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Has Devolution Transformed Scottish Local Government? Notes from a Small Country Facing Common Problems of Governance

Prior to 1999, local government in Scotland was generally considered to lack a genuinely `localist’ role. Its constitutional, legal, political, and financial autonomy was heavily circumscribed by the context of the UK as a `Union State’. This meant a marginal tailoring of UK-wide policies to the Scottish context, rather than reflecting the wishes of a Scottish electorate and a wider civil society with its own distinct preferences and values. With the advent of a devolved Scottish Parliament in 1999 and its control over local government and most others areas of Scottish public life, the opportunity seemed to emerge for a more vital, autonomous and ultimately `democratic’ system of local government in Scotland. This paper examines the extent to which this has happened in the post-1999 period. It pays particular attention to the degree to which: (a) Scottish local government policies have departed from those in England and Wales (b) pre-existing patterns of central-local relations in Scotland have changed and (c) Scottish local government has been able to disentangle itself from the constraints of a wider system of multi-level governance which ranges from the sub-national to the supra-national (EU) level.

