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1. Executive Summary  
Geàrr-chunntas Gnìomhach 
 

This report was begun in November 2016 to examine the state of democracy in the 

Highlands, most particularly what people living here think about it, and how in their 

view it could be improved. The commission appointed to carry out the investigation 

includes members from across the Highland area.  

They are, among others, Highland councillors, a former Scottish government 

minister, and others from many different worlds, including journalism, academia and 

health. Young people were represented by the Convener of Highland Youth Voice, 

and young people were prominent among the “thousands and thousands” of 

interactions. The Commission was chaired by the former chief executive of COSLA – 

the Convention of Scottish Local Authorities – Rory Mair CBE, who selected most of 

the other members of the commission. 

The Commission members asked people what they thought of Highland democracy 

initially “using as many forms of information technology and social media as 

possible,” which provided the majority of the views received. They held a series of 

meetings with communities and groups across the area, involving as many sections 

of communities as they could. Then, when they reckoned they had the message, 

they went back some of the same communities, in most cases as many as three 

times, to check if they were right. 

This report, then, should be an accurate representation of how much say people 

think they have in the way the Highlands are run. 

So, how healthy IS Highland democracy?  

Messages from the Communities 

The answer appears to be that it could be better. “Overall, there was a feeling that 

the democratic process in the Highlands was not working as well as many citizens 

and communities felt that it should”, says the report. It finds that many people believe 

that those in power in the Highlands’ public agencies didn’t want to share the power 

they have with anyone else.  

The communities the commission spoke to are sceptical about just how much public 

agencies want to make policy and decision making open to greater democratic 

involvement.  

 

  



 

Among the consistent messages that came back again and again was the insistence 

that communities want “involvement”, not “consultation”. And they know the 

difference between the two.  

Communities and individuals want involvement, not consultation and they are acutely 

aware of the difference between these two approaches. 

Centralisation/decentralisation is not primarily a geographic issue. It is much more 

about inclusive or exclusive decision making. 

Involvement with the democratic process should be integrated with people’s daily 

lives, not with the way the public bodies work. 

There should be a balance between representative and participative democracy. 

Communities feel that policy is principally decided by professional inputs rather than 

what communities want.  

They want more joined up working between public agencies, which they expect is 

already more interactive than is perhaps the reality. 

Those agencies, they feel, can use their ability to secure and interpret complex 

information to get their own way. 

The Commission believes action should be taken by public bodies on all of these 

issues, and that time is short to put these recommendations into practice. Some of 

the immediate changes will be tactical, some will be about changing strategies and 

culture, and, says the report, having “some overall statements and fine words about 

democracy” won’t convince the public that anything has changed. 

The group most likely to be under represented is working families with young 

children. The report identifies the business of family life, pressure of work and 

resources as reasons why being involved in local democracy is not a priority. “This in 

itself is an important finding,” concludes the Commission “and a challenge for future 

work trying to improve local democracy in the Highlands”.   

  



 

What “Good” looks like    

So what does “good” look like to those the Commission have heard from? 

Strategy needs to be laid out clearly by public bodies. That means they should have 

a statement of clear purpose, clear priorities and the outcomes they’re trying to 

achieve. Without that, communities and citizens don’t know what to do about 

accountability and the results of decision making often appear random. 

Communities want to know how democratically accountable agencies consider 

themselves to be. They want a clear statement from agencies regarding what level of 

accountability the agency expects to develop and how they will make that 

accountability real and effective.  

Agencies should produce a local plan for each area, reflecting the public bodies’ 

explicit strategy, and priorities should then be produced. Communities expect that, 

as legislation suggests, these plans should be based on a digest of agreed profiling 

information which should be equally available to the community and the agencies.  

Community Councils could be involved in this process. They are a statutory part of 

governance in Scotland and they should be part of this planning process in a 

meaningful way, says the report. But, based on the evidence it heard, the 

commission says there are quite diverse opinions on the role and value of 

community councils. Some do have the confidence and support of their communities.  

“In some cases, however,” says the report “communities believe that their community 

council is exclusive, unrepresentative and dominated by vested interests which make 

little or no attempt to reflect the views of the whole community,” and some see their 

community councillors as being every bit as distant as any other elected 

representatives. 

The Commission believes that a decision needs to be made by the public bodies to 

move community councils out of what it calls “this no man’s land.”  

“They either have to be supported, developed and resourced in such a way that they 

can play a full and active part in representative democracy in the Highlands, or it 

must be recognised they don’t and can’t carry out this function,” says the report. 

Meanwhile, agency officials recommending actions to decision makers on public 

bodies should consider whether they know what the communities think and whether 

they know enough to make an informed decision: whether the agencies know 

enough about community views: and when recommending a way forward, they 

should explain how they’ve taken community views into account. And when their 

recommendations override community views, they should explain why.  

Agencies must give communities time to respond effectively. Decisions shouldn’t be 

taken while responses are still coming in. In the Highlands, decision making should 



 

be as local as possible. Even Highland wide decisions should have as much local 

input as possible. 

Communities also would like to see all elected representatives undergo a 

programme of continuing professional development – whether they’re community 

councillors, councillors, MPs or MSPs.  

Communities themselves must be open to more participation, if agencies are to 

make their processes more open and accountable. They must accept that the offer 

of inclusion doesn’t automatically mean their views will prevail. “Communities are 

asking that public bodies treat local democracy very seriously,” says the report. “In 

return community expectation should be both mature and realistic.” 

There are other possible improvements that could be considered, Proposals 

involving technological solutions and social media would be a major piece of work 

and the Commission has ideas about that. But until a basic framework of strategy 

development, local planning and a better decision making process are in place, it’s 

unlikely these can be progressed.   

 

 

  



 

2. The Need for a Commission on 
Highland Democracy  
Am Feum airson Coimisean air 
Deamocrasaidh na Gàidhealtachd 
 

The Idea Behind The Commission 

In response to the National Commission on Local Democracy, The Highland Council, 

who sponsored and supported the Commission were, determined to take up the 

challenge of examining how the democratic process in Highland could be made 

more effective. This sat well within the Council’s own work in opening up its decision 

making processes and being more "local “in the way it does business. The Council 

had already started a variety of new approaches in this regard and these continue to 

develop alongside the work of the Commission. Other Highland public agencies have 

their own policies and approaches to consultation, localisation and community/citizen 

engagement. 

However The Highland Council’s evidence collected through its existing 

engagement/and consultation methods identified a worrying general attitude that the 

Council believed merited further broader investigation, Appendix 1. 

This research found that in general terms local people felt they should, and were 

willing, to engage in the local democratic process but were genuinely sceptical that it 

would make any difference if they did. The Council were quick to understand the 

importance of this finding. It shows that here in the Highlands we have an important 

democratic resource. We have communities and individuals who feel they have a 

responsibility to engage with public bodies and are willing to translate that into the 

time and effort necessary to do so. However that resource is being frustrated, 

perhaps diminished by a common perception that engagement doesn't very often 

mean very much, and that the time and energy expended on being involved did not 

often lead to benefit in terms of better decisions, services and outcomes. 

Assessing whether these perceptions were justified and, if they were, making 

practical proposals to make things better became important and The Commission on 

Highland Democracy was established to do that job. 

 

  



 

3. Commission Membership  
Ballrachd a’ Choimisein 
 

Selecting The Commissioners 

The immediate task I faced on being asked to Chair the Commission was to agree 

the other individuals who would be invited to be Commissioners. 

From the outset I was determined that, whilst The Highland Council was sponsoring 

the Commission, the Commission’s make up should be designed to ensure sufficient 

independence from it.  

This was no minor decision. Not only was the Council sponsoring the Commission 

but I expected, as actually happened, that much of what the Commission would hear 

would relate to the Council and the way it works. 

The Highland Council is the only local public body in the region whose governance is 

made up exclusively of people (Councillors) all of whom are directly elected locally. 

For many people in the community this makes the Council the embodiment of local 

democracy and absolutely central to it. There was therefore a case for all the 

Commissioners being individuals with a current or historical working knowledge of 

the Council. 

I rejected this approach for two reasons. Firstly, whilst The Highland Council is 

unique with regard to its governance, all local public bodies are expected and 

required to show democratic accountability and responsiveness to local people and 

communities. Therefore I wanted the Commission to examine this wider local 

democratic accountability. 

Secondly, if there was to be a quite natural focus on the work of the Council it 

seemed important to me that a significant number of Commissioners had sufficient 

distance and independence from the Council to examine issues objectively.  

In the end the Commission drew just less than half its members from The Highland 

Council with the remainder, a small majority, including the Chair having no current 

Council connection. This arrangement seemed to me to satisfy both a requirement 

for independence with a need for Councillors to feel comfortable with the process 

and accept the value of its findings. On the assumption that the Commission would 

recommend changes that might affect the Council, this arrangement also offered the 

possibility of a number of advocates and supporters of these changes within the 

Council after the Commission reported.  



 

Each of the political groups within the Council proposed one of their senior 

colleagues to serve on the Commission and almost half of its number was appointed 

in this way. 

Selecting the remaining members of the Commission was potentially no less 

contentious. My original thought was that, as the Commission was looking at how 

communities and individuals engaged with local democracy, having local people and 

communities represented on the Commission was the right way to proceed. 

Very quickly, however, a very real difficulty with this approach was encountered. 

Who do you select and how? The natural names that present themselves are mostly 

known community activists or representatives of our most active communities. 

Should they be selected because they are already strong voices, or not? Many 

people suggested one of the problems with our local democracy is that strong voices 

predominate and that those with less time or capacity to be involved should not be 

allowed to go unheard. Would appointing activists be seen to make this situation 

worse or better? Additionally, if individuals were to be invited onto the Commission 

from a particular background or community would they be expected to "represent" 

their views, and if so how would that be supported? 

There was also real concern about achieving a geographical spread of 

Commissioners that was seen to be fair. 

These were all very real and difficult problems but I could have wrestled with them 

and resolved them to a lesser or greater extent. In the end however I took a different 

approach. The importance of direct involvement on the Commission, difficult as it 

would be, was only important if the Commission’s methodology did not place the 

power to drive the Commission’s findings firmly in the hands of the communities and 

individuals themselves. If the way we worked could do that then direct representation 

on the Commission became relatively less important.  

I committed myself, and the Commission, to a way of working that prioritised the 

communities’ voice and ensured that the Commission’s role was one of evidence 

gathering, analysis, and reporting rather than issue identification and advocacy. 

The following section of this overview deals with the Commission’s methodology and 

I hope provides a convincing explanation of how we achieved the goal of community 

direction. 

Just as the selection of The Highland Council Elected Members had pragmatic 

value, the selection of the remaining Commissioners was done on a similarity 

practical and pragmatic basis. 

Commissioners were selected on the basis that they had the skills, capacity and time 

to be involved in the collection, understanding, and reporting of the widest range of 

community views possible and to reliably represent these in the Commissions 

discussions. Commissioners were also selected on the basis of the personal skills 



 

and experience they would bring to the Commission. I wanted some academic skill 

and experience, I wanted the point of view of the press to be involved, and I wanted 

input from those with knowledge of how the major public bodies that serve the 

Highlands actually work. 

The list of Commissioners is attached, as appendix 2 along with a short biography 

of each. 

I am aware from comments throughout the Commissions work it is possible to make 

an argument that this Commission is once again driven by "the great and the good" 

and is fundamentally flawed because of it.  

I understand this worry but would offer three thoughts in response. Firstly this 

argument only works if it is presence on the Commission that drives its outcomes. I 

think we found a way to ensure that is not the case. 

Secondly, if I had selected individuals to directly represent “the community" on the 

Commission that selection would certainly have been random, symbolic, in some 

cases inappropriate and just as unlikely to please everybody as my alternative 

approach. 

Lastly, in terms of community representation, we should not underestimate the input 

of Councillors. Almost half the Commissioners are people whose communities and 

individuals have chosen to represent them through a process that is far more 

transparent and regulated than anything the Commission could achieve. 

No make-up of the Commission could please everyone. However real thought went 

into the selection of Commissioners and a real understanding that the make-up of 

the Commission had important implications for how it had to work. 

  



 

4. Methodology  
Dòigh-obrach 
 

Methodology 

For many Commissions their ability to identify issues, analyse problems, and 

propose solutions and change depends on the personal skill and experience of the 

Commissioners. Their knowledge is what drives the process and, while they will 

most often ask others to engage with them to help their understanding, much of the 

expertise they bring to their task lies with the Commissioners themselves. Following 

our commitment to put communities and individuals at the heart of our examination 

of local democracy, the Commission decided on a deliberately different approach. 

We agreed that we would ask communities and individuals about their experience of 

local democracy, its strengths and its weaknesses, and would be bound to explore 

only the issues they raised. We recognised this approach raised a number of 

legitimate and difficult questions:  

 Research literature is available on this subject and it does identify common 
themes, should this be ignored?  

 The experience and knowledge of the Commissioners themselves is 
considerable, how should this be captured and used?  

 Policy positions that assume knowledge of how local democracy might be 
enhanced within Highland public agencies exist - how could they be 
accommodated within our work?  

 

However, the only way to ensure the primacy of community and individual views in 

our work was to commit to addressing only issues they raised. 

Policy makers using the Commission’s work may very well choose to develop their 

thinking by combining our findings with those from other sources, indeed we might 

expect this. However, a report focused entirely on local community thinking bespoke 

to the Highland area and providing a clear voice for local people adds a new and 

powerful dimension to our knowledge that we would encourage policy makers not to 

ignore. 

In essence our methodology was quite simple. The first approach was to initiate a 

conversation with Highland communities and individuals using as many forms of 

information technology and social media as possible. This conversation was both 

formal and informal with many people responding to a survey while others simply 

gave views and opinions on a more free form basis highlighting issues they thought 

important or interesting. The majority of views we collected were received in this 

way.  



 

The second approach involved a series of face to face meetings with communities 

and groups throughout the Highlands. These meetings were arranged in a variety of 

ways. Some piggybacked existing meetings arranged for more general purposes but 

many arranged for the specific purpose of engaging with the Commission. We 

organised as many of these meetings as we could support as a Commission and we 

tried to ensure a considerable geographical spread involving as many sections of the 

community as we could. 

The third approach was an important sense check. Whenever the Commission felt it 

was beginning to understand a consistent message or messages as a result of the 

information we were receiving we went back to communities and individuals to 

"check" that our understanding was accurate. This is a time consuming but important 

element of our methodology and over the life of the Commission rounds of 

developing understanding and returning to communities to check it out happened at 

least three times but often more, on specific issues.  

As with all projects of this sort, the essence of the methodology is very clear but in 

operation a bit more dynamic and complex. It was impossible to keep these three 

phases entirely separate. Timescales and meeting planning meant they ran into 

each other with new tranches of community views arriving before all of the original 

ones had been checked out. In addition, many of the face to face meetings brought 

forward new views as well as allowing us to discuss issues we had already heard 

about. 

Despite the dynamism of the process, its complexity, and the fact that it was messy, I 

believe the value of the basic methodology and its integrity was maintained. 

Collecting views through IT and social media is a very powerful and useful approach.  

The majority of our base information came from these sources. The difficulty is that 

whether the information is collected formally (through our survey work) or informally 

through more free form responses, the information does not always deliver a 

narrative or argument. We received thousands and thousands of bits of information. 

Very often these were not very clearly connected and sometimes seemingly 

contradictory. Sense needs to be made of this. We had pieces of a jigsaw but no 

overall picture of what communities were trying to tell us. Worse than that, the pieces 

could fit together in very different ways to deliver quite different conclusions 

depending on how they were used. 

This is where the second and third elements of our methodology came into play. 

Face to face meetings with sufficient time, carry the potential for more in depth 

discussions and greater understanding, from a community perspective, regarding 

how information should be interpreted and conclusions drawn.  

Once this had happened and interpretation had begun to emerge we still had the 

ability to go back to the community to check it out. We were able to say to Highland 

communities and individuals: we have heard your initial views, concerns and issues, 



 

and with the help of community meetings we think we understand what you are 

trying to say to us but have we got it right? 

This referral back to communities happened at least three times over the 

Commissions work. It was time consuming but invaluable. The Commission does 

recognise that this methodology is open to criticism and challenge. We discussed 

this at length and decided that a perfect methodology was not available to us within 

the time and resources at our disposal. The best we could do was to adopt the best 

approach possible be aware of its possible defects and mitigate these as best we 

could. 

We had several concerns about our own methods. Firstly, any conversation however 

it's held has to start somewhere. There is a danger that how the conversation is 

started determines how it will develop. The Commission started our conversation 

and engagement with Highland communities and individuals by outlining our view of 

the key elements of a healthy local democracy, Appendix 3. These principles are as 

broad as possible to try to avoid leading the conversation to any predetermined 

conclusions but still create interest in responding. As we received responses we 

were vigilant to avoid viewing the incoming information only in terms of our own 

original views. 

Secondly, any Commission working on the issue of democracy would want if 

possible to be sure that the views it received could be seen to represent a balanced 

representation of the communities of the Highlands. We simply don't know if this is 

the case or not. We cannot tell whether certain sections of the community or certain 

geographies are over or under represented in our work. We simply did not have the 

mechanisms to ensure equality of involvement despite everything we did to offer 

equality of opportunity to participate. Nor do we have the analytical tools at our 

disposal to tell us what spread of involvement we achieved.  

It is clearly possible to challenge the Commissions conclusions on the back of this 

but the Commission chose to work with the thousands and thousands of interactions 

we did have rather than focusing on perusing a more demonstrably complete 

representative process. 

We were however aware of how different elements of the community might play into 

the Commission’s work. Our sponsor, The Highland Council was concerned about 

"speaking to those not usually contacted and involved" and in particular ensuring that 

young people were as fully involved in our work as possible. The Commission made 

special efforts to engage with young people, particularly through the Area Youth 

Forums and the work of the Highland Youth Parliament. The Council’s appointed 

Youth Convenor was fully involved in our work.  

Young people engaged with the Commission in an enthusiastic, mature, informed 

and committed way and as a result we are able to say something about their view of 

local democracy. We know that our engagement only scratched the surface of the 



 

number of young people in the Highlands and can't possibly directly reflect the 

considerable range of circumstances they find themselves in. However, we did 

speak to a lot of young people and they did think deeply about what they wanted to 

say to us. It would be a shame if conclusions drawn from these discussions and 

checked out and supported by the young people themselves are thought to be 

somehow less valid because we, the Commission, cannot demonstrate that they are 

entirely representative. 

When the Commission looked at this question of the evidence being fully 

representative at the end of our work, we concluded that despite our best 

endeavours it is likely that significant gaps in engagement do exist. Although we 

could not analyse this objectively and statistically we were aware of the issue.  

From the information we collected and the meetings we attended we believe the 

group most likely to be under represented is working families with young children. 

The business of family life, pressure of work and resources suggests that having 

space to be actively involved in local democracy, including the work of the 

Commission, may not be a priority for this group. This is itself is an important finding, 

and a challenge for future work trying to improve local democracy in the Highlands.   

Including all our information we collected, analysis, and discussion in the body of this 

report would involve too much detail and detract from the general thrust; however it 

is important and contains a wealth of information worthy of analysis even for those 

who don't agree with the Commission’s conclusions. Appendices 4-6 contain a 

number of documents demonstrating the flow of the Commission’s work. Each of the 

surveys is outlined and an analysis of responses presented.  

As the work progressed, the Commission’s understanding of the issues it was 

dealing with developed. The Highland Council sponsored the Commission and as 

can be seen from the following section on findings and conclusions was itself the 

subject of much of the engagement with Highland citizens. This was expected and I 

wanted to keep the Council aware of issues and arguments as they developed. It 

would have been quite wrong to start the Commission’s work and not update the 

Council on progress for most of a year.  

The Commission took three progress reports to the Council. These were not 

presented for approval nor did the Council try to influence the direction of the 

Commission’s work. However, The Highland Council is one of the most important 

players in the local democratic process and they deserved the right to be fully 

involved in the Commission’s thinking. 

These three reports give a valuable insight into the Commissions developing thinking 

over time and the way that in terms of both methodology and understanding a 

genuinely iterative process was ongoing. These reports are therefore included as 

appendices 7-9 



 

The Highland area has not been alone in wishing to examine how democracy 

functions. Other areas in the UK have conducted similar work. One report worth 

highlighting is The Kirklees Democracy Commission report. A link to this report is 

included as appendix 10 

 

  



 

5. Analysis  
Mion-sgrùdadh 
 

Conclusions 

In this overview it's important to discuss the conclusions the Commission arrived at 

and the overview would be deficient without that. The following section looks at these 

in the context of the Commission’s work as a whole and conclusions are discussed 

here in some detail. The Commission recognises that for many people a short, 

understandable, direct and clear statement of findings is all they will want or need. 

We recognise this would be valuable so just such a statement is provided in the 

executive summary immediately following this overview. 

Whilst a lot of the Commission’s work involved discussion and examination of what 

people saw as defects in our current local democracy, the overwhelming tone of 

these discussions was driven by a general commitment to make things better. In 

deciding the format of our executive summary we decided to explain our findings in 

the most positive way possible. Rather than simply listing problems or challenges we 

have used all our collective information to portray " what we think good looks like " in 

the minds and expectations of Highland citizens. We hope we have captured their 

aspirations accurately. 

In addition to giving considerable thought to the tone of our recommendations, the 

Commission also thought long and hard about how many they should be. Without 

wishing to overlook anything or to "dumb down” our findings we wanted our report to 

be practical and useable. Many Commissioners have seen and dealt with reports 

where the sheer weight and number of findings and proposals immediately renders 

the report almost unimplementable.  

We determined not to fall into this trap. Our aspiration was to provide the smallest 

number of issues with real practical proposals that would fundamentally alter the 

workings of the local democratic process in the eyes of Highland citizens. As 

mentioned before in this overview, the value of our work is not only in the 

recommendations we make. There is a huge amount of information contained in this 

report and we hope others will use that to draw further conclusions that the 

Commission itself has not reported on. 

We have concentrated only on those issues of the highest priority and there is a 

clear danger of suggesting there are too many of these. 

 

 



 

6. Key Findings  
Prìomh Thoraidhean 
 

Commission on Highland Democracy – Key Findings 

The majority of the remainder of this report concentrates on proposals from the 

Commission regarding how local democracy in the Highlands might be strengthened. 

These proposals are a direct response to the issues that have been raised with the 

Commission by citizens and communities during the consultative elements of our 

work. 

Overall, there was a feeling that the democratic process in the Highlands was not 

working as well as many citizens and communities felt that it should. At the heart of 

this criticism was a perception (right or wrong) that those in power in the region’s 

public agencies, whether at an executive, representative or governance level, had 

little interest or motivation to share that power with anyone else.  

In short, there was real scepticism that making democracy work, and opening policy 

and decision making to greater democratic involvement was something that those 

leading the Highland’s public bodies really wanted to do. It is fair to say that this 

scepticism also applied to the work of the Commission and we were frequently 

accused of being yet another group of “the great and the good” telling the community 

what had to happen. 

In addition to this general dissatisfaction with the democratic process as it currently 

operates, citizens and communities came up with a number of very specific issues 

which they felt had to be addressed. These are as follows:- 

1. Communities and individuals want involvement, not consultation and they 
are acutely aware of the difference between these two approaches. 

 

2. Centralisation/decentralisation is not primarily a geographic issue. It is 
much more about inclusive or exclusive decision making. 

 

3. Involvement with the democratic process should be integrated with the 
daily lives of citizens; not organised to suit the way in which public bodies 
work.  

 

4. Communities want to see an appropriate balance between representative 
and participative democracy. 

 

5. Communities want to see an appropriate balance between professional 
and executive, community based and representative inputs to decision 



 

making. Currently communities feel that professional inputs are the 
principal determinants of outcomes. 

 

6. Communities and citizens expect that there will be considerable 
interconnection and joint planning between the various public bodies that 
serve their needs. 

 

7. Communities and citizens were concerned that the ability of public bodies 
to secure and interpret complex information can be used as a powerful 
“weapon” to ensure that agencies get their own way. 

 

We sought assurance on these findings through our second survey that we had 

understood the communities concerns correctly. We found overwhelming support of 

these issues being of the greatest importance. 

The Commission considered these issues at considerable length and does, in the 

following sections, offer some proposals regarding how the Commission would wish 

to see public bodies respond. It is important, however, that public bodies do not 

simply look to these sections of the report for advice on a way forward. The 

identification of specific community concerns and assurances about their importance 

are valuable in their own right, giving public bodies a clear set of community 

expectations upon which to base a response.  

Even if it is felt that some of the proposals by the Commission are not the right ones, 

the Commission is sure that the issues identified are important and demand a 

response. It is obviously the responsibility of each agency to respond to these issues 

as they see fit. In doing so, they may take the Commission’s advice or not, what’s 

important is that a thought through response to these community concerns is made. 

The whole point of the democratic process is that those with a governance 

responsibility for public bodies should decide their direction and operating practice. 

Communities can then hold them accountable for these decisions. The Commission 

has neither the remit nor all the skills necessary to prepare very detailed advice and 

guidance for each public body to respond to every concern. We do however strongly 

encourage all public bodies to consider what communities have told us and how they 

might best respond.  

The Commission has thought long and hard about why it is important that public 

bodies do respond to community concerns regarding the state of Highland 

democracy. There are a number of reasons for this, not least a national direction of 

travel towards more empowered and involved communities. The Commission does 

however wish to highlight three key factors which might encourage public bodies to 

engage with this agenda.  

Firstly, public bodies have that unique status for a purpose. By and large public 

bodies provide services that stem from public need and for which there are few, if 



 

any, alternative providers. Most citizens, no matter how empowered they are cannot 

simply take their custom elsewhere if they wish to send a clear message to providers 

that they are unhappy. In the absence of these traditional market forces, democratic 

governance and accountability provide the link between the provider and the citizen. 

At its best, this arrangement can promote a very special and productive relationship. 

However, if there are not effective democratic processes public bodies can run a 

very real risk of becoming poorly regulated monopolies with little or no connection 

with their communities.  

Secondly, much has been made of an increasing volatility in community politics 

locally, nationally and internationally. This volatility, suggested as a potential reason 

for the recent rise in populism however justified does not provide the stable 

conditions in which public services can thrive and be developed. A suggested cause 

of this new populism is a feeling that many ordinary people are quite detached from 

traditional political structures and decision making and have to try something new to 

regain any influence. The Commission’s work suggests that in the Highlands, 

citizens and communities still do want to engage with traditional political and 

accountability processes. They just feel that the routes to doing this need refreshed 

and opened up to be genuinely more inclusive. This continued willingness to engage 

is a Highland asset that local public bodies should choose to nurture and develop.  

Lastly, all public bodies are in the midst of a period of financial constraint that will 

almost certainly continue for the foreseeable future. Communities seem to respect 

the fact that their public bodies are doing whatever they can to make their services 

more efficient in the way they are delivered. They understand the drive to deliver in 

the most efficient way, even if this means changes to the way they receive services.  

However, they feel that a major part of efficiency is the identification of the right and 

most important services to deliver in the first place. Citizens and communities believe 

that as a constructive partner to public bodies they can help drive efficiency in this 

regard. They feel they can help to ensure that every penny of public money is spent 

on only the most important priorities.  

Citizens and communities are concerned that in recent years one response to 

financial constraint has been increased centralism and direction through powerful, 

exclusive decision making. Their belief is that even if this approach might work 

somewhere else, the size, scale, geography and cultural diversity of the Highlands 

means it won’t work here. Communities believe that if they are allowed to be a 

constructive partner to local public bodies they will help create a more local, more 

sensitive, more knowledgeable public sector that will save resources rather than cost 

them.  

 

  



 

7. Next Steps 
Ath Cheumannan 
 

The Commission’s Thoughts on Possible Responses 

There seems to be little doubt that any solution regarding democracy in the 

Highlands is going to be a combination of two sorts of action. Some things are 

strategic and cultural and some are more tactical and transactional. It is important to 

see the link between these and the need to see them addressed concurrently. No 

tactical transactional changes are going to mean very much if they take place in a 

strategic and cultural setting that does not value ongoing democracy as highly as it 

should. Equally, having some overall statement and fine words about democracy that 

are not translated into practical changes and actions will be unlikely to convince the 

public we have been speaking to that anything has changed. 

There are timescale issues here. Cultural and strategic change is notoriously difficult 

to bring about and can take a long time but people will want to see quick changes as 

a result of the Commission’s report. Achieving some appropriate balance between 

quick action and long term cultural and strategic change will be a challenge for 

Highland public bodies. This is especially true if, as in the eyes of the community, 

some of the Highland public bodies are "strategy light”. 

In trying to suggest some ways forward the Commission feels that rather than 

concentrating on the negative, we should try and outline what we believe 

communities would “think good looks like”. We have therefore chosen to outline what 

communities would expect to be in place if democracy in the Highlands was 

functioning better than it currently is.  

 

The Importance of Strategy 

Communities and citizens understand the importance of strategy as a comer stone of 

the democratic process. In this context, strategy is not seen as some dry policy tome 

but rather a statement of clear purpose clear priorities and outcomes that agencies 

are trying to achieve. Communities expect that as these are public bodies, these 

strategies must be expressed in terms that the public can understand and must be 

capable of actually being used. 

Everybody the Commission has spoken to knows that resources are tight and that 

not all the services they might want will be available. What they wish to know is: what 

are agencies priorities, why were they chosen, and what outcomes will these choices 



 

deliver? They also wish to be assured that if choices need to be made between one 

spend or another those clear purposes, clear priorities and focus on improved out 

comes will be the consistent basis on which investment decisions are made? It is 

often difficult to see such clear statements from Highland public bodies and this has 

a number of important consequences. 

The first is, that without diminishing or excluding the importance of executive advice 

and involvement, these strategies are the responsibility of governance i.e. the people 

who are to be held accountable. Without these, communities and citizens are 

confused regarding what they do about accountability. If such strategies do not exist 

and are clearly owned by an agency’s governance, it's no surprise that people 

believe that executives are too powerful. It is almost impossible to see how 

governance holds executive to account if no such clear strategy exists. 

In truth, communities believe they know what happens. In the absence of any other 

process, both they, the public, and those in governance roles have to focus on 

control through challenging individual decisions. Instead of holding agencies to 

account for the cumulative effect of their work both governors and the public grab 

onto controlling those decisions they can get their hands on.  

Communities and citizens find this hugely frustrating. They know that far too many 

decisions are taken every day for this to be anything other than superficial. Decisions 

that are discussed are identified on an arbitrary basis and in the absence of effective 

strategy and priorities. As a result, the outcome of decision making often appears 

random. Understandably, executives also dislike this process. Firstly, it smacks of 

micro management and secondly, when the public and governors do become 

involved in decisions it can be confrontational, inconsistent and doesn’t deliver the 

stability necessary for effective services. 

The Commission is convinced that these difficulties do not arise because anybody 

deliberately behaves badly. They are the inevitable consequence of an absence of 

an effective strategic process. For democracy to really work, those with governance 

responsibility must accept the responsibility for providing the clear strategic, 

framework outlined above. Communities expect that they will also have a clear and 

effective process by which they can hold their executive to account and if outcomes 

are long term, they need a clear idea of how progress will be monitored along the 

way. The democratic process then becomes the interaction between the public and 

this strategy, not a constant failing and anyway ineffective bun fight over individual 

decisions. Communities and citizens understand that, for their part, the executive of 

the agencies will necessarily be involved in the articulation and development of 

strategy. The community expects that they will then commit to making decisions 

within the framework and alerting governance when necessary decision making and 

strategy seem at odds. 

 



 

Understanding Democratic Responsibility  

The community and citizens expect that part of this strategic framework would be a 

statement by every public body outlining their understanding of their democratic 

responsibilities and how they will maximise the value and importance of what is after 

all, a very peculiar and particular status. Communities expect that, as all the public 

bodies in the highlands are, by definition under democratic control, they will be able 

to explain how they intend to make that accountability real and effective. Given the 

time and effort communities have expended engaging with the Commission, they 

would expect that the issues they have raised regarding the current difficulties with 

the democratic process would be explored in these statements.  

Communities and citizens understand that there may be some differences in the 

direct nature of democratic accountability between an agency like the Council, which 

is very immediately accountable to local citizens, and the Highland Health Board 

which has a clear accountability to parliament and the cabinet secretary, as well as a 

local connection. However direct accountability is, communities would benefit from a 

very clear understanding of how the agency itself thinks it is supposed to work.  

As well as dealing with how accountability works, these statements will help to give 

communities and citizens a clearer picture of who is accountable for what. This is 

important because the Commission recognises that communities and citizens cannot 

hold agencies to account if they don’t know what those agencies are responsible for.  

Of course, in an ideal world, communities and citizens would wish all local agencies 

to be totally accountable for everything they do. However, communities understand 

that this is not legally possible and may not even be desirable. They do however 

want a clear statement from agencies regarding what level of accountability the 

agency expects to develop and how they will make that accountability real and 

effective.  

 

Locality Planning and Involvement 

As part of strategy development, communities and citizens expect that the broad 

thrust of the community planning and community empowerment legislation should be 

fully embraced. They therefore expect that at a very local level some form of 

community profiling and planning should be done by all agencies jointly. 

In other words, there should be a collective and in depth look at an area’s needs, its 

aspirations, its problems and its opportunities between the agencies. A local plan for 

each area reflecting the public bodies’ explicit strategy and priorities should then be 

produced. Communities expect that, as legislation suggests, these plans should be 

based on a digest of agreed profiling information which should be equally available 

to the community and the agencies. This digest of information should be the source 



 

of all local planning and decision making thus relieving the tension of disputed 

source information. 

This process would address a number of the issues communities and citizens raised 

with the Commission through our investigation. Firstly, these plans would be 

developed within a framework of explicit strategy thus encouraging local people to 

engage with their representatives over their development. 

Secondly, the development of these local plans is necessarily longer term and 

developmental. That allows the process to focus on involvement and engagement 

rather than simple consultation. The focus can be on the plan and its implementation 

rather than one off decision-making.  

There is the possibility of a significant role for Community Councils in this process. 

They are a statutory part of governance in Scotland and they should be part of this 

planning process in a meaningful way (the status and support of community councils 

is raised as a separate issue elsewhere in this report). 

 

Lastly, the process of development can seriously embrace activism as well as 

representation. This may open the possibility that the plans will lead to actions and 

continued community activity to achieve ambitions which cannot be delivered by the 

statutory agencies working on their own. 

Communities and citizens would then expect that service plans for Education or 

Health for instance would have to be respectful of these local plans and show how 

they deliver them rather than be developed in a more abstract, technocratic way. 

Communities want to see a clear line of sight between overall agency strategy 

aspiration and outcomes, local plan development and the day to day service 

decisions that agencies make. 

 

Community Councils 

It is fair to say that communities and citizens expressed quite diverse opinions on the 

question of the role and value of community councils. Some community councils 

appeared to be doing a really good job and have the confidence and support of their 

communities. In some cases, however, communities believe that their community 

council is exclusive, unrepresentative and dominated by vested interests which make 

little or no attempt to reflect the views of the whole community.  

What seems clear to the Commission is that community councils find themselves in 

something of a no man’s land in terms of their statutory role and ability to function. 

Community councils are part of the statutory framework of representation in Scotland 

and if they were all equally strong and effective and able to play a full part in decision 



 

making, Scotland would be on par with the more decentralised countries in Europe 

with regard to local democracy. However, it is equally clear that while community 

councils have to exist, many of them do not have the capacity, resources, support 

and interest to represent their communities properly. In addition, communities 

themselves recognise this and in many cases, interest in the community council and 

the value placed on them by their communities is limited. 

The Commission believes that a decision needs to be made by the public bodies 

regarding moving community councils out of this no man’s land. They either have to 

be supported, developed and resourced in such a way that they can play a full and 

active part in representative democracy on the Highlands, or it must be recognised 

they don’t and can’t carry out this function.  Even if community councils cannot reach 

the standards and capacity expected of a representative body, this does not mean 

they are lacking value. They may still be a focus for community activism and in a 

situation where there is a better balance between representative and participative 

democracy; they can have real value in that capacity.  

The Commission does not mean to criticize or denigrate community councils in any 

way but we have to reflect the views of the number of people who saw community 

councillors as being every bit as distant, unrepresentative and exclusive as any of 

their other elected representatives. 

It is not for the Commission to decide how this issue should be resolved but there is 

little doubt from the evidence we have collected that local communities and citizens 

would value a representative body very close to their communities resourced, 

supported and capable of playing a full part in local democracy on their behalf. 

 

Making Individual Decisions within A Democratic 

Framework 

Communities and citizens recognise that even within this revised strategic framework 

individual decisions will have to be made and they will remain a focus for 

accountability and democracy. Communities expect that a number of issues will be 

addressed by public bodies to secure more effective involvement and engagement 

around decision-making. 

Communities consider that in order to address the issue of balance between 

democratic and technocratic inputs to decision making, changes are needed. 

The Commission considered recommending a very prescriptive set of rules 

regarding how officers prepare reports. However we want to see a change in culture 

and approach around this issue and recognise that rules and prescription won't 



 

necessarily deliver this . Instead we are asking officers to embrace a more 

demanding challenge.  

In addressing any issue that may be the subject of a report to decision makers the 

Commission proposes that officers adopt the following approach   

Firstly they should consider how much the agency already knows about communities 

views of an issue and whether this is sufficient knowledge upon which to base 

informed decision Secondly all officers should ask how the agencies understanding 

of communities views and what they and their colleagues can do to generate better 

knowledge and understanding  and put that in front of decision makers as they 

consider the issue Thirdly when and if recommending a way forward reports should 

explain how community views and opinions have been taken into account and 

informed the recommendations. 

Lastly when the recommendations in reports do not reflect community views , in 

whole or in part, officers should explain what overriding other considerations have 

led to the recommendations and why. It is of course important that officers have the 

option to recommend actions that go against community views. However when this 

happens decision makers and communities should know that's what's happening 

and why. 

Communities are clear that they want all agencies to be extremely careful about how 

they manage public consultation. While individual restricted decisions may lend 

themselves to consultation, strategic thinking requires and demands involvement 

and engagement. Agencies must not confuse the two. 

Responding to consultation takes community time and effort. It must be possible 

across agencies to ensure that differing requests for consultation responses don't put 

an impossible workload on communities at any one time. 

Agencies must recognise the time it takes for communities to respond effectively and 

time their consultation requests in a way that makes room for that to happen and 

ensures that decisions are never taken while responses are still coming in. 

Agencies must always acknowledge consultation responses and give detailed 

feedback to communities regarding the cumulative outcome of the consultation and 

how that has affected decision making. These are the minimum requirements for 

consultation and if agencies cannot meet those they should honestly admit that they 

are not doing "consultation "at all. 

Communities are aware that many agencies are considering their approach to 

decentralisation. There is little doubt that communities believe that in an area the 

size of the Highlands more local decision making is required and expected. In 

developing their plans, communities would wish all public bodies to adopt the 

principle of subsidiarity with regard to where and how decisions are made. In other 

words, instead of “the centre” deciding which decisions should be taken at an area 



 

level, it should be agreed that all decisions will be taken at a local level unless there 

is an overriding argument for them to be taken on a more Highland wide basis. 

Adopting this principle, would reassure communities that the wide variety of 

geography, economy and culture that exist within the Highland area will be reflected 

in decision making.  

In addition to more decisions being made locally, communities also want greater 

local input to decisions that are taken on Highland wide basis. In trying to satisfy both 

of these community aspirations as best they can, agencies should be mindful of the 

communities view that decentralisation is not primarily a geographical matter. Their 

view is that it will not matter where decisions are made if the way they’re made 

continues to exclude them. Inclusive decision making is more valuable than 

exclusive decision making that’s more geographically dispersed. 

Given so much of the communities concern about democracy, reflects the attitude 

and day to day practice of elected representatives, communities would like to see a 

programme of continuing professional development for all elected representatives. 

This would involve programmes of induction, training and support to ensure that all 

of a communities’ representatives, be they community councillors, councillors, MPs, 

MSPs etc. were aware of their practice and constantly striving to improve it to meet 

the needs of their communities. Throughout the Commission’s work, Highland 

people have paid a great compliment to their representatives. There has been no 

evidence of a wish to move away from traditional forms of representative democracy; 

more a wish that these forms simply worked better. Communities are prepared to 

commit to their elected representatives but they do expect a level commitment in 

return. An ongoing commitment to professional development seems to be a 

reasonable request in this regard. 

Community Responsibility 

This report focuses almost entirely on the approach, actions and behaviours of public 

agencies. However participative democracy also demands a mature approach by 

communities and individuals. The Commission recognises this and would wish to 

emphasise two important things. 

Most obviously for participation to work people must participate. Throughout our 

work we heard real frustration from representatives and activists that being engaged 

and active is the exception rather than the rule in many communities. There was a 

worry that voices were only ever heard when a really major issue was current and 

that they were silent on the more day to day business of democratic involvement. 

There is no criticism here but a simple recognition that if public bodies open their 

procedures to be more inclusive , more engaged and more sensitive to community 

views, that only works if people chose to be active In addition it's important that 

communities understand that an offer of inclusion is not a guarantee that their 

particular view will prevail.  The Commission encountered many instances where 



 

individuals and communities complained passionately that they had not been 

involved or listened to. These conversations and subsequent investigation 

sometimes showed a quite different picture namely that there had been considerable 

genuine involvement that resulted in a course of action that some activists did not 

agree with. 

This will happen and in situations of competing resources, varying community views 

and many financial and legal constraints we charge our elected or appointed 

representatives with the job of making the best decision. 

If local democracy is only judged to have been effective if communities always see 

their views translated into decisions and action then it will fall short on many 

occasions. Communities are asking that public bodies treat local democracy very 

seriously. In return community expectation should be both mature and realistic. 

 

Conclusion 
 
This report has tried to focus on the five or six major suggestions that the 

Commission would wish to make in response to the evidence provided by 

communities regarding the state of local democracy. There is much more detail 

contained within the full range of gathered evidence and there are many more 

discussions which the Commission has had in considering that detail. To try and 

include proposals about the use of new technologies, social media and all of the 

issues relating to how we involve those furthest from the democratic process is a 

further major piece of work. These issues are all vitally important and the 

Commission has thoughts and ideas on them. However, until the basic framework of 

strategy development, local planning, an understanding of democratic responsibility 

and a better process of individual decision making are in place, it is unlikely that 

much progress on these more specific matters can be made. 
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Appendix 1: Proposal to Establish a Commission on Highland Democracy 

The original report can be accessed on the Council’s website, or it is reproduced 

below. 
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Item 
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No 
 

 

Proposal to Establish a Commission on Highland Democracy 
 

Report by Head of Policy and Reform 
 

Summary 
This report seeks Council consideration of a Commission on Highland Democracy. 

 

1. Background 

1.1  The Highland Council has taken a keen interest in the work of the Commission 

on Strengthening Local Democracy and the report it published in 2014: 

‘Effective Democracy: Reconnecting with Communities’ . The Council debated 

the report at the Council meetings on 30th October 2014 and 12th March 2015.   

 

1.2 The report contained 25 recommendations. They are appended. Most require 
consideration nationally (some now feature in the Community Empowerment 
legislation) and others are aimed at local government and Community 
Planning Partnerships (CPPs). For local government it is recommended that 
Councils revisit their scheme of decentralisation and adopt a process of 
participatory budgeting. For CPPs it is recommended that CPPs work with 
communities to design and implement a clear empowerment scheme and that 
they develop an approach to community scrutiny to complement existing 
arrangements. 

1.3 Importantly the Commission saw its work as the start of a process and called 

for new conversations to rebuild democracy, and for that to bring in many 

voices and perspectives ‘..To come together to learn, challenge, and explore 

inspiring ideas.  To be effective that must be genuinely inclusive of 

communities of interest and place, and with cross party buy in.’ (p37)  The 

https://www.highland.gov.uk/download/meetings/id/69878/item_11_proposal_to_establish_a_commission_on_highland_democracy
http://www.localdemocracy.info/wp-content/uploads/2014/08/Final-Report-August-2014.pdf


 

Commission sees the work required as a long term endeavour, over a 10 to 15 

year period and called for new democratic experiments across Scotland. 

  

1.4 From March to December 2015 strengthening local democracy has been 

raised at every Council meeting. In October 2015 Members agreed a localism 

action plan that includes: 

 The establishment of seven new local committees with new and 
emerging local powers.  They will all have met for the first time by the 
time of the Council meeting in March 2016. 

 New joint work with partners to develop local community planning 
arrangements. 

 Trialling participatory budgeting (PB) in several locations.  By the end of 
March 2016 PB will have taken place using ward discretionary budgets 
in Lochaber, Caithness and Nairn, with events being planned for 
Sutherland, Skye, Inverness West and possibly Badenoch and 
Strathspey. A masterclass for Members is scheduled for the afternoon 
of 24th March 2016. 

 Establishing a strategic Committee for Communities and Partnerships 
with a remit that includes overseeing the approach to implementing the 
new duties on the Council arising from the Community Empowerment 
(Scotland) Act, 2015. 

 A programme of work to implement the Act including how to respond 
well to participation requests from community bodies and supporting 
asset transfers to community organisations. 

 Developing transformation projects that support community participation 
in service delivery. 

 The development of a training programme for staff, partners and 
Members to support local community planning and new public 
participation methods. 

 Campaigning activity that seeks further devolution of power to Highland 
including providing views on a proposed Islands Bill, Scotland Bill and 
Land Reform Bill and supporting the Seven Cities Strategy and 
City/Region Deal.  

 

1.5 At the December 2015 Council meeting the first revisions to the Scheme of 

Delegation were agreed and Members noted that a proposal for a Highland 

Commission on Democracy would be brought back for consideration.  

 

1.6 All of these actions support the commitments in the Highland First Programme 

to strengthen local democracy, empower communities including in the running 

of services and develop local community planning. 

 

1.7 The Highland Community Planning Partnership also has a commitment to 

engage in dialogue with communities in order to empower them to participate 

in service planning and delivery.  It has new duties arising from the Community 

Empowerment (Scotland) Act 2015 to involve people and communities in 



 

decisions affecting them.  

 

1.8 It is worth noting that there is appetite among the Highland public for greater 

involvement in decisions that affect them.  In 2014 the results from the 

Council’s Citizens’ Panel showed that: 

 77% were interested in the democratic process; 

 69% would like to be involved in decisions-making in their area or in the 
country; and 

 48% agreed that every citizen should get involved in democracy if it is 
to work properly 
 

However the survey also showed that: 

 only 20% agree that the Council involves people in how it spends 
money; and  

 Only 18% feel they have any influence over decision-making in their 
local area. 
 

 

2. Proposal for a Commission on Highland Democracy 

 

2.1 To follow up the national Commission’s recommendation to continue 

conversations locally about the kind of democracy we want to have in the 

Highlands, the Council’s leadership is keen to establish a Commission on 

Highland Democracy.   It would gather a wide range of views from 

communities, community councils and community organisations on how best 

to enable public participation in decisions about public services and how to 

encourage good democratic practise.  It could help to inform the development 

of the Council’s localism action plan. 

   

2.2 The questions the Commission could pose might include: 

1. Are the current and new arrangements the best arrangements for 
community choice and voice in Council decision-making and, if not, 
what alternatives would communities wish to see? 

 
2. What is engagement like with other public bodies and do communities 

seek to engage differently with them? 
 

3. Specifically, if change is necessary, is it to the spatial scale and 
empowerment of local decision making; is it about making the process 
more accessible and “user friendly” to communities; is it about ensuring 
no-one is excluded; is it about attitudes, behaviour and practice; or is it 
about other factors (such as financial constraint)? 
 

4. Do communities feel well supported to participate, and do they feel that 
their participation would actually have an impact?  If not, what support 
and facilitation would be necessary to give communities the confidence 



 

that participation is possible and worthwhile? 
 

5. Do communities want to be more directly involved in the running of local 
facilities and public services and, if so, what sort of involvement do they 
want and what sort of support do they need? 
 

6. More broadly, what can we learn from research and international 
evidence on areas similar to the Highlands about innovative and 
effective models for decentralisation, public participation and community 
empowerment? 

 

2.3 The views gathered on these questions could offer insight not only to the 

Council in how it should operate but also to others, including Community 

Councils, our community planning partners (public bodies and third sector 

organisations) and potentially influence policy at a national level.  The Council 

has an ambition to be at the forefront of bringing democracy closer to 

communities and the Commission would support this aim. 

 

2.4 Following the example of the Commission nationally, up to 15 Commissioners 

with a range of perspectives could be appointed to explore these issues with 

communities across the Highlands.  These would not have to be paid 

positions. 

 

2.5 In establishing a Commission there are some key issues that need to be 

clarified, namely:   

 What would the provenance of the Commission be and who would it 
report to? 

 How independent would the Commission be, or need to be? 

 Could the Commission inform the Council’s new design work following 
the budget decisions made? 

 Are our community planning partners interested in supporting the 
Commission and would they be interested in the issues raised by it, 
potentially affecting their current practice too? 

 Would the Scottish Government be interested in supported it? 

 Are there other issues for the Commission to explore? 

 Are there areas that should be out of scope for consideration? 

 How would Commissioners be selected and to reflect diversity? 

 How could the Commission be resourced? 
 

2.6 The Council Leader has engaged Rory Mair CBE, the former Chief Executive 

of Cosla and resident of the Highlands, to develop a Commission.  He is 

available to meet with Group Leaders, and if they wish to meet with their 

Groups, to discuss the issues above in establishing a Commission.  In addition 

it would be helpful for these discussions to identify potential Commissioners. 

He would also be able to engage with stakeholders, especially community 

planning partners, to assess their interest too. 



 

 

2.7 A further report on this engagement can be brought to Council in May. 

 

3. Implications 

 

3.1 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

3.2 

 

 

 

 

 

3.3 

 

 

 

3.4 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

3.5 

 

 

3.6 

Resource implications 

Any proposal for a Commission would have to be affordable.  There is no cost 

attached with engaging Rory Mair CBE. Council support could be in-kind and 

associated with the engagement of the public and within current budgets (e.g. 

surveying our Citizens’ Panel). Other organisations may wish to support the 

Commission and this could be clarified during the stakeholder engagement.  

Commissioners would not have to be paid but some costs associated with 

travel and subsistence would be expected.   

 

Legal implications 

The Community Empowerment Act places a duty on public bodies to enable 

public participation in decision-making.  The statutory guidance is awaited, but 

the Council’s support of a Commission to explore how best to enable the 

public to participate would demonstrate commitment to this new duty. 

  

Climate Change/Carbon Clever implications 

A Commission would no doubt involve travel to hear evidence from 

communities but it could also engage electronically. 

 

Risk implications 

There are several risks associated with a Commission including stakeholder 

support for it, clarity of its purpose, recruiting Commissioners, the time scales 

for it, resources required, its success in engaging with diverse communities 

and being listened to.  Working with group leaders and stakeholders from the 

outset should help gauge the support for a Commission and clarify its purpose 

and way of working, thus mitigating any risks.  

 

Gaelic implications  

None are identified. 

 

Rural implications 

The purpose of any Commission would have to be mindful of improving public 

participation in rural as well as urban areas within Highland. 

 

 



 

4. Recommendation 
 

4.1 Members are asked to agree to group leaders (and their groups if they wish) 

engaging with Rory Mair CBE to: 

1. consider the issues associated with a Commission on Highland Democracy, 
as outlined in this report; 

2. Identify potential Commissioners. 
 

4.2 Members are asked to note that: 

1. similar engagement will take place with stakeholders, notably community 
planning partners; and 

2. that the outcome of this engagement can be reported to the Council in May 
this year.    

 

 

 

Author:  Carron McDiarmid  

Date:  29.2.16 

Background Papers: Meeting notes and correspondence with Rory Mair CBE. 

 

  



 

Appendix 1A 

 

Recommendations from the Strengthening Local Democracy Commission 

report Effective Democracy: Reconnecting with Communities (2014) 

 

1. A fundamental review of the structure, boundaries, functions and democratic 

arrangements for local governance of all public services in Scotland. The review to 

ensure it includes everyone, particularly ‘.. those who are furthest from democracy…’  

2. The review above to be jointly undertaken by Scottish Government and local 

government and designed and resourced to enable the full participation of 

communities across Scotland.  

3. A new ‘right to challenge’ in the democratic system, including the right for local 

government to challenge functions currently delivered by national agencies  

4. Local democratic accountability for community health services and public health 
as part of the development of an integrated approach to prevention locally  
 
5. That local governments, having engaged their communities should have the right 

to veto and require change in local police and fire plans  

 

6 -10 recommendations on local taxation: 6. Local taxation options together should 

raise at least 50% of income locally. 7. Local government has full control of all 

property based taxes and freedom to set them locally. 8. Local people should decide 

levels of taxation.  9. Local government to be able to set and raise new taxes. 10. All 

above local taxation options to be reviewed. 

 

11. A binding duty on local governments and locally delivered public services to 

support and empower individuals and communities to participate in local decision-

making.  

12. A specific duty to ensure that all groups likely to face barriers to participating are 

supported and resourced to do so.  

13. All local governments revisit their scheme of decentralisation. 

14. A process of participatory budgeting, covering tax and spending options, is 

adopted by all local governments to enhance local choices over tax and spend within 

a new system of local government finance. 

15. Every CPP works with its communities to design and implement a clear 

empowerment scheme. 



 

16. All CPPs develop an approach to community scrutiny to complement existing 

arrangements. 

17. A significant and systematic reinvestment in Community Learning and 

Development in each area of Scotland. 

18. Establishment of a centre of excellence in participatory democracy to research 

good practices and promote and support their use. 

19. That after these measures have been established a stock-take is undertaken to 

determine their impact and identify what further steps are required. 

20. The principles set out in the European Charter of Local Self Government have to 

be put on a statutory basis in Scotland. 

21. The competencies of democratic bodies at all levels of the system should be 

codified so that their roles are transparent and accountable to all citizens. 

22. Scottish Ministers should be placed under a legal duty to ‘local proof’ all 

legislation through a subsidiarity test. 

23.  An independent Commissioner is established to scrutinise compatibility of UK 

and Scottish policy and legislation and provisions of the law. 

24. National elected governments have a clear mandate to establish priorities for the 

nation and to set and protect citizens’ rights in law. 

25. Independent Office of Wellbeing is established to independently monitor and 

report on the impact of fiscal and macro-economic policy on communities’ wellbeing.  
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All information correct at the time of the Commission being established in 2016 

 
Rory Mair retired as Chief Executive of COSLA in 2015, having 
served for more than a decade in the post.  Prior to this, Rory 
had spent five years as Director of Aviemore Projects for 
Highlands & Islands Enterprise. This post was designed to 
create the circumstances to re-establish Aviemore as a tourism 
destination of international quality prior to the establishment of 
the forthcoming Cairngorm National Park. 
 
Previous to this, but following local government re-organisation 
in 1996, Rory spent a short time as Strategic Director for Social 
Strategy with Fife Council. This post sought to pull together as 
one cohesive unit the major Council services such as Housing, 
Social Work, Education and Leisure. 
 
Before local government re-organisation, Rory was appointed 
Chief  Executive of Ross & Cromarty District Council and was, at 
the time, the youngest ever Chief Executive in British local 
government. Prior to this, Rory spent 10 years in a variety of 
less senior local government posts. Rory is married has a young 
daughter and three grown-up sons. He participates in all sports, 
particularly cycling, golf and squash. 
 

Rory Mair 

 

Peter Peacock 

 
Peter Peacock has worked in the voluntary, private and public 
sectors and held a number of elected and appointed public 
positions over the past 30 years.  
 
He is a former Highland Region and The Highland Council 
Councillor (17yrs) and a former Leader/Convener of the 
Council; he was a Labour MSP for the Highlands and Islands 
and a Minister and Cabinet Secretary with, variously, 
responsibility for Education and Young people, Finance and 
Public Services including local government, Gaelic, European 
Structural Funds.  
 
He is currently a freelance consultant working on land reform 
and community empowerment, on water related issues, and 
serves on the Ofcom Committee for Scotland. He previously 
worked for a number of years for Citizens Advice Scotland and 
has served on the Boards of SNH, the Post Office (Scotland), 
and as a member of the European Committee of the Regions. 
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After completing school at Dornoch Academy, Mhairi studied 
History at the University of Aberdeen.  After completing her 
studies she held a Sabbatical Role within the Students 
Association and thereafter moved to Edinburgh to work for a 
short period with Young Scot prior to returning to the Highlands 
in 2006.   
 
Since that time she has worked with Ross and Cromarty 
Citizens Advice Bureau, first in a project post to support Migrant 
Workers and thereafter as Manager, before taking up her 
current role as Chief Officer of the Highland Third Sector 
Interface.  
 
She is currently a Director of Ross-Shire Women’s Aid and has 
previously volunteered as a befriender, Children’s Panel 
member, Front Runner and Clydesider with the Common Wealth 
Games, English language teacher and fundraiser.   
 

Mhairi Wylie 

 

Andrew Thin 

 
Andrew is currently Chairman of Scottish Canals, and a Non-
Executive Director within the Scottish Government. He has 
almost thirty years of experience in leadership roles in the 
public, private and third sectors, and has a particular interest in 
strategic and cultural leadership.  
 
His previous public sector roles have included CEO of 
Caithness and Sutherland Enterprise, Crofters Commissioner, 
Chair of the Cairngorms National Park Authority, and Chair of 
Scottish Natural Heritage.  
 
He lives near Inverness with his wife and two children, and in 
his spare time enjoys hill walking, cycling and sea kayaking. 
 

 

 
Calum is the current Highland Youth Convener. This position 
involves being a voice for young people and making sure their 
views and concerns are heard. Through this position, Calum 
contributes to making the Highlands a more enjoyable place for 
young people to live and grow up in. He ensures that the views 
of young people are listened to by representing them at 
meetings with the Council using the information they have given 
him. 
 
Calum is 18 years old, just finished school in the summer and 
enjoys keeping active. He does this by playing football through 
the week, which he loves doing. He likes to socialise with 
everyone and meet new people. Calum is passionate about 
caring for others. Being able to help people when they need it 
makes him feel positive and he strives off of that. 

Calum Maclennan 
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Sheila Fletcher 

 
Sheila is a transport professional working from her home office 
in Evanton.  She is employed by the Community Transport 
Association supporting community projects throughout 
Scotland.  Sheila also holds a public appointment on the 
Mobility and Access Committee for Scotland and sits on the 
Boards of Ross-shire Voluntary Action, Ross and Cromarty 
Disabled Access Group, the Bradbury Centre, Bonar Bridge 
and sits on the LEADER Local Area Partnership for Inner Moray 
Firth North. 
 
Her work involves her in a lot of travelling and she has had to 
give up many of her community activities.  She has previously 
been an office bearer of Evanton Playgroup, Kiltearn SWRI, 
minute secretary of Kiltearn Community Council and a DJ on 
ABC radio.  She continues to volunteer to drive the Alness 
Heritage Minibus if time permits. 
 
Sheila feels that strong local communities are vital for the future 
of Scotland.  It is crucial that decisions are made locally and 
businesses supported to ensure that there are meaningful jobs 
enabling young families to live and work nearer to home 
forming strong vibrant communities. Her free time is spent on 
Arts and Crafts, gardening, walking her 3 dogs and spending 
time with her husband and large family. 
 
 
 

 

 
Dr Philomena de Lima has lived and worked in the Scottish 
Highlands for over 30 years.   
 
She has a strong interest and commitment to social justice and 
democracy and the ways in which these issues impact on the 
lives of people and communities living in remote and rural 
places in Scotland as well as internationally. In her work, she 
has applied these interests to issues such as poverty and social 
exclusion, ethnicity, migration, mental health and social care.  
 
She has also served as a member of a number committees and 
boards, such as the National Lottery Charities Board (UK), 
Scottish Further Education Council, Carnegie UK Enquiry into 
Civil Society, EOC Scottish Advisory Committee and Child 
Poverty Action Group (CPAG) Scotland. Philomena is the 
Director of the Centre for Remote and Rural Studies at 
University of the Highlands and Islands, Inverness College. 
 

Philomena De 
Lima 

 

Ian Ross 

 
Ian is the Chair of Scottish Natural Heritage. He has previously 
been a The Highland Councillor and has chaired both The 
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Highland Council Planning, Environment and Development 
Committee and its Sustainable Development Committee. He 
has been active on sustainability, renewable energy and 
community engagement issues within both The Highland 
Council and forestry.  
 
He has been involved in community forestry in the Highlands 
and across Scotland for some 20 years and chaired the 
Forestry Commission’s Forestry for People Advisory Panel and 
recently chaired the Forest Enterprise Scotland’s Community 
Engagement “health check”.  
 
Ian is a Chartered Forester and Forestry graduate from 
Aberdeen University and was the senior lecturer at the Scottish 
School of Forestry, where he led on the development of its first 
degree course, he continued to lecture part-time at the 
University of the Highlands and Islands on forest policy, social 
forestry and sustainability until the summer of 2014. 
 

 

Sarah Bruce 

Sarah is the North New Editor at Aberdeen Journals.  
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Cllr Margaret 
Davidson 

 
Margaret is the Leader of The Highland Council and 
Independent Group Leader. She has been an elected member 
for the Aird and Loch Ness ward for over 20 years. 
 
Out with the Council, Margaret has worked in horticulture and 
industry since leaving University. She is a partner in Abriachan 
Nurseries situated near Loch Ness. Margaret has worked 
overseas in both New Zealand and the Falkland Islands, and 
has a continuing interest in all things Southern Hemisphere and 
Antarctic. 
 
Her hobbies include walking, visiting gardens, and visual arts.  

 
Isobel has been an Independent Member of The The Highland 
Council since 2003, representing the Black Isle. She was 
appointed Convener of The Highland Council in June 2015. 
 
She also manages the family farm, is a past President of the 
Black Isle Farmers' Society, and has recently retired as a 
Director of Highland Grain Ltd. 
 
Isobel’s particular interest in the Council has been in Planning 
and she presently chairs the North Planning Committee. 
 

Cllr Isobel 
McCallum 

 

Cllr Richard  
Laird 

 
Richard is Chair of the Audit & Scrutiny Committee of The 
Highland Council. He is also Depute Leader of the Council’s 
SNP Group and has served as a councillor for Inverness 
Central since 2012. 
 
Born and raised in Inverness, Richard is Chair of the Merkinch 
Partnership, Chair of the Academy Street Townscape Heritage 
Project, and an appointee to Inverness Civic Trust. He was also 
a founding trustee of Inverness FoodStuff and has served on 
the Highland Children’s Panel, on Dalneigh & Columba 
Community Council, and as Vice President of Inverness 
College Students’ Association. 
 
Away from local government, Richard has a season ticket for 
Inverness Caledonian Thistle FC and also enjoys socialising 
and casual exercise. 
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David Alston was born and brought up in the Highlands, and for 
the past 30 years has lived in Cromarty on the Black Isle.  
 
He has at various times been a youth worker, school teacher, 
adult education organiser, museum curator, historian, author, 
and local authority councillor.  
 
He is currently chair of the Board of NHS Highland.  
 
 
 
 

Cllr David Alston 

 

Cllr Deirdre 
MacKay 

 
A graduate of Stirling University Deirdre has since spent her life 
in public service working initially for Social Work before leaving to 
raise her family. She returned to work as Training and 
Development Officer for Caithness CAB and in 1999 joined the 
team of the Highlands and Islands Labour MSPs office. Deirdre 
was originally elected to The Highland Council in 1999 serving 
Wick and elected again in 2007 following a move to Brora where 
she continues to serve as councillor for East Sutherland and 
Edderton. She served as Chair of Caithness and Sutherland 
Area Committee and more recently as Chair of Sutherland 
Health, Social Care and Community Safety Partnership.  
 
Deirdre is a Director of ESCAB, Voluntary Groups East  
 
Sutherland, MFR Cash For Kids and a Board Member of Brora 
Rangers FC. She was also a founder member of Dementia 
Friendly Communities East Sutherland. 
 
Deirdre has a strong interest in inequalities with a special focus 
on rural areas. She enjoys gardening and, more recently, 
keeping fit. 
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Thomas is a The Highland Councillor for Ward 22 Fort William 
and Ardnamurchan and is the Leader of the Lochaber Area 
Committee. Within the Council he has a keen interest in matters 
pertaining to Planning, Finance and Community issues.  
 
He served an apprenticeship in Engineering before moving into 
Financial Services and has been married for 29 years and has 3 
grown up children.  
 
In 1999 he was diagnosed with Multiple Sclerosis and this led to 
him talking early retirement and participating in various voluntary 
organisations, such as Lochaber Disability Access Panel, 
Voluntary Action Lochaber, Lochaber Pubwatch and he currently 
chairs Lochaber Care and Repair.  
 
His hobbies are reading, writing and trying to stay fit and he can 
be contacted at thomas.maclennan@highland.gov.uk or 
followed on twitter at Thomas MacLennan @midgebite. 

Cllr Thomas 
Maclennan 

 

 



 
 

 

Appendix 3: Statement on Local Democracy 

The Highland Council, like every other Council in Scotland, makes daily decisions 

about everything from home care to bin collections and from building schools to 

cutting grass. But are they making these decisions in the right way for you or might 

you be making them instead?  

We believe that people’s lives are better when they have more control over decisions 

which affect them. We want your views about what happens now, and what the 

future of democracy in the Highlands might be.  

In the Highlands, decisions are made based on democratic processes. We believe 

that to have strong local democracy in the Highlands four things are needed:  

1. People are well represented through the local democratic process.  

2. The process of how decisions are made by those who have been elected is clear.  

3. Communities and individuals should be able to influence these decisions. 

4. Communities should be able to make local decisions for themselves. 

 

  



 

 

Appendix 4: Initial Call for Evidence 

In the Highlands, decisions are made based on democratic processes. We believe 

that to have strong local democracy in the Highlands four things are needed: 

 

1.  People are well represented through the local democratic process. 

2.  The process of how decisions are made by those who have been elected is clear. 

3.  Communities and individuals should be able to influence these decisions. 

4.  Communities should be able to make local decisions for themselves. 

 

Q1. Do you agree with the comments above? 

 

 

Q2. How do you feel about the current state of local democracy in the 

Highlands? 

 

 

Q3. Is it clear how decisions that affect you have been taken? 

 

 

Q4. Once you have elected a representative (Councillor, MSP, MP etc), do you 

think they should be expected to make decisions on your behalf without any 

further consultation? 

 

 

Q5. Do you want to be more involved in local decision making? And if so, what 

would help you to do this? 

 

 

  



 

 

We have included a diagram on the “spectrum of public participation”. This gives a 

range of options for how public bodies (such as the Council) and communities work 

together to reach decisions. We feel that all these approaches have value in different 

circumstances. Looking at this diagram, and thinking about decision making in the 

Highlands please answer the questions that follow. 

 

Spectrum of Public Participation 

 
Source: International Association for Public Participation. www.iap2.org.uk 

 

Q6. How do you feel about the ways in which the decisions that affect your 

community are made at present? 

 

 

Q7. In the future, how would you like decisions to be made in your 

community? 

 

 

Q8. What do you feel would need to happen to improve the current processes 

of decision making in your community? 

 

 

Thank you for taking the time to respond to our questions. We may want to contact 

you in the future to discuss some of the things that you have raised. If you would be 

happy to speak about these in more detail please fill out your contact details.  

 

Your response will count just as much whether you provide contact details or not. 

We guarantee that any information that we receive from you will be treated in the 

strictest of confidence and will not be used for any purposes other than the work of 

the Commission. 

http://www.iap2.org.uk/


 

 

Q9. Name 

Q10. Email address 

Q11. Contact telephone number 

 

Appendix 5: Findings from the Initial Call for Evidence 

The initial call for evidence contained 8 open questions on local democracy and was 

designed to help people say want they wanted whilst allowing the Commission to 

easily spot and interpret any common themes that responses contained. However, it 

was also stated that if the questions were not helpful and people had something 

quite different to say to tell the Commission anyway and that all responses would be 

taken into account. Over 500 people responded to the call for evidence online or 

emailed or sent their comments to the Commission. 

This led to a large amount of qualitative data for the Commission to listen to and 

understand. All the Commissioners read this information and discussed it in 

combination with the views they heard at public meetings. These meetings allowed 

for much deeper discussion with people, in a face to face manner, and in the 

community in which they live. These discussions gave a much richer source of 

information than the online survey, but the two complement each other well to 

provide both a breadth and depth of understanding of the key issues affecting local 

democracy. 

On reflection, most of the discussions the Commission has had with people have 

focused on The Highland Council, and decisions taken within Highland. Through the 

next stage of its work the Commission will need to make sure these conversations 

are widened out. This will help to ensure that people give their views on all the public 

agencies, and also consider decision making processes that happen out with the 

region that affect local communities. 

The Commission have met regularly to analyse the evidence that has been 

gathered, and agreed that the following themes are coming through from what 

people have told the Commission so far. 

1. In general, people agree that four things are needed to have strong local 

democracy in the Highlands: 

i. People are well represented through the local democratic process. 
ii. The process of how decisions are made by those who have been elected is 

clear. 
iii. Communities and individuals should be able to influence these decisions. 
iv. Communities should be able to make local decisions for themselves. 

 

This is not to say that people agree that this is being achieved. 



 

 

2. The Commission has not found a large amount of support from communities to 

take over control of delivering public services. So far there has been greater demand 

from people to be able to better understand how public services are delivered and 

how decisions are made, and to be able to influence these. 

3. People are highlighting there is a big and important difference between 

consultation and involvement in decision making. There is a feeling that consultation 

happens when a decision is at the point of being made and it is therefore very hard 

to influence. Involvement is seen as on-going, involves discussion, and it can be 

shown how it affected the decision making process.  

4. There is an issue around feedback. Public agencies consult on various decisions 

but then do not feedback how this affected the decision making process. This has 

contributed to a feeling of “consultation fatigue”, and has made consultations less 

empowering than they should otherwise be. 

5. Public bodies are seen as remarkably self-denying about what it could already do 

to improve local democracy. For example, The Highland Council has a network 

across the whole of the Highlands through its dispersed workforce, but there is no 

transfer of information within the Council. This is often interpreted as the Council 

doesn’t want to listen. It is also felt that views are often not listened to as they are not 

seen as being fully representative of the community, and valuable information is 

being lost. It has also been highlighted that there is a lack of connectedness across 

public bodies in the Highlands, and information is not transferred between the 

agencies. 

6. The people we have spoken to identify three important parts of the decision 

making process – the role of the officer, the councillor/ board member, and the views 

of the public. There is a concern that any imbalance leads to poor decision making. 

7. The process of how public bodies make decisions in Highland is seen as 

confusing, unclear, and complex. This means it is difficult for people to understand 

on what basis a decision has been made, who made it, and how and when it could 

have been influenced. 

8. People have highlighted that public agencies need to be better at involving local 

communities in strategic decision making - as these ultimately will affect local issues 

and local services. 

9. The important role of Community Councils has been raised, and that whilst there 

are many excellent examples of Community Councils, others have been going 

through a cycle of decline. Community Councils have been highlighted as having 

real potential to improve local democracy and tackling a “democratic deficit”. 

10. Public bodies are seen as having a centre of power, this means that: 



 

 

i. People feel that power is focused on a small number of committees/ boards, 
and in the hands of a small number of decision makers. There is a feeling that 
if you are not at the centre, then you are less involved in decision making. 
 

ii. If power is focused in one area in Highland (and people have said quite 
strongly that it is in Inverness) it is viewed that the decision makers will know 
more about this area and that it will benefit as a result. 

 

11. The size of the Council area has been raised as an issue, with this leading to a 

feeling of being disconnected, overlooked, and ignored. People have called for more 

decisions to be taken in their communities, to allow for more local input, and for 

decision making processes to be more inclusive and collaborative. 

 

Specific themes arising from discussions with young people in the Highlands include: 

1. A tendency to invite young people to meetings, or approach them for their 
views as a tick box exercise – lack of authenticity. 

2. Young people only get invited to discuss issues specifically related to young 
people, where as their interests are much wider. 

3. It is often not clear what public bodies are planning to do and people are only 
informed of the final decision that has been made.  Young people want to be 
involved in the process much earlier – at the point that the policy is being 
developed, not at the end to respond to the decision. 

4. Young people who are “allowed” to be involved in decision making are quite 
often hand-picked, and are the “responsible” or “academic” young people. 
This is not representative and is alienating. 

 

  



 

 

Appendix 6: Survey Results 

  
Commission on Highland Democracy 
Survey overview for Commissioners 

Monday 3 April 2017, 2pm 
  

  

  

  

 The second phase of work involves reflecting back what the Commission feels it 
has heard and why it thinks these themes are arising. This has been tested 
through a second round of public engagement. An online survey has been 
created to test emerging themes. The survey was sent to: 

 Community councils 

 Equality groups 

 Members of the Highland Citizens’ panel (where email addresses were 
available) 

 Individuals who had previously engaged with the commission 
  

 The survey has had 341 respondents. The following analysis highlights 
responses as of 23 March.  

  

 Summary  

 There was a high response when the questionnaire asked respondents to leave 
comments.  It should be noted that this analysis of the feedback is intrinsically 
subjective as it involves the interpretation of comments.  Key points 
summarised below concentrate on: 

1.  where respondents disagree with the findings of the commission 
2. solutions that respondents highlight   

 
 
 
 

1. Decision making is exclusive 

 The majority of respondents indicated that they either strongly agree (29.2%) or 
agree (39.3%) with the statement about decision making being exclusive, 
Figure 2 

  

 Figure 2: Decision-making is exclusive: To what extent do you agree with this 
statement?  



 

 

 

 
 r=318 

  

 Respondents who disagree with this statement highlighted:  
“Characteristics” of where decision-making happens has an impact or influence 
on decisions. Many respondents highlighted the difference between rural areas 
and Inverness.  
 
Many comments highlighted that any strategic decision being made benefits 
Inverness more than other areas as Inverness has the greatest number of 
“decision makers”. 
 

 Ideas about how this could be improved included:  

  Improve local decision making (empower community trusts, community 
councils, voluntary sector)   

 Transparent consultations, where feedback is provided and there is a  
clear link between consultation and decision  

 More networking between public, voluntary  and community 
representatives to help develop local relationships  

 Increased local accountability and scrutiny  

 Different methods of engagement e.g. local focus groups or citizens’ 
assemblies  
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2. People want involvement and engagement 

 Nine out of ten respondents (92.3%) indicated that they strongly agree or agree 
with the statement suggesting people want involvement and engagement, 
Figure 3.  
 

 Figure 3: Decision-making is exclusive: Do you agree that you would prefer 
more ongoing involvement rather than consultation initiatives? 

 

 
 r=298 

  

 Respondents who disagree with this statement highlighted:  

 That there is no need to consult on everything, but consultation initiatives 
need to give scope to address different points. 

 Communities should be involved in taking responsibly for planning and 
implementing not just consultation  

  

 Ideas about how this could be improved included: 

 Improved communication between public agencies and local 
people: “ The unfortunate consequence of the current democratic 
structures is that too many citizens have disengaged with the process” 

 Fixed consultation process using different methods of 
communication to highlight planned consultation: “There could be a 
regular summary of topics of consultation published in local newspapers 
with a live consultation section on the website.” 

 Collaboration with Community Councils: “ Local Authorities to have 
discussions with Community Councils about how they need to deal with 
matters before entering a consultation process” 
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3. Empowered consumers 

 Nearly half (49.8%) of all respondents indicated that they that wanted public 
bodies to work with the community to design and deliver services. 

  

 Figure 4: Empowered consumers: How would you like your community to be 
involved in how the Council delivers services? 

 

 
 r=287 

 Respondents who provided comments highlighted:  

 It is important that the community is representative and not an “elite minority”. 
Respondents highlighted that there is a danger that the vocal minority can push 
agendas not welcomed by the silent majority.  
 
Respondents also highlighted concerns that any work had to consider local 
circumstances and capacity. “At community council level we do this voluntarily - 
in our spare time. We have neither the time nor the energy after working a full 
day to take on board too much. It would be good if this could be recognised in 
what we are expected to do.”  
 
Other comments noted that Community Councils would benefit from an 
increase in resources and training material that would enable them to 
participate more effectively.  
 

 Participating in decision making rather than representing local views  

  
The majority of comments supported the statement. Respondents highlighted 
that Community Councils were in a difficult position regarding their role as being 
representative.  Respondents had different views on the role of Community 
Councils.  
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Respondents who disagreed highlighted: 
 
Community councils etc. rarely represent their community adequately - and 
don't have the means to talk to the whole community. “ The Highland Council 
should include a specific responsibility for CCs to engage with their community 
(and that they report back each year on what they have done to reach out” 
 
Community Councils are elected and therefore representative of the local area.  
 

 When asked “ How do you think things could be improved?” respondents 
highlighted:  

 Better communication and opportunity for participation as a key way in which 
this could be improved. Specific examples included: “local citizens panels”, 
“more training for community councils”, a more relaxed approach to planning 
consultations,  
 

4. Integrated local democracy 

 About one third (31.9%) strongly agree and over half (50.9%) agree with the 
statement about integrated local democracy 

  

 Figure 5: Integrated local democracy: To what extent do you agree with this 
statement? 

 

 
 r=273 

  

 Respondents who disagreed with this statement highlighted that there is 
already the structures in place e.g. Community Councils.  Concern was raised 
that the position of Community Councils is undermined.  
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Other respondents noted that on a practical level, this would be too 
cumbersome to achieve in a meaningful way. “If it could be done it would be 
considerably difficult to manage the potentially enormous amount of material 
which would accrue.”  
 
Respondents highlighted that consultation provides a focus for discussion of 
ideas and enables clear views to be gathered.  

 Public sector employees 

 The majority of respondents (78.2%) strongly agree (30.6%) or agree (47.6%) 
that public bodies should make better use of the people they employ across 
Highlands. 
 

 Figure 6: public bodies should make better use of the people they employ 
across the Highlands: To what extent do you agree with this statement? 

 

 
 r=271 

  

 Respondents who disagreed with this statement highlighted:  

  Employees may have a “vested interest” 

 That it would put pressure on the workforce that may lead them to feel 
conflicted  

 People living in communities are best placed to represent the community  
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5. Balanced decision making 

 The majority of respondents (93.5%) strongly agree (47.7%) or agree (45.8%) 
that balanced decision-making. 
 

 Figure 7: Balanced decision making: To what extent do you agree with this 
statement 
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 Respondents who disagreed with this statement highlighted: 

  Community input is the most important component: “Current elected 
representatives and professional officers are too remote from 
communities.” 

 Community views have to be balanced with other sources: 
“Community input is too often hijacked by groups and individuals with 
agendas which can create a false impression of the local mood.” 

 
 Ideas about how this could be improved included: 

  A Change in organisation behaviour  

 Improve communication about when decisions are being taken to allow 
communities to present their views 

 More open local meetings with invited public participation  

 Local community officers who can support communities and public 
agencies to work together  
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Appendix 7: Progress report to The Highland Council, 15 December 2016 

The original report can be found on the Council’s website. 

 

 

 

 

Appendix 8: Interim Report to the Highland Council, 9 March 2017 

The original report can be found on the Council’s website. 

 

 

 

 

Appendix 9: Final Interim Report to The Highland Council, 29 June 2017 

The original report can be found on the Council’s website. 

Appendix 10: The Kirklees Democracy Commission report 

http://www.democracycommission.org.uk/growing-a-stronger-local-

democracy-from-the-ground-up/ 

  

https://www.highland.gov.uk/download/meetings/id/71385/item_3_commission_on_highland_democracy_%E2%80%93_update
https://www.highland.gov.uk/download/meetings/id/71817/item_9_commission_on_highland_democracy_%E2%80%93_interim_report
https://www.highland.gov.uk/download/meetings/id/72188/item_10_commission_on_highland_democracy
http://www.democracycommission.org.uk/growing-a-stronger-local-democracy-from-the-ground-up/
http://www.democracycommission.org.uk/growing-a-stronger-local-democracy-from-the-ground-up/


 

 

Appendix 11: Who the Commission has spoken to 

The Commission has attended and spoken to people at the following meetings/ 

organisations 

 Redesigning for Community Action, hosted by The Highland Council, 

Smithton. 

 Lochaber Partnership Marketplace, Arisaig . 

 Meeting with Tain Community Cllrs, Tain. 

 Inverness Youth Conference, Culloden. 

 Caithness Youth Conference, Wick. 

 Nairn, Badenoch, and Strathspey Youth Conference, Aviemore. 

 Lochaber Youth Conference, Fort William. 

 Ross and Cromarty Youth Conference, Alness.  

 Portree and Plockton Youth Conference, Broadford. 

 Commission on Parliamentary Reform 

 Cairngorms National Park Authority 

 Scottish Government - Civil servants working on the Local Democracy Bill and 

other relevant policy 

 Inclusion Scotland 

 The Highland Council Redesign Board 

 Inverness Community Council Forum 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


