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Abstract

This thesis analyses the changing nature of Scottish local government between
1996 and 2008. It does so by employing four analytical perspectives
(traditional municipal, managerial, democratic and governance). It utilises
longitudinal data gained in three case study sites: Fife, Stirling and Highland
Councils. The empirical data on which the study is based was gathered
between 1996 and 2008 in the three councils. The broad argument of the
thesis is that each of these analytical perspectives contributes to an
understanding of Scottish local government. However, the managerial,
democratic and governance perspectives tend to over-state the degree of
change which has occurred. The language of analysis underpinning them
would suggest that local government in Scotland, like England, has been
transformed by the catalogue of policy interventions and initiatives that have
taken place since 1979. Indeed some have gone as far as suggesting ‘the
demise of traditional local government’ in England (Wilson and Stoker 2004:
248). This thesis suggests that Scotland is different and that an understanding
of how Scottish local government operates still requires knowledge of the
institutional structures associated which traditional municipal local
government.  Despite three decades of reform, the traditional municipal
interpretation of local government retains resonance in Scotland. The new
insights gleaned from managerial, democratic and governance perspectives
have not fundamentally undermined the traditional local government

framework of analysis.



Acknowledgements

Writing a thesis is not a group exercise, it inevitably involves long hours of
solitary work (or 14 years in this case!). However, there have been many
individuals who at various times have provided me with guidance, assistance
and support. I owe a debt of gratitude to David Judge in particular, an
excellent supervisor, who has assisted me greatly in ‘seeing the job through’.
At various junctures the work for this PhD has been supervised by different
individuals, most notably Arthur Midwinter and Gerry Stoker. I would like to
thank them for their assistance and support. Arthur gave me my first break in
academia employing me as a graduate assistant after graduation in 1993, for
that I will be eternally grateful. Gerry, as one of Britain’s leading students of
local government, directed me into areas of literature which I'm sure I would
never have found independently. Other academics have helped along the way
— most notably James Mitchell and Allan McConnell. Particular thanks also to

Fiona Maclntyre for assistance with final formatting.

I also owe thanks to all those in local government who willingly gave up their
time for interview. In particular I would like to thank Keith Yates and Linda
Downie from Stirling Council, Arthur McCourt and Alistair Dodds from
Highland Council and Roderick Wylie and Mike Enston from Fife Council.
Each of these individuals went beyond the call of duty in assisting in the

arrangement of interviews and retrieving archive documents.

Thanks also to colleagues, friends and family as well. Of course despite all

this help, the work and views expressed in this thesis are mine alone.



Chapter 1: Introduction: The Research Approach




The Research Context

The nature of democracy, politics and local government in Scotland has
changed in the past few decades. This study seeks to describe, analyse and
understand the changing nature of Scottish local government since
reorganisation in 1995/96. It does so by employing existing analytical
perspectives and applying them to aid our understanding of developments in
Scottish local government. It utilises longitudinal data gained in three case
study sites: Fife, Stirling and Highland Councils. The initial research was
undertaken in the immediate post- reorganisation period between 1996 and
1998. This was supplemented in 2008 with a series of follow-up interviews in

each of the councils.

On 1 April 1996 Fife, Stirling and Highland were three of the 29 new local
councils that took over all of the functions of the previous 53 district and nine
regional councils in mainland Scotland. The new structure replaced the two-
tier region/district structure that had been created by the Local Government

(Scotland) Act 1973.

Like many policy changes in Scottish politics at that time the origins of this
change can be traced to events in and around Westminster and Whitehall.
The origins of local government reorganisation are linked to the failure of the
poll tax in the late 1980s and the appointment of Michael Heseltine as
Secretary of State in the Department of Environment in England and Wales in
1990. His brief to establish an alternative to the poll tax brought the issue of
structural reform in local government reorganisation in England on to the

policy agenda. It was not long after this that the issues emerged on the policy



agenda of the Scottish Office. This ‘story” of policy development was not
altogether uncommon pre-devolution with the Scottish Office often

responding to policy initiatives south of the border (see Midwinter et al 1991).

The Scottish Office published a series of papers (Scottish Office 1991, 1992,
1993) outlining the case for reform. Although widely criticised at the time
(see for example Midwinter 1993) the reorganisation proceeded, largely
because of the unilateral policymaking approach adopted by the Scottish
Office. This was in contrast to its counterpart in England, the Department of
Environment, which established a Local Government Commission.  The
Scottish Office, controlled by the Conservative Party, was able to push its

legislation through Parliament largely unhindered.

The councillors for these new local authorities were elected on 6 April 1995 in
order that, during what was termed the shadow year, chief officers could be
appointed and management structures could be put in place for the new local
authorities.  The initial fieldwork for this thesis took place in the three
councils between 1996 and 1998. The focus of the research was on how the
new councils were approaching the organisation, administration,

management and democratic aspects of their changing role.

This thesis examines what has happened in these . councils post-
reorganisation. The empirical material that informs this analysis is derived
from case study material generated in fieldwork visits to the three councils -
Fife, Highland and Stirling. Whilst not necessarily representative of Scottish
local government as a whole, the data gathered from these councils will

provide insight into the changing nature of local government in Scotland.



The implicit assumption underpinning this work is that local councils are
important political organisations. Local authorities tend to be viewed as
lower-tier administrative bodies that undertake statutory functions in the
delivery of public services locally. Seldom does local government capture the
media headlines (Post-devolution this has become even more the case with
the Scottish Parliament dominating media attention). This is despite the fact
that local councils are actually central to answering key questions of politics —
who gets what, when and how? (see Laswell 1936 for more on this classic
definition of politics). Many public services are delivered by local
authorities. There are other organisations such as National Health Service
(NHS) Trusts, Local Enterprise Companies (LECs), registered social landlords
(RSLs), partnerships, voluntary agencies, charitable companies and the
private sector. New analysis of local government in the 1990s suggested that
its traditional role has been diminished by the increasing use of these new
service delivery mechanisms (see for example Stewart and Stoker 1989;
Stewart and Stoker 1995; Stoker 1999; Stoker 2000; Stoker and Wilson 2004;
Stoker 2004). Amongst other things, this thesis examines the validity of these

suggestions.

A New Dawn for Scottish Local Government?

The rhetoric surrounding the establishment of the new local councils was
dominated by notions of a new dawn for local government in Scotland. The
1995/96 reorganisation was the second time Scottish local government had
been reorganised in the space of just over two decades. Prior to the
implementation of the previous 1975 reorganisation the new authorities had a
blueprint to guide them in the design of their political, organisational and

management structures, in the form of the Paterson Report (1973). In 1995 no



such guidance was available. Attempting to fill this gap, the Scottish Branch
of The Society for Local Authority Chief Executives (SOLACE) produced a
document entitled The New Management Agenda.  The received opinion,
judged from this document, appeared to be that there existed an opportunity
for Scottish local authorities to 'catch up' with councils in England in terms of

the application of new organisational structures:

Local government is changing rapidly with all sorts of pressures
making it a different place. Reorganisation provides a unique
opportunity to build local authorities geared up to the late 1990s ...
There is an opportunity to be bold and imaginative and to really

produce something which is suited to the needs of the second half of
the decade. (SOLACE 1994)

This document suggested that the new authorities had an opportunity to

experiment with new organisational and managerial methods of working.

This made it an area ripe for research.

The Research Approach

This thesis is explicitly focused on the internal dynamics, structure and
operations of local government on the officer side. The party political side,

although not ignored, is not where the spotlight of this research shines.

The study is located in what is usually termed the public administration sub-
discipline of political science. Gains has noted that the literature on local
government does not ‘reflect the numerical scale, financial cost or policy
impact of local government officers” (2004: 92), with most studies
concentrating on elected representatives and parties (e.g. Copus 1999,

Chandler 2001; Wilson and Game 2002; Stewart 2003). However, this thesis
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maintains that the organisational and managerial details of how a council
organises itself, and the issues raised by structures, are fundamentally

important in respect of the political and power dynamics of a local council.

In the opening line of his book on Scottish local government, McConnell
argues that, ‘Any understanding of local government in Scotland needs to
recognise the defining characteristics of local government and the role it
performs’ (McConnell 2004: 5). This thesis does this through employing four
alternative analytical perspectives which all have something to say, at least
implicitly, about the basic functions of local government. In essence this thesis
suggests that some existing accounts of local government contain sets of

assumptions that form particular‘ schools of thought that inform analysis .

These perspectives can be viewed as alternative conceptual lenses through
which to understand local government. Paraphrasing Dowding, a
conceptual lens can be viewed as, ‘a description of a situation which picks out
certain features which are important to understanding that situation’ (1994:
112). Each lens can be associated with a particular perspective; and each is
based on assumptions and suppositions that inform how local government 1s
perceived and interpreted. Each conceptual lens provides a way of arranging
the often confusing and contradictory pieces of a jigsaw of the social world
into a pattern which makes 'sense’. As Stoker notes they are, ‘representations
or stylised, simplified pictures of reality. They identify important components
of a system and provide a broad language and the form of reference in which

reality can be examined’ (1995a: 17-18).

All four perspectives raise different elements as the main objects for the study

of local government by raising different issues for consideration.  The
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different focus of each one results in different empirical or factual material
being used as supporting evidence. By using alternative perspectives it is
acknowledged that the study of politics is bound to be partial and this makes
the adoption of particular perspectives necessary. The identification of four

perspectives reflects the lack of a dominant paradigm (Kuhn 1962).

Skocpol (2003) refers to the ‘double engagement’ of social science — academic
theories and methods contribute to ‘real world’ debates. Analytical
frameworks often they serve not only as tools of description, understanding
and explanation but also as tools of prescription i.e. they are also normative
theories of local government. This is evident in the duality of writings which
can lurch between evidence and prescription. Interestingly, as well as
perspectives used by academics to analyse local government, there is clear
evidence of each connecting to practice and analysis within local councils.
This highlights the often wafer-thin dividing line which has tended to exist
between objective academic analysis of local government and its actual
practice. Indeed, one could argue that the divide is almost non-existent with
academics often playing the dual role of both observer and participant in local
government politics. Academic authors such as John Stewart, Gerry Stoker,
David Wilson, Chris Game and Arthur Midwinter have, as well as describing
local government also play roles in its actual practice acting as central and

local government policy advisors.

It should also be noted that the perspectives are neither exclusive nor
comprehensive. However, for the purposes of this thesis they represent an
interpretation of existing literature of local government and how it has tended
to organise itself. An outline of these analytical frameworks is a useful way of

capturing contemporary political, academic and practitioner local
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government analysis. They seek to capture the most dominant conceptual
approaches that have been advanced to understand local government in the

UK. Four organising perspectives are identified:

e Traditional municipal.
e Management.
e Democratic.

e (Governance.

Instead of adopting a single conceptual framework, these alternative
approaches are examined serially. They argument, and approach, underlying
this thesis is that there are a variety of interpretations capable of providing
coherent explanations of changing policy and practice in local government.
Sometimes the basis of such interpretations is made explicit, at other times it

is implicit.

This chapter as well as outlining the research context will also elaborate on
the formal methodology employed and the essence of each of these four
conceptual approaches. Before providing an overview of these perspectives
it is useful to clarify both the thinking behind and the methodology used in
this thesis.

The Research Rationale

A writer may try his best to draw a map of how things are, that will be
equally valid for all; but all he can really do is to paint a picture of

what he sees from the unique and transient viewpoint which is his
alone. (Vickers 1970)

13



Vickers’ statement reflects the basis of the approach adopted in this work.
Rather than seek to draw a map of 'how things are’ this study seeks to utilise
existing analytical perspectives in local government to present alternative

interpretations of the empirical ‘evidence’.

As a philosophical starting point this study rejects the notion that there is a
political world out there waiting to be discovered which is independent of
our beliefs, values and tools of understanding. In other words the notion that
there is truth out there waiting to be discovered on the basis of pure reason or
experience is rejected (see Bevir and Rhodes 2005: 3 who adopt a similar
philosophical starting point). Possibly the best summary of this starting point
is in the quote from Collingwood cited by Bevir and Rhodes (2005: 3):
knowledge is ‘created, not discovered, because evidence is not evidence until it

makes something evident’ (Collingwood 1965: 99, emphasis in original).

The accounts given here of the different perspectives may not necessarily be
shared by authors who have been ascribed to one particular school. In a
sense they represent a unique and transient interpretation of each analytical
framework. However, in presenting the alternatives a much more
comprehensive picture of changes in Scottish local government emerges for

the reader.

The approach adopted here reflects an explicit acceptance of the relativist
notion that the story of politics, in whatever arena, can be told in many
different ways. None of them are inherently true or false. The political
science literature is littered with concepts and metaphors. For example if we
consider the concept of policy and its study numerous suffixes have been

used to refer to its conceptualisation: ‘communities’ (e.g. Jordan and

Ricardson 1987), ‘networks’ (e.g. Marsh and Rhodes 1992), ‘cycles’ (e.g.
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Hogwood and Gunn 1984), ‘streams’, ‘windows’ (Kingdon 1984), and ‘stages’
(Hogwood 1987), to name but a few. In outlining alternative accounts of local
government the influence of unrecognised assumptions will become
apparent. Four alternative analytical perspectives are examined that offer
contrasting frames of reference through which to view Scottish local

government.

As noted above each perspective is not unlike the ‘conceptual lens’ Allison
utilised in his seminal work on the Cuban missile crisis. In this book he argues

that:

By comparing and contrasting three frameworks, we see what each

magnifies, highlights, and reveals as well as what each blurs or
neglects. (Allison 1971: v)

The rationale behind the structure of this thesis reflects that all explanation in
politics must of necessity be grounded in theory and reveals a frustration that
many theoretical explanations tend to exaggerate the influence of certain
factors to the neglect of others, often resulting in only partially convincing
analysis. By assessing the relative merits, heuristic qualities and contrasts of

four alternative modes of analysis a more rounded account of local

government in Scotland can be given.

Allison is not alone in noting such an approach as useful in political science -
Dunleavy (1980) and Rhodes (1997) also suggest this as a potential fruitful
research strategy. Rhodes (1991) suggested that public administration as a

discipline is multi-theoretic and one characterised by methodological

pluralism. Citing Reed he notes:
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A growing realisation that epistemological uncertainty, theoretical
plurality and methodological diversity do not necessarily entail a
terminal drift towards a disordered field of study characterised by total
disarray over philosophical fundamentals, substantive problematic and
conceptual frameworks. Indeed it is the lines of debate that are initiated
and developed by different modes of inquiry that hold the field
together as a reasonably coherent intellectual practice. (Reed 1993: 176)

Dunleavy, in a similar vein, argued that research, ‘should draw on several or
all of the theories relevant to the empirical questions examined, using them as
sources of competing hypotheses and interpretations to guide the research’
(1980: 131) (see also Benyon and Solomos 1986; Davis 1988; John 1998).
Hence in this thesis, implicit assumptions behind each conceptual framework
are clarified and made explicit. This multi-theoretic approach allows critical
engagement with alternative theories. As Rhodes asserts, ‘No one theory 1is
ever true, it is only more or less instructive. You can learn more from a

comparative political assessment of several theories when they are brought to

bear on a single topic’ (Rhodes 1995: 56).

By clearly elaborating the basis of each analytical framework the foundations
of each ‘explanation’ will be made explicit to the reader. Moreover, this
approach seeks to avoid the problem of not specifying the assumptions and
suppositions that inform each approach. As Vickers (1970) notes, there is no
such thing as an impartial, objective social scientist who can approach his or
her field of study with a blank sheet of paper waiting to be written upon. In
all science, knowledge is never positive (Kuhn 1962) and irrefutable (Popper
1964). The assumption underpinning this study is that the study of local

government can be, and is, studied using a variety of methods and

approaches.
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A sceptical note on this could be that it reflects the ‘divided and aimless’
nature of public administration in the 1990s (Chandler 1991: 45). However,
Rhodes’ (1995) more positive assessment of the state of the discipline is more
accurate - he points towards the rich eclecticism of theoretical frames of
reference as evidence of those arguing that public administration, ‘must
develop an explicitly theoretical approach, evaluating the strengths and
weaknesses of several theories’. Citing Hood (1990b) he suggests,
‘comparison, juxtaposition and synthesis of different ways of understanding
... patterns of public service provision’, going on to predict that the
discipline’s future ‘will depend on: a multi-theoretic approach (and)

methodological pluralism’ (Rhodes 1995: 124).

Scientists, no matter their branch of study, never have unmediated access to
the phenomena they are studying. What they do is use concepts, theories,
and frameworks to interpret experience. Their view of the world is thus
heavily dependent on the initial assumptions on which these theories are
based. Morgan (1986) has shown that how you view organisations — be it
'machines’, ‘'organisms’ or 'psychic prisons' — influences the sort of evidence
you look for in research. Thus far from being neutral and objective as this

model of science suggests you are biased and partial.

It is for this reason that this thesis argues that no one perspective can capture
or explain the complexity which surrounds Scottish local government today.
No one perspective could do justice to the variety, complexity and richness of

the changes taking place in local government.

In essence this thesis suggests that some existing accounts of local
government contain sets of assumptions that form particular schools of

thought that inform analysis (chapters three to six will outline this literature).
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The thesis then seeks to highlight these assumptions through a series of
hypotheses at the end of each of the ‘theory’ chapters.  Then, whilst
acknowledging the philosophical starting point that there is no absolute
irrefutable positive knowledge 'out there' waiting to be discovered, the
contemporary relevance of each analytical framework is tested against the

empirical data collected in the three case study councils.

The perspectives on the practice of local government outlined here do not
exist independently from actors in local government. Writing on ‘traditions’

Bevir and Rhodes note:

We must not claim an existence for them independent of the beliefs and
actions of individuals. Traditions are not fixed entities. They are not
given, sat in a philogical zoo, waiting for people to discover them. They
are contingent, produced by the actions of individuals. (2003: 33)

The contention of this thesis is that these traditions become embedded in
social interactions and underpin the basis of the beliefs that become reflected
in the behaviour of actors within local councils. The traditional municipal
view is reflected in the actions of local government officers who reference
their professionalism, political neutrality and accountability to the elected
chamber as the rationale for their behaviour. The new public management
perspective is reflected in managerial codes of practice and operating
procedures and the ideology of ‘managerialism’ subscribed to by some in
local government. The local democratic view is reflected in an appeal to the
democratic basis of local councils and the belief in the virtue of representative,
participatory and deliberative democracy. The newer local governance
perspective is reflected in today’s orthodox views about the utility of

partnerships and networks in the delivery of public services.
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The Research Methodology

The approach adopted here is not what could be termed ‘a comparative case
study approach’. The data draws from each of the councils (Fife, Highland,
Stirling); and, although comparisons are drawn, the data is considered as one
body of evidence rather than three. This approach fits with Carmichael’s
observation that, although case studies are subject to charges of atypicality, if
the concept of “locality’ is to be understood, then a degree of atypicality in our
choice of local councils to study is not only inevitable but desirable
(Carmichael 1994: 250).  In Scottish local government a representative
‘sample’ is not possible such is the distinctiveness of many councils. A study

of all 32 councils, however, was not possible or practical.

The utilisation of three case study sites also helps avoid the well-documented
pitfalls of the single case study method (see Mackie and Marsh 1995: 177-183).
The case study method is utilised here without apology. It is seen as an
accepted research method within the wider political science community, and
has tended to be contrasted in negative terms with the more sophisticated
quantitative methodologies ‘modern’ political scientists have utilised.
However, it has been both propounded and defended many times (see for
example Lijphart 1971; Rhodes 1994; Yin 1984, 1993). Forty-five years ago (at
the height of the behavioural revolution in social sciences), Theordore Lowi
was declaring ‘case studies of the policy-making process constitute one of the
more important methods of political science analysis’ (1964: 677). 'This

remains the case.
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This is not to argue that the case study method is not without its potential
pitfalls. Without sampling there is the danger that a “deviant’ case study site
could be selected. The utilisation of three sites with selection based on an elite
census of all Scottish local authority chief executives mitigates this potential

problem.

The data collection for the thesis was undertaken with each of the analytical
perspectives, outlined below, in mind. The starting point for the study was a
census of all 32 new local authority chief executives in 1995. Each was asked
the simple, straightforward question of which councils (up to three) they
thought would be the most innovative. In social scientific terms this technique
for case study selection was adopting Floyd Hunter’s oft-criticised (1953)
reputational methodology. However, this was viewed as a suitable starting
point for analysis. It was used solely for the selection of the case study sites
and the thesis makes no definitive claim that these three councils were, or are,
the most innovative in Scotland. Moreover, it should be noted that, although
often criticised, the reputational methodology continues to be utilised in
political science — see, for example John (1998) and Harding (1999). For the

purposes of this research, it was viewed as a useful starting point.

The responses to this survey were utlilised for the selection of appropriate
case study sites. In the case study sites a wide range of social science
quantitative and qualitative research techniques were used — a questionnaire
of Highland community councils, participant observation at council meetings
(area forums (Stirling), Civic Assembly (Stirling), council committee
(Highland), citizen conference (Fife)), interviews with both community
councillors, voluntary sector agencies, councillors, and both strategic and

operational level managers. In total 56 council officers, community
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councillors, councillors and stakeholders were interviewed — some more than
once (see Appendix A for a full list of interviewees). In order to protect the
anonymity of the interviewees, codes (rather than names) have been used.
Each council has been labelled A, B or C. Each interviewee has been given a
number and the year they were interviewed added to the code. For example

an officer in Fife Council interviewed in 1998 may be cited as (B16 1998).

In total over seventy interviews were conducted over a period spanning
eleven years. The aim in all of these interviews was to ‘generate data which
gave an authentic insight into people’s experiences’ (Silverman 1993: 91). The
interviews were semi-structured and conducted face-to-face. The interviews
form the main basis for the empirical data chapters. Interviewees were
selected from senior officers in each of the case study councils. They were
selected on the basis of accessibility and the ‘closeness’ of their roles to key
management/democratic/governance reforms being initiated by the council.
To avoid potential bias the officers were selected from as broad a spread of
the council’s services as possible and from different geographical offices in the

council’s boundary i.e. there was an explicit effort to go beyond ‘head office’.

The validity and reliability of the interview data was checked by cross-
referencing and checking the accounts of other interviewees, as well as
archive materials and other documentary evidence. This is what sociologists
would refer to as methodological triangulation - to check the accuracy and

consistency of data (see Harvey and MacDonald 1993)
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Interpretation

The approach adopted here is best labelled an ‘interpretive approach’ to local
government. The assumption underpinning the dissertation is that analytical
perspectives guide political research. These tend to be narrative forms of

explanation:

We account for actions, practices and institutions by telling a story
about how they came to be as they are and perhaps also about how they
are preserved. (Bevir and Rhodes 2002: 134)

These maps, questions and language of each perspective prefigure and
encode different stories in distinctive ways (Bevir and Rhodes 2002: 148).
Rather than studying individual beliefs, ideas and discourses the approach
adopted in this thesis is to outline alternative interpretations of local
government.  If interpretive theory is accepted as an approach that is

opposed to positivism, then this study is ‘interpretive’.

The perspectives used in this thesis serve as heuristic tools that are utilised to
categorise the data and help reduce the complexity of the data analysis phase

of research. The process adopted here follows Spender’s (1989) outline:

A research project is not a haphazard gathering of facts in the hope of
finding something worth remarking on. Research begins and ends with
ideas. There are some initial ideas - hypotheses - and some final ideas -
conclusions. The purpose of an empirical test is to see whether this set
of ideas holds together when confronted with reality. (Spender 1989:
183)

Spender (1989) also outlines a theory - which is of some significance for this

thesis — of how managers search for ‘recipes’ to act as codes for management
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and governance within their particular industries. These recipes become
codes for action, they help to resolve uncertainties at a group level and
gradually evolves as an accepted and shared rationality in organisations.
Each interpretation outlined here is, to a degree, a shared rationality about

local government.

In this study the senior officers of each council were important in shaping the
nature of change in each council. These officers, whose jobs ~ particularly
during the reorganisation transitional period - were dominated by so much
uncertainty, were reliant on certain codes of practice which dominated their
particular domain. Drawing on the work of Spender (1989), it could be
hypothesized that local government managers would search for ‘recipes’ of
management and governance (Spender argued private sector managers are

similarly reliant on codes within their particular industries).

In local government at the time of reorganisation council leaders and chief
executives were working within a transitional and uncertain environment.
Because of their imperfect knowledge they were forced to rely on well-known
'recipes' commonly found in similar organisations. These ‘recipes’ were
disseminated by organisations such as the Scottish Branch of the Society for
Chief Executive Officers, the Convention of Scottish Local Authorities, the
Scottish Local Government Information Unit and public sector management

consultants.

These recipes are similar to paradigms of knowledge which exist within a
particular organisational field. They are the accepted models of organisational
structure which provide the basis within which adaptations are made. They

guide managers who face uncertain environments. For Spender recipes are,
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‘incomplete, ambiguous and in need of interpretation before it can be used as
a guide to the firm's action even within its own rationality’ (1989: 7). A recipe

is not a theory and is ‘advisory rather than prescriptive’ (1989: 9).

Spender’s idea builds upon the work of Schutz (1944). He saw discrete bodies
of context-orientated understanding into which the individual must be
socialised if she is to meet her fellows expectations and so form part of any
organisation. He called these ‘recipes’ of everyday life (1989: 60). A recipe,
for Spender, is a guide to action which resolves uncertainties at a group level,
and evolves as an accepted and shared rationality. In the local government
context, a good example of a recipe is professional assumptions - ‘the shared
knowledge-base that those socialised into an industry take as familiar

professional common sense’ (Spender 1989: 69). According to Spender:

managers do not seek support that is substantive, detailed or
prescriptive, a specific formula which tells them precisely what to do ...
managers adopt a way of looking at their situations that is widely
shared within their industry. I call this pattern of judgements the
industry's 'recipe’. I argue that the recipe is an unintended consequence
of managers' need to communicate, because of their uncertainties, by
word and example within the industry. The recipe develops as a
context and experience bound synthesis of the knowledge the industry
considers managers need to have in order to acquire an adequate
conceptual grasp of their firms. (1989: 188)

For Spender, the recipes and the ideas which inform managers are not new. In
the real world, ‘the entrepreneurial manager discovers, copies, creates and
manipulates information and ideas’ (1989: 37). The idea of recipes is that they
inform the rationality of individual approaches, however as Spender correctly
argues ‘we must recognise that when we look behind peoples rationality we
see interests rather than logical arguments’ (1989: 40). The structures of the

new Scottish councils inevitably reflect their own internal political and power
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dynamics. A notable feature of each of the councils examined in this research
1s that, although each proclaimed itself as decentralised, all three retained a
strong central core around the office of the chief executive. It was clear that
each chief executive shaped their organisations - or as Dunleavy (1991c)
referred to them ‘bureaus’ - in order to retain key strategic tasks within their
domain. Operational matters tended to be kept at arms length, or in some

cases, decentralised parts of the council.

The Analytical Perspectives

The methods of enquiry used to study local government are usually informed
and underpinned by certain features that are deemed more important than
others. In reality all explanation in social science demands that certain

assumptions are made. As Allison notes:

Conceptual models not only fix the mesh of the nets that the analyst
drags through the material in order to explain a particular action; they

also direct him you cast his nets in select ponds, at certain depths, in
order to catch the fish he is after. (1971: 4)

The structure of the dissertation reflects Allison’s method of inquiry. Four of

the chapters outline the frames of reference (or analytical perspectives).

Each of the chapters uses one perspective to outline its interpretation of local
government in Scotland. By addressing the data from each analytical
perspective in chapters 6 to 10 each one will be used to uncover alternative
insights and alternative lines of analysis. These chapters will also demonstrate
how ‘alternative conceptual lenses lead one to see, emphasise, and worry

about quite different aspects of events’ (Allison 1971:v).
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In summary, this thesis employs four alternative analytical frameworks on
Scottish local government. It adopts an unashamedly pluralist view of how
political science can be conducted viewing the discipline as ‘a broad church
with different starting points and concerns but a shared commitment to

developing a better understanding of politics’ (Marsh and Stoker 2002: 4).

Outlined below are four basic outlines of each perspective. These introduce
each perspective. The perspectives used here are the ‘analytical toolkits’
(Biggs and Dunleavy 1995) used to inform the subsequent discussion and
analysis of data gained during the fieldwork 'stage’ of the research. They are
akin to ‘organising perspectives’ identified by Gamble (1990). According to
Gamble these precede theory and provide ‘a map of how things relate, a set of
research questions’ (1990: 405). The four utilised are:

o Traditional Municipal. The first analytical framework used here is the
‘traditional municipal’ one. It is the most long-standing one and is one
that outlines key features of local government. It takes both the
history and the legislative framework of local government seriously
and acknowledges the influence of both on contemporary local
government structure and operations. The traditional municipal
analytical framework is close to what is usually termed an institutional

approach. It takes institutions seriously. As Oakeshott notes:

political institutions express particular choices about how
political relationships ought to be shaped; they are in the nature
of continuing injunctions to members of a society that they
should try to conduct themselves in specific ways when engaged
in the pursuit of political ends. This is to define political

institutions as necessarily containing a normative element. (cited
in Rhodes 1995: 47)
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o Managerial. The second framework is labelled ‘managerial’ and focuses
on the management aspects of recent changes in local government. In
the 1980s and 1990s managerial conceptions of local government were
dominated by the influence of what has been termed new public
management (NPM). A ‘definition’ (or perhaps more properly an
‘interpretation’) of NPM is outlined in chapter 4. Developments such
as performance-orientated reforms, organisational decentralisation,
outsourcing and public-private partnerships are deemed important
new features of local government. The focus is very much on local

government and how it goes about delivering public services.

e Democratic. The third framework eschews a focus on local public
administration in favour of a focus on local democracy. It focuses on
the democratic dimensions of local government’s role. It is democracy
rather than management that is seen as the driving force of local
governmental change in Scotland. The reform of local government,
rather than being a process driven by managerial considerations, 1s

driven by democratic criteria.

e Governance. The final perspective is ‘local governance’. This
perspective is one that, at least within political science, has almost
gained the status of orthodoxy in analysing recent structural change in
local government. An Economic and Social Science Research Council
(ESRC) programme in the 1990s placed heavy emphasis on the concept
of governance through which local institutional change could be
explored. Local governance starts with the assumption that local
governments cannot govern alone. They are, by necessity, reliant on

others to govern. The local governance perspective focuses attention
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on the processes of intra and inter-institutional dynamics and
bargaining. The governance perspective emphasises that there is no
clear distinction between the ‘public" and ‘private’ realms.
Interdependency, messiness and fuzziness characterise relationships in
the field of the public and private sector. It is for this reason that the
term ‘governance’ has gained such popular currency: it captures
succinctly the changes that have taken place. This line of analysis
moves the focus away from the actors or institutions of government to
an emphasis on wider civic society, in which the private and voluntary

sector are important.

To summarise, the traditional municipal view emphasises the relevance of
historical inheritance and the statutory framework that governs local councils.
The managerial perspective emphasises the management dimensions of
recent local government reform and the influence of NPM. The democratic
perspective, emphasises that local government reforms have been inspired by
democratic concerns and were followed by more democratic innovation and
renewal. The governance narrative extends analysis beyond the traditional
institutions of government, and widens the focus to include the changing

methods of service delivery in the Scottish public sector.

The plurality of analytical perspectives used in this study will be used to
generate alternative insights into the changing nature of local government in
Scotland. Each perspective asks and answers different questions of recent
developments in Scottish politics. @~ What are the implications for public
management and administration? What will be the impact of democracy?

Who was responsible for instigating the changes and how constrained were
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they? What impact have the reforms had on institutions beyond traditional

local government?

The traditional municipal perspective asks questions about the impact of the
legacy of existing modes of operation in local government. Is local
government moving away from bureaucratic and hierarchical forms of
organisation? Are existing codes of accountability being challenged with new

forms of accountability emerging?

The managerial perspective asks how the reforms have changed the practice
of public management in Scottish local government? Does the public sector

remain distinct from the private sector? Are new managerial techniques

being pursued across local government in Scotland?

The democratic analytical framework asks questions concerning the changing
nature and practice of local democracy? Are unitary local councils re-
engaging with communities in new ways? Has the reorganisation resulted in

an injection of new democratic practice in Scottish local government?

The governance school asks questions about the impact of a wider set of
actors in the political process. Were networks of key actors responsible for
the germination and dissemination of key ideas? @ What was the role of

groups and institutions out-with the traditional institutions of government?

In employing four alternative analytical perspectives more fruitful
conclusions will be generated than would be generated by a mono-focal
framework. As Reich notes, to begin with the wrong set of questions is to

start building a conceptual prison (1998: 31). In social (and indeed natural)

29



science the research questions asked are almost as important as the questions

gained, if not even more so.

By adopting alternative conceptualisations the possibility of being imprisoned
in only one approach is lessened. A critic may say that the analysis here
merely offers four conceptual prisons instead of one but it will be shown that
it offers more than simply the sum of its four parts. The four perspectives
seek to broaden and enrich understanding of recent developments in Scottish

local government.

As noted above, the approach of utilising alternative explanatory perspectives
adopted here 1s not original. The present study’s originality however stems
from three factors. First, the use of four alternative frames of reference.
Whilst all have been employed by some authors they have never been used
together. Second, there is no analysis of Scottish local government that has
adopted such a multi-theoretical framework. Third, a new body of empirical
data will be reported based on extensive fieldwork in three Scottish local

authorities.

What is the research seeking to achieve?

In utilising this approach the thesis seeks to achieve various objectives. First,
to provide an account of change in Scottish local government since 1996.
Second, to present conceptually informed analysis of those changes. Third,
to emphasise that there is not some ‘truth’ about Scottish local government
‘out there” waiting to be discovered. How local government is theorised and
conceptualised is important in both the research questions we ask and the

answers gained. Analytical perspectives can be seen as non-competitive

30



alternatives for use simultaneously rather than exclusively, as it is unlikely

one can be telling the whole ‘truth’.

This research will thus not seek to generate or formulate laws (at least not
under the normal scientific criteria of testability). It does however seek to
answer a number of research questions that stem from each analytical
framework. Do the maps of local government each perspective points
towards help clarify our understanding of changes in contemporary Scottish
local government?  Are the hypotheses that stem from their frame of

reference supported by the empirical data collected?

At a broad level the thesis examines the two stories of local government
outilined by Lowndes (2004): ‘local government transformed’ and ‘local
government unmoved’. The transformation narrative focuses on the scale of
local government policy change since 1979 and suggests that no aspect of
local government remains untouched. Lowndes cites a long list of managerial
and political discourses of governance, partnership, leadership, participation.
These combine with ‘overarching narratives of reinvention, re-engineering,
renewal and modernization’” and ‘unifying themes’ of ‘flexibility,
specialization, networking and customer orientation” (2004: 231). In contrast
the ‘local government unmoved’ narrative emphasises the slow moving
nature of change and the blocking tactics of ‘traditionalists’ (2004: 232). It
places stresses on the slow moving nature of change, the continuance of direct
service provision, departmentalism and the ‘stubborn resilience of traditional
local government forms’ (2004: 233). This research provides evidence of

relevance to both these stories of change.
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The dissertation proceeds in chapter 2, by providing the background to local
government reorganisation and the research context. By the end of this
chapter the reader should have both a clear understanding of the rationale
behind this work, the methods of social science enquiry adopted by the

author and the context within which the research was undertaken.

Chapters 3 to 6 outline in some depth the analytical frameworks employed,
while chapters 7 to 10 examine the empirical data collected in fieldwork with
reference to the analytical perspectives employed. The perspectives are
employed as aids to understanding contemporary developments in Scottish
local government. The key insights of each will be summarisea with the
strengths and weaknesses of each heuristic framework discussed. As well as
evaluating the perspectives the concluding chapter 10 will emphasise the
broad findings of the study.

In summary this work looks at the changing nature of local government,
management and democracy in Scotland. It uses a multi-analytical
framework of analysis, with each perspective having heuristic qualities that
generate alternative insights on the changing nature of Scottish local
government.  Although generating insights this work will also seek to
demonstrate that an interactive approach which utlilises alternative analytical
frameworks could also be fruitful in an analysis of local government more

broadly.

The analytical chapters identify the basic structure and assumptions of each
perspective. This is important in order that a clear and precise account ot

each is given before the empirical data is introduced. Prior to that analysis the
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study seeks, in chapter two, to contextualise Scottish local government as it

existed during the time frame of this enquiry.
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Chapter 2: The research context
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Introduction

Local government in Scotland (as in the rest of the UK) since 1979 has gone
through an almost continual cycle of reform (see Midwinter 1995; Stoker
2004). One need only think of a policy area like housing to reflect on how far
the role of local government has been transformed in the past two decades or
so (see Reid 1999). Accounts of changes - such as compulsory competitive
tendering (CCT), the private finance initiative (PFI)/public-private
partnerships (PPP) and the associated client-contractors splits within local
authorities — have emphasized that although politically inspired, these
changes were, in large part, welcomed and utilised by government officers to

effect and shape change within their own environments (see for example,

Dunleavy 1991c; Heald and Gaughan 1999).

Many accounts of the reform process suggest it has been primarily
management driven i.e. the focus of both politicians and bureaucrats was to
effect change in the managerial side of local government operations (see
Stoker 1999). To a significant extent this is undoubtedly true. However, any
analysis that focuses exclusively on managerial factors is likely to give an
incomplete and partial account of change (this is a key theme of the
governance and local democracy perspectives). As outlined in chapter 1 the
approach adopted in this thesis encompasses the possibility that traditional

administrative, democratic and governance factors may also be relevant.

One need only think of the language of democratic renewal, participation and
civic engagement employed in recent years in local government circles to

become aware that not all reform has been exclusively managerially driven.
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On the surface the discourse of reform may appear managerially inspired but
often it has have other more traditional, democratic or governance

connotations.

This chapter introduces the context of Scottish local government reform. This
i1s a useful way of introducing the analytical perspectives that will be outlined
more fully in the succeeding chapters. It also introduces the notion that there
has been a degree of exaggeration in terms of the impact of new ideas on the
day-to-day practices of local government. The rhetoric of local governance
has undoubtedly changed. However, it is the impact of these new ideas on

daily activities that is more important and revealing.

There is also the question of the pre-occupation of academics with change.
There is undoubtedly a degree of consensus across the public administration
literature that things have changed in local government (see for example
Leach et al. 1994; Rhodes 1997; Stoker 1999; Stoker 2000a; Leach and Percy
Smith 2003; Stoker 2004; Wilson and Game 2005). However, the impact of
these changes is still subject to differing interpretations (Lowndes 2004).
Rhodes (1997) refers to the movement towards a ‘differentiated polity” across
British politics in general, Hood et al. (1999) emphasise the movement
towards more regulatory structures in government, the chapters in Stoker’s
edited collections (1999; 2000) emphasise the movement towards new
structures of governance. All these commentators seem to be agreed that the
complexity of local government is increasing with new organisational forms

emerging at different levels of government.
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Much of what is written in political science focuses on explaining change, this
is often to the neglect of a focus on continuity in political institutions. This 1s
despite the fact that one of the most striking aspects of local government
reform is the degree to which old structures, practices and procedures have
informed the new structures of government (chapters 3 and 7 will review the
traditional perspective on local government and assess its continuing

relevance).

This chapter introduces one of the themes of the thesis, that rather than
undergoing a sweeping transformation, the old features of traditional local
government institutions - characterised by cultures of paternalism,
bureaucracy and departmentalism - are still readily identifiable in Scottish
local government. Locally the relatively closed traditional municipal policy-
making structures of councils have been challenged by initiatives such as
Compulsory Competitive Tendering (CCT), opting out, deregulation and
modernisation. Indeed, much of the local governance literature argues, old
style councils are being, or have been replaced, with enabling councils
working in conjunction with a range of other agencies to achieve local
governance of their areas (Leach et al. 1994; Rhodes 1997; Stoker 1992 Stoker
2000a; Leach and Percy Smith 2003; Stoker 2004; Wilson and Game 2005; and

see chapter 6).

This chapter examines contrasting analyses of what these new forms of local
government amount to, focusing on the language used by reformers. At each
level the contemporary debate about the role and purpose of government can
be seen as a clash of differing interpretations of government. These have

always existed within, and impacted upon, politics — but each, in recent years,

has become more pronounced.
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Of the new analytical perspectives one places emphasis on management,
another on politics and democracy more broadly and a third on the changing
environment and operating style of councils. The New Public Management
(NPM) analytical perspective tends to focus on efficiency and financial
economy in government. In the late-1980s and 1990s, the NPM analysis
‘mellowed” with the emphasis moving more towards quality management
(Pollitt 1995). The alternative, more political, analysis of government reform
reflects more democratic aspirations.  Electoral reform, devolution and
decentralisation of power are usually among the policy prescriptions. Within
this analytical perspective there is agreement upon the need for democratic
experimentation, but there is some disagreement on whether local councils
can be viewed as bastions of democracy capable of ‘reinventing’ the local
democratic polity. The newest perspective — local governance — externalises
the focus and highlights the changing operational context of local authorities
and the increasing importance of other institutions in the processes of local

service delivery.

The NPM, democratic and governance perspectives challenge the traditional
ways of operating in local government that existed in Scotland during the
post-war period. These perspectives are in many ways reactions to the
political consensus that grew out of the UK Labour Government’s reform
programme from 1945-51. They contrast with the traditional municipal
perspective which places more emphasis on the virtues of public

administration and bureaucracy.

Each of the four perspectives are, to a degree, overlapping. However, it is the
contention of this chapter that each can be distinguished with reference to

their fundamental conceptions of the role and purpose of local government.
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In summary, the traditional perspective tends to emphasise the delivery of
public services within a framework of political accountability. The democratic
perspective accepts this purpose, but also emphasises wider questions of
democratic representation, participation and deliberation. The NPM
perspective places emphasis on the role of local councils as economical,
efficient and effective delivers of public services and tends to downplay the
democratic dimension. The governance perspective emphasizes local
government’s broader focus as the legitimate democratic body within a
broader network of public, voluntary and commercial institutions delivering

local public services.

The analytical perspectives will be outlined in greater depth in chapters 3 to 6,
with the empirical data relating to each reviewed in chapter 7 to 10. Prior to
this though it is necessary to outline the background to the three councils

which formed the backdrop to the research.

The Three Case Study Councils

As noted In chapter 1, each of the councils was formed under the provisions
of the Local Government (Scotland) Act 1995. This involved a major change
in local government on mainland Scotland. The nine regional and 53 district
councils were abolished and replaced by 29 new unitary authorities on
mainland Scotland. These 29 new councils took over all the functions of the
district and regional councils that had previously existed within their

boundaries.

As outlined in chapter 1, the three case study councils were not chosen at

random. They emerged as the three most likely ‘innovative’ councils from a
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survey of chief executives that was conducted in 1995. Each new chief
executive was given the opportunity to select three councils he/she considered
to be the most likely to be innovative in the post-reorganisation period. Not
all chief executives felt comfortable selecting councils. Some gave perfectly
valid reasons for failing to answer ranging from , ‘I simply do not have the
knowledge to answer the question’ to ‘I am loath to attempt to guess’ and ‘it
is too early to identify a top three’. In total 32 questionnaires were sent with
24 returned - this represented a 75% response rate which is considered
excellent for a postal questionnaire (Dillman 1978; Woong Yun and Trumbo
2000). Of the 24 respondents, nine chief executives indicated their
unwillingness/inability to nominate - leaving 15 chief executives giving their

opinions. The table below sets out the results:

Table 2.1: Scotland’s most innovative councils?

Council Nominations
Fite 11

Stirling 6

Highland 5

Dumfries & Galloway 4

South Ayrshire 4

* The rest of the councils received between zero and two nominations each.

In the context of Scottish local government these three councils were — at least
according to their peers — the most likely to have experienced change (and
least likely to be marked by significant continuity). The null hypothesis of this
thesis, therefore, is that if Scottish local government is marked by more
continuity than change, then these councils provide the most stringent test.

These three councils had reputations for having the most potential to be
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innovative — in this sense, they are not ‘average’” Scottish local authorities
(assuming such an institution could possibly exist). If change has occurred, it

is likely to be most prevalent in these three councils.

Prior to examining the extent of innovation in terms of administrative,
managerial, democratic and governance reforms taking place in these

councils, it is necessary to provide some general background information.

The three councils: the basics

The three case study councils represent what could be termed a reflective or
purposeful sample of Scotland’s 32 local councils. In other words, each is in
some way reflective of a mainstream Scottish local authority. Between them

they encompass over half a million of Scotland’s population i.e. 10% (see table

2.2 below).

The Highland region is a large sparsely populated region stretching from
Scotland’s mainland’s northern-most point - taking in the Isle of Skye to the
west and stretching all the way down to just north of Perth in the South, with
Inverness as its largest town. It covers the largest geographical area of any

council in Scotland and is one of the largest in Europe

(htm:ZZWww.highland.gov.uk).

Fife is an ancient Scottish ‘kingdom’ located between the cities of Dundee to

the north and Edinburgh to the south in the east of Scotland. It is the largest,
in population terms, of the three case study councils (it is the third largest in

Scotland). Within its borders lie towns such as Dunfermline, Kirkcaldy and
St. Andrews.
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Stirling Council covers a significant geographical area around the historic
town of Stirling in the central belt of Scotland. It is north of, and roughly equi-
distant between, the cities of Edinburgh and Glasgow. It is one of Scotland’s

smaller local councils in terms of population (see table 2.2).

Table: 2.2 Population of the Three Case study Councils

Fife Highland  Stirling
Population (1996) 351,600 208,300 82,280
Population (2006) 358,930 213,590 87,800

Table 2.3 sets out the details of the staffing levels in each council, immediately
post-reorganisation and in 2008. Each had a significant bureaucracy and was
a significant employer within their local areas. In terms of full-time staff per
1,000 of population (excluding the three Islands councils), Fife was fifth in
Scotland, Stirling sixth and Highland fifteenth. In terms of full-time

equivalent (FTE) statf in salary Band A per 1,000 population: Stirling was
sixth, Highland eighth and Fife twenty-sixth.

Between 1996 and 2008 all three councils expanded in size. Contrary to much

received popular opinion, Scottish local councils have actually been

expanding in terms of staffing.
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Table 2.3: Full-Time Equivalents in the Three Case Study Councils (July

1996)

Fife Highland Stirling

1996 2008 1996 2008 1996 2008
Education Teachers 4377 3915 2479 2774 724 984
Education Others 2252 2456 756 1758 658 604
Social Work 2355 3511 1252 1728 543 514
Other Staff 7044 7465 3409 3563 1548 1601

16028 17348 7876 9824 3473 3703

| Total

| Sources: Scottish Office Joint Staffing Watch 1996; Joint Staffing Watch 2008 quarter 2.

Table 2.4 outlines the political membership of each council after the first
elections to the new councils in 1995 and the elections in 2007. In 1996 both
Stirling and Fife were Labour controlled councils, with Highland Council
dominated by independent councilors. By 2007 all three councils were
‘controlled’ by coalitions. This reflects the introduction of the single
transferable vote method for local elections in 2007 as well as the changing

fortunes of political parties and independents in each area.

Each council, in its own way, had an outward focus. All three had a vibrant
service sector economy, tourist numbers above the Scottish (non-city) average
and a varied industrial base. All three council areas combined towns with
rural hinterlands. None was dominated by one party (at least not to the

degree of councils such as Glasgow or North Lanarkshire). All three

appointed chief executives with clear visions of what they were seeking to
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achieve - their reputations were reflected in the responses received from their

peers.

Table 2.4: Political Membership of the Councils 1995 and 2007

Fife Stirling Highland

1995 2007 1995 2007 1995 2007
Labour o4 24 13 8 6 7
SNP 9 23 2 7 9 17
Liberal Democrat 25 21 0 3 4 21
Conservative 0 5 7 4 1 0
Independent/Other 4 5 0 0 52 35

The reorganization transition

The councils existed in ‘shadow’ form for one year before 1 April 1996.
During this year senior officers were recruited and new structures were put in
place so that that the changeover could occur as seamlessly as possible.
Existing staff were ‘matched’ into positions onto the new council. Matching
was undertaken by each service on a layered basis from the senior posts
down. The more senior the staff position, the greater the likelihood that it
would be filled by a competitive process of selection. Staff were grouped
according to their function by services so that those who undertook broadly

Comparable work were considered together.

For most staff this process was relatively straightforward. The majority of
preceding council staff made the transition without the need for matching, as

much of their organisation or establishment transferred unchanged to their
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successor council. In each of the councils staff - such as teachers, social
workers, Direct Service Organisation (DSO)/ Direct Labour Organisation
(DLO) - were only marginally affected by the changeover. However, staff in
central services and in the headquarters of services, were more likely to
experience change. All three councils were committed to consultation with
public sector trade unions over the procedure and throughout the change

over process.

The Conservative Government, when reviewing the 1975 reorganisation,
suggested that the public perception at that time was that it “had allowed a
large number of people to acquire jobs at significantly increased salaries’
(Scottish Office 1992). The 1992 Green Paper asserted the Government's
determination not to allow this to happen again (Scottish Office 1992). The
reorganization process involved a slimming down of senior officer posts —
Evans (1996) suggests that in general there was a reduction of about 30%,
from 420 chief officers under the two-tier system to 291 under the unitary
system. However, such figures have to be treated with caution as they tend

to reflect assumptions about job titles and salary levels.

It should be noted that, even before the 1996 reorganisation, the restructuring
of departments was not uncommon. Of the councils responding to a pre-
reorganisation survey, four of seven regions and nine of 26 district councils
had reorganised their structures in the three years leading up to
reorganization. One of seven regional councils and 11 of 26 district councils
had reported restructuring committees.  Indeed, restructuring internal
operations prompted by new central government legislation and policy
directive had become commonplace in the 1980s and 1990s. This point 1s
worth emphasizing ~ the new councils did not always inherit departmental

and committee structures that had been set in stone for decades. In many
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instances they had undergone much tinkering and even wholesale

restructuring not long before the 1995/96 reorganization.

The three councils in detail

Fife

Many of Fife Council’'s population perceive themselves as ‘Fifers’. ‘The
Kingdom of Fife’ is a phrase that is immediately recognised by the rest of the
population of Scotland. It is the ancestral home of Scottish kings. Thus despite
being a new council, ‘Fife’ as a geographical area was by no means an
artificial creation of the 1995/96 reorganisation. Indeed the council inherited

the same geographical boundaries as the previous regional council.

It covers an area of 130,709 hectacres - to the south the Firth of Forth gives it
an obvious geographical border with Lothian and Edinburgh, whilst to the
north the River Tay separates the borders of Fife with those of Tayside and

Dundee. To the east Fife has 185 kilometres of coastline next to the North

Sea.

At the time of the initial research (June 1996) the unemployment rate in Fife
was 10.5% - considerably higher than the Scottish average of 7.9%. In
December 2007 it was 4.4%, still higher than the Scottish average of 3.6%.
Fife’s higher unemployment rate reflects the decline of manufacturing, heavy
industry and mining in the area. It is a poorer area than the Scottish average
— in 1996 the average weekly earnings were 96% of the Scottish average. The
area, however, was still more dependent on manufacturing for employment
than was typical in Scotland - in 1996 there were 24.1% employed in this

sector compared to a Scottish average of 18.2%. In Fife’s Economy Audit
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(2007) factors such as the continuing over-reliance on declining industries,
poor quality environment and poor transport links were identified as

weaknesses in the Fife economy.

The Fife Council was formed through the combining of the old Fife Regional
Council (whose boundaries were identical) and the three district councils
within the area: North East Fife, Kirkcaldy and Dunfermline. Because of the
concurrence of the Regional Council’s borders with the new council

numerous officers (in interviews) perceived the new council as the old region

‘re-born’, subsuming the district councils ‘below’ it.

The previous constituent councils were, in the main, organized along fairly
traditional lines. For example, Fife Regional Council had 17 service
departments. The districts were similarly organized though Kirkcaldy
District Council did experiment with what has now become known as ‘the
executive model’. It introduced a ‘cabinet like” system without statutory
change in the early 1990s. Alexander (1995) suggested this was a good
example of how traditional structures could be changed even within the then
existing statutes. However, he did recognize the reality that there could only

be policy, not executive, leadership (at least formally) in councils.

North East Fife was a very traditional centralised council with minimal
investment in new information and communication technologies (Interviewee
A2 1997). Kirkcaldy was more decentralized with a heavier investment in I'T
and staff development. The administration was more ‘member led’ than
north east Fife. Dunfermline, on the other hand was fairly traditionally
organized. Table 2.6 outlines the political make-up of each area. The Liberal

Democrats monopolized representation in the largely rural east Fife area,
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while the Labour Party was dominant in the more urban central and west

areas.

Table 2.6: Fife Council: Membership by Area 1996

Total East Central West
Labour 54 0 31 23
SNP 9 0 6 3
Liberal Democrat 25 17 2 6
Conservative 0 0 0 0
Independent 0 0 0 0
Others 4 1 1 2

There were problems in bringing these councils together. Differing policies
regarding issues such as car allowances and public holidays meant that
decisions had to be taken on how to merge four different institutions with
differing conditions of service. One officer told the anecdotal story of the
problem with naming of streets - in Dunfermline District Council it was the
responsibility of Building Control, in Kirkcaldy it was Property Services, In
East Fife it was Environmental Health and in the new Fife Council the Roads
Service wanted to take over this responsibility. To resolve this problem the

function was eventually delegated down to area level (Interviewee A18 1997).

Speaking before reorganisation, Alan Alexander (Scottish Local Authorities
Management Centre) expressed the view that the new chief executive, John
Markland was likely to ‘try to do things differently’, although he “could be
stopped by political neanderthals in Fife’ (Alexander 1996 interview). The

reality, however, was that ‘progressives” had taken over the leadership. Fife
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Council was led by Alex Rowley who was a young leader at the heart of what
could be described as the Scottish Labour Party’s local council network.
Along with other colleagues (notably Christine May) he was keen to be seen
as the leader of one of Scotland’s more innovative local councils. It was
suggested that Fife Council was well placed to be progressive as it lacked the
budget problems of the big cities (Perez, Fife 1996). The size and stability of its
political composition (a strong Labour majority) made it an attractive option
for senior personnel seeking new posts during the reorganization. In 1996
Fife Council had 78 councillors with the Scottish Labour Party forming the

ruling group.

Significant features of the new Fife Council structure were:

o Corporate Managers. The rationale behind Fife’s structure was that there
should be a small number of corporate managers providing strategic
guidance over a range of functions. Fife deliberately kept a very strong
centre In response to the perceived failure of decentralization

experiments such as Tower Hamlets with its weak centre (see Lowndes
and Stoker 1994).

o Area Managers. Area managers were part of the Council’s management
team (along with the chief executive, directors of finance, personnel
and corporate procurement and strategic managers). Although based
in decentralized areas they were also a key part of the centre’s strategic
management team. One Area Manager indicated he was ‘as much
part of the centre as the area’ in the Fife Council organization
(Interviewee A15 1997)

o Area Committees. Three area committees were structured around the
three former district council boundaries. They were made up of the
elected councillors from each geographical area. Their role was to
monitor and review local service provision and performance; to
exercise regulatory powers (e.g. planning); and to ensure that the
wider community was kept informed of the work of the council.

o Citizenship Commission. Its remit was to review the quality of
representative and participatory democracy in Fife.
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o Locality Management. The locality management initiative came one year
after the council was set up and was based on the council’s existing
housing office network. It was based on a local office network and was
established at a community level throughout Fife Council. It was
envisaged that locality managers would play a key role in the
development of local community planning and developing and
planning networks and partnerships with other key local organizations
such as police and health authorities.

Fife’s structure incorporated a strong centre which looked after the key
policy, strategy and budgeting decisions, with areas monitoring the quality
and performance of service provision and ‘localities” establishing mechanisms
whereby individuals could represent their views to the council. In other
words there would be a clear linkage between the managerial, service

delivery and democratic dimensions of the council.

Table 2.7: Fife Structure: The Theory

LOCALITY AREA STRATEGIC CENTRE
Forums Members Policy & resource allocation
Representing citizens Monitoring of Budgeting and strategy

Services in Areas

The reality immediately after reorganisation was that, as with other Scottish
councils at the time, Fife was an insecure organization. The merging of four
different councils created tensions as regards working practices and other
issues (this was highlighted by various Fife officers). = Fife Council was

implementing many new Initiatives:

e theappointment of new strategic directors.
o the development of an area approach.
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e Jocality management.
e the need to rationalize 36 heads of service.

Thus, it is not difficult to understand why Fife could be described as being in

transition during the period of the initial research for this thesis.

As was the case with Highland (see below), Fife adopted the ‘big bang’
approach to decentralisation when it was first created. The former three
district council areas acted as decentralised units of the Council from 1 April
1996. However, Fife Council referred to decentralisation as a ‘long term
evolutionary process’ (Fife Council, undated: 2). Senior managers indicated
that they were not sure of the path that decentralisation would take and, at

least interviewees, appeared fairly ambivalent about it (Interviewee A9 1997,

Interviewee A10 1997)

Fife outlined four aims of decentralisation:

e Making it easier for people to contact the Council, improving customer
service and providing responsive services.

e Improving information on services and policies.

e Enhancing the council’s presence in local communities.

e Involving local people and communities in making decisions which
affect their communities and in influencing the way that the council
serves the communities. (Fife Council, undated: 2).

Fife Council operated under the ‘presumption that all services should be
decentralised unless there is a specific reason not to decentralise a particular

individual service’ (Fife Council 1996: 7).
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Highland

Highland is unique amongst British, indeed European, local councils in terms
of its geographical size. In terms of land mass it is larger than Wales and not
far short of Belgium. Given the size of the land mass it was predictable that
there would be a high degree of decentralisation within the Council. Indeed
during the lead up to reorganisation, when each of the old councils was
presenting their case for the retention of their boundaries to the Secretary of
State for Scotland, the case for one Highland Council (made by Highland
Regional Council) was inextricably bound up with arguments and assurances

that the new council would actively pursue a radical decentralisation scheme

(Highland Regional Council 1993).

The case was also bound up in arguments that Highland was distinct 1n
Scotland due to its unique combination of geography, history and culture. It
was also suggested that it was largely a self-contained socio-economic unit
with distinct institutions and policies provided by successive governments to

meet the Highlands’ distinct needs (Highland Regional Council 1993).

As a largely rural Council it has carried on the independent councillor
tradition in Scottish local government - party politics in 1996 had yet to make
significant inroads in many areas. However, by 2007 councillors with party

political labels outnumbered independents, by 45 to 35 (see table 2.4).

As one community councillor in the Highlands put it in 1997: ‘our council
remains a rarity in Scotland because it remains dominated by rural interests’
(Interviewee C7). Highland saw the continuation of arch-typical parish

politicians, and an ‘independent conservative tradition’. Frequently long-
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standing independent councillors were returned unopposed. Its
geographical location and non-party political basis — in 1996, 80 per cent of its
councillors were independents - meant that it saw itself as being apart from

mainstream ‘central belt” Scottish local government.

Highland Council has a lower unemployment rate than the Scottish average
at 5.3 per cent. However, many areas of Highland Council area are identified
as economically ‘fragile’, indicating that they may be in danger of long term
decline due to their remoteness, an ageing population, lack of economic
opportunity and access to essential services. Highland Council delivers
services across an area with the lowest population density of all UK local
authorities. Overall, Highland has only eight people per square kilometre,

falling to two per square kilometre in Sutherland, compared with 66 people

per square kilometre in Scotland as a whole (http://www.highland.gov.uk).

The organisational and political structures of Highland were conventional
and traditional and consisted of 14 different services (including chief
executive). The only major departure from tradition was the adoption of a
decentralisation scheme which involved the establishment of eight area
managers. The eight decentralised areas had the same boundaries as the

eight pre-reorganisation district councils in the region.

On the political side this structure was replicated with Area Committees.
The political committees largely mirrored the services. In other words, the
traditional local government power axis between committee chair and

director of service had the potential to remain in place.

The area covered by Highland Council is coterminous with the border of the

old Highland Regional Council which had eight district councils within its
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borders. Like Fife, these district council borders became the same as those for
Highland Council’s decentralised units. It thus ‘inherited’ the structures and
staff of one regional and eight district councils. Highland Regional Council
had 17 departments before reorganisation. To most observers, it was seen as a
relatively traditional council. For example, Highland Regional Council was
the only regional council in Scotland, before reorganization, not to publish <ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>