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Environment Department New St. Andrew’s House 
Edinburgh EH1 3TC 

Telephone 031-2447 10 
Fax 031-244 4785 

To all consultees on the attached list 

22 March 1995 

Dear Sir/Madam 

LOCAL GOVERNMENT REFORM - DECENTRALISATION 

Section 23 of the Local Government etc (Scotland) Act 1994 imposes a duty on councils (the 
new councils and those in the Islands) to prepare draft decentralisation schemes for their area 
by 1 April 1997. 

Sub-section9 of section23 empowers the Secretary of State, “after consulting such 
associations of local authorities and such other persons as appear to him to be appropriate”, to 
issue guidance on the form and content of decentralisation schemes. The attached draft 
guidance note has been drawn up with the assistance of a small working group comprising 
The Scottish Office, COSLA and officials fiom some local authorities and the Secretary of 
State has agreed that it should be issued for further comment. 

Any comments which you have on the guidance note should be sent in writing to the 
undermentioned by 3 1 Mav 1995. 

Mr S Farrell 
The Scottish Office 
Environment Department 
Local Government Division 
Room 6/87 
New St Andrew’s House 
EDINBURGH 
EH1 3TG 

In considering the guidance note you may wish to bear in mind that the Convention of 
Scottish Local Authorities intends to issue its own advice on decentralisation issues and also 
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that this is a subject, amongst others, which the Accounts Commission for Scotland is 
considering for study and guidance after the normal consultation process. 

Yours faithllly 

+L- 
G M THOMSON 

AN S 0 0 049.0 3 5 2. 

8 



DRAFT DECENTRALISATION GUIDANCE - LIST OF CONSULTEES 

COSLA 
Association of Scottish Community Councils 
The Chief Executives, Regional, Island and Dis t r i c t  Councils 
Society of Directors of 
Association of Directors of Education in Scotland 
Society of Directors of Environmental Health in Scotland 
Directors of Finance Section, CIPFA 
Chief and Assistant Chief Fire Officers Assocbtion 
Chartered Insti tute of Housing in Scotland 
Society of Directors of Personnel in Scotland 
Scottish Society of Directors of Planning 
Association of Chief Police Officers in Scotland 
Association of Directors of Recreation, Leisure and Tourism 
Association of Directors of Social Work 
County Surveyors' Society Scottish Bran& 
Local Authoritp Valuers' Association (Scottish Branch) 
SADWASS 
Accounts C o d s i o n  
Commissioner for  Local AdminMn tion in Scotland 
Scottish Library Association 
Society Local Authority Chief Executives 

'on in Scotland 
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GUIDANCE ON DECENTRALISATION 

Introduction 

1. Over the past 4/5 years there has been intense debate within and outwith Parliament on 
the reorganisation of local government. Part of that debate involved the issue of 
decentralisation which was seen by many as integral to any consideration of the structure of 
local government and of the number of councils within that structure. 

2. One of the features highlighted in the responses to the Government's 1992 consultation 
paper on the new local government structure "Shaping the New Councils" was what 
contributors described as the "remoteness" of local government. "Remoteness" is a blanket 
tern which can cover a multitude of factors including: 

- physical detachment ie where mileage or inadequate transport infrastructure is 
seen as distancing the council from the community it serves; 

- differing political complexions, urbdrural mix, or even historical loyalties 
where such differences create divisions; 

- a perception that local views and aspirations are being ignored. 

3. In themselves these factors merit a close look at the concept of decentralisation. More 
persuasive perhaps are the positive outcomes to which appropriate schemes of 
decentraiisation, as part of a wider council philosophy, could contribute. These would 
include : 

- enhancing local democracy and accountability; 

- promoting closer communication between councils and their communities; 

- encouraging public participation and joint ownership of problems and 
solutions; 

enhancing public confidence in local government; 

- enhancing the role of the elected representative; 

- generally promoting/encouraging improved effectiveness and efficiency in 
service delivery and council functioning. 

Legislation and Guidance 

4. Reflecting the general debate, Section 23 of the Local Government etc (Scotland) Act 
1994 places a duty on the new councils to prepare decentralisation schemes for their areas. A 
copy of Section 23 is at Annex A. 
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5. As indicated Section 23(9) of the Act makes provision for the Secretary of State, after 
consultation, to issue guidance on the form and content of decentralisation schemes. This 
guidance has been prepared in accordance with that section. 

Concept 

6. The preceding section suggested that decentralisation could offer positive benefits to 
local authorities and the communities they serve. That view has attracted growing support but 
it is important that the council themselves are clear as to what they mean by decentralisation 
and what they want to achieve through it. There are arguably 3 key objectives: 

6.1 to bring services closer to the public; 

6.2 to enable the public to influence and shape the design of those services and the 
way in which the council serves its community; and 

6.3 to provide more effective and responsive local government. 

7. A council closer to its public will by definition be closer to their needs. In that sense 
decentralisation is fimdarnentally a statement by a council that it is committed to a belief in 
closeness to its public. But becoming closer to the public is not a simple process. 
Decentralisation may challenge many of the deeper ingrained ways of working in councils. It 
may challenge the traditional structures and ways of working processes with which members 
and officers may feel comfortable. Decentralisation will not work and take root unless these 
issues are thought through and strategies developed for tackling them. Crucial to that process 
is the involvement of the public. If they are not stakeholders in the process, the public will 
rightly become cynical about the extent of any council's commitment to decentralisation. 

8. It follows from the foregoing that for decentralisation to work a commitment has to 
exist within the council. That commitment must permeate the council as a whole, at both 
Member and Officer level; it must be supported at all levels within the organisation; and it 
cannot simply be regarded as a "bolt on" to the organisation. Developing a commitment to 
decentralisation will take time to evolve. It needs to be seen both as a developmental process 
and one which sits within the council's strategic core and which the council will monitor, 
review and adjust in the light of experience. It will be a rare council that gets it right first time 
round. It follows it will require a commitment to training and the development of new skills 
for managers: for example the ability to manage devolved budgets. Fundamentally it will not 
simply happen: it needs to be supported and it needs to be resourced. 

Aspects of Decentralisation 

9. A number of councils already have in place elements of decentralisation. Whilst these 
merit consideration and examination by those councils contemplating decentralisation for the 
first time, it is important that the approach adopted is an holistic one: simply for example, to 
establish outlying offices without reflecting on issues of political and management culture is 
to build decentralisation on exceedingly weak foundations. This needs to be borne in mind in 
considering the various aspects of decentralisation. These generally are seen as political, 
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managerial and physical. Decentralisation schemes will include elements of each of those 
aspects, which should not be regarded as mutually exclusive. 

Political Decentralisation 

10. 
political process is opaque. Amongst the matters for consideration are: 

Political decentralisation offers an opportunity to address the public perception that the 

- holding council meetings and meetings of committees in different parts of the 
council area; 

- the creation of statutory committees under section 56 of the 1973 Act which 
have specific area remit with aupropriate powers of decision making; 

- the creation of non statutory area committees whose role might primarily be to 
serve as a sounding board for the local community. Such committees would 
involve local councillors and managers of council services including police and 
ire services as well as  other agencies eg LECs. 

1 1. An important factor in this area is the need to ensure, through the provision of support 
and possibly resources, that community groups, voluntary organisations etc are themselves 
able to play their part in what would be multifaceted dialogue. It is also important to 
recognise that meaningful Political decentralisation can only be achieved if appropriate 
managerial structures are in place. 

Managerial Decentralisation 

12. In essence Management decentralisation involves moving functions and 
responsibilities away from the centre of the authority (or departments) and nearer to the point 
at which services are being provided. To work effectively it requires budgeting and decision- 
taking delegation but consistent with public accountability. It can be done on a functional or 
multi-service basis. Devolved school management, which also recognises the important place 
of School Boards in the schools sector, is an example of the former; other examples might 
include functions such as the administration of roads, planning, social work, housing and 
trading standards. The multi-service approach involves staff working across normal service or 
professional boundaries within a locally co-ordinated and corporate management structure. 
Crucial to this form of decentralisation is continuing support and commitment from the 
Centre. 

Physical Decentralisation 

13. This category is essentially geared to improving physical access to the council and to 
increasing awareness of the council and the services it provides. At one level this can be 
accommodated by making more written information readily available. This can take the form 
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of a local newspaper or magazine or information leaflets distributed to residents but the 
danger of this being seen alongside unsolicited junk mail needs to be borne in mind. 

14. The most commonly cited means of improving access is through the vehicle of the 
"one stop shop". This involves the establishment of a single office, sometimes in the High 
Street or in an existing council (eg library) or other building open to the public 
(eg Government or Post Office) where members of the public can be given guidance on their 
enquiries and a range of services such as tax collection, provided. Computer and telephone 
links to main offices would compensate for any lack of expertise by those staff in the office. 
Further developments in technology such as electronic networking, on-line community 
information, internet etc clearly expand the options. 

15. One fairly simple alternative to the "one stop shop" approach would be the 
development of better information handling facilities in the main council offices, augmented 
by offering 0345 (local call charge) facilities to residents. The limitations of this for those 
who do not have access to telephones or who particularly need assistance in 
understanding/completing forms need to be borne in mind. 

DECENTRALISATION - A CHECKLIST 

16. Decentralisation is not a simple option. It should be seen not as an end in itself but a 
means to achieve the wider objectives set by the council. As stated earlier it needs careful 
consideration. As part of that process, it is suggested that councils might want to consider the 
following questions: 

What arrangenzents have you put in place to - think through how close yotir Council wants 
to be to its public? 

Are you clear on your Council's definition of decentralisation? 

Have you thought through the costs/savings and benejts of decentralisation? 

What does decentralisation mean for your Council in terms o j -  

a. possible organisational changes 

- defining the role of the centre 

developing a scheme of delegation showing authorities and 

defining what is to be decentralised and what is to be kept at the 
centre in addition to strategic oversight 

accountabilities and responsibilities at each level of the Council 
- 

b. process and cultural changes 

- the implications for Member/OfJicer relationships 
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- the training implications for developing new skills to cope with 
decentralisation; for example, consultative shills; managing 
devolved budgets 

0 What kind of decentralisation is your Council thinking about and how will it work in 
practice? To what extent will it include elements of 

- political decenb-alisation 
- managerial decentralisation 
- physical decentralisation 

0 What arrangements are yoii going to put in place to involve the public in deciding the kind 
of decentralisation that you are going to have? How will this be comiiziinicated internally 
and externally? 

0 Who will have overall managerial responsibility for decentralisation? 

0 Last, but by no means least, what review systems is yous Council going to put in place to 
monitor and evaluate its decentralisation scheme with reference to the aims and objectives 
set by the council? 

Nature of Scheme and Timing 

17. Administrative structures within local government differ widely across Scotland, 
reflecting the diversity of size, geography, population density, age distribution, industrial 
development, history etc of authorities. Different arrangements for decentralisation will be 
appropriate to each of the new authorities. There is not a single template which the new 
authorities will be able to pick up and adopt. Rather the new authorities will wish to reflect 
on all the facts of decentralisation, look at the range of practices already in place and in 
consultation with the communities they serve work out a scheme that is appropriate to the 
circumstances of their area and meet the aspirations of these communities. Thinking it 
through will be the prerequisite to successful implementation. 

18. Section 23(2) of the 1994 Act sets out a range of provisions that authorities "may" 
wish to include in their schemes. It is neither prescriptive nor exhaustive and should be used 
freely to set out what they propose, mindful that over time new technology and different 
approaches to problem solving will bring a need for reassessment and revision. 

19. The Act requires new councils to produce draft decentralisation schemes by 1 April 
1997. Consultation with community councils will be required and draft schemes will have to 
be exposed for wider public comment. Whilst there appears ample time before the adopted 
schemes are required to be sent to the Secretary of State, it is likely that shadow council 
members will want to give the matter very early consideration since the outcome will have 
implications for the culture and administrative structures which the councils will adopt. 

20. It is not the Secretary of State's intention on receipt of decentralisation schemes to 
either approve or reject the proposals. Rather he will wish to be satisfied that the statutory 
requirements on consultation have been carried out, that proper regard has been had to any 

GUIDANCE.DOC 5 



DRAFT 

public comments received, and that the council has put in place arrangements for 
implementing the scheme and subsequently evaluating its performance. 
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ANNEX A 

SECTION 23 OF LOCAL GOVERNMENT ETC (SCOTLAND) ACT 1994 

"23.-(1) Every council shall have a duty to prepare a draft decentralisation scheme for 
their area in accordance with this section. 

(2) A draft decentralisation scheme shall contain a council's proposals for the 
administration of their functions within the whole area of the council and shall specify 
the date or dates by which such a draft scheme shall be implemented and, without 
prejudice to the generality of the foregoing, may include provision as to - 

arrangements for the holding of meetings of the council (or any committee or 
sub-committee of the council) at particular places within the area of the 
council; 

the establishment of committees for particular area and the delegation to those 
committees (under section 56 of the 1973 Act) of specified functions of the 
council; 

the location of offices of the council within the council's area, the staffing of 
such offices and the delegation to members of staff (under the said section 56) 
of specified functions; 

the provision of facilities at particular places within the area of the council 
where advice may be obtained on services provided by the council. 

(3) Every council shall, before 1 April 1997, give public notice of the fact that they 
have prepared a draft decentralisation scheme and of the places within their area 
where copies of the draft scheme may be inspected, and any such notice shall invite 
the public, within a period of not less than eight weeks from the date of the notice, to 
make to the council representations as regards the draft scheme. 

(4) Every council shall, during the period mentioned in subsection (3) above, consult 
the community councils within their area about the draft scheme. 

(5) After considering any representations made under subsection (3) or (4) above, the 
council may amend the draft scheme (whether to take account of those representations 
or otherwise) and shall adopt the scheme. 

(6) After the scheme has been adopted, the council shall - 

(a) 
and 

(b) 

send a copy of the scheme in its adopted form to the Secretary of State; 

give public notice of such scheme. 
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(7) Where a scheme has been adopted, it shall be the duty of the council concerned to 
implement the scheme by the date or dates specified in the scheme. 

(8) A council may amend a scheme adopted under this section or revoke and replace 
such a scheme but the amended scheme or, as the case may be, new scheme shall be 
adopted in accordance with the provisions of this section, subject to such 
modifications as are necessary. 

(9) The Secretary of State may, after consulting such associations of local authorities 
and such other persons as appear to him to be appropriate, issue guidance with respect 
to the form and content of decentralisation schemes. 

(1 0) A council shall take account of any guidance issued under subsection (9) above." 
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