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What is the Report About? (Executive Summary)

1. This report is about the submission of an expression of interest in working with 
the Government to explore options for reorganisation of local government to a 
unitary model in Cumbria. It provides information on the legislative and policy 
context, approaches taken by other areas in the country, and the outline case 
for change that emerged from work carried out with partners through the 
Cumbria Leadership Board earlier this year.

2. In this report, Cabinet Members are also asked to consider the views and 
comments expressed by Members of the Council at the meeting of Cumbria 
County Council held on Thursday 15 November 2018, and the analysis of a 
number of unitary models that was carried out through Cumbria Leadership 
Board over the last few months attached as Appendix 1.

Recommendation of the Executive Director

3. That Cabinet agrees to submit to Government an expression of interest in 
exploring options for local government reorganisation to a unitary model in 
Cumbria.

Background to the Proposals

National Context

4. 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.

5. 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.



6. 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.

7. Between 2010 and 2016 central government made it clear that they were 
reluctant to consider any further proposals for reorganisation of local 
government in an area, particularly where there was not unanimous consent of 
all local authorities in the relevant area.

8. In 2016, the then Secretary of State signalled a shift in this position. 
Subsequently the Ministry of Housing, Communities and Local Government 
(MHCLG) has received a total of five business cases proposing unitary authority 
models from 4 local authority areas. These are in respect of Oxfordshire, 
Dorset, Northamptonshire and two in respect of Buckinghamshire.

9. 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. 

10. The Secretary of State has also 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. 

11. Local authorities in Northamptonshire submitted their proposal on 31 August 
2018, proposing two unitary authorities, and the Government is now consulting 
on that proposal. Further consideration of the proposal in respect of Oxfordshire 
has been put on hold pending progress on the relevant Housing Deal.

12. It is clear in reviewing these proposals and processes that local engagement 
and support has been critical in decision-making. Local MPs have played a key 
role alongside the relevant local authorities demonstrating significant local 
support for the proposals put forward, even if, in some cases, the majority of 
councils in the area were opposed.

13. Other local authorities are also now actively exploring structural change. 
Leicestershire County Council is currently consulting the public on a single 
unitary authority for the whole county, excluding the existing unitary authority, 
with a view to submitting a proposal to the Secretary of State in May 2019. 

14. Nottinghamshire County Council has produced an outline case for change and 
is, this month, considering consulting on a preferred option of a single unitary 
council. Local authorities in Somerset have also recently agreed to commission 
work to explore options for the future of local government in the county.



Legislative and Local Context

15. 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. 

16. 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.

17. In February 2017, the Minister for Local Government set out the criteria against 
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.

18. In March 2018, in the invitation to local authorities in Northamptonshire to make 
a proposal to create unitary authorities, these criteria were 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 population that at 
a minimum is substantially in excess of 300,000.

19. 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. 

20. 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.

21. 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:

 



 increased efficiency of public services, particularly in meeting the 
challenge of increasing demand for services, and local government 
funding reform;

 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;

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

 opportunities and challenges for improving engagement with the public;
 achieving greater value for money;
 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,

 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

22. Through the Board an initial assessment of the opportunities and challenges of 
the status quo and a number of unitary models was undertaken. The models 
considered were:

 the status quo,
 one single unitary authority for Cumbria,
 two unitary authorities for Cumbria on a North / South split,
 two unitary authorities for Cumbria on an East / West split, and,
 two unitary authorities based on existing Clinical Commissioning Group 

boundaries, which includes Morecambe Bay.

23. This assessment is attached as Appendix 1 to this report for Members’ 
information.

24. 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 authority scenario. 

25. 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.

26. The Cumbria Leadership Board was broadly 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.



27. 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. The analysis produced for consideration by Board members is attached as 
Appendix 1.

Feedback from Full Council meeting – 15 November 2018

28. All Council Members had the opportunity to debate the proposal to approach 
the Government to seek views on the potential for local government 
reorganisation in Cumbria, at the meeting of Cumbria County Council held on 
15 November 2018, and to propose working with Government to develop 
proposals for consideration 

29. The views and comments expressed in Council were broadly supportive of 
change and highlighted a number of issues for Cabinet Members’ consideration. 
One member asked for their disagreement with the proposal to be formally 
noted. The opportunity to debate this proposal prior to consideration by Cabinet 
was welcomed, and the work carried out to date with partners through the 
Cumbria Leadership Board was recognised.

30. There follows a summary of the views and comments expressed by Members in 
the meeting on 15 November. There was support expressed for unitary 
governance in principle; however, there was no broad support expressed at this 
stage for a specific model.

31. Members commented that the debate was welcome and timely and it is right to 
approach the Government about working with them to explore solutions that will 
work for Cumbria and its residents.

32. Members expressed views that the current local government structure in 
Cumbria is inefficient and complex, and requires change. The fragmentation of 
services across the existing tiers of local government was highlighted as 
unhelpful. Members stressed the importance of simplifying the system for 
residents and customers.

33. The need for reorganisation to increase efficiency and reduce costs, to release 
savings to enable investment in services to support communities, particularly 
the most vulnerable people, and to deliver improvements in the county’s 
infrastructure was emphasised by members.

34. The benefits of reorganisation in providing a united voice for Cumbria in 
engagement with the government and potential investors in the county, and the 
links between identity and local government, were raised.

35. The importance of any future proposals focusing on democracy, services and 
the community as well as the future financial sustainability of local government 
in the county was given emphasis by Members.



36. Issues in relation to relationships between existing tiers of local government 
were also highlighted. These included the significance of existing three-tier 
working and the potential for further devolution of functions and services to local 
areas and town and parish councils, the role County and District Councils 
currently play in respect of accountability to residents, (e.g. do they provide 
checks and balances for each other), and relationships with the National Park 
Authorities.

37. Members also focused on some of the challenges that a reorganisation process 
could bring. These focused on the resources and capacity (including Officer and 
Member time) that would be needed to explore options, and to develop and 
deliver any subsequent proposals, and the challenges of achieving (and 
demonstrating achievement of) planned or forecasted savings.

38. The future role of Councillors was discussed, with a focus on the support 
Members would need to respond to the wider remit of any unitary authority and 
the additional service areas that Members would be responsible for than under 
the current County and District system.

39. It was emphasised that no criticism is made of any existing council or any 
officers by debating these issues.

40. Council Members recognised that the proposal to approach the Secretary of 
State for Housing, Communities and Local Government did not reference any 
specific unitary models, and that significant engagement and communication 
would need to be carried out in advance of any future decisions on proposals.

41. Cabinet Members are asked, following consideration of the information in this 
paper and set out in Appendix 1, to agree to submit to Government an 
expression of interest in exploring options for local government reorganisation 
to a unitary model in Cumbria.

Options Considered and Risks Identified

Option (a)

 Cabinet agrees to submit to Government an expression of interest in 
exploring options for local government reorganisation to a unitary model 
in Cumbria.

Option (b) 

 Cabinet agrees to submit to Government an expression of interest in 
exploring options for local government reorganisation to a unitary model 
in Cumbria, subject to specific changes being made.

Option (c)

 Cabinet does not agree to submit to Government an expression of 
interest in exploring options for local government reorganisation to a 
unitary model in Cumbria. 



Risks – The decision not to submit an expression of interest at this time would 
potentially miss, or delay progress on, an opportunity to explore options for local 
government reorganisation to a unitary model in Cumbria.

Reasons for the recommendation/Key benefits 

 The decision to submit an expression of interest at this time would 
demonstrate that the Council recognises the need for change in Cumbria 
to support the future sustainability of local authorities and vital public 
services.

 The submission of an expression of interest provides an opportunity to 
understand Government’s views and intentions which could be used to 
inform future decision-making by the Council about further work and 
allocation of capacity and resources

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

42. There are no immediate financial implications with regards to the 
recommendation of this report, i.e. the submission to Government of an 
expression of interest in exploring options for local government reorganisation in 
Cumbria.

43. 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.

44. Members may wish to consider a further decision in the future in relation to the 
development of a formal proposal and business case. The resources required 
to undertake the development of such a formal proposal and business case 
would need to be part of the information provided to inform this future decision 
making process. 

Legal Aspects – What needs to be considered?

45. The Local Government and Public Involvement in Health Act 2007 empowers 
the Secretary of State to invite proposals in respect of a single tier of local 
government. This does not prevent a local authority from submitting an 
expression of interest in receiving such an invitation, outside this formal legal 
process.  There are no specific legal implications to submitting an expression of 
interest in a single tier of local government. 



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)

46. This proposal relates to exploring options for local government reorganisation 
giving consideration to how options will improve all outcomes for the people of 
Cumbria and support the sustainability of public services in the county.

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

47. The decision to submit an expression of interest has no direct impact on health 
inequalities and equality and diversity issues. If this decision subsequently led 
to further options assessment, impact would be considered as part of this 
assessment.

Appendices and Background Documents

Appendix 1 – Analysis work carried out through Cumbria Leadership Board over 
the last few months

Key Facts

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