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Local Government and Communities Committee 
 

Local Government Boundary Commission for Scotland’s 5th Electoral 
Review 
 

Written Submission from the Electoral Reform Society 
 
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.   
 
Introduction and Context  
 
In giving evidence to the Local Government and Communities Committee on the 
Local Government Boundary Commission for Scotland’s fifth review and the Scottish 
Government’s response including the associated 25 Scottish Statutory Instruments 
laid to enact changes in 25 Local Authority areas, ERS Scotland would like to 
describe a context which makes it difficult to comment on the review and response 
and then try and make three specific comments.  
 
We want to begin to question the focus given to the idea of ‘representativeness’ 
being driven currently  by concerns other than what set of structures and systems 
will best serve the community . In future we would ideally start from a different point 
of view.  That new view point would be;  
 
What does the community need for ‘communities not to be run for them but by them‘ 
as the Deputy First Minster stated in his speech at the weekend.  
 
For historical reasons we seem to have a system that is predicated on things being 
‘run for people’.  Of course the current guidelines, structures and cultural norms 
around ‘local democracy’  are constraining and while we could comment on the 
proposals only  from within those constraints we feel to do so would be sustaining 
and  perhaps prolonging their existence and to do so might hold back the 
development of local democracy. So we make our comments in the following 
context.  
 
First of all we would like to challenge two important prevailing myths.  
 
Myth 1 - People don’t want more councillors /politicians /representatives.  
 
In April 2016 ERS , Scotland commissioned polling company  BMG to run extensive 
public opinion polling on various aspects of Scottish Local Democracy.  
 
Here are two of the questions we asked about local representation and the results. 
 

http://www.electoral-reform.org.uk/
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Imagine you live in a scenario where all councillors are 
community volunteers giving up their time for no payment 
and only got paid expenses. Which one of these statements 
is closest to your view? 
 
 
 
   

Weighted base 1013 
Effective base 829 

Unweighted base 1013 
People need a lot more representation (many more councillors) 260 

  26% 
People need a little more representation (more councillors) 526 

  52% 
Total more representation 78% 

People need less representation (fewer councillors) 190 
  19% 

People need a lot less representation (much fewer councillors) 37 
  4% 

  
 
This is encouraging but critics might say people always want 
more of a good thing when there is no cost. So we also asked 
this : 
 
Imagine you live in a scenario where all councillors are paid 
a small salary/stipend, as they are currently. Which one of 
these statements is closest to your view?   

Weighted base 1013 
Effective base 829 

Unweighted base 1013 
People need a lot more representation (many more councillors) 176 

  17% 
People need a little more representation (more councillors) 515 

  51% 
Total more representation 68% 

People need less representation (fewer councillors) 262 
  26% 

People need a lot less representation (much fewer councillors) 60 
  6% 

 
Myth 2 - is that on the whole people don’t want to be involved in running their local 
community.  They ‘just want someone to empty the bins, take care of street lighting 
etc‘.  
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Would you be prepared to get involved with your local 
council, helping to make decisions on your services and 
local democracy? 
 
   

Weighted base 1013 
Effective base 829 

Unweighted base 1013 
No - I'd rather not give up my free time 145 

  14% 
No - I wouldn’t feel comfortable assisting in local decisions 225 

  22% 
No - I'm too busy 184 

  18% 
Total No 55% 

Yes - I'd be willing to help for up to half a day (4 hours) per 
month 221 

  22% 
Yes - I'd be willing to help for up to 1 day per month 108 

  11% 
Yes - I'd be willing to help for around 1 to 2 days per month 60 

  6% 
Yes - I'd be willing to help for 3 or more days per month 69 

  7% 
Total Yes 45% 

Total 1+ Days P/Month 23% 
 
Nearly a quarter of people say they are willing to give up 1 day a month to help. That 
is a massive resource.  
 
Our Comments  
 
Electoral Parity  
 
The focus by both the Commission and the consequent Committee’s discussion 
surrounding their recommendations on reaching electoral parity by decreasing the 
larger ratio of representatives to constituents in rural areas is outdated in the context 
of strengthening local democracy. There are good reasons that we should seek to 
give urban constituents more representation, rather than reduce rural and island lists 
to 1 or 2-member wards in the future Islands Bill. 
 
Examples were given, both in evidence and in the Commission’s reports, of the 
uneven distribution of representation. For example, in Orkney there is 1 councillor for 
every 813 constituents, but in Edinburgh the ratio is 1 to 5785. Of course population 
is only one indicator among many, but we would argue that in almost every indicator, 
lack of representation is a barrier to electoral parity, and the focus should move from 
drastically decreasing rural representation as was suggested by the Commission, to 
more councillors with smaller wards.  
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To compare Scotland to other local democracies in Europe would reveal the real 
crisis in representation at a local level. While the average local authority in Scotland 
is 163,200, the EU average is 5630. While the average geographical area of a 
Scottish Local Authority is 2461km2, the UK average is 601km2, meanwhile the EU 
average is 49km2. And if we look at the ratio of local representatives to their citizens, 
Scotland has 1 to every 4270, the UK has 1 to 2860, and Finland—of comparable 
population to Scotland—has 1 to 500. Further, there is public support for more 
representation. In a survey undertaken in April 2016 by BMG, we found that 68% of 
Scots would like more councillors.  

 
So we are supportive of the Ministers’ decision to reject the recommendations 
regarding the Islands and other rural areas such as Argyll and Bute and the Scottish 
Borders, but urge them to consider the necessary wider changes that such these 
recommendations do not begin to address. 
 
The unit of ‘community’ as well as individual 
 
The legislation’s emphasis on prioritising electoral parity above all other things has 
very little room for the local interpretations of ‘community’ or ‘place’. While we 
recognise that 32 independent reviews were undertaken with rigorous consultation, 
previous discussions in committee about a system that ‘works for all of Scotland’ 
show that there is still some way in developing a system of local government which 
recognizes that ‘one size does not fit all’. The tension between the priority of 
electoral parity and respecting the nuances and needs of Scotland’s diverse 
communities clearly presented real difficulties for the Commission. We advise the 
Committee that more emphasis needs to be placed on the local community as a 
body for decision-making, rather than on the electoral parity of these diverse areas. 
 
Independence  
 
Though the issue has been raised previously, it is important for the Electoral Reform 
Society to highlight a concern with Ministers rejecting the recommendations of an 
independent Commission. While we indeed have very strong sympathy with the 
reasoning behind the rejection there are issues of transparency and due process that 
could at least be perceived to be compromised. This is not ideal in terms of trust in 
our democratic processes.  This seems to us to highlight the mismatch between a 
new context and old regulation. We would encourage consideration of the 
regulations and methodologies outlined in the 1973 Bill, and how they can be 
improved, particularly in ensuring communities are just as if not more important than 
‘electoral parity’, and in increasing representation at a local level.  We hope this is 
coming in planned future legislation of this parliament.  
 
Katie Gallogly-Swan 
Campaigns Organiser 
 


