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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

The 2025-26 Winter Service Policy was endorsed by Members at the
September 2025 meeting of the Environment, Development and Infrastructure
(EDI) Committee. Within the recommendations was an instruction to progress a
review of the operational commitment towards reducing the overall annual cost
of the Winter Service.

e Endorses that a further review of the winter maintenance policy is
undertaken prior to the 2026/27 winter maintenance season which includes a
review of the total percentage of the road network that is currently treated
and, recognising this is 10% higher than the average for the rural group
authorities, whether efficiencies on this can be achieved. With a report back
to Committee during early summer 2026.

A briefing for Councillors on 8 April 2026 discussed the current pressures on
Winter Service and resilience. It highlighted how our pre-treatment route lengths
compare with other rural councils in the SCOTS group and explained the
challenges of keeping the existing Winter Policy sustainable, particularly with
regards to the available employee resource.

In response to the decision of the EDI Committee in September, and of the
Council in February, an initial review has been undertaken to identify potential
savings that can be achieved without immediate changes to the overall extent of
the pre-treatment network. A more comprehensive review of the Winter
Maintenance Service Policy, including a detailed reassessment of route
prioritisation and network coverage, is now required to support longer-term
financial sustainability and alignment with service expectations.

This report therefore proposes a two-track approach: immediate savings for
winter 2026/27 that are achievable through a reduced gritter fleet hire period,
alongside a fuller review of the Winter Maintenance Service Policy over the next
12 months to assess longer-term options for route prioritisation, network
coverage and service resilience.
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A full review and redesign of the Winter Maintenance Service Policy is a
complex and resource-intensive exercise. It will take up to 12 months to
complete. A phased approach is therefore required to ensure that any changes
to the Winter Maintenance Service are deliverable, robust, and compliant with
statutory obligations.

RECOMMENDATION

Members of the Environment, Development and Infrastructure Committee are
asked to -

a. Approve the comprehensive review of the Winter Maintenance Service
Policy over the next 12 months, with a report back to this committee in June
2027;

b. Agree that the Winter Maintenance Service Policy for 2026/27 is brought to
the Environment, Development and Infrastructure Committee in September
2026 for approval, and

c. Approve the savings of £0.080m by reducing the hire period for the gritter
fleet by four weeks, and that this can be implemented for winter 2026/27,
thereby contributing to the overall savings allocated to the review of Roads
and Infrastructure Services.
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INTRODUCTION

The Council has a statutory duty under Section 34 of the Roads (Scotland) Act
1984 to take such steps as it considers reasonable to prevent snow and ice
endangering the safe passage of traffic on public roads. Argyll and Bute’s Winter
Maintenance Service Policy sets out how the Council discharges this duty,
including the defined pre-treatment network, treatment priorities, and operational
response arrangements.

In September 2025, the Environment, Development and Infrastructure (EDI)
Committee endorsed the 2025-26 Winter Service Policy and instructed officers
to undertake a further review of the operational commitment, with a particular
focus on the overall extent of the treated network and opportunities to achieve
efficiencies. This instruction recognised that the Council’s current level of service
is approximately 10% higher than the average for comparable rural authorities.

A recent briefing to Members in April 2026 highlighted increasing pressures on
the sustainability of the current Winter Service model. These include budget
constraints, staffing availability, and the need to maintain resilience in service
delivery while continuing to meet statutory obligations.

In response, an initial review has been undertaken to identify potential savings
that can be achieved without immediate changes to the overall extent of the pre-
treatment network. A more comprehensive review of the Winter Maintenance
Service Policy, including a detailed reassessment of route prioritisation and
network coverage, is now required to support longer-term financial sustainability
and alignment with service expectations.

Reductions in the overall winter commitment will require a reduction in the pre-

treatment network length. The assessment of these routes will require an

equitable and transparent methodology to determine

e Wwhere pre-treatment will remain, and

e where sections of roads will be re prioritised for follow-on treatments when
resources become available and winter hazards persist.
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Unfortunately, no established methodology for this work is available at this time.
This will be developed by officers from first principles.

RECOMMENDATIONS

Members of the Environment, Development and Infrastructure Committee are
asked to -

a. Approve the comprehensive review of the Winter Maintenance Service
Policy over the next 12 months, with a report back to this committee in June
2027;

b. Agree that the Winter Maintenance Service Policy for 2026/27 is brought to
the Environment, Development and Infrastructure Committee in September
2026 for approval, and

c. Approve the savings of £0.080m by reducing the hire period for the gritter
fleet by four weeks, and that this can be implemented for winter 2026/27,
thereby contributing to the overall savings allocated to the review of Roads
and Infrastructure Services.

DETAIL

The current winter policy and pre-treatment routes are based on a Winter Plan
originally adopted by Argyll and Bute Council in 1996. A review of Roads and
Transportation capability to sustain the previous unrestricted level of service was
undertaken by an Officers’ and Members’ group in 2008. This was primarily in
response to the stricter implementation of Working Time directive and Drivers’
Hours regulations. Effectively, the increased accuracy and frequency of weather
forecasting and weather sensor monitoring services meant that winter
treatments were no longer considered “emergency actions” in the context of this
legislation.

The result of the review was the implementation of “driver only” pre-treatment
procedures, with the parallel introduction of a vehicle tracking system to allow
remote supervision of treatments, in real time.

Since 2008, the Winter Policy has been reviewed annually but is effectively
unchanged. However, demands on service provision within the policy have
increased with several extensions to the pre-treatment network. In some cases,
this has resulted in the introduction of additional routes — increasing the number
of vehicles and drivers required to deliver within the policy timescales. Additional
routes are in some cases dictated by the physical capacity of the vehicles, within
the requirement to treat narrow urban routes and single-track roads.

By 2024, the pre-treatment commitment had evolved to include 1,248km of the
carriageway, 54.57% of the total adopted road network. This is the highest
proportion of pre-treatment of all rural Scottish Council Roads Authorities.
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This report proposes that a review of the pre-treatment network takes place over
the next 12 months to

a. Confirm its effectiveness, and

b. Identify opportunities for achieving efficiencies whilst meeting our obligations
under Section 34 of the Roads (Scotland) Act 1984.

In the meantime, it is proposed that the service reduces the hired gritter fleet
period by four weeks in total, comprising two weeks at the start and two weeks
at the end of the winter season. This will deliver a saving of £0.080m. This
estimate is derived from current vehicle hire costs and assumes that no change
is made to the existing pre-treatment network during the core winter period. The
estimate does not include any significant change in operational response,
overtime, or emergency contingency requirements arising from abnormal
weather conditions outside the revised hire period. Accordingly, while the saving
is considered achievable, the actual outturn may vary depending on winter
weather patterns and any requirement for additional contingency measures.

CONCLUSION

The initial savings options identified within this report demonstrate that
reductions in costs can be achieved in the short term without immediate
changes to the overall extent of the pre-treatment network. These measures
provide an opportunity to contribute to required budget savings while minimising
impacts on service delivery in the 2026/27 winter period and beyond.

It is therefore recommended that Members support both the implementation of
the initial savings identified and the progression of a comprehensive review over
the next 12 months. This will enable informed decision-making on the future
level of service and ensure that the Council’s winter maintenance arrangements
remain affordable, resilient, and aligned with its statutory obligations.

IMPLICATIONS

Policy — The proposals in this report do not in themselves amend the current
Winter Maintenance Service Policy, but they do initiate a comprehensive
review which may lead to future changes in the policy. Potential changes
including reprioritisation of routes, network coverage and service standards.

Financial — The budget for winter maintenance for 2025/26 was £2.792m. The
proposals within this report identify that savings of £0.080m can be achieved
by reducing the hire period for gritters by two weeks at either end of the winter
period, four weeks in total. This saving will be allocated to the overall savings
proposed for the ongoing review of Roads and Infrastructure Services and are
designed to minimise the impact on the current winter service policy.

Legal — The winter maintenance policy, sets out the Councils level of service
with reference to Section 34 of Roads (Scotland) Act 1984. Any substantial
change to the policy coverage may require a review from Legal and
Regulatory Support to ensure continued compliance with the act as well as
Member approval.
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HR — Any reduction in weekly driver shift requirements will assist in providing
a level of resilience within the Operations establishment. It will also improve
the work / life balance of the employees involved in delivering the Winter
Maintenance Service.

Customer Service — The reduction in winter vehicles will affect the level of
service capability and the ability to respond to changing conditions.

Risk — The Winter Maintenance Service Policy addresses the level of risk to
the Council. A reduction in the capability of the Council to deliver the winter
service, will have a consequential increase in risk.

Climate Change — Whilst weather conditions in recent seasons have generally
been mild and wet, with periods of frost and ice, the potential for snow events
still remains a risk that the Council must make provision for.

Fairer Scotland Duty — None known.

Equalities - protected characteristics — None known.
Consumer Duty — None known.

Island Communities — None known.

Children’s Rights and Wellbeing — The current pre-treatment routes are
assessed under Priority 3b school bus routes, which may require amendment
should route re-design be required.

Kirsty Flanagan - Executive Director with responsibility for Roads and

infrastructure

Policy Lead — Roads, Transport and Amenity Services — Councillor John
Armour

June 2026

For further information contact:

Andy Summers — Head of Roads and Infrastructure Services

Hugh O’Neill — Network and Standards Manager

Callum Robertson — Assistant Network and Standards Manager



