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Making the Local, Local            Dave Watson 
This year's Scottish budget debate saw a much better response from all of those who care about local democracy 
in Scotland. The outcome remains hugely challenging, but we should build on this progress to develop a new 
socialist vision for local government.  

COSLA calculated all these demands at 2.6%, plus 3% 
for a realistic inflation estimate. That’s where their 
£545m figure comes from, which was the basis for 
Scottish Labour’s budget proposal. 
 
These are the numbers, but what about impact on 
services? UNISON has outlined the views of staff in 
eighteen ‘Damage’ reports. The common theme is 
that jobs are cut while demand increases, leaving staff 
stressed and demoralised while they attempt to keep 
basic services going.  
 
Even statutory services have been cut and 
preventative work dropped almost entirely. An 
example of this is building control. Even after the 
Grenfell Tower tragedy, building control staff spend 
little time inspecting properties, while they cope with 
vacancies and government bureaucracy. 
 
These cuts also have a disproportionate impact on 
low income families who have a greater reliance on 
local services. Less obvious is the impact on the 
economy. The Jimmy Reid Foundation (JRF) has 
published a report commissioned by UNISON 
Scotland on this issue. It shows how local authority 
funding is crucial to sustain and grow economic and 
social benefits to local communities and society in 
Scotland as a whole. 
 
We simply cannot go on like this. We need a proper 
reform of local finance, including the use of 
discretionary taxation, an end to ring fencing budgets 
and for central government to properly fund its own 
initiatives that are delivered locally. 
 
Challenging Austerity 
 
Most councils this year will use the additional cash to 
yet again 'patch and mend' their budget and the 
services they deliver. The medium term financial 
strategies will be noted, in the hope that something 
will come along in future years to save the day. 
 
Some councils have started to use a more political 
narrative in their budget documents. Instead of "how 
well we are managing the cuts" there is greater 
reference to austerity, albeit only Tory austerity, in 
the coalition councils. Outwith the formal documents, 
there are some efforts by local parties to highlight the 

In this paper I make the case for a new approach. 
One that recognises the historical case for local 
government and the achievements of more recent 
times, before Labour became the establishment in 
town halls and lost its radical cutting edge. Labour in 
local government should rediscover that radical edge 
by challenging austerity and developing a new model 
for councils based on municipal socialism. 
 
Budget impact 
 
Let's start with the budget.   Councils have had an 8% 
cut in real terms since 2010/11. This isn't just down 
to Tory austerity, wicked though that is. Since 2013-
14 council budget allocations have been cut by 6.9%, 
while the Scottish Government's Revenue Budget fell 
by 1.6%. Yes, there has been extra money for the 
government's priorities, but there has been a £590m 
cut in core funding. The money that pays for the 
basic local services that mark a civilised society.  
 
Councils have plugged the gap with a 13% increase in 
charges, a regressive tax that hits the poorest in 
society. They have also used up an unsustainable 
£79m of reserves along with £500m of cuts. The 
biggest impact has been in local employment, with 
30,000 jobs gone since the crash. If councils have had 
such a 'fair deal', then why are 9 out of 10 austerity 
job cuts in local government? 
 
Following the Stage 1 budget deal with the Greens, 
councils are now getting a standstill budget in ‘real 
terms’. However, that does not mean there won’t be 
more cuts in the coming year. That’s because ‘real 
terms’ means an assumption that inflation will be 
1.4% next year. No one really believes this will 
happen, certainly not a prudent council finance 
director. The OBR has forecast that the CPI will be 
2.4% next year and the RPI 3.3%. Pay alone, which is 
55% of the budget, will be around double the 
government’s inflation assumption according to the 
pay policy. 
 
Then there will be the usual round of ‘unavoidable 
commitments’. These include demographic change, 
which Integration Joint Boards (IJBs)  alone calculate 
at 2% per annum. Most IJBs are already reporting big 
shortfalls in their planned budgets for next year and 
will be looking for additional financial support. 
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fact that the Scottish Government is still largely 
passing on austerity to councils.  
 
One problem, with a few honourable exceptions, is 
that Scottish Labour's local government structures 
simply don't work. The replacement of local 
government committees by campaign forums has 
not been a success. There is now minimal party 
scrutiny of the work of labour groups and precious 
little campaigning. It will be interesting see what 
Katy Clark's review recommends on this issue, 
although it will be a matter for the Scottish Labour 
Party to address in Scotland. 
 
Both UNISON and STULP (Trade Unions for Scottish 
Labour) published papers prior to the last council 
elections that identify a range of political actions 
councils can take to challenge austerity. Including 
commissioning local economic impact assessments 
on austerity and publishing parallel or citizens 
budgets showing what the council could have done if 
austerity was not been dumped on them. 
 
A number of Labour groups have taken political 
initiatives including adopting charters like UNISON's 
care charter or Unite's construction charter. Some 
have made significant savings using the ideas in 
UNISON's 'Combating Austerity' handbook, but as 
UNISON's monitoring report shows, much more 
could be done. Sadly, examples of Labour groups 
challenging austerity are still the exception. Too 
many Labour groups remain passive administrators 
rather than campaigning politicians.  
 
Municipal Socialism 
 
Keir Hardie in the second chapter of his book 'From 
Serfdom to Socialism' made the case for municipal 
socialism. He said, "The desire of the Labourist is that 
all these profits should find their way into the public 
purse and disbursed for the benefit of the public”. 
 
Hardie was of course influenced by the great Liberal 
reforming councils of the Nineteenth Century. Those 
councils used their powers to cure the evils of their 
day by creating municipal water and other utilities. 
Labour councils in the twentieth century built on this 
base. In the Thatcher years, Labour councils like 
Strathclyde Regional Council did ground breaking 
work on welfare rights and resisted privatisation, 
including the Strathclyde Water referendum. 
 
When Labour councils in Scotland undertake radical 
initiatives, and they do exist, they too often fail to 
shout about them, and the Party does little to spread 
best practice. Paid organisers are too often 

dispatched to by-elections, rather than supporting 
councillors in developing radical policies. 
In a forthcoming Jimmy Reid Foundation paper, I will 
be setting out in more detail what municipal 
socialism might look like in 21st century Scotland. 
There are many good models across the world that 
show what can be achieved. Perhaps surprisingly, 
many of these can be found in the USA where the 
traditions of the early 20th century 'sewer socialists' 
appear to be alive and well. 
 
Municipal energy is one such initiative, commonplace 
in the USA and much of Europe, yet rare in the UK. A 
few councils have supported retail energy solutions 
and few others modest renewable energy 
generation. However, there is scope for municipal 
companies to be generating energy, managing grids 
and making homes more energy efficient. 
 
Many councils have developed in-house building and 
maintenance services. These could be expanded to 
deliver a wider range of services across both the 
public and private sectors. 
 
Municipal socialism offers an opportunity to 
challenge traditional approaches to local economic 
development, which have focused on top down, the 
‘centre knows best’ plans. These approaches place a 
focus on attracting large firms with few local 
connections to an area, and these are often to the 
first to flee when the economic cycle shifts. There is a 
strong case for a new approach to local economies in 
Scotland, grouped around the concept of the 
foundational economy. 
  
The foundational economy is built from the activities 
which provide the essential goods and services for 
everyday life, regardless of the social status of 
consumers. These include, for example, 
infrastructures; utilities; food processing; retailing 
and distribution; and health, education and welfare. 
They are generally provided by a mixture of the state 
(directly or through funding outsourced activities); 
small and medium enterprise (SME) firms; and much 
larger companies such as privatised utilities or 
branches of mobile companies such as the major 
supermarkets, who often originate from outside the 
local economy. 
  
I outlined the work on the foundational economy and 
the role of local government in a Red Paper 
publication on Progressive Federalism. These ideas 
have been highlighted very recently by Shadow 
Chancellor John McDonnell. He announced that the 
Labour Party is setting up a Community Wealth 
Building Unit to support co-operatives and mutuals 
as a means of driving local economic growth. 
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A new vision for Scottish local government 
 
Scottish Labour has a clear narrative in relation to 
SNP budget cuts and dumping austerity onto local 
councils. It is developing a response to centralisation, 
although it has historically fallen into the trap of 
supporting initiatives like Police Scotland. 
 
A new vision for local government has to explicitly 
value local democracy. Making the case for services 
to be delivered locally whenever that is practical - 
Scotland is not Labour's local.  
 
We must ensure that decisions are taken at the 
lowest practical level. While it is important to have 
national standards and guidance, these should not be 
used to stifle local innovation or local differences. 
Services should be designed with and for people in 
communities of place and interest. Co-production 
and asset-based approaches can contribute to this as 
a positive engagement, not simply to manage 
budgetary cuts. In a practical sense this means 
looking at every power that is devolved to Scotland 
and asking the subsidiarity question – can this be 
done locally? 
 
In my Reid Foundation paper on public service 
reform, I point towards an even more radical 
approach that starts with people and communities 
and considers what powers are granted up to local 
government and central government. In essence 
people locally agree to share sovereignty with local, 
regional and national structures, because that is the 
most effective way of achieving our collective public 
service ethos. 
 
This leads to the question of what we mean by ‘local’ 
or even a recognisable community of place? Is it a 
street, a village, a town or a city? Again, if we apply 
the principle of subsidiarity, it is the lowest practical 
level and that is probably roughly a town and its 
hinterland. Cities are more difficult to break down 
into recognisable communities, but it can be done. 
 
At this level we can introduce better integration of 
services and meaningful engagement with citizens. In 
a column in The Scotsman, I describe a number of 
initiatives that could create a new culture of 
engagement. These include the Co-operative Councils 
Network, the Carnegie Trust’s ‘Enabling State’ and 
Participatory Budgeting. None of these ideas offers a 
perfect solution, but they do point to a more 
meaningful collective engagement of citizens than 
traditional consultation mechanisms. 
 
This is not a clarion call for pure localism. In a country 
the size of Scotland we cannot justify duplication and 

difference for the sake of it. There is a role for central 
government to set outcomes and possibly even 
minimum standards, while avoiding prescription and 
central direction. They could agree frameworks 
(workforce matters are a good example) that allow 
the local to focus on what matters. 
 
A new vision for local government has to be about 
more than just structures. As the JRF has shown, 
councils are already good at focusing their resources 
on those most in need. Despite the cuts, they have 
also done their best to protect those services that 
residents most in need use. However, we should go 
further by defining the central mission of local 
government as reducing inequality. Equality impact 
assessments should be made more than just a tick 
box exercise. They should be the main driver of 
policy, with every new initiative and investment 
being measured against the mission to reduce 
inequality. 
 
A key element of this is a recognition of the power 
councils have to create fair work, both directly and 
through procurement. Labour councils should 
become fair work councils, where the real living wage 
and fair work principles are championed at every 
opportunity. 
 
Conclusion 
 
The key message in this paper is that Scottish Labour 
needs to rediscover its radical local government 
roots. Passive administration of services has to come 
to an end.  
 
The tools to achieve this are based on fair funding for 
councils with greater devolution of revenue raising, 
including business rates and new forms of local 
taxation. 
 
Then we should develop a new vision for local 
government, based on municipal socialism. Councils 
running a wide range of services as they do across 
Europe and in the USA.  
 
Finally, Labour should value the local and commit to 
the decentralisation of services. That decentralisation 
should not end at the town hall. Labour should 
promote new forms of community engagement that 
encourage citizens to act, not simply be the 
consumers of a service.  
 
In this way, Labour in local government can point to 
the real change that Scotland desperately needs. 
 

Dave Watson is the Head of Policy and Public Affairs 
at UNISON Scotland 


