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‘Politics and Governance’ Theme Report 
The penultimate meeting of the Breakthrough Basildon Borough Commission took place on 
11 July and focussed on politics and governance.  
 
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. 
 

Briefing  
 
In advance of the meeting LGiU produced a briefing on some of the key issues in local 
authority governance, which is summarised here: 
 
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. 
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 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. 

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: 

 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 
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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, and 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 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. 

Commission Meeting 
 
The Commission heard from Daphne White, Head of Localities at Essex County Council. 
 

 The “Localities Approach” is central to how Essex CC works now, bringing together 
different services across individual geographical areas. 

 

 Daphne discussed how Basildon Borough Council has a lot to offer within the county 
and is an important area in Essex economy. Productivity is a key issue for the county 
and Basildon performs well. It is a key part of South Essex. 
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 Working in partnership is important. Don’t want a top-down relationship at all. All 
partners across the region – LEP, ASELA, Thames Gateway 

 

 What works for Basildon also works for the county  
 

 Any new forms of governance, as well as interventions designed to improve services 
and the place itself, needs to be right for businesses. It’s a key part of the Essex 
approach that business is supported and strengthened in the local area.  

 

 The experience of putting together a devolution bid was not positive. Long, resource 
intensive and thus ultimately fruitless. 

 
The Commission also heard from Scott Logan, Chief Executive of Basildon Borough Council, 
who made the following key points: 
 

 Communication and engagement is essential and it will be important to incorporate 
this into how governance and politics works within the council and across the 
borough. 
 

 We can spend a lot of time and resources on governance issues in the council but if it 
does not filter through to citizens or address the key issues and challenges they face 
then there is not much point. 

 
The Commission then discussed the experience of putting together a proposal for 
devolution across Essex, emphasising that there was no leverage or appetite for taking this 
up again. Nor was there any appetite for reorganisation in the area. It takes up a huge 
amount of resources, and with the current agenda dominated by Brexit it is too far down 
the list of priorities for anyone to take up. Even rhetorical references to devolution are 
problematic now, given recent experiences and the politics that they engendered across the 
county.  
 
There was also a discussion of the wider governance landscape across Essex and the South 
East. Basildon should seek to work with and build on the partnership opportunities in, for 
example, the Association of South Essex Local Authorities (ASELA) and the recent Thames 
Estuary 2050 Growth Commission. The future role of Local Enterprise Partnerships and 
other related organisations was also discussed. It was emphasised that the council and its 
partners need to talk with one voice and avoid being risk averse in the future. 
 
Trust is crucial. The Commission discussed the importance of the relationships, rather than 
the governmental structures, that drive things forward, and the importance of supporting 
community level governance. There are neighbourhood plans and parishes only in the 
northern parts of the borough, but not in the poorer areas or areas where they are arguably 
more needed.  
 
A key issue emerged in the discussion, namely land ownership in Basildon Town Centre. 
Without control or the ability to influence decisions about land use it is extremely 
challenging for the council to plan for the town centre’s future. The Commission discussed 



the possibility of a Town Centre Corporation, run in the public interest, with community 
participation, independent from council but accountable to it.  
 

Questions and Challenges 
 

 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? A new Town Centre Corporation perhaps? 

 How do current governance arrangements help or hinder progress towards inclusive 
growth? 

 Within existing governance arrangements how could we use scrutiny functions more 
effectively to support inclusive growth? 

 How can we encourage greater community participation across the borough? 
 
 
Further information regarding these themes and the work of the Breakthrough Basildon 
Borough Commission can be found at www.breakthroughbasildonborough.com  
 
 
Jonathan Carr-West 
Chairman of the Breakthrough Basildon Borough Commission 
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