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Community empowerment questionnaire – SPICe summary 

Introducing the respondents 

1. The Committee hosted an online questionnaire over September and October 
aimed specifically at community groups around Scotland. This is not a survey 
as such, as there were no controls in place to ensure a representative sample 
of respondents. Rather, it should be seen as a way of gathering written views 
from as wide a range of groups as possible, using a platform which is perhaps 
more accessible than the traditional call for views. 
 

2. Overall, 104 community organisations from around Scotland completed the 
online questionnaire. This included responses from 44 community councils, 
21 community or housing development trusts and a handful from sports clubs, 
men’s sheds, community gardens, religious organisations and various other 
types of community group. 
 

3. More than half of all respondents were responding on behalf of small towns or 
village community organisations. As illustrated in the following chart, we had 
responses from wealthy, poorer, rural, urban, empowered, less empowered, 
volunteer-rich and volunteer-poor communities. 
 

4. It is especially interesting, for our purposes, that only 28% of respondents said 
they “work well with public authorities to suggest and deliver improvements to 
the community”.  

 

How would you describe your community?  

  Response 
Percent 

Response 
Total 

1 Mainly urban   
 

13% 14 

2 Is part of a city or large 
town   

 

16% 17 

3 Mainly rural   
 

31% 32 

4 Is a village or small town   
 

52% 54 

5 A combination of rural 
and urban   

 

14% 15 

6 Has high levels of 
deprivation   

 

15% 16 

7 

Has pockets of 
deprivation, but is a 
mixture of poorer and 
wealthier areas 

  
 

41% 43 



2 

How would you describe your community?  

  Response 
Percent 

Response 
Total 

8 Is wealthier than the 
Scottish average   

 

19% 20 

9 
Feels confident enough to 
suggest and fight for 
change 

  
 

39% 41 

10 Has high levels of 
volunteering   

 

36% 37 

11 
Has high number of 
professionals living in the 
area 

  
 

24% 25 

12 

Is close-knit, with high 
levels of 
community/neighbourly 
support 

  
 

49% 51 

13 

Has low levels of 
volunteering but benefits 
from a few active 
individuals 

  
 

34% 35 

14 

Works well with public 
authorities to suggest and 
deliver improvements to 
the community 

  
 

28% 29 

(Please note that respondents could choose as many of these descriptors are they 
saw fit; so, the response percentage column does not add to 100). 
 

5. In the text box accompanying this question, a number of communities took the 
opportunity to tell us about the recent loss of amenities such as post offices, 
banks, libraries, etc. whilst others highlighted a lack of job opportunities for 
their young people or challenges caused by an aging population. About a third 
of respondents said their communities had high levels of volunteering, and a 
third said they had low levels of volunteering. 

 
 
The meaning of “community empowerment” to communities across Scotland. 
 

6. We asked community organisations what the term “community empowerment” 
meant to them, and how it could be measured. We received some excellent 
and insightful responses. 
 

7. For example, Pentlands Community Space believed it is “the opportunity to 
give citizens control over their own area with the ability to decide what works 
in that area”. Ferguslie Community Council also sees empowerment in terms 
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of control, with an empowered community taking on ownership and 
management of land, community buildings, as well as budgets. It also means 
the community has overall say in the programmes delivered to enhance the 
capacity of the people living in the area. 
 

8. For a number of respondents, empowerment was viewed in terms of the 
relationships between communities and their public authorities. For instance, 
Crammond and Barton Community Council saw empowerment as the extent 
to which public authorities listen to, support and respond to communities in 
the delivery and enhancement of services and local amenities for the 
economic, social and environmental benefits of the community. 
 

9. The Leamy Foundation based in Alexandria makes a good point: “Community 
empowerment assumes that the community has individuals with some 
essential skills or easy access to them like public advocacy, basic legal skills. 
finance, knowledge about how decisions are made”. 
 

10. Quite often empowerment was seen as a way of challenging those who were 
perceived to have too much power and influence in decisions affecting 
communities, for example private developers or local council officials. This 
was specifically mentioned in relation to planning decisions. Respondents 
were keen to emphasise that consultation is not the same as empowerment. 
Some resented the “box-ticking” approach to consultation which some public 
bodies are said to follow. 
 

11. How representative a group is of the views, aspirations and experiences of 
their community is very important. The extent to which local groups 
communicate and interact with the wider population was critical to Buckhaven 
and Methil development trust, Community-led Environmental Action for 
Regeneration (CLEAR); as is the extent to which they are known locally and 
whether the organisation is able to influence local perceptions and 
awareness. 
 

12. For Larkhall Community Growers, the visibility and reach of local third sector 
organisations was a good indicator of community empowerment: “the number 
of third sector organisations operating in an area; the number of people 
benefitting from their services; the amount of funding secured; the 
improvements made on the ground; the partnerships created; the relationship 
between the public sector orgs and the third sector in the area. Funding, 
service commission, joint project.” 
 

13. In terms of measuring empowerment, Tillicoultry, Coalsnaughton and 
Devonside Community Council believed it can only be measured by 
“quantifying the level of transfer and the extent of power sharing seen against 
demonstrable improvement in general or in respect of particular issues”. The 
Heart of Newhaven trust, on the other hand, believed it should be measured 
in terms of whose voices are heard and what difference those voices make. 

 

Participation Requests – awareness and engagement 
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14. The Committee asked respondents if they were aware of their community’s 
right to submit participation requests to public authorities, as set out in part 3 
of the Community Empowerment Act. Over three-quarter of organisations 
were aware and 23% weren’t.  

 
Are you aware of your community's right to submit participation requests to 
public authorities, as set out in the Community Empowerment Act 2015?  

  Response 
Percent 

Response 
Total 

1 Yes   
 

77% 80 

2 No   
 

23% 24 
 answered 104 

 
 

15. Looking specifically at the 24 respondents who were not aware of PRs, there 
was no obvious geographic or social characteristic shared by all these groups, 
other than a slightly higher proportion being from villages and small towns. 
Also, relatively few (12% compared to 28% for all respondents) felt they work 
well with their public authorities to improve their local communities. 

 
 
Experience of Participation Requests 
 

16. Of our 104 respondents, 29 had submitted a participation request at some 
point over the past three years; 52 were aware of them but had never 
submitted; and, as discussed above, 23 were unaware of PRs. 

 
Has your community ever submitted a participation request to a public 
authority in order to participate in improving the outcome of a public 
service?  

  Response 
Percent 

Response 
Total 

1 Yes   
 

36% 29 

2 No   
 

64% 52 

 
answered 81 

skipped 
(i.e 

unaware) 

23 

 
17. Between them, the 29 organisations submitted 40 participation requests – this 

of course means that some had submitted multiple requests. However, it also 
appears that some organisations mistakenly provided information in this 
section when their request actually related to an asset transfer. 
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18. Nevertheless, the following chart shows that the overwhelming majority of 
submissions were to local authorities, with one or two being submitted to other 
organisations such as Police Scotland. A total of 8 requests were submitted to 
Highland Council. 

 

Which public authority did you submit your request to?  

  Response 
Percent 

Response 
Total 

1 Local authority   
 

97% 33 

2 Health board     0% 0 

3 
Scottish Enterprise or 
another enterprise 
agency 

  
 

3% 1 

4 National Park   
 

3% 1 

5 Police Scotland   
 

6% 2 

6 
The Scottish 
Environment Protection 
Agency 

   0% 0 

7 The Scottish Fire and 
Rescue Service    0% 0 

8 Scottish Natural 
Heritage   

 

3% 1 

9 Regional Transport 
Partnerships   

 

3% 1 

10 Another public service   
 

3% 1 
 

19. The issues Participation Requests have related to include: 
 

• Anti-social behaviour 
• Housing 
• Planning 
• Traffic management and other transport issues 
• Grass cutting and landscape maintenance 
• Large events impacting communities 
• Social services 
• Parks 
• Development of town centres. 

 
20. Of those respondents who submitted requests, almost 60% found the process 

either “straightforward” of “fairly straightforward”. Nine respondents (25%) 
found the process “fairly complex” or “complex”. 
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How would you rate the participation request process? Please use the box 
below to explain your choice.  

  Response 
Percent 

Response 
Total 

1 Straightforward   
 

21% 7 

2 Fairly straightforward   
 

38% 13 

3 Neither straightforward 
not complex   

 

14% 5 

4 Fairly complex   
 

14% 5 

5 Complex   
 

11% 4 
 

 
 

21. Some respondents offered some further comments about the PR process, 
some positive, some negative: 

 
Stevenston Conservation – “I would say complex in that it was not 
straightforward answering the questions on the participation request form. For 
example, when asked which outcome you would like to improve, it could be 
difficult to think what the 'outcome' is in respect of one's request.” 

 
Strathaven John Hastie Museum Trust – “It was logical, with all the expected 
steps and safeguards to protect both the Local Authority, the Local 
Community and the requesting Organisation.” 

 
North Inch & Muirton Community Council - “It’s clear from the guidance 
provided what is required to submit a Participation Request, the timescales 
etc.” 

 
A Lanarkshire-based environmental group  - “In our case the requests didn't 
seem to do much in and of themselves and required a lot of follow up.” 

 
Friends of Bellahouston Park - “We looked at PR's that had been turned down 
and spoke with the dept before submitting the form. I already had a good 
working relationship with the Dept.” 

 
Craigton Community Council – “Took considerable time to pull all the 
evidence together to produce the participation request but was processed 
pretty quickly.” 
 
Benarty Community Council – “It's straightforward in as far as the physical 
aspect of filling out the forms and submitting them. Making the authority 
comply with the spirit of the legislation is anything but straightforward.” 
 
Linlithgow and Linlithgow Bridge Community Council – “We had to concede 
significant points to get agreement which has limited our involvement.” 
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Scone & District Community Council – “The Council process is generally 
straightforward, however, whether by intent or design, our participation 
requests have been "lost". These requests have been submitted repeatedly 
by mail, email and in person, but with the same negative end result.” 

 
 

22. There appeared to be more positive experiences than negative ones when 
communities were asked what sort of responses they received from public 
authorities. Nevertheless, 40% of those submitting PRs felt the public bodies 
were unsupportive or even hostile in their response: 

 

How would you describe the response and reaction of the public authority?  

  Response 
Percent 

Response 
Total 

1 Welcoming and supportive   
 

21% 7 

2 Fairly supportive   
 

26% 9 

3 Neither supportive nor 
unwelcoming   

 

12% 4 

4 Fairly unsupportive or 
unhelpful   

 

29% 10 

5 Hostile or resentful   
 

11% 4 
 answered 34 

 
23. Some of the more negative experiences involved participation requests being 

lost or passed around different departments of the public body (mainly 
councils). One community group, Cramond & Barnton Community Council, 
told us about an experience whereby its request went into a “black hole”: “It 
took 9 months and several requests to get a partial Decision Notice setting out 
the objectives of the outcome improvement process and we had to provide 
suggestions as to how this process should be developed.” 
 

24. Some respondent felt that local authorities often “talk the talk”, but in reality 
officers have no interest in involving communities in any participation. It is 
important to note, however, that other respondents mentioned the positive 
role local councillors can and do have in ensuring officials take PRs seriously 
and progress them appropriately. 
 

25. The length of time it took for public bodies to make a decision on PRs is 
clearly an issue for over 40% of our respondents, as is illustrated in the 
following chart: 
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Were you satisfied with the time it took for the public authority to make a 
decision about your participation request? 

  Response 
Percent 

Response 
Total 

1 Yes   
 

35% 12 

2 No   
 

44% 15 

3 Unsure   
 

21% 7 

 answered 34 

skipped 70 
 

26. However, for the vast majority of respondents who submitted PRs, the 
relevant public authority did accept their request: 

 

Did the public authority accept your participation request? 

  Response 
Percent 

Response 
Total 

1 Yes   
 

82% 28 

2 No   
 

18% 6 
 answered 34 

 
27. For those who had their Participation Requests turned down, the public 

bodies did not suggest different ways for the community to achieve its desired 
outcome. 

 
28. The following chart shows that almost 80% of respondents who have engaged 

with the PR process would like to see an appeals process put in place. 
 
Would you like to see an appeals process in place should participation 
requests be rejected by public authorities? 

  Response 
Percent 

Response 
Total 

1 Yes   
 

79% 27 

2 No    0% 0 

3 Unsure   
 

21% 7 
 

29. It is interesting to note that of all those respondents who submitted PRs there 
were slightly more saying the relationship between their community and the 
public authority had deteriorated after the process than improved: 
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How would you describe the relationship between your community and the 
public authority after the participation request process?  

  Response 
Percent 

Response 
Total 

1 Improved   
 

24% 8 

2 Stayed the same   
 

47% 16 

3 Deteriorated   
 

29% 10 

 
answered 34 

skipped 70  
 
 

30. For those communities who were aware of Participation Requests but had 
never submitted one (a total of 51 respondents), the most common reason 
given was they were not confident that public authorities would respond 
positively. Furthermore, almost half of this group (25 out of 51) felt their 
community was not sufficiently empowered to influence decisions made on its 
behalf by public authorities: 
 

Would you say your community is sufficiently empowered to influence 
decisions made on its behalf by public authorities?  

  Response 
Percent 

Response 
Total 

1 Yes   
 

24% 12 

2 No   
 

49% 25 

3 Unsure   
 

27% 14 
 answered 51 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Community Asset Transfer – awareness and engagement 

 
31. Almost 90% of respondents were aware of their community’s right to request 

an asset transfer. In addition, 47% of respondents said their communities had 
engaged in the asset transfer process. 
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Are you aware of your community's rights to request an asset transfer, as set 
out in the Community Empowerment Act 2015?  

  Response 
Percent 

Response 
Total 

1 Yes   
 

88% 92 

2 No   
 

12% 12 
 

32. Of the 92 organisations who were aware of asset transfer, 49 said their 
communities had engaged in the asset transfer process. 

 
27. Has your community ever submitted an asset transfer request to a public 
authority?  

  Response 
Percent 

Response 
Total 

1 Yes   
 

53.26% 49 

2 No   
 

46.74% 43 

 answered 92 
 
 

33. The vast majority of requests submitted by these 49 communities were to their 
local authority. The following chart shows the range of other public bodies 
receiving requests: 

 

Which public authority did you submit your asset transfer request to?  

  Response 
Percent 

Response 
Total 

 Local authority   
 

78% 38 

 Forestry and Land 
Scotland   

 

8% 4 

 Health board    
 

6% 3 

 The Scottish Police 
Authority   

 

4% 2 

 Transport Scotland   
 

2% 1 

 Others (including Lothian 
Buses)   

 

6.% 3 

 answered 49 
 

34. The assets these requests related to included town halls, community centres, 
police stations, a former hospital, bowling greens, woodlands, playing fields, 
public toilets, old schools, tennis courts and former tourist information centres. 
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35.  These were to be used for various community purposes, with the most 

common being: 
• Community centre or hub 
• Heritage centre or museum 
• Community garden, park or woodland 
• Improved and accessible public toilets 
• Men’s sheds/community workshops 
• Improved car-parking 
• Playing fields or other sport-related amenities. 

 
36.  As the following chart shows, different groups had different experiences of 

the asset transfer process: 
 

How would you rate the asset transfer request process?  

  Response 
Percent 

Response 
Total 

1 Straightforward   
 

6% 3 

2 Fairly straightforward   
 

35% 17 

3 
Neither 
straightforward not 
complex 

  
 

16% 8 

4 Fairly complex   
 

27% 13 

5 Complex   
 

16% 8 
 answered 49 
 

 
37. Various organisations provided further details of their experiences of the asset 

transfer process. The following are some interesting examples of some of the 
more negative experiences: 

 
Ferguslie Community Council – “Being a community volunteer and not 
familiar with the application form, it was quite a task to fill out the form. 
Most organisations working on asset transfers tend to have a full 
complement of staff who do this type of thing day in and day out basis, 
community-based voluntary organisations do not have that level of 
support or expertise…” 
 
A North East community group – “Fairly straight forward except that the 
authority will not comply with the process and is frankly obstructive. We 
have provided a business case and feasibility study but that was not 
enough; we did not get a decision at 6 months not even a letter.” 
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Joint Community Councils of Moray (JCC) – “Members believe that 
some officers in the Local Authority do not agree with CATs and so 
make the process more complex than necessary at times.” 
 
Barrhead Men's Shed - “Submitting the request is as straightforward as 
one might expect but getting a response is challenging. There appears 
to be no legal requirement for the local authority to issue a validation 
certificate before the sky falls in, and until the certificate is issued there 
is no requirement to consider the request. We have been requesting a 
certificate for 8 months and have neither certificate nor any 
correspondence to suggest that the request is invalid.” 
 
A Lanarkshire-based community garden - “A very poor approach from 
the council in helping us understand what was expected of us. Very 
little understanding from SLC on what the process needed to be. Very 
little engagement at a time when we could have all worked in 
partnership to make the process easier to understand. Very much a 
one way process. Thanks to COSS and DETAS for their support along 
the journey.” 
 
As islands-based sports club – “Complex, onerous, and not for the faint 
hearted. We felt that many communities may avoid applying because 
of the depth of detail required in the application. We felt a little defeated 
as the process for us was one of arguing social value for the club and 
wider community against best (monitory) value for the local authority. 
During our meetings local authority officers would regularly make 
reference to how much revenue the site would raise for the local 
authority.” 

 
Muirhead, Birkhill & Liff Community Council - “The process was made 
more complex than necessary by the unwillingness of Angus Council 
staff to communicate and communicate timeously. This was a major 
factor in dragging the process out.” 

 
38. It is only fair to state that many communities reported having been supported 

and encouraged throughout their asset transfer experiences by public officials 
keen to help their communities. The following table illustrates this, with more 
respondents having had positive responses from public authorities than those 
having more negative experiences:  

 

How would you describe the response and reaction of the public authority?  

  Response 
Percent 

Response 
Total 

1 Welcoming and 
supportive   

 

27% 13 

2 Fairly supportive   
 

20% 10 
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How would you describe the response and reaction of the public authority?  

  Response 
Percent 

Response 
Total 

3 Neither supportive nor 
unwelcoming   

 

18% 9 

4 Fairly unsupportive or 
unhelpful   

 

24% 12 

5 Hostile or resentful   
 

10% 5 
 answered 49 

 
39. The amount of time it took for public authorities to decide on asset transfer 

requests was more problematic, with 45% of respondents saying they were 
not happy with the length of time taken: 

 
Were you satisfied with the time it took for the public authority to make a 
decision about your asset transfer request?  

  Response 
Percent 

Response 
Total 

1 Yes   
 

33% 16 

2 No   
 

45% 22 

3 Unsure   
 

22% 11 
 answered 49 
 
 

40. However, despite some issues with delays and unhelpful bureaucracy,  the 
majority of respondents said their communities had their requests accepted: 

 

Did the public authority accept your asset transfer request?  

  Response 
Percent 

Response 
Total 

1 Yes   
 

78% 38 

2 No   
 

22% 11 
 answered 49 

 
41. In many ways, having an asset transfer request accepted was seen as just 

the start of the ownership process. The Committee was therefore interested to 
hear how communities worked with their public authorities to achieve their 
goals of community ownership after their request was approved. Some 
respondents spoke of supportive officials and regular progress updates. 
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However, many others reported little contact from authorities, with Barrhead 
Mens Shed stating: 

 
“We continually request information about the progress towards issuing 
a validation request. We have enlisted the help of COSS, and local 
councillors but have had no success”. 

 
And Old Luce Development Trust described their experience: 
 

“Basically, the community worked very little with the Council as they 
(the Council) from the outset, in the view, of the Trust made every 
attempt to discourage/deter/dissuade the Trust from continuing with 
their request. In summary, the Trust has progressed the Asset Transfer 
not as a result of Council assistance but more in spite of the Council's 
attitude.” 

 
The Scottish Trust for Underwater Archaeology spoke much more positively about 
their experience with Forestry and Land Scotland (FLS): 
 

“Over 18 months prior, we worked closely with the relevant officers at 
FLS who were positive, constructive and helpful. We explained our 
purpose and involved them in discussions with others to create a spirit 
of joint endeavour.” 

 
And Community Out West Trust also described their good relationship with Highland 
Council: 
 

“Having taken on the lease of the toilets prior to submitting our asset 
transfer request, we worked very successfully with the CAT team and 
with the amenities team at Highland Council. They were very helpful 
and supportive and responded quickly to our questions and requests 
for information.” 

 
42. Of course, one of the central aims of the community empowerment agenda is 

to support and grow positive relationships between communities and the 
public authorities there to serve them. As such the Committee was keen to 
understand what affect the asset transfer experience has had on these 
relationships: 

 
How would you describe the relationship between your community and the 
public authority after the asset transfer request process?  

  Response 
Percent 

Response 
Total 

1 Improved   
 

18.% 9 

2 Stayed the same   
 

63% 31 

3 Deteriorated   
 

18% 9 
 answered 49 
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43. The following organisations provided some interesting comments on their 

relationships with their local authorities arising from the asset transfer 
process: 

 
Joint Community Councils of Moray - “The relationship was stretched 
to breaking point during most CATs in the area but will have improved 
with some CAT groups and not with others.” 

 
A community garden in Lanarkshire: “We had to wait nearly 9 months 
after the asset transfer was approved to get the lawyers at the council 
to approve our lease. we are now into 1 year and 7 months and still 
have not got a lease approved. …. We ended up having to go to local 
politicians to get things moving as no communications with the councils 
were being made with us. 

 
A Borders-based community garden – “We avoid working with the local 
authority where ever possible because we see them as a barrier to 
progress.” 

 
Ferguslie Community Council - “A realisation from the local authority 
side that they were dealing with community volunteers who were 
clearly speaking from a position of strength that the community needed 
this asset to be transferred if the capacity of the community was to be 
increased. They acknowledged our case, that we had nowhere to call 
our own or have a base to operate from.” 

 
44. The Committee was also interested to hear from communities who had never 

submitted asset transfer requests, in order to gain an understanding of any 
potential barriers or disincentives. As such, we asked those 43 respondents 
who were aware of their asset transfer rights why their community has not 
submitted requests: 

 
Why has your community never submitted an asset transfer request? Tick 
all those options which apply. 

  Response 
Percent 

Response 
Total 

1 Never required an asset 
transfer   

 

40% 17 

2 Don't have the time to 
submit a request   

 

9% 4 

3 
Don't have the capacity 
or confidence to submit 
a request 

  
 

28% 12 

4 Unsure of what it would 
achieve   

 

9% 4 
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Why has your community never submitted an asset transfer request? Tick 
all those options which apply. 

  Response 
Percent 

Response 
Total 

5 

Have other ways of 
acquiring buildings and 
land (please explain 
below) 

  
 

7% 3 

6 No appropriate assets in 
public control   

 

19% 8 

7 
Not confident public 
authorities would 
respond positively 

  
 

21% 9 

8 
Afraid of impact on your 
relationship with public 
authorities 

  
 

9% 4 

9 Other (please explain)   
 

30% 13 

 answered 43 
 

45. It is the case that some communities simply do not want the hassle of owning 
certain assets. For example, it is the view of the Chair of Benarty Community 
Council that participation requests could be sufficient in offering communities 
direct involvement in the running of an asset without the “burden” of owning 
and maintaining the asset:  

 
“Whenever we broach the subject of actually buying something, folk get 
extremely nervous at the prospect and imagine all the things which 
could go wrong, and then there's the misconception that they would 
have to come up with the money.” 

 
46. Likewise, an (anonymous) islands community council feels reluctant to take 

on the added responsibility of owning assets:  
 

“The Community Council with 8 volunteer members, does not have the 
resource to deal with financing, refurbishment, and running of assets 
that may be transferred.” 

 
Despite their reluctance or inability to take on assets in the past, few of these 
communities are totally closed-off to the idea. As the following chart shows, 18 of 
the 43 respondents who have never submitted a request may be open to the idea 
sometime in the foreseeable future:  
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Can you imagine your community requesting an asset transfer in the 
foreseeable future?  

  Response 
Percent 

Response 
Total 

1 Yes   
 

42% 18 

2 No   
 

33% 14 

3 Unsure   
 

26% 11 
 answered 43 
 
List of organisations who responded to the survey and expressed an interest in 
engaging further with the Committee 
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