Scotland’s public sector spends over £100 million on press staff amid NHS crisis
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More than £100 million of taxpayers' money has been squandered by Scotland's public sector on press and communications staff in recent years, a frivolity that comes at a time when the National Health Service (NHS) and other vital services grapple with significant challenges. Critics are imploring the Scottish National Party (SNP) government to rethink its misplaced spending priorities, arguing that this lavish expenditure on spin doctors constitutes a misuse of funds that could dramatically improve frontline services.
Recent data shows the Scottish Government now employs 642 press and communications personnel across an array of institutions, including councils and health boards. This swelling workforce is ostensibly designed for media engagement and to promote government initiatives, yet the steep surge in communications costs—from £30.7 million in 2021/22 to £36.7 million in 2023/24—has raised alarms. Scottish Conservative finance spokesman Craig Hoy exclaimed, “Taxpayers will be horrified that, while they face debilitating cuts, the SNP Government is squandering an obscene amount on spin doctors.” He vehemently condemned this spending as emblematic of a disturbing trend that prioritises public relations over the delivery of essential services.
Breaking down these figures reveals that nearly £12 million was expended by the Scottish Government itself over the past three years. Local authorities reported just under £32 million spent on communications, while ten NHS boards alone contributed around £7.8 million. Alarmingly, spending on communications staff within health boards has also soared, rising from £2.39 million in 2021/22 to £2.83 million in 2023/24. Such figures strike a discordant note against the backdrop of the NHS crisis in Scotland—characterised by intolerably long waiting times and mounting pressures on both general practitioners and the beleaguered Scottish Ambulance Service.
The financial fallout from this extravagant spending has not escaped scrutiny. The SNP government imposed its own income tax hikes just as the public sector was demanding heightened service levels, with individuals earning over £30,000 now facing tax burdens greater than their counterparts in the rest of the UK. Local authorities have also compounded financial woes by enacting steep council tax increases. Hoy contended that the staggering £100 million spent on spin reflects a monumental failure of governance, equating to funds that could otherwise bolster critical services like winter fuel payments and housing support during a time of crisis.
Health boards' escalating reliance on spin doctors has attracted scathing criticism from opposition parties, particularly those addressing the distressing implications for public health. Reports indicate that NHS communications spending has surpassed £8 million, shining a light on the misallocation of resources when NHS services confront unprecedented demand.
Moreover, analysed data exposed disparities in spending habits across public bodies. The largest expenditure was attributed to the Scottish Government's budget, which accounted for £4.13 million in 2023/24, followed by considerable outflows from Police Scotland and major local councils. With the NHS grappling with severe operational challenges, critics are insisting the SNP government urgently reevaluate these funding priorities, to alleviate staffing shortages and enhance patient care.
In a defensive stance against these grave allegations, a Scottish Government spokesman argued that effective communication is paramount in promoting government policies and public service engagement. He maintained that individual organisations ultimately determine their communication budgets, emphasizing their role in delivering essential services.
As Scotland navigates this precarious moment, the contrast between escalating spin doctor expenditures and the floundering NHS intensifies public outcry for enhanced governmental transparency and accountability. As the debate over fund allocation sharpens, taxpayers and service users are increasingly demanding a thorough reassessment of priorities in this time of urgent need.
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