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Democracy Matters is central to the Local Governance Review which was set up by 
the Scottish Government and COSLA to understand how we can better share power 
and resources between national and Local Government as well as our communities. 

Democracy Matters began with two phases of engagement with communities and 
the public sector which encouraged people to come together and discuss questions 
on the future of decision-making where they live. The process reflected the diversity 
of Scotland’s communities, and a wide range of organisations joined the national 
conversation, from local community groups to national third sector organisations. We 
supported the inclusion of children and young people and people from over 34 
countries took part, with some participants responding to a government consultation 
for the first time. 

This widespread engagement is a reminder of the importance of local democracy 
to people’s daily lives, and the potential positive change that reform could have 
by including more people in the decisions that matter most to them. Our findings 
from those engagement exercises reflect an ambition to design our democratic 
infrastructure in a way that enables everyone to influence the decisions that matter to 
them. They also tell us what support communities need to take their next step in their 
empowerment journey at their own pace and in their own way. Making sure we have 
the right governance arrangements in place and greater deliberative and participative 
methods to meet communities’ needs is critical to achieving an inclusive society and 
economy, as well as to improving our health and wellbeing, and upholding every 
citizen’s human rights. 

To help us to turn the engagement findings into proposals for change, we brought 
together leaders from the public sector, equalities groups, the third sector and 
academia through the Democracy Matters Steering Group. The group, chaired by the 
Minister for Public Finance and the COSLA Vice President played a critical role in 
developing ideas for how the current system could be improved and this work helped 
us to set a pathway to reform. 

The Route Map sets out a direction of travel for enhancing local democracy and the 
work needed to deliver it. There continue to be significant points of difference in 
public views in the scale and pace of reform, how local governance structures should 
change and what approach should be taken to the further devolution of power and 
resources. The work we will take forward will further develop our understanding of 
what can make the biggest difference to communities and implement a model for 
reform that is locally responsive. 

The implementation of the Route Map will be a decision for the next Administration, 
in partnership with COSLA, following the 2026 Scottish Parliamentary Elections. This 
work is further bolstered by the Scottish Government’s Public Service Reform Strategy 
which commits to more local empowerment through the Local Governance Review. 

Democracy Matters – The Journey So Far
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Scotland has a wealth of existing community bodies and groups that play a critical 
role in involving people in decision making as well as leading the development of 
their local areas and communities. Over 1,200 Community Councils work every day 
to make a critical contribution to both community engagement and supporting service 
provision, elevating voices locally and working to bring improvements that make 
places, homes. The dynamism of our local third sector and development trusts (with 
well over 300 trusts in operation across the country) are also making a critical 
contribution to the biggest challenges of our time, bringing together communities and 
mobilising resources to: improve health and wellbeing; support a just transition to net 
zero; grow inclusive economies; and eradicate child poverty. 

Land Reform and Community Asset Transfer legislation set out in the Community 
Empowerment (Scotland) Act 2015 has been instrumental in supporting this work. 
Data collected in 2023 showed that 533 community groups own assets equating 
to 208,597 hectares of land, which they are using for the benefit of the wider 
community.

Scotland’s record of participation and community empowerment more widely 
is also strong, since 2021, more than 450,000 people have taken part in 
participatory processes and directly decided how £550 million worth of Local 
Government budgets is spent. Participatory Budgeting today continues as an 
important element of participatory practice across Scotland and is an example of 
national and Local Government working together to build innovative approaches 
that put citizens at the heart of public service design and spending decisions, in 
line with the principles set out by the Christie Commission on the future of public 
services. These policies and initiatives have made participation and community-led 
action in Scotland easier for many and enabled vital work that fuels the development 
of many towns, villages and neighbourhoods across the country. Across local areas, 
communities have established a variety of innovative and impactful ways of working 
together and with local partners. Despite this commitment and these ambitious 
efforts, Democracy Matters showed that there are still some areas that lack the 
relationships and support to fulfil their ambitions meaning there is more to do, to both 
release the untapped potential of Scotland’s communities, and provide more routes 
into decision-making.

Scottish Government’s Commitment to Safeguarding Democracy signed by cross party-
political leaders acknowledged that many people in our country still feel too distant 
from politics or failed by society, leading to many feeling unheard and disempowered 
by a polarising public discourse. It is noted that participation and openness in 
government, the sharing of power, robust accountability, and equal opportunity should 
be the principles that underpin work to design renewed democratic structures in ways 
that can be trusted.

Further to this, communities of place and interest from across the country have 
told us throughout Democracy Matters engagement that they don’t feel included by 
the current system, particularly people who already face systemic barriers to our 
public services and within society, including people with disabilities, ethnic minority 
communities, and children and young people.

Why Community Governance Reform?

https://www.gov.scot/news/commitment-to-safeguarding-democracy/
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Current approaches rely heavily on statutory consultation and have led in many cases 
to fatigue and a belief that people are not being listened to, as well as imbalances 
in representation, all whilst requiring considerable resources from across the public 
sector to deliver them.

These and wider issues raised during the Democracy Matters process are reasons 
to enhance participation and empower more place-based decision-making and are 
critical arguments for reform. We must design better approaches, together with 
communities, that support people living in the same places, with diverse lived 
experiences, to shape decisions locally and make democracy something we all do on 
a regular basis as a key element of civic life. This is something that cannot be done 
by the Scottish Government, public bodies or Local Authorities alone, it must be the 
mission and endeavour of all of us to protect and enhance our democracy.
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To meet the challenge of democratic renewal we have been presented 
with, our aim is to take forward reforms that will: 

•	 Ensure that the design and delivery of public services respond to the ambitions 
of people locally and are based on their priorities and needs; 

•	 Ensure that local governance arrangements are inclusive and diverse in their 
representation of local people, redressing power imbalances and accelerating 
efforts to address persistent and deep-rooted inequalities; 

•	 Strengthen the rights and powers communities have to take decisions for 
themselves in a fair and equitable way; 

•	 Streamline and simplify existing service-planning arrangements at a local level, 
making best use of available resources and working more effectively to deliver 
what communities want; 

•	 Build trust between and within communities and the public sector, respecting that 
communities know best what is needed in their local area; 

•	 Build community capacity and local leadership to take better decisions about 
what to prioritise locally; 

If we get this right, the changes will lead to decisions being taken more 
locally with communities, and introduce new ways of working between communities 
and the public sector as a whole. Specifically, they will help to focus the collective 
energy and resources on how decisions about public services are made, building 
greater trust between citizens and the state – with the ultimate aim of improving 
people’s lives and the quality of the public services they rely on. If we work 
with communities together with the public sector, we can accelerate efforts to 
address the significant challenges facing all of our communities: from tackling child 
poverty; achieving a Just Transition to net zero; improving health and wellbeing; and 
ensuring we have sustainable public services for future generations. 

For these reforms to have real impact, the Route Map must be built from the bottom 
up, shaped by the voices and priorities of the communities it is designed to empower. 
This approach is not only what people told us through Democracy Matters – it also 
reflects the core principles of the European Charter of Local Self-Government, which 
makes it clear that decisions about public services should sit as close as possible to 
citizens. The Charter provisions (when incorporated into Scots law) will strengthen 
the case for a model that puts communities at the heart of decision-making. A 
bottom-up design ensures reforms are grounded in local experiences, trusted 
by the people they affect, and capable of delivering meaningful, lasting change. 
Crucially, Local Government will remain the anchor within the system, providing 
stability, capability, and democratic legitimacy, and enabling communities to exercise 
greater influence and power with confidence and support to affect change across 
public bodies. 

What This Will Achieve
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Changes should ensure that communities are empowered and supported, to 
take decisions for themselves to improve and develop the places they live; they 
should also ensure that the design and delivery of public services are informed 
and led by communities, reflecting the priorities and needs of those living in the local 
area. 

Improved participation and engagement in local decision-making should be 
enabled by a representative community body – integrated within wider local 
governance arrangements – bringing together diverse members of the community 
with the public sector and community anchor organisations to provide effective 
oversight, support and collective leadership. 

Enhanced governance structures will be representative of people who live in 
the local area, provide a vehicle for progressive democratic decision-making and 
embody national values of equality and inclusion. They will be inclusive of, and 
accessible to, the people who are mostly likely to be excluded from existing processes, 
as well as those who face significant inequalities within communities. 

Models of community governance will be flexible; but we will work to ensure 
that there are shared standards, guidance and requirements and a common set of 
rights, powers and accountabilities for community decision-making along with support 
for evolving functions and assistance when relationships break down or disputes 
arise. 

For some local areas that body will be an existing structure such as a Community 
Council or Community Planning Partnership-led Locality Plan arrangement whilst in 
other areas a new community body may need to be established. These structures 
will need a democratic mandate from the local community to form and then take 
on new powers or functions. 

Stronger requirements will more effectively guide public spending decisions 
locally, for example, requiring public bodies to set budgets in line with the 
priorities identified by communities and to support participation in budgeting 
decisions. Where decisions are taken by public bodies contrary to local plans, they will 
need to clearly set out why. 

This will be complemented by mechanisms to enable the transfer of control over 
discretionary budgets to community bodies for communities who are ready to take 
on these responsibilities and have the capacity to manage delivery, so that they 
can be supported to take decisions with local people to support community-led 
delivery, in line with their local plan. 

What Community Governance Could Look Like In The 
Future
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To underpin any transfer of decision-making powers or control over public funds 
from public bodies, robust governance arrangements with clear checks and balances 
should be in place for community bodies entrusted with spending public money for 
the betterment of all in their community. These arrangements should guarantee high 
standards of transparency, financial stewardship, and democratic accountability 
safeguarding against the risk of unrepresentative groups exerting undue influence 
within communities. Equally, public bodies must remain accountable for how they 
support, resource and respond collectively to community led plans and spending 
decisions, with clear duties to justify actions taken to ensure that public funds 
are used lawfully, fairly and in line with locally agreed priorities. Together, these 
safeguards are essential to building trust and ensuring empowered communities and 
public bodies operate with integrity, inclusivity and accountability. 

The public sector policy environment and grant-giving processes could also be 
simplified and streamlined, helping communities to access Fairer Funding and in some 
cases generate their own sources of sustainable wealth and income through greater 
ownership and stewardship of land and assets, to create improved conditions for 
communities to access and leverage funding for their priorities. 

They should also be supported to have a community led plan for place, setting out 
what communities want to see achieved in their local area; what they want and need 
from public services and what they want to deliver and achieve for themselves. 
These plans should build on work already carried out by communities and the public 
sector such as Locality Plans, Local Place Plans and Community Action Plans. For 
communities starting out on their empowerment journey, plans may be iterative 
and reflective of local capacity, focusing on a few initial priorities and potentially 
expanding in strategic scope over time. 

It is noted that communities already have statutory rights to input into planning 
decisions via local place plan processes and therefore these reforms will specifically 
look to address the need for stronger deliberative and participative mechanisms and 
rights for community-led planning and to enable greater community participation in 
the design and delivery of public services. 

Plans should be developed through regular inclusive and deliberative community 
participation processes that are rights-based and facilitate open and transparent 
dialogue between communities and the public sector to understand, set and deliver 
local priorities, as well as drawing on trusted sources of local data about who lives 
in the community and what they want from local services. This will require further 
collective investment in the infrastructure to support these processes locally and 
continuous improvement in their quality. This is particularly important to ensure that 
local areas are able to confidently and effectively organise themselves in ways that 
are safe, inclusive and accessible including to children and young people, people with 
disabilities and others facing system exclusion and discrimination. 

Communities will not be required to take part in these processes if they don’t feel 
ready. There will be an increase in support for the capacity of communities to work 
together and with the public sector to lead changes locally. This could include the new 
models of support for community empowerment, development and participation as 
well as better co-ordination of existing support services provided by public bodies. 
Support will need to assist community bodies to put in place robust democratic 
community governance and leadership. 
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It will see a renewed focus on how we support community development in Scotland 
and how this can prepare and enable communities to take on enhanced powers 
and responsibilities within local planning and decision-making processes. Support 
will differ depending on communities’ relationships with public bodies, the stage 
of empowerment they have reached, and be proportionate, ensuring that wherever 
possible communities draw on their existing assets and community wealth and that 
support is targeted to areas that need it most and are most ready to achieve the 
greatest impact for their local area. 

A significant challenge for local partners in working effectively with communities has 
been the substantial reduction in Community Learning and Development (CLD) 
services within Local Government. These teams have historically played a central 
role in building confidence, skills and organisational capacity of community 
groups and connecting them with public bodies, yet their diminished size and that 
of the wider third sector in recent years now limits the level of hands-on support 
that Local Government can provide. Developing community groups to the point where 
they can meaningfully participate in the governance of public bodies, manage complex 
planning processes, or take informed decisions about public spending requires 
sustained time, resource and trusted relationships. Without sufficient investment 
in community development infrastructure, it will be difficult to ensure that all 
communities – particularly those with fewer assets or greater inequalities – are able 
to reach the stage of readiness needed to take on enhanced powers and responsibility. 

While CLD (if properly resourced) can support communities to engage constructively 
in local decision-making, it cannot ensure good conduct. Additional systems and 
resources shared from across public bodies will be required to provide appropriate 
oversight and safeguards. 

New rights will be underpinned by strong local accountability for all public bodies 
to ensure that reporting and monitoring on decisions and assessments on progress 
and performance in delivering them is routine, accessible and transparent, and take 
place with the communities they seek to serve. It will be important to ensure that 
through this process communities understand what decisions have been taken by 
public bodies and by community bodies and why. They should be able to easily track 
and monitor: the activities that are delivered; how money is spent; how well those 
bodies are delivering for communities; and improvements in the quality of services 
locally. There will need to be clear, accessible and participatory approaches for 
communities to raise questions, concerns or ideas for improvement. This work will 
also be progressed as part of the review of accountability set out in the Public Service 
Reform Strategy. 
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The reforms we are proposing will help to make it easier for people to understand 
and exercise their democratic rights and to participate in local decision-making – 
building trust in public services and our democratic processes, and ensuring that 
people currently disengaged by or excluded those processes are able to participate 
and have their voices heard. 

It will also respect and build on the existing work and capacity of communities, such 
as plans that have already been co-designed and have had significant time and money 
invested in them. Over time this will enable our towns, villages and neighbourhoods 
to lead and take greater ownership over more local decisions and resources to the 
benefit of everyone in the community, as well as to ensure the potential of our 
communities is driving faster improvements in the quality of life across every part of 
Scotland. 

It will make sure that communities have more inclusive and representative democratic 
structures; that local decisions are taken in line with what local communities want and 
need; provide a process by which public bodies locally can align their delivery and 
their priorities with the priorities set by communities; and make better use is made of 
available resources across the system. 

It will also aim to simplify the system and make it easier for those delivering across 
the public sector to work effectively with communities including to support the 
inclusion of diverse perspectives in co-design processes potentially leading to a 
reduction in burden created by statutory consultation requirements. The reforms will 
help to enhance the range of voices that are heard in local decision-making processes 
and enhance the democratic wellbeing of our communities. 

We recognise that different local areas, partners within the public sector and 
communities will be in different stages of readiness for these changes, and this will 
shape the approach we take to reform, noting what already works well and applying 
an “even better if” approach. 

What This Could Achieve
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The proposals outlined will take time to consider and implement. To put the proposed 
approach into practice we will take a phased approach, working with communities 
and public bodies in local areas at differing starting points in their empowerment 
journey and with differing levels of capacity to explore the impact of these 
proposals. This will help us understand what changes in policy, legislation, funding and 
accountability arrangements might be needed for successful delivery. 

We will seek to design a phased empowerment pathway, building 
on what is already in place, what works well across local areas, and 
consider the potential for stronger standards and requirements on public bodies to 
ensure that people have greater influence and say over local decisions to improve 
provision of services at place level. Our approach will be to learn from examples 
of effective delivery. We will work in partnership to test and progress proposals as 
quickly as possible. Alongside this we will bring forward more detailed options for 
how to implement reforms that could be most impactful. Building on learning from 
the Investing in Communities Fund, we will work to explore future funding options for 
communities to support effective delivery of the Route Map. 

Below is an outline of the approach we will take to ensure that the changes we bring 
empowers communities across Scotland over time. 

Phase 1 

•	 Initially we will work in a number of local areas where community infrastructure 
is already developed to explore how we can support stronger community 
governance arrangements, accelerate the impact of community led planning 
and decision-making and how best to implement the changes proposed in this 
blueprint.

•	 We will seek to introduce any necessary changes in policy and legislation, 
including proposals for new legislation to give communities the further rights, 
powers and support. Including to enable communities to take on greater powers 
over local decision-making and budgets, where there is clear community support 
for this approach and understanding that this would best deliver improved 
outcomes in the local area.

•	 We will focus on how to support local areas and communities more effectively 
including to nurture and support community development and participation, and 
promote better relationships with the public sector. We will explore opportunities 
to streamline and integrate capacity funding at national level and improve local 
approaches to resourcing community led delivery at place level. 

•	 We will scope the implementation of an approach that ensures good stewardship 
and protection of public funds.

Next Steps For Delivery And Implementation
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Phase 2

•	 We will look to support and incentivise participation in the development of 
community action plans across the country and ensure that as many people as 
possible are able to get involved in developing priorities for their local area. 

•	 Rather than institute a new plan, communities will be able to use pre-existing 
planning documents such as (but not limited to) local place plans, community 
action plans, or climate resilience plans to unlock additional rights and powers 
outlined providing they meet collective standards of participation. The scheduled 
statutory review of local place plans in the second half of 2026 will also inform 
this work.

•	 We will work cross sector to develop or enhance standards to ensure that plans 
that unlock new rights and powers are participatory, co-designed and tackling 
inequality. We will also explore bringing in clearer requirements on community 
governance bodies as a pre-requisite for enhanced powers and functions in 
community plans.

•	 We will continue to provide support for communities and focus on making sure 
available resources for community capacity and delivery are strategically aligned 
to help deliver the ambitions in the blueprint, and targeted to where there is 
greatest need and greatest potential benefit to communities. 

Phase 3

•	 We will agree a point at which to review whether more fundamental change 
or reform is needed to introduce more standardised models and approaches 
including to community level governance structures.

•	 We will also need to support more communities to understand and 
claim their rights as capacity increases and embed new ways of working and 
models of support more routinely within local governance arrangements. 
This will include work to increase support for community development and 
participation in areas that have less developed infrastructure. 

This approach will inform and be supported by the development of workstreams 
which help to deliver and implement the reforms. These will initially consider four 
priority areas:

1.	 New devolved powers and rights in legislation – ensuring a coherent legal 
framework for local empowerment 

2.	 Strengthened Governance – designing representative and participatory 
community governance structures

3.	 Funding Reform – developing sustainable cross sector funding models

4.	 Community Capacity – increasing investment in community support and 
development infrastructure 
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A summary of what these workstreams will progress is annexed on page 11. 
Work has started to establish these, and a more detailed programme and delivery plan 
will be produced. This will be taken forward with community-based organisations and 
the wider public sector. 

It will include a focus on work with equalities organisations to ensure that the changes 
we bring in further progress our commitment to human rights, including the inclusion 
of children and young people. 

Through these reforms, we are actively reducing the practical and societal barriers to 
participation in local decision-making and addressing inequalities in representation 

It will also include a focus on work looking at options for maximising and making best 
use of available public sector resources across the system to support the delivery of 
these reforms and to ensure their effective implementation in practice. 



Democracy Matters: A Route Map to Reform 14

Below is an illustration of how strengthened community decision-making could 
support a new approach to the planning and delivery of public services over 
time. This is intended to be illustrative and will be further developed and tested as 
the Route Map is progressed. 

•	 The community body that represents people in a local area agrees to oversee 
the development of a locally led plan. In some local areas this process 
might be initiated by the community council, or it may be led by local 
third sector organisations who are supporting community led action. They 
must establish robust and inclusive governance arrangements – bringing 
together all of the key anchor organisations and community representatives to 
oversee the process. If a local plan is already in place such as a Local Place Plan, 
Community Action Plan or similar this can be used for this process. 

•	 Inclusive processes for participation and engagement are put in place, building 
on an exploration of local data to better understand who lives in the community 
and their known needs to ensure that barriers to participation are reduced. 

•	 Outreach and engagement with a wide range of people, including focused efforts 
to reach people typically excluded from decision-making processes, will help 
to identify wider community needs and priorities to enable the development of a 
community-led plan for place. 

•	 The plan is approved by the community, via petition of local residents with a 
set threshold of households needing to respond positively for the plan to be 
adopted. 

•	 Communities with approved plans will have the right to ensure all relevant public 
bodies work with the community to support the process. 

•	 All relevant public bodies will also be required to provide resources and practical 
support (both financial and in-kind) to assist the process – from helping to build 
links across the community and enable effective dialogue, to sharing information 
and building understanding about what might be practical to achieve locally and 
how it might be delivered – and where the limitations and challenges might be. 

•	 Annual participatory evaluation events to allow the whole community to hold the 
community body and public sector partners to account on delivery with a joint 
progress update provided by the community body and relevant public authorities 
to ensure effective use of budget and allow adjustments to the plan. 

•	 The community body will oversee delivery and work with the public sector to 
ensure transparent and accessible information is published showing what has 
been delivered, how it has been delivered, and what impact it is having on local 
outcomes.

Annex A – What Reform Could Look Like
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1.	 Legislative Reform – New rights in legislation and a coherent legal framework for 
local empowerment 

This workstream will: 

•	 Identify the legal basis for taking these reforms forward and how to strengthen 
and streamline the existing legislative framework for community governance 
and empowerment. It will also bring forward draft provisions for inclusion in a 
proposed Local Democracy Bill. 

•	 It will specifically consider changes that could be made to ensure that 
communities have stronger democratic rights to participate in decisions about 
local services and to request transfer of further power or functions – such as 
control over specific local decisions and budgets, where there is capacity and this 
is supported by the wider community. 

2.	 Governance Design – representative and participatory community governance 
structures 

This workstream will: 

•	 Examine the potential for changes to the way that community councils, CPP-
led Locality Planning arrangements and other locally specific community-
led approaches to decision-making work are supported, in order to strengthen 
the way that they represent communities and enhance their role in local 
decision-making. 

•	 Consider how they facilitate inclusive and democratic participation within local 
decision-making and their ability to work with local government and other 
relevant public bodies to take on any future transfer of power and resources. 

•	 Design (legislative if necessary) scrutiny and regulatory measures including 
mechanisms for dispute resolution. 

•	 Ensure that there are effective routes for all to participate and interact with 
governance structures – including children and young people. 

Annex B – Proposed Workstreams
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3.	 Funding Reform – developing sustainable funding models 

This workstream will: 

•	 Explore options to streamline and integrate where possible the funding that is 
provided nationally to support community capacity and how to increase the 
impact and efficiency of resources provided to support local delivery. 

•	 We will also work with local areas and public bodies to better understand what it 
what it takes to align funding across the public sector – including across different 
organisational systems and siloes – to deliver the priorities set by communities 
and what approaches to community planning and leadership can better enable 
that. 

•	 It will also consider mechanisms for transferring delegated authority over public 
sector budgets to deliver the priorities set by communities as part of 
new community governance arrangements. 

4.	 Community Capacity – increasing investment in community support and 
development infrastructure 

This workstream will: 

•	 Consider how capacity support provided at national, local and regional level 
might be increased and more strategically designed and deployed – including 
through grant-making and investment in community development support. 

•	 Investigate how we can better co-ordinate existing support to make it more 
accessible and how models of effective support might be promoted, shared and 
embedded across all public bodies, including to ensure community bodies 
have the required governance, finance skills, and capacity to take on greater 
rights and functions. 

Equalities and Human Rights 

All of the workstreams will consider how the design and implementation of proposals 
for reform can advance our equality and human rights commitments, and work 
to address or mitigate any risks, through continued engagement with equalities 
organisations and greater local engagement. 

Accountability 

We will also examine potential models for accountability that can best enable 
communities to participate effectively in processes including to agree local outcomes 
and monitor, scrutinise and support improvement in how public funding is being used 
and how our local services are performing. 

Deliberative Democracy 

A cross-cutting priority will be to embed participatory and deliberative approaches to 
local governance and decision-making, and to consider the digital and physical 
supports required to ensure that the principles of participation, trust and 
transparency are put into practice through the design and implementation of reforms. 
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Local Governance Reform 

We will also ensure that community decision-making reforms align with the 
development of enabling legislation that will further empower Regional Economic 
Partnerships and support the delivery of Single Authority Models, so that we 
have a coherent approach and an effective legislative basis for enhanced local 
governance arrangements at a regional, local and community level. 
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