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PLEASE NOTE: AS WRITTEN EVIDENCE TO THE LOCAL GOVERNMENT AND 
REGENERATION COMMITTEE’S INQUIRY, NORTH AYRSHIRE COUNCIL HAVE 
PROVIDED A WRITTEN SUBMISSION, BUT HAVE ALSO SUBMITTED THEIR 
RESPONSE TO THE COMMISSION FOR STRENGTHENING LOCAL DEMOCRACY, 
PROVIDED BELOW. 
 

1. Local Decision Making; Do you think that decisions about local issues 

and services are made locally enough in Scotland at the moment? 

Please illustrate your answer with any examples from your experience   

The level at which decisions are made and services delivered depends on which 

best delivers the following:- 

 The best outcomes for the population and environment, being a balance 

between cost, quality, and the local economy (a combination of Best Value 

and Social Value).  

 A level which is democratically legitimate and reflects as far as possible the 

wishes of the community 

In order to respond to this question it is important to outline the present situation and 

direction of travel. 

The concordat between the Scottish Government and COSLA was innovative.  In 

return for agreed levels of funding and less ring fencing, Local Government agreed 

to certain priorities of the Scottish Government.  This sought to develop a partnership 

model.   

The present position is that the role of Local Government and the public sector 

generally has been reconsidered in light of the major challenges around growing 

demand and diminishing resource.  The 2011 report of the Commission on the 

Future Delivery of Public Services (Christie Commission) outlined the challenges 

facing the public sector of diminishing resources at a time of increasing demand.  It 

pointed out the huge cost of failure demand and inequality across the public sector 

and the need to prioritise prevention and reduce inequalities.  It emphasised the 

importance of delivering outcomes, rather than focusing on processes.  It also stated 

that the major problems in society could only be resolved by Community Planning 

partners working together.  No longer could the public sector be expected to deliver 

everything it needed to do. Instead communities need to be empowered and 

supported to be able to take their future into their own hands.   

The four key objectives of the Christie Commission are: - 

 Public services are built around people and communities, their needs, 

aspirations, capabilities and skills and work to build up their autonomy and 

resilience. 
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 Public service organisations work together effectively to achieve outcomes. 

 Public service organisations prioritise prevention, reducing inequalities and 

promoting equality. 

 All public services constantly seek to improve performance and reduce costs 

and are open, transparent and accountable. 

The focus by the Christie Commission on building services around people and 

communities, achieving actual outcomes for those communities and for public 

service organisations to work together through Community Planning Partnerships all 

emphasised the importance of delivering services tailored towards the needs of 

individual communities.  Arguably its message was that decisions about local issues 

should be made locally.   

The Scottish Government‟s response to the Christie Commission, published in 2011 

further emphasised the need for local solutions commenting:-  

“We will empower local communities and local service providers to work together to 

develop practical solutions that make best use of all the resources available.  The 

focus of public spending and action must build on the assets and potential of the 

individual, the family and the community rather than being dictated by organisational 

structure and boundaries.” 

“Evidence clearly demonstrates that improved outcomes for people and better use of 

resources can be achieved when local services are planned and delivered through 

effective place-based partnership and integrated service provision.   

In many instances, truly preventative approaches are only possible when 

organisations work together in collaboration and plan budgets jointly.” 

“We will give people in communities a much a stronger voice in the decisions that 

effect them, responding effectively to their aspirations and concerns.” 

“The type of place-based partnership we envisage will be comprehensive and 

participative, harnessing the full spectrum of talents and capacity of public bodies, 

citizens, third sector organisations and local businesses.  Our approach will be open, 

inclusive and responsive and where appropriate we will take opportunities to place 

greater responsibility and control in the hands of citizens and communities.” 

The Scottish Government stated that improving service outcomes for the people of 

Scotland will be based on four pillars, one of which is: - 

 Greater integration of public services at a local level, driven by better 

partnership collaboration and effective delivery. 
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It is therefore obvious from the foregoing that there is widespread acceptance of the 

principle that a place-based approach or neighbourhood planning is necessary to 

identify the needs of individual communities, the priorities of these communities and 

that Community Planning partners need to align their policies and spend accordingly.  

Communities need to be empowered to improve things for themselves.  This is 

directly contrary to the type of thinking which previously presented Local 

Government as the delivery arm of Central Government or which seeks to dictate 

consistency of service across Scotland.  This latter approach is often referred to as 

addressing the „postcode lottery‟ but in practice it means that services cannot be 

tailored towards the needs of individual communities. Such standardisation often 

stifles innovation and produces mediocrity.   

As both the Scottish Government and COSLA recognise, issues of self-

determination, subsidiarity and local decision making are relevant both to local 

government and to community empowerment.  In his introduction to the consultation 

on the Community Empowerment (Scotland) Bill  in November 2013, the Minister for 

Local Government and Planning notes that the Government's belief in local self-

determination, through a strong local parliament, strong local authorities and strong 

communities is the key principle which underpins the Government‟s proposals 

relating to community empowerment. Chapter 5.2 of the consultation paper states:- 

“190 The Government is clear that the people who live and work in Scotland are 

best-placed to make decisions about our future. This is the essence of self-

determination, and accordingly we are committed to subsidiarity and local decision 

making in public life 

191 We also recognise that councils are the level of government closest to the 

citizen, giving people an opportunity to participate in decision-making affecting their 

everyday environment. Our commitment to local autonomy, self-determination and 

governance is not only central to our proposals for this Bill, but is also fundamental to 

our wider approach to public service reform and local government.” 

The paper also notes that  

  "6. Ministers also place a great deal of importance on their relationship with Local 

Government.  That relationship is founded on a respect for local democracy and a 

commitment, set out in the First Minister's Lerwick Declaration, to self-determination, 

subsidiarity and local decision making.  This underpins the Scottish Government's 

approach to encouraging all of Scotland's communities to flourish and prosper." 

In responding to this question it is now clear there is a genuine commitment across 

both the Scottish Government and Local Authorities to implement a place-based 

solution to delivering better outcomes.  The question asks whether decisions are 

made locally enough at the moment. Our response is that we are on a journey 

heading in the right direction.  In the same way that empowering communities to 
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deliver services once provided by Local Authorities will require innovation and trust, 

the delegation of services once provided by central government to local government 

will also require such innovation and trust.  While inevitably there will be particular 

pieces of legislation which go against the general trend these are isolated instances 

which should not detract from the broad consensus around the present direction of 

travel. 

2.  Local Accountability: How important do you think it is for locally elected 

people to be responsible for decisions about local issues and services? 

Do you have any examples of why this is the case? 

There are two issues here.  The first is that local people should be able to exert 

influence on local issues and services.  The second is that those democratically 

elected by the community should be in a position to deliver outcomes for the 

community.  Otherwise the credibility of the democratic system is undermined and it 

becomes difficult to engage and inspire communities.  It is important that councillors‟ 

local democratic mandate is continued to be treated as seriously as the mandates 

delivered by National Elections.  It is also important that the Scottish Parliament 

continues to allow local authorities which have a democratic mandate from their 

communities to set their own priorities as much as possible. In turn, communities 

also need to be empowered. 

This should be arranged on the basis of partnership and inter-dependency.  

3. Local Priorities: How well do you think that national and local government 

take account of communities’ local priorities at the moment? If you think 

that there is room for improvement, how should things change? 

As set out in the answer to question one, the move to place-based or neighbourhood 

planning means that public sector agencies and communities will inevitably have to 

focus their coordinated efforts on addressing the needs of individual communities.  A 

standardised and centralised „one size fits all‟ approach runs entirely contrary to 

such policy.  

It is vitally important there is universal support from the UK and Scottish 

Governments, Local Government and other public sector agencies for the 

Neighbourhood Planning approach.  Within North Ayrshire extensive work has been 

done to map the available information about the six neighbourhood areas within 

North Ayrshire, mapping not only demographic and performance information but also 

information on the spend of different Community Planning  Partners.  The next stage 

is to determine the priorities for each area.  Thereafter the spend and policy of 

different Community Planning partners should align to deliver outcomes against such 

priorities. It is also vitally important to involve communities in this work, to build their 

capacity and empower them to deliver services for themselves. As stated in the 

answer to question one, the direction of travel towards outcomes, community 
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empowerment and place-based planning is the correct one. Inevitably there is room 

for improvement. Local Government needs to build the capacity of communities, to 

trust and empower them. The recently published Community Empowerment Bill is a 

further step to assist this. In the same way that Local Government needs to trust 

communities and delegate more to them, the Scottish Government needs to trust 

Local Government and delegate more functions to it. It also needs to ensure that the 

overall message is clear. As stated in paragraph 65 of Audit Scotland‟s report of 

Community Planning. 

“The Scottish Government is currently involved in a wide ranging programme of 

public service reform. Several of these developments such as health and social care 

integration and the review of community care planning share a common focus on 

partnerships, place and integrating services. Others, such as Police and Fire Reform 

have a significant national dimension. Others still, such College Regionalisation have 

a regional focus. This complex network of reform may present challenges in 

establishing local Community Planning arrangements that are the foundation within 

which wider reform initiatives will happen in line with the expectations of the 

Statement of Ambition.” 

There needs to be a realisation that the direction of travel is towards local, place-

based outcomes and that Scottish Parliament, Local Authorities and all Community 

Planning partners need to commit to this and trust in the direction of travel. 

The operating environments of Local Authorities and the Third Sector are becoming 

more and more blurred; a move towards preventative service provision; an 

integration of service planning and provision; and a move towards localism and 

personalisation in service. With this shared agenda, North Ayrshire Council took part 

in the Partners for Change process in order to strengthen its relationship with the 

Third Sector and to take collaboration to the next level. The resulting action plan to 

increase the role of the Third Sector in service planning and delivery is now being 

implemented. 

4. Strengthening Democracy: What do you think should be done to 

strengthen local democratic decision making in Scotland? Do you have 

any ideas or examples about how this could improve people’s lives? 

In response to this question we have set out those steps which could be taken both 

to strengthen democracy and to ensure better outcomes at a local level. Actions 

which could assist are : -  

 Further encouragement to national organisations to be meaningfully engaged in 

Neighbourhood Planning, in a way which co-ordinates policy and spend 

towards aligned outcomes. Neighbourhood Planning has the potential to deliver 

real and better outcomes for communities, but only if all Community Planning 

Partners are willing to change the way they presently work.  
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 The recent commitment by the Scottish Government in the Consultation paper 

on the Community Empowerment (Scotland) Bill to the principles of the 

European Charter of Self Government is welcome. This recognises that Local 

Authorities are one of the main foundations of any democratic regime and that it 

is at local level that this right can be most directly exercised. There should be a 

commitment to delegate functions down to the lowest level, whether to Local 

Government or the community. It is noted that in section 5.2 of the Scottish 

Government‟s consultation paper on the Community Empowerment (Scotland) 

Bill, the Government states that on independence they will argue for Scotland‟s 

Constitution to guarantee the status and rights of local government. 

 Commitments by the Government to continue to pass legislation which 

addresses local priorities. 

 Greater control by Councils of the financial resources needed to deliver locally.  

 A presumption against Ministers taking powers to amend Local Government 

Legislation through subordinate legislation. 

 A commitment that if Neighbourhood Planning is to be the driver of better 

outcomes for communities, that any structural change requires to involve all 

Community Planning partners, not just Local Government. 

 A continued reduction of ring-fenced resources and associated challenge 

funds. 

 Continue to encourage more radical investment in Early Intervention and 

Prevention across the public sector and reduction in investment in acute 

provision. 

5. Scotland’s Future: Has there been enough discussion about local 

democracy in the debate about Scotland’s future? If not, what should be 

addressed and how might this be achieved?  

There is widespread debate relating to Independence, other increased powers, Our 

Islands-Our Future and further powers for the cities with nothing yet to emerge 

regarding the role of other local authority areas.  The Christie Commission and the 

Scottish Government‟s four pillars of Public Sector reform have also launched 

debate regarding the role of individual communities. To date there has been 

relatively little debate as regards to the role of Local Government. It is important that 

this is not ignored. Most services which the man on the street receives are delivered 

by Local Government. As such Local Government is in the frontline of democracy. 

With a move towards Neighbourhood Planning and community empowerment it is 

vitally important that Local Government is also empowered to deliver.  
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Local Government is an integral and essential element of the overall good 

governance of Scotland. It assesses and responds to local circumstances and 

aspirations to deliver a range of services, from education and care to transport and 

planning that form the bedrock of our society 

6. Obstacles and Challenges: Do you have any concerns about 

strengthening local democratic decision making in Scotland? 

The policy direction being pursued by the Scottish Government and Local Authorities 

is widely agreed. The advent of place-based or Neighbourhood Planning and 

community empowerment should allow local solutions which deliver better outcomes 

for communities. Looking ahead the biggest obstacles to this are likely to be: -  

 Getting all Community Planning partners to align resources to meet the agreed 

profiles of individual areas, prioritising preventative spend. 

 Regardless of the result of the Referendum, it is important that both the 

Scottish Government and local authorities remain focussed on delivering 

outcomes at a local level. 

7. We would like to keep the conversation going with you. Can you tell us 

about any events, networks or other ways in which we could help to 

achieve this? Is there anything that we can do to support you? 

North Ayrshire Council is very happy to provide further evidence to the Commission 

and to assist the Commission in its work.  We would be pleased to invite the 

Members of the Commission to view at first hand our Neighbourhood Planning and 

Partners for Change developments. 

 

 

North Ayrshire Council 
November 2013 


