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Note of the Scottish Cities Alliance Leadership Group meeting
Wednesday 18th March 2026 – 9.30 – 11.30 am – online meeting
[bookmark: _Hlk11656499]
Attendees :
Cllr Ian Yuill	Co-Leader, Aberdeen City Council
Julie Wood	Aberdeen City Council
Cllr Mark Flynn	Leader, Dundee City Council
Gregor Hamilton	Dundee City Council 
Andy Nichol	The City of Edinburgh Council
Cllr David Ross	Leader, Fife Council – Dunfermline
Ken Gourlay	Chief Executive, Fife Council - Dunfermline
Cllr Susan Aitken	Leader, Glasgow City Council
Sharon Thomson	Glasgow City Council
Cllr Raymond Bremner	Leader, Highland Council – Inverness (Chair)
Derek Brown	Chief Executive, Highland Council - Inverness
Cllr Eric Drysdale	Leader, Perth & Kinross Council
Kirsty Easton	Perth & Kinross Council
Cllr Susan McGill	Leader, Stirling Council
Brian Roberts 	Chief Executive, Stirling Council
Liam Farrow	Scottish Government	
Brian McLaren	EKOS (Agenda Item 1-3)
Nicola Graham	EKOS (Agenda Item 1-3)
Iain McCreaddie	Programme Director, Scottish Cities Alliance
Lauren Pascu	Investment Lead, Scottish Cities Alliance
Gillian McCallum	Policy & Stakeholder Engagement Lead, Scottish Cities Alliance

Apologies :
Angela Scott	Chief Executive, Aberdeen City Council (represented by Julie Wood)
Greg Colgan	Chief Executive, Dundee City Council (represented by Gregor Hamilton)
Cllr Jane Meagher	Leader, the City of Edinburgh Council
Paul Lawrence	Chief Executive, the City of Edinburgh Council (represented by Andy Nichol)
Susanne Millar	Chief Executive, Glasgow City Council (represented by Sharon Thomson)
Thomas Glen	Chief Executive, Perth & Ross Council (represented by Kirsty Easton)	
Isabel Brennan	Finance and Administration Officer, Scottish Cities Alliance
Kate Forbes	Deputy First Minister, Scottish Government

1. [bookmark: _Hlk527978356]Welcome, Introduction & Apologies

The Chair welcomed the group to the meeting and apologies were noted as detailed above.

2. Note of Previous Meeting (9th October 2025)

The note of the previous meeting was approved and it was agreed that the note will be published on the Alliance website as per the Alliance protocols. The Programme Director gave an update on the following items not covered elsewhere on the agenda :-

Item 6 – Extension of Funding 2026-2027 – Following the last Leadership Group meeting, the CEO Group approved an updated budget profile for the Alliance which would see the extension of the Alliance to 31st March 2027 utilising the balance of funds. Extension of the contracts for the Alliance Team have since been confirmed through to 31st March 2027 ensuring that the operational elements of the Alliance team can continue until such time as a decision on the future of the Alliance is reached in 2026 - following the Scottish Parliament election and taking into account the review and options appraisal of the Alliance which is underway.

It was highlighted that whilst no partner is being asked to make a funding contribution to the Alliance budget in 2026-2027 there is currently no funding confirmed beyond UKREiiF in May 2026 to fund additional programme activity. Should the Leadership Group wish to run a Scottish Cities Week programme in January 2027 following discussion on Agenda Item 4, the Alliance will look to bring forward a proposal around how this could be funded to the Leadership Group in June. Should the Leadership Group wish to field a Scotland Pavilion at UKREiiF in May 2027 (following the local government elections in May 2027) a decision would also need to be made in June around how this is funded by the partners.

Item 7 – Institute for Future Cities – Scottish Parliament event – 5th November - The Alliance was invited by the Institute for Future Cities to support an event at the Scottish Parliament, sponsored by Bob Dorris MSP, focused on the role of cities in tackling global challenges and urban inequalities. The planned roundtable, bringing together MSPs, academics, civic leaders, the third sector and policymaker, was intended to explore shared urban priorities around sustainability, inclusive growth and resilience, and to test interest in establishing a Cross‑Party Group on Cities after the 2026 Scottish Parliament Election. Although the event was postponed due to extended parliamentary business, strong interest remains, and the Institute for Future Cities intends to reconvene the session following the 2026 election.

Item 8 – Inverness Castle Investor Event – 1st/2nd October 2026 – Planning is now underway to host this event in October at the newly redeveloped Inverness Castle. The programme will include an afternoon thematic session (e.g. housing investment, Green Freeport supply chains, skills), an evening reception involving the Scotland Office and Scottish Government, and optional site visits to the Inverness & Cromarty Firth Green Freeport and strategic housing sites. The Scotland Office and Department for Business and Trade (DBT) have confirmed their support for the event as part of their plans for the Scotland Investment Accelerator Programme launched during cities week. Dates are in Leaders’ diaries and the Alliance has formed a planning group with officers from Scotland Office, DBT, SDI and Highland Council to work collaboratively to curate a programme of interest to a range of investors.

3. Review and Options Appraisal – Brian McLaren, Managing Director, Ekos

Brian McLaren, Managing Director, Ekos provided the Leadership Group with an overview of the remit of the review and options appraisal they were undertaking on behalf of the partnership including an outline of the stages and timescales for the review including plans for the stakeholder engagement and options appraisal stages. Supported by the Chair, Brian then led a discussion with the group as part of the stakeholder engagement phase where a number of common issues for further exploration with the Alliance partners were identified as part of next steps.

4. Investment Promotion

· Scottish Cities Week

The Chair led the group in a discussion reflecting on the value of the Scottish Cities Week programme delivered in 2026 with reference to the Evaluation Report tabled; a newsletter prepared and tabled from the Department for Business & Trade which was circulated to 6000 employees across the UK Government ensuring wider dissemination of points raised by Scottish cities during cities week and a paper outlining plans for the Scottish Investment Acceleration Programme launched by the UK Government during Cities Week.

The group widely recognised that the programme this year was the most valuable to date in terms of tangible outputs identified and the Chair encouraged all partners to proactively look to report outputs recorded from the programme into their wider council’s as he has done with Highland Council and also reflect back into the Leadership Group as discussions stemming from Cities Week outputs progress.

In discussion the following points were raised:-
· Consideration should be given to exploring the merits of building out a longer programme going forward to maximise the time taken by partners to travel to London provided that the programme developed is grounded in building on moving the discussion forward from the outputs from this year’s programme.
· The advocacy elements of the programme this year with Government Ministers and with elected officials from Belfast City and Cardiff Capital Region were particularly valuable and something the Alliance should be leaning into as part of future programme plans. The aim should be to build in wider opportunities for Ministers from both Scottish and UK Government’s to sit alongside the City Leaders as partners in the collective effort to attract more investment to Scotland. 
· Some City Leaders noted challenges with the timing of the programme in January connected to budget setting processes within their local authority and asked the Alliance Team to be mindful of this when bringing forward a future proposal for consideration by the group.

The Chair brought the discussion to a close by asking the Leadership Group to formally note the Evaluation Report tabled and that the Alliance Team would look to bring forward a proposal to the June Leadership Group around how a future Scottish Cities Week programme might be funded and resourced within the current Alliance budget for 2026-2027.

· UKREiiF

The Chair invited the Alliance’s Investment Lead to speak to the paper tabled noting the following points:-
· Since the last Leadership Group meeting the Alliance has been supporting the cities and the Scottish Government to utilise resource and expertise from the Hub Co Programme to bring forward a housing prospectus to underpin the desired focus the partners have to profile Scotland’s offer on housing investment as part of the Team Scotland Pavilion at UKREiiF. A framework for the prospectus will be circulated to the Leadership Group and relevant officers following the Leadership Group meeting seeking feedback by 30th March 2026 to ensure everyone is comfortable with the direction of travel on the prospectus before the Hub Co Programme engages expertise to develop the graphical presentation of the data outlined in the framework.
· Discussions with cities and both the UK and Scottish Governments to ensure there is a committed programme of attendance at UKREiiF which sees all partners on board with the messaging and preparing their own individual collateral to underpin the Team Scotland messaging on the Invest Scotland portal and the Alliance website.
· Plans to agree outcome measurement at UKREiiF 2026 will be agreed with the Alliance’s Investment Promotion Working Group in April and communicated to all those attending the programme.

In discussion the following points were raised:-
· The City Leaders recognised that due to the timing of the Scottish Parliament election a new government may not be formed before UKREiiF to allow the Scottish Government to plan Ministerial attendance but welcomed clarification being given timeously around civil servant and national agency attendance at UKREiiF relevant to supporting the key programme themes cities will be profiling as part of the programme including on housing and innovation. Scottish Government to provide the Alliance Team with clarity on this as soon as possible to allow them to factor their attendance into the programme.
· City Leaders welcomed the approach that was being taken to develop the housing prospectus with the Hub Cos building on the model of the South of Scotland Housing prospectus. They agreed that the housing prospectus should look to capitalise on how Scottish Government has listened to the market as part of the Housing (Scotland) Act 2025, support available from the Scottish National Investment Bank as well as the strength of the investment market in Scottish cities building on positive messaging from recent publications.

The Chair brought the discussion to an end by noting the group’s approval for the outline programme tabled noting that the programme for the Pavilion righty focused on providing an opportunity to profile the cross city investment offering at UKREiiF. Cities were invited to advise the Alliance Team by close of business on 26th March 2026 on:-
· What they each intend to speak about and promote at UKREiiF including the format of the collateral they intend to rely on at UKREiiF to allow the Alliance Team to arrange appropriate equipment to display the collateral on the Pavilion; and
· Planned attendance by Cities and Scottish Government at UKREiiF to allow the Alliance Team to allocate delegate passes. 

5. Directors Report		

Annual Report – the Programme Director spoke to the paper tabled and the group noted the draft key achievements of the Alliance during the period 1st April 2025 – 31st March 2026.

It was noted that a final version of the key achievements will be incorporated into the Annual Report 2025-2026 which will be circulated by email for the Leadership Group to approve prior to publication on the Alliance website.

Budget  - the Programme Director spoke to the Budget report to 31st December 2025 and approval was given to publish this on the Alliance’s website in accordance with the protocols.

6. A.O.B		

· It was noted that the Alliance’s Policy Lead is leading arrangements for the following 2 events for the partnership in April:-

· 17 April 2026 - the Alliance, Scottish Policy and Research Exchange (SPRE) and Universities Scotland will host an online roundtable bringing together the Alliance CEO Group with Scottish University Vice Principals for Research, Knowledge Exchange and Regional Engagement. The session will explore how collaborative models used elsewhere in the UK could be adapted for Scotland, covering governance, funding mechanisms and universities’ role in supporting city and regional priorities, with a view to strengthening research/policy engagement and identifying practical pathways for piloting and sustaining enhanced research capability across Scotland’s cities and their regions.

· 21st April 2026:  As part of the Alliance’s City Centre Recovery Peer-to-Peer  programme the Alliance is running an event in partnership with 360 Architecture in Glasgow focused on how Scottish city centres can become genuinely investable through long‑term, place‑based propositions drawing on examples from Scotland and England.

· The group noted their congratulations to Inverness who has been shortlisted as one of 9 cities being considered for the UK City of Culture in 2029.

· The Programme Director advised that Isabel Brennan, the Alliance’s Finance and Administrative Officer is retiring in April, following 12 years supporting the work of the partnership. The group noted their support for Isabel and wished her all the best in her retirement. 

7. Dates of Future Meetings

· UKREiiF Leeds – 19th-21st May 2026.
· Leadership Group – June 2026 – It was noted that a date for this meeting at which City Leaders would have an opportunity to inform the options appraisal of the review is still to be set in diaries. Post meeting the date was confirmed as 9th June 2026, 2-4pm on MS Teams.
· Inverness Castle/Leadership Group – 1st/2nd October 2026 – it was noted that the Alliance may look to combine the programme for the Investment event at Inverness Castle with a Leadership Group meeting at which the Leadership Group can consider options for a future investment in the Alliance beyond 31st March 2027 based on the recommendations of the review and options appraisal.

The meeting ended at 11.05 am.
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