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ABSTRACT

In its response to Sir Peter Gershon’s review of public sector efficiency, the Scottish Executive launched its efficient government initiative. This sets an efficiency target for Scotland’s public sector to be achieved by 2007-08, whilst retaining 2004-05 levels of service. Savings are to be achieved both through cash-releasing measures as well as time-releasing efforts. Success will provide Scotland’s public sector with a boost as scarce resources are redirected to provide new or improved service provision. 

This key Executive programme was launched in late 2004, several months after the Gershon review was published. Full supporting details on where Scotland’s savings would arise emerged in late 2005. Notwithstanding the drip feeding of data and information, the Scottish Executive argues it is being open and transparent about this important policy initiative. Analysis of both the Executive’s supporting documents and the evidence presented to the Scottish Parliament’s Finance Committee invites a challenge to this view:

· The initial supporting technical notes detailing where efficiencies are to be made do not provide support for the full efficiency target. They also fail to provide an adequate rationale for Scotland’s lower overall target compared to Whitehall.

· The Scottish Executive will struggle to show the efficiency savings have actually been delivered since service levels achieved in 2004-05 have not been provided, ex ante.

· Unlike Whitehall, the budget implications for non-delivery are limited to a small number of departments with the penalty for non-delivery by others appearing to be limited. Such asymmetry in treatment without supporting evidence to justify the approach undermines the validity of the programme making it harder for the Executive to secure the necessary savings. 

With budgets tightening the delivery of sustained savings will become even more pressing, not only to secure new but also to maintain current service levels. As new data become available the Executive continues to update its technical notes. However, its willingness to accept constructive criticism on the adequacy of such details has found it in the position of having to defend the indefensible. If the initiative is to have life after 2007-08, the Executive needs to find ways of adequately dealing with these criticisms, some of which it now appears willing to accept are valid.

