
 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

WE’VE GOT SOME QUESTIONS…  
HELP US UNDERSTAND WHAT STRONG LOCAL DEMOCRACY MEANS TO YOU 
  

We are an independent Commission that has been set up to look at what democracy in 
Scotland might look like, whatever the result of the referendum in 2014.  The Commission is 
chaired by Councillor David O’Neill, President of the Convention of Scottish Local Authorities, 
and we have set out its main tasks at the end of this document.    

Our starting point is that we believe that local services and local accountability matter.  That is 
why we want to begin our work by hearing your views and suggestions about what happens 
now, and what the future might be.     

This is only our first step in listening to you.  Any information that you give us now will help 
start the debate, but we also want this to be an ongoing conversation.  Over the next few 
months we will be setting up different ways in which you can meet us or tell us what you think.  
A good way to find out about these is by signing up to our newsletter at 
www.localdemocracy.info and by following @localcommission on Twitter. 

 

How to Respond 

We will use the information that you give us to develop our work and explore new ideas, and 
so what you tell us now is really important. For that reason, we want to hear from you as 
quickly as possible.  We are keen to hear your views by 20 December 2013, or sooner if you 
can.  However, please let us know if you need more time. 
 
You can complete and return this form electronically to: 

commission@localdemocracy.info 

You can also respond online via our website: 

http://www.localdemocracy.info/call-for-evidence/  

Alternatively you can post a copy of this form to: 

The Commission on Strengthening Local Democracy 
Verity House 
19 Haymarket Yards 
Edinburgh, EH12 5BH 

   
If you are responding as an individual we would be grateful if you could also provide some other 
information when you give us your views.  This will help us develop an overall picture of the 
information we have. This is optional and any information that you provide will be used anonymously 
and will remain strictly confidential. 
 

If you have any queries please contact us using the above details or call us on 0131 474 9200

http://www.localdemocracy.info/
mailto:commission@localdemocracy.info
http://www.localdemocracy.info/call-for-evidence/
http://www.localdemocracy.info/wp-content/uploads/2013/11/Additional-respondent-information.doc
http://www.localdemocracy.info/wp-content/uploads/2013/11/Additional-respondent-information.doc


 

 

 

Respondent Information  

To help us make the most of your response, please tell us about yourself and how you want us to use 
the information you provide.  There are some questions marked * and these must be answered by all 
respondents, unless you are directed past this question.   

Name of Organisation (if appropriate)       Social Enterprise Scotland 

Forename      Duncan 

Surname      Thorp 

Address      Thorn House, 5 Rose St, Edinburgh 

Postcode      EH2 2PR 

Telephone      0131 243 2654 

Email       

Twitter name if applicable      @SocEntScot 

* I am responding as:      An individual 
 An organisation/group 

Do you consider yourself or your organisation as from or representing? 
 

a rural area 
 

an urban 
area 

 
an area with both 
urban and rural 

parts 

 
don’t know /  

not applicable 

Would you be happy to be approached by the Commission for further 
discussion about your submission? 

  Yes 
  No 

If you are responding as an individual: 
* Do you agree to your response being made available to the public on 
the Commission’s web site? 

    Yes 
    No 

* If you have agreed to your response being made available to the public, please tell us if we may 
also make your name and address available. (Please select one option only) 

 Yes, make my response, name and address all available 
 Yes, make my response available, but not my name and address 
 Yes, make my response and name available, but not my address 

If you are responding as an individual we would be grateful if you could also provide some additional 
information.  This is absolutely optional but it will help us get an overall picture of the information we receive. 
You can download this sheet here and send it to us at the same time as you return this form. 

If you are responding as a group or organisation: 
* The name and address of your organisation will be made public on the 
Commission’s web site. Are you content for your response to also be 
made available? 

    Yes 
    No 

Which of the following best describes your organisation? (Please select one option only) 

 Community Group 
 Local Authority  
 Other public sector organisation  
 Third Sector organisation 
 Professional body 

 A business 
 A government department or agency 
 A social enterprise  
 Other (please specify) 

                       

Short description of the main purpose of your organisation: 
     Social Enterprise Scotland is” The Voice of Social Enterprise” - uniting social enterprises and 
their supporters into a strong campaigning force. We’re the national membership and policy 
organisation for social enterprise. We're the gateway to Scotland's social enterprise community. 
Social Enterprise Scotland is an independent, Scottish, membership-led organisation, built and 
controlled by social enterprises. 

 

http://www.localdemocracy.info/wp-content/uploads/2013/11/Additional-respondent-information.doc


 

Tell us what you think  

We have not provided a long list of questions to answer, but we do want to hear what you 
have to say about some themes.  Please respond to as few or as many as you wish.  However, 
it would be helpful to keep your overall response to eight pages or less. 

Please provide evidence or examples in support of what you say.  This will help us 
understand and explore your ideas further. 

1. LOCAL DECISION MAKING: Do you think that decisions about local issues and services are 

made locally enough in Scotland at the moment? If not, what does deciding ‘locally’ mean to 

you?  Please illustrate your answer with any examples from your own experience. 

 
The advent of devolution for Scotland meant a big shift in power away from the parliament 
in Westminster to the new parliament in Edinburgh and this has been a positive 
development for democracy. However, there has been no similarly big process of devolution 
to local communities within Scotland. We believe that this is the missing dimension and the 
next step. 
 
Perhaps the most important point to stress is that this missing part of democracy does not 
simply mean a shift in power from The Scottish Government and Parliament towards local 
authorities. It does mean that - but it also means devolution to community organisations 
and to streets and neighbourhoods. We believe that services are most responsive and 
appropriately serve need when they are delivered at the most local level possible and with 
the greatest democratic control.  
 
The current practical reality is that too many decisions are made by central government 
(both UK and Scotland) instead of local authority level - and at local authority level instead 
of community level. Some examples could be employability and welfare being delivered at a 
more local level and being delivered by social enterprises instead of private sector 
companies. Also NHS health services are currently centralised and could be delivered at a 
more local level, with services being more responsive if decided by communities themselves 
in co-production. National standards would still apply for fairness and equality but with 
healthcare responding to what is actually needed by a particular local community. 
 
Social enterprises, including development trusts, credit unions, social firms, co-operatives 
and housing associations, along with other social businesses, are rooted in communities and 
exist purely to serve the community and a specific social/environmental purpose. They are 
ideally placed to deliver services in this respect.  
 
As well as being rooted in communities, social enterprises often have internal democratic 
structures e.g. worker co-ops and RSLs and other “community anchor organisations” are 
therefore ideally placed to help deliver this shift to local democracy and local accountability. 
The more public services, including community-owned shops and community centres, are 
run and managed by local social enterprises, the better for democracy. This is a direct form 
of democracy and decision-making, not simply electing other people to make these 
decisions. Accountability is then accountability to ourselves. 
 
This must be a twin-track approach - both devolution from The Scottish Government and 
Parliament to local authorities - and devolution from local authorities to community 
organisations, streets, neighbourhoods and individuals. 



 

 

 

 

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? 

 

Again the general principle applies that decision-making works best when it is done at the 
most local level possible and by the most people. While locally elected people making 
decisions is of central importance and we need more power devolved from central 
government, again this should not always be the same as local authority elected people.  
 
For example, when a local authority can no longer run a public service due to capacity or 
monetary factors, then it is increasingly the case that community ownership is being used as 
an option (in terms of elections and democracy and social enterprises see answer to 
previous question).  
 
There are many social enterprise organisations across both urban and rural Scotland, 
already delivering public services for the community. Atlantis Leisure Centre in Oban, ACE 
Recycling Group delivering recycling services in Clackmannanshire and beyond, ng homes in 
Glasgow delivering previous local authority-owned housing and Fintry Development Trust 
delivering renewable energy, home insulation and energy saving measures. 
 
Public services delivered by local organisations and specifically local social enterprise and 
community-owned organisations, are uniquely placed. This is in terms of their business 
models that mean they are free to innovate, try new things, call on engaged and 
enthusiastic volunteers, be more efficient and utilise enterprising approaches.  
 
This can mean a more inclusive, democratic and responsive way of delivering services. Due 
to their local nature they have a direct stake and interest in the well-being of local people 
and can better understand what specific, tailored services the community wants and needs. 
They are practical examples of decision-making with direct, participative democracy.  
 
 

  



 

 

 

 

3. LOCAL PRIORITIES: How well do you think that communities’ local priorities are accounted for 

in the way that national and local government works at the moment?  What is effective, and if 

there is room for improvement, how should things change?     

 

It is true that many important decisions are taken at a local level, by both local authorities 
and by other local community organisations, forums and networks. This includes the forms 
of social enterprise stated above, as well as Social Enterprise Networks (SENs), Third Sector 
Interfaces (TSIs), Community Planning Partnerships (CPPs), community councils and others. 
But there is much room for improvement in devolving power down to various levels, 
including from central government institutions. 
 
One of the main levers of power and of community empowerment is funding and taxation. 
Too many taxation powers are centralised and local communities and local authorities do 
not have the resources and financial powers to make a bigger difference.  
 
For example, little money is raised by Council Tax in relative terms to central government 
funding. We need a big shift in the amount of money raised and spent locally (and 
appropriate changes in national taxation), with greater flexibility on how the money is spent 
to match local priorities, decided by local people, in particular by community organisations. 
 
Again this is not just about local authorities but also applies to new solutions such as the 
widespread and full roll-out of e.g. Participatory Budgeting - empowering all communities 
across Scotland to decide how their own money is spent.  
 
In terms of the shape and design of public services then it is the users of those services who 
are best placed to decide what they want and need. This local co-production again needs to 
become the norm in service delivery. 
 
As is regularly mentioned in terms of policy we need a general shift in spending and service 
delivery towards prevention, across the board. This is about dealing with social issues at the 
root cause and preventing social problems from arising in the first place. 
 
There could be a review of which services could be restored or renewed on a local basis, as 
opposed to central control. This could include the role of national public bodies and address 
the lack of direct democratic and local accountability of many of these organisations, 
including devolving their powers to a local level.  
 
 

 



 

 

 

 

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? 

 

The missing link is street and neighbourhood level democracy, community ownership and 
control. See previous answers for the first part of this question. 
 
Much evidence has been produced that points to a direct link between participation in 
community life, direct local decision-making and volunteering, in terms of improving general 
health and well-being. These kinds of activities and a good level of participation create a 
sense of individual empowerment, improvements in self-esteem and the likelihood of better 
employment prospects, for example. 
 
The closer, more local and street-level decision-making there is, the more people feel 
included and empowered and able to make decisions for themselves. Simply electing other 
people to make these decisions is no longer working and we need a shift in focus towards 
this very hyper-local level of democracy in Scotland. 

 



 

 

 

 

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? 

 

No. Most of the debate has been, often understandably, about the powers that are in 
government and parliament in Westminster, in relation to the powers that are in 
government and parliament in Edinburgh. There has been little discussion about local 
democracy and indeed about the type of Scotland and the type of society we want to live in.  
 
Regardless of the outcome of the upcoming referendum we need more of a focus on what 
type of Scotland we want and this includes a Scotland where local communities are 
empowered and local democracy is at the core of our focus. This shift to local democracy 
can happen with either further devolution or with independence. 



 

 

 

 

6. OBSTACLES AND CHALLENGES: Do you have any concerns about strengthening local 

democratic decision making in Scotland?    

 

Yes. There are some very good local authorities in Scotland, doing a lot to support and 
develop social enterprises. However, there is still a natural resistance to change within some 
local authorities and other parts of the public sector, when it comes to community 
empowerment and the transfer of power and resources to community organisations and 
individuals.  
 
This mindset is often seen as a barrier within the social enterprise community and the third 
sector. We’re not currently seeing a real process of devolution to the community level. We 
also recognise that this is also the responsibility of the sector itself to demonstrate 
capability, capacity and readiness to deliver. 
 
Local authorities need to increase activity in terms of supporting, empowering and enabling 
social enterprises and community groups to deliver public services. 
 
Similarly, while there are significant new developments like the Community Empowerment 
(Scotland) Bill and the Procurement Reform (Scotland) Bill, there is no systematic shift from 
central government institutions to devolving powers to communities and local authorities. 
 
There must be a significant increase in the amount of money that is raised and spent locally 
through taxation and with the flexibility to set local spending priorities, including community 
powers over spending. 
 
In summary the broad, guiding principles for reform should be: 
 

 Services are best delivered at the most local level possible, with the greatest level of 
democracy possible.  
 

 We need to empower our streets, neighbourhoods and community organisations in 
concrete and practical ways.  

 

 We need to understand that democracy is not just about elected representatives or 
local authorities but is also about direct community democracy. 

 

 We need to begin the process of a real shift in the delivery of services from the 
public sector to community control and ownership. 

 

 We need to redefine what we mean by “public service” and understand that social 
enterprises and third sector organisations are also public service organisations.  



 

 

 

 

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 achieve this?  Is there anything that we can do 

to support you? 

 
We are more than happy to publicise and promote the work of the Commission, in order to 
continue the discussion and in turn help strengthen local democracy.  
 
In practical terms this means we can include Commission news items in bulletins to social 
enterprises, public and private sector stakeholders and the public and also include items 
across our social media. 
 
We would welcome discussion with Commission members on any aspect of this consultation 
response or indeed any aspect of our work in supporting social enterprises across Scotland. 
 
Please get in contact with us at any time: www.socialenterprisescotland.org.uk/contact  
 

 

 

Thank you for your submission.  If you have any queries about the Call for Evidence please 

contact us at: 

Commission on Strengthening Local Democracy  

Verity House  

19 Haymarket Yards  

Edinburgh EH12 5BH 

0131 474 9200  

email:    commission@localdemocracy.info 

twitter: @localcommission 

http://www.socialenterprisescotland.org.uk/contact


 

 

 

Commission on Strengthening Local Democracy Terms of Reference 

Context 
Scottish local government has adopted a vision that focuses on improving local democracy as the route 
to better outcomes, and is putting this at the heart of all of its work.  The COSLA Convention has 
agreed to establish Scotland’s first Commission on Strengthening Local Democracy to pursue that 
vision.  It will bring people together with a common resolve to consider how local democracy and 
accountability in Scotland might be improved and empowered, and provide advice on what is needed 
for that to happen. 
 
Remit 
The overall purpose of the Commission is to: 

“Identify a route map to deliver the full benefits of a shift in power towards local democracy for people 

in Scotland” 

It will work to address three objectives: 
1) Investigate a local approach to services and accountability that will improve outcomes in 

Scotland’s communities  
2) Consider the current landscape of democracy in Scotland and how this could be strengthened and 

enriched to benefit local people most   
3) Make recommendations that set a course for putting stronger local democracy at the heart of 

Scotland’s constitutional future   
 
Outputs 
The Commission will carry out its remit in two phases.  
 
Phase 1: Why local democracy is important and what it can achieve 
 
Key output: A clear statement of the benefit to communities of local delivery and democracy 
Key questions to consider: 

- Why should we do things locally in Scotland, and what benefit does this deliver? 

- What can Scotland learn from other countries about their approach to local democracy? 
- What do people in Scotland have to say about local democracy? 
- What would better protected, empowered and supported local democracy look like in 

Scotland? 
 

Phase 2: A route map to delivering stronger  local democracy in Scotland 
 
Key output:  An assessment of the key building blocks for change 
Key questions to consider: 

- What are the building blocks we should focus on as part of Scotland’s constitutional 
future?  

- Who needs to take action to deliver positive change after the Referendum and what 
should they do? 

 
 Reporting 

The Commission is expected to make interim reports throughout these phases and deliver a report to 
the COSLA Convention in Spring 2014.  It is expected that the conclusions will include:  
 
1. setting out why local approaches should be pursued and the benefits they derive 
2. identifying the long term characteristics that should underpin better local democracy  
3. establishing the building blocks or barriers to address, including: 

i. improving the constitutional / statutory position of Scottish local government  
ii. a funding process that improves democratic control and accountability locally  



 

 

 

iii. ways of ensuring that there is a joint approach to policy making in Scotland 
 
Guiding Principles 
It is expected that all members of the Commission will be: 

- Ambitious: take a long term view and not be restricted by the current landscape of democracy 
in Scotland 

- Open: enable all views to be heard through evidence gathering and interaction, public 
reporting, and political debate   

- Inclusive: reflect a broad range of interests and views from across communities, local and 
national government,  and wider civic Scotland 

- Questioning: provide a forum for debate but with a common purpose of improving local 
democracy and accountability in Scotland 

- Practical: positively respond to challenges and shape action in pursuit of local  government’s 
vision for stronger local democracy 

- Evidence based: support their findings, including by looking at relevant evidence from home 
and abroad and commissioning research where appropriate  

 
  



 

 

 

 

 

Access in other formats and community languages 

This document is available, on request, in easy to read, audio and large 
print formats, and in community languages.  Please contact:  

 

The Commission on Strengthening Local Democracy 

Verity House 

19 Haymarket Yards 

Edinburgh, EH12 5BH 

commission@localdemocracy.info  
 
0131 474 9200 

 

mailto:commission@localdemocracy.info

