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LOCAL GOVERNMENT AND COMMUNITIES COMMITTEE 
 

AGENDA 
 

9th Meeting, 2016 (Session 5) 
 

Wednesday 2 November 2016 
 
The Committee will meet at 10.30 am in the Mary Fairfax Somerville Room (CR2). 
 
1. Commissioner for Ethical Standards in Public Life in Scotland Annual 

Report and Accounts 2015-16: The Committee will take evidence from— 
 

Bill Thomson, Commissioner for Ethical Standards in Public Life in 
Scotland; 
 
Ruth Hogg, Investigations Manager, Office of the Commissioner for Ethical 
Standards in Public Life in Scotland. 
 

2. Scottish local government elections and voting: The Committee will take 
evidence, in a roundtable format, from— 

 
Dr Lynn Bennie, Reader in Politics, School of Social Science, University of 
Aberdeen; 
 
Willie Sullivan, Director, Electoral Reform Society Scotland; 
 
Sarah Paterson, Public Affairs, Media and Communications, YouthLink 
Scotland; 
 
Victoria Hannigan, Modern Studies Association; 
 
Dave Watson, Head of Policy and Public Affairs, UNISON Scotland; 
 
Debbie King, Campaigns and Public Affairs Manager, Shelter Scotland; 
 
Kayleigh Thorpe, Campaigns and Policy Manager, ENABLE Scotland. 
 

3. Consideration of evidence (in private): The Committee will consider the 
evidence heard at agenda item 2. 
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Local Government and Communities Committee 
 

9th Meeting (Session 5), Wednesday 2 November 2016 
 

Commissioner for Ethical Standards in Public Life in Scotland 

 
Purpose 

1. This paper provides background information in advance of the Committee’s 
evidence session with the Commissioner for Ethical Standards in Public Life in 
Scotland. 

Background 

2. The role of Commissioner for Ethical Standards in Public Life in Scotland was 
established on 1 July 2013 when the roles of Public Standards Commissioner 
and Public Appointments Commissioner were amalgamated. The current 
Commissioner, Bill Thomson, was appointed for a five year term in 1 April 
2014. 

3. Ethical Standards in Public Life etc. (Scotland) Act 2000 established a 
framework to ensure that the highest standards of behaviour were maintained 
by figures in public life. This includes Councillors, Members of devolved Public 
Bodies, along with Members of the Scottish Parliament (MSPs). The Act seeks 
to “provide for clear standards for all councillors and a transparent system for 
the investigation and consideration of alleged breaches”.   

4. The Act provides for codes of conduct to be introduced for elected councillors 
and members of relevant public bodies (set out in Schedule 3).  It also 
established the office of the Chief Investigating Officer, now been taken over by 
the Commissioner, which investigates complaints about non-compliance. 
Finally, the Act established the Standards Commission for Scotland, which 
oversees the Standards framework and investigates breaches to these codes.   

5. The Commissioner’s remit also includes MSPs’ code of conduct and the 
process of public appointments. These are considered by the Standards, 
Procedures and Public Appointments Committee. 

6. The Commissioner is a SPCB appointment and his budget for 2015-16 was 
£862,000. Spend was £852,000 as at 31 March 2016. 

Annual Report 

7. The Commissioner is required to report annually on how the office performs its 
functions. The annual report 2015-16 was published on 9 September 2016 and 
can be accessed here: 

http://www.ethicalstandards.org.uk/site/uploads/publications/4bbac3ff88405f59
58a87bb1b6485990.pdf 

http://www.ethicalstandards.org.uk/
http://www.legislation.gov.uk/asp/2000/7/contents
http://www.legislation.gov.uk/asp/2000/7/schedule/3
http://www.ethicalstandards.org.uk/site/uploads/publications/4bbac3ff88405f5958a87bb1b6485990.pdf
http://www.ethicalstandards.org.uk/site/uploads/publications/4bbac3ff88405f5958a87bb1b6485990.pdf
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8. Since the publication of his annual report, the Commissioner has provided the 
Committee with updated tables featured in the report and these are attached at 
Annexe A. The Commissioner explains— 

“tables 1 – 4 and 6 have an additional column, headed in blue, for the 6 months 
to 30 September 2016. We are not in a position to supply similar updates for 
tables 5 and 7.  

Table 8 shows the outcome of cases which have been considered by the 
Standards Commission, following my submission of a breach report. The 
discrepancy between table 8, which lists 9 cases, and table 6 which records the 
number of breach findings as 6, is explained by the fact that table 6 shows the 
position as at 30 September, whereas table 8 shows all hearings, including 
those where the decision post-dated the end of September, and two cases in 
which the hearings have not yet taken place.” 

Next Steps 

9. The Local Government and Communities Committee will consider the 
performance of the Commissioner for Ethical Standards in Public Life in 
Scotland by taking evidence on his annual report at its meeting on 2 November 
2016. 
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Annexe A 

COMPLAINTS ABOUT CONDUCT 
 
COMPLAINTS ABOUT COUNCILLORS AND MEMBERS OF PUBLIC BODIES 

Complaints received in 2015/16 

Table 1 shows the number of complaints received by the Commissioner 
during the year compared with the two previous years. 

 
Table 1 

Complaints against 
2016 /17 
at 30/9/16 

2015/16 2014/15 2013/14 

Councillors 62 202 680 298 

Members of devolved public bodies 4 39†† 3 3 

Other (outwith jurisdiction) 4 4 9 10 

Total number of complaints 

received* 

70 
245 692† 311 

Total number of  cases 

received** 

41 
132 111 146 

* Where a complaint is made against more than one councillor, the number of complaints will 
reflect the number of councillors complained of; for example, a complaint involving three 
councillors would be complaints, as there are potentially three separate outcomes. 

** A case relates to a number of complaints which have been investigated together as the 
subject matter of the complaints is the same or closely related. 

† 524 complaints were related to one case. 
†† 8 cases. 

Complaints by category 

Table 2 outlines the various categories of complaints received during the 

year, compared with previous years. 

Table 2 

Description* 
2016 /17 
at 30/9/16 

2015/16 2014/15 2013/14 

Failure to register an interest 2 4 4 14 

Failure to declare an interest 8 19 26 43 

Disrespect of 

councillors/officials/employees 

21 
75 33 23 

Financial misconduct 0 0 3 7 

Breach of confidentiality 5 9 4 8 

Misconduct relating to lobbying 10 19 3 3 

Misconduct on individual 

applications 

6 
46 44 97 

Misuse of council facilities** 1 0 525  0 

Other complaints† 8 22 11 67 

Breach of the Key Principles  5 47 30 39 

Outwith jurisdiction 4 4 9 10 

TOTAL 70 245 692 311 
* The primary area of the complaint is noted.  However, the complaint may also involve other secondary 

categories. 

** This is a new category, effective from 2014/15. 524 complaints were related to one issue. 

† "Other complaints" include a councillor's personal conduct, failure to correspond/unsatisfactory action. 
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Origin of complaints 

Table 3 shows the origin of complaints received during the year compared 
with previous years. 

Table 3 

Complainant 2016 /17 
at 30/9/16 2015/16 2014/15 2013/14 

Member of the public 41 202 663 257 

Councillor 25 36 20 44 

Officer of a Local 
Authority 

4 
5 3 5 

Anonymous 0 1 3 0 

Member of a 
Devolved Public Body 

0 
0 1 0 

MSP 0 1 2 5 

TOTAL 70 245 692 311 

 

Complaints related to planning 

Table 4 shows complaints related to Planning. 

Table 4 
Planning complaints received 
from 

2016 /17 
at 30/9/16 2015/16 2014/15 

2013/1
4 

Member of the public - with known 
material interest 

0 
50 49 104 

Member of the public - with no 

known material interest 

4 
32 27 26 

Councillor 5 3 4 9 

Officer of a local authority 0 0 0 0 

MSP 0 0 0 0 

Anonymous 0 0 1 0 

TOTAL 9 85 81 139 

Complaints about Planning may be drawn from a number of complaint 
categories including failure to register of declare an interest, misconduct 
relating to lobbying and misconduct on individual applications (as referred 

to in Table 2) 

 

 

 

Outcome of complaints completed 
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Table 6 shows the findings in relation to complaints completed during the 
(part) year compared with previous years.   

Table 6 

Outcome 2016 /17 
at 30/9/16 2015/16  2014/15 

Following an investigation: Complaints Cases Complaints Cases Complaints Cases 

Breach 6 6 8 7 540 12 

No breach 46 22 49 22 17 14 

Not pursued further 54 23 106 70 123 67 

Outwith jurisdiction 0 0 20 8 10 5 

Withdrawn 5 5 31 4 2 1 

TOTAL complaints 111  214   692  

TOTAL cases  56   111 
 

99 
 

Complaints completed 2015/16 Cases completed 2015/16 
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Breaches of the Councillors’ Code of Conduct 

Table 8 shows cases where the Commissioner found contraventions of the 
Councillors’ Code of Conduct and the outcome of hearings by the 

Standards Commission. 
 
Table 8 
 

8. HEARING DECISIONS THIS YEAR 

Complaint 

number 

Council / 

Public Body 

Nature of 

Complaint 

Hearing 

date 

Hearing 

decision 
Sanction imposed 

LA/C/1640 

Clackmann

anshire 

Council 

Engaged in 

Operational 

Management 

16/17 

Feb, 7 

Mar, 

14/15 

Apr 

Breach 
6 month suspension from all 

council and committee 
meetings 

NPA/LLT/1

781/B 

Loch 

Lomond 

Trust 

Failed to 

register and 

declare an 

interest 

12-Apr-16 Breach Censure 

LA/H/1693 
Highland 

Council 
Disrespect 

17-May-

16 
Breach Censure 

LA/D/1714 
Dundee 

City Council 

Disclosure of 

confidential 

information 

13-14 

Jun 16 
Breach Censure 

LA/AB/175

8 

Argyll & 

Bute 

Council 

Disrespect  

20/22 

Sept - 

16, 

continue 

19-Oct-

16 

Breach    

(1 

count) 

Censure 

LA/R/1800 
Renfrewshir

e Council 
Disrespect 

17-Oct-

16 
Breach 

Suspension from Education and 
Child Policy Board meetings for 3 

months 

LA/Fa/179

9 

Falkirk 

Council 

Used 

position as 

councillor to 

influence 

planning 

application  

24-25 

Oct -16 
Breach Censure 

LA/WD/18

79 

West 

Dunbartons

hire Council 

Non 

declaration 

of interest 

22-Nov-

16 
    

LA/WL/18

82 & 

NHS/Lo/1

872 

West 

Lothian 

Council & 

NHS 

Lothian 

Non 

declaration 

of financial 

interest 

24/25 

Nov - 16 
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Local Government and Communities Committee 
 

9th Meeting 2016 (Session 5), Wednesday 2 November 2016 
 

Scottish Local Government Elections and Voting – Note by the Clerk 
 
Purpose 
 
1. This paper provides background information in advance of the Committee’s 

roundtable evidence session on Scottish Local Government elections and 
voting. The Committee will be taking evidence from a wide range of interested 
parties on what steps are being taken to encourage voting in the next Scottish 
Local Government elections in 2017. 

 
Background 
 
2. The turnout in the 2012 Scottish Local Government elections was 39.1% 

compared with 52.8% in 2007 and was the lowest in local elections since the 
restructuring of local government in 1996. In only 3 councils (Orkney, Shetland 
and Western Isles) was the turnout over 50% with the lowest turnout of 32.4% 
in Glasgow. 

 
3. The Session 4 Local Government and Regeneration Committee investigated a 

number of matters relating to the 2012 Scottish Local Government elections 
and reported to the Parliament on 17 June 2013. Much of the Committee’s work 
was undertaken by two members acting as reporters, an approach which the 
Committee agreed would allow for more in-depth and informal evidence to be 
gathered leading to a wide range of recommendations for change or 
improvement.  

 
4. The Scottish Government subsequently consulted on most of the Committee’s 

recommendations and the consultation was focused on how the quality of 
democracy in Scotland can be improved by encouraging wider engagement 
and participation in elections. On increasing voter turnout, the consultation 
sought views on alternative voting methods (such as universal postal voting, 
electronic machine voting and online voting), engaging young people in the 
democratic process and reaching those disinclined to vote. The Scottish 
Government published the 53 responses it received alongside an executive 
summary of the responses. 
 

5. The Scottish Government introduced the Scottish Elections (Reduction of 
Voting Age) Bill on 2 April 2015. This bill proposed that the voting age for 
Scottish Parliament and local elections be lowered to allow 16 and 17-year-olds 
to vote in these elections. The bill was passed on 18 June 2015. The 2017 local 

http://www.scottish.parliament.uk/S4_LocalGovernmentandRegenerationCommittee/Reports/lgR-13-08w.pdf
http://www.gov.scot/Resource/0044/00448004.pdf
http://www.gov.scot/Resource/0049/00490640.pdf
http://www.gov.scot/Resource/0049/00490640.pdf


LGC/S5/16/9/3 

2 
 

government elections will be the first time that across Scotland 16 and 17-year-
olds will be able to vote in such elections. 

 
6. In October 2015, the then Minister for Local Government and Planning wrote to 

the Convener of the Session 4 Committee advising that the Scottish 
Government anticipated “having to consult again and more widely, when we 
have new powers in relation to Elections through the Scotland Bill.” 

 
7. As part of the Programme for Government announced by the First Minister in 

September 2016, there was a commitment to hold a consultation on electoral 
reform during 2016-17. The Scotland Act 2016 gives Scottish Ministers 
additional powers over elections, and the consultation will seek to find out what 
kind of reforms Scottish citizens would like to see. 

 
8. On 13 September 2016, the Electoral Commission published a report on public 

awareness at the 5 May 2016 elections and the EU referendum. Ahead of both 
elections, the Commission ran multi-media public awareness campaigns to 
encourage people to register to vote and ensure they had the necessary 
information to cast their vote with confidence. The campaign aimed to reach 
anyone who was not registered to vote, including people who had moved home 
in the last year, people living in rented accommodation, 18 to 24-year-olds, 16 
and 17-year-olds in Scotland, students and people from some black and 
minority ethnic communities. 

 
9. The Commission worked with Shelter Scotland to help people without 

permanent addresses, who had moved recently or who were in the private 
rented sector to register to vote. The Commission also partnered with Enable 
Scotland to produce a range of resources designed to make it easy as possible 
for people with learning disabilities to vote. As a result of the campaign, over 
94,000 online applications to register (out of a target of 120,000) and over 
90,000 additions to the register (from a target of 82,000) were added. 

 
Local Government and Communities Committee consideration 
 
10. One of this Committee’s strategic priorities is consideration of local 

government, the future of local democracy, local services and the financing and 
fiscal affairs of local government. This roundtable provides an opportunity to 
discuss the importance of voting, and consideration of issues such as, how the 
promotion of voting in Local Government elections has changed or will change 
in response to the “new” first time voters aged 16 and 17, and lessons from the 
experience of the 2012 elections.    

 
 
 

http://www.electoralcommission.org.uk/__data/assets/pdf_file/0014/213800/May-2016-and-EU-referendum-public-awareness-evaluation-report.pdf
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Next Steps 
 
11. At its meeting on 2 November 2016, the Committee is due to hear from 

representatives from academia, the Electoral Reform Society Scotland, 
YouthLink Scotland, the Modern Studies Association, UNISON Scotland, 
Shelter Scotland, MECOPP and ENABLE Scotland. 

 
12. Dr Lynn Bennie from the University of Aberdeen, UNISON Scotland, ENABLE 

Scotland and the Electoral Reform Society Scotland have provided written 
submissions for this meeting and are attached at Annexe A to this paper. In 
addition to those giving evidence on 2 November 2016, the Committee has 
received submissions from the Electoral Commission and Dr James Gilmour 
and these are attached at Annexe B. 

  



LGC/S5/16/9/3 

4 
 

ANNEXE A 
 

Written Submission from Dr Lynn Bennie 
 
Introduction 
 
This short paper discusses turnout in Scottish local council elections. First, it 
explores levels of turnout in a historical context, suggesting that the 2012 result was 
disappointing but far from abnormal. Second, it summarises factors affecting turnout. 
Thirdly, it explores measures that might encourage voting in future local council 
elections.  
 
1. Turnout in context 
 
Historically, local government election turnout in the UK has consistently been below 
50%. This has also been the case in Scotland, apart from those years when local 
elections took place on the same day as parliamentary elections. Table 1 documents 
average local election turnout by decade since the 1940s in Scotland, England and 
Wales. The 40% turnout in 2012 was the lowest since the 1970s, but when 
compared with trends over time, and with elections elsewhere in the UK, the figure 
looks to be within the range of ‘normal’. Note that turnout in the 2012 local elections 
in England was only 31%.  
 

Table 1: Average turnout in local government elections by decade 
 Scotland England Wales 

1940s 50.7 44.7 58.4 
1950s 42.2 43.0 51.7 
1960s 42.7 39.5 47.3 
1970s 43.7 38.5 48.9 
1980s 45.1 41.4 45.1 
1990s 47.3 37.9 44.3 
2000s 51.4 35.8 42.6 
    
2012 39.8 30.9 38.4 

Source: Rallings and Thrasher 2012: 223  
 
These events have taken place against a backdrop of declining turnout in modern 
liberal democracies (Dalton 2014; LeDuc et al. 2014). Often, this is interpreted as a 
sign of declining engagement with politics, even antipathy towards politics and 
politicians. A more benign interpretation is that societies have changed, that modern 
citizens engage more intermittently with politics, voting in elections irregularly, when 
it is seen to matter - to the individual voter and/or to the election outcome. For sure, 
fewer voters cast their vote out of blind loyalty to a party (which may be no bad 
thing). The result is that voters may require an incentive, or to be persuaded, to vote. 
Therefore, it is important to reflect on measures that might improve turnout. 
 
2. Factors influencing turnout 
 
Turnout in elections has been linked to a number of factors, including the following:  
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Perceptions of governmental institutions 
 
We know that when institutions are viewed as important and powerful, electoral 
engagement is encouraged. In the UK context, turnout is closely related to 
perceptions of power/responsibilities of the governmental body concerned.  
Academics frequently make the distinction between first and second order elections, 
a way of categorising the importance of institutions (Reif and Schmitt 1997). Until 
now, elections to Westminster have been viewed as the most clearly first order 
(followed by Scottish Parliament elections) and elections to local government and the 
European Parliament distinctly second order. Turnout reflects the degree of 
competence of each set of institutions (Table 2).   
 

Table 2: Turnout in recent elections (Scotland) 
 EU ref 

2016 
SP 

2016 
GE 

2015 
Ind ref 
2014 

EU 
2014 

Local 
2012 

 
% 

 
67 

 
56 

 
71 

 
85 

 
34 

 
40 

 
The location of power in UK politics is a live topic. The implications of recent events 
– the further devolving of powers to the Scottish Parliament and Brexit – are far from 
clear.  However, with power and responsibility comes voter interest and 
engagement. If power were to be devolved to local government, voters would be 
likely to take more of an interest.  If, on the other hand, the powers of local 
government are seen to be eroded it should come as no surprise if voters become 
less inclined to vote in local elections.  
 
Election campaigns 
 
Local party election campaigns matter, both in terms of which candidates are 
successful, and in electoral turnout terms (Clark 2012; Denver and Hands 2004).  
Campaigns can boost turnout or, at the very least, prevent turnout declining further. 
Current restrictions on displaying campaign literature (posters) fly in the face of this 
evidence. Conversely, increasing membership in some parties since 2014 suggests 
that parties will have more volunteers to engage in the types of activities associated 
with encouraging turnout, such as doorstep and telephone canvassing and election 
stalls (Bennie et al. 2016).   
 
Electoral systems 
 
Citizens are more likely to vote when they perceive their vote as important, and when 
election competitions look close, as evidenced in recent referendums.  Thus, 
electoral systems can be important. Some have suggested that the use of STV in 
local elections is too complicated and has the potential to suppress turnout. Indeed, 
Scottish voters must contend with four different types of electoral system in the 
various elections. However, research suggests that voters cope well with STV, even 
when different elections take place on the same day (employing different electoral 
systems) (Denver et al. 2009; Bennie and Clark 2008; Clark and Bennie 2008; Clark 
2013). There is little evidence that voters are repelled by this system of voting. 
Rather, the phenomenon of ‘wasted votes’ that takes place under the majoritarian 
first past the post electoral system is more likely to lead voters to conclude that 
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voting is a waste of their time (but in Westminster elections, this is counterbalanced 
by views on importance of governmental institutions). In sum, electoral system 
effects on turnout require more investigation but there is little to suggest that STV 
dis-incentivises voting in local elections.  
 
Electoral groups/ dynamics 
 
Some groups are considerably less likely to vote. Those living in areas of urban 
deprivation and young people present particular challenges. The academic evidence 
on turnout amongst these groups is well documented (Denver and Hands 2004; 
Fieldhouse et al. 2007; Denver and Bochel 2007).  Not only are these groups less 
likely to vote, they are less likely to register to vote. Thus, the extension of the 
franchise to 16-17 year olds is not, in and of itself, likely to boost turnout (see Cowley 
and Denver 2005). A related group of special interest is that of students. In the 2012 
election, two of the Aberdeen wards with the lowest turnouts contained large 
numbers of students (Clark 2013). 
 
3. Possible reforms 
 
Continue to develop public information campaigns 
 
These could place more emphasis on the importance of local government, and the 
precise competences involved. The Electoral Commission’s public information 
campaign in 2012 focused on voter registration and how to vote using STV, but this 
communication could do more to advertise the democratic role of local councils – 
what they actually do.  
 
Targeted voter registration campaigns 
 
Including targeting of young people e.g. students.  For example, could voter 
registration be more prominent on student campuses, during student induction? The 
mechanisms used in public information campaigns must also keep up with 
generational and technological changes in the electorate e.g. more online 
advertising.  
 
Encourage more postal/advance voting 
 
25.5% of all votes cast in 2012 were postal votes (Electoral Commission 2012: 2). In 
modern societies, postal voting is important and should be encouraged. Note, also, 
that some US elections allow early voting at polling booths. A related point is the 
availability of emergency proxy voting. An extension of emergency proxy voting was 
recommended by the Electoral Commission in 2012. These are details of electoral 
administration but represent appropriate, flexible ways of dealing with mobile, busy 
populations. 
 
Electronic voting/ digital democracy 
 
Electronic procedures can take place at various stages in the electoral process, from 
distribution of ballots to voting (at a polling station or from home) and counting of 
votes. Electoral Reform Services (ERS) administer a range of ballots in the UK, and 
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electronic voting takes place in other countries, notably Estonia. There is presently 
no consensus on electronic voting in UK elections, largely due to concerns about 
electoral integrity and equality of access (Birch and Watt 2004; Birch et al. 2014). 
However, it is recognised that electronic voting might encourage young people to 
take part. 
 
Consider lifting poster ban 
 
Most councils now ban the posting of election materials on lampposts and other 
council property. Given the importance of election campaigns, as outlined above, this 
practice does not encourage voters to engage.   
 
Local government reform 
 
The structure of local councils is ripe for review and reform. Whilst, on the surface, 
neither voters nor politicians have an appetite for reshaping the structures of local 
government again, there is a strong case to be made for reinvigorating democracy at 
the local level with genuine democratic input from local communities (see campaigns 
of the Electoral Reform Society). Any review should include an examination of the 
role played by community councils.   
 
Conclusion 
 
There is no obvious short term solution to improving electoral turnout in local council 
elections.  Wider democratic trends suggest that turnout is unlikely to increase 
dramatically any time soon.  Moreover, the participation of four in every ten eligible 
voters may be a reasonable outcome for elections to a level of government that is 
seen as relatively unimportant. However, there are measures that encourage 
participation in elections, including vigorous party campaigns and matters of electoral 
administration. Ultimately, enhancing the role and status of local democracy may be 
the key to increasing voter engagement. 
 
Lynn Bennie 
Politics and International Relations 
University of Aberdeen   
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Written Submission from UNISON Scotland 
 
Introduction 
 
UNISON is the largest trade union in Scottish public services. Our members deliver 
services, pay taxes and also have a wider citizenship interest in how services are 
provided and paid for and have an important role to play in the political process. We 
therefore welcome the opportunity to provide evidence to the committee.   
 
Response 
 
Democratic engagement is about more than participating in elections and we believe 
that the key to increasing voter turnout is broadening the range of opportunities to 
participate in decision making beyond turning out to vote every few years. The best 
way to tackle the cynical “nothing changes” or “they’re all as bad as each other “ 
attitudes is for people to have opportunities to influence and engage with decision 
makers regularly.  
 
A functioning democracy requires not just elections but ensuring that citizens can 
meaningfully participate in ongoing decision making processes. This requires 
decisions to be made as close to those affected as possible. Citizens also need 
adequate opportunities to influence the policymaking and review process from start 
to finish. Not just a yes or no to plans. This means deliberative involvement in 
deciding the desires outcomes, framing the problem to be tackled and the methods 
used to achieve the agreed aims.  
 
All public bodies should have a statutory duty to meaningfully involve users as 
partners, not customers in the decision making process. To facilitate this, 
organisational structures need to be decentralised to appropriate levels for each 
function. Increasingly decision making in Scotland is moving away from local towards 
national decision making. Local Government in particular is at real risk of becoming 
an administrative arm of central government. It is no surprise therefore that turnouts 
at local elections and by-elections is so low.  
 
While many argue for increased centralisation, cuts in the number of councils and 
more national bodies to deliver services like the new Police service, and proposals 
for regional education boards; Scotland is already highly centralised in comparison to 
other European countries. For example, Scotland has on average 1 councillor per 
4270 people while France has 1 per 125. The basis for the proposals from some 
organisations is that economies of scale are created by centralising services, but 
there are real costs from failures caused when one size doesn’t fit all. If people feel 
that they cannot influence policy making they are less likely to participate. 
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General election turnouts are falling and local government elections turnouts are 
even worse with less than 40% of registered voters participating in the Scottish local 
government elections in 2012. Recent by-election turnouts show no sign of a reverse 
in that trend. It is also significant that the change to forms of proportional 
representation in Scotland has not led to increased turnout or a smaller decline in 
turnout than the rest of the UK. 
 

 
Report on the Scottish Council elections 2012 H Bochel, D Denver and Martin 
Steven July 2012 University of Lincoln Lancaster University 

 
UK Political Info  http://www.ukpolitical.info/Turnout45.htm 
 
Polling stations are usually in the heart of communities; so it’s not about access to 
polling stations, but about a desire to go and participate. Walking/travel to polling 
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stations does not correlate to turnout. The key to improving turnout is to understand 
who already votes. Work by ComRes, the polling company, (Who Votes Wins) 
shows that older people, wealthier people, home owners, and postal voters vote. 
Even in the Scottish referendum where we saw record turnouts; poorer areas like 
Glasgow and Dundee had the lowest turnouts of 75% and 78.8%, while better off 
areas saw much higher voting rates e.g. East Dunbartonshire (91%),East 
Renfrewshire and Stirling (both 90%).  
 
Trade union members are more likely to vote than the population at large. We 
believe that this is because they are already part of a movement and both expect to 
and do influence decision making.  
 
Trade union members have a wider role in political process. They know it’s about 
more than just voting every few years. Trade unions provide training and support for 
members specifically on influencing and campaigning and alongside that through 
UNION Learning, wider literacy and numeracy skills which ensure that are better 
able to understand and participate in politics. Trade union members are used to 
influencing politicians at all levels through writing to them, one to one meetings and 
hustings/public meetings. Trade unions are themselves democratic bodies members 
also take part in internal elections, they stand for election to internal positions at both 
local and national levels and democratic decision making via committees and 
conferences. This means they feel more part of an ongoing democratic process and 
are therefore more engaged and more likely to vote  
 
UNISON actively encourages members to vote. We run campaigns to encourage 
members to register to vote and to apply for postal votes. We produce manifestos on 
issues effecting members working lives and analyse party policies and the possible 
impact on public services. Members are also encouraged to attend meetings and 
raise issues with a candidates and branches and committees arrange hustings 
events with key spokespeople from all major political parties to ensure that members 
are able to make informed decisions in elections. 
 
Increasing turnout is not something that should be thought about in the run up to 
elections but must be a permanent process of including people in decision making at 
all levels. When people living in poverty say that they can’t influence things so they 
don’t bother, it’s not a sign that they don’t care, that they don’t understand how the 
world works or can’t be bothered. It’s because every day of their lives they see their 
needs and voices ignored by the powerful. Much is written about “hard to reach” 
groups. Progress requires a better understanding that they are actually “seldom 
looked for”. Increasing turnout requires the promotion of active citizenship, 
supporting community activism and ensuring that all voices are heard at all levels of 
decision making.   
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Political parties could also do more to ensure that their candidates are representative 
of the communities they seek to represent. This is most obvious in terms of gender, 
when only 25% of councillors in Scotland are women.  
 
The Scottish government should invest in voter registration both campaigning and 
the teams required to organise and administer the process. This means actively 
seeking out seldom listened to groups, rather than just an advertising campaign. As 
well as encouraging people to register they should also be encouraged to sign up for 
postal votes. The Scottish government should resist any and all attempt to restrict 
the role of trade unions in engaging in public life. Government should also support 
organisations like trade unions and community groups to support citizens to 
participate in elections and the wider political process.   
 
Dave Watson 
Head of Policy and Public Affairs 
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Written Submission from ENABLE Scotland 
 
Background 
 
ENABLE Scotland is the leading organisation of and for people who have learning 
disabilities. We provide a wide range of support services for over 2000 people who 
have learning disabilities and their families in Scotland. And together with our 5000 
members, campaign for an equal society for every person who has a learning 
disability.  
 
ENABLE Scotland is pleased to submit evidence to the Local Government and 
Communities committee on the subject of democratic participation; ahead of our 
input to the committee session entitled: Scottish local government elections and 
voting. 
 
Accessible politics is a key priority for ENABLE Scotland. At the Scottish 
Parliamentary Elections ENABLE Scotland campaigned to #ENABLEtheVote for 
people who have learning disabilities.   
 
Issue: Not enough people with a learning disability vote - average 30%. In contrast, 
66% of the wider population voted in the last UK General Election. 
Yet, 70% of people who have learning disabilities want to vote, but 60% find the 
process too difficult. 
People with learning disabilities’ voices aren’t heard. They often face lifelong 
exclusion and lack of opportunity. If politicians and decision-makers don’t hear their 
voices through democratic participation, they won’t understand the impact their 
decisions make on the lives of people who have learning disabilities. 
 
The challenges: 
 
There are too many barriers in the political process. Including, but not limited to:  

i) Complexities of registering and exercising your vote  
ii) Limiting expectations which preclude people who have learning disabilities 

from the democratic process 
iii) inaccessible information from parties prohibits informed decision-making 

People with a learning disability need to feel empowered to exercise their right to 
vote. 
 
ENABLE Scotland was specifically made aware of two occasions where a person 
who has a learning disability was attempted to be denied access to support to vote, 
or to exercise their vote at a polling station:  
 

On 23rd June 2016 I supported B to vote. I expected to be able to support B to cast 

his vote. However we were advised that guidelines had changed on who was 



LGC/S5/16/9/3 

14 
 

allowed to support a person to vote. We were told it needed to be a family member 

who was also registered to vote or a member of polling station staff. 

Personal Assistant, ENABLE Scotland 
 

On 5th May 2016, I was contacted by a party representative.  They had been calling 

round voters and had been informed by one family that they were told at the polling 

station that their son who has a learning disability could not vote. He is registered to 

vote. 

Staff member, ENABLE Scotland 
 
#ENABLEtheVote – Scottish Parliamentary Elections 2016 
 
ENABLE Scotland’s campaign worked across the political spectrum, empowering 
people who have learning disabilities to have their say in Scottish politics; to 
influence the debate on the issues that matter to them; make informed choices about 
who to vote for, and increase the number of people who have learning disabilities 
exercising their right to vote in the Scottish Elections.  
 

 ENABLE Scotland campaigned for an #EasyReadElection2016 
 Worked with the Electoral Commission to create easy-read voting guides for 

people who have learning disabilities, their families, and professionals working 
with them 

 Delivered 21 interactive voting workshops and 8 accessible regional hustings. 
 
ENABLE Scotland worked with the Electoral Commission to develop co-branded 
easy read voting guides. Not only were these guides accurate and informative, they 
benefitted a wider audience. Furthermore, the benefit of the Electoral Commission 
backing meant we also equipped people with a tool to self-advocate when faced with 
challenge to their right to vote from others – either at the Polling Station or from 
carers, support staff or family members making assumptions about capacity.  
 
Our members told us that informed decision-making is one of the biggest barriers to 
voting. With the right support, people with learning disabilities felt they could 
participate in the process of voting, but there remained significant gaps in how they 
were engaged in the political debate; creating a real barrier informed decision 
making. 
 
#ENABLEtheVote took a creative, person centred approach to political engagement; 
taking the debate out of politics and replacing it with dialogue. The traditional 
hustings format is inaccessible and doesn’t facilitate meaningful participation of 
people who have learning disabilities. Instead, we developed a conversation-café 
model where political representatives rotated around discussion groups. This 
generated impressive feedback from politicians as well as our members. 
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Impact: 
 

 200 people who have learning disabilities attended #ENABLEtheVote Hustings 
 86% said #ENABLEtheVote helped them make informed decisions about their 

vote 
 80% exercised their vote!  
 4 out of 5 political parties published easy-read manifestos for the first time! 
 Innovative model of inclusive political engagement for future. 

 
Local Government Elections: 
 
ENABLE Scotland is currently planning our approach to #ENABLEtheVote for 2017 
Local Government Elections, building on our Innovative model of inclusive political 
engagement.  
 
Key priorities for consideration by the committee:  
 
1) Political parties must be urged to facilitate informed decision making through the 

provision of accessible information and supporting opportunities for people who 
have learning disabilities to explore their voting options.  

2) It is key that the Electoral Management Board provides guidance and support to 
Returning Officers to ensure that people with learning disabilities are able to 
exercise their democratic right to vote. This work should be supported by the 
Electoral Commission and ENABLE Scotland and include the development of 
training for staff in election offices and at Polling Places to ensure that they have 
an awareness of how to support someone with a learning disability in voting. 
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Written Submission from the Electoral Reform Society Scotland 
 
About the Electoral Reform Society  
 
The Electoral Reform Society was founded in 1884 and has over 100 years of 
experience and knowledge of democratic processes and institutions. As an 
independent campaigning organisation working for a better democracy in the UK we 
believe voters should be at the heart of British politics. The Society works to improve 
the health of our democracy and to empower and inform voters. See more at: 
http://www.electoral-reform.org.uk  
 
Source research and data 
  
All of the data and research findings mentioned in this briefing are contained in the 
book ‘The Missing Scotland’ by William Sullivan, published in 2014. This includes 
focus groups of non-voters conducted in Glasgow and Dundee by IPSOS Mori on 
behalf of the Electoral Reform Society in early 2014.  One of the Glasgow groups 
was only voters under 25 referred to as the ‘young group’.  
 
Introduction  
 
Low turnout in election are part of what Claudia Chwalsz described as ‘The Populist 
Signal’ in her book of the same name. They are a signal that politics and democracy 
need to change if we are to be able to make our democratic institutions work in the 
wider public interest.  The concern now of course is not that we need to tinker with 
our approach to democracy to ‘tune it up’ a bit but that unless we can find ways to 
include more people in the decision making processes then democracy itself might 
lose legitimacy . While voting and representation might be part of democracy, the 
spaces and places where citizens discus and deliberate seem to be crucial to its 
future vitality. Democracy actually happens in these places not in the voting booth.  
 
Who doesn’t vote?  
 
Survey data from the likes of the Hansard Society Annual Audit consistently shows 
that people that belong to social groups with manual labour jobs or unemployed 
(social class D and E) are much less likely to vote than managerial and professional 
workers (social class A and B). Election turnout in the 2012 Scottish Local 
Government elections by ward seems to confirm the relationship between social 
class and turnout. Wards with high levels of deprivation and high student populations 
tend to have the lowest turnouts, while Island communities and/or relatively affluent 
areas tend to have much higher turnouts. 
 

Many of the lowest turnout wards are city centre areas with high student populations. 
It is not surprising that students are unlikely to vote. First of all, they are largely 
transient, and less linked to issues that affect their local community, with their time 

http://www.electoral-reform.org.uk/
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there relatively short. This is in sharp contrast to island communities, who vote in 
local elections in numbers that would be high for a general election in any part of the 
Scottish mainland. Islanders tend to have strong connections to place and to the 
community of that place. Crofters new and old have a settled connection with the 
land, with family ties, or have chosen to live there because of the nature of island life. 
Students are also predominantly young, and young people are less likely to vote. 
This is getting less likely with each generation. The Hansard Society’s 2013 annual 
audit of political engagement in the UK found a marked decrease in the proportion of 
18–24 year olds who are certain to vote (from 22 per cent in 2012 to 12 per cent in 
2013); the same survey identified that more than four times as many people aged 55 
and above are certain to vote than 18–24 year olds.  
 
What the non-voters care about  
 
One key point, true of all participants, is that they are not apathetic about where they 
live, or about the desire for it to be better. Any suggestion that non-voters are 
uninterested and broadly disengaged beyond voting was not borne out by this 
research. When asked to talk about politics, participants addressed it often through 
the frames and language provided by political parties and the mass media, but in a 
very personal way. They could easily identify the problems within their communities 
and the circumstances that, if changed, would make them better places to live.  
 
These problems included unemployment, bad housing or homelessness, addictions 
and lack of facilities. They were concerned about their future, and the future of their 
family and friends and the people they know. While many had jobs, they were 
worried about losing them. They did not view people on benefits as scroungers but 
as people they had relationships with, as potentially their friends and their family. 
Participants saw benefits cuts, and particularly the ’bedroom tax’ (which had a high 
media profile at the time of the research), as adversely affecting people they knew. 
They felt that they could easily be in the position of ‘worklessness’ or even 
homelessness. 
 
Why do non-voters not vote?   
 
All group members had very little regard for politicians or for voting. The participants 
who had voted in past elections said that they had done so because their family had 
always voted or because ‘it’s just what you did’. They often went on to say that they 
had invariably voted for candidates that their parents had favoured, it was a family 
tradition, and that ‘policy didn’t come into it’: 
 
‘It had nothing to do with what [the parties] had to offer; I think we all know that’s a lot 
of crap.’ General public group, Glasgow 
 
In all groups, the main reasons given for not voting in past elections were: 
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 A feeling that voting is unlikely to make a difference and is therefore a waste 

of time. 
 ‘There’s no left or right anymore… naebody’s prepared to stick their neck out.’ 

In other words, there is no perceived difference between parties and their 
objectives. 

 A view that ‘No-one represents my interests.’ 
 ‘It’s just like a playground fight between the big boys.’ (Dundee group) A lack 

of trust in politicians and an elite that are not like the voters. 
 A perception that manifesto commitments are rarely followed through on: 

‘They say one thing and do another.’ (young group, Glasgow). 
 A lack of (concise) information about how to go about voting, who the 

candidates are and what they stand for, and a lack of real choice between 
candidates.  

 
Additionally, participants in the younger group said that they had not voted in the 
past because they felt that doing so would make little difference to the issues that 
mattered most to them. That is, that politicians and parties did not do enough to 
oppose the ‘bedroom tax,’ to tackle unemployment among young people, or to do 
anything to make housing rents more affordable. A couple also contended that 
politics was too ‘London dominated’ and their votes would simply be wasted.  
 
For some of the young group, voting was treated almost with disdain: if you voted 
then you were being manipulated.  
 
‘Do you think I’m zipped up the back?’ was a response from one member of this 
group when asked about voting. ‘I’m no giving any of them my vote’ also implied a 
sense that their vote was valuable and important, but none of the options on offer 
were worthy of it.  
 
Significantly, participants tended not to discriminate between different types of 
election when discussing their reasons for not voting. This reflected a deep level of 
distrust in politicians, as well as participants’ general lack of confidence that their 
vote would make a difference. Some people did raise issues that are practical 
barriers to voting. 
 
These include: 
 

 A lack of knowledge about the issues 
 A lack of knowledge about how to register for vote 
 A lack of choice – no online voting available 
 Being too busy, especially if you have a job and a family 

 
The majority of participants were, however, clear that these more practical issues 
were less important in dissuading them from voting than fundamental issues about 



LGC/S5/16/9/3 

19 
 

parties and politicians. In fact, several where adamant that it was not about how easy 
it was to vote, but about there being no-one that they would want to vote for. The 
‘young group’ were particularly clear that regardless of whether they could vote 
online, or via their mobile phone, reducing some barriers, if nothing else changed 
they would still not vote. 
 

What might make people vote in future elections? 
 
The overriding point emerging from this part of the discussion in the focus groups 
was that for the vast majority of participants, not voting in elections was a deliberate 
act. They claimed to want to vote but were so disillusioned with the political process 
that they had opted out. Participants talked about a range of issues that could make 
them change their minds and (re)engage with the political process; this included 
having more honest, trustworthy and better quality politicians , politicians fulfilling 
manifesto promises and having a wider range of choice among political parties. 
Interestingly, many participants in Glasgow said that they would be more likely vote if 
their vote may help prevent extremist parties (especially extremist right-wing parties) 
from gaining power. In Dundee, there was a consensus that voting might be 
increased if politicians spent more time finding out what the public wants – by 
approaching people in street/door to door meetings  and through online discussions 
– then attempted to deliver on this. A couple of people in this group also commented 
that they would be more likely to vote if more information was available about the 
choices at stake in elections and what parties are offering. 
 
The issue of the ‘honest’ and ‘genuine’ politician was very important to participants – 
or ‘the biggest point’ as one person in Dundee put it – mainly because of what they 
saw as a lack of such leaders among the current political class. Participants would 
be much more likely to vote if they considered those representing them to be worthy 
of the title:  
 
‘Start being a bit more honest about what they’re going to deliver and if they cannae 
do it, tell us.’ (Dundee group) 
 
Further, they wanted politicians who ‘stand out from the crowd’ and who were 
committed to their beliefs. They spoke of a number of Scottish politicians, including 
Donald Dewar and George Galloway as examples, but also singled out Boris 
Johnson, Dennis Skinner and Tony Benn as conviction politicians who they found 
appealing. Although these politicians come from different parts of the political 
spectrum, they were perceived as people who stood up to the establishment and 
pursued what they believed in. At the end of each focus group, participants were 
asked to complete (in writing) the sentence, ‘I would be more likely to vote if…’ and 
their responses were collated and coded. Reflecting the themes already reported, 
the most common answer (given by around a third of group participants) was: 
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‘If parties were more representative of the public/voters and more in tune with the 
issues they face.’  
 
In the Glasgow general public group in particular, there was a specific focus on 
politicians being more working class and/or more in touch with ‘working people’: 
 
‘I would be more likely to vote if I trusted the politicians standing for election. 
However, I feel they are all out of touch with what is going on for the working people 
and I cannot relate to them and them with me’ general public group, Glasgow 
 
‘The government were in line with the reality of the issues that people are facing – on 
a daily basis’ general public group, Glasgow 
 
Our Conclusion- Towards a Democratic Society   
 
Those dark winter evenings in Dundee and Glasgow when the focus groups met to 
provide the basis for this briefing could be seen as depressing portents for Scottish 
democracy. Digging deeper into what those people told us shows that what seemed 
on the surface to be the self-removal of a whole section of the population from the 
working of our democracy is in fact a systemic exclusion. 
 
It is systemic because we have a political system that values conflict, scarcity and 
the dominance of one set of interests over another. This system has been so 
completely captured by the middle and managerial classes that they continue to 
entrench that power and whether deliberate or not kick down on those that have 
none. The alienation seems so complete that for the ‘missing Scotland’ voting in a 
general election seems as relevant as casting a vote for an election in some distant 
land.  
 
The growing irrelevance of traditional forms of hierarchy and the new times we find 
ourselves driven by the rapid technological changes are happening across the world. 
They have produced far-reaching transformation and change at a pace difficult for 
many to comprehend and the political system has not caught up and lots of people 
have been left behind. So we find ourselves experiencing ‘populist shocks’ such as 
Brexit, Corbynism and the rise of Trump. Scotland does better but we cannot 
consider ourselves immune from democratic problems.   These shocks are the 
symptoms of too little democracy, of power hoarded and not shared, of a system 
hollowed out from below.  
 
If we want to protect and grow representative democracy it must be built upon 
something new. Power not given from the top down but coming from the bottom up.  
 
A Scotland honeycombed with local democratic spaces where people can shape and 
run their own lives and communities. This ‘Democratic Society’ would be the much 
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strengthened framework on which our institutions might rest much more secularly 
than they do at the moment. 
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ANNEXE B 
 

Submission from the Electoral Commission 
 
The Electoral Commission has a range of responsibilities in relation to local 
government elections in Scotland. These include: 
 

 Guidance and advice to electoral administrators, candidates and agents 
 Operation of an statutory observer’s scheme  
 Setting standards for the running of these elections and monitoring Returning 

Officers’ performance against these standards 
 Running a public awareness campaign so that voters know how to participate 

in the elections  
 Reporting on the administration of the local government elections. 

 
This briefing provides information about our public awareness campaign for the 2017 
local government elections to help inform the Committee’s round table discussions 
on voter participation at the elections. 
 
The campaign 
 
The Electoral Commission will be running a multi-media public information campaign 
ahead of the 4 May 2017 council elections in Scotland. The public awareness activity 
will have two key aims: 

 To provide voters with information on how to register and the deadline for 
doing so  

 To provide voters with information on the date of the elections and on how to 
cast their votes 

 
There will be two phases to the campaign. The registration phase will aim to raise 
awareness that you need to register by the 17 April to be able to vote in the council 
elections. The voter information phase will provide information on the different ways 
of voting and explain to voters how to complete their ballot papers confidently using 
numbers in order of their choice.  
 
The campaign will include TV, radio, press and online advertising with a strong focus 
on the digital element. This focus will allow us to communicate targeted messages to 
different groups including students and 15-17 year olds. 
 
A voter information booklet will be sent to every household in Scotland in the week of 
3 April. This will contain information on how to register to vote; the different ways to 
vote (including in person, proxy and postal voting) and how to complete the ballot 
paper using numbers. This booklet will also be available in a range of alternative 
formats and community languages. 
 
Partnership working 
 
Partnership working is a vital component of the Commission’s work to reach   under-
registered groups and those facing barriers to participation in democracy. The 
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Commission works in partnership with a wide range of public and voluntary 
organisations to effectively target voter information at young people, students, BME 
communities, disabled people and private renters.  This has included working with 
Shelter Scotland to reach homeless people, private renters and those in insecure 
housing with information about registering and voting. We have also worked with 
Enable Scotland to provide Easy Read voter information to people with learning 
disabilities and with the MOD to target service voters. We will continue to work with 
existing and new partners, including those working with young people, in the run-up 
to the 2017 local government elections to widen the impact of our partnership work.   
 
Further information and examples of our partnership work can be found in our report 
on Public awareness at the 5 May 2016 elections and the EU referendum 
 
Returning Officers also have responsibility for promoting awareness of how to 
participate in council elections and we will continue to work with Returning Officers, 
Electoral Registration Officers and their communications teams to extend the reach 
of our public awareness campaign. This will include providing campaign resources 
for councils to adapt and use locally. 

 
15-17 year olds 
 
The Commission will undertake bespoke partnership activity in relation to 15-17 year 
olds. This will include activity in schools to replicate the success of our ‘Ready to 
vote’ campaign launched ahead of the Scottish Parliament election which 
approximately 80% of Scottish secondary schools participated in. We will again work 
with a range of bodies to deliver this including Education Scotland, The Association 
of Directors in Education Scotland, School Leaders Scotland and the Electoral 
Management Board. 
 
We will update MSPs updated in the coming months as our public awareness plans 
develop. This will include notifying MSPs of resources they can use to promote 
awareness of, and participation in, the local government elections. 
 
Sarah Mackie 
Senior Officer – Communications 
  

http://www.electoralcommission.org.uk/__data/assets/pdf_file/0014/213800/May-2016-and-EU-referendum-public-awareness-evaluation-report.pdf
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Written Submission from Dr James Gilmour 
 
Turnout 
 
1.  There is a considerable body of academic research on this topic and I have no 
doubt a detailed review of that would be useful.  For example, the “Politics” chapter 
of British Social Attitudes 31, written by Professor John Curtice summaries the 
current situation and includes many relevant references [1].  It would also be useful 
to see the Hansard Society’s Audit of Political Engagement 13: The 2016 Report [2]. 
 
2.  The November 2012 issue of the Journal of Elections, Public Opinion and Parties 
(Volume 22, Number 4) may be of particular interest as it was dedicated to studies of 
turnout, specifically how turnout is influenced by socialisation, social networks and 
mobilisation [3].  I shall not attempt to summarise the five papers in that issue of 
JEPOP, but one message seemed clear to me: young electors from families with a 
history of “not voting” should be a specific target of any “turnout intervention” as they 
will otherwise follow the family pattern. 
 
3.  But we must be realistic.  Local government elections in Scotland are “third order 
elections”.  In Scotland, “first order” = UK Parliament elections; “second order” = 
Scottish Parliament elections; “third order” = local government (council) elections.  
This order reflects the hierarchy of power and perceived importance.  Despite the 
best efforts of the McIntosh Commission, the establishment of the Scottish 
Parliament, with an effective Scottish Government within it, has seen a significant 
decrease in the powers of Local Authorities in Scotland.  Relative turnouts reflect 
that reality. 
 
Reasons why people do not vote 
 
4.  Many people will vote in elections if they believe the elections matter to them and 
if they believe their vote could make any real difference to the outcome and to how 
the elected body would subsequently behave.  But we also have to recognise that a 
significant number of electors do not want to participate in such decision-making.  
And I would attach a heavy discount to “circumstances” as the real reason why they 
did not vote (e.g. SPICe Background Paper on Local Authority Elections, 28 
November 2012). 
 
5.  There is a well-established correlation for wards between lower turnouts and 
lower scores in assessments of average income, educational attainment, 
occupational status, etc, but the “problem” cannot be so simply explained away.  I 
know from personal experience of living in a development where the 146 property 
owners are required by law (Deed of Conditions) to make decisions affecting the 
common property by formal vote, that voting levels can be low even when the 
decisions will determine personal financial commitments.  On the seven occasions 
when such decisions have been made in recent years the turnouts ranged from 24% 
to 31%, even though every owner was on every occasion provided with a mandatory, 
in effect, a postal vote. 
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Expectations 
 
6.  Calls for more “participation” are often made alongside the cries of concern about 
voter turnout.  While I would strongly support greater participation in decision-
making, especially at the local level, I think our expectations must be realistic.  The 
low level of interest in involvement (voting) described in paragraph 5 above is very 
much in line with the findings of research commissioned by the Scottish Government 
in 2005 into public attitudes to participation [4]. 
 
7.  The table on the following page was adapted from the unpublished top-line 
results obtained provided by MORI Scotland who undertook the research.  The first 
block shows the percentages of respondents for all five options as given in the MORI 
dataset.  In the second block options 1 and 2, and options 4 and 5, have been 
combined, showing the “not interested” respondents versus the “interested” 
respondents.  The further amalgamation in the third block highlights the “non-
participants” and the “potential participants”. 
 
8.  It is perhaps understandable that the results of this research have received very 
little publicity as they make uncomfortable reading for many advocates of 
“participation”.  But they reflect the reality of our society.  There is clearly a great deal 
to be done if we are serious about improving our “representative democracy” and 
then increasing “participation”. 
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This submission may be made public without reservation. 
 
James Gilmour 
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PUBLIC ATTITUDES TO PARTICIPATION 
       Q2. Which of the statements on this card comes closest 

    to your own view of each of these organisations? 

       FOR EACH ORGANISATION 
       Option 1 - I’m not interested in what the…does, or whether they do their job  

  Option 2 - I’m not interested in what the …does, as long as they do their job  
  Option 3 - I like to know what the…is doing, but I’m happy to let them get on with their job  
  Option 4 - I like to have a say in what the…does and how it does its job  

   Option 5 - I would like to have more of a say in what the…does and how it does its job  
       
 Option 

1  
Option 

2  
Option 

3  
Option 

4  
Option 

5  
Don't 
know 

 (%) (%) (%) (%) (%) (%) 
Local Council  4 16 42 23 13 2 
Community Council  4 17 40 18 9 12 
Scottish Executive 5 18 39 22 11 6 
The Scottish Parliament  6 18 36 24 13 3 
The UK Government  6 18 39 21 14 3 
The European Parliament  9 23 35 14 10 9 
       
Average 6 18 39 20 12 6 
       

  
Option Option Option 

 
Don't 

  
1 + 2 3 4 + 5 

 
know 

  (%) (%) (%)  (%) 
Local Council  

 
20 42 36 

 
2 

Community Council  
 

21 40 27 
 

12 
Scottish Executive 

 
23 39 33 

 
6 

The Scottish Parliament  
 

24 36 37 
 

3 
The UK Government  

 
24 39 35 

 
3 

The European Parliament  
 

32 35 24 
 

9 
 

      Average 
 

24 39 32 
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Option 

 
Option 

 
Don't 

  
1 + 2 + 3 

 
4 + 5 

 
know 

  (%)  (%)  (%) 
Local Council  

 
62 

 
36 

 
2 

Community Council  
 

61 
 

27 
 

12 
Scottish Executive 

 
62 

 
33 

 
6 

The Scottish Parliament  
 

60 
 

37 
 

3 
The UK Government  

 
63 

 
35 

 
3 

The European Parliament  
 

67 
 

24 
 

9 

       Average 
 

63 
 

32 
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