 
Services 

Service Management and Support 
Services 

 
It should also be noted that Scottish council tax collection statistics are not directly 
comparable with those other parts of the UK authorities because of different 
collection regimes – Scotland’s collection rates include water charges. More 
information can be found at: Council Tax Rates: Comparing Scotland to other UK 
nations - gov.scot 
 

https://www.gov.scot/publications/council-tax-rates-comparing-scotland-to-other-uk-nations/
https://www.gov.scot/publications/council-tax-rates-comparing-scotland-to-other-uk-nations/
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7. Concepts and definitions 
 
Concepts and definitions describe any legislation governing the output and a 
description of the classification used in the output. 
 

7.1 Accounting standards 
 
Local authorities have a legal duty under the Local Government in Scotland Act 2003 
(section 12)  to follow proper accounting practice, enforced through audit. To 
maximise data quality, our data collections are based on the relevant accounting 
practices and standards followed by local authority accountancy staff.  For example, 
the local financial returns collect revenue expenditure data based on the categories 
used by local authorities (following the Chartered Institute of Public Finance and 
Accountancy [CIPFA] Service Reporting Code of Practice [SeRCOP]). 
 
The categories in the LFR forms collecting service expenditure are very closely 
aligned to the SeRCOP sub-service categories (i.e. almost all LFR categories are 
directly linked to sub-services specified in SeRCOP). The exception is Education 
where LFR 01 uses simplified categories and the guidance explains how to allocate 
expenditure for the SeRCOP categories to the LFR categories.  
There should therefore be a reasonable degree of comparability between data 
across Scottish local authorities, particularly at the higher “Service Level” (e.g. 
Education, Social Work). 

It is anticipated that wherever possible most costs would be directly identified to the 
relevant sub-service. In identifying costs to sub-service level there is however some  
potential for inconsistent reporting across local authorities based on local accounting 
practice. This can be due to: 

• The application of judgement when identifying the relevant sub-service activity 
for a particular item of expenditure. For example, expenditure on grit for treating 
roads would clearly be attributed to the Winter Maintenance sub-service in 
Roads & Transport whereas a local authority could potentially have to apply 
judgement when allocating expenditure on festivals to sub-service Culture & 
Heritage or sub-service Tourism (both within the service level category of 
Cultural & Related Services). 

• The allocation of common costs over several sub-service categories (for 
example where a council employee covers more than one sub-service in Social 
Work). Due to the varied operating structures and systems used by authorities 
there is no single 'right' way of doing this. CIPFA however provides advice in 
SeRCOP on some of the principles that should be applied when apportioning 
or identifying costs to sub-services. 

To minimise  the issues detailed above it should be noted that CIPFA and the 
Scottish Government both provide advice and guidance to local authorities to aid 
consistency (and final accounts are subject to audit). 

https://www.legislation.gov.uk/asp/2003/1/section/12
https://www.legislation.gov.uk/asp/2003/1/section/12
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7.2 Improvement Service Benchmarking 
 
The Society of Local Authority Chief Executives (SOLACE) and the Improvement 
Service have been developing “benchmarking” indicators which will replace the 
former Statutory Performance Indicators used by Audit Scotland. 
 
A key data source for the indicators is the service expenditure data collected in the 
LFRs, and the Scottish Government continues to work closely with the Improvement 
Service and local authorities to improve the comparability of the data between 
councils. In particular the guidance associated with the LFRs has been improved, 
and a joint validation process (with the Scottish Government and the Improvement 
Service) is being developed for the relevant data. 
 
More information on the benchmarking project is available on the Improvement 
Service website (www.improvementservice.org.uk/benchmarking). 
 
 

8. Statistical disclosure control 
 
SLGFS reports financial information only and does not relate to individuals or their 
personal information. As a result, no statistical disclosure control is applied to these 
statistics. 
 

http://www.improvementservice.org.uk/benchmarking
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9. Other information 
 

9.1 Output quality trade-offs 
 
Trade-offs are the extent to which different dimensions of quality are balanced 
against each other. 
 
In producing SLGFS, the timeliness of the publication must be balanced against the 
quality of the data produced. Users have a need for statistics to be produced as soon 
as possible after the end of the reference period in order to ensure their relevance.  
 
However, as outlined in the section on timelines and punctuality, considerable time is 
dedicated to quality-assuring the final values received from organisations in order to 
mitigate potential sources of error. 
 

9.2 Assessment of user needs and perceptions 
 
The processes for finding out about uses and users, and their views on the statistical 
products. 
 
In order to engage with both known and potential users, our engagement strategy 
includes both active and passive elements, allowing both structured engagement 
with known users and open lines of communication for potential new users. 
Unstructured feedback has proved useful in identifying particular issues with the 
collection, while structured feedback is essential in setting out the areas for 
development that will address broad user needs. 
 
The SLGFS team works closely with the internal colleagues to ensure any 
accounting changes are reflected in the return. Most recently, this has included 
adapting the LFR to account for the service concession flexibility. 
 
Known users of SLGFS include the Office for National Statistics (ONS), CoSLA, the 
Improvement Service, the Scottish Parliament Information Centre (SPICe) and 
Scottish Local Authorities. A list of data requests by users is also maintained. 
 

9.3 Accessibility and clarity 
 
Accessibility is the ease with which users are able to access the data, also reflecting 
the format in which the data are available and the availability of supporting 
information. Clarity refers to the quality and sufficiency of the release details, 
illustrations and accompanying advice) 
 
The different users of these statistics have a range of needs in terms of presentation 
of the results, and we therefore provide multiple formats for use: 
 

• Headline results, trends, and narrative are provided in HTML and PDF 
formats. This summarises the data with explanatory charts, visualisations and 
figures for general consumption. 

• Publication tables and additional analysis available in Excel format. 
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• Source workbooks are also published in Excel. 


