
Keep politics strictly local! 
 
Why don’t we simply kick party loyalties out of council election? After all, what has 
Scottish independence to do with getting the bins lifted? A powerful article argues 
for one of the biggest shake-ups of voting in a generation 
 
And they’re off! 
 
The local election campaign has begun. Every council seat in Scotland is being contested, 
as well municipalities in parts of England including London. 
 
Yet to judge from the media reaction it may as well be business as usual. The council 
elections are in danger of being subsumed into the endless debate about Scotland’s place 
in the UK.  Alex Salmond’s opponents are already saying that votes for the SNP will be 
taken as support for his campaign to break up Britain. 
 
Local papers are full of letters by council candidates – but as often as not they’re about 
the Budget, or independence, the fuel strike or political donations. 
 
This is very damaging for local democracy because it distracts attention from what’s 
really at stake here, which is the performance of local councils. 
 
Local government in Scotland is now a by-word for incompetence, waste and even 
corruption with scandals of one kind or another afflicting Edinburgh, Aberdeen and 
Glasgow in recent times. The classic case in point is the Edinburgh Tram fiasco, a perfect 
storm of waste, incompetence and buck-passing. 
 
The natural reaction of central government is to intervene by taking away power from the 
localities. North and south of the border, governments of all hues have meddled with 
local government finances. Council Tax has been capped, and business rates centralised. 
The SNP Scottish Government has made an offer to local government that it can’t refuse: 
either freeze council tax altogether, or receive such a cut in your grant that the tax would 
have to go through the roof to cover it. 
 
The UK Coalition is going down the same route. In truth council tax has long been prone 
to manipulation by the centre, because both the responsibilities of local government and 
the subsidy it receives can be changed by the government at will. Now in Scotland more 
and more powers are being taken away from the local level – oversight of the police, 
strategic planning, social work. 
 
But if the temptation to centralise is so hard to resist, perhaps central government would 
do better to ask itself why it is that the town hall performs so badly? 
 
One clue lies in the remarkable homogeneity between different local authorities. There 
appears to be very little difference between them, whichever political party is nominally 
in control. Take my council as an example. Scottish Borders Council is notionally 



controlled by a Conservative - Liberal Democrat coalition. But neither conservatism nor 
liberalism seems to inform the operation of the council. Almost every local service is 
delivered by a centralised bureaucracy. Schools, rubbish collection, roads, parks, 
libraries, museums, swimming pools, planning – all of them run centrally by officials 
employed at council HQ ten, twenty or even thirty miles from where the service is 
delivered.  
 
The same is true in most other Scottish local authorities, whatever their political 
complexion. 
 
It is true that there have been some innovative developments in municipal politics in 
recent years, in planning (for example in Aberdeenshire), housing (Glasgow) and schools 
(East Lothian). But these have been driven as much by officials and their budgetary 
considerations as by genuine policy innovation by local councillors. 
 
The sad truth is that councillors have very little impact on how local government is run. 
To be fair, central government places many restrictions on how services are delivered. 
But within those there should still be scope for a more dynamic and imaginative 
approach. The trouble is that councillors from national parties are hamstrung by their 
political allegiances. 
 
Too many local politicians regard their council membership as the stepping stone on a 
path to higher things. A third of MSPs are former local councillors. Worse, some use it as 
a kind of sinecure, a reward for long service in retirement perhaps, or compensation for a 
lost seat in Parliament. 
 
If the primary purpose, from the party point of view, is for local councillors to support the 
national edifice, that leaves them little room for manoeuvre. It is difficult, if you’re 
elected on a party ticket, to contradict Party Central on policy. 
 
In the Borders, for example, the council has surrendered control of strategic planning to a 
body based in Edinburgh. There was no reason to do this, because co-operation on 
planning between authorities can take place on a voluntary basis, while retaining ultimate 
control locally. Nor was their any public support for the move. But because the political 
calculation at Holyrood was in favour of the new central body, the locals toed the party 
line.  
 
A further problem is that national political movements serve a purpose that is very distant 
from the realities of municipal service. The obvious case in point is the SNP. What on 
earth has Scottish Nationalism got to do with collecting the bins? But this problem is not 
confined to the SNP. The other parties are busy launching their local election manifestos, 
with ‘localism’ the buzzword. Yet read them closely and they are all about how local 
government should be changed rather than what local authorities should do for 
themselves. 
 



The council tax freeze, for example, is imposed by central government and has nothing to 
do with the qualities of your local councillor. The question of how local government is 
organised is actually a national issue, properly discussed at general elections. What we 
should be discussing now, on a local basis, is what the local authority can achieve with 
the powers it already has. 
 
So what can be done about local government, from inside or from without? Centralising 
everything, in the end, cannot be a satisfactory answer. The whole point of local 
government is that certain services should be delivered locally. By making them more 
accountable, they should become more efficient and in tune with local priorities. Running 
them from Edinburgh won’t help in the long run. 
 
Instead we should focus on the accountability side, and that must mean reviving the 
independent tradition in local government. The town hall needs politicians with no wider 
political agenda than running local services effectively. 
 
It is worth casting a glance back at history to see that local politics was not always 
dominated by the national agenda. It is only since the war that the encroachment of 
national politics into local government has been steady, led at first by the Labour Party. 
 
To begin with, those who wanted to keep things local formed themselves into 
‘Progressive parties,’ loose alliances of conservatives, liberals and independents trying to 
prevent the advent of municipal socialism.  
 
Formed in Edinburgh in 1928 and Glasgow in 1936, these groups did well for some 
decades. As late as 1972, Edinburgh City Council had twenty one Progressives, more 
than a quarter of the chamber.  But the growing tendency of Labour’s national opponents 
to seek to counter them by entering local politics themselves eventually undermined the 
Progressives. 
 
It is understandable why the national parties want to maintain their stranglehold on local 
politics. Councillors and council elections are thought to nourish the grass roots of each 
constituency party. Elected councillors provide a willing cadre of local supporters, 
helping MPs and MSPs to get elected. Certainly, any party that voluntarily left the field 
open to its opponents might feel at a disadvantage. 
 
But in truth the takeover of municipal politics by the big parties has been a disaster. It has 
destroyed the sense of civic pride and duty, of thrift and of philanthropy that 
characterised local government a century ago. Can anything be done to reverse the trend? 
 
In England, a fascinating development is unfolding in this regard. Successive 
governments have offered voters, through referenda, the chance to establish directly 
elected mayors in their towns and cities. The obvious example is London, but there are 
now fifteen other places with mayors, and next month voters in another ten cities, 
including Birmingham, Manchester and Newcastle, will decide on whether to follow suit. 
 



In many cases, of course, the main political parties have stepped in to claim the mayoral 
prize. But such is the power, prominence and visibility of the office that it cannot fail to 
be more accountable as a result. That makes local politics in these areas far more 
independent of the national scene as the various shenanigans of Boris Johnson and Ken 
Livingstone testify. In some towns independent mayors (such as Middlesbrough’s 
‘Robocop’ Ray Mallon) have won office. In either case, innovation, or at least 
rejuvenated local politics, has generally followed. 
 
In Scotland there is as yet no move towards directly elected provosts, which is a shame. 
But what of the existing tradition of independent local politics? In urban areas this largely 
died with the Progressives, but in some rural areas independent councillors still thrive. 
 
There is some evidence that councils with more independents perform better than those 
dominated by the national parties. Council tax tends to be a little lower, voter turnout 
higher and school performance better. 
 
Sadly, independents seem to have been badly affected by ‘Single Transferable Vote’, the 
proportional voting system which was introduced for local elections in 2007. In that year, 
their numbers declined from 230 (20% of the total) to 192 (16%). It may be that it has 
become harder for individuals to compete in the larger ‘super wards’ the new system 
entails, where the greater financial resources and media coverage of the national parties 
holds an advantage. 
 
One option is for independents to band together. I should declare an interest here. In 2007 
I joined a ‘local only’ party called the Borders Party which was set up to revive the 
independent tradition in our area. I now find myself standing as a candidate in nearby 
Mid Berwickshire, hoping to win election in May. My colleagues have very different 
views from each other on national issues, but have a common goal to return local 
accountability and civic pride to local politics. Acting as a group allows us to compete 
against the big boys, and to come up with a common platform for real change if we get 
elected.  
 
One piece of good news is that the local elections have been ‘de-coupled’ from Scottish 
and General Elections. This might help independents if voters can be persuaded 
temporarily to put their normal party loyalties aside in the local interest. We’ll see. But if 
you have an independent standing in your local area, it could be worth giving him or her 
a fair hearing. 
 
Tom Miers is standing as an independent Borders Party candidate in Mid 
Berwickshire at next month’s local elections 
 
 
 
 


