
COUNCIL REPORT

The Our Democracy Campaign

Our Democracy is a coalition of agencies and campaigners determined to make 
Scotland’s local democracy work better. The campaign is based on a simple 
principle; that people flourish when they have the most control over their lives. 
Do current cultures and systems of local democracy act to encourage or to limit 
this? Our Democracy is helping to organise a series of ‘Act As If Councils’ around 
Scotland. These ‘Act as if Councils’ are local, self-selecting, deliberative forums 
organised in partnership with a broad range of different local organisations, 
where people can discuss and imagine what it would be like to run their place 
and what they might do if they had the power.
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The Place and the Process
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Problem Identification
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Learning Phase

http://www.localdemocracy.info/news/final-report/
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Improving Local Democracy
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What now?
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	Place and date: KIRRIEMUIR
14 Jan 2017
	Optional Image from event: 
	Optional image from event: 
	Text for place and process: Kirriemuir is a small town in central Angus with a population of  around 6000 . It is part of one council ward ‘Kirriemuir and Dean’ of Angus Council, represented by 3 elected councillors.  ‘Our democracy’ worked with local partners Kirriemuir and Dean SNP branch in organising the event but it was always clear that the event should be open to people of all parties and none. In attendance on the day there were councillors and members from other parties as well as non-party citizens.
 
The event was divided into three main sections .
1) Problem identifying – any local practical issues or issues of representation in the operation of local democracy. 
2) A learning phase:  in this case a presentation on the Norwegian System of Local Government and one on the COSLA Commission on Local Democracy.  
3) A Future Focus – what can be done to make people feel more in control. 

The participants formed four smaller groups to allow in-depth group discussion. 

	Text for Problem identification: The problems raised could be grouped under the following headings:

Transport  - Bad bus services especially to rural communities, Need for a bus shelter in Town Centre,  Not Enough Cycle Routes,  Parking uncontrolled 

 Planning and Services - Wasted rural land/barns not used; Recycling Centre Closes too soon; Not enough gritting of pavements; Windfarms too close to housing; Kirriemuir dumping ground for families with problems;  Care services insufficient; Reid Park not being used; no risk management 

Community Councils - not resourced, not connected with each other, lack purpose, ineffective not much promotion to citizens of local or community councils

Political and Civil Disengagement – feel misled at times; people don’t care; lack of skills and knowledge in civil action/organisation (why is this not educated/trained for); feelings of disconnection and powerlessness; Disconnectedness might come from commuter town services run by volunteers (as opposed to paid staff?); No culture of shared accountability/responsibility.

	Text for Learning Phase: This consisted of two presentations as below. A third presentation on a local community run care project had to be cancelled due to work commitments. 

1) Norwegian Local Government 

Culture /History 
- Very decentralised based on structures that been in place a long time.
- 20 % GDP spend on local services /democracy. Scotland around 5.5 %. 
- Communitarian /Common Good/Consensus culture – reflected in structures.

Structure  
- Two tier 
- Counties 18 – Fylker 
- Municipalities 428 – Kommunen - Half less than 5000, 14 more than 50,000; Smallest population is 209 – largest 620,000 (Oslo)

Funding 
- All taxes collected by Municipalities (State taxes as well, although set by parliament ) 
- Municipalities keep over 50 % 
- General Grant Scheme to redistribute (around 30 % of overall budget) 
- Mainly Income tax but municipalities have own power to set property or other wealth taxes. Many do. 

2) COSLA Commission on Local Democracy 

The report can be downloaded here 
In arriving at its recommendations, the Commission has found that:
- 50 years of centralisation has not tackled the biggest problems that Scotland faces
- For a country with Scotland’s relative wealth and strength, the level of inequality today is simply intolerable, and has huge social and financial costs
- There is a link between the absence of strong local democracy at the moment and the prevalence of inequalities
- It is communities that empower governments at all levels, not governments that empower people

	Text for ideas for improving: This brought together the themes from the four separate group discussions. Highlighting the dominant themes but also specific ideas for change/intervention as they arose. 

Structures and Cultures 

Empowerment or creation of a more local unit of decision making/democracy. This would require inbuilt engagement mechanisms which go beyond the old model and cultures of representation. Rather than doing stuff for/to people, they would have an important role in instigating/supporting grassroots community projects to deliver services and tackle problems. They would be autonomous/sovereign in their area with a budget that would allow them to fulfil the appropriate functions . That is not to exclude a larger/county type level of authority that would be responsible not up to the central state, but down the way, to the small local councils. So a move away from hierarchy to real community decision making.

A more specific suggestion was a ‘hub’ model. A central hub at Angus level where resources and support could be pooled and shared by local hubs again, perhaps supporting a range of local community activity and organisation. 


	Text for improving continued: Training and Awareness raising 

We should all invest resources into developing active citizens.  Community and political groups have started to do this building on the democratic awakening of the independence referendum.   We should not overestimate the time or energy that citizens have available to them to be involved, but even a small percentage of the population is a massive resource in knowledge, experience, work hours and creativity. So how to encourage this rather than wear it down with barriers and disappointment? A nurturing and mentoring approach.  Lots of small scale successes of projects to begin with, building confidence of people with the aim of growing the scale of community led activity. One such confidence building project which was suggested was a community café. 

Experimentation    

It might be good to try a few different things in different places and to take a proper comparative look at structures and cultures elsewhere.  Think big!  Culture change should not be seen as ‘too difficult ‘and while not the same as structure, structure and culture are connected. Hierarchical structures created cultures of ‘top down’ power.  Principles of inclusivity and equality should be embedded with a clear objective of tackling the feelings of powerlessness in communities as a direct cause of inequality, disengagement and isolation. 
	Text for next steps: Once everyone involved has had a chance to view/amend/agree the report it will be used to inform any submission to the Scottish Governments ‘Decentralisation Bill’ consultation process. Our Democracy will combine these ideas with the many others that are coming out of events like this around Scotland. 

The group might wish to seek meetings with various officers of the council and or government to share their findings.

‘Our Democracy’ and Electoral Reform Society will hold a national ‘Act as if’; gathering everyone involved in the local act as if councils at the end of the summer. This will be an opportunity to exchange and share experiences/ideas and to plan for what next. We intend to bring international experience and to consolidate a Scotland wide community of people interested in making local democracy work better. 
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