
1 | P a g e  
 

W: www.breakthrough-basildon-borough.com  

T: @BBBC  

I: @BBBC  

E: info@breakthrough-basildon-borough.co.uk 

 

‘Politics and Governance’ Theme Briefing 
Effective local governance structures are needed to ensure that meaningful power is held at 

a local level. If we want to see inclusive growth in Basildon, we need to have the right 

governance in place to ensure that we are able to take the necessary decisions and, just as 

importantly, to ensure that there is effective scrutiny of, and accountability for, those 

decisions. 

So we need to think about what good governance would look like, but we also need to 

understand the somewhat fluid governance landscape within which Basildon currently finds 

itself. 

Local Government Governance Landscape 

There are 353 local authorities (LAs) in England – 27 county councils, 201 district councils, 

and 125 unitary LAs (of which 32 are London Boroughs and 36 are Metropolitan Boroughs). 

Scotland has 32 unitary LAs, Wales 22, and Northern Ireland 11.  In addition there are over 

10,000 parish and town councils in England, and community councils in Scotland and Wales.   

There’s a lot of variety within this system. 

Some councils elect all of their councillors at once every four years. Others elect half or a 

third of their councillors at each election. Basildon elects a third of its councillors every year. 

There are also differences in the ways councils are run.         

Before the Local Government Act 2000, decisions in all English local authorities were taken 

by councillors who were elected to represent small geographical areas of those councils 

(wards). The detailed work in areas of council business was undertaken in committees of 

these ward councillors. The most common arrangement was that the decisions of these 
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committees, expressed in their minutes, were then approved at the next meeting of the 

council, though in some councils, particularly in the larger authorities, the power to make 

those decisions was delegated to the committees themselves, and there were always special 

powers under which decisions that required urgent action could be taken by senior officials 

in collaboration with the chair of the committee. Detailed decisions could often be made by 

officers even when not urgent, so that committees were not overwhelmed by a huge 

number of decisions.      

The Local Government Act 2000 introduced four governance options for councils – they 

could be governed by a leader working with a cabinet, a directly elected executive mayor, a 

council manager working with a directly elected mayor, or a streamlined committee system. 

This ‘fourth option’ was normally only open to shire districts with populations of less than 

85,000.            

The Localism Act 2011 introduced a further form of local authority governance in addition to 

the leader and cabinet and mayor and cabinet models. The ‘fourth option’ was removed but 

all councils, and not just the smallest districts, were given the additional option of adopting 

a committee system.        

Under the committee system, a local authority is able to decide how its functions, i.e. the 

powers given to it by central government, are delivered. It is possible for the full council to 

make all of its decisions. Or it can delegate certain responsibilities to a committee, sub-

committee or an officer. In contrast to the former ‘fourth option’ arrangements, no limit to 

the number of committees that may be created is specified. Authorities are able to 

discharge their functions jointly with other authorities or to 

decide that certain functions will be discharged by another authority. The legislation does 

not prescribe how local authorities adopting a committee system should structure 

themselves and allows them choice over whether they should have one or more overview 

and scrutiny committees.           
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Recent Milestones in Localism, Devolution and 

Reorganisation: 

 2011 – Localism Act introduced Core Cities amendment  

 October 2011 – Whole Place Community Budget Pilots  

 July 2012 – First wave of City Deals announced  

 2013-14 – Second wave of City Deals announced  

 November 2014 – Greater Manchester devolution deal announced  

 March 2015 – Devolved health budget deal for Greater Manchester announced  

 May 2015 – Cities and Local Government Devolution Bill published  

 July 2015 – Cornwall deal published (first non-city deal)  

 September 2015 – Deadline for devolution bids 32 were submitted  

 December 2016 – Amendments to Devolution Bill  

 May 2017 – Elections for combined authority mayors in Greater Manchester, 

Liverpool City Region, West Midlands, Tees Valley, West of England and 

Cambridge/Peterborough 

 February 2018 - Confirmation that 6 districts and Dorset County Council will be 

merged into 2 unitary councils, as well as mergers of certain districts in Suffolk and 

Somerset. 

 May 2018 - First mayoral election held for the Sheffield City Region. While 

negotiations continue for a Yorkshire-wide combined authority. 

 May 2019 - Election will be held for a mayor of the North of Tyne combined 

authority.  

 

A brief History of Local Government Reorganisation 

The last comprehensive reorganisation(s) of local government in England, Scotland and 

Wales took place in the early 1970s – essentially creating a two-tier structure across 

England, Scotland and Wales (with a small number of exceptions). Since 1974, however, 

there have been piecemeal structural reorganisations in every decade. The metropolitan 

counties were abolished in the 1980s; Scotland and Wales went unitary and England created 
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46 new unitaries in the 1990s; and nine further new unitaries were created in England in the 

late-noughties. 

The 2007-09 reforms were based on the 2007 Local Government and Public Involvement in 

Health Act. Under this, Government invited proposals from groups of councils on unitary 

status, together with criteria by which they would judge submissions. The Act also provides 

procedures for merger of districts. This has been used recently with regards to Taunton 

Deane and West Somerset, and with Suffolk Coastal and Waveney – both of whom seek to 

formally merge by 2019. 

Since 2010, financial and service pressures have led to periodic calls for a more 

comprehensive unitarisation of two tier areas – notably by Michael Heseltine in his 2012 ‘No 

stones unturned…’ report. However, then Secretary of State Eric Pickles was vigorously 

opposed to the distraction of reform. 

This position changed with the 2016 Cities and Local Government Devolution Act. This 

provided for an expedited procedure for creating unitary councils (and for boundary and 

electoral reviews). The suggestion was that this was part of the process of establishing 

Combined Authorities (CAs). Indeed, the Act also enables, in principle, for districts to 

unilaterally take County Council functions to a CA of which the county council is not a 

member. 

The devolution process and the new Act has provided an impetus for considering structural 

reform as part of the menu for local transformation.  

With the 2017 metro-mayor elections, then the General Election, and the all-consuming 

pressures of Brexit, during most of 2017, it seemed that LGR was off-the-agenda – especially 

if not driven by bottom-up consensus. Government appeared to have neither the interest, 

nor the policy bandwidth to fight messy LGR battles.  

 

 



5 | P a g e  
 

The new impetus for LGR, January – March 2018 

The Greater Dorset and Buckinghamshire proposals remained ‘on the table’. These were 

joined by the widely-reported Northamptonshire County Council S114 notice which 

suggested financial shortfalls represented an existential risk to the council. Concurrently a 

number of district mergers were also progressing. 

In the face of these pressure, therefore, as of April 2018, the MHCLG SoS has: 

 confirmed (27/02/18) that, subject to parliamentary approval, he will to proceed to 

reform the nine current councils (one county, two unitary and six districts) into two 

unitaries – based on Bournemouth, Poole and Christchurch in the predominantly 

urban areas; and the remaining five districts in the more rural areas of the county 

council – with the first elections to the new councils to be held on 2 May 2019 

 announced (12/03/18) that he is ‘minded to’ replace the five existing councils of 

Buckinghamshire (county council and four districts) with one unitary. He is inviting 

representations on his decision by 25 May 2018 

 announced (27/03/18) that following consideration of the Inspector’s Best Value 

report into Northamptonshire County Council (NCC), he: 

o is ‘minded to’ send commissioners into the County Council to take direct 

control of NCC’s financial and reporting processes; 

o Invited district and borough councils (and the County Council) to submit 

proposals on restructuring local government in the area by 27 July 2018. This 

was communicated in a statutory letter which also helpfully sets out 

guidance by which SoS will appraise proposals 

 Confirmed (08/02/18) that, subject to parliamentary approval, he will implement the 

merger of Waveney and Suffolk Coast Districts to form a new district of East Suffolk; 

St Edmundsbury and Forest Heath to form a new district of West Suffolk; and on 

22/03/18 that he will implement the proposed merger of Taunton Deane and West 

Somerset councils to form a new district of Somerset West and Taunton. First 

elections to the three new councils are to be held on 2 May 2019 

Concurrently, in terms of Combined Authorities and devolution agreements: 

https://www.parliament.uk/business/publications/written-questions-answers-statements/written-statement/Lords/2018-02-26/HLWS473/
https://www.parliament.uk/business/publications/written-questions-answers-statements/written-statement/Commons/2018-03-12/HCWS535/
https://www.gov.uk/government/news/sajid-javid-responds-to-inspectors-report-into-northamptonshire-county-council
https://www.gov.uk/government/news/sajid-javid-responds-to-inspectors-report-into-northamptonshire-county-council
https://www.gov.uk/government/news/sajid-javid-responds-to-inspectors-report-into-northamptonshire-county-council
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/northamptonshire-councils-invitation-to-restructure
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/northamptonshire-councils-invitation-to-restructure
https://www.parliament.uk/business/publications/written-questions-answers-statements/written-statement/Commons/2018-02-08/HCWS462/
https://www.parliament.uk/business/publications/written-questions-answers-statements/written-statement/Commons/2018-03-22/HCWS578/
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 Government is going ahead with elections to the Sheffield City Region Mayoral 

Combined Authority(SCRMCA) on 3 May 2018; 

 It is continuing negotiations for a pan-Yorkshire MCA in response to a £3.75bn 

devolution bid from 20 Yorkshire & Humber LAs (including Barnsley and Doncaster of 

SCRMCA) 

 It is putting in place a North of Tyne MCA (covering Newcastle, North Tyneside, and 

Northumberland LA areas) and devolution agreement, with elections due to take 

place for the MCA in May 2019 

Taken together these changes amount to a substantial, if still highly partial, reform of local 

government arrangements in England. 

What, however, can LAs and partners learn from these increased activities? 

First of all, Government’s approach to doing ad hoc tactical ‘deals’ appears more embedded 

than ever! 

For instance, the North of Tyne MCA deal breaks most of Government’s own devolution 

criteria. It splits the densest part of the functional economic area of Newcastle City Region 

(Newcastle and Gateshead) in two. It complicates the management of the Tyne & Wear 

Metro rapid transit which would normally be a prime mayoral function between the new 

Mayor and four non-mayoral LAs (of Durham, Gateshead, South Shields and Sunderland). It 

seems to break up both the North East Combined Authority and the LEP which already have 

agreed multiple deals and programmes with government. How this secures “effective and 

convenient local government” to which the relevant legislation (LDEDCA 2009) requires the 

SoS to have regard is rather unclear. 

So, for LAs and partners, the lesson that if you ‘hit the right buttons’ you can achieve 

approval from the government is one useful understanding from the recent events 

described above. 

Perhaps more interesting, though, is the criteria that Government now claims to be using 

for appraising LGR cases. These are present in the attachment to the letter to 

Northamptonshire districts inviting their LGR proposals, and in the (two slightly different) 

November 2017 statements to parliament on district council mergers. 

https://sheffieldcityregion.org.uk/2018/04/06/seven-candidates-nominated-sheffield-city-region-mayoral-election/
https://sheffieldcityregion.org.uk/2018/04/06/seven-candidates-nominated-sheffield-city-region-mayoral-election/
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The Northamptonshire letter sets the criteria for unitarization as: 

 Improve local government and service delivery, including greater value-for-money, 

savings, strong strategic and local leadership, and create sustainable structures 

 Command a good deal of local support 

 Have a population ‘substantially’ in excess of 300,000 

 A set of criteria specific to Northamptonshire including alignment with Government 

priorities for the Cambridge – MK – Oxford corridor, delivering housing growth and 

meeting housing need, extensive consultation and a good deal of local support 

The district council merger criteria is a slightly briefer: 

 Improve local government and service delivery (as above for unitaries) 

 Local support 

 Be a credible geography that would facilitate joint working between LAs 

Whilst one might argue the criteria leave the SoS almost limitless room for personal 

judgement, the publication of any criteria does assist those proposing LGR to frame their 

propositions. 

However, there appears to be little definitive sense of how government will apply its own 

criteria. The North of Tyne MCA is an arguable case of Government ignoring the legislative 

basis for establishing CAs. Similarly, on Sheffield City Region and One Yorkshire, the 

complexity of electing a SCRMCA in May 2018, and then doing a deal with 20 Yorkshire LAs 

that potentially splits SCR, certainly splits the Humberside LEP and other Humberside joint 

arrangements, all within the first term of the SCR mayor is hardly a recipe for improved LA 

clarity of governance and delivery. 

On unitary status, the Dorset decision is broadly consensual, creates one predominantly 

urban unitary and one predominantly rural authority both in the 350-400,000 population 

range. On the other hand, a unitary Buckinghamshire is over 500,000 population. It would 

be the sixth largest unitary in England and the only one with two major primary urban areas 

(Aylesbury and High Wycombe) and large rural hinterlands (the other large non-

metropolitan unitary is Cornwall). The two unitary Northamptonshire solution 

https://www.parliament.uk/business/publications/written-questions-answers-statements/written-statement/Lords/2017-11-07/HLWS228/
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recommended by the Best Value Inspection creates a unitary with a population of around 

400,000 anchored by Northampton (225,000); and a polycentric unitary of around 340,000. 

Whilst all these proposals might be in the (substantially above) 300,000-600,000 range 

preferred by MHCLG (although Buckinghamshire will be over 600,000 within 15 years), they 

are all very different character of councils and communities. 

What does this all mean?  

The proliferation of movement in CA and LGR domains in recent months shows that these 

two issues are still ‘live’ in Government decision-taking. That is encouraging for LAs and 

partners who have compelling propositions they wish to progress. 

It is, however, hard to discern a coherent sense of policy direction nationally for local 

government and governance in this movement. It seems to exist in parallel worlds divorced 

from the societal challenges of, for instance, ageing which is focused on health and care 

integration; or from the financial sustainability pressures preoccupying LA to which LGR 

incurs short term costs, disruption and relatively modest (if any) financial returns in the 

medium term. 

Local authorities in England and the other nations are facing profound societal challenges 

(e.g. demographic, technological, environmental), and corresponding economic and public 

services pressures for interventions to manage these effectively and successfully. As the 

Northamptonshire county council case and recent NAO report shows, financial sustainability 

of the current LA system in the medium term is extremely fragile. There is a continuing 

scepticism and ambivalence (at best) to new intermediate tier institutions (LEPs, CAs, now 

MCAs) of this decade whose effectiveness and durability is still to be determined. 

Unprecedented uncertainties and complexities are facing the UK at almost every level of 

analysis – political, economic, social, environmental, technological. The minority national 

Government are attempting to navigate Brexit as the most profound set of changes to the 

UK in the past fifty years – with consequential bandwidth challenges for national/local 

relations in what is generally considered to be the most centralised major country in G7 and 

https://www.lgiu.org.uk/briefing/financial-sustainability-of-local-authorities-2018-nao-report/
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G20. The differing departmental approaches to devolution and central/local relations is 

deeply engrained in Whitehall, and MHCLG seems underpowered in mediating and/or 

resolving them. 

These pressures are accompanied by and contribute to driving new senses of detachment 

and disenchantment with representative democracy. Electoral turnout at all levels is 

disappointing. New types and forms of political action are as often polarising and conflictual 

as they are inclusive and consensus-building. 

Notwithstanding the merits of individual decisions for the local areas, Government 

performance of the last six months could exacerbate these challenges and dysfunctionalities 

for the England LA system as a whole rather than improve them. 

The case for some sort of constitutional convention and comprehensive consideration of 

future roles, responsibilities, forms, functions and financing of England regional and local 

government and governance has been made by several authors and organisations. 

Government clearly does not have a ‘Grand Plan’ for the future sub-national leadership and 

governance of England. Brexit alone provides a very strong driver for needing this grand 

plan at an early juncture. With the other trends mentioned in this section, the case becomes 

almost overwhelming. 

A question, therefore, for LA organisations collectively, and for their partners locally and 

nationally, is whether they might undertake some serious lobbying to influence national 

government to accept this type of more independent, comprehensive process, or whether 

Government will continue to ‘make it up as they go along’? 

More attention than hitherto also needs to be paid to democratic renewal, strengthening 

local identities that can engage residents, business and social partners in collective 

endeavour and buy-in to LA decision-making and delivery. 
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 Questions for the commission? 

 How do current governance arrangements help or hinder progress towards inclusive 

growth? 

 If we anticipate change in the governance of two tier counties what sort of position 

should Basildon be laying the groundwork for - absorption within a unitary Essex, 

unitarisation as Basildon, unitarisation as some sort of South Essex/Thames Gateway 

cluster? 

 Within existing governance arrangements how could we use scrutiny functions more 

effectively to support inclusive growth? 

 Is there a case for an arms length body, responsible to the council but independent 

from it that can manage inclusive growth and catalyse/hold the ring between 

different stakeholders? 

 

 


