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Section One – Introduction 

The 2012 Scottish Local Government elections were the first in recent years that had been 

decoupled from other elections.  Previous rounds had taken place alongside the elections to 

the Scottish Parliament, boosting turnout and media coverage, but also leading to feelings 

that they were not being treated as important elections in their own right.  Following the 

problems of the 2007 Scottish Parliamentary elections, where spoilage rates reached as high 

as nearly 14% in some areas, the decision was made to separate the two elections, 

operating as they were under different voting systems, leaving the Local Government 

elections to take place on their own in 2012. 

As outlined in Section Two, the Scottish political scene remains one in which Scotland’s 

minority ethnic (ME) population remains under-represented.  Heading into the 2012 Local 

Government elections, this was highlighted by the fact that not only were the numbers 

poor, but there were no minority ethnic women councillors and very little ethnic diversity. 

The Coalition for Racial Equality and Rights (CRER)1 undertook a small scale research project 

with 2012 Local Government candidates from minority ethnic communities, to explore their 

experiences of participating in political and democratic life in Scotland and to suggest 

possible ways to increase the level of participation.  This report builds upon the work 

undertaken by CEMVO Scotland2 in their Inclusive Democracy Project (IDP), which published 

its final report in 2010 exploring some of the issues in greater detail. An additional CRER 

report, looking at minority ethnic community participation in the 2012 elections 

accompanies this report and is available from the CRER website. 

This report outlines the background heading into the 2012 elections and their subsequent 

results; the experience of some of the candidates who participated in the elections; and 

some suggestions for ways that political parties can engage more genuinely and effectively 

with minority ethnic communities.  It is a limited report, by both scope and number of 

candidates to work with; however it offers insights into how Scotland’s political processes 

can be made more diverse and vibrant. 

A note on terminology 

The term minority ethnic (ME) has been used in this report.  Black and Minority Ethnic 

(BME) is a term that is also used frequently in research and writing around this area. The 

term ‘non-white’ is also used at times – people from white minority ethnic groups have not 

been included in this study. In completing the questionnaires, participants were left free to 

self-define their ethnicity rather than having to conform to any pre-determined ethnic 

groupings. 

                                                           
1
 www.crer.org.uk  

2
 Council for Ethnic Minority Voluntary Organisations, www.cemvoscotland.org.uk  

http://www.crer.org.uk/
http://www.cemvoscotland.org.uk/


5 
 

Section Two - Background & 2012 Results 

 

The population figures available for Scotland’s minority ethnic population are out-dated, 

with the 2001 census the most widely used resource until the results of the 2011 census are 

made public.  The census of 2001 indicated that the non-white population in Scotland stood 

at 2.01% of the overall population, significantly lower than the 7.9% which the UK 

population demonstrated3.  The minority ethnic population in Scotland tends to be widely 

dispersed, with communities present across the country but often in small numbers.  Whilst 

there is a population hub in the metropolitan Glasgow area, there are not equivalent 

contexts to the minority ethnic population clusters of English cities such as Birmingham, 

Bradford and London. 

Heading into the 2012 Local Government elections there were 10 non-white Local 

Councillors from a total of 1,222 across the country, representing 0.8% of the total.  Clearly 

this represented a significant under-representation of the non-white minority ethnic 

population in Scotland; however the information also demonstrated a further layer of 

under-representation.  All of the representatives were male; all were from the Scots 

Pakistani or Scots Indian communities; and despite Scottish minority ethnic communities 

having higher proportions of young people than the white Scottish population, all bar one 

were over the age of 50.  The two female minority ethnic Local Councillors had both lost 

their seats at the 2007 election, leaving core segments of the minority ethnic population 

without political representatives of their ethnicity or gender.  This is heightened by the 

other strands of democratic representation in Scotland, where the one minority ethnic MP 

and the two minority ethnic MSPs are male and members of the Scots Pakistani community. 

Alongside the lack of diversity in the ethnicity and gender of the elected representatives, 

there was also a significant lack of geographic distribution.  Over half of the elected minority 

ethnic Councillors in Scotland were in Glasgow, meaning that only 5 of Scotland’s 32 Local 

Authorities had minority ethnic representation.  Of Scotland’s cities, Dundee was the only 

one other than Glasgow to have any minority ethnic Councillors, with the capital Edinburgh 

having no minority ethnic representatives.  Furthermore, the MP and two MSPs were also 

elected from Glasgow. 

The 2012 Local Government elections have seen an increase in the number of candidates 

elected from minority ethnic communities, an increase in the number of Local Authorities 

with minority ethnic Councillors, and some increase in the diversity of the candidates 

elected. 

                                                           
3
 Office of the Chief Statistician, 2004, Analysis of Ethnicity in the 2001 Census: Summary Report, Edinburgh: 

Scottish Executive 
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From analysing the candidate lists, 32 non-white candidates were identified as having stood 

for election at the 2012 Local Government elections: 

The following tables are a breakdown of the 32 candidates: 

Political Party  No: of minority ethnic Candidates  

Scottish Labour Party  12 

Scottish National Party 9 

Scottish Liberal Democrats 4 

Scottish Conservative and Unionist Party 3 

Scottish Green Party 0 

Others 4 

Total: 32 

(Table 1) 

 

Gender  No: of minority ethnic Candidates  

Male 28 

Female 4 

Total: 32 

(Table 2) 

 

Local Authority  No: of minority ethnic Candidates  

Glasgow 13 

North Lanarkshire 3 

Dundee 3 

East Dunbartonshire 2 

South Lanarkshire 2 

Aberdeen 1 

Angus 1 

Comhairle nan Eilean Siar 1 

Dumfries & Galloway 1 

East Lothian 1 

East Renfrewshire 1 

Edinburgh 1 

Perth & Kinross 1 

Renfrewshire 1 

Total: 32 

(Table 3) 
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Table 4 below highlight the number of minority ethnic candidates that were subsequently 

elected from the various political parties: 

Political Party  No: of successful minority 
ethnic Candidates elected  

% 

Scottish Labour Party 11/12 92% 

Scottish National Party 5/9 56% 

Scottish Liberal Democrats 1/4 25% 

Scottish Conservative and 
Unionist Party 

0/3 0% 

Others 0/4 0% 

Total:  17  

(Table 4) 

 

Gender  No: of successful minority 
ethnic Candidates elected 

% 

Male 13/28 46% 

Female 4/4 100% 

Total  17  

(Table 5) 

 

Local Authority  No: of successful minority ethnic 
Candidates elected 

Glasgow 7 

North Lanarkshire 3 

East Dunbartonshire 2 

Aberdeen 1 

Dumfries & Galloway 1 

Dundee 2 

East Lothian 1 

Total 17 

(Table 6) 

From the above tables (4-6), the figures highlight that: 

 The overall number of minority ethnic Councillors has increased in total from the last 

local council elections from 10 to 17, now representing 1.4% of the total number of 

Councillors; 

 

 The number of female minority ethnic Councillors has increased from 0 to 4; 
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 The number of Local Authorities with minority ethnic Councillors has also increased 

from 5 to 7, with the City of Aberdeen now having an minority ethnic Councillor. 

Within these figures there are also some individual successes to be recognised –  

 Yen Hongmei Jin was elected as the first ever Local Councillor from the Scots Chinese 

community; 

 

 Ashay Ghai was re-elected as a Councillor in East Dunbartonshire and as leader of the Lib 

Dem group there; he has now secured the role of Deputy Leader in the East Dunbartonshire 

coalition administration; 

 

 Shamin Akhtar was elected for Labour in East Lothian and has been appointed as Cabinet 

member for Education and Childrens’ Services in the administration there. 

However, whilst there has been a move in the right direction, with the overall figure 

improving, there are still disappointing aspects which require further examination and 

challenge.  Increasing the number of minority ethnic councillors to 1.4% of the total still lags 

behind the 2001 census figures for the minority ethnic population in Scotland, with the 

likelihood being that the results of the 2011 census will show an increase in that population, 

leaving a further gap between representation and population. 

The ethnic diversity of the candidates elected, and indeed standing as candidates, remains 

limited with the vast majority coming from the Scots Pakistani and Scots Indian 

communities.  The election of Scotland’s first Councillor from the Scots Chinese community 

is a welcome step, given the challenges that exist in engaging this particularly community 

(as explored in the Inclusive Democracy Report4).  However as the second largest minority 

ethnic population in Scotland, they remain under-represented and under-engaged in the 

democratic processes of Scotland.  Likewise, Scotland’s African population, which is 

incredibly diverse in itself, remains under-represented in Scottish political life.  Three 

candidates from the African or African-Caribbean community stood at the Local 

Government elections with just one being successful elected – this remains a population 

which has not been appropriately engaged into the political process. 

Geographic diversity has improved, slightly, however Scotland’s capital remains without any 

minority ethnic representation.  North Lanarkshire saw all three minority ethnic candidates 

elected, and East Dunbartonshire saw both candidates there successful, however 

representation outside the West of Scotland remains limited.  It was a welcome step that 

there were minority ethnic candidates in several of the more rural Scottish Local Authorities 

(e.g. Comhairle nan Eilean Siar, Dumfries & Galloway and Perth & Kinross); however still less 

than half of the Scottish Local Authorities had minority ethnic candidates standing (44%). 

These challenges, and potential ideas for overcoming them are explored in Section Four. 

                                                           
4
 Cooke, 2010, Inclusive Democracy, available at www.cemvoscotland.org.uk  

http://www.cemvoscotland.org.uk/
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Section Three – Candidates’ Experiences 

As part of this report questionnaires5 were distributed to minority ethnic candidates 

standing for election at the 2012 Scottish Local Government elections.  These were 

distributed via email, Facebook, in person and by post in order to reach as many candidates 

as possible. 

Several challenges were encountered.  It can be difficult to get appropriate contact details 

for local government candidates, particularly in a year where the election is occurring on its 

own (in contrast to 2007, for example, where it took place on the same day as the Scottish 

Parliamentary elections).  Local Government elections in Scotland do not receive the same 

amount of funding and profile as the elections for the Scottish Parliament or UK Parliament, 

demonstrated through the lack of websites, social media tools and other communication 

forms for Council candidates.  This led to some candidates requiring complex attempts to try 

and get hold of them, thus reducing the number of responses. 

Local Government campaigns require a lot of effort on behalf of the candidates, particularly 

those for whom party support or resources are not as available, and so the willingness of 

candidates to use some of their limited time to complete questionnaires was 

understandably lowered.  Additionally once the election had been completed, successful 

candidates were thrown into the frantic life of a Councillor, many of them for the first time, 

whilst unsuccessful candidates often took time away from the political scene to recharge 

their energy. 

Overall the response rate to the questionnaire was 40%, with 12 completed questionnaires 

returned from 30 issued6.  As mentioned, some of the candidates were contacted in indirect 

fashion (attempted through local or central party offices; tried through Facebook) which 

may have meant that they did not in fact receive the questionnaire. 

The demographics of the questionnaire respondents broke down as: 

Gender  

Male 11 

Female 1 

(Table 7) 

Ethnicity7 

Scots Pakistani 6 

Scots Indian 4 

Kashmiri 2 

(Table 8) 

                                                           
5
 Contained within the Appendix 

6
 Two candidates were unable to be contacted 

7
 Ethnicity was left open to self-definition 
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Age 

36-45 5 

56-65 4 

46-55 2 

26-35 1 

(Table 9) 

 

Political Parties  

Scottish Labour Party 6 

Scottish National Party 3 

Scottish Liberal Democrats 2 

Scottish Conservative & Unionist Party 1 

(Table 10) 

Despite the relatively low number of responses, the information provided by the candidates 

does still offer interesting insights into the challenges and opportunities which they had 

encountered. 

On average, the respondents had been members of their political parties for 16.5 years, 

with a range from 5 years to 30 years.  This represents a significant investment of time in 

their chosen political party. 

83% of the respondents had stood for election before, with 73% having won at least one 

previous Local Government election. 

In exploring what had drawn the candidates to join their chosen political parties, policy and 

activity were indicated as major attractions.  Policy could be from either a specific 

perspective (“I agree with independence for Scotland”) or a general sense of agreement 

with priorities (“I wanted a party which stood for the common man”); whilst the appeal of 

the activity of the parties was focussed on their impact on the community, either on a local 

geographic basis or a more specific minority ethnic community. 

The desire to stand for election followed on from these initial attractions.  A desire to serve 

their community (both geographic and ethnic minority) was listed as the most common 

reason for standing, followed by the desire to have an influence in shaping policy.  This was 

further reflected in how respondents answer the question around their greatest political 

ambition – 7 respondents indicated that it was to serve their communities; with 3 others 

stating that it was to successfully stand for election to the Scottish Parliament at a future 

date. 

All of the respondents indicated that they felt supported by their political parties, with 

genuinely feeling listened to being listed as the most common example of this support.  

Additionally general encouragement was listed by several respondents as a key offer from 
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the party, alongside more specific resource supporting in terms of campaigning skills and 

literature. 

These high levels of support were further demonstrated through answers to the questions 

around whether candidates had experience racism from either other members of their 

political party, or the formal party machinery itself.  83% had not experienced any racism 

from fellow party members, while 75% had not experienced any within their party structure 

– but still leaving 25% who had! 

This stood in contrast to 58% indicating that they had experienced racism from voters, 

either directly on the door step during canvassing or indirectly through being treated 

differently or having to perform to higher standards.  For the respondents who had 

encountered racism from party members, this had arisen through questions being raised 

about their candidacy, e.g. the presumption being that an minority ethnic candidate could 

not win or through indirect behaviours.  Likewise, the racism encountered from party 

machinery had been seen on an individual rather an institutional basis, representing 

personal prejudices from party officials rather than in-built barriers to participation. 

It is interesting to note that 91% of the respondents supported parties taking positive action 

to improve the numbers and success of minority ethnic people in politics, although the 

means of doing this varied widely.  Some of these opportunities will be explored in the next 

section, however it is worth noting that one respondent cautioned against specific action as 

it could potentially increase discrimination against minority ethnic candidates, who should 

ultimately be treated on their merits rather than as different. 
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Section Four – Suggestions for action 

 

As indicated in Section Three, 91% of the respondents felt that political parties should be 

engaging in positive action to increase minority ethnic membership and participation.  The 

methods that could be employed, however, covered a broad range of interactions and offer 

some ideas for how political parties could look to broaden their appeal and impact. 

 

Minority Ethnic Quotas and Numbers 

The idea of minority ethnic quotas is one that was raised during the IDP research on several 

occasions.  Interestingly only one respondent to the questionnaire for this report suggested 

minority ethnic quotas as a solution which political parties should be making use of. 

Quotas are often a controversial subject, with the controversy being heighted in relation to 

ethnicity.  There is no doubting that the All Women Shortlists (AWS) employed by the 

Scottish Labour Party have played a significant role in increasing female representation at 

the Scottish Parliament, at least up until their electoral collapse at the 2011 Scottish 

Parliamentary elections.  However, not only has this been a controversial area within the 

Labour Party, it has also failed to be adopted by other political parties in Scotland, leaving 

Labour with higher proportions but the overall level of female representation closely tied to 

their electoral success. 

As explored in the IDP report, the introduction of minority ethnic shortlists would be a huge 

concept and one which could be very difficult to deliver.  However, there are other 

opportunities for increasing minority ethnic levels of participation which could perhaps 

support the desire of minority ethnic shortlists without the controversy. 

Political parties could introduce targets for their own memberships’ diversity, setting quotas 

for the number of members that they recruit from minority ethnic communities, although 

one respondent did indicate that they felt that this would be difficult within their particular 

political party’s structure.  Respondents to the questionnaire highlighted the importance of 

having role models within political parties that minority ethnic community members could 

by inspired by and aspire to match.  Broadening the diversity of the leadership and 

organisational structures of the parties would demonstrate to communities that they are 

open to people like them, and offer more attractive recruitment opportunities. 

Relating to this, parties should create better ways of demonstrating their policy 

commitments and impacts to minority ethnic communities.  Whilst minority ethnic voters 

are concerned with the broad range of political policy just like any other member of the 

population, there are also specific challenges or priorities which matter to their particular 

communities which political parties could do a better job of sharing.  By demonstrating this 
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impact and importance, and crucially ensuring that it is a lasting relationship rather than one 

solely focussed around election time, it would be possible for political parties to develop 

much stronger connections to the different communities present in Scotland. 

 

Education and Training 

A recurring theme for respondents to the questionnaire was the need for greater education 

and training for minority ethnic people around how democratic and political processes 

function; and how they can be involved and make a difference.  Whilst this did incorporate 

the type of education work which was covered in the IDP, e.g. from a statutory/voluntary 

sector approach, respondents also indicated that political parties should have a strong role 

within this. 

This education and training could have two broad aims.  Firstly, it should look to increase 

the knowledge and interest of participants.  There is a broad level of disconnect from 

political and electoral processes in Scotland, as evidenced by the IDP report and others; the 

low turnout for local and national elections; and the decline in political party membership.  

There is not a high level of understanding of how the processes and structures function, and 

definitely not a high appreciation of the impact that they have.  A recurring theme raised by 

the questionnaire respondents was the importance of demonstrating the role that politics 

and democracy plays in Scottish life.  By sharing both technical knowledge (i.e. how the 

structures function) and motivational knowledge (why they are important), participants can 

be supported into becoming more active political contributors. 

This increased knowledge can therefore underpin the second aim, of increasing 

participation.  Candidates explained their attraction to participating and standing for 

election on the basis of the difference they could make to the communities that they 

represented.  They were looking to shape policy decisions, to change approaches and to 

help deliver better lives for those they represented.  By increasing the knowledge of the 

minority ethnic population in Scotland, their motivation to be involved in democratic and 

political structures and processes can also be increased.  This is fed by increasing the 

number and visibility of role models from their community, as outlined above, but also 

empowers them to serve as pioneers for communities that have little or no presence.  There 

are sizeable Chinese, African and other communities in Scotland who remain with little or 

no direct representation in the political structures of the country, and increasing their 

knowledge and motivation could help to challenge this situation. 
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Treat as Individuals not Minorities 

Some respondents suggested that what is needed is to treat minority ethnic people 

interested in politics in their own right as individuals, rather than focussing on their ethnic 

background.  Some of the elected candidates were keen to point out that they were there 

on merit rather than due to their ethnicity, and worried that overly targeted support could 

have a negative repercussion of increasing discrimination. 

The IDP research identified that minority ethnic communities do face specific challenges 

(e.g. around participation); however it also emphasised that the communities also 

encountered many challenges which were shared across society and transcended ethnic 

boundaries.  By ensuring that minority ethnic candidates and activists as supported as 

individuals, and earn progress through their own efforts, it can be argued that they will be 

able to achieve more than by being appointed or forced through the system. 

 

Targeted Support 

In contrast to the above point, it was suggested that it is also important for political parties 

to demonstrate targeted support to the different minority ethnic communities in Scotland.  

Candidates suggested several ways in which this could be facilitated. 

Creating opportunities for politicians and party officials to meet with the communities was 

highlighted by several respondents.  There is a disconnect between the public and political 

parties, and so creating opportunities for them to meet and engage can be a positive way to 

break down barriers.  It allows parties to share their policies and ideas with minority ethnic 

communities, celebrating successes with them; and it also allows the communities to 

challenge and encourage parties in their efforts, sharing with them the priorities that they 

have.  This can be supported and developed (although not replaced) by producing 

appropriate literature for different communities, translating into community languages 

where appropriate and developing targeted materials in relation to the issues or priorities 

raised. 

Parties need to create more formal structures to encourage minority ethnic people, 

particularly younger people and women, into political engagement.  Shadowing schemes 

(such as the one run by CRER)8 can be useful ways to provide insights into the life of a 

political representative, and for minority ethnic people to develop links to elected 

representatives and political parties.  This can break down some of the barriers which can 

be off putting to young people and women looking to get involved in politics, where both 

                                                           
8
 CRER run an annual political shadowing scheme, with up to 15 minority ethnic participants per year. Training 

is provided, following which individual participants shadow MSPs and/or Councillors, gaining a thorough 
exposure to the work of elected politicians in Scotland. 
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their gender/age and ethnicity (or indeed all three) can put them into a minority when 

trying to engage. 

It can also be useful to create dedicated support structures within political parties to 

encourage and develop particular minority ethnic communities.  Examples include BAME 

Labour (Black, Asian and Minority Ethnic Labour) and Asians for Independence (SNP), and 

the concept of expanding these out to other minority ethnic groups was suggested by 

respondents.  
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Section Five – Conclusion 

 

Within this report it is possible to see that there is limited progress being made.  The 

number of minority ethnic councillors and their geographic distribution has increased; the 

number of minority ethnic female councillors has increased; and Scotland’s second largest 

ethnic minority grouping, the Chinese community, has seen its first member elected. 

Yet challenges remain, and at a time when democratic and political engagement is at a low 

ebb, much needs to be done to increase the participation of minority ethnic people. 

Political parties have a crucial role to play within this, and from the limited scope of this 

report it is clear to see that work is needed with them to explore how they can rise to this 

challenge.  Although in a recent Guardian article9 the major Scottish parties expressed their 

commitment to increasing the levels of minority ethnic membership and participation, the 

structures for making this happen are not fully realised. 

Scotland has a relatively small and dispersed minority ethnic population, and so parties 

must be imaginative in how they approach the problem.  Relationship building, resourcing 

and encouragement will all have a role to play, firmly underpinned by a genuine 

commitment to listening to the concerns and aspirations of the communities.  At the same 

time, the parties must not allow themselves to slip into the trap of treating minority ethnic 

communities as a homogenous population or by failing to recognise the individual nature of 

the candidates and activists coming forward. 

Moving forward from this report, it is strongly recommended that the major Scottish 

political parties actively explore these opportunities and challenges, and develop ways in 

which the full engagement of Scotland’s minority ethnic population can become a reality. 

On our part, CRER will be sending copies of this report to the parties and seeking meaningful 

commitments for action that will hopefully result in fairer representation in candidate 

selection leading to an increased number of minority ethnic elected councillors in future 

elections. 

 

 

 

 

 
                                                           
9
 Severin Carroll, Racial equality in Scottish councils: less male, less stale but still very pale, 18/05/2012 

available at http://www.guardian.co.uk/uk/scotland-blog/2012/may/18/scottish-councils-still-pale  

http://www.guardian.co.uk/uk/scotland-blog/2012/may/18/scottish-councils-still-pale
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Appendix – Questionnaire 

 

1. Which political party do you belong to?  SNP    Labour   Lib / Dem  Conservative   

Green other (please specify)  

 

2. How long have you been a member of the party?   …………..yrs 

 

3. Please give any reasons why you chose to join this particular party?  

 

 

4. How many times have you stood for election? Local:        Scottish:    UK:      European:      

 

5. How many times have you been successfully elected? Local:    Scottish:   UK:    

European:    

 

6. What made you get involved in politics?  

 

7. Do you feel supported by the party? Yes / No   If “yes”, how has the party supported 

you? If “No”, please describe why you feel that the party has not supported you:   

 

 

8. What more do you think your party could do to support minority ethnic members?  

 

 

9. What do you think your party could do to attract more minority ethnic members? 

 

 

10. Do you think your party should adopt positive action measures to increase minority 

ethnic membership? Yes / No   

 

 

11. If “yes” to Q10 above, what do you think your party could do to increase minority 

ethnic membership? If “No”, please explain your answer more fully :  

 

 

12. What do you think needs to be done to increase the participation of minority ethnic 

people in: 

 

A. Democratic / voting processes 
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B. Politics in general  

 

 

C. Political parties  

 

 

13. What is your ultimate political ambition?  

 

14. Have you ever experienced any racism by voters? Yes / No 

 

 

15. If your answer to Q14 is “yes”, please describe the racism that you have 

experienced:  

 

 

16. Have you ever experienced any racism by other members of the party? Yes / No 

 

 

17. If your answer to Q16 is “yes”, please describe the racism that you have 

experienced:  

 

 

18. Have you ever experienced any racism from the party machinery? Yes / No 

 

 

19. If your answer to Q18 is “yes”, please describe the racism that you have 

experienced:  

 

20. What is your ethnicity? (please describe)  

 

21. What is your age group? 18-25   26-35   36-45   46-55  56-65   65+  (please tick) 

 

22. What is your gender?  Male    /     Female    (please tick)  

 

Thank you for completing this questionnaire! 
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