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1. Glasgow City Council welcomes the opportunity to contribute to this 

Inquiry. Our response draws on the representations we have made to the 
Scottish and UK governments to increase our powers and improve local 
accountability and democratic control, in particular in response to the 
recent call for evidence from the Commission on Strengthening Local 
Democracy . 

 
2. Local government in Scotland offers a known and established structure for 

democratic control over public services. Glasgow City Council has a long 
history founded on using the democratic control of local services to 
improve the lives of Glaswegians, the profile of the city and the success of 
city businesses. It continues to explore and use its existing powers to 
deliver opportunities for Glasgow and its citizens and to be innovative in 
how it delivers its services effectively.  This includes how it; 

 

 shares and devolves decision making with local communities,  

 harnesses the city’s expertise and influence through approaches 
such as  such as our Economic Commission; and 

 plans for economic growth and shared services with surrounding 
local authorities.   

 
3. It has continued to make the case for Glasgow to have greater city 

autonomy and subsidiary of decision making in recognition of its unique 
and significant role in Scotland.  It is working with Clyde Valley authorities 
to secure a City Deal to maximise its opportunities and have greater 
autonomy and powers to stimulate growth and compete more effectively.  
Glasgow has also been instrumental in the Cities Alliance call for greater 
local accountability and democratic control of economic development 
given the challenge cities face on youth employment and leading 
economic recovery.  

 
1. Does any action require to be taken to improve the level of public 
engagement and interaction with local government, if so please suggest 
what action might be beneficial?  
 
1.1 Our annual Glasgow Household Survey provides us with a regular 

gauge of citizens’ opinions about the services we provide. We know 
from this Survey that our citizens have an appetite to have more 
influence over local services.  

 
1.2 Elected members play a key role and are at the heart of local 

democracy.  They are elected by the people at a local level and retain 
a clear role and focus at ward level. There are 21 multi member wards 



in Glasgow each with 3 or 4 elected members. Members have a 
visibility, are known in their areas and are important advocates and 
facilitators of broader public participation in their local area. Regular 
local surgeries allow citizens to engage directly about personal or local 
issues with their local elected representatives.  Respondents to the 
Glasgow Household Survey in 2012 told us that, in their view, 
contacting councillors was the most effective method to influence 
service delivery. 

 
1.3 However, we continue to observe low voter turnouts, nationally and 

across Europe, and consider that more is required to be done by all 
levels of government and other agencies to invigorate local democracy.  
From a local authority perspective, our biggest opportunities are 
probably in a number of areas: 

 

 We deliver services daily to individuals and to communities at a 
very local level – we have a role here to explain the role of councils 
and take feedback and ensure that services are organised and 
delivered in a straightforward way; 

 In the current discussions about the role of the public sector, and in 
the downturn, we can help to inform, listen and respond to what the 
role of local government is or should be.   

 We can, and are, through community planning, pushing decision 
making on a number of issues down to community level and 
allocating budgets to communities to make decisions.  

 Although voter turnout is falling, we have people who are active in 
their community and we need to build on their commitment and 
skills; 

 A lot of debate is around the role of individuals and communities, 
and some of our initiatives such as supporting co-operatives, 
community budgeting, and social enterprise can help support 
communities to become more engaged. 

 We can extend the way that people can engage with the Council 
and affect decisions.  We have set up a public petitions process and 
have received a number of petitions over the last year.  We have 
opportunities to use social media more. 

 We can use our role in Education to ensure young people are 
aware of their future role as citizens and we run programmes to 
encourage young people to register to vote and run mock elections 
and referendums to engage with them. 

 
1.4 Our Council Strategic Plan 2012- 2017 sets out our vision and priorities 

for the medium term. There are a number of key measures that have 
been designed to enhance accountability  to our citizens, and improve 
transparency and Glaswegians participation in decision making  

 
1.5 Taken together, we believe that these measures will help strengthen 

local democracy in Glasgow by allowing more direct day to day 
involvement in the provision of services, more frequent opportunities to 



engage with and comment on services and direct involvement in 
service planning and design. These include  

 

 The introduction of a public petitions process in 2013 which allows 
citizens and local businesses and organisations to raise issues of 
concern directly with elected members  

 Holding  key meetings in local communities and developing 
arrangements to broadcast public meetings on line  

 Ensuring a strategic, cohesive and planned approach to consulting  
the public and stakeholders 

 Developing a model for delivery for community budgeting 

 Progressing policies to allow communities to control and manage 
community assets and deliver local services in our communities 

 Redesigning services with other Community Planning Partners , for 
example One Glasgow 

 Co production is another approach that can strengthen 
participation.We have co-produced an Independent Living Strategy 
Framework with disabled people and key third sector partners 

 
1.6 However. these types of measures can only have a partial impact. 

Democratic accountability and control of local service and decision 
making is a fundamental principle of local government.  It is part of the 
city’s tradition and history.  In the past the council’s control of a broader 
range of services was fundamental to the city’s health and growth.  
These services were, and remain, essential to the city’s operation and 
growth, such as;  

 

 Health and public health 

 Water and sewerage 

 Public transport;  and 

 Energy.  
 
1.7 The Council continues to use its existing powers to influence these 

essential services.  We have set out the range or powers of issues 
where we believe it is essential they are returned or devolved to more 
local decision making.  These include  

 

 raising local income and taxation 

 enhanced local economic powers,  

 transport; and  

 welfare  
 
2. Views on the current legal and funding positions of local government.  
 
2.1 In the past local government had control over a broader range of 

services fundamental to the cities operation, health and growth. The 
public sector landscape has changed dramatically over the past 20 
years. Functions which were previously exercised by local councils 
have transferred to other public and private bodies and the impact has 



been to reduce direct democratic control over public services at a local 
level. This, when coupled with financial constraint and less direct local 
control over local collection of income for local services, has weakened 
local democracy and curtailed the ability of Councils to respond to 
important local issues and concerns. 

 
2.2 Glasgow also shares the concerns of other local authorities over the 

trend towards increased centralisation of power and decision making 
by the Scottish Government.  This is evidenced by recent legislation 
which allows for ministerial intervention in local decision making, the 
Scottish Government prescribing new service delivery arrangements 
for local councils and their partners and continued constraints on 
Councils scope to plan for service delivery in light of local 
circumstances : 

 

 The Children and Young People Act includes powers that could 
allow Scottish Ministers to direct local authorities to provide and 
plan childrens services, 

 The Children and Young People (Scotland) Act also amends the 
current legislation relating to school closures. The proposal as 
enacted continues to limit Councils flexibility to plan and provide 
schools giving the final say on school closures to an independent 
schools review panel  

 The Public Sector (Joint Working) (Scotland) Act brings into force 
the integration of health and social care services. The Act is 
prescriptive about what partnerships must do and how they are 
organised. Many sections of the Act contain powers to allow 
Ministers to bring forward secondary legislation, by its nature 
directive, 

 
2.3 The ability of local government to deliver its priorities is further 

constrained by the current operation of the mechanisms that allocate 
funding from central to local government. Since 2008-2009, Glasgow 
has seen its share of the local government settlement reduce from 
13.91% to 13.16% and has experienced a net reduction of 1.5% in its 
grant allocation compared to an average increase of 4.03% across all 
Scottish local authorities. This presents us with significant challenges in 
delivering the standard and scale of services to meet our citizens’ 
requirements. 

 
2.4  In addition, the current financial arrangements for the Council Tax   

Freeze mean that in practice councils no longer have control over their 
tax-raising powers and have been unable to use Council Tax as one of 
the methods to balance budgets and preserve services. This is 
compounded for Glasgow when taken in the context of the reducing 
settlement as outlined in the previous paragraph. 

 
2.5  Although the Council welcomes the ability to use Tax Incremental 

Finance as a way to fund economic regeneration in the city, the return 
of non-domestic rate setting to local government would strengthen local 



democracy by giving more control to local authorities to raise taxes 
aligned to the control of resource allocation and prioritisation 

 
3. Views on the way that remote, peripheral and island communities are  
     accommodated within the local government structure.  
 
3.1  In accordance with the principle of subsidiarity, power should be 

located at the most appropriate level of government to ensure high 
standards of service delivery and accountability. Rural and Islands 
Councils face some different issues and challenges to city authorities, 
ensuring the efficient delivery of services to populations often living in 
small communities over wide geographical areas. We note that, in 
particular, the 3 islands councils have made their case and are in 
dialogue with the Scottish Government. 

 
3.2 Many of the rural and islands councils also share the same challenges 

currently faced by cities, securing sustainable economic growth for 
their area, proving opportunities for young people and effectively 
tackling poverty and deprivation. Funding levels need to be adequate 
and the mechanisms for allocating funding finely tuned to recognise 
these particular challenges. 

 
3.3 The Council believes that at the core of this discussion is the necessity 

to determine the key responsibilities, powers and flexibilities required 
by a council to allow it to best deliver local services and to lead on 
economic growth strategies for that area or region, whether it is a city, 
an island council or a rural council. It is for Councils to come together in 
a way that best suits the regions needs and there are already 
groupings across Scotland that reflect this . For example, in the West, 
Glasgow and other Councils in the Clyde Valley are working with the 
Coalition Government to develop a city deal for the region to drive 
economic growth. 

 
4. Views on the level of legal flexibility and autonomy from central 
government that local government enjoy 
 
4.1  As we have set out earlier in our response, we are concerned by   

increased restrictions on our autonomy to deliver services to meet 
needs of citizens of Glasgow. We have set out our case in the City 
Deal model for greater autonomy and powers to deliver economic 
growth and for increased democratic control of services at a local level. 

 
4.2  A reinvigorated local government, able to effectively exercise a broad 

range of powers on relevant local issues and properly resourced to do 
so would increase the relevance of local elections to local voters 
empowering both councils and communities. 


