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Meeting date: 15 November 2018

From: Leader of the Council

LOCAL GOVERNMENT REORGANISATION

1.0 EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

1.1 This paper provides information on the local and national context in 
relation to local government reorganisation. It also provides, in 
Appendix 1, a summary of the work on the status quo and options 
considered by Cumbria Leadership Board over the last 6 months. 

1.2 Cabinet is due to consider, on 20 December 2018, a proposal to 
approach the Secretary of State for Housing, Communities and Local 
Government to seek the Government’s views on the potential for local 
government reorganisation in Cumbria, and to propose working with 
them to develop proposals for consideration. The information in this 
report is intended to inform Members’ debate on this issue at full 
Council on 15 November 2018. Members’ views and comments will 
inform Cabinet’s considerations in December.

2.0 STRATEGIC PLANNING AND EQUALITY IMPLICATIONS

2.1 This report invites member discussion on local government 
reorganisation. If at some time in the future a decision was made on 
this issue it may have significant implications on the strategic planning 
framework for the Council. The issues raised for consideration in this 
report include a focus on improving outcomes for the people of 
Cumbria in line with the Council’s Council Plan 2018 – 2022.

2.2 Financial, legal and equality implications of any future decisions will be 
considered within the relevant decision-making process.

3.0 RECOMMENDATION

3.1 That Members note this report.

3.2 That Members discuss and comment on the proposal to approach the 
Secretary of State for Housing, Communities and Local Government to 
seek the Government’s views on the potential for local government 
reorganisation in Cumbria, and to propose working with them to 
develop proposals for consideration. 



4.0 BACKGROUND

4.1 Following the enactment of the Local Government Act 1972, a two-tier 
structure of county and district councils was established throughout England. 
From 1986 onwards, a number of reorganisations have removed this two-tier 
structure and replaced it with unitary authorities in large parts of the country.

4.2 There are currently 124 single-tier local authorities in England (unitary 
authorities, metropolitan boroughs / districts, and London Boroughs) plus 27 
county councils and 201 district councils. Sixty-five percent of the population 
of the UK lives in single-tier council areas including all of London, Scotland, 
Wales and Northern Ireland, all major metropolitan areas, and a number of 
shire county areas.

4.3 In 2008/09, a round of reorganisation included the creation of county unitary 
authorities in Northumberland, Durham, Cornwall, Wiltshire and Shropshire. 
Cheshire and Bedfordshire were also reorganised with the creation of 2 
unitary authorities within each county.

4.4 Following the formation of the coalition Government in 2010, the then 
Secretary of State for Communities and Local Government signalled a 
reluctance to consider further reorganisation. This position shifted in 2016. 
Since then a number of reorganisation proposals have been submitted and 
are being progressed.

Legislative Context

4.5 The procedures for creation of a unitary authority are set out in the Local 
Government and Public Involvement in Health Act 2007.  Under this 
legislation the Secretary of State may invite a proposal for a county or 
district, or group of districts to become unitary. On 1 November 2018, the 
Secretary of State stated that he would set out, in due course, the specific 
circumstances in which he will invite a proposal in the future. 

4.6 Within this process the Secretary of State may ask the Boundary 
Commission for Local Government in England to undertake a structural 
review of the area.

4.7 In February 2017, the Minister for Local Government set out the criteria for 
which proposals for local government reorganisation will be assessed. A 
proposal must:

 Improve the area’s local government;
 Command a good deal of local support in the area; and,
 Propose a credible geography for the proposed new structures.

4.8 In March 2018, in the invitation to local authorities in Northamptonshire to 
make a proposal to create unitary authorities, this criteria was expanded on. 
This set out that proposals must:

 be likely to improve local government and service delivery across the 
area of the proposal, giving greater value for money, generating 



savings, providing stronger strategic and local leadership, and which 
are more sustainable structures; 

 command a good deal of local support as assessed in the round 
overall across the whole area of the proposal; and,

 propose a credible geography for each unitary authority consisting of 
one or more existing local government areas which have a substantial 
population that at a minimum is substantially in excess of 300,000.

Recent National Developments

4.9 Since September 2016, the Ministry of Housing, Communities and Local 
Government (MHCLG) has received a total of five business cases from four 
local authority areas for the creation of unitary authorities. These are 
Oxfordshire, Dorset, Northamptonshire, and two in respect of 
Buckinghamshire. 

4.10 The Secretary of State has approved and legislated for the Dorset County 
Council proposal, enabling the creation of two unitary authorities in the 
county from 1 April 2019. 

4.11 The Secretary of State announced, on 1 November 2018, his intention to 
legislate for the creation of a single unitary authority in Buckinghamshire, 
replacing the county’s existing five councils. 

4.12 These two proposals were considered under the Cities and Local 
Government Act 2016 which provides for an expedited procedure for a 
unitary proposal where not all affected local authorities consent to the 
proposal. On 1 November 2018 the Secretary of State announced that any 
future proposals (if not legislated for by 31 March 2019) where not all 
affected local authorities consent will follow the original procedure as set out 
in the Local Government and Public Involvement in Health Act 2007.

4.13 Local authorities in Northamptonshire submitted their proposal on 31 August 
2018, proposing two unitary authorities, under this original 2007 procedure. 
Further consideration of the proposal in respect of Oxfordshire has been put 
on hold pending progress on the relevant Housing Deal.

4.14 Other local authorities are now actively exploring structural change. 
Leicestershire County Council is currently consulting the public on a single 
unitary authority for the whole county but excluding the existing unitary 
authority (Leicester City Council), with a view to submitting a proposal to the 
Secretary of State in May 2019. Nottinghamshire County Council has also 
launched a public consultation to inform a case for change which will be 
considered in December. Local authorities in Somerset have also recently 
agreed to commission work to explore options for the future of local 
government in the county.

The Cumbria Context

4.15 Between March and September 2018, the Cumbria Leadership Board (CLB) 
considered 3 reports relating to local government reorganisation. The reports 
set out the changing national and local context in relation to this matter, and 



a range of outcome-focussed and financial information in relation to potential 
unitary authority options in Cumbria. 

4.16 The Cumbria Leadership Board is comprised of the Leaders of Cumbria 
County Council and the 6 District Councils in the county, the Cumbria Police 
and Crime Commissioner, the Chairs of the county’s 2 Clinical 
Commissioning Groups, the Chair of the Lake District National Park 
Authority, the Chair of the Cumbria Association of Local Councils (CALC), 
and the Chair of the Cumbria Third Sector Network.

4.17 The Board were supportive of change. However, on 15 August 2018, the 
Chair of the Joint Districts Groups advised the Leader of the County Council 
that there was no shared view of a way forward between the District 
Councils, and that therefore not all of the Councils would be participating in 
the further work requested by the Board at their meeting in June.

4.18 As a result, following consideration of the third paper at the September 
meeting of Cumbria Leadership Board, the Board agreed that no further joint 
work would be undertaken on this issue at this stage. They concluded that 
each of the 7 local authorities should consider the information individually if 
they wish to do so. 

Issues for Consideration

4.19 The case for change, developed through the work with partners through 
Cumbria Leadership Board, is focused around the need to achieve the 
following improvements and benefits for the people of Cumbria:

 
o increased efficiency of public services, particularly in meeting the 

challenge of increasing demand for services, and local government 
funding reform;

o improved strategic policy and delivery
 e.g. potential benefits in achieving economic growth by 

bringing together related services such as spatial planning, 
housing, transport and infrastructure;

o simplification of the public service map in Cumbria enabling 
customers to navigate services more easily; 

o opportunities and challenges for improving engagement with the 
public;

o achieving greater value for money;
o maximising the influence of, and the ability to attract funding and 

investment into, Cumbria at a regional and national level through a 
single voice; and,

o enabling customers to receive better, joined up services – supporting 
person-centred, holistic approaches

 e.g. closer connections between social care and safeguarding 
services with housing, leisure and benefits services

4.20 In January 2015, Ernst and Young (EY) set out a strategic business case for 
local government reorganisation in Cumbria on an analysis of two potential 
structural models. The analysis showed that there is the potential for annual 
savings of up to £28.3m if a single unitary authority for Cumbria was created, 
and up to £16.8m in a two unitary scenario. 



4.21 Analysis of the Council Tax base and forecasts for Council Tax 
harmonisation will be critical in assessing the financial sustainability of 
options for the future, and whether the population of identified geographies 
are sufficient to support financially sustainable organisations.

4.22 Appendix 1 provides a summary of the benefits analysis work carried out on 
the status quo and a number of options for change and considered by 
Cumbria Leadership Board members over the last 6 months.

Proposal

4.22. It is proposed that the Council approaches the Secretary of State to seek the 
Government’s views on the potential for local government reorganisation in 
Cumbria, and to propose working with them to develop proposals for 
consideration. Cabinet will consider this matter at the meeting to be held on 
20 December 2018.

4.23 This approach will focus on options for structural change that will enable 
local authorities and partners in Cumbria to best improve outcomes for the 
people of Cumbria, supporting financially sustainable local government and 
the delivery of vital services to communities across the county.

4.24 Council Members are asked to discuss and comment on this proposal to 
inform Cabinet’s future decision-making.

5 RESOURCE AND VALUE FOR MONEY IMPLICATIONS

5.1 There are no financial implications with regards to the recommendation of 
this report, i.e. the sharing of views and comments in order to inform the 
discussion and decision that will take place at Cabinet on 20 December 
2018.

5.2 Should Cabinet in December 2018 decide to approach the Secretary of State 
to explore local government reorganisation in Cumbria then the specific 
financial implications of moving to a unitary authority, or authorities, will be 
considered as part of that process.

5.3 However previous analysis in January 2015 by Ernst and Young (EY) 
showed that there is the potential for annual savings of up to £28.3m if a 
single unitary authority for Cumbria was created, and up to £16.8m in a two 
unitary scenario.

6 LEGAL IMPLICATIONS

6.1 The decision to approach the Secretary of State for Housing, Communities 
and Local Government to seek the Government’s views on the potential for 
local government reorganisation in Cumbria is a Cabinet decision.  However, 
it is part of the terms of reference of Council to consider any other business 
specified in the summons of the meeting and Council can be consulted as a 
body under this provision. The Council’s views are being sought to inform 
the decision that Cabinet will make in December 2018.   



7 CONCLUSION

7.1 This paper provides information for Members to consider in advance of the 
opportunity for all Members of the Council to share their views and comments 
in order to inform the discussion and decision that is scheduled to take place at 
Cabinet on 20 December 2018.

Dawn Roberts
Executive Director – Corporate, Customer and Community Services

6 November 2018

APPENDICES

Appendix 1 Summary of issues – exploring local government 
reorganisation in Cumbria

Electoral Division(s): All

Executive Decision No*

Key Decision No*

If a Key Decision, is the proposal published in the current Forward Plan? N/A*

Is the decision exempt from call-in on grounds of urgency? No*

N/A*If exempt from call-in, has the agreement of the Chair of the relevant 
Overview and Scrutiny Committee been sought or obtained?

No*Has this matter been considered by Overview and Scrutiny?
If so, give details below.

N/A*Has an environmental or sustainability impact assessment been 
undertaken?

N/A*Has an equality impact assessment been undertaken?

PREVIOUS RELEVANT COUNCIL OR EXECUTIVE DECISIONS
[including Local Committees]

No previous relevant decisions.

CONSIDERATION BY OVERVIEW AND SCRUTINY

Not considered by Overview and Scrutiny.
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No background papers.
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Stewart Young, Leader of the Council
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