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What Future for Local Democracy in a Post Referendum Scotland? 

Mark McAteer 

 

Abstract  

The referendum process and its immediate aftermath challenged a central precept of the UK 

state: that for a political system to be effective it needs to centralise and control power.  The 

referendum also challenged the same precept within the Scottish political system.  The 

challenge for advocates of subsidiarity-based reform is to use that new context to drive 

change.  The challenges are significant, since the established political narratives and 

constitutional conventions, that influence much of the Scottish political system, are shaped by 

notions of central control and the right of central state actors (individuals and organisations) 

to take key decision affecting Scotland.  To secure reform will require change in established 

narratives as well as within the political system. Potential reforms include the fiscal re-

empowerment of local government, the development of asymmetrical forms of local 

government, and strengthening of the active inclusion of all communities in local decision 

making.  
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Introduction 

Throughout the referendum campaign, issues of subsidiarity, decentralisation and 

empowerment were among the recurring themes debated regarding the future governance of 

Scotland.  Specific references to local government and local democracy were less evident, but 

the argument that an overly centralised governance system (be that Westminster or Holyrood) 

was detrimental to good democratic governance was common.   

In the lead up to the referendum, the Convention of Scottish Local Authorities (Cosla) 

established an independent Commission on Strengthening Local Democracy to explore issues 

relating to the future of Scottish local democracy and government whatever the outcome of 

the referendum.  It took evidence throughout 2013 and 2014 and published an interim report 

in spring 2014 with a final report published in August 2014
i
.  In its final report the 

Commission argued that the debate about constitutional change was an argument about how 

democracy should be practised in Scotland.  It proposed a subsidiarity and localisation 

agenda which, it argued, were critical to the social, economic and democratic renewal of 

Scotland.  

This article explores key issues raised by the focus on subsidiarity, decentralisation and 

empowerment, and asks: what could change with respect to Scottish local democracy now 

that the referendum has passed?  The debates have created new political space where change 

within the Scottish political system may become more possible than prior to the referendum.  
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This article sets out what these debates suggest could be one future trajectory for the renewal 

of local democracy and the challenges that such a process will face.   

Scottish Local Democracy and Government in Context 

In comparison to many parts of Europe, Scotland continues to operate a largely centralised, 

top-down and de-localised local government system.  Scotland has a small number of very 

large councils, by both European and UK standards.  Fiscal powers of local authorities are 

heavily constrained; they have no constitutional protection, and participation in local 

elections is amongst the lowest in Europe. 

Over the last 80 years, Scotland has gone through a steady centralising process.  Pre-1929, 

there were over 1100 municipal authorities of varying sizes and competencies, whereas today 

there are now 32 unitary purpose authorities (Chart 1).  While similar processes of de-

localisation have occurred across most of mainland Europe, the scale of retrenchment from 

the local has been greater in Scotland than in most other countries.   

Chart1: The Changing Structure of Scottish Local Government (1929 -2014) 

 

Scotland now sits outwith the European norm on several key indicators of subsidiarity and 

decentralisation.  In terms of the number of local authorities, Scotland remains distinct from 

the European norm.  Scotland has 32 unitary local authorities whereas in England there are 

around 360 local authorities comprising of Counties, Unitary Councils, Districts and 

Boroughs.  In Denmark, with a population of 5.6m (Scotland has 5.3m) there are 98 

municipalities and 5 regions.  In Finland, with a population of 5.4m, there are 20 regions and 

342 municipalities.   

In terms of the ratio of citizens to local authorities Scotland has the highest per capita ratio in 

Western Europe.  In Scotland the average council covers a population of over 165,000 

people, in England the equivalent figure is 147,000.  In contrast, in France, with a highly 

localised system of local governance (albeit with a wide range of authorities ranging from the 

City of Paris to very small rural communes) the average is 1768.  Across Europe as a whole, 

the average ratio of population to local authority is around 20,000.  While the service 
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responsibilities of different elected local governments vary, in systems where responsibilities 

for major public services are similar to Scottish councils, the population covered by 

authorities is significantly smaller than in Scotland.  In Norway the average population 

covered by a local authority is around 11,500.  Chart 2 illustrates how Scotland compares to a 

range of European countries.
ii
 

Chart 2: Average Ratio of Population to Local Authority 

 

In terms of the ratio of elected representatives to population, Scotland is significantly off the 

European norm, with the lowest ratio at 4356 citizens per elected member. Even in England 

the ratio is lower at 3396 citizens per elected member.  

With respect to the level of local revenue controlled by central government, Scottish local 

government (as in the rest of the UK) operates within a highly centralised fiscal system.  In 

some parts of Europe (for example, Iceland, Austria, and Sweden) over 50% of local revenue 

spend is made up from local tax sources.  In Scotland, the figure is around 23% of local 

revenue raised through a combination of local taxation, fees, rents, charges and sales.  Even 

local taxation is subject to some ‘control’ by central government due to the operation of a 

Council Tax freeze, where the tax levied by councils is kept at 2007 levels, with the 

difference between what would have been levied (if inflationary rises had applied since 2007) 

financed by the Scottish Government.  In practice, this means that Scottish local authorities 

raise around 10% of their revenue from local Council Tax payers, while general revenue 

support (Government Grant), Non Domestic Rates (controlled by the Scottish Government) 

and the Council Tax Reduction scheme accounts for around 58% of local government 

income.  This means that an important aspect of democratic practise, the link between 
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taxation, democratic representation and accountability, is more limited within the Scottish 

local government system than most other equivalent local government systems in Europe.   

The Scottish local government system also has among the lowest electoral turnouts in 

Europe.  The turnout in French municipal elections in 2014 was 62%, which was regarded as 

low by historical standards.  In Sweden it was 83% in 2014 and in Denmark in 2013 it was 

71%.  In Scotland in 2012 the turnout was 39% overall with the highest turnout (54.7%) in 

the Shetland Islands and the lowest in Glasgow (32.2%).  While the link between the level of 

centralisation or local empowerment and the level of voter turnout in elections is not 

deterministic, it is strong.   

Such indicators led the Commission to conclude: 

The principle of subsidiarity has been undermined by the progressive 

scaling up of local governance, and central control of local resources and 

functions.….. Scotland’s local democratic structures can be changed at will 

by any government with a majority.  That the Scottish Parliament is in 

exactly the same position with respect to Westminster illustrates how top 

down the whole framework of democracy is.
iii

 

Public Attitudes to Local Democracy  

In the last 30 years there have been a range of reforms to the nature, structure, service 

arrangements and voting systems for Scottish local government.
iv

  Many were claimed to be 

motivated by a desire to boost public participation in local government, in both electoral 

turnout and decision making.  The key rationale being that local government required reform 

because the public was disaffected with it.   

During the referendum campaign, the Commission funded a telephone survey by Ipsos Mori 

of public attitudes to local government.
v
  While a single poll cannot be viewed as 

representative of the public’s views of local government and local democracy, the results 

reflect similar findings by other researchers over the years.
vi

  The poll found the public to be 

supportive of local democracy and subsidiarity, although they were less positive with regards 

to some current practices within the local government system.   

A general theme to emerge was that respondents felt central government control was greater 

than in the past and that they would like to have more local control and a greater personal role 

in local decision making.  The majority of respondents were unclear about who takes the key 

decisions affecting their area.  While other surveys have shown less willingness to expand the 

role of local government in the governance of Scotland, the significance of the Commission 

findings is that they show that, when asked questions regarding subsidiarity in the context of 

local services, community control and community participation in decision making 

respondents are mainly positive.  If questions are limited to views of ‘local government’, in 

isolation of context, perceptions tend to be more negative.
vii

  This suggests that people 

distinguish between their support for greater subsidiarity and decentralisation in principle and 

from their views of the existing local government system in practice.  A critically important 



5 
 

aspect of democracy is transparency and accountability in decision making; the poll suggests 

that the current local government system in Scotland is viewed by many citizens as weak 

(table 1).   

Table 1: Central Control and Clarity of Decision Making 

 % Agree 

 

% Disagree % Don’t Know 

Central government controls more 

decisions about local public services 

than it did in the past 

54 29 17 

It is clear who makes decisions 

about local services in my area 
44 51 5 

 

A key principle of good democratic practice is that citizens and voters are clear on the links 

between political representation, participation and taxation.  With regards to that principle, 

the current arrangements for local government finance in Scotland fall short (Table 2).  When 

given five options that described the approximate level of local revenue spend that is paid for 

by the local tax system (Council Tax), 28% of respondents correctly identified that it was 

‘less than a quarter’, while a majority of respondents (63%) did not think the current finance 

system allowed them to see how taxes are used to fund local services.   

Table 2: Tax, Spend and Participation 

 % Agree 

 

% Disagree % Don’t Know 

It is easy to see how my taxes are used to 

provide the local services I get 
31 63 6 

I would be willing to pay more council 

tax if I was certain the money raised was 

spent on local services such as schools 

and care for older people 

65 32 3 

More people would vote in local 

elections if it was clearer how their vote 

made a difference to local services 

90 7 3 

 

However, despite the opaque nature of the local finance system, a majority of respondents 

were positively disposed towards paying more local taxation if it benefited local services.  An 

overwhelming majority saw greater clarity in local tax matters as an important feature in 

getting more people to vote in local elections.   

The attitudes with regard to local taxation were mirrored when respondents were asked about 

their general disposition towards greater local diversity across Scotland, and the importance 

of local democracy and local government (Table 3).  When asked to state which of the 

following two statements came closest to their views, 27% opted for ‘Local services should 

be delivered in the same way for all of Scotland’s communities’ and 71% for ‘Local services 
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should be delivered in ways that meet the needs of local people in their area’.  This response 

suggests that, to many people, local variation in service delivery arrangements is not seen as 

the ‘postcode lottery’ problem that many national politicians regard it to be.  In general, more 

local control and local authorities that better reflected respondents’ sense of locality were 

viewed positively.   

Table 3: Local Decision Making and Local Democracy 

 % Agree 

 

% Disagree % Don’t Know 

More public services should be delivered by 

local councils if it improves people’s lives 
93 4 3 

Decisions about public services that affect me 

and my family tend to be taken too far away 

from where I live 

60 33 7 

Councils would be better if they were 

organised around my local area more than 

they are today 

71 23 6 

 

The survey also revealed a general sense of positivity among respondents to participation in 

local politics (Table 4).  There is a strong desire by citizens to be more engaged in local 

decision making, but also a sense of detachment from how things are currently operated.  

This suggests that it is not the principle of greater local decision making and participation in 

politics that is the problem, but that the current system is simply not delivering the 

opportunities for greater participation that people want.  

Table 4: Engaging In Local Decision making 

 % Agree 

 

% Disagree % Don’t Know 

I would like more say in how local services 

are provided in my area 
82 16 2 

I feel part of how decisions affecting my 

community are made 
35 61 4 

I would get more involved in my community if 

it was easier to participate in decisions that 

affect it 

78 20 2 

When people like me get involved in the local 

community they can change the way their 

area is run 

70 27 3 

 

Overall, the poll findings indicate that Scottish voters are broadly in favour of more local 

control of services and decisions that affected their lives.  They were positively disposed 

towards local government, if not always with current decision making practices.  In 

particular, respondents were strongly disposed to the idea that local government should be 

structured more locally and that local government should deliver more public services on 
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behalf of local communities where this creates better life outcomes for people across local 

communities.  Lastly, the poll indicates that, on matters of local taxation and accountability, 

the current local government system confuses many people – but, in principle, most would 

pay more local taxation if they could be guaranteed that the money raised was spent on local 

services in their area.   

The Commission’s findings, when combined with Scotland’s position as the one of most 

centralised political system in Western Europe, raises an important question with respect to 

the Scottish local government system: why does the current system prevail in the face of 

alternative possibilities and positive views on localism and local democracy among much of 

the electorate?   

Why is a more localised political system difficult to achieve?  

In seeking to make sense of the centralising trajectory that local government in Scotland has 

been on over the last 80 years, a number of factors are important if we are to understand what 

needs to happen within the governance system to secure stronger and more localised forms of 

government.   

One key feature within the current system is the power of narrative understandings of what 

makes for an effective form of governance.  Political narratives have long been studied and, in 

recent years, attention has been focussed on the power of narratives to shape how 

government, including local government, is viewed, structured and empowered.
viii

  The study 

of narrative politics opens up another layer of understanding of how political systems operate 

in practice and how they in turn might be changed.  

All governance systems are more heterogeneous than their surface appearance often suggests.  

However, studies of the British political systems have shown that within it, the most powerful 

political and administrative narratives are those that are broadly centralising and hierarchical 

in tendency.
ix

  Narratives regarding the need for a strong central leviathan run deep within 

British and indeed the Scottish political psyches.  The power of such narratives to shape 

interpretation, meaning, understanding and motivation within the political system offers one 

avenue for exploring how it is that in Scotland, where there are currently drivers in favour of 

greater subsidiarity as a more effective governance design principle, that the subsidiarity 

principle has tended to be overwhelmed in practice. 

In exploring issues relating to local government it has been previously noted how strong 

those centralising predispositions are within what is still broadly a heterogeneous governance 

system.
x
  The system of politics that has grown up around the Scottish Parliament since it was 

convened in July 1999 has been both decentralist and centralist at the same time.  Scottish 

politics since devolution has gradually differentiated itself from Westminster in terms of 

policy intent (e.g. the introduction of ‘free personal care’ for the elderly; the abolition of 

student tuition fees), and system design, such as in the voting system and the agreement of a 

Concordat with local government through Cosla in 2007.
xi

  At the same time, the Scottish 

political system has retained a very strong sense of hierarchy, where Parliament and the 

Scottish Government remains the pinnacle of the system.  Equally, the Scottish Parliament, as 
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with Westminster, has the legal and constitutional right to reshape political institutions, 

processes and systems on the premise that if there is a Parliamentary majority for change then 

that change should precede.   

While seeking to establish a balance between centralising and decentralising tendencies has 

been a recurrent feature of the British, and Scottish, political system the balance is tipped 

towards centralisation as embodied in the very notion of decentralisation itself.  

Decentralisation implies the centre surrendering or giving away some of its power rather than 

a statement of the right of non-central powers to act in their own right.  For proponents of 

subsidiarity, overcoming the strength of such deep rooted narratives and interpretations of 

how the political system should operate is challenging.  Subsidiarity and localism are often 

regarded as either ‘necessary evils’ of policy implementation, or are a necessary feature of 

the system due to contingent political circumstances, rather than as a core design and 

operating principles of the political system.   

In recent years, the Scottish Government has operated on a partnership basis with local 

government, initially through the concordat agreed with COSLA in 2007 and, since the SNP 

became a majority government in 2011, through a series of less formal arrangements.  The 

relationship with local government has been largely positive, with some elements of 

subsidiarity evident, such as the creation of Single Outcome Agreements, the ending of ‘ring 

fenced’ funding, the protection of local government’s share of Scottish public spending and 

the Community Empowerment Bill (2014) currently making its way through Parliament.  

In contrast, developments such as the creation of a single national Police service and single 

national Fire and Rescue Service have been viewed less positively by many in local 

government.  In addition, the introduction of the Council Tax freeze, while ultimately 

accepted, was controversial within local government circles.  Some viewed it as giving up the 

right to set local tax while others adopted a more pragmatic approach, arguing that it was 

beneficial to local tax payers during a recessionary period (which outweighed the right of a 

council to set a local tax).  However, many of the gains in subsidiarity or localisation have 

been achieved within the terms of the ‘grace and favour’ of Scottish Government ministers, 

and many of the developments that are antithetical to subsidiarity proceed on the same basis.  

In any such system, what is given by grace and favour can equally be removed as it is not 

something that a person or organisation holds by right.   

The political processes through which agreements between local and national government are 

reached are imbued with narratives of hierarchy, power and centralisation.  It is still the case 

that the right of Scottish Government to make final decisions holds firm and that any gains or 

advances by local government have to be negotiated and struck within that understanding; 

they do not come as of right.  Often, in policy and political terms, understandings prevail, 

albeit more often unspoken rather than spoken, of: the need for central control and co-

ordination; the distrust of too much localism; where too much local variation is viewed as a 

denial of rights for all citizens; and, a presumption that public accountability is best achieved 

through Parliament rather than the local democratic process.  Local government, while 

accorded some respect, which is largely contingent on political circumstances, is largely 



9 
 

regarded as an administrative unit of national government rather than a democratic unit of 

government in its own right.  The prevalence of a domineering set of narratives built around 

the perceived need for, and benefits of, central political control mean that attempts to 

transform the governance system by designing it around subsidiarity principles are difficult 

and challenging.     

The power of centralising narratives is further embedded within, and reflective of, the 

constitutional arrangements in Scottish politics.  Despite the desire of those who sought a 

‘new politics’ when the Scottish Parliament was established, Scottish political and 

constitutional arrangements has a very old flavour, reflective of the traditions, political 

understandings and narratives of the UK and Westminster political system.  Local 

Government has no constitutional status or protection in Scotland.  It remains a creature of 

Parliament and subject to the will of Parliamentary sovereignty, where its position or indeed 

existence within the Scottish political system can be altered and changed at the behest of a 

simple Parliamentary majority.  While the political realities of change may at times constrain 

constitutional prerogatives, as indeed we have seen with political developments regarding the 

future of the Scottish Parliament following the referendum, the constitution leaves local 

government exposed to central control.    

As with central government, local government largely operates within an understanding of 

hierarchy in the political system and the right of national government to decide.  In other 

European contexts, where local governments’ rights and competencies are written into 

constitutions and protected by constitutional laws, such thinking is more limited among local 

political actors.  The lack of constitutional protection means that local government is more 

vulnerable to centrally driven political change and it tends to play a secondary role within the 

Scottish political system.  When it plays out its role in public, it is often in response to the 

actions of national government rather than as the active agent that drives and shapes political 

action, borne out of certainty of its own existence, rights and legal competencies.  Much of 

the challenge for subsidiarity and localism, as key system design principles, stems from the 

reality that narratives of central control still dominate our understanding of politics.  The need 

for central co-ordination and accountability; and where political actors, individuals and 

intuitions, are empowered through central control mechanisms predominates.  It is hardly 

surprising, then that structural forms of central control continue to be the prevalent form of 

governance in Scotland.  Change will require powerful actors to forego power, and require 

those who favour change to actively push for it.   

Post Referendum Scotland: A More Localised Governance System?  

Confronted by the strength of centralising political narratives, it would be easy to conclude 

that there is little that can be done to reshape Scottish democracy around subsidiarity 

principles.  Yet, the Commission on Strengthening Local Democracy argued that, to 

strengthen democracy in Scotland, seven principles should underpin the future Scottish 

political system: 
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1. Democratic power lies with people and communities who give power to governments 

and not the other way round. 

2. Decisions should be taken as close to people as possible. 

3. Democratic government should be clear and understandable.  

4. All communities must be able to participate in decisions that affect them. 

5. Distinct spheres of government should have distinct jobs set out in competencies 

rather than being dependent on powers being handed down from ‘higher’ levels. 

6. Every sphere of governance should support the other as they are not self-contained. 

7. The purpose of democratic governance is to improve opportunities and outcomes for 

people 

These principles are not novel; the challenge will be to deliver change that reflects them.  In 

doing this it would be naive to think that the centralising narratives of Scottish politics will be 

wished away.  A key step will be to show how subsidiarity principles can better achieve the 

political purposes embedded within the major narratives of Scottish politics: that is ensuring 

the social and economic wellbeing of all of the people of Scotland.   

Political narratives tend to be stable over time, but they are not immutable to change and can 

be purposely changed by political actors.  If the narrative template of Scottish politics is to 

change, then actors who favour it will need to make change happen.  Three initial steps could 

be taken by proponents of more subsidiarity within the Scottish political system to do this.  

First if achieving wellbeing for all citizens is to be delivered, different communities, 

reflective of geography, interests and identities need to be able to pursue wellbeing in ways 

that meet their circumstances.  To achieve this requires a governance system that embraces 

diversity in how a shared purpose is achieved by and for different communities; one that 

acknowledges that what works in Gretna may not work in Wick.  A local government system 

that is more reflective of the European norm, and indeed similar to Scotland’s own not too 

distant past, where structures and powers are more local and more asymmetrical, could help 

drive greater wellbeing.  Such a system would still operate within a culture of universal 

citizen rights, but with different types of local authorities with powers relevant to achieving 

wellbeing for citizens in their area.  Arguing for asymmetry, and showing that it is indeed the 

European norm for local democratic government, is an important step in reshaping the 

narrative debate.   

Secondly, if democratic accountability is critical to securing citizen wellbeing, proponents of 

greater subsidiarity will need to demonstrate and not simply assert that it achieves greater 

democratic accountability and transparency than alternative forms of political organisation. 

The local democratic process must be able to show that it can help drive progress towards 

greater wellbeing by demonstrating how it can achieve this in ways that large, complex, 

remote and bureaucratic organisations cannot.  In addition, the more local the form of 

political organisation, the easier it is for citizens to engage in the democratic process to help 

achieve citizen wellbeing.  Local systems need to be attuned to secure engagement and 

participation, and the evidence from the Commission survey suggests there is certainly an 

appetite for it among the Scottish public.  The challenge for proponents of reform within 



11 
 

Scotland will be to demonstrate effective practice and not just effective narratives, and to 

show how this in turn contributes to better citizen wellbeing.  

The third area is the fiscal re-empowerment of local government.  The Scottish fiscal system 

is among the most centralised in Europe and epitomises the hold that central control 

narratives have within the political system.  If proponents of greater subsidiarity are to 

succeed in changing the Scottish system, then showing how greater fiscal control at local 

community levels will drive wellbeing matters.  Political empowerment without fiscal 

empowerment is a muted form of politics and will contribute less to wellbeing than its 

potential.  The key point, that will need evidenced, is that local people can and will drive 

better wellbeing across their community through their right, expressed through local 

democratic bodies, to make choices about tax and spend decisions in pursuit of community 

wellbeing.   

If the principles outlined by the Commission are to become more than mere words, 

proponents of those principles will need to act them out and not merely assert their value.  

The Commission argued:  

That debate is about how we do democracy here in Scotland and whether 

the way in which we do it now needs to be transformed forever…..We will 

get the democracy we allow.
xii

 

So the question for those who wish to see transformational change is: what are they going to 

do to achieve it?  The referendum and its aftermath has created space for change, the task for 

those who wish to achieve it is to exploit this by challenging old narratives with new.  At 

minimum this may make it more difficult to sustain established centralising narratives and 

behaviours.   

Conclusion 

The referendum process and its immediate aftermath challenged a central precept of the UK 

state, that for a political system to be effective it needs to centralise and control power.  The 

same referendum has opened up the self-same challenge within the Scottish political system.  

The possibility for a new set of political narratives and norms has been created, based on 

diversity, subsidiarity, asymmetry, localism, fiscal empowerment and the power of local 

accountability and scrutiny to transform people’s lives.  Narrative change on its own will be 

insufficient to change the political system, but it is a critically important step.  If those who 

seek change wait for the powerful to ‘empower them’, rather than acting as already 

empowered actors, then change may falter.  If the principles set out by the Commission for 

Strengthening Local Democracy are to succeed, then those who wish to advance those 

principles must not fall into the trap of accepting that change can only proceed under the 

grace and favour of central state agents.  Change agents must drive actions in line with their 

own narrative rather than assuming it will follow axiomatically from their narrative.  The 

referendum and its aftermath may be viewed by some as something of a modern day 

Pandora’s Box, but it has created opportunities for a reinvigorated local, and in some ways 
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national, democracy in Scotland.  If subsidiarity is to shape political change going forward 

then advancing narratives and actions that support it has never mattered more. 
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