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1.Submission by East Dunbartonshire Council 

 

East Dunbartonshire Council welcomes the opportunity to submit evidence to the 

Local Government and Regeneration Committee, particularly in relation to the level 

of public engagement and interaction with local government. The Council is 

committed to enhancing local democracy and engaging with local people and 

communities to support the achievement of more effective outcomes for our people 

and communities. 

 

As referenced in our Single Outcome Agreement, our long-term priority is to reduce 

inequality and disadvantage across East Dunbartonshire through the delivery of 

improved outcomes. The Council and our community planning partners believe that 

this priority can best be achieved through engaging with our communities to embed 

prevention in the design and delivery of more integrated and tailored local public 

services.  

 

The core principle which underpins the evidence is that local authorities should have 

enhanced autonomy and flexibility to raise and use resources to deliver improved 

outcomes for our communities 

 
Local authorities should have enhanced autonomy and flexibility to raise and use resources to 

deliver improved outcomes for our communities 

 

2. Public Engagement and Interaction with Local Government 

 

a)Improving Outcomes 

 

The Council’s submission to the COSLA Commission on Strengthening Local 

Democracy in November 2013, identified the importance of local people having the 

capacity to shape the outcomes which they want to see delivered in their local 

communities. Council also referenced that the relationship between representative and 

participatory democracy was key to the development of a more coherent and 

sustainable local democracy, geared to enhancing the well being of our communities 

and helping to manage the demand of our more critical services. This could be best 

achieved through empowering local government which in turn would be able to 

empower its communities. 

 

Council welcomes the fact these issues are core to the discussion relevant to the work 

of the Commission. Due to the development of a long-term centralist trend to reduce 

the number of local democratic institutions and their powers and functions, the 

Commission also identifies there is evidence to suggest that local government is ‘de-

powered’ and lacks the capacity to respond flexibly to the needs and aspirations of 

communities.  

 

Similarly, a wide range of empirical evidence identifies that local people are more 

likely to engage in civic or electoral participation when they have the greatest 

confidence that they can shape local outcomes. In contrast, the lowest levels of 

confidence are likely to be found in centralised systems of local government which 

exist across the UK.  
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The Council recognises this tendency coupled with growing evidence which suggests 

that the development of a strong local democracy cannot be designed from the top 

down but must be empowered through a bottom-up approach.   Through the 

implementation of our ‘place’ based methodology, we are working strategically with 

our partners to build capacity across our disadvantaged communities in order that they 

can participate effectively in shaping the design and delivery of local public services. 

 

Local evidence through the implementation of the Hillhead ‘place’ pilot in 

Kirkintilloch, identifies that where there is systematic and targeted engagement with 

local people to address inter-generational cycles of inequality there is enhanced 

interaction with the Council and its partners over the development of more integrated 

and tailored local services. Work through the ‘place’ pilot reflects the 

recommendations from the Christie Commission and the policy objectives of the draft 

Community Empowerment Bill, that services and decision-making must fit local 

communities. Approaches to integrated services work more effectively where local 

people are engaged and empowered rather than through imposition of a rigidly 

prescriptive ‘one size fits all’ policy framework. 

 
Work through the ‘place’ pilot identifies that approaches to the delivery of more integrated local 

services are more effective where local people are engaged and empowered rather than through 

the imposition of a top down ‘one size fits all’ policy framework 

 

Work is currently taking place with local community based groups to evaluate the  

effectiveness of the ‘pilot’ in order that there are coherent good practice ‘building 

blocks’ which can support engagement in other disadvantaged communities and 

strengthen our partnership approach to reducing inequality and managing demand.  

 

b) Fusing Representative and Participatory Democracy 

 

Our local experience through our Stakeholder Engagement Programmes suggests that 

community based and voluntary sector organisations are keen to work with the 

Council and other public service delivery partners, to identify local priorities and 

future options for public service delivery. These community groups worked closely 

with local Elected Members supported by Council officers on an area basis to  

develop a coherent set of principles which underpinned budgetary savings as well as 

setting out ways in which the Council and partners could work better together in the 

diverse communities across East Dunbartonshire.   

 
Through our Stakeholder Engagement Programme, local community groups have worked closely 

with local Elected Members to develop a coherent set of principles to underpin budgetary savings 

They demonstrated a clear desire to have more involvement in improving the wellbeing of their 

communities and in shaping how services should be delivered in future. 

 

The implementation of the  Programme evidenced  an effective fusion of 

representative and participatory democracy.   Participants from community based 

organisations were quite clear that they saw their primary roles as representing the 

views of their community or area of interest and supporting local Elected Members in 

taking some very difficult decisions through the provision of detailed community 

views on future service delivery.  

 



 4 

Evaluation of the effectiveness of the engagement evidenced their willingness to be 

more involved in improving the wellbeing of their communities and in helping shape 

the outcomes they wanted for their communities. This feedback has informed the 

development of our 2014 Stakeholder Programme which will soon commence and 

enable widespread engagement over potential budget reductions and delivery 

arrangements. 

 

3. Legal and Funding Positions of Local Government 

 

At present, Scotland and other countries of the UK are almost unique in the European 

Union, in that local government is not constitutionally recognised as a core element of 

governance. This means that any majority government at Holyrood has the powers to 

vary the number of Councils or indeed abolish local government altogether. 

 

As referenced in the Council’s response to the Commission on Strengthening Local 

Democracy, the Council supports the approach being implemented by COSLA 

Leaders that irrespective of the outcome of the independence referendum, the 

statutory protection of local government is taken forward through the proposed 

application of the European Charter on Local Self Government. 

 

Similarly, in terms of resourcing, local government has a limited tax capacity and has 

a high degree of dependency on grants from national government. In many other 

European countries, particularly those in Scandinavia, local government raises 

between forty to fifty per cent of expenditure, whereas in Scotland, the figure is less 

than twenty per cent. 

 

 Across Europe, local governments can levy a wide range of taxes, including local 

sales and property taxes and have full empowerment in relation to capital through 

borrowing and bonds within requirements of prudence and sustainability. Where there 

are strong links between local taxes, services and outcomes, local people feel more 

empowered and this level of confidence supports higher rates of civic and electoral 

participation.  

 

Moving forward, there is a need for consideration of a range of resourcing options 

which would support a stronger local dimension and enable an enhanced 

representative and participatory democracy.  

 

4.  Legal Flexibility and Autonomy from Central Government 

 

Councils in Scotland undertake a range of significant service functions but compare 

unfavourably with other European countries in terms of empowerment of decision-

making, constitutional status and local tax capacity. They are established around a 

specific legal framework which reflects functions rather than a framework which 

supports the well being of local communities. 

 

If both national and local government are committed to a system which supports the  

development of  strong local democracy and the delivery of outcomes focused on 

reducing inequalities, there is need for a more enhanced level of fiscal independence 

than currently exists, with clear accountabilities for revenue raising and spend. 
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Councils have demonstrated  that under existing accountabilities, they can provide a 

coherent and effective response to changing local needs. They have the capacity to 

lead on local outcome delivery important to the wellbeing of their communities. For 

example, in the face of increasing youth unemployment in East Dunbartonshire, the 

Council has worked effectively with partners and local communities to support the 

employability of young people, including the creation of a number of apprenticeships 

across Council services. 

 
The Council is working with local communities and partners to regenerate town centre and 

localities, targeting areas where disadvantage exists 

 

These interventions are part of a broader more strategic approach to regenerate our 

communities and town centres, prioritising localities where disadvantage exists. The 

development of Community Hubs in our major localities will support this approach, 

providing a coherent, town centre base for the development of community activities, 

facilitating the delivery and accessibility of more integrated local services  

 

One of the priorities in our Single Outcome Agreement is ensuring East 

Dunbartonshire has an expanding economy with a competitive and diverse business 

and retail base.  In order to support outcome delivery, a range of community based 

organisations, local businesses and interest  groups have worked closely with the 

Council through the Kirkintilloch Town Centre Masterplan Champions Group, to 

regenerate the town centre and make it more attractive for investment.  Most recently, 

the Council has supported local businesses and community organisations in Milngavie 

relevant to the establishing of a Business Improvement District which will also 

improve the vibrancy of the town centre and support further retail development.  

 

As referenced in Section Two above, the development of our place based change pilot 

is leading to improved outcomes for families for children and young people. This 

work led by the local community but supported on the ground by the Council and its 

partners, demonstrates the effectiveness of the strengthened community capacity 

which can be achieved through the development of a strong participatory and 

representative democracy. 

 
The development of Community Hubs will provide a coherent town centre base for the 

development of community based activities and facilitate the delivery of more integrated local 

services 
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