
1. Inquiry into the Flexibility and Autonomy of Local Government  
1.1 The Scottish Parliament’s Local Government and Regeneration Committee has 
launched a call for written evidence as part of its inquiry into the flexibility and 
autonomy of local government in Scotland. 
 
 
 
2. Committee’s Call for evidence  
2.1 The Committee has called for evidence on the following four points. 

 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?  

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

 Views on the way that remote, peripheral and island communities are 
accommodated within the local government structure.  

 Views on the level of legal flexibility and autonomy from central government that 
local government enjoys. 

 
 
3. Stirling Council Response 
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?  
3.1 The number of Local Authorities in Scotland is among the lowest per capita in the 
European Union.  Elected Member numbers have also eroded while quangos have 
proliferated.  The prime responsibility of all local and national public services to 
ensure that we focus on improving outcomes for local people irrespective of who and 
how the service is delivered.  This can only be done effectively if the public bodies 
have a sound understanding of their communities and are democratically 
accountable locally. 
 
3.2 The growth of Quangos and the deficit in accountability for their service delivery 
to local communities is an important issue to be highlighted.   All service delivery to 
communities has to be accountable locally if we are to ensure it is focused on the 
needs and priorities of those communities. 
 
3.3 There is growing evidence that people are moving away from political 
organisations and taking up single and thematic interests.  They are no less political 
and much more engaged in making change happen.  The days of doing things, for or 
to, people are numbered and new ways must be found of engaging and co-operating 
with our communities.  The skills, commitment and knowledge that lies within 
communities is largely unrecognized and certainly not utilised to its true potential. 
Effective communication and engagement is essential to ensuring that communities’ 
local priorities are accounted for.  All public agencies have to widen and deepen their 
approach to communication and engagement using all the different media and 
channels including social media to ensure that isolated groups and individuals are 
involved and heard. 
 
3.4 Local decision making should be made at the closest appropriate level to 
communities depending on the issue or service.  Stirling Council has a track record of 
working to support and develop Community Councils.  We support local involvement 
down to the neighborhood level. 
 



3.5 Stirling Council is currently working with SNOOK to provide a resource and 
advocate a better approach to community engagement.  The approach is not about 
developing the capacity of individuals and communities to work with the public sector.  
Rather it’s about supporting and challenging the public sectors capacity and 
capability to listen and engage with communities. 
 
3.6 Local democratic accountability would be strengthened if local authorities were 
more self sufficient in raising more of their own resources.There may be little 
prospect of strengthening local democracy in Scotland in the absence of a new 
constitutional settlement.   
3.7 The rights and responsibilities of local government should be embedded in 
legislation.  The Scottish Government and Local Authorities need to develop mutual 
respect in their business dealings. 
 
 
 
Views on the current legal and funding positions of local government.  
3.8 The ending of ring fenced funding has enabled local authorities to better 
determine local priorities with communities.  The extension of this to health and a 
more flexible approach to funding to meet local outcomes is important if public 
agencies and their communities are to fully embrace the aims of the Christie 
Commission. 
 
3.9 There is some potential in the Community Empowerment and Renewal Bill 
encouraging local participative democracy but the proposals are limited.  We have 
advocated that the statutory basis and powers of Community Councils should be 
revised to allow them to play a greater role in their communities. 
 
3.10 To strengthen local democracy everything should be done to encourage the 
accountability of local decision makers to their citizens.  This could include enshrining 
the role of local government in constitutional terms or supporting and enabling 
community councils to become service deliverers.  Particular emphasis should be 
given to developing local engagement built around the needs and the interests of 
individuals and communities.   
 
 
 
Views on the way that remote, peripheral and island communities are 
accommodated within the local government structure.  
3.11 The 32 Local Authorities in Scotland are varied in area, population and 
topography.  They also differ in demographic make up, particularly in affluence and 
culture.  Local choice is vital to a healthy local economy and community well being.  
As the link closest to the population the Local Authority is best placed to interpret and 
deliver services to its communities.  The Christie Commission findings and 
recommendations have been widely endorsed but cannot bear fruit without strong 
local democracy. 
 
 
Views on the level of legal flexibility and autonomy from central government 
that local government enjoys. 
3.12 There is an inherent tension between providing standard services to avoid a 
postcode lottery and having differentiated local services in response to local needs 
and priorities.  There needs to be flexibility in arrangements to enable national 
standards but with the flexibility to vary locally where this is important. 



Although input and output considerations will always occupy local authorities the 
single outcome agreement process is to be welcomed and encouraged. 
 
3.13 Single outcome agreements and community planning partnerships have great 
potential for delivering the society envisioned by Christie but they should be given the 
flexibility to plan and deliver initiatives which enrich their areas.  The role of 
individuals and communities, both of interest and geography, is central to a 
successful community planning process.   
 
3.14 All Community Planning partners whether locally, regionally or nationally based 
should have a clear and sound understanding of the place they represent and should 
be held to account locally for the delivery of better outcomes for local people.   
Local elected representatives are often held to account by communities irrespective 
of whether or not they are responsible for service delivery.  Often local elected 
representatives are consulted about changes to nationally provided services for 
example recent proposal by Police Scotland to withdraw the traffic warden service 
but have no real influence on the final decisions.  Such changes in services impact 
on communities and can have an adverse impact on local outcomes.   
 
 
 
 
 


