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Introduction
Local government in the United Kingdom is somewhat more complicated than that in many other countries, if only because it involves four different countries, each with a different system of local government. For example, for historical reasons going back to the Troubles of the 1970s-1990s, local government in Northern Ireland has fewer powers than its counterparts in the Scotland and Wales, whilst that in England involves a variety of local authorities responsible for delivering local services. Historically since the 19th century, England has largely depended on a two tier structure of local authorities in the more rural parts of the country (known as shire counties and districts) and single tier authorities (often known as boroughs) in the more urban parts. For a period between the 1960s until the mid- 1980s, both London and the metropolitan areas outside the capital had a two tier system, with a metropolitan wide county level sharing functions with the boroughs beneath them. Mrs Thatcher abolished the metropolitan counties in the 1980s. Since that time until recently, there has been little change in the structure of English local government, but two changes over recent years should be born in mind. First, there has been a move towards the merger of some rural districts to form what are called unitary authorities, sometimes also involving the disappearance of the upper county tier. In most cases this has come about partly as a result of central government pressure, especially where the county or district authority has either effectively gone bankrupt or is in danger of doing so. Such changes take considerably time to come into effect, given the need to persuade often reluctant districts to merge or for a county level to disappear.
 The other change, instigated by the Cameron government during the 2010-2015 period is the (re-)introduction outside London of metropolitan area wide authorities with elected mayors, building on Blair’s London example. Such authorities negotiate their powers and finances with central government as a package, but generally can give the mayor responsibility for economic development, some powers over transport (road and rail); police; fire services and possibly health.
 Again the pace of these changes has been slow, also due to the need for local bodies to agree to work together under the system.

Following the 2019 General Election, there has been a third change with the arrival of the Johnson government, namely an increase in conditional funds/grants available to local governments, partly as a result of Covid19, where funds have been available to local authorities to help local businesses forced to close and to assist those individual resident most in need of assistance because of changes in their ability to work brought about by Covid.
 The second has been through what is best described as the government’s levelling up policy, which is designed to re-balance the economy between the prosperous London and South East and the rest of England – particularly the midlands, northwest and north east. To date two measures were seen as part of this policy following the UK’s departure from the EUT. First there are to be a number of freeports and second funds allocated to certain places to enable town regeneration. The first allocation of these funds was announced by the finance minister in his budget earlier in March, with most of the finance going to areas represented by Conservative MPs. Whilst many of them represent former long-held Labour constituencies won by the Conservative party in the 2019 and could legitimately be described as deprived areas, there would be other Labour held areas which on most official indices of deprivation are more deprived than some of those who received funding, including the finance minister’s own constituency as well as that of the housing minister. The result has been Labour accusations of pork barrel decisions, whilst the government argues that it is only by the chance of the 2019 election results that so many Conservative held areas have benefitted.
 The only other change has been a reduction in the number of local governments in Northern Ireland to 11, without any significant change in their powers.

However, in terms of local autonomy and how these changes affect local citizens and the services they receive, the effect to date outside London is marginal.
 The main reason why this is so is because the United Kingdom is one of the most centralised countries in Europe if not in the world and has been so for many years and especially so since the 1980s. As far as local government is concerned, the impact of this centralisation has been most heavily felt in England
 and Northern Ireland (albeit for different reasons), and only slightly less so in Scotland and Wales. What difference there is between the four countries is due to the nature of the devolved governmental arrangements flowing from the devolution measures taken by the Blair government which created devolved systems to Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland at the end of the 20th century. Each of these nations now has its own elected Parliament or Assembly with an executive government which oversees local governments in the three countries. And in each country there is little significant difference in the way in which the executive treats local authorities: effectively the systems outside England remain centralised, but at the Scottish, Welsh or Northern Irish level.

Self-rule
1. Institutional depth
UK local authorities can only undertake those functions which have been given to them via Act of Parliament. These functions are of two kinds – mandatory (local governments must undertake this function, e.g. education and care services) and permissive (local governments may provide these functions, e.g. libraries and leisure facilities). In times of cutbacks, local governments choose to reduce or remove the permissive functions, and indeed after ten years of austerity fail difficulty in maintaining the level of mandatory services. Additionally local governments do have a general power to do things which are seen as of benefit to their local community – examples are hard to find of UK local governments providing additional activities which would fall under this heading.

CODING: 0
2. Policy scope
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. In the 1990s and 2000s 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 the situation of Welsh municipalities is little different from that of their English counterparts in terms of policy scope. There has been little change in the level of policy scope for the period 2015-2020.

CODING: England 3, Northern Ireland 1, Scotland 3, and Wales 3 in total.
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. There has been little change in the level of policy scope for the period 2015-2020.

CODING: England 2, Northern Ireland 1, Scotland 2, and Wales 2 in total.
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. There has been no change in the level of policy scope for the period 2015-2020.
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5. Financial transfer system
See fiscal autonomy. Since 2015, the share of unconditional financial transfers have reduced from 60-80% to 40-60% in England and Wales.

CODING: 1
6. Financial self-reliance

See fiscal autonomy. Since 2015, the own sources of English local governments yield 25-50%.
CODING: England 2, Northern Ireland 1, Scotland 1, and Wales 1.
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

There are no constitutional clauses or other statutory regulations to protect local self-government. However, other means exist to protect local autonomy.
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10. Administrative supervision

In the UK, the administrative supervision only aims at ensuring the legality of local decisions.
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11. Central or regional access

Local authorities in the UK do not have access to higher-level decision-making through formal consultation procedures. However, they have access to higher-level decision-making through formal representation structures and more informal channels.
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Additional questions (2020 only)
With these additional questions on the potential causal mechanisms and effects of local autonomy, we want to collect a current perception. More concretely, it means that it would be great if you could give us your answers to these questions directly here (i.e. no coding sheet), without considering any possible asymmetries in your country (i.e. national level only) or any changes over time (i.e. 2020 only). Any interesting (legal) indication may be also mentioned/added.
To better understand how an external shock may cause a change in local autonomy in a given country, a question is asked about the implication of Covid-19 pandemic.
The effects of local autonomy concern the satisfaction with local government service delivery, the importance of local government for citizens, the satisfaction with local democracy, the turnout at local elections and the trustworthiness of local politicians.
Implication of Covid-19 Pandemic

	Implication of Covid-19 pandemic
	The extent to which the autonomy of local government has been impacted by the Covid-19 pandemic
	0-3
	0 local government autonomy has generally decreased with the Covid-19 pandemic

1 local government autonomy has not been impacted by the Covid-19 pandemic

2 local government autonomy in health has increased with the Covid-19 pandemic

3 local government autonomy in health and in other fields related to the Covid-19 pandemic has increased


Covid has had little impact on the autonomy of local governments in the UK, except in so far as some have received extra funding to deal with public health as well as funds for business and individual relief to mitigate the economic hardship suffered by groups falling outside the national schemes. Some local authorities have had extra funds designed to help cope with failings in the national track and trace scheme where necessary. This latter development needs a little further explanation.  Rather than use local authority pubic heath units  to undertake tracking the spread of Covid, the government decided to outsource the national track and trace scheme to private sector firms, which quickly revealed it had severe weaknesses. As a result, particularly in those areas where case numbers of Covid were particularly high, local governments were given extra funding to undertake local rack and trace through their public health units. Another impact has been on local governments finance. With retail and hospitality business closures brought about by Covid, local governments have lost income they would usually get through such things as car parking charges, income from leisure and recreation centres, and from other ways in which they raise revenue. Against this many have also been faced with an increasing demand for some services, whilst they all continue to face the difficulties arising from ten years of austerity and government imposed cuts to local government budgets, which average around 50% in terms of cuts central government grants. One result has been an increase in the number of local authorities seeking loans from central government to avoid bankruptcy. In addition local governments can only increase the local property tax rate by a maximum of 5% without a local referendum: most local authorities are expected to raise local taxes by 4.99% this year! Local government finance in the UK needs serious reform, but past history suggests such reform is unlikely.
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Satisfaction with local government service delivery

	Satisfaction with local government service delivery
	The extent to which the citizens are satisfied with local government service delivery
	0-3
	0 citizens are generally not satisfied at all with local government service delivery

1 citizens are generally moderately satisfied with local government service delivery

2 citizens are generally mostly satisfied with local government service delivery
3 citizens are generally entirely satisfied with local government service delivery


It is difficult to find consistent data on this question, but generally speaking, and remembering that local government services have suffered from ten years of austerity, satisfaction with local service delivery remains higher than one might expect. I would probably give it a score of 1.5 – not lower than 1 and not higher than 2!
CODING: 1.5
Importance of local government for citizens

	Importance of local government
	The extent to which local government has an important role in the daily life of citizens
	0-3
	0 local government is not important at all in the daily life of citizens

1 local government is somewhat important in the daily life of citizens

2 local government is important in the daily life of citizens

3 local government is very important in the daily life of citizens


Again it is difficult to find consistent data on this point. There are three issues which might get local citizens aroused - NIMBY issues around land use planning proposals; whether or not the garbage is removed on time regularly, and whether or not the local roads ae in good repair. Certain issues of a more sectoral nature e.g. possible school closures might arouse some interest. Score 0.5 – slightly better than a zero, certainly not a 1.
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Satisfaction with local democracy

	Satisfaction with local democracy
	The extent to which the citizens are satisfied with local democracy
	0-4
	0 citizens are not at all satisfied with local democracy

1 citizens are rather not satisfied with local democracy

2 citizens are neither dissatisfied nor satisfied with local democracy

3 citizens are rather satisfied with local democracy

4 citizens are entirely satisfied with local democracy


No problem here – score 2! This score is a reflection of turnout at local elections which are really the only element of local democracy open to citizens.
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Turnout at local elections

	Turnout at local elections
	Electoral turnout at local elections (approximately, last general elections)
	0-4
	0 no elections

1 between 1 and 25 %

2 between 26 and 50 %

3 between 51 and 75 %

4 between 76 and 100 %


Turnout at local elections is always below that for general elections and has consistently been between 35 and 40% for local elections for this century.
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	Electoral participation on local level compared to electoral participation on national level
	The extent to which electoral participation on local level is higher than on national level 
	0-2
	0 electoral participation on local level is generally lower than electoral participation on national level

1 electoral participation on local and on national level are very much the same

2 electoral participation on local level is generally higher than electoral participation on national level


Score 0. See above.
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Trustworthiness of local politicians

	Perception of trustworthiness of local politicians
	The extent to which local politicians are trustworthy
	0-4
	0 local politicians are not at all trustworthy

1 local politicians are rather not trustworthy

2 local politicians moderately trustworthy

3 local politicians are rather trustworthy

4 local politicians are very much trustworthy


Again it is difficult to get consistent data for this item, but generally speaking local politicians are seen a rather trustworthy. 2.5 might be a more accurate score!
CODING: 3
	Perception of trustworthiness of local politicians compared to national politicians
	Whether local politicians are more trustworthy than national politicians
	0-2
	0 local level politicians are generally less trustworthy than national politicians

1 local and national politicians are similar in terms of trustworthiness

2 local level politicians are generally more trustworthy than national politicians


There is a little data on this and 2 is a reflection of that and from earlier surveys in the last century.
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� For example in the case of the area in which the author lives, the county effectively went bankrupt some five years ago and will be replaced by two unitary authorities, with the lower tier authorities being merged into the two new ones as well. The new system is only due to come into place after local elections (which may well be delayed by Covid restrictions) due to take place later this year.


� London has had an elected mayor with similar powers since, a reform introduced by the Blair government. The exact distribution of powers to these new authorities is a matter for negotiation between the various local partners and the central government and they vary from authority to authority.


� Though significant numbers of businesses and workers who have been assisted by the government’s furlough scheme, there have been some notable omissions in its coverage – these funds help those who have fallen outside the scheme.


� It is not unusual for governments of whatever complexion in the UK to alter the financing of local government so as to favour areas held by the party in power. Mrs Thatcher’s abolition of the met counties in the 1980s was a way of removing areas strongly held by Labour; the Blair government altered the grant system generally to favour Labour held areas, whilst the Cameron government’s austerity policies hit Labour held areas much more than Conservative ones, something the May government did nothing to change. It is debatable whether or not the Johnson governments decisions to date are more openly blatant than his predecessors.


� There have been proposals during the period under review to change local government in Wales, but nothing has been introduced to date.


� In London the major change has been in terms of transport, where the underground and overground services are regulated by Transport for London, a body over seen by the mayor. Even in the London case one would argue the change has been marginal.


� For some time before the arrival of the Thatcher government, civil servants had not shown much trust in the ability of English local governments to deliver policies and services in line with the centre’s priorities. The Thatcher government contained enough ministers who shared this distrust of local government. The Blair government was more open to allowing improved discretion for local government, but also wanted them to deliver services in line with the government’s priorities. When this did not happen, the government simply changed the relevant legislation, often so frequently that it was impossible to know whether or not previous changes had achieved the desired objectives. The Cameron government arrived with its own austerity agenda, imposing swinging cuts of local authorities finance for most of the period between 2010 and 2015. The May government did little to change the austerity regime, whilst the Johnson government has been forced to deal with more immediate measures such as Covid and Brexit!


� Northern Ireland is in a different position from Wales and Scotland. In the Northern Irish the executive is a power sharing one reflecting the different Catholic and Protestant parties (Sinn Fein and the DUP). Should the two main parties fail to agree on a form of power sharing, then the responsibility for government in Northern Ireland reverts to Westminster and the Northern Ireland Minister in the government there. Such was the situation between 2017 and 2019. 
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