
Executive 22nd September 2020

Local Government Reorganisation and Devolution

LEAD MEMBER: Mayor Mike Starkie (Portfolio holder for Strategic 
Leadership (to include finance, strategic partnerships, 
corporate reputation and growth).

LEAD OFFICER: Pat Graham, Chief Executive.
REPORT AUTHOR: Clinton Boyce, Solicitor.

WHAT BENEFITS WILL THESE PROPOSALS BRING TO COPELAND RESIDENTS?

Reorganising local authorities, particularly into a unitary authority, should provide 
an opportunity to optimise efficient services, streamline operations and 
rationalise costs of local government. It should also provide clarity and 
consistency to residents in who they should approach about local matters.

WHY HAS THIS REPORT COME TO THE EXECUTIVE?
(eg Key Decision, Policy recommendation for Full Council, at request of Council, 
etc.)

It is a key decision. It seeks Executive approval to a proposal being prepared and 
submitted to the Secretary of State for the creation of a unitary council in the 
‘North’ of the County which will envelope West Cumbria and the dissolution of 
the existing county council and district councils which form part of the new 
unitary composition.
 
RECOMMENDATIONS:

That the Executive notes the information contained within the report and agrees 
to:

(a)   work with one or more of the Cumbrian Authorities to submit proposals  
           alongside a financial case and proposed timetable;

(b) recognise the combined Copeland and Allerdale economic development 
region as an imperative to a stronger, successful proposal within the West 
Cumbria area in any model which is submitted;



(c) the allocation of resources to support the project;

(d) allocate £25,000 from contingencies to support the project and delegate 
the use of the resources to the Chief Executive in consultation with the 
Mayor;

(e) the appointment of a member working group or Joint 
Committee (Council approval required) to oversee the development of the 
necessary documents required to form a proposal;

(f)   the appointment of a project team to undertake the process of pulling 
together proposals, appointing consultants and developing the proposals 
under the management and oversight of the Chief Executive; and

(g)   delegate authority to the Chief Executive to enter into a memorandum of 
           understanding or similar agreement with one or more of the Cumbrian 
           authorities as necessary.

1.0 INTRODUCTION
 
1.1  Further to a recent meeting with the Minister for State for Regional Growth 

and Local Government and the Local Authority Leaders in Cumbria, a 
request was made of Government by Allerdale Borough Council, Copeland 
Borough Council and Carlisle City Council to initiate the local government 
reorganisation process in Cumbria.

1.2 This paper summarises the key stages of the process should the Secretary 
of State invite proposals from Cumbria for local government reorganisation.

2.0  Local Government Reorganisation

    2.1   Local Authorities are created by statute or royal charter. The current 
system of local government in Cumbria was created by the Local 
Government Act 1972 which introduced a major reorganisation of local 
government across the country into a two tier structure with effect from 1 
April 1974.



    2.2 Further Local Government Reorganisation was undertaken in the mid-1980s 
when county councils in the metropolitan areas were abolished. Additional 
reform followed the Local Government Act 1992 with the creation of unitary 
authorities in areas such as Humberside and Cleveland. 

    2.3  The legislation that facilitates changes in local government structure and 
boundaries  is currently the Local Government and Public Involvement in 
Health Act 2007.  

    3.0  Local Government and Public Involvement in Health Act 2007

    3.1  In 2006, the Secretary of State invited proposals for re-organisation 
resulting in new unitary authorities and a further tranche were created in 
2009. The latest reorganisations utilising this legislation were in Dorset, 
Buckinghamshire and Northamptonshire.

    3.2  There are two procedures under the 2007 Act relating to local government 
restructuring:

 Invitation by the Secretary of State for proposals to local 
government restructuring; and 

 Following a review by the Local Government Boundary 
Commission for England.

    3.3  In 2019, the then Secretary of State for Housing, Communities and Local 
Government set out in a written statement to the Commons the specific 
circumstances in which he would be prepared to issue a formal invitation to 
councils under the Local Government and Public Involvement in Health Act 
2007, to submit proposals of new unitary councils. He indicated that the 
Government was supportive of councils that wished to combine when 
locally requested, but was not in favour of unitarisation being imposed top 
down. 

3.4 He further reinforced that a proposal for unitary councils can be 
implemented if the Minister concludes that, across the area as a whole, the 
proposal is likely to:

 Improve the area’s local government;
 Command a good deal of local support across the area; and 



 Cover an area that provides a credible geography for the 
proposed new structures, including that any new unitary council’s 
population would be expected to be in excess of 300,000.

3.5 A further white paper on local government reorganisation and devolution is 
expected in the Autumn of 2020. It has been suggested that the option of 
veto, which currently exists in legislation, will be removed. This means that a 
proposal could be implemented without a joint agreement in principle. 

4.0 Process

4.1 On 9 July 2020 the Leaders of the Local Authorities in Cumbria met with the 
Minister for State for Regional Growth and Local Government. At that 
meeting it was confirmed that that local authorities in Cumbria could ask the 
Secretary of State to invite proposals for local government reorganisation in 
Cumbria and that multiple proposals could be submitted covering the same 
area. 

4.2 Further to that meeting the Deputy Leader of Allerdale, the Leader of Carlisle 
City Council and the Mayor of Copeland wrote to the Minister to ask that the 
local government reorganisation process for Cumbria be started. To date 
there has been no formal response to the letter. 

4.3 Once the invitation by the Secretary of State has been approved and issued 
to Cumbria County Council and the six Cumbrian District Councils, formal 
proposals can be developed with a business case as their basis. The 
development of the necessary documents to support a proposal to 
Government may require external resources and therefore Executive is 
asked to agree the creation of a £25,000 budget to support this work. 

4.4 The business case would need to be underpinned with some form of 
consultation with the public, service users, the community and voluntary 
sector, business and taxpayers to determine support for the proposal.  

4.5 The current guidance on the development of proposals was issued in 2006 
and specified the criteria to which any criteria must conform. These were 
contained within section 3 and were as follows:

 The change to the future unitary local government structures must be:



o Affordable, ie that the change itself both represents value for 
money and can be met from council’s existing resource envelope; 
and

o Supported by a broad cross section of partners and stakeholders; 
and 

 Those future local government unitary structures must:
o Provide strong, effective and accountable strategic leadership;
o Deliver genuine opportunities for neighbourhood flexibility and 

empowerment; and 
o Deliver value for money and equity on public services. 

4.6 The Executive would authorise the submission of the business case, including 
a financial case and a proposed timetable for implementation. As stated 
proposals for a unitary authority are submitted under Part 1 of the Local 
Government and Public Involvement in Health Act 2007. As the Act makes no 
specific reference to a decision maker on submission of proposals, the 
decision is an Executive decision as under the Local Government Act 2000 (s 
9D(2)) any function of a local authority not specifically assigned a decision 
maker in regulations is to be a function of the Executive of the authority. 

4.7 The options appraisals, ie possible and permitted multiple proposal 
submissions from Cumbria, will be determined by Westminster. Once the 
proposal(s) is/are submitted, the Secretary of State will consider it/them and 
then decide whether to formally consult before making a decision and for 
how long

4.8 If approved by the Secretary of State then the Ministry of Housing, 
Communities and Local Government would work with the councils to 
progress the necessary Structural Change Order.

5.0 Implementation

5.1 The Structural Change Order to implement the proposals will most likely 
create a Shadow Authority (representative of all current councils), with a 
shadow Executive.

5.2 The councils are also likely to be given an additional function to “prepare for 
and facilitate the economic effective efficient and timely transfer of the 



councils' functions, property, rights and liabilities” to the new unitary, or 
similar.  

5.3 An Implementation Plan will be developed, largely based on the business 
case put forward in the proposal and an executive team led by interim 
appointees (seconded from the current authorities) until the new Shadow 
Executive is able to appoint its interim statutory officers and then the 
permanent officers for the new unitary.

5.4 The Order will most likely establish a new unitary as a Shadow Authority, 
probably from 1 April 2021 or 2022 and abolish the existing councils in the 
following year from 1 April.  The Order will specify the election cycle and the 
Schedules to the Order will include the warding arrangements.

6.0 Devolution

6.1 In addition to the conversations around local government reorganisation, 
there have been a number of conversations, over a number of years, around 
devolution in Cumbria. 

6.2 The current government position would appear to be that if authorities are 
to benefit from a devolution deal through new combined authorities, then 
county and districts need to merge so that local government is not adding 
additional tiers of government. Therefore, any local government 
reorganisation creates an opportunity in Cumbria to progress discussions 
over a devolution deal.

6.3 It should be noted that the legislative process for the creation of a combined 
authority and devolution deal (including or excluding an elected mayor) is 
separate from the order making process for unitary government through 
local government reorganisation. There is however, nothing to stop 
processes being twin tracked.

7.0   RECOMMENDATIONS

   That Members note the information contained within the report and agree 
to:



(a) work with one or more of the Cumbrian Authorities to submit 
proposals 
alongside a financial case and proposed timetable;

(b) the allocation of resources to support the project;

(c) allocate £25,000 from contingencies to support the project and 
delegate the use of the resources to the Head of Strategy, Policy and 
Performance in consultation with the Deputy Leader of the Council;

(d) the appointment of a member working group or Joint Committee 
(Council approval required) where considered necessary to oversee 
the development of the necessary documents required to form a 
proposal;

(e) the appointment of a project team to undertake the process of 
pulling together proposals, appointing consultants and developing 
the proposals under the management and oversight of the Chief 
Executive;

(f) delegate authority to the Chief Executive to enter into a 
Memorandum of agreement or similar agreement with one or more 
of the Cumbrian authorities as necessary.

8.0     STATUTORY OFFICER COMMENTS 

8.1     Legal comments are: included within the report.

8.2 The Monitoring Officer’s comments are: contained within report

8.3 The Section 151 Officer’s comments are: The financial implications of 
preparing a unitary proposal for submission to the Secretary of State for the 
creation of a unitary council in the ‘North’ of the County are set out in this 
report. This proposal will include a financial case and proposed timetable.

8.4 EIA comments: Equality impacts will be considered as detailed work on the 
proposed models is further developed.

8.5 Policy framework: Local Government Reorganisation and Devolution could 
provide the residents of Cumbria with a model of local government that is 



better placed to deliver the strategic ambitions laid out in the Council 
Strategy.

8.6 Other consultee comments, if any: None. 

9. RESOURCE REQUIREMENTS

As set out above. 

10.      HOW WILL THE PROPOSALS BE PROJECT MANAGED AND HOW ARE THE 
RISKS GOING TO BE MANAGED?

The proposals will be managed by the Chief Executive.

11.      WHAT MEASURABLE OUTCOMES OR OUTPUTS WILL ARISE FROM THIS 
REPORT?

Independent research indicates that substantial savings can be achieved by 
local government reorganisation as well as enabling the public to have 
clarity over who is responsible for particular functions. The most recent 
consideration of savings is in the County’s proposed submission. On the 
County’s figures, to be verified, on reorganisation, a net benefit of £12m if 
there are two new unitary authorities or £24m if there is one. 

List of Appendices 
None.
List of Background Documents:
None.

 


