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What is the Report About? (Executive Summary)

1. This report provides proposed Cabinet responses to the findings and 
recommendations of the Scrutiny Task and Finish Group on the future of local 
government in Cumbria with a focus on locality models and structures.

Recommendation of the Executive Director

2. That Members agree the responses to the Scrutiny Task and Finish Group’s 
recommendations as set out in paragraphs 10 to 29.

Background to the Proposals

3. On 3 September 2020, Cabinet approved a high-level Proposition for Local 
Government Reform in Cumbria and an associated Business Case. These 
documents were subsequently submitted to the Ministry of Housing, 
Communities and Local Government following receipt on an invitation to 
principal local authorities in Cumbria to submit proposals for reform. 

4. The Proposition and Business Case included the aim that one new Council for 
the people of Cumbria would deliver stronger town and parish councils and 
locality working – more powers to Cumbria’s many and varied local 
communities over what happens in their area.

5. In advance of Cabinet consideration, all non-executive Members of the Council 
were invited to a session held on 19 August 2020 to receive an update on the 
development of proposals and contribute to the further development of 
proposals. At this session Members identified exploration of potential locality 
arrangements, including strengthened Town and Parish Councils, as a piece of 
future Scrutiny Work. The Scrutiny Management Board subsequently 
commissioned a Task and Finish Group to explore this issue and agreed a 
scope for initial work on 10 September.

6. The Task and Finish Group was established and has undertaken an intensive 
piece of work during October and November. The findings and 
recommendations of the Task and Finish Group have been presented by the 
Chair of Scrutiny Management Board to this meeting of Cabinet for 
consideration.



7. The Group’s broad findings were that:

 Cumbria offers scope for multiple models of localisation, Members 
could see the benefits of retaining the district boundaries, but 
heard from several local authorities that have implemented Area 
Partnership or Locality Board models with around 15 Boards to 
serve a population similar to Cumbria’s;

 The evidence pointed to the importance of striking a balance 
between the strategic oversight that unitary status provides with 
the flexibility that is required at the most local level;

 That there is scope to rationalise the planning system compared to 
the status quo;

 Initial work was carried out to look at how localisation would 
enable new people to become councillors and heard from other 
councils about how they involve the public within the Area 
Partnerships and Locality Boards. 

8. Cabinet very much welcomes the work that Members have carried out and 
appreciates the efforts to complete this initial work over a short timescale. This 
ensures that this work can effectively inform further development of proposals. It 
is important to understand that the decision of the Government on the next 
steps in the local government reform process will be made after 9 December 
2020. The shape and pace of further development of proposals is linked to 
Ministerial decisions on the proposals received from local authorities in 
Cumbria. Cabinet welcomes and accepts the findings and recommendations 
from Scrutiny work to date and will use them to inform future local work and 
decisions on the relevant issues. 

9. The resulting recommendations, and proposed Cabinet responses, are as 
follows:

10. Recommendation 1

11. That the following principles are considered for adoption when developing a 
locality model and structure for a future unitary:

 The importance of centrality of information about the population when 
developing models, in terms of population health models, education, 
economic data and information on vulnerable or marginalised groups;

 Getting the balance right between the following geographical scales: 
whole authority, current districts, sub-district level (as with the Area 
Partnerships and Locality Boards) and parish level; this means 
considering levels of downward devolution and potentially taking a 
tiered approach;

 Consideration of which of functions to devolve – i.e. highways and 
infrastructure, preventative services, health and wellbeing 
responsibilities etc.

 Adopting a strength-based approach which capitalises on what 
people want locally, what works well and what could aid prevention, 



rather than focusing most attention on interventions where things are 
not working;

 Looking at participation models which move beyond a traditional 
council or committee approach, with partners, parishes and the 
public playing a greater role, while Members retaining key 
responsibilities (i.e. voting on spend);

 Importance of relationships and networks and ensuring that structural 
arrangements act as enablers rather than barriers – enhancing what 
has worked historically;

 Resilience – developing an approach which can accommodate 
structural changes among partners (i.e. NHS reorganisation), 
introduction of new actors (i.e. Police and Crime Commissioner) and 
changes in personnel (i.e. elections with high turnover, key officers 
retiring or leaving), sudden changes in national policy (i.e. due to 
national politics, budgets or major shocks – i.e. COVID)

12. Proposed Response to Recommendation 1

13. Recommendation accepted: Cabinet agrees that the principles set out by the 
Task and Finish Group are important to consider in developing future locality 
arrangements. These very much align with the Council’s proposition and 
business case for reform which sets out ambitions for engagement, design and 
delivery of services at the most local level. The highlighting of the importance of 
the dynamic public service environment in which future local government in 
Cumbria will operate is very much welcomed, as is the focus on building on 
Cumbria’s strong tradition of effective partnership working, strong networks and 
participation.

14. In taking work forward it will be important to develop a framework for 
assessment to inform the future consideration of devolution of functions and 
consider a wide range of options across all local authority functions including, 
for example, functions in relation to green spaces, rights of way and footpaths.

15. The recommended strength-based approaches and those based on being 
responsive to the needs and aspirations of each community also reflect the 
ambition to build on the best and go much further, as set out in the Council’s 
proposition for reform. It is important to understand what isn’t working and why 
and capture that learning so that improvements can be made and different ways 
of working explored.

16. These principles provide a good foundation for further engagement and further 
work on exploring which arrangements will best meet the needs of local 
communities in all parts of Cumbria and best support them to achieve better 
outcomes.

17. Recommendation 2

18. That the following proposed approach to working with, supporting and 
strengthening the role of town and parish councils is considered:

 Maximising a locally led approach that recognises that there is no 
one size fits all;



 Building the strategic capacity of town and parish councils for 
those who wish to do so, for example through locality structures, 
clustering and/or considering the merits of establishing a quality 
framework for town and parish councils e.g. the current Local 
Council Award Scheme (LCAS), or the Certificate in Local Council 
Administration (CiLCA); 

 If developing an Area Partnership or Locality Board approach, to 
ensure parishes can cluster based on their historical associations, 
and that they have flexibility to determine how much they wish to 
be involved;

 Considering working with Town and Parish Council on a 
programme of devolution of resources, potentially with stronger 
ties to the local elected Member of the Unitary Council to ensure a 
voice at all structural tiers;

 For unparished areas to consider learning from the Area 
Partnership/Locality Board models, in terms of developing 
structures between Parish/Town Council level and the current 
District levels.

19. Proposed Response to Recommendation 2

20. Recommendation accepted: Cabinet agrees that the approaches set out by 
the Task and Finish Group in relation to strengthening the role of Town and 
Parish Councils should be considered as proposals for reform are developed 
further.

21. This aligns with the Council’s proposal, as set out in the Proposition and 
Business Case, to strengthen the role of Town and Parish Councils as a critical 
element of the ambitions for engagement, design and delivery of services at the 
most local level and devolution of decision-making, resources, and functions. 

22. Cabinet recognises that local government Is an important facilitator in providing 
support to Town and Parish Councils and other forms of locality arrangements 
to enable and support local communities to maximise the benefits of these 
opportunities. Support and resources will be important in developing strong 
governance and delivery arrangements for devolution.

23. Recommendation 3

24. That Cabinet considers seeking further input from scrutiny on several aspects of 
this review including:

 The role of the front-line Councillor in any future localisation model;
 For the resourcing work being carried out by Scrutiny to finalise initial 

work from this review on how to support the Councillor of the Future 
– and especially in terms of attracting Councillors from diverse 
backgrounds; and to work closely with the forthcoming Scrutiny Task 
and Finish Group on new ways of working;

 To consider the Equality implications of any further models, including 
those protected under the Equality Act, but also people who may 
experience inequalities due to deprivation or rural isolation;



 To consider the implications of localisation on children and families 
and for Adult Social Care.

25. Proposed Response to Recommendation 3

26. Recommendation accepted: Cabinet welcomes the work of Scrutiny to date 
and the proposal for Scrutiny to undertake further work on the issues identified 
as the process of reform progresses. This work is extremely valuable and 
Scrutiny’s approach to securing engagement and input from a wide range of 
stakeholders is a particularly important element of the work.

27. It is recognised and welcomed that the elements of the recommendation in 
relation to the role of, and support for, the Councillor of the future will be part of 
a joined up Scrutiny approach through the Task and Finish Group on future 
ways of working recently established by the Scrutiny Management Board. 
Consideration of the support that could be provided to Members to help them 
with their day to day work across the range of services under a unitary structure 
will be an important aspect of further development of proposals. Cabinet looks 
forward to considering the findings and recommendations of this work.

28. The assessment of implications in relation to equality is a vitally important 
element of the further development of proposals for change. Work is beginning 
to develop the foundation of the approach to assessment of equalities impact 
for the future when detailed proposals are brought forward.

29. Future scrutiny work to further explore opportunities and implications for key 
areas such as social care and children and families would also be very much 
welcomed.

Conclusion

30. Cabinet is grateful for Scrutiny’s work to date on these issues and the 
recommendations for the future and the suggestions for ongoing work. 

Options Considered and Risks Identified

Option (a)

 Cabinet may agree the responses to the Scrutiny Task and Finish Group’s 
recommendations as set out in this report.

Option (b) 

 Cabinet may agree the responses to the Scrutiny Task and Finish Group’s 
recommendations as set out in this report, subject to identified changes 
being made

Option (c)

 Cabinet may agree not to respond to the recommendations at this time



Risks – not responding to the recommendations would be a missed opportunity 
to capture the learning from the Scrutiny review and use it to inform future work, 
and to support future Scrutiny engagement as the process of reform 
progresses.

Reasons for the recommendation/Key benefits 

 The Scrutiny recommendations provide valuable learning and proposals 
that will inform the further development of proposals for reform.

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

31. There are no additional resource requirements associated with the 
recommendations contained within this report. 

Legal Aspects – What needs to be considered?

32 There are no direct legal implications associated with the recommendations 
contained within this report.  

Health and Safety Aspects – What needs to be considered?

33 The County Council has a responsibility under the Health & Safety at Work Act 
1974 to ensure, as far as is reasonably practicable, that adequate health and 
safety provisions are in place for everything that it has responsibility for. 

34 Whilst there are no direct health and safety related implications arising from the 
recommendations contained within the report, it will be important that future 
decisions on proposals developed through the reform process will be subject to 
appropriate assessment of health and safety implications being progressed as 
per the commitments outlined in the County Council’s corporate health, safety 
and wellbeing policy statement last agreed by Cabinet in September 2020. 

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)

35 Taking forward the Scrutiny recommendations to inform further development of 
proposals for reform of local government in Cumbria is a key element of 
implementing the aim to improve outcomes for everyone in Cumbria.

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

36 The decision to agree Cabinet’s response to Scrutiny has no direct impact on
health inequalities and equality and diversity issues. Future decisions on
proposals developed through the reform process will be appropriately assessed 
as they are brought forward.
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