
Scottish Affairs, no.45, autumn 2003 

 

 

BACK TO THE CITY REGION? THE 
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1. INTRODUCTION  

Across Europe, city regions are consolidating their position as the principal 
drivers of economic growth and prosperity. The development of a dynamic 
knowledge economy in which competitive advantage is in large part 
determined by the quality of communications, research and development links 
to higher educational institutions and access to skilled labour, reinforces the 
value of core urban areas1. To compete effectively in these new international 
markets, governments are working increasingly hard to ensure that their city-
regions function as efficiently as possible, offering both inward investors and 
indigenous firms the ideal location from which to operate. The city regions of 
Barcelona, Montpellier and Munich are good examples of the kind of 
dynamic economy that has been delivered by local governments defined at 
the city regional scale. 

In response to this reorientation of the new economy around major city 
regions, many countries are consolidating systems of administration at the 
city region level, in order to ensure that these key places are planned as 
effectively as possible. This trend is driven by the desire to integrate transport 
planning, land use planning and economic development policies, to achieve 
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the best returns from public investment, and to avoid the zero sum game of 
intra-regional competition for resources2, which damages the overall 
competitiveness of the city region.  

Currently, Scotland is bucking against the European trend by ignoring the 
potential of strong, coherent city regions as levels of administration for 
strategic economic planning. From being a pioneer of city regional 
arrangements in the 1970s, our system of local government has become 
increasingly fragmented, with complex sets of institutions responsible for the 
governance of our city regions. The Regional Councils, regarded by many as 
one of the most successful examples of city regional administration, were 
abolished just as other countries, such as post-apartheid South Africa, began 
to use them as a model for the reform of their own governmental systems. 

Scotland's retreat from the city-regional approach was cemented by the local 
government re-organisation of 1996, which abolished the two-tier system put 
in place in 1975. The replacement of the Regional and District model with a 
'unitary' structure of partnership working between numerous single-tier 
councils meant there were no longer strategic, accountable bodies capable of 
taking a holistic view of the distinctive transport, planning and economic 
development needs of different city regions in Scotland. 

This article reviews the current arrangements for the administration of 
transport planning in Scotland, and considers their strengths and weaknesses. 
It contends that only through the re-establishment of strong, coherent city 
regional administrative structures will the transport investment programme 
required by the Scottish economy be implemented in practice.  

The article then goes on to argue that this might be achieved through the 
establishment of a system of city regional chambers responsible for transport, 
strategic land use planning and economic development policy. The notion of 
a 'chamber' implies that it is possible to achieve change without necessarily 
creating a new tier of directly elected government: instead, the city regional 
chambers would promote collaborative working between local authorities and 
special purpose bodies in their areas. Their membership could be drawn from 
elected members from the unitary councils, special purpose authorities such 
as Structure Plan Committees, MSPs, and business representatives. The 
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chambers would be statutorily responsible for the administration, delivery and 
funding of their functions. 

A relatively small number of these bodies, perhaps aligned with the Scottish 
Parliament's regional list areas, could cover the whole of Scotland.  

WHAT IS THE 'C ITY REGION '? 

The concept of the city region arose from the experience of urban growth in 
the last century, and the inability of traditional municipal structures and 
boundaries to keep pace. As transport technology and infrastructure 
developed rapidly following innovations such as the commuter railway and 
private motoring, key urban economic and social relationships began to be 
played out at a larger scale. Coupled with improvements in living standards, 
our overcrowded cities began to 'thin out' as people commuted over greater 
distances in order to enjoy better housing conditions, made possible by rising 
disposable incomes and higher car ownership. The result of these trends, 
which are still evident to a large extent today, is that our urban transport 
system is characterised less by a small number of very large radial flows, and 
more by a complex web of radial and circumferential trips. 

This complex pattern of mobility is a representation of the modern 'functional' 
relationships between major cities and their hinterlands. As part of the 
thinning process, the geographical extent of cities' market catchments for 
labour, housing and leisure consumption has increased to the point that these 
markets operate at the regional scale, with our core cities and their 
surrounding towns and rural hinterlands forming functional 'city regions'. 

The political importance of the city regional concept emerged when the 
expansion of municipal boundaries could no longer reflect the pace of the 
physical and functional growth of the city. Until the Second World War, our 
major cities were largely able to extend their boundaries to match their 
growth. After 1945, however, the sheer pace of suburban development, and 
the desire of the new prosperous suburban communities to retain their 
independence from problematic large cities, stopped this process in its tracks. 

By the 1960s, the degree of fragmentation of local government 
responsibilities across numerous small, historic municipalities in our major 
urban regions was such that there was general consensus for wholesale 
reform. The coordination of service delivery for strategic services (such as 
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transport) had become impossibly difficult, and the profusion of local 
councils was widely regarded as wasteful and inefficient. The reorganisation 
of local government at the city regional level not only afforded efficiency 
savings through the coordination of policy development and service delivery, 
but also held out the promise of creating a more coherent structure of 
administration that could reduce urban sprawl. A second but no less important 
objective was to re-establish a more sensible settlement hierarchy with the 
cities at its head, sustained by the selective redistribution of resources to areas 
of greatest need across the region as a whole. 

THE POLITICS OF LOCAL GOVERNMENT REFORM  

Pioneering the city regional concept in Scotland 

Despite its enduring advantages, the city region is out of fashion in Scotland 
as a result of more than 30 years of political wrangling. Indeed, the influence 
of party politics and powerful local lobby groups can be seen to underlie each 
of the last two reforms of local government structure. 

In reviewing a wide range of evidence on local dynamics, including 
commuting flows, labour market and housing market data, the Wheatley 
Royal Commission on Scottish Local Government3 concluded in 1969 that the 
functional city region was the ideal geographical unit for sub-national 
administrative and planning purposes. Noting that the then current system of 
four counties of cities, 33 counties, 19 large burghs, 173 small burghs and 
198 district councils was counterproductive to efficient and effective planning 
and service delivery, Wheatley proposed a wholly new system of local 
government in Scotland. The upper of the two tiers of this system was based 
around Scotland's principal administrative and commercial centres, with 
strategic services such as transport and land use planning assigned to this 
level at this scale in order to promote economic development in each area of 
the country. 

The Regional Councils were designed to pursue specific policy objectives, 
and this context guided the development and implementation of transport 
policy throughout their lifespan. At the heart of the city regional concept was 
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the realisation that post war policies of urban deconcentration had failed to 
produce the level of economic growth envisaged for Scotland as a whole, and 
that the core cities were facing significant decline. Rather than continuing 
decentralisation, the Regional Councils, and the Scottish Development 
Agency, pursued strategies designed to refocus regeneration efforts on the 
main cities as the commercial hearts of vibrant city regions, and to promote 
equity in the distribution of new economic development across Scotland4.  

The regions framed their other strategic policies, including transport, in 
accord with this city regional strategic agenda. Economic strategies pioneered 
the approach of redeveloping brown field sites in the cities rather than new 
green field development in the urban fringe, and social strategies prioritised 
the regeneration of existing communities. The role of regional centres such as 
Aberdeen, Dundee, Edinburgh, Glasgow and Inverness as the core of the city 
regions was reinforced. These cities were protected (as far as possible) from 
economic competition and decentralisation by settlement strategies which 
defined a clear urban hierarchy. For example, the Lothian and Strathclyde 
Regional Councils promoted strong policies on retailing, resisting 
applications for large out-of-town shopping centres on the grounds that these 
would damage city centre trade, generate very substantial car traffic and be 
difficult to access for people without a car5. The overall strategy was 
therefore one of coordination, with policies designed to develop the regions 
through enhancing the links between the regional core and its outlying areas. 

Transport planning under the Regional Councils benefited from economies of 
scale in finance, planning and procurement, which enabled them to deliver 
large, ambitious projects in addition to important incremental improvements. 
Their transport policies were designed to be clearly coherent with their other 
strategic aims, including consolidating the role of the core city as a means to 
promote economic development and social inclusion in the region as a whole. 

Strathclyde Regional Council, which benefited from additional transport 
planning powers resulting from its designation as a Passenger Transport 
Authority, pursued an aggressive improvement programme that developed a 
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substantial momentum of delivery. Making good use of European Union 
money, Strathclyde delivered a number of strategic road schemes, including 
the completion of the M8 through Glasgow, the M80 and M77 links to the 
M8, the A725 and A737 expressways in Lanarkshire and Renfrewshire 
respectively, and a concerted programme of upgrading in Ayrshire, including 
the A71 expressway. 

Strathclyde's public transport investment record was perhaps even more 
impressive. It remained committed to developing its local rail network, the 
largest in the UK outside London. Development projects included the 
electrification of the lines to Ayr, Largs and Ardrossan, the reopening and 
electrification of the sub-surface Argyle Line through Glasgow city centre 
and several other disused branch lines, and construction of new stations on 
the existing network, of which many were in deprived areas with low car 
ownership levels. In addition to its work on the heavy rail system, the 
Regional Council also delivered the modernisation of the Glasgow 
Underground system, and successfully upgraded Buchanan Bus Station to 
award winning standards after purchasing it from the private sector. 

Lothian Regional Council, although around one third the size of Strathclyde 
in population terms, also delivered a range of significant regional transport 
initiatives. It funded and constructed the nationally-strategic Edinburgh City 
Bypass, and also a range of rail-based park and ride initiatives. Despite its 
lack of PTA powers, Lothian also delivered the re-opening of the Bathgate 
railway to passenger traffic as part of a wider regeneration programme for the 
area, and financed electrification of the North Berwick branch to capitalise on 
British Rail's electrification of the East Coast Main Line south from 
Edinburgh in the late 1980s. Lothian also pioneered radical bus priority 
programmes, and promoted the concept of integrated transport before it was 
taken up by national government. 

The 1996 reorganisation of local government 

The Wheatley settlement, itself diluted by powerful local interests during its 
passage through parliament6, survived only 21 years before the next 
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wholesale reform of local government in Scotland. In justifying the 
government's proposed reforms in 1992, the Secretary of State for Scotland, 
Ian Lang said: 
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The arguments which led to a two-tier structure no longer have the 
same force where authorities are increasingly developing their role 
as enablers rather than direct service providers of services; and 
where the expectation [sic] of people as customers of local 
authorities, increasingly demand a system where lines of 
responsibility are clear and comprehensible. 

The reorganisation of local government that took effect on 1 April 1996 
replaced the two-tier city regional model with 32 'unitary' authorities across 
Scotland. Curiously, and despite government claims in advance of the reform 
that the regions were too 'large' to be efficient and representative, the Borders, 
Fife, Highland and Dumfries and Galloway Regions remained intact, forming 
large new unitary councils.  

Across the central belt, and in Aberdeen and Dundee, however, the new 
unitary councils were largely based on the previous lower tier Districts. This 
'horizontal' fragmentation was deliberate, designed to reduce the power of 
large urban councils and to engineer an increased degree of competition 
between areas for population, tax revenues and public investment7. This 
process was later enhanced by the introduction of competitive bidding 
processes for resources, by 'top-slicing' funding streams, including those for 
local transport spending8. 

What did the 1996 reorganisation mean for transport planning? 

As well as the horizontal fragmentation of local government into many more 
territorial units, there was also a 'vertical' fragmentation of specific local 
government functions to different 'tiers' under the 1996 reforms. This means 
that in practice, the notion of single tier local government is misleading. What 
actually replaced the two-tier system was a system of unitary authorities 
alongside complex multi-tiered and multi-agency working: 

one of the paradoxes of the reform was that the dismantling of the 
regional tier was accompanied by a widespread acceptance that the new 
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network of smaller 'all-purpose' unitary authorities would not eliminate the 
need for some services to be administered on a regional basis9. 

In contrast, the structure of unitary councils was purposely designed to 
promote a 'marketised' system of local government. Particularly in the central 
belt, where the new structure created many relatively small authorities, 
competition between councils for population, jobs, tax revenues and central 
government grant was supposed to make local government more efficient and 
more responsive to local needs. Coupled with the reduced capacity of small 
councils to finance large capital schemes, transport programmes have become 
more focused on incremental, local improvements, rather than strategic 
projects. In short, the momentum of transport infrastructure investment 
generated by the Regional Councils has clearly diminished since 1996, 
because the complexity of the current fragmented model of responsibility for 
transport planning has led directly to problems in implementing transport 
improvements.  

At the basic level, the 32 local councils act as roads authorities for the non-
trunk network, responsible for both maintaining and improving the existing 
network and building new local roads. Despite the small size and local focus 
of councils in the central belt, each is expected (although not legally obliged) 
to prepare a separate Local Transport Strategy, outlining policy and 
budgetary priorities for improving the local transport network across all 
modes. Councils also remain responsible for local development plans. Under 
the government's Community Planning initiative10, local councils have begun 
to cooperate more closely with related institutions, including neighbouring 
councils, Communities Scotland, local enterprise companies, health boards 
and police and fire authorities, in developing their local plans and strategies, 
although the complexity of the institutional landscape makes this a difficult 
task11. 
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In addition to this geographical fragmentation of roads and planning 
responsibilities, there currently exists a patchwork of strategic land use and 
transport planning arrangements across the country, with different agencies 
exercising different powers in their areas. Following the 1996 reform, 
Ministers decided that Scotland should be divided into 17 'Structure Plan 
areas'12. Of these, only the Argyll & Bute, Falkirk, Fife, Highland, Moray and 
Scottish Borders plan areas matched the boundary of a single local council. In 
the remaining 11 structure plan areas, local councils are obliged to work in 
partnership to produce a structure plan for their area. In some areas this 
process is complicated by a large number of local authorities in the structure 
plan area: the Glasgow and the Clyde Valley structure plan area incorporates 
8 local authorities. In Strathclyde, the Local Government Act (1996) 
established a new Glasgow and Clyde Valley Structure Plan Joint Committee 
drawing representation from nine councils in the Glasgow conurbation, and a 
second joint committee for the three Ayrshire councils. Argyll & Bute 
Council become a standalone structure planning authority for its area. In 
Lothian, the four new unitary authorities shared responsibility for structure 
planning without the benefit of a dedicated secretariat and political 
committee. 

Also in 1996, Strathclyde Passenger Transport (SPT) was reformed as a free-
standing Passenger Transport Executive (PTE), using the specific powers of 
planning and financing of the local rail network afforded the region by the 
1968 Transport Act. PTEs are special purpose authorities designated for 'the 
purpose of securing the provision of a properly integrated and efficient 
system of public passenger transport to meet the needs of (their) area'13. The 
first PTE in Greater Glasgow was established in 1972, one of seven PTEs in 
the major provincial conurbations across the UK14. Having lost control of 
local bus services at deregulation in 1986, their main task is now to plan, 
develop and finance the commuter rail network in their areas. 

Each PTE is accountable to a Passenger Transport Authority (PTA), 
composed of elected councillors from the PTE area. In Strathclyde's case, the 
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Regional Council itself acted as PTA during its existence, bringing a degree 
of coordination to roads and public transport policy unique in Britain. 

Following the dissolution of Strathclyde Regional Council, SPT was 
reformed as a special purpose corporate body of the Region's 12 successor 
local authorities, although its boundary is significantly smaller, excluding the 
peripheral rural areas of Argyll, Ayrshire and Lanarkshire15. SPT's powers 
remain unchanged, with its key roles being strategic planning of the public 
transport network, the management of the local rail network, the maintenance 
and operation of the Glasgow Underground, financing socially-necessary bus 
services, and the administration of the Strathclyde Concessionary Fares 
scheme. SPT's political authority is made up of around 33 councillors, 
assigned from the member authorities according to their population share. 
Unlike the Glasgow and Clyde Valley Structure Plan Joint Committee, where 
council representation is not proportionate to population, this system better 
reflects the centrality of Glasgow as the core of the wider city region. 

SPT's administrative costs are met directly by a special government grant. 
Subsidy for the local rail network is also paid directly by government. 
Funding for new infrastructure projects must however come from the capital 
allocations of SPT's member authorities, or from competitive bidding 
structures such as the Scottish Executive's Public Transport Fund. A major 
problem for SPT is that since 1996, the government has not set recommended 
local government expenditure totals for public transport, with the function 
integrated into a single 'non-housing' allocation. This rendered SPT 
dependent on voluntary expenditure agreements between its member 
authorities to pursue investment projects. Currently, SPT is the only local 
government body in Scotland with statutory responsibilities to provide 
services but without revenue raising powers. 
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What has the outcome of reform been for transport delivery? 

Almost seven years after the last reorganisation, there is now a general 
consensus that the rate of transport development in Scotland has slowed 
dramatically. In Strathclyde, only two new rail stations have been opened 
since 1996, compared with more than 20 in the previous seven year period. In 
Lothian, the voluntary transport partnership has found it impossible to 
maintain the momentum in delivering extended bus priority, and development 
of proposals for rapid transit in and around Edinburgh have become bogged 
down by arguments over who should pay and where the benefits will be most 
apparent. The rate of construction of new roads has also slowed, with the 
Scottish Executive assuming more control over scheme prioritisation than 
was evident under the Regional Councils. The new smaller councils have 
found it more difficult to raise the finance for major schemes, and local 
accountability has been diminished as responsibility for complex projects 
straddling the new unitary authority boundaries, such as the M74 Northern 
Extension, has been taken over by the Scottish Executive. 

This lack of delivery since 1996 leads us to conclude that the current 
arrangements, where the inter-linked functions of strategic planning, transport 
planning and economic development are all being planned on different levels 
by different agencies, are failing. The evidence suggests that the level of 
transparency in project prioritisation achieved under the Regional Councils 
has diminished, since the voluntary approach has not proven sufficiently 
strong to allow difficult decisions to be taken. Further, the sheer complexity 
of the current partnership initiatives 'raises questions about their roles and 
responsibilities, efficiency, accountability and overall coherence'16. As one 
practitioner responsible for developing a transport partnership commented 
when interviewed, 

individual authorities now compete with one another for development, and 
display extreme caution when dealing with other stakeholders in a 
partnership.17 

A further weakness of the current system is that, even when joint priorities 
can be agreed, the informal status of voluntary partnerships can be 
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problematic when it comes to delivering new transport schemes. For example, 
the proposals to implement congestion charging in Edinburgh rely on 
SESTRANS having the ability to distribute the revenue gained across its 
region so that each area benefits according to the level of its commuting into 
Edinburgh city centre. However, as a voluntary partnership, SESTRANS has 
no formal financial structure, and cannot borrow money to implement public 
transport schemes against future revenues. Political accountability also suffers 
under such a system. In October 2002, the City of Edinburgh Council 
announced a plan to hold a referendum of its citizens to gauge support for 
congestion charging in the city, only to face opposition from West Lothian 
Council, who claimed that the city could not take the decision itself as the 
outcome would profoundly affect surrounding authorities. 

This example illustrates perhaps the most important failure of the current 
voluntary system of transport planning, that the balance of power lies with the 
parochial interests of individual councils, whose self interest is often to 
prevent a more strategic, integrated approach to transport planning overall. 
Thus, the danger of voluntary joint partnership structures is that consensus 
decision making at best produces 'lowest common denominator' outcomes, or 
at worst produces an environment of 'non decision making', as in Lothian at 
present. As one senior local government officer responsible for the strategic 
regeneration in his local authority commented, 

I wish we had them [the Regional Councils] back. It's almost warfare 
between the cities and the surrounding councils in the main city regions18. 

Indeed, using retailing policy as an example, Strathclyde Regional Council 
warned of just this situation in the run-up to the re-organisation: 

There is ample evidence from a number of conurbations across the UK of 
major retail proposals being supported by authorities aspiring to gain the 
benefits of development and 'export' the impacts. The two mega-centre 
proposals at Newhouse and Braehead were accompanied by local benefits 
while the analysis of trade draw demonstrated significant impact on 
centres in adjoining authorities. … A network of unitary authorities will 
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not be able to avoid such circumstance and the conurbation would lose the 
benefits of an overall strategy.19 

In the same way that local government fragmentation has had a direct impact 
on transport policy, Strathclyde's predictions have proved to be correct for 
many aspects of strategic land use planning. For example, since 1996, the 
system of constraining development in the urban fringe has clearly broken 
down, with substantial impacts for sustainable transport objectives. After 
years of opposition from Strathclyde Regional Council, the large Braehead 
retail and leisure development to the south west of Glasgow was constructed 
in the late 1990s, and continues to expand. In a sign that competition between 
local councils is set to intensify, Renfrewshire Council successfully 
campaigned for all of the Braehead to be included inside its boundary, rather 
than being shared with Glasgow. This strategy was clearly designed to pre-
empt the Executive's mooted review of business rates policy, since councils 
will benefit greatly if they are to be permitted to retain (a proportion of) their 
own business rate revenue. Similarly, Midlothian supported the development 
of a large retail, leisure and residential development just inside its boundary 
at Straiton, which has significantly affected congestion levels and the viability 
of local businesses in adjoining areas of Edinburgh. Put simply, it is most 
unlikely that the Braehead and Straiton developments would have gone ahead 
in their current form if the Regional Councils had still been in existence, 
because they both damage the competitiveness of the main regional centres. 

But the proposals to redevelop the Ravenscraig site are perhaps the most 
striking example of inter-authority competition to emerge since 1996. 
Whereas one of the first acts of Strathclyde Regional Council in the 1970s 
was to formally cancel Stonehouse New Town, North Lanarkshire Council 
and Scottish Enterprise Lanarkshire now propose the construction of a new 
settlement at Ravenscraig, anchored by high order retail and leisure facilities, 
clearly in competition with Glasgow city centre. It is difficult to imagine that 
such a scheme would have satisfied the wider economic, social and transport 
policy objectives of the Regional Councils. 
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4. THE SCOTTISH EXECUTIVE 'S ATTITUDE TO FUTURE 
REFORM  

The Scottish Executive has recognised some of the problems of complex 
inter-agency working and has proposed reforms to the way transport and 
related policies are administered. As part of the development of the Integrated 
Transport Bill, the former Scottish Office launched a period of consultation 
on the future structure of regional administrative arrangements for transport 
planning in January 199920. The core questions in the consultation exercise 
were designed to collate views on the success of the voluntary regional 
transport partnerships to date, and invite views on how they should be 
developed or reformed. 94 responses were received from local government, 
businesses, environmental groups and other individuals or groups. The 
published results revealed a significant divergence of opinion on the 
performance of the voluntary partnership model, and how it should be 
reformed: 

·  There was overwhelming support from business and environmental 
respondents for statutory regional transport authorities, with significant 
support for devolving central government responsibilities for rail, trunk 
roads, ferries and Highlands and Islands Airports to them. 

·  The majority of local councils supported the existing system of voluntary 
partnership, which was perceived to protect their role as lead authorities 
for their area. Many were clearly reticent to transfer their powers to new 
regional transport authorities.  

·  There was, however, general acknowledgement that the current system 
was not functioning as well as had been hoped, and that some form of 
regional strategy to deal with major cross-boundary issues and provide a 
coherent framework for the development of councils' own transport 
strategies would be required.  

In responding to the consultation, the Scottish Executive acknowledged 'the 
difficulties faced by the emerging voluntary partnerships in addressing issues 
where there are genuine differences of view between members and where 
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win-win solutions are not readily available'. The particular problems of the 
central belt, 'where a large number of local authorities are grappling with the 
inter-linked problems of congestion and accessibility' were also recognised. 
However, despite support for the concept of strengthened regional transport 
bodies, and substantial evidence that the voluntary system of inter-authority 
partnership was struggling to deliver, the Executive decided that it would 'not 
be taking powers to create new statutory 'regional transport bodies' across 
Scotland'21: 

Some have argued that the existing voluntary arrangements should be 
replaced by new Regional Transport Authorities, which would operate 
independently of the existing local authorities, have their own budgets and 
be vested with specific statutory powers. The Executive recognises the 
force of this argument, but, on balance, it believes it would in general be 
counterproductive to impose a new layer of government between the local 
authorities and the Executive and Parliament22. 

For strategic planning, the Scottish Executive announced a comprehensive 
review of the existing arrangements in November 2000, with a consultation 
paper issued in June 2001. In announcing the review, the Executive itself 
pointed to the complexity of the current structure plan map, with its mixture 
of small discrete units and larger multi-authority partnerships: 

There have also been continuing concerns that in some parts of Scotland, 
the current structure plan areas do not reflect current and likely future 
geographic realities. Some areas are perceived to be too small while the 
process by which structure plans are prepared and approved is felt to be 
too complex and time consuming23. 

Indeed, the then planning minister, Sam Galbraith, went further in expressing 
dissatisfaction with the current patchwork arrangements, declaring that 
maintaining the status quo was 'not an option'. 

The review proposed three alternative structures: 
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·  Revised current structure plan areas – based for example on city regions 

·  Larger scale planning areas – based for example on the Central Belt or 
the area of Highlands and Islands Enterprise 

·  National Planning Framework 

The response to the initial stages of the review process, which involved a 
series of meetings and symposia between the Executive and planning 
authorities, is notable because it is one of the strongest expositions of the 
advantages of city-regional administrative structures to emerge from 
government in recent years. Acknowledging the research methodology that 
led Wheatley to recommend the establishment of the Regional Councils, the 
document notes that 'it will be important to consider future changes in travel 
to work and housing market areas' in determining the most appropriate 
geographical structure for future planning authorities. Perhaps more 
importantly still, it singles out the city region as being the most appropriate 
scale for strategic planning:  

we believe that only in city regions are there genuinely strategic planning 
issues which require to be addressed across local authority boundaries. 

The responses to the proposals demonstrated that there was 'a substantial 
body of support for the city region concept'24 among stakeholders of the 
planning process, since 

there is a consensus that there are too many initiatives, plans and 
partnerships which lack the necessary clarity on how they all fit together. 
But the better co-ordination of policy does not necessarily imply the joint 
delivery of services. Often clear leadership in service delivery can 
strengthen accountability25. 

Analysed as a package of reforms, the Executive's proposed changes to the 
administration of transport and related strategic functions in Scotland is 
clearly timid. There is recognition that the current system has significant 

                                                           
�� �Scottish Executive (2002) Review of Strategic Planning Consultation Paper: 
Analysis of Responses, http://www.scotland.gov.uk/consultations/planning/rspc-
05.asp 
�� �Scottish Executive (2001) Local Economic Forums: National Guidelines – the 
task, http://www.scotland.gov.uk/enterprise/localeconomicforums/lefguidelines-
04.asp 
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weaknesses, and that a city regional dimension to planning remains highly 
valuable. Yet there is no intention to reform the structure of the institutions 
responsible for delivering these services on a coherent regional basis. 

There is little prospect that the Executive's timid approach will sufficiently 
address the core need to plan transport at the regional level efficiently and 
effectively. The current system of voluntary partnership working between a 
complex structure of local councils, special joint committees and ad hoc 
inter-authority arrangements has not been effective in delivering coherent 
transport, strategic planning and related policies. A new, more coherent city-
regional structure is required.  

5. TOWARDS A BETTER SYSTEM  

Regional dynamics 

One of the principal reasons a strong city regional focus is required to plan 
transport and related functions effectively is the increasing regionalisation of 
the economy, housing markets and transport flows. It is important to 
recognise that the research basis of Wheatley's justification for the creation of 
strategic regional authorities – that they best reflected the actual functional 
expression of economic and social activity -  has never been seriously 
challenged. Indeed, in refusing to establish a similar independent commission 
backed up by contemporary research in advance of the 1996 reforms, the 
government tacitly admitted that this 'functional' argument for city-regional 
administration was as strong as ever. 

Current evidence suggests that economic and social dynamics remain 
organised at the level of the city region, and that regional flows within the 
city region, in terms of commuting, housing markets and retail catchments are 
becoming stronger still. For example, the labour market in the south east of 
Scotland shows increasingly strong inter-connections. Commuting flows into 
Edinburgh from Midlothian, East Lothian, West Lothian and Fife increased 
significantly between the census counts of 1981 and 1991. In 1981 51,000 
people travelled into Edinburgh to work (22.8% of all those employed in the 
city). By 1991 this had risen to 71,500 (30.7%). 

There is also evidence of similar trends in the west as Glasgow's economy 
continues to demonstrate sustained recovery. Over the same 10 year period to 
1991, the number of people commuting into Glasgow increased by 20%. It is 
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likely that the 2001 Census will reveal a continuation of these trends, 
particularly as the city is enjoying a sustained improvement in its economic 
performance. 

Established trends in the organisation of urban governance in many European 
countries also bear out the continuing value of a city regional approach. In 
Germany, the first regional transport authority or Verkehrsverbund was 
formed in Hamburg in 1965, with each of the principal metropolitan areas in 
Germany now having its own. Each is focused around the local bus system 
and in most cases regional surface rail (S-Bahn) and/or underground (U-
Bahn) networks. 

The Verkehrsverbunde do not own infrastructure or other transport assets; 
rather they are regulatory and planning institutions relatively similar to PTEs 
in Britain26. Their typical organisational structure is also similar in some 
respects to the PTEs: the core body is a political assembly 
(Gesellschaftsversammlung) drawn from elected representatives of the 
regional government (Länder) and local municipalities within their 
boundaries, there is an Executive (Aufsichtsrat) of professionals from the 
member governments, and also a Board of Management (Geschaftsfuhrung). 
There may also be a number of advisory bodies (Beirat), representing 
interests such as transport operators and passengers' groups. 

In contrast with the current situation in the UK, where the PTEs operate in an 
environment where most public transport provision has been deregulated, the 
core task of the Verkehrsverbunde remains the co-ordination and integration 
of public transport across modes. Their powers are extensive, and include 
regulation of the local bus network including licensing, and setting service 
standards, supervision of regional rail services, including setting service 
levels, and licensing of regional operators, multi-modal integration including 
strategic network planning, timetabling, multi-modal ticketing and setting 
fares levels, and marketing of the public transport system. 

In France, the Mitterand regionalisation reforms of 1982 grouped the historic 
départements (counties) into 22 administrative regions. The new Conseils 
Régionaux (Regional Councils) were made responsible for regional 
development planning including the strategic planning and development of 
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transport infrastructure in their areas, and entering into local rail service 
agreements with SNCF (French National Railways). 

Municipalities in and around the major French provincial cities also grouped 
together to form 'urban communities', or Communautés Urbaines (C.Us.). 
The C.U.s pool the powers and responsibilities of the their member 
municipalities, and have become central to the development of transport 
infrastructure, industrial property and water services in their areas. Several 
have been instrumental in delivering ambitious new public transport systems, 
including the automatic métro in Lille and tramways in Montpellier and 
Strasbourg. There are now 14 C.U.s in France, with the two most recent 
designations in Marseille and Nantes, both in 1999. The C.U.s are notable 
because they combine multi-authority working with a strong, cohesive 
administrative structure based around an elected mayor, in which the central 
city remains the regional focus.  

Table 3   Communautés Urbaines in France 

Communauté Urbaine (C.U.) / 
Urban Area 

Number of communes 
participating in C.U. 

Population of C.U. 
(1999) 

Lyon 55 1186605 

Lille 86 1107044 

Marseille 19 993144 

Bordeaux 27 671875 

Nantes 21 562726 

Strasbourg 27 456551 

Brest 8 221600 

Dunkerque 18 212241 

Le Mans 8 188852 

Le Creusot/Monceau-Les-Mines 16 94501 

Cherbourg 6 91717 

Arras 21 90550 

Alençon 19 52555 

Total 351 6194618 
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Source: Ministère de l'Intérieur http://www.dgcl.interieur.gouv.fr 

More recently, Denmark, a country similar in size to Scotland, has decided to 
develop the city-regional concept for the planning, delivery and 
administration of transport in its capital city, Copenhagen. 

City regional organisation of Danish transport dates from 1974, when 
Copenhagen Transport (HT) was formed by amalgamating the 12 municipal 
and private companies that had previously provided bus services across the 
city region. At the same time, HT assumed responsibilities for transport 
planning, and began development of a common fare system for the bus 
network and local rail services which was completed in 1979. Although local 
bus services were franchised in the 1990s, HT remained responsible for the 
planning and regulation of the network, in a similar way to Transport for 
London. 

The most significant extension of the powers of the city regional institutions 
came in July 2000, when HT became the transport division of Hovedstadens 
Udviklingsråd (HUR), a powerful new Greater Copenhagen Authority 
(HUR). The powers of the new HUR city regional authority are broadly 
similar to those of the Greater London Authority. HUR is responsible for 
regional strategic planning, transport planning, economic development, 
tourism and cultural policies, and cooperation with the neighbouring region 
of southern Sweden as part of the Øresund regional collaboration initiative. 

The HUR political council consists of 11 representatives, nominated by the 
Copenhagen, Frederiksborg, and Roskilde counties, and the Copenhagen and 
Frederiksberg city councils. These five local governments fund the majority 
of HUR's activities. 

Our view is that these trends demonstrate that the need for regional delivery 
of strategic services including transport is as strong as ever. The current 
structure of complex joint regional arrangements, with patchy coverage, non-
coincident boundaries and different membership rules, powers and 
responsibilities, is too weak to plan and deliver transport improvements we 
require. In short, as the Scottish Executive itself acknowledges, 'urban 
Scotland functions (and will continue to function) as a series of city regions'27. 
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6. RECOMMENDATIONS  

These increasingly strong regional connections, coupled with the clear failure 
of the fragmented system of the local government put in place in 1996 to 
deliver the type and level of transport investment required, lead us to the 
conclusion that some form of strong, coherent city-regional administration 
should be recreated in Scotland. This reflects trends elsewhere, both in the 
UK, where the Greater London Authority has begun to address the problems 
created by a decade of fragmented governance in that city, and in continental 
Europe where many countries continue to strengthen their city regional 
structures of governance. 

However, it is important that any restructuring can be implemented quickly 
and without re-creating the frictional problems of the reorganisation of staff 
and institutions that were evident in 1996. It is for these reasons that we 
propose a staged approach to the development of city-regional structures for 
transport and strategic planning. Such a phased approach also allows different 
regions to develop their institutions at difference speeds, according to local 
needs and circumstances. 

The model of city regional chambers we propose reflects both the emergent 
system of regional chambers in England, which is designed to ensure the 
accountability of new regional bodies such as the Regional Development 
Agencies (RDAs), and the successful experience of the Communautés 
Urbaines in France. In the short term, the city regional chambers would group 
together and coordinate the activities of existing authorities, but the objective 
would be that they would evolve to become statutory bodies in their own 
right, with clearly designated policy and revenue raising powers. The 
development of city regional chambers in Scotland could therefore be phased 
as follows: 

Formal commitment to city regional planning for strategic planning, 
transport and enterprise 

The first stage of re-establishing the city regional approach to the 
organisation of transport planning and related functions is to secure a formal 
commitment of the local authorities in each city region, backed by the 
Scottish Executive, to collaborate on joint policies in these areas. Existing 
partnership agreements such as those creating SESTRANS, WESTRANS and 
the joint structure plan teams should be seen as an initial stage, rather than a 
limit to strategic city regional coordination. 
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Boundary alignment of existing institutions 

The second stage should be to reduce the level of fragmentation of 
organisations by aligning the boundaries of the transport partnerships, 
structure plan areas, local enterprise companies and, in Strathclyde, SPT, so 
that they cover the same territory. Although bound to be contentious, a 
systematic review of the most appropriate boundaries for each city region 
should focus on the economic and social spheres of influence of each core 
city: 

In terms of boundary definition for the city regions, there are some 
obvious challenges in defining where the 'regions' of each city extend to, 
how much they overlap and how this relates to spatial criteria such as 
landform, movement corridors, and key strategic sites… these should be 
formed only after considerable thought as to what truly represents the 
spatial planning unit for each of the cities.28 

The definition of each city region should present a coherent administrative 
boundary, and reflect regional identity. The final number of city regions is 
likely to be around five, with a possible structure being: 

·  Strathclyde 

·  Highlands and Islands 

·  North East (Tayside and Grampian) 

·  Dumfries & Galloway 

·  South East (former Borders, Central, Fife and Lothian Regions). 

In certain cases, where there is more than one potential option consistent with 
our objectives, such as how to treat Fife, it will be necessary for local 
stakeholders to reach agreement on where the city regional boundaries should 
be drawn. In addition, the alignment of the Scottish Parliament's electoral 
regions with the boundaries of the city regions would provide an additional 
opportunity to develop clearer links between the activities of local 
government and those of the Scottish Parliament, should this be possible. 
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Establishment of interim joint committee arrangements 

Following the alignment of boundaries, the local councils and special purpose 
bodies in each city region should establish interim joint committee 
arrangements to coordinate their activities. In many cases, this will build on 
existing agreements, such as the Glasgow and Clyde Valley Structure Plan 
Joint Committee's joint perspectives concordats on transport and economic 
development. 

Formal establishment of city regional chamber 

With collaboration agreements in place, the city region's institutions should 
move to establish a formal city regional chamber for their area. Following the 
English model, the chambers would have a small administrative secretariat 
charged with exercising the pooled powers of the authorities in its area, 
according to the established collaboration agreements. The 'political' or 
scrutiny membership of the chamber could be established along similar lines 
to those of the German Verkehrsverbunde, reflecting the interests of the full 
range of stakeholders in the region. Delegates could include councillors from 
the region's constituent local authorities, MSPs, and representatives from the 
private and voluntary sectors and trades unions29. Scottish Executive 
departments and agencies should have observer status.  

Statutory incorporation of the city regional chambers 

After an initial period of operation, the powers, responsibilities and budgets 
of the city regional chambers should be formalised by making the chambers 
statutory institutions. This development will be crucial to ensure that policies 
are fully developed according to regional priorities, reducing the capacity of 
parochial local interests to hinder the implementation of measures benefiting 
the regional community as a whole. Statutory status will also be necessary 

                                                           

�
 � For example, the North East Regional Assembly in England has 72 members 
drawn from Local Authorities (47 seats), Members of Parliament (1 seat), Members 
of European Parliament (1 seat), Parish and Town Councils (1 seat), Business (5 
seats), Trade Unions (5 seats), Voluntary Sector (2 seats), Learning and Skills 
Councils (1 seat), Culture/Media/Sport (1 seat), Environment (1 seat), Further 
Education (1 seat), Health (1 seat), Higher Education (1 seat), Rural (1 seat), Faiths 
(1 seat), Non- profit making organisations (1 seat), ethnic minorities (1 seat). 
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should the chambers seek to raise their own revenue for transport or other 
infrastructure investment. At this stage, the chambers would be broadly 
analogous to the French Communautés Urbaines, and it may be that they 
would wish to move to a system of direct election for the executive head of 
the chamber. 

Optional stage – evolution to City Regional Authority 

In time, the city regional chambers could evolve further to the status of full 
City Regional Authorities, with a directly elected leader and executive, 
should this be desired. Under this structure, each city region in Scotland 
would have its own authority charged with exercising a range of statutory 
powers, similar to the Greater London Authority. Although this system 
represents something of a return to the status quo ante of the Wheatley 
settlement (albeit with a different allocation of powers between 'tiers'), it 
could represent the most streamlined and efficient system to deliver strategic 
transport and related policies in the years ahead. 

IN CONCLUSION  

Creating and sustaining an 'ideal' structure of local government is unlikely to 
be easy. But the 1996 reorganisation of local government in Scotland 
continues to demonstrate that designing a system on the basis of political 
expediency is unlikely to be successful. Fragmentation and the ad hoc mix of 
cooperation and competition between localities has not and will not provide 
the quality of transport infrastructure that is required.  

Far from being less relevant today, the case for a city regional approach to 
strategic transport planning in Scotland remains as strong as ever. The 
inability of the current fragmented system to maintain the progress of the 
Regional Councils highlights that the search for complete consensus between 
a large number of authorities can lead to conflict in determining policy 
objectives and delays in project implementation. Indeed, the need to 
reinvigorate decision making at the city-regional scale is arguably becoming 
even more important, given that the relentless growth of personal mobility 
continues to lead to more dispersed patterns of economic and social activity, 
as people are increasingly drawn to live, work and shop in different places. 

This paper has outlined one way in which the current structure could evolve 
to overcome many current problems. Although another process of reform so 
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soon after 1996 will require commitment and momentum, the costs of not 
intervening are likely to be much higher. 
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