
Committee: Cabinet

Date of meeting: 3 September 2020

Title of Report: Local Government Reform in Cumbria

Report by: Katherine Fairclough, Chief Executive

Cabinet Member: Councillor Stewart Young, Leader of the Council

What is the Report About? (Executive Summary)

1. This report presents a High-Level Proposition and Business Case for Local 
Government Reform in Cumbria. Approval is sought prior to submission of the 
two documents to the Government. The Proposition and Business Case set out 
the case for the creation of a single new council to replace the existing Cumbria 
County Council and six District Councils in the county.

Recommendation of the Executive Director

2. That Cabinet Members approve the draft High Level Proposition for Local 
Government Reform in Cumbria attached as Appendix 1 and the associated draft 
Business Case attached as Appendix 2.

3. That Cabinet Members authorise the Chief Executive, in consultation with the 
Leader, to finalise the High Level Proposition and the Business Case and submit 
both documents to the Ministry of Housing, Communities and Local Government.

Background to the Proposals

4. Reform of Local Government in Cumbria has been subject to discussion between 
the Leaders of the local authorities in the county over a number of years. In 
December 2018 Cabinet agreed, following a debate at Full Council in November 
2018, to submit to Government an expression of interest in exploring options for 
local government reorganisation to a unitary model in Cumbria. The Leader of the 
Council subsequently wrote to the Secretary of State for Housing, Communities 
and Local Government in December 2018.

5. Discussions took place in late 2019 and into 2020 between the then Minister for 
the Northern Powerhouse and Local Growth, Jake Berry MP, and then his 
successor Simon Clarke MP, the current Minister for Regional Growth and Local 
Government, senior Government officials and the Leaders of the County Council 
and 6 District Councils. 

6. The most recent discussions took place within the context of the emerging 
aspirations for ‘levelling up’ across the regions and to extend devolution deals 
across more areas of the country, and the desire for simplified local governance 
as a necessary platform for devolution.



7. The latest of these Ministerial discussions took place in early July 2020 and the 
local authorities in Cumbria were encouraged, if they so wished, to submit an 
expression of interest in receiving an invitation from the Secretary of State to 
submit proposals for local government reorganisation in Cumbria.

8. Subsequently, the Leader of Cumbria County Council submitted a joint 
expression of interest with the Leader of Allerdale Borough Council and the Mayor 
of Copeland Borough Council. 

9. There was no shared position between the three Councils on a model/models for 
reform of local government. Cumbria County Council officers started work on a 
proposition and supporting business case for a single unitary council. It is 
understood that alternative propositions may be submitted by District Councils.

10. The draft Proposition is a high-level proposal and outline Business Case that will 
meet the Government’s expected initial timescales of an early September 
submission. The expected process over the coming weeks will involve further 
detailed development and dialogue with Government. 

11. The draft Proposition and Business Case is built on the assessment of options, 
customer benefits and service delivery outcomes considered by the Cumbria 
Leadership Board, discussed at Council and subsequently by Cabinet, in 2018.

12. The options assessed in the draft Proposition and Business Case are:

 The status quo
 A single unitary council replacing the County Council and all 6 District 

Councils
 Two unitary councils replacing the County Council and all 6 District 

Councils

13. Based on the findings of this review of options, (as set out in the draft Business 
Case attached as Appendix 2), the draft Proposition and the Business Case 
together make a strong argument that a single unitary council replacing the 
County Council and the 6 District Councils is the best option for Cumbrian 
residents, the council tax payer, council customers, partner organisations, local 
businesses and the local economy, and for the long-term sustainability of public 
services in the county.

14. The two draft documents describe how a single new unitary authority for Cumbria 
is the only solution which will significantly reduce the complexity faced by 
residents, customers and partners when attempting to contact or access local 
authority services in the current system. This new council will provide a single, 
accountable voice for Cumbria at regional and national level. It will enable 
strengthened system and democratic leadership answerable to local people. It 
will create a single local authority with substantial purchasing power able to play 
a significant part in the local economy and provide enriching employment 
opportunities across the county. It will provide the organisational scale and 
capacity that will ensure that public services accelerate the improvement journey, 
building on the progress over the last few years. It will provide the platform for 
further modernisation and transformation of outcomes and a potential future 
devolution deal for the county. 



15. At the centre of the proposals is the empowerment of local communities and the 
strengthening of Town and Parish Councils. The aspiration is to build on existing 
locality arrangements and progress on a principle of ‘local first’, based on 
ambitious devolution to Town and Parish Councils. Further work and engagement 
with Members, residents and partners on how to achieve this, including the 
models that could be put in place, will be a key priority to further develop these 
proposals over the coming weeks.

16. This was an issue identified as particularly important by elected Members who 
attended a briefing and discussion session for all Non-Executive Cumbria County 
Council Members on Wednesday 19th August 2020. Members also suggested 
that exploring locality models could form part of scrutiny activity over the autumn 
to support further development of the Council’s proposition. The scope of this 
activity is due to be considered by Scrutiny Management Board on 10 September 
2020.

17. The workshop also identified additional areas of focus for scrutiny which included 
the opportunities, benefits and risks of the public service transformation, the 
financial modelling of the potential scale and pace of transformation, and the 
workforce implications.

18. It is anticipated that following submission, a response will be received from 
MHCLG indicating the next steps during the Autumn of 2020. Members are asked 
to note that a number of other areas are expected to submit proposals for change 
at this time.

19. The window of opportunity provided by the Government to local authorities for 
submission of high-level proposals has been short. There will be more work to 
do, and extensive consultation and engagement will take place following 
feedback from government as set out in paragraph 18 above. 

20. Ministerial discussions have indicated that proposals progressed in this first 
tranche in Autumn 2020 could achieve transition to new councils by April 2022. 
Progress to this timetable is also likely to result in the postponement of local 
elections scheduled for May 2021, but this will be set out in the response 
described in paragraph 18. 

21. Learning from other areas where new unitary councils have been created is that 
government’s agreement to a “Continuing Authority” can make the transition 
process smoother, faster and minimises disruption. It is therefore proposed in the 
draft Proposition and Business Case that Cumbria County Council would seek 
Continuing Authority status for this purpose, in advance of establishment of the 
new council.

22. Cabinet Members are asked to approve the draft High Level Proposition for Local 
Government Reform in Cumbria attached as Appendix 1 and the associated draft 
Business Case attached as Appendix 2.

23 Cabinet Members are also asked to authorise the Chief Executive, in consultation 
with the Leader, to finalise the High Level Proposition and the Business Case, 
and submit both documents to the Government.



Options Considered and Risks Identified

Option (a)

 It is recommended that Cabinet approves the draft High Level Proposition 
for Local Government Reform in Cumbria attached as Appendix 1 and the 
associated draft Business Case attached as Appendix 2, and to authorise 
the Chief Executive, in consultation with the Leader, to finalise the High 
Level Proposition and the Business Case, and submit both documents to 
the Government.

Option (b) 

 That Cabinet does not approve the High Level Proposition for Local 
Government Reform in Cumbria and the associated draft Business Case 
and their submission to the Government

Option (c)

 That Cabinet approves the High Level Proposition for Local Government 
Reform in Cumbria and the associated draft Business Case and their 
submission to the Government, subject to specific changes being made.

Risks – the draft Proposition and Business Case attached as Appendices 1 and 
2 respectively set out a robust case for the need for change and a strong 
proposition for a single unitary council for Cumbria. The current understanding is 
that there is a specific window of opportunity for local authorities to make 
submissions and failure to submit at this time may result in a lost opportunity to 
achieve change for some time.

Reasons for the recommendation/Key benefits 

 The recommendation is made to ensure that a case is made for reform of 
local government structures, and that the proposition of a new single unitary 
council for Cumbria is considered as the most effective mechanism to 
achieve the aspirations as set out in the Business Case.

Financial – What Resources will be needed and how will it be Funded?

24. The draft High Level Proposition and associated Business Case sets out the 
potential financial benefits from local government reform. Core data for the 
financial modelling was based on published information from all seven Councils, 
drawing largely on the District Council Revenue Outturn Returns for 2018/19 and 
the County Council’s draft Statement of Accounts for 2019/20. The financial 
modelling does not assume any specific configuration of existing districts within 
Cumbria but uses average figures across all six districts as there is no clear 
consensus at this stage across the County as to what the configuration of a two 
unitary model would be.



25. The financial analysis undertaken based on experience of savings associated 
with the implementation of unitary governance elsewhere, indicates that as you 
would expect, savings from reorganisation will be derived from removing 
duplication and working more efficiently across local government.

26. In addition, depending on the level of ambition of the new council, the harnessing 
of new technologies, streamlined ways of working and focusing upon the 
customer to redesign service delivery to individuals and localities, significant 
further savings can be achieved through transformation. These savings would be 
available to meet increased demand pressures, constraints on government 
funding to local government and enable investment in local services in the future.

27. Compared to the status quo remaining, the modelling estimates: the recurring 
annual net benefit once the newly established councils are in place, the one-off 
costs of transition and transformation, the profile of how benefits will accrue over 
time, and as a result the net benefit over a five year period. 

28. As the table below summarises, the financial modelling demonstrates that a new 
single unitary council for Cumbria provides significantly greater value for money 
than two. Two new unitary councils provide value for money compared to the 
status quo – but the opportunities for net savings, and therefore, greater financial 
resilience are significantly less.

Annual Net Benefit
Reorganisation Base 

Transformation
Stretch 

Transformation

One Unitary Authority £24m £41m £52m

Two Unitary Authorities £12m £23m £31m

Difference £12m £18m £21m

Net Benefit over 5 years

One Unitary Authority £96m £147m £187m

Two Unitary Authorities £33m £58m £81m

Difference £63m £89m £106m

Payback

One Unitary Authority <1 year 1.3 years 1.3 years

Two Unitary Authorities 2.3 years 2.5 years 2.3 years

Difference > 1.3 years 1.2 years 1.0 years

29. Given the uncertainty of the financial context for local government in the medium 
term, as the country recovers from the COVID-19 pandemic, the opportunity to 
generate the maximum financial benefit for the ratepayers, services users of local 
government and local communities in Cumbria, in the future, must be a priority.



Legal Aspects – What needs to be considered?

30 Proposals for a unitary authority are submitted under Part 1 of the Local 
Government and Public Involvement in Health Act 2007.  As the Act makes no 
specific reference to a decision maker on submission of proposals, the decision 
is a Cabinet decision as under the Local Government Act 2000 (s 9D(2)) any 
function of a local authority not specifically assigned a decision maker in 
regulations is to be a function of the executive of the authority i.e. Cabinet.

Health and Safety Aspects – What needs to be considered?

31. There are no identified health and safety aspects to be considered in relation to 
the submission of the draft Proposition and Business Case. Implementation of 
any such proposal will incorporate health and safety considerations.

Council Plan Priority – How do the Proposals Contribute to the Delivery of 
the Council’s Stated Outcomes? (Outcomes - People in Cumbria are 
Healthy and Safe, Places in Cumbria are well connected and thriving, the 
Economy in Cumbria is growing and benefits everyone)

32. The proposals are focused on providing the conditions to improve all outcomes 
for the people of Cumbria at pace and at scale.

What is the Impact of the Decision on Health Inequalities and Equality and 
Diversity Issues?

33. There are no identified health inequalities and equality and diversity issues to be 
considered in relation to the submission of the draft Proposition and Business 
Case. Implementation of any such proposal will incorporate consideration of 
these issues.

Appendices and Background Documents

Appendix 1 – Draft High Level Proposition for Local Government Reform in Cumbria
Appendix 2 – Draft Business Case for Local Government Reform in Cumbria (copy to 
follow)

Key Facts

Electoral Division(s): All
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Yes Yes No N/A No No No



Approved by the relevant Cabinet Member on 27 August 2020  

Previous relevant Council or Executive decisions
Cabinet 20 December 2018 – decision to agree to submit to Government an 
expression of interest in exploring options for local government reorganisation to a 
unitary model in Cumbria.

Consideration by Overview & Scrutiny
No

Background Papers
None
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