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Call for Evidence 

1. The Committee's Call for Evidence asks respondents to address 4 questions: 

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? 

2. Views on the current legal and funding positions of local government. 

3. Views on the way that remote, peripheral and island communities are 

accommodated within the local government structure. 

4. Views on the level of legal flexibility and autonomy from central 

government that local government enjoys. 

This submission addresses the first and third questions from that list.  We do 

not comment on the other questions. 

 

Background 

2. We are the Local Government Boundary Commission for Scotland and were 

established by the Local Government (Scotland) Act 1973.  Since devolution, we 

have made our recommendations to Scottish Ministers, the legislation 

implementing our recommendations has been made by the Scottish Parliament, 

and responsibility for the legislation governing our powers and duties has 

rested with the Scottish Parliament. 

 

3. The 1973 Act gave us responsibility for making recommendations to Ministers 

on local government areas and their electoral arrangements which appear to us 

to be "in the interests of effective and convenient local government".  Such 

recommendations can include the alteration, abolition or creation of local 

government areas. Although the 1973 Act gave us these broad powers, we note 

that our predecessors were not engaged by Ministers in the design of the 

current local authority areas in the Local Government etc (Scotland) Act 1994. 

In addition, Ministers have consistently directed us not to undertake the 

periodic general reviews of local government areas which the 1973 Act 

envisages. 

 

4. The members of the Commission are drawn from a variety of professional and 

academic backgrounds, and our Secretariat supports our decision making by 

gathering and analysing data from a variety of sources. 

 

5. We strongly believe that boundaries should help and not hinder the 

development of community identity, the delivery of local services and ensuring 

democratic accountability within local government. We recognise that in broad 

terms, councillors fulfil 5 distinct roles: 

 executive decision-making; 

 scrutiny of decisions taken by others within a local authority; 

 representing the council on external bodies including service delivery 

partnerships; 

 regulatory functions, such as planning and licensing; and 
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 representing all the residents and interest groups within their ward and 

dealing with issues that they raise.  

 

6. In the 40 years of our existence, we have conducted around 300 reviews 

including: 

 81 reviews of sections of boundary between neighbouring local authorities; 

 2 sets of electoral reviews resulting in electoral areas for each of Scotland's 

current 32 unitary local authorities; and 

 2 sets of electoral reviews resulting in electoral areas for the 9 regions, 53 

districts and 3 islands areas which existed in Scotland between 1974 and 

1996. 

 

7. We have recently begun our Fifth Reviews of Electoral Arrangements for all of 

Scotland's local authorities, with the expectation of making recommendations 

to Scottish Ministers in 2016 and of the resulting boundaries being available 

for use in the May 2017 local government elections. 

 

Considerations in our work 

8. The role of councillors varies widely between councils in Scotland, and has 

changed and developed over time.  The governance structures which councils 

adopt affect councillor workload significantly and may affect public 

engagement with local government.  

 

9. We have approached our current Fifth Reviews as a task with 2 phases: firstly 

to determine the appropriate number of councillors on each council in Scotland, 

and secondly to determine ward boundaries for the election of those 

councillors.  We expect to complete the first phase during 2014. 

 

10. In arriving at our proposals for councillor numbers, we assigned each council 

to one of 5 categories.  The categories were based on cluster analysis of 2 

factors for councils: population distribution and deprivation.  The measure we 

used for population distribution was the proportion of population outwith 

settlements of more than 3,000 people, and for deprivation was the proportion 

of population in the most deprived 15% of datazones in the Scottish Index of 

Multiple Deprivation (SIMD). Those 2 factors appear to us to be important 

contributors to the pattern of demand for council services, to councillor 

workload, and to areas where local authorities may wish to concentrate their 

attention in order to improve outcomes.   

 

11. Previous reviews by our predecessors also categorised councils to assist in the 

determination of councillor numbers.  Those previous categorisations used 

population distribution and population density. During 2011, we conducted a 

consultation on our approach to determining councillor numbers which 

identified the possible use of deprivation in categorisation.  

 

12. Since our current reviews are the first to consider deprivation, our proposals 

for councillor numbers are significantly different for some councils than the 

current position. In our proposals, we have mitigated the impact of these 

differences by limiting any proposed change in councillor numbers on a council 

to 10% of the current number. 

 

13. As noted above, there is diversity of practice in Scottish councils which has 

consequences for councillor workload and public engagement. In addition, 
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there are useful examples from elsewhere.  Research by our counterparts in 

England has shown the diversity of approach by English councils and the 

resulting impact on councillor workload and engagement.  Relevant factors 

include: the extent of delegation by councillors to officials; the use of 

technology; the structure of scrutiny functions; service management and 

casework support. 

 

14. We believe that there is a need for better evidence to support the 

determination of the number of councillors on each council. That could usefully 

consider the factors which influence the role and workload of councillors.  We 

are aware that there is a lack of recent research in Scotland in this area, and 

intend to commission research in this area. 

 

15. We also believe that it is appropriate for us to set minimum and maximum 

numbers of councillors on any council.  A minimum is necessary to ensure that 

there are sufficient councillors to fulfil the roles that every council must 

undertake. Our predecessors applied a minimum of 18, and we have continued 

that lower limit.  A maximum is necessary to ensure the council does not 

become unwieldy. The Royal Commission on Local Government in Scotland 

1966-69 (the Wheatley Commission), concluded that councillor numbers should 

not generally exceed 75 members for regional councils. Our predecessors 

adopted a maximum of 80 for the current unitary authorities.  

 

Electoral parity and community factors 

16. The Committee may wish to consider in its inquiry whether the balance in the 

current legislation between electoral parity and community identity is optimal 

in terms of supporting public engagement with local government. 

 

17. In the legislation governing our electoral reviews, we are required to ensure 

that the number of electors per councillor across a council area is "as nearly as 

may be the same" - we refer to this requirement as electoral parity.  The 

legislation does not specify how to interpret "as nearly as may be" and we do 

not apply a simple numerical criterion to it. Instead we also take into account 

local circumstances when making our decisions, and have regard to special 

geographical considerations, local ties and easily identifiable boundaries, the 

other criteria in the rules.   

 

18. There is nonetheless a clear tension between the requirement to achieve 

electoral parity and comments which we consistently hear from those 

responding to our consultations during our reviews that they wish us to design 

electoral areas in a way which reflects local communities.  The argument for 

parity can be summarised as each elector having the same numerical influence 

on the outcome of an election.  The argument for reflecting community can be 

summarised as communities being reflected as recognisable entities 

represented by the same set of elected members.  

 

19. For comparison, the legislation governing the design of Scottish Parliament 

constituencies specifies that the electorate of a constituency must be as near 

the average for a constituency "as is practicable" while having regard to the 

boundaries of local authority areas.  The legislation governing the design of UK 

Parliament constituencies is more prescriptive, requiring the electorate of each 

constituency to be within 5% of the average.   
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Size of wards 

20. There may be a case for allowing greater flexibility in the legislation to allow 

wards to exceptionally return 2 or 5 members. 

 

21. When we conduct our local government electoral reviews, we do so within the 

framework of multi-member wards established by the Local Governance 

(Scotland) Act 2004.  Section 1 of the Act specifies that each ward elects 3 or 4 

members. 

 

22. In representations during our consultations, we hear opinions from local 

communities that there should be greater flexibility in the number of 

councillors for each ward.  Such opinions arise most frequently in the context 

of remote rural wards, wards which include inhabited islands and wards 

including rural towns.  The arguments presented in each case are different. 

 

23. For remote rural wards, the electorate is distributed very thinly. As a result the 

extent of a ward which contains sufficient electors to satisfy electoral parity is 

very large.  This poses challenges for elected members to make themselves 

available to electors and community groups across the whole ward.  It may also 

make electors feel that they have to travel very long distances in order to make 

their opinions heard. 

 

24. For wards with inhabited islands, the requirement for 3 or 4 members may 

result in the island being in a ward with other islands or with part of the 

mainland.  The councillors for a ward each represent all of that ward. As a 

result there may be no councillor who has any residential or other link with the 

island community, leading to a sense within that community of being 

disenfranchised. 

 

25. Similarly, a case can be made in compact towns in rural areas for the creation 

of wards which closely reflect the extent of the urban area.  Electoral parity 

might allow this only by the creation of a ward represented by 5 councillors. 

 

Conclusion 

26. We believe in strong and representative local government, and are proud of our 

contribution to creating that in Scotland since the 1970s. We have been 

established to provide non-political advice to Ministers on local government. 

We are capable and well-established, with expertise drawn from local 

government and academia. 

 

27. We find that the legislation governing our work provides a strong framework 

for our recommendations from our reviews. In this submission, we note from 

our experience the areas where the operation of that legislation attracts public 

comment, and would welcome the opportunity to discuss our comments with 

the Committee. 
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