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Local government in the United Kingdom has become more complicated in recent years than it had been for most of the 20th century. As in many other countries, it has been undergoing a period of change for most of the last fifty years, but at an ever-increasing speed over the last twenty. Within the constituent parts of the United Kingdom, one finds a diversity of systems, allocation of functions and varying degrees of local discretion over the services local government provides. Each country – England, Wales, Scotland and Northern Ireland – has its own local government system, with varying rules of the game. Writing over twenty years ago, Newton and Goldsmith (1983) described UK local government – then a far more unified system than today – as ‘the most centralised outside Eastern Europe.’ Today one would have to describe the English system as the most centralised in the Western world. At the same time one would have to describe local government in Northern Ireland as one of the weakest, given that its functions remain largely ‘bins, bogs and burials’, (Wilson and Game: 2011: 63) reflecting a history since the late 1960s of either central control from Westminster or of the need to overcome difficulties posed by sectarian differences within the province. The latter results in many major services being run non-elected boards under strict rules decided either by central government or agreed in the power-sharing executive in Northern Ireland. Wales, though with responsibility for local government under the 1990s devolution settlement, has fewer powers for its assembly (Parliament) than it Scottish counterpart, with much Westminster legislation still being decided for England and Wales together. Scotland, by far the most important devolved system, with further powers expected to come shortly, has worked harder at ensuring close collaboration between the assembly and the municipalities, yet without giving them a great deal of autonomy.

Self-rule
1. Institutional depth
Each of the four countries operates a different system of local government. England has the most complicated hybrid system, with a separate system for London, which has an elected mayor plus an assembly with wider powers than most other English local governments, and 32 boroughs responsible for a range of services. In addition, whilst much of England has moved towards a system of unitary authorities (56), in addition it has 27 county councils, over 200 district councils beneath them, and 36 metropolitan authorities covering the six main metropolitan areas of England all with a differing range of functional responsibilities. By comparison, Scotland and Wales, with 32 and 22 unitary authorities respectively, are much simpler, whilst Northern Ireland has 26 municipalities. This diversity within the United Kingdom is very much a product of history and of the asymmetrical nature of the process of devolution, which has taken place in the United Kingdom in recent years. All municipalities are directly elected, with a few (less than a dozen) also having elected mayors. England has little history of regional government: what regional structures that have been in place were administrative bodies. The most recent were the Regional Development Agencies set up in 1998 under the then Labour government (which also introduced a separate authority for Greater London with an elected mayor and additional devolved powers). These agencies were largely responsible for economic development and regeneration, infrastructure and improving skills, but were abolished in 2012 by the Conservative-Liberal coalition government and replaced with local enterprise agencies, which are partnerships between local governments and businesses (Pearce and Ayres: 2012). Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland might be considered as regional bodies, each having different devolved powers according to the settlement in 1999.

The result of this asymmetrical devolution settlement is that the policy scope of local government in the United Kingdom varies between the four different countries. It is narrowest in Northern Ireland, roughly similar in England and Wales, and different again in Scotland, where the potential for greater devolution of powers to both the Scottish government and thus to Scottish local authorities is greater. Of the four, it is English local government, which faces the most difficulties and process of change. Both previous Conservative and Labour governments, as well as the present coalition, have sort to control both the policy scope and the room for local discretion/autonomy of English local authorities for a variety of reasons, reflecting the sense of mistrust that exists amongst politicians and civil servants at national level towards local government. For example the Major government between 1990 and 1997 continued the approach adopted earlier by Margaret Thatcher in the 1980s; the Blair government constantly altered the rules of the game through successive policy initiatives/changes between 1997 and 2010, and the coalition government has hit English local government particularly hard financially as part of its austerity programme. The overall result has been that English local government in particular (but not to the exclusion of the other member nations of the UK) has found its policy scope changing in an incremental fashion over the period under review, whilst broadly retaining the same policy responsibilities over the same period. The biggest change in England concerns education, formally the largest area of local authority responsibility, but now much reduced as the development of free schools and academies (initially introduced under the Blair government and extensively extended under the 2005-2010 coalition) has removed thousands of schools from local authority control. Similarly, there has been a continuing reduction in the policy scope for English local authorities in areas such as housing and transport (partly as a result of policy changes over the years but also as a reduction in finance), whilst their caring function is limited to children and the elderly – with both again limited by financial constraints.

The weak nature of local government in Northern Ireland has already been noted. It has no responsibility for the major policy areas under review and thus no discretion over them. This situation reflects the continuing importance of the sectarian divide in the province and the difficulties faced by both the UK government and its Northern Ireland counterpart in ensuring that the divide does not effectively destroy the still fragile agreement between the two religious communities and between Westminster and Belfast on how the country should be governed.

By contrast the Scottish situation gives the Scottish government considerable power and scope over a range of functions, which it has been prepared to share to a greater or lesser extent with Scottish local authorities. The country has a more than thirty-year history of a close working relationship between the executive (formerly the Scottish Office prior to devolution in 1999) and local authorities through its representative body, Council of Scottish Local Authorities, (COSLA). Following the 2014 referendum, Scotland can expect further powers to be devolved to it after the 2010 UK general election, whilst the possibility in the near future of a further referendum seeking independence from the UK should not be ruled out, depending out the outcome of the UK election. 

In practice Scottish local governments are not that different from their English counterparts in terms of their policy scope and policy discretion. There are fewer municipalities; they cover larger areas and generally smaller populations, than their English counterparts. At one level this makes it easier for the centre in Edinburgh to control the local authorities, whilst at another the working relationship with COSLA allows for greater agreement on policy matters between the two sides. By contrast, the working relationship between English local authorities and central government has largely been poor for most of the last forty years, notwithstanding the consolidation of several different bodies into one local government association. This body has consultation rights on policy matters affecting English local government, sometimes lobbying effectively, but more frequently the centre chooses to ignore local government, leaving the association with the task on encouraging innovation and good practice amongst it members.

Partly because of the nature of the Welsh devolution settlement, which gave less in the way of legislative powers to the Welsh Assembly than were given to Scotland, Welsh local authorities face two levels with which they have to deal. On one hand there is the UK central government, largely responsible for producing most of the legislation affecting England and Wales, which may contain measures, which affect Welsh local authorities as well as their English counterparts. On the other hand, there is the Welsh Assembly and government, which seek to utilise the powers it has and which may also affect the operation of Welsh local authorities. In practice the situation of Welsh municipalities is little different from that of their English counterparts in terms of policy scope.
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United Kingdom scores 0.
2. Policy scope
See institutional depth and Effective political discretion.
3. Effective political discretion

As implied in much of the discussion of policy scope, the extent of policy discretion for UK municipalities as a whole is very limited. It is virtually non-existent in Northern Ireland, and in practice little better in Wales and England. Whilst one might make a case for arguing that Scottish local authorities have slightly more discretion than their counterparts elsewhere in the UK, there is little evidence that such discretion is any more meaningful than it is elsewhere. In practice, with the exception of Northern Ireland, the history of the last thirty years for UK municipalities is largely about having the discretion to decide how they maintain local services with severely reduced finances or else one of losing responsibilities in the light of policy changes introduced by the UK government or by the Scottish or Welsh Assemblies. As time has passed, even the ability to protect core services has been particularly eroded by decisions taken by higher levels of government about finance, a task made more and more difficult under the austerity programme introduced by the 2005-2010 coalition government. Most European central governments wish to see their policy goals implemented: local governments discretion inevitably suffers as a consequence, even where they have some policy autonomy and discretion guaranteed by the constitution. For the UK, the general mistrust between the centre and the locality (present amongst civil servants even before the Thatcher government) has seen British local government much weakened over the years, especially as the British constitution only allows local governments to perform those functions agreed by Parliament in legislation.
4. Fiscal autonomy

UK local governments raise their income from a combination of property taxes and government conditional and unconditional grants, with a very small proportion coming from charges for local services (e.g. car parking; parking fines; approval of building and planning matters etc). Whilst Wales and Northern Ireland have no tax varying powers and are reliant on UK central government grants, the Scottish Parliament has limited ability to vary the basic rate of income tax by up to 3 pence in the pound. For England, In terms of the property tax, that on non-domestic property (business tax) is set and collected centrally and accounted for 10.8% of local government income in 2013-2014. Council tax (the locally determined tax on residential property) accounted for 23.7% of local government income, and since 2010 local governments have been encouraged to maintain existing levels of council tax and are required to hold a local referendum if they wish to raise it by more than 2%. The revenue support grant (a general grant) accounted for 15.5%. Special and specific grants thus accounted for 50% of English municipalities’ income and more than doubled between 1990 and 2014 (DCLG: 2015). Thus English local authorities are dependent for over 75% of their income on transfers from central government, as compared with only 47% in 1990, one sign of the reduced fiscal autonomy, which English (and by extension Welsh and Northern Irish municipalities) have faced over the review period. The total income of English local government in 2014 was 5% less than that of the previous year, a significant cutback, with the total reduction since 2010 being of the order of 25- 30%. 

By contrast Scottish municipalities have suffered far less than their English counterparts, with their revenue falling by less than 2% between 2010 and 2014. The General Revenue Grant still account accounts for over 50% of municipal revenues, with council tax raising about 14%; charges 15% and non-domestic rates (also centrally determined) 17%. Overall the centre provides almost 70% of local governments’ income in Scotland. The greater stability of local government finance there is a result of having a provisional three year settlement agreed with the Scottish government and COSLA on behalf of municipalities through a biennial Spending Review, with final annual allocations being agreed by March of each year. Though Scottish local governments have been better protected from cutbacks than their English counterparts, they still have little discretion over their finances, being almost as heavily dependent on central grants as English municipalities.

Welsh municipalities are heavily dependent on central government finance – in 2014 80% of their funding comes from the centre, with only 20% being raised from the council tax and charges. The Welsh government claims to have protected municipalities from the worst effects of expenditure cuts, and has left them free to determine levels of council tax, unlike their English counterparts. Nevertheless, municipalities have been generally encouraged to exercise restraint in terms of increasing council tax levels.
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5. Financial transfer system
See Fiscal autonomy.
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United Kingdom scores 1-2.
6. Financial self-reliance

See Fiscal autonomy.
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7. Borrowing autonomy

UK municipalities can only borrow with the consent of central government in the cases of England, Wales and Northern Ireland, and with the consent of the Scottish government in the case of Scotland. In each country, municipalities are given an annual allocation for capital spending, whilst still having the power to borrow for investment purposes, though not to finance current expenditure. Controls on borrowing are longstanding and have been subject to only minor change during the period under review.
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8. Organisational autonomy

Scotland, Wales and the UK have directly elected assemblies from which the executive or government is drawn. Northern Ireland has a dual power-sharing executive following the 1999 peace settlement. The Scottish, Welsh and Northern Ireland assemblies all use a form of proportional representation for elections, whilst the UK Parliament is elected on the first past the post basis. Local governments in all parts of the UK are directly elected and in turn appoint their executive and their officials. Municipalities are creatures of Parliament and/or the respective assemblies and can be abolished, changed and modified at the will of the centre: in that sense they have no legal protection, but can challenge the legality of higher level governmental decisions through the courts. The relevant government department in each country exercises general oversight of local government activities, though this is not of a detailed day-to-day nature. Asymmetrical devolution has encouraged bi-lateral intergovernmental relations rather than multilateral ones. But as, Helen Sullivan (2010: 244-246) has noted, UK local government has changed significantly over recent decades, when centrally introduced reform programmes over a wide range of activities have left little of local government untouched. And the more the centre interferes, the more the municipalities expect such interference. At best UK local governments ‘manage at the margins’ rather than having the freedom to decide for themselves what functions to perform and how to finance them. Indeed it could be argued that local governments prefer to be told what to do rather than acting autonomously – even at the margins!
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Interactive rule
See organisational autonomy.
9. Legal protection
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United Kingdom scores 1-2.
10. Administrative supervision
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United Kingdom scores 1-3.
11. Central or regional access
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United Kingdom scores 1-3.
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