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Introduction
Liberal Democrats and Subsidiarity

• Subsidiarity: the principle of allowing the individual 
members of a large organization to make decisions 
on issues that affect them, rather than leaving those 
decisions to be made by the whole group’

• As Liberal Democrats, we believe that wherever 
possible, subsidiarity should be promoted, which 
means that we delegate policy-making (and believe 
Government should, too) to State, Regional or Local 
levels.

Young Liberals and Subsidiarity
• Young Liberals mimic the Liberal Democrats in 

delegating policy-making to State, Regional and 
Local levels of the Young Liberals, with those groups 
able to confer their policy-making to the federal 
Young Liberals, if they so wish.

The Federal System of the Liberal Democrats: States
• The Liberal Democrats are structured as a Federal 

organisation: the Liberal Democrats in England, 
the Welsh Liberal Democrats and the Scottish 
Liberal Democrats make up our ‘State Parties’ and 
all feed into the Federal Liberal Democrats

The Federal System of the Liberal Democrats: Regions
• In England, further subsidiarity occurs in the form 

of our 11 Regional Parties, each of whom have 
specific responsibilities in their own regions.

The Federal System of the Liberal Democrats: Local
• Finally, across Britain, Local parties form the most 

devolved level of our party.

The Liberal Democrats and Northern Ireland.
• Whilst the Liberal Democrats in Northern Ireland 

exist as a local party, the Liberal Democrats, in 
practice, work with the Alliance Party of Northern 
Ireland to best represent Liberal Democratic 
voices in Northern Ireland.

Hint: Skip to Slide 10 for the top tips 

to on Devolution and Policy-writing

https://www.englishlibdems.org.uk
https://libdemsni.wordpress.com
https://libdemsni.wordpress.com
https://libdemsni.wordpress.com


Liberal Democrats 
and Devolution



The Federal Liberal Democrat Constitution: Devolution

The Federal Constitution
• The Federal Constitution of the Liberal Democrats is 

the primary governing document of the Liberal 
Democrats. Whilst State, Regional and Local 
Constitutions can outline rules for those areas 
(within legal limits, of course), the Federal 
Constitution reigns supreme.

Different Levels, Different Relationships
• Throughout the Federal Constitution and other 

Liberal Democrat Constitutions, the relationships 
between different, devolved levels of the Liberal 
Democrats are explained in detail.

• Constitutions can be wordy and complicated, but 
there is no better alternative to reading the 
Constitution, to understand these relationships.

Reading the Constitution
• Key Federal Constitution articles I would suggest for 

introductions would be 2, 3, 6 and 8.

https://www.libdems.org.uk/federal-constitution
https://www.libdems.org.uk/federal-constitution
https://www.libdems.org.uk/federal-constitution


The Federal Liberal Democrat Constitution: Policy

Article 7
• Article 7 of the Federal Constitution of the Liberal 

Democrats outlines the rights and responsibilities 
of policy-making in the Liberal Democrats, 
including with regards to devolution. Ideally, 
clear-cutting policy areas would define exactly 
which policies fall under which level of the Party. 
However, sometimes the Federal Conference 
Committee and Lib Dem HQ Staff must make 
judgements on which policies fall under which level 
of the Liberal Democrats (with input from 
state/regional/local representatives, of course).

England, Wales and Scotland
• In their respective Constitutions, Liberal Democrats 

in England, the Scottish Liberal Democrats and the 
Welsh Liberal Democrats outline their own systems 
of policy-making, and their policy relationship with 
the Federal Party.

https://www.libdems.org.uk/federal-constitution
https://www.libdems.org.uk/federal-constitution
https://www.libdems.org.uk/english-constitution
https://www.libdems.org.uk/english-constitution
https://www.libdems.org.uk/scottish-constitution
https://www.libdems.org.uk/welsh-constitution
https://www.libdems.org.uk/federal-constitution
https://www.libdems.org.uk/federal-constitution


The Young Liberals Constitution: Policy

The Young Liberals Constitution
• Similarly to the Federal Liberal Democrats and 

corresponding State, Regional and Local Parties, the 
Young Liberals Constitution and other YL 
Constitutional Documents outline the relationships 
between varying levels of the Young Liberals, 
including in terms of policy-making.

England, Wales and Scotland
• The Constitutions of the English Young Liberals, the 

Scottish Young Liberals and the Welsh Young 
Liberals all share details on which policy areas fall 
within the remit of the Federal Young Liberals.

https://www.youngliberals.uk/documents/constitutional-documents
https://www.youngliberals.uk/england/eyl-constitution-and-standing-orders
https://www.google.com/url?sa=t&source=web&rct=j&opi=89978449&url=https://assets.nationbuilder.com/liberalyouth/pages/250/attachments/original/1664182864/Scottish-Young-Liberals-Constitution-2022.docx%3F1664182864&ved=2ahUKEwjS3eDmjaqKAxV8REEAHRKJFRsQFnoECBoQAQ&usg=AOvVaw23zDPu0endS38T_wc-VTZb
https://www.youngliberals.uk/fileadmin/groups/492/Documents/3.1._CA1_-_WYL_Constitutional_Rewrite.pdf
https://www.youngliberals.uk/fileadmin/groups/492/Documents/3.1._CA1_-_WYL_Constitutional_Rewrite.pdf
https://www.youngliberals.uk/documents/constitutional-documents
https://www.youngliberals.uk/documents/constitutional-documents


The Liberal Democrats and International

Our international relations
• Liberal Democrats work frequently and productively 

with like-minded parties (‘sister parties’) to 
collaborate on international campaigns, and pass 
international policy. In difference to State Parties, 
there is no formal enforcement mechanism for 
international policies in the Liberal Democrats, with 
the Federal Liberal Democrats not being legally or 
otherwise bound by international policies (and 
vice-versa).

LYMEC (ALDE) and IFLRY (Liberal International)
• Young Liberals work with two key organisations on 

our international work, mimicking the organisations 
that the Liberal Democrats (our ‘mother’ party). 
These organisations are:
• European Liberal Youth (LYMEC), the youth wing 

of the ALDE Party
• International Federation of Liberal Youth (IFLRY), 

the youth wing of Liberal International

https://www.lymec.eu
https://www.aldeparty.eu
https://www.iflry.com
https://liberal-international.org
https://liberal-international.org
https://www.iflry.com
https://www.aldeparty.eu
https://www.lymec.eu


Policy Organogram
Federal Liberal 

Democrats

State Parties 

Regional Parties

International (ALDE Party and 
Liberal International)

Local 
Parties

Young Liberals

https://www.youngliberals.uk
https://www.youngliberals.uk
https://www.youngliberals.uk/states/wyl
https://www.youngliberals.uk/states/wyl
https://x.com/ldnyoungliberal?lang=en
https://x.com/ldnyoungliberal?lang=en
https://cula.org.uk
https://cula.org.uk
https://www.instagram.com/yl_international/
https://www.instagram.com/yl_international/
https://www.instagram.com/yl_international/
https://www.youngliberals.uk
https://www.youngliberals.uk/states/wyl
https://x.com/ldnyoungliberal?lang=en
https://cula.org.uk


Devolution in 
Policy-writing



How to Reference Devolution in Policies
‘Applicability’

• Applicability is the word we use to highlight which 
pieces of the policy apply to why state. For instance, 
a policy about the life sciences and health sectors 
might apply both to the Federal Lib Dems (life 
sciences are managed by the UK Government) and 
State Parties (health is devolved). You can normally 
find the applicability of a motion at the bottom of 
the motion

Content of Policy Motions
• If a policy motion only applies to only a certain level 

of the Party/Government, it is important to 
remember this. For instance, in a motion for a 
Scottish Conference on education (devolved) it 
might be less appropriate to reference England or 
Wales education policies. Of course, these can still 
be used to support points, but shouldn’t necessarily 
be the base of your argument

https://www.libdems.org.uk/conference/motions/autumn-2024/f6
https://www.libdems.org.uk/conference/motions/autumn-2024/f6
https://www.libdems.org.uk/conference/motions/autumn-2024/f12
https://www.libdems.org.uk/conference/motions/autumn-2024/f12
https://www.libdems.org.uk/conference/motions/autumn-2024/f8
https://www.libdems.org.uk/conference/motions/autumn-2024/f8


Liberal Democrats in England
Policy-Making in England

• As with all State Parties, England reserves the right 
to make policy that affects England (eg Health or 
Education). Whilst the Lib Dems in England have the 
right to make their own policy, this has historically - 
and as of 2024, continues to be - been conferred to 
the Federal Party (Federal Conference).

Regions and Local Parties
• In England, Regional Parties (eg London, North East, 

Yorkshire and the Humber of Devon and Cornwall) 
and Local Parties (eg Greenwich Borough Liberal 
Democrats or Bristol Liberal Democrats), both have 
the authority to make policies that relate exclusively 
to that locality.

English Policy Chair
• Policy in England is led by the English Party’s Federal 

Policy Committee Representative, and a Committee 
made up of Regional Policy Chairs.

https://www.libdems.org.uk/english-constitution
https://www.libdems.org.uk/english-constitution
https://www.englishlibdems.org.uk


Scottish Liberal Democrats
Policy-Making in England

• As with all State Parties, Scotland reserves the right 
to make policy that affects Scotland (eg Health or 
Education). In their constitution, Scottish Liberal 
Democrats continue to reserve and actively use the 
right to make their own policy, and highlight their 
right to comment on Federal Party policies.

Regions and Local Parties
• In Scotland, regions act as more of a local party 

coordinating system, in particular for elections, 
rather than independent administrative bodies (as 
they are in England). This means that the 
mechanisms for policy to be made in Scotland tend 
to be the Scottish Liberal Democrats (devolved 
matters) and local parties (local matters).

Scottish Policy Convenor
• Policy in Scotland is led by the Scottish Party’s Policy 

Convenor and the Scottish Policy Committee.

https://www.libdems.org.uk/scottish-constitution
https://www.libdems.org.uk/scottish-constitution
https://www.scotlibdems.org.uk


Welsh Liberal Democrats
Policy-Making in Wales

• As with all State Parties, Wales  reserves the right to 
make policy that affects Wales (eg Health or 
Education). In their constitution, Welsh Liberal 
Democrats continue to reserve and actively use the 
right to make their own policy, and pay particular 
attention on ensuring Federal policies can be 
applied in Wales.

Regions and Local Parties
• Similarly to Scotland, Regions act more as local 

party coordinating systems, in particular for 
elections. Whilst they will act to feed regional issues 
into State-wide campaigning, they do not have 
regional-level policy responsibilities, leaving 
principal policy development to the Welsh State 
and to local parties.

Policy Development Committee
• Policy in Wales is led by the Executive Officer for 

Policy Development and the Policy Development 
Committee.

https://www.libdems.wales/about/our-constitution
https://www.libdems.wales/about/our-constitution


Spotting
What’s Devolved



What Counts as Devolved?
What Policies are Devolved in Government?

• One key metric used for defining whether a policy is 
devolved or not is whether it is currently devolved by 
Government. Slides 12-16 show some of the policies 
that are devolved or reserved.

Changing Laws, Changing Metrics
• As a result of changing laws, measuring devolution 

can be measured in different ways, and can change 
over time. For instance, current (2024) proposals to 
change regional authorities in England may mean that 
more powers are vested in regional governments (not 
devolution, but still a delegation of power that would 
affect who could make policy on specific policy areas)

What Policies are Devolved in Liberal Democrats?
• Liberal Democrats will prioritise following what 

Government devolves currently, to States, but, 
believing in federalisation (which goes further than 
devolution), there is limited flexibility when talking 
about very specific policy areas.

• As always the Federal Conference Committee 
(Federal Party) or the Policy Committee (Young 
Liberals) would make the applicability of motions 
clear!

State Representatives
• In most relevant Committees, including the Young 

Liberals Policy Committee or the Federal Policy 
Committee, there will be state representatives or 
staff, who can help with confirming what is 
devolved or not.



What Counts as Devolved?

https://www.gov.uk/guidance/guidance-on-devolution
https://www.gov.uk/guidance/guidance-on-devolution
https://www.gov.uk/guidance/guidance-on-devolution


What Counts as Devolved?

https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/media/5c38cc6ce5274a70ca3c3cef/DevolutionFactsheet.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/media/5c38cc6ce5274a70ca3c3cef/DevolutionFactsheet.pdf


What Counts as Devolved?

https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/media/5c33255fe5274a659ce3d00c/Devolution-Postcard.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/media/5c33255fe5274a659ce3d00c/Devolution-Postcard.pdf


What Counts as Devolved?

https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/media/5c33255fe5274a659ce3d00c/Devolution-Postcard.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/media/5c33255fe5274a659ce3d00c/Devolution-Postcard.pdf


What Counts as Devolved?

https://www.instituteforgovernment.org.uk/article/explainer/barnett-formula
https://www.instituteforgovernment.org.uk/article/explainer/barnett-formula


REMEMBER
Look at the ‘applicability’ of motions

• At the end of motions, a section on ‘applicability’ will highlight which levels of the Liberal Democrats/Young 
Liberals, the motion applies to.

Ask for help!
• Devolution covers 100s of policy areas, and lawyers continue to debate exactly what policy areas are covered by 

which Governments. At separate times, in different ways, Consecutive Governments have also shown ambition 
to reform devolution: devolution agreements could change without you knowing! If in doubt, always try and 
reach out to others who might know more!

Get in touch! The leadership and executive officers are here to help!

Policy Officer 24-25, ulysse.abbate@youngliberals.uk

Policy Committee, policy@youngliberals.uk

mailto:ulysse.abbate@youngliberals.uk
mailto:policy@youngliberals.uk

