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The Local Government and Regeneration Committee of the Scottish Parliament has 
invited interested organisations to submit written evidence to the Committee setting out 
their views on a four questions. The response from the Scottish Community Development 
Centre is limited to the first of these questions: 
 
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? 
 
The SCDC response to this question is as follows. 
 
Introduction 
Community development, community engagement, and more recently community 
empowerment, have long been advocated as important functions for elected members and 
local government. 
 
Yet all too often, communities and the public report dissatisfaction or disaffection with local 
government and can consequently become disengaged or apathetic. This is a vicious 
circle, making it harder for local government to plan and deliver services, and harder for 
elected members to understand and act on the needs and issues of the communities and 
constituencies they represent.  
 
COSLA and the Scottish Government‟s joint statement on Working and Learning Together 
highlights community empowerment as a key purpose of governance1, and one which 
should be embedded in single outcome agreements. Community engagement is also 
advocated in a wide range of policies and guidance across the functions of local 
government. The 2003 Local Government Scotland act tells us that:  
 
“It is the duty of a local authority to invite and take suitable action to encourage all other 
public bodies the functions of which are exercisable within the area of the local authority 
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and such community bodies as the local authority thinks fit to participate appropriately in 
community planning.”2 
 
Meanwhile, we have seen a gradual reduction in the level of investment in many of the 
supports to the public and communities – and in particular to the most disadvantaged and 
most in need of support. 
 
The challenge is to shift the emphasis in local government from a centrally-driven service 
supply model, to one that works in an enabling way, supporting and working alongside 
community organisations, local interest groups, and the wider population. 
 
In a time of financial constraint the case for doing so may paradoxically be stronger than in 
times of plenty. Engaging with communities in a spirit of openness and honesty will aid a 
better understanding of the impact on communities of the different cost-cutting options, 
may identify costs savings not apparent to service managers, and may help find 
alternative, possibly better ways of meeting need and delivering services through shared 
activities or supporting community initiatives. 
 
Democracy and community development 
Scottish Community Development Centre works to support and enhance the role 
communities and community organisations play, both in addressing issues and 
opportunities in their own areas of interest, and in engaging with local authorities and other 
public bodies to secure improved services and outcomes through community participation 
and involvement. We work with a large number of communities directly, and also with 
community workers and others whose role is community-facing.  
 
In our work, democracy and accountability are paramount. Our understanding of 
democracy in relation to inequality and exclusion is that the democratic process has to 
take responsibility to reach out and engage with excluded or disenfranchised groups if it is 
to claim legitimacy as an accountable process. We also know that we live in an unequal 
society where many people are excluded (either actively or passively) from the process, 
and these people are by and large those whose lives and situations could be improved if 
the barriers to their participation in democracy were better recognised and removed. 
 
Local government and its services play a disproportionately large part in the lives of many 
of the most excluded groups and hence it is even more important that these barriers are 
addressed in relation to housing, social welfare, schooling, recreation, environmental 
protection and arts and culture. Through community planning, local government also has a 
critical role in influencing and shaping the actions of health services, policing, economic 
development and employment, and indeed the voluntary sector as well. Again, the greater 
the level of public engagement and interaction with local government by excluded groups 
most dependent on or affected by these services, the better the outcomes are likely to be. 
 
SCDC has focused over the years on initiatives designed to improve community 
engagement and by extension, public engagement. We drew up the National Standards 
for Community Engagement3 on behalf of the then Scottish Executive, and subsequently 
developed VOiCE4 as a database tool to support good practice in planning and evaluating 

                                                           
2
 http://www.hmso.gov.uk/legislation/scotland/acts2003/20030001.htm  

3
 http://www.scotland.gov.uk/Topics/Built-Environment/regeneration/engage/standards  

4
 http://www.voicescotland.org.uk/  
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community engagement activities, based on the National Standards. In doing so, a 
definition of community engagement was established that reads: 
 
“Developing and sustaining a working relationship between one or more public body and 
one or more community group, to help them both to understand and act on the needs or 
issues that the community experience.”5 
 
The emphasis on engagement as a working relationship and not a one-way intervention 
remains very important, as does the focus on community issues (as distinct from issues 
identified by service providers) as the agenda for understanding and action. The definition 
also anticipates the more recent interest in „co-production‟6, as it implies a collaborative 
approach to acting on whatever needs and issues are identified.  
 
A democratic disaffection 
Translating this thinking into the wider arena of public engagement, SCDC‟s perception is 
that a lack of two-way engagement  in local government has fostered a widespread 
perception that democracy (particularly local democracy) is unimportant, or at least not 
important enough to be worth concerning oneself with – hence the low levels of turnout in 
local government elections. Perhaps the current debates on the independence referendum 
are demonstrating more widely the importance of a democratic process. 
 
This disaffection may be due at least in part to the perceived lack of powers, resources 
and influence of local government compared to the past – yet in some ways these should 
be reasons to vote rather than not: maybe local government and political parties have 
been weak in demonstrating to the electorate the powers and decisions that they do retain 
which one might have expected to be more significant in times of austerity. 
 
A second issue is the distance between public and community issues and the decisions 
that are made at local government level. Scotland has some of the largest local authorities 
in Europe, and a correspondingly high level of centralisation, which sends out a message 
that the political system is not greatly concerned with local issues. Elected members can 
thereby end up focusing on authority-wide matters rather than the local issues in their ward 
where they may find themselves in competition with other elected members for attention 
and resources. 
 
A third issue is the variable level of what we might call community infrastructure within 
which civic participation can be framed. We know from the GoWell project7 that a 
neighbourhood with an established infrastructure of community groups, networks and 
initiatives promotes community wellbeing, perceptions of safety and levels of participation 
more than a neighbourhood without such an infrastructure. Investment in social 
development and political education is therefore of equal or greater value in encouraging 
engagement and participation than investment in only physical regeneration. 
 
A different set of issues is presented by the reduced capacity across much of local 
government to engage with and support communities. Many community learning and 
development practitioners have been moved into more specific roles – often in adult 

                                                           
5
 National Standards for Community Engagement, 

http://www.scotland.gov.uk/Resource/Doc/94257/0084550.pdf p4  
6
 See http://www.coproductionscotland.org.uk/  

7
 http://www.gcph.co.uk/work_themes/theme_2_urban_health/gowell  
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learning or youth work rather than in community work – or have been reduced in numbers 
due to budget reprioritisation. Although a wide range of officers across local government 
are now expected to have a community development role, they often lack experience or 
confidence in working this way. Without access to the advice and support of skilled 
practitioners the purpose and impact of engagement and empowerment is likely to be 
diminished. 
 
The draft Community Empowerment (Scotland) Bill8 intends to provide enhanced rights to 
“community bodies” to acquire land and buildings, and to initiate a process to address 
certain community needs and issues. It may be argued that this represents a significant 
move in the direction of improving public engagement and interaction in local government, 
but SCDC is concerned about the definition of community bodies in the draft Bill.  
Confusingly, community bodies are defined differently in different sections of the draft Bill.  
More seriously, there is a lack of safeguards to ensure that community bodies embed the 
democratic principles of equality, participation, inclusion, accountability and representation 
in their role.  
 
Furthermore, the draft Bill includes a right for community bodies to „request to participate in 
processes to improve outcomes of service delivery‟, and this appears to be intended to 
improve engagement and interaction but could discourage wider engagement if such 
requests could only be channelled through a community body and denied to the wider 
public.  
 
We should also consider the role and status of bodies such as community development 
trusts and community-led housing associations in the democratic landscape. In some 
cases such bodies have as much or more influence in the prospects and wellbeing of 
communities as do the relevant local authorities. Local authorities should consider whether 
they could improve engagement and interaction by establishing a closer relationship with 
those community bodies that are known to be trusted and respected by the public and 
closer to their experience and needs.  
 
Most of the National Standards for Community Engagement apply to civic engagement as 
much as community engagement. When seeking to engage or encourage interaction, local 
authorities should ask themselves the main questions and challenges set out in the 
Standards, including: 
 

 How confident are we that we are in touch with the range of interests in the 
community and that we are encouraging their involvement? 

 

 Are we aware of the things that may prevent particular groups from taking part, and 
what steps are we taking to encourage them? 

 

 Are we going about engaging with communities in the best way? Would different 
methods help in some circumstances? 

 

 Are we helping to make sure community needs and issues are presented clearly 
and concisely, and that there are realistic plans in place to address them? 
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 Are we confident that communities have access to the support and resources they 
need to help engage, and do the organisational arrangements encourage people to 
participate on an equal basis and have their voice heard? 

 

 What are we doing to help build people‟s understanding, skills and confidence, 
helping them learn through their experience? 

 

 Are we making sure that good information is available to constituents, and in a 
useful form? 

 

 How do we encourage connections between the community and other agencies that 
may need to be involved in providing solutions, and how well do we facilitate 
constructive relationships? 

 

 Are we feeding back the outcome of decisions to the community, and are we 
confident that the community is providing us with feedback on the outcomes of the 
things they are taking forward? 

 

 What are we doing to evaluate activities and projects, to learn from experience, and 
to apply that learning? 

 

 Where can we source local support and resources to assist these processes? 
 

 Does the local authority do all that it can to support community empowerment and 
engagement? 
 

Summary 
A strong, constructive relationship between local government and communities enhances 
decision making and service delivery. There are six significant ways in which communities 
may be involved with local government; 
 
First and foremost, people in communities are the users or beneficiaries of the services 
and programmes that local government provides. Good governance should therefore 
ensure that all actions should help to improve the local economy and improve the quality of 
life in communities, ensuring that improvements and benefits reach the most excluded 
groups. 
 
Secondly, communities are important in their role as consultees and representatives of 
opinion. They have the best knowledge and understanding of local needs and issues, and 
whether the actions of local government serve to meet their priorities. Widespread 
consultation across the range of community interests is therefore critical in getting 
feedback and identifying the issues on which problem-solving should focus.  
 
Thirdly, communities almost always have an active network of local groups, clubs, 
societies and informal connections that complement and support the purpose of local 
government. They provide personal support, social networks and learning opportunities, 
and are the social conditions within which the activities of government can best flourish. 
This can be described as „social capital‟ and the „glue‟ which holds society together. 
Communities are our assets and a key resource. 
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Fourth, communities and local voluntary organisations can bring their knowledge and 
experience to bear in working with local government, as equal partners, to work out the 
best way to plan and deliver public services. In essence, this is what good community 
planning is about – making sure that all interests are brought together to share their 
understanding and to meet needs as successfully as possible.  
 
Fifth, communities can be long-term partners in change. Planning for this might involve 
helping communities (or community based organisations such as housing associations or 
local development trusts) to build their skills and secure assets such as premises or land 
to enable them to continue local activities at low cost or to generate income to support 
them to deliver programmes of activity independently. 
 
And last but not least, often people taking action on local issues is the route by which 
they become engaged in citizenship and contribute to a healthy democracy. It is in 
the interests of local authorities to encourage and support this process, and working 
closely with communities is a basic starting point.  In this way local communities can 
become active rather than passive, independent rather than dependent, and political 
power can be shared rather than exercised. 
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