Hailsham
TOWN COUNCIL

HAILSHAM TOWN COUNCIL
AGENDA

NOTICE IS HEREBY GIVEN OF an Extraordinary Meeting of Hailsham Town
Council to be held at the Summerheath Hall, Summerheath Road,
Hailsham, BN27 3DR, on
Thursday 6" February 2025 at 7.00pm.

1. Public Forum
(No more than 15 Minutes)

2. Apologies for Absence
To receive apologies for absence from Council members.

3. Declarations of Interest
To receive declarations of personal or prejudicial interest in respect of
items on this agenda.

4. Chairman’s Allowance
To consider a request from the chairman to re-allocate grants from his
allowance.

5. Precept 2025-2026
To consider the recommendations of the Finance, Budget and Resources
Committee (29" January 2025 & 18th December 2024) and any additional
resolutions or budget pressures that will affect the budget for 2025-2026.

To resolve the precept for the financial year April 2025 to March 2026 to
be requisitioned from Wealden District Council

6. Strengthening the Standards and Conduct Framework for Local
Authorities in England’ Government Consultation
To consider the council making a corporate response to the consultation

7. Devolution and Local Government Reorganisation
To agree the Town Council’s approach to considering the implications of

the devolution and re-organisation agenda
I 7

John Harrison, Town Clerk
30th January 202
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MY TOWN COUNCIL
Report to: Hailsham Town Council, Thursday 6" February 2025 at 7pm
Date: 30" January 2025
By: Rebecca White, RFO

Title of report:  Budget & Precept Setting for 2025/26

PURPOSE:

To discuss and finalise the budget for 2025/26 in relation to the amendments recommended by the
Finance & Governance Committee at its meeting of 29" January 2025.

To confirm precept amount to requisition from Wealden District Council (Deadline 7" February
2025).

BACKGROUND

Hailsham Town Council is 1 of 63 Town/Parish councils in the UK with precepts in excess of £1
million.The proposed budget requirement and recommended precept demand of £1,749,948 was
considered by Full Council at it's meeting of 22" January 2025. Concerns were raised by
Members in the meeting regarding various budget areas and the resulting proposed rise of 9.7%
against the 2024/25 budget. It was agreed that further review was required and that the Finance &
Governance Committee of 29" January 2025 should consider options for reductions, with a
subsequent recommendation to Full Council. A request was made by the RFO for all Members to
feed in their concerns by 27" January 2025 so that the budget overall could be reviewed and
further recommendations prepared. This feedback and the RFO’s own analysis and assessment
of all budget lines resulted in proposed amendments which were considered and supported by the
Council’'s SMT. These were then reported and considered by the F&G Committee in detail and
consequently, a resolution reached to recommend the budget and associated precept demand as
presented.

NOTE

The Appendices circulated to Full Council for it's meeting of 22™ January 2025 remain unchanged
and have not been recirculated.

RISK CONSIDERATION

Wealden District Council have extended their deadline for return of the precept demand to close of
business on 7" January 2025. The Council has a responsibility as a corporate body to set a budget
which meets operational requirements and issue a precept demand. The result of not reaching an
agreement that allowed HTC to meet the precept demand deadline would bring serious financial
and reputational risk to the Council and affect it's operational viability.

Hailsham Town Council 06.02.2025 1
Precept 2025-2026



PROPOSED 2025-26 BUDGET

Income
Understated income expectations were adjusted upwards where relevant particularly with regard to
facilities income, grant awards and interest received.

Expenditure
Proposed expenditure across all cost centres was re-evaluated and where service delivery or

requirements have changed in year, prudent reductions were found.

Cost Centre/ Figure at Proposed Recommendation

Nominal Coding 22/01/2025 Figure

130/4705 28,943 20,000 Reduce Outside Maintenance Plan allocation. See revenue
recommendations for April 2025.

145/4750 31,906 28,000 Reduce Grass & Hedge Cutting (outsourced service
contract). Monitor in year.

145/4755 28,840 20,000 Reduce Tree Surgery (outsourced service contract).
Monitor in year.

160/1090 0 8,000 Urban Grass Cuts - demonstrate expected income from
agreed ESCC subsidy for extra cuts.

160/4745 7,931 12,000 Urban Grass Cuts - show expected outlay to include extra
cuts. Overall expenditure reduced from 7,931 to 4,000.

200/4906 200 0 Reception Decoration - Remove proposed expenditure.

330/1210 33,000 35,000 JWCC Income - Increase income budget to reflect
increasing bookings & drive growth.

340 11,136 8,400 1 Market Sq. - Reduce budgeted overheads to minimum,
an overall expenditure reduction of £2,736

405/4750 17,900 8,000 Cemetery Grass Cutting - Service being brought back in
house, proposed budget for required equipment. Monitor in
year.

405/5350 1,126 500 Ditch clearance - Necessary budget but reduced due to
general underspend.

600/4040 50,000 0 New Staff Roles - Set against new reception role but other

options being considered by SMT to cover/reduce reception
requirement through efficiencies. Remove.

605/1240 0 1,675 NHP — Show anticipated grant income.

605/4101 10,000 2,500 Website upgrade — reduce and accumulate for future years.

605/4105 14,000 3,000 Newsletter distribution — remove due to environmental
impact, efficacy and cost concerns.

605/4180 6,180 5,000 Subs/Publications — reduce figure based on assessed
need.

605/4155 5,150 10,000 Significant training requirements identified to reduce risk
liability.

605/4185 8,350 9,850 Professional fees — increase by £1,500 to allow for

assistance in recoding budget areas for increased clarity
and transparency in reporting.

605/4225 1,500 0 Vending/Water Machines — contracts terminated by 31%
March 2025 — remove.

605/4950 0 1,627 Contingency funding subject to limits detailed in HTC’s
Financial Regulations.

615/1305 0 2,000 Donations/Refunds — change to Grant Awards — set income
budget to drive growth.

615/4325 1,748 0 Minibus — sold — remove.

635/4950 0 14,000 Miscellaneous/Emergency  Provision —  Contingency
funding for unforeseen council or community challenges.

650/5500 42,262 48,508 Hellingly subsidy — new figure confirmed at 29/1/2025.

650/5505 5,628 2,500 Revitalisation Fund — reduce due to inactivity.

655/1080 4,000 18,000 Interest on a/cs — increase to reflect minimum income

expectation. Monitor in year.
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USE OF RESERVES

General Reserve

The level of HTC’s general reserves continue to be a point of concern with the recommended level
at year end being 3-6 months running costs, although it worth highlighting that in line with her report
on the precept last year, the previous RFO’s forecast that the general reserve would sit at around

£300,000 at the 2023/24 proved to be accurate with the statutory balance sheet to 315 March 2024
displaying the fund as £333,613. The current RFO will be seeking input from the internal auditor at
the end of the financial year 2024/25 to assess the current year fund and where opportunities may
exist for Council to increase or plan increases to its general reserve fund over the next financial
year.

Ear Marked Reserves & Committed CIL Spending
The Council’'s Ear Marked Reserves statement is attached as part of these papers, including a
report of committed spending from Community Infrastructure Levy reserves.

Several committee requests have been covered within EMR/CIL reserve committed spending as
displayed within Appendix 4 to this report and summarised as follows:

e Bus shelter repairs - £8,500 set aside from within 325 EMR Ripley’s Land which would leave
£11,291.49 if the full amount ringfenced was discharged in 2025/26.
e Street lighting repairs - £40,000 committed from 357 EMR CIL 2023/24.

Reserve Recommendations

Coding Amount Explanation
130/4705 20,000 Create new Outside Maintenance Fund revenue reserve to

subside unavoidable overspend and top up year on year.

605/4156 2,200 Long Service Award — create new revenue reserve. Monitor and
top up annually if required. Recode to 600 Staffing Costs centre.

605/4190 10,000 Election Fund — create new revenue reserve. Top up annually.

615/1310 12,346 Youth Service - Create new revenue reserve from end of year
income surplus to subsidise activities.

650/5505 2,500 Revitalisation Fund - Top up existing reserve.

NEW 80,000 Create a Community Asset Improvement Reserve using capital
from CIL reserves to fund asset refurbishment programme. Build
revenue reserve alongside over the next 3-5 years.

PROPOSED 2025/26 BUDGET

The expenditure budget for 2025/26 as agreed by the Finance & Governance Committee totals
£1,804,154. The income budget for 2025/26 totals £160,034 leaving a shortfall of £1,644,120 to be
met by the precept demand, an increase of £61,222 against the 2024/25 precept.

Wealden District Council has now advised the provisional taxbase for Hailsham Parish as 7796.1
(please note that this can still change) for 2025/26.
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The budget requirement of £1,644,120 divided by the provisional taxbase of 7796.1 is equal to a
Band D rate of £210.89 per annum (£4.06 per week), an uplift of £6.14 per annum or 11.8p per
week.

Recommendations:

That HTC resolve to approve the budget as presented and set a precept demand of
£1,644,120 for the 2025-26 financial year to be requisitioned from Wealden District Council.

That HTC resolve to approve the creation of new reserves as listed in the report.
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Hailsham Town Council 22.01.2025
Agenda Item 13 — Strengthening the Standards
Framework Consultation

Report to: Hailsham Town Council
Date: 22" January 2025
By: John Harrison, Town Clerk
. . Strengthening the Standards and Conduct Framework
Title of Report: for Local Authorities - Consultation
PURPOSE:

To consider the council making a corporate response to the Consultation.

Consultation: ‘Strengthening the Standards and Conduct Framework for Local
Authorities in England’

The government is seeking views on proposals to introduce measures to strengthen the
standards and conduct regime for local authorities in England. The proposals being consulted
upon include:

The introduction of a mandatory minimum code of conduct for local authorities in
England

A requirement that all principal authorities convene formal standards committees to
make decisions on code of conduct breaches, and publish the outcomes of all formal
investigations

The introduction of the power for all local authorities (including combined authorities)
to suspend councillors found in serious breach of their code of conduct and, as
appropriate, interim suspension for the most serious and complex cases that may
involve police investigations

A new category of disqualification for gross misconduct and those subject to a sanction
of suspension more than once in a 5-year period

A role for a national body to deal with appeal

The deadline to make a response to this consultation is 26 February 2025.

Clerks and the councils are encouraged to make their own response to the consultation.
Hailsham Town Council is asked to consider making a corporate response to the consultation.
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1. Scope of this consultation

Topic of this consultation

This consultation seeks views on introducing a mandatory minimum code of
conduct for local authorities in England, and measures to strengthen the
standards and conduct regime in England to ensure consistency of
approach amongst councils investigating serious breaches of their member
codes of conduct, including the introduction of the power of suspension.

Scope of this consultation

The Ministry of Housing, Communities and Local Government (MHCLG) is
consulting on introducing strengthened sanctions for local authority code of
conduct breaches in England.

This includes all ‘relevant authorities’ as defined by Section 27(6) of the
Localism Act 2011, which includes:

e a county council

a unitary authority

e London borough councils

e a district council

o the Greater London Authority

o the London Fire and Emergency Planning Authority

o the Common Council of the City of London in its capacity as a local
authority or police authority

o the Council of the Isles of Scilly
e parish councils

« a fire and rescue authority in England constituted by a scheme under
section 2 of the Fire and Rescue Services Act 2004 or a scheme to which
section 4 of that Act applies,

e ajoint authority established by Part 4 of the Local Government Act
1985,an economic prosperity board established under section 88 of the
Local Democracy, Economic Development and Construction Act 2009

e a combined authority established under section 103 of that Act,

e a combined county authority established under section 9(1) of the
Levelling Up and Regeneration Act 2023

o the Broads Authority
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e a National Park authority in England established under section 63 of the
Environment Act 1995

It does not cover:

e police and crime commissioners
e internal drainage boards

e any other local authority not otherwise defined as a ‘relevant authority’
above

All references to ‘members’ refer to elected members, mayors, co-opted and
appointed members of each of the ‘relevant authorities’ defined above.

Geographical scope

The questions in this consultation paper apply to all relevant local
authorities in England as defined above.

They generally do not apply to authorities in Wales, Scotland or Northern
Ireland, except in relation to Police and Crime Panels in Wales.

Impact assessment

We will produce a full Public Sector Equality Duty (PSED) assessment, and
all necessary impact assessments, as the policy proposals develop further
following this consultation.

Basic information

This is an open consultation. We particularly seek the views of individual
members of the public; prospective and current elected
members/representatives; all relevant local authorities defined above; and
those bodies that represent the interests of local authority
members/representatives at all levels.

Body responsible for the consultation

The Local Government Capacity and Improvement Division of the Ministry
of Housing, Communities and Local Government is responsible for

https://lwww.gov.uk/government/consultations/strengthening-the-standards-and-conduct-framework-for-local-authorities-in-england/strengthening...  4/27
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conducting this consultation.

Duration

This consultation will last for 10 weeks from 18 December 2024. This
consultation closes at 11:59pm on 26 February 2025.

Enquiries
For any enquiries about the consultation please contact:
LGstandardsreform@communities.gov.uk

How to respond

You can only respond to this call for evidence through our online
consultation platform, Citizen Space (https://consult.communities.gov.uk/local-
government-standards-and-conduct/strengthening-the-standards-and-conduct-

framework).

2. Ministerial foreword

The government is determined to fix the foundations of local government so
councils can sustainably provide decent public services and shape local
places, and so elected representatives can be fully accountable to the
public they serve. Doing so is critical to national renewal, our missions, and
our plans to push power out of Westminster and into the hands of local
people with skin in the game.

At the core of this agenda is a plan to make local government across
England fit, legal, and decent — so that councils have the backing from
central government to deliver the high standards and strong financial
management that they strive for, without needless micromanagement of
day-to-day local decision-making. This plan includes:

e fixing our broken audit system
e improving oversight and accountability

e giving councils genuine freedoms to work for, and deliver in the best
interests of, their communities

e improving the standards and conduct regime

This consultation is focused on the proposed reforms to the standards and
conduct regime that will contribute to making sure England is covered by
effective local and strategic authorities that are well-governed, with high
standards met and maintained.
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It is an honour and a privilege to be elected as a member and with it comes
an individual and collective responsibility to consistently demonstrate and
promote the highest standards of conduct and public service.

Members take decisions affecting critical local services such as social care,
education, housing, planning, licensing, and waste collection. With greater
devolution, local authorities will increasingly be taking decisions to shape
local transport, skills, employment support, and growth. Decisions that are
the responsibility of members impact virtually every citizen’s life at some
level, and the electorate has a right to expect that it can trust its local
elected members to uphold the highest ethical standards and act in the best
interests of the communities they serve.

| strongly believe that the vast majority of local elected members maintain
high standards of conduct and that they are driven by duty and service. |
believe that people stand for elected office in their local communities with
the best intentions to act in the interests of those communities, bringing an
energy and commitment to working collaboratively, creatively, and
respectfully.

Members, officers, reporters and members of public are entitled to support
and participate in the local democratic process in the confidence that high
standards are maintained. This government wants to celebrate the positive
power of public service and, in doing so, we want to give individual
authorities appropriate and proportionate means to deal with misconduct
effectively and decisively when it does occur. We also want to ensure that
anyone can rightly feel confident about raising an issue under the code of
conduct whether it impacts them personally and/or is a code conduct breach
that brings the reputation of the council into disrepute.

With approximately 120,000 councillors in England across all types and tiers
of local government, we know there are rare instances of misconduct.
Robust political debate is part of our democratic system, but we know from
local councils that there are examples of bullying, harassment or other
misconduct, when from even a very small minority of members can have a
seriously destabilising effect, potentially bringing a council into disrepute
and distracting from the critical business of delivering for residents.

This government is committed to working with local and regional
government to establish partnerships built on mutual respect, genuine
collaboration and meaningful engagement. Our ambition is to create a
rigorous standards and conduct framework that will actively contribute to
ensuring that local government throughout the country is fit, legal, and
decent. With this in mind, this consultation seeks your views on a range of
proposals to give local leaders the tools they need to establish and maintain
a strong and ethical public service and democratic culture, and the people
they serve the confidence that local democracy works for them.
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Jim McMahon OBE MP
Minister of State for Local Government and English Devolution

3. Background: Standards and Conduct
framework and sanctions arrangements

The Localism Act 2011
(http://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/2011/20/part/1/chapter/?/enacted)[foom—"t‘“]
established the current standards and conduct framework for local
authorities.

The current regime requires every local authority to adopt a code of
conduct, the contents of which must as a minimum be consistent with the 7
‘Nolan’ principles of standards in public life
(https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/the-7-principles-of-public-life)
(selflessness, integrity, objectivity, accountability, openness, honesty and
leadership), and set out rules on requiring members to register and disclose
pecuniary and non-pecuniary interests. Beyond these requirements, it is for
individual councils to set their own local code. The Local Government
Association (LGA) published an updated model code of conduct and
guidance (https://www.local.gov.uk/publications/local-government-association-
model-councillor-code-conduct-2020) in 2021, which councils can choose
whether to adopt or not.

Every authority must also have in place arrangements under which it can
investigate allegations of breaches of its code of conduct and must consult
at least one independent person before coming to decisions. These
decisions are normally taken in one of two ways depending on an
authority’s specific arrangements. The decision can be made by full council
following advice from their standards committee (or equivalent).
Alternatively, the decision can be made by the standards committee if they
have been given the power to do so. Although a standards committee may
contain unelected independent members and co-opted members, only
principal councils’ elected members may vote in a decision-making
standards committee.

There is no provision in current legislation for a sanction to suspend a
councillor found to have breached the code of conduct. Sanctions for
member code of conduct breaches are currently limited to less robust
measures than suspension, such as barring members from Cabinet,
Committee, or representative roles, a requirement to issue an apology or
undergo code of conduct training, or public criticism. Local authorities are
also unable to withhold allowances from members who commit serious
breaches of their code of conduct, and there is no explicit provision in
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legislation for councils to impose premises bans or facilities withdrawals
where they consider that it might be beneficial to do so.

The government considers that the current local authority standards and
conduct regime is in certain key aspects ineffectual, inconsistently applied,
and lacking in adequate powers to effectively sanction members found in
serious breach of their codes of conduct.

4.

Who we would like to hear from

Responses are invited from local authority elected members and officers
from all types and tiers of authorities, and local authority sector
representative organisations. We are also particularly keen to hear from
those members of the public who have point of view based on their interest
in accessing local democracy in their area or standing as a candidate for
local government at any tier to represent their local community at some
future point.

Please be assured that all responses to this consultation are anonymous,
and no information will be disclosed in any future published response to the
consultation, or reporting of the consultation results, that will compromise
that anonymity.

Question 1
Please tick all that apply - are you responding to this consultation as:

a) an elected member — if so please indicate which local authority
type(s) you serve on

Town or Parish Council

District or Borough Council

Unitary Authority

County Council

Combined Authority / Combined County Authority
Fire and Rescue Authority

Police and Crime Panel

Other local authority type - please state

b) a council officer — if so please indicate which local authority type

Town or Parish Council
District or Borough Council
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13/01/2025, 17:54 Strengthening the standards and conduct framework for local authorities in England - GOV.UK
o Unitary Authority
e County Council
e Combined Authority / Combined County Authority
e Fire and Rescue Authority
e Police and Crime Panel
o Other local authority type - please state

c) a council body — if so please indicate which local authority type

e Town or Parish Council

e District or Borough Council

o Unitary Authority

e County Council

e Combined Authority / Combined County Authority
e Fire and Rescue Authority

e Police and Crime Panel

e Other local authority type - please state

d) a member of the public

e) a local government sector body — please state

5. Strengthening the Standards and
Conduct framework

a) Mandatory minimum prescribed code of conduct

The government proposes to legislate for the introduction of a mandatory
minimum code of conduct which would seek to ensure a higher minimum
standard of consistency in setting out the behaviours expected of elected
members. The government will likely set out the mandatory code in
regulations to allow flexibility to review and amend in future, this will also
provide the opportunity for further consultation on the detail.

Codes of conduct play an important role in prescribing and maintaining high
standards of public service, integrity, transparency, and accountability. At
their best, they establish clear guidelines for behaviour and expectations
that members always act ethically in the public’s best interest. Currently,

https://lwww.gov.uk/government/consultations/strengthening-the-standards-and-conduct-framework-for-local-authorities-in-england/strengthening. .. 9/27



13/01/2025, 17:54 Strengthening the standards and conduct framework for local authorities in England - GOV.UK

there is significant variation between adopted codes, ranging from those
who choose to adopt the LGA’s full model code to those who simply
conform with the minimum requirement of restating the Nolan principles.

A prescribed model code which covers important issues such as
discrimination, bullying, and harassment, social media use, public conduct
when claiming to represent the council, and use of authority resources could
help to uphold consistently high standards of public service in councils
across the country and convey the privileged position of public office. It
could also provide clarity for the public on the consistent baseline of ethical
behaviour they have a right to expect.

We would be interested in understanding whether councils consider there
should be flexibility to add to the prescribed code to reflect individual
authorities’ circumstances. They would not be able to amend the mandatory
provisions.

Question 2

Do you think the government should prescribe a mandatory minimum
code of conduct for local authorities in England?

e Yes
e NO
e If no, why not? [Free text box]

Question 3

If yes, do you agree there should be scope for local authorities to add to
a mandatory minimum code of conduct to reflect specific local
challenges?

e Yes — it is important that local authorities have flexibility to add to a
prescribed code

e No — a prescribed code should be uniform across the country
e Unsure

Question 4

Do you think the government should set out a code of conduct
requirement for members to cooperate with investigations into code
breaches?

e Yes
e No
e Unsure
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b) Standards Committees

Currently, there is no requirement for local authorities to constitute a formal
standards committee. The only legal requirement is for local authorities to
have in place ‘arrangements’ to investigate and make decisions on
allegations of misconduct.

The government believes that all principal authorities should be required to
convene a standards committee. Formal standards committees would
support consistency in the handling of misconduct allegations, applying the
same standards and procedures to all cases and providing a formal route to
swiftly identify and address vexatious complainants. Furthermore, having a
formal standards committee in place could support the development of
expertise in handling allegations of misconduct, leading to more informed
decision-making. Removing the scope for less formal and more ad hoc
arrangements would also enhance transparency and demonstrate to the
public that standards and conduct issues will always be dealt with in a
structured and consistent way.

This section of the consultation seeks views on two specific proposals to
enhance the fairness and objectivity of the standards committee process.
Firstly, it considers whether standards committee membership would be
required to include at least one Independent Person, as well as (where
applicable[w]) at least one co-opted member from a parish or town
council. Secondly, it seeks views on whether standards committees should
be chaired by the Independent Person.

Question 5
Does your local authority currently maintain a standards committee?

e Yes
e No
e Any further comments [free text box]

Question 6

Should all principal authorities be required to form a standards
committee?

e Yes
e No
e Any further comments [free text box]

Question 7

In most principal authorities, code of conduct complaints are typically
submitted in the first instance to the local authority Monitoring Officer to
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triage, before referring a case for full investigation. Should all alleged
code of conduct breaches which are referred for investigation be heard
by the relevant principal authority’s standards committee?

e Yes, decisions should only be heard by standards committees

e No, local authorities should have discretion to allow decisions to be
taken by full council

e Unsure

Question 8

Do you agree that the Independent Person and co-opted members
should be given voting rights?

e Yes — this is important for ensuring objectivity

e No — only elected members of the council in question should have
voting rights

e Unsure

Question 9
Should standards committees be chaired by the Independent Person?

e Yes
e NO
e Unsure

Question 10

If you have further views on ensuring fairness and objectivity and
reducing incidences of vexatious complaints, please use the free text
box below.

[Free text box]

c) Publishing investigation outcomes

To enhance transparency, local authorities should, subject to data protection
obligations, be required to publish a summary of code of conduct
allegations, and any investigations and decisions. This will be accompanied
with strong mechanisms to protect victims’ identity to ensure complainants
are not dissuaded from coming forward for fear of being identified,
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There may be a range of views on this, as publishing the outcome of an
investigation that proves there is no case to answer could still be considered
damaging to the reputation of the individuals concerned, or it could be
considered as helpful in exposing instances of petty and vexatious
complaints.

Question 11

Should local authorities be required to publish annually a list of
allegations of code of conduct breaches, and any investigation
outcomes?

e Yes - the public should have full access to all allegations and
investigation outcomes

e No - only cases in which a member is found guilty of wrongdoing
should be published

e Other views — text box

d) Requiring the completion of investigations if a
member stands down

In circumstances where a member stands down during a live code of
conduct investigation, councils should be required to conclude that
investigation and publish the findings. The government is proposing this
measure to ensure that, whilst the member in question will no longer be in
office and therefore subject to any council sanction, for the purposes of
accountability and transparency there will still be full record of any code of
conduct breaches during their term of office.

Question 12

Should investigations into the conduct of members who stand down
before a decision continue to their conclusion, and the findings be
published?

e Yes
e No
e Unsure
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e) Empowering individuals affected by councillor
misconduct to come forward

The government appreciates that it can often be difficult for those who
experience misconduct on the part of elected members, such as bullying
and harassment, to feel that it is safe and worthwhile to come forward and
raise their concerns. If individuals believe there is a likelihood that their
complaint will not be addressed or handled appropriately, the risk is that
victims will not feel empowered to come forward, meaning misconduct
continues without action. We recognise that standing up to instances of
misconduct takes an emotional toll, particularly in unacceptable situations
where the complaints processes are protracted and do not result in
meaningful action. We are committed to ensuring that those affected by
misconduct are supported in the right way and feel empowered to come
forward. This section seeks feedback from local authorities with experience
of overseeing council complaints procedures, or sector bodies and
individuals with views on how this might be carried out most effectively. We
are also keen to hear from those who work, or have worked, in local
government, and who have either witnessed, or been the victim of, member
misconduct.

Question 13

If responding as a local authority, what is the average number of
complaints against elected members that you receive over a 12-month
period?

[Number box]

Question 13a

For the above, where possible, please provide a breakdown for
complaints made by officers, other elected members, the public, or any
other source:

o Complaints made by officers [Number box]

o Complaints made by other elected members [Number box]
e Complaints made by the public [Number box]

o Complaints made by any other source [Number box]

Question 14

If you currently work, or have worked, within a local authority, have you
ever been the victim of (or witnessed) an instance of misconduct by an
elected member and felt that you could not come forward? Please give
reasons if you feel comfortable doing so.

e Yes
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e No
e [Free text box]

Question 15

If you are an elected member, have you ever been subject to a code of
conduct complaint? If so, did you feel you received appropriate support
to engage with the investigation?

e Yes
e NoO
e [Free text box]

Question 16

If you did come forward as a victim or witness, what support did you
receive, and from whom? Is there additional support you would have
liked to receive?

[Free text box]

Question 17

In your view, what measures would help to ensure that people who are
victims of, or witness, serious councillor misconduct feel comfortable
coming forward and raising a complaint?

[Free text box]

6. Introducing the power of suspension
with related safeguards

The government believes that local authorities should have the power to
suspend councillors for serious code of conduct breaches for a maximum of
6 months, with the option to withhold allowances and institute premises and
facilities bans where deemed appropriate. This section of the consultation
explores these proposed provisions in greater detail.

While the law disqualifies certain people from being, or standing for election
as, a councillor (e.g. on the grounds of bankruptcy, or receipt of a custodial
sentence of 3 months or more, or it subject to the notification requirements
of the Sexual Offences Act 2003 - meaning on the sex offenders register)
councillors cannot currently be suspended or disqualified for breaching their
code of conduct.
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Feedback from the local government sector in the years since the removal
of the power to suspend councillors has indicated that the current lack of
meaningful sanctions means local authorities have no effective way of
dealing with more serious examples of member misconduct.

The most severe sanctions currently used, such as formally censuring
members, removing them from committees or representative roles, and
requiring them to undergo training, may prove ineffective in the cases of
more serious and disruptive misconduct. This may particularly be the case
when it comes to tackling repeat offenders.

The government recognises that it is only a small minority of members who
behave badly, but the misconduct of this small minority can have a
disproportionately negative impact on the smooth running of councils. We
also appreciate the frustration members of the public and councillors can
feel both in the inability to deal decisively with cases of misconduct, and the
fact that offending members can continue to draw allowances.

Question 18

Do you think local authorities should be given the power to suspend
elected members for serious code of conduct breaches?

e Yes — authorities should be given the power to suspend members
e No — authorities should not be given the power to suspend members
e Unsure

Question 19

Do you think that it is appropriate for a standards committee to have the
power to suspend members, or should this be the role of an
independent body?

e Yes - the decision to suspend for serious code of conduct breaches
should be for the standards committee

e No - a decision to suspend should be referred to an independent
body

e Unsure
e [Free text box]

Question 20

Where it is deemed that suspension is an appropriate response to a
code of conduct breach, should local authorities be required to nominate
an alternative point of contact for constituents during their absence?

e Yes — councils should be required to ensure that constituents have an
alternative point of contact during a councillor’s suspension
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e No — it should be for individual councils to determine their own
arrangements for managing constituents’ representation during a
period of councillor suspension

e Unsure

a) The length of suspension

The Committee on Standards in Public Life recommended in their 2019
Local Government Ethical Standards!©2note 3] (CSPL) report that the
maximum length of suspension, without allowances, should be 6 months
and the government agrees with this approach. The intent of this proposal
would be that non-attendance at council meetings during a period of
suspension would be disregarded for the purposes of section 85 of the
Local Government Act 1972, which states that a councillor ceases to be a
member of the local authority if they fail to attend council meetings for 6
consecutive months.

The government believes that suspension for the full 6 months should be
reserved for only the most serious breaches of the code of conduct, and
considers that there should be no minimum length of suspension to facilitate
the proportionate application of this strengthened sanction.

Question 21

If the government reintroduced the power of suspension do you think
there should be a maximum length of suspension?

e Yes — the government should set a maximum length of suspension of
6 months

» Yes — however the government should set a different maximum length
(in months) [Number box]

e No — | do not think the government should set a maximum length of
suspension

e Unsure

Question 22

If yes, how frequently do you consider councils would be likely to make
use of the maximum length of suspension?

 Infrequently — likely to be applied only to the most egregious code of
conduct breaches

o Frequently — likely to be applied in most cases, with some exceptions
for less serious breaches
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o Almost always — likely to be the default length of suspension for code
of conduct breaches

e Unsure

b) Withholding allowances and premises and facilities
bans

Giving councils the discretion to withhold allowances from members who
have been suspended for serious code of conduct breaches in cases where
they feel it is appropriate to do so could act as a further deterrent against
unethical behaviour. Holding councillors financially accountable during
suspensions also reflects a commitment to ethical governance, the highest
standards of public service, and value for money for local residents.

Granting local authorities the power in legislation to ban suspended
councillors from local authority premises and from using council equipment
and facilities could be beneficial in cases of behavioural or financial
misconduct, ensuring that suspended councillors do not misuse resources
or continue egregious behaviour. Additionally, it would demonstrate that
allegations of serious misconduct are handled appropriately, preserving
trust in public service and responsible stewardship of public assets.

These measures may not always be appropriate and should not be tied to
the sanction of suspension by default. The government also recognises that
there may be instances in which one or both of these sanctions is
appropriate but suspension is not. It is therefore proposed that both the
power to withhold allowances and premises and facilities bans represent
standalone sanctions in their own right.

Question 23

Should local authorities have the power to withhold allowances from
suspended councillors in cases where they deem it appropriate?

e Yes — councils should have the option to withhold allowances from
suspended councillors

e No — suspended councillors should continue to receive allowances
e Unsure

Question 24

Do you think it should be put beyond doubt that local authorities have
the power to ban suspended councillors from council premises and to
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withdraw the use of council facilities in cases where they deem it
appropriate?

e Yes — premises and facilities bans are an important tool in tackling
serious conduct issues

e No — suspended councillors should still be able to use council
premises and facilities

e Unsure

Question 25

Do you agree that the power to withhold members’ allowances and to
implement premises and facilities bans should also be standalone
sanctions in their own right?

e Yes
e No
e Unsure

c) Interim suspension

Some investigations into serious code of conduct breaches may be complex
and take time to conclude, and there may be circumstances when the
misconduct that has led to the allegation is subsequently referred to the
police to investigate. In such cases, the government proposes that there
should be an additional power to impose interim suspensions whilst and
until a serious or complex case under investigation is resolved.

A member subject to an interim suspension would not be permitted to
participate in any council business or meetings, with an option to include a
premises and facilities ban.

We consider that members should continue to receive allowances whilst on
interim suspension and until an investigation proves beyond doubt that a
serious code of conduct breach has occurred or a criminal investigation
concludes. The decision to impose an interim suspension would not
represent a pre-judgement of the validity of an allegation.

We suggest that:

e Interim suspensions should initially be for up to a maximum of 3 months.
After the expiry of an initial interim suspension period, the relevant
council’s standards committee should review the case to decide whether
it is in the public interest to extend.
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o As appropriate, the period of time spent on interim suspension may be
deducted from the period of suspension a standards committee imposes.

Question 26

Do you think the power to suspend councillors on an interim basis
pending the outcome of an investigation would be an appropriate
measure?

e Yes, powers to suspend on an interim basis would be necessary
¢ No, interim suspension would not be necessary
e Any further comments [free text box]

Question 27

Do you agree that local authorities should have the power to impose
premises and facilities bans on councillors who are suspended on an
interim basis?

e Yes - the option to institute premises and facilities bans whilst serious
misconduct cases are investigated is important

e No - members whose investigations are ongoing should retain access
to council premises and facilities

e Unsure

Question 28

Do you think councils should be able to impose an interim suspension
for any period of time they deem fit?

e Yes
e No
e Any further comments [free text box]

Question 29

Do you agree that an interim suspension should initially be for up to a
maximum of 3 months, and then subject to review?

e Yes
 No
e Any further comments [free text box]

Question 30

If following a 3-month review of an interim suspension, a standards
committee decided to extend, do you think there should be safeguards
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to ensure a period of interim extension is not allowed to run on
unchecked?

e Yes — there should be safeguards

e No — councils will know the details of individual cases and should be
trusted to act responsibly

Question 30a

If you answered yes to above question, what safeguards do you think
might be needed to ensure that unlimited suspension is not misused?

[Free text box]

d) Disqualification for multiple breaches and gross
misconduct

When councillors repeatedly breach codes of conduct, it undermines the
integrity of the council and erodes public confidence. To curb the risk of
repeat offending and continued misconduct once councillors return from a
suspension, the government considers that it may be beneficial to introduce
disqualification for a period of 5 years for those members for whom the
sanction of suspension is invoked on more than one occasion within a 5-
year period.

This measure underlines the government’s view that the sanction of
suspension should only be used in the most serious code of conduct
breaches, because in effect a decision to suspend more than once in a 5-
year period would be a decision to disqualify an elected member. However,
we consider this measure would enable councils to signal in the strongest
terms that repeated instances of misconduct will not be tolerated and would

act as a strong deterrent against the worst kind of behaviours becoming
embedded.

Currently a person is disqualified if they have been convicted of any offence
and have received a sentence of imprisonment (suspended or not) for a
period of 3 months or more (without the option of a fine) in the 5-year period
before the relevant election. Disqualification also covers sexual offences,
even if they do not result in a custodial or suspended sentence.

Question 31

Do you think councillors should be disqualified if subject to suspension
more than once?
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e Yes — twice within a 5-year period should result in disqualification for
S years

e Yes — but for a different length of time and/or within a different
timeframe (in years) [Number boxes]

e No - the power to suspend members whenever they breach codes of
conduct is sufficient

e Any other comments [free text box]

Question 32

Is there a case for immediate disqualification for gross misconduct, for
example in instances of theft or physical violence impacting the safety of
other members and/or officers, provided there has been an investigation
of the incident and the member has had a chance to respond before a
decision is made?

e Yes

e No

e Unsure

e [Free text box]

e) Appeals
The government proposes that:

o Aright of appeal be introduced for any member subject to a decision to
suspend them.

e Members should only be able to appeal any given decision to suspend
them once.

e An appeal should be invoked within 5 working days of the notification of
suspension; and

e Following receipt of a request for appeal, arrangements should be made
to conduct the appeal hearing within 28 working days.

The government believes that were the sanction of suspension to be
introduced (and potentially disqualification if a decision to suspend occurs a
second time within a 5-year period) it would be essential for such a punitive
measure to be underpinned by a fair appeals process.

A right of appeal would allow members to challenge decisions that they

believe are unjust or disproportionate and provides a safeguard to ensure
that the sanction of suspension is applied fairly and consistently.
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We consider that it would be appropriate to either create a national body, or
to vest the appeals function in an existing appropriate national body, and
views on the merits of that are sought at questions 38 and 39 below. Firstly,
the following questions test opinion on the principle of providing a
mechanism for appeal.

Question 33
Should members have the right to appeal a decision to suspend them?

e Yes - it is right that any member issued with a sanction of suspension
can appeal the decision

e No — a council’s decision following consideration of an investigation
should be final

e Unsure

Question 34

Should suspended members have to make their appeal within a set
timeframe?

e Yes — within 5 days of the decision is appropriate to ensure an
efficient process

e Yes — but within a different length of time (in days) [Number box]
e No — there should be no time limit for appealing a decision

The government is also keen to explore if a right of appeal should be
provided, either in relation to whether a complaint proceeds to full
investigation and consideration by the standards committee, or where a
claimant is dissatisfied with the determination of the standards committee.

Question 35

Do you consider that a complainant should have a right of appeal when
a decision is taken not to investigate their complaint?

e Yes
e NO
e Unsure

Question 36

Do you consider that a complainant should have a right of appeal when
an allegation of misconduct is not upheld?

e Yes
e No
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e Unsure

Question 37

If you answered yes to either of the previous two questions, please use
the free text box below to share views on what you think is the most
suitable route of appeal for either or both situations.

[Free text box]

f) Potential for a national appeals body

There is a need to consider whether appeals panels should be in-house
within local authorities, or whether it is right that this responsibility sits with
an independent national body. Whereas an in-house appeals process would
potentially enable quicker resolutions by virtue of a smaller caseload,
empowering a national body to oversee appeals from suspended members
and complainants could reinforce transparency and impartiality and help to
ensure consistency of decision-making throughout England, setting
precedents for the types of cases that are heard.

Question 38

Do you think there is a need for an external national body to hear
appeals?

e Yes — an external appeals body would help to uphold impartiality
e No — appeals cases should be heard by an internal panel
e Any further comments [free text box]

Question 39

If you think there is a need for an external national appeals body, do you
think it should:

Be limited to hearing elected member appeals
Be limited to hearing claimant appeals

Both of the above should be in scope

Please explain your answer [free text box]
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7. Public Sector Equality Duty

Question 40

In your view, would the proposed reforms to the local government
standards and conduct framework particularly benefit or disadvantage
individuals with protected characteristics, for example those with
disabilities or caring responsibilities?

Please tick an option below:

e it would benefit individuals with protected characteristics
e it would disadvantage individuals with protected characteristics
e neither

Please use the text box below to make any further comment on this
question.

[Free text box]

Annex A: Personal data

The following is to explain your rights and give you the information you are
be entitled to under the Data Protection Act 2018. Note that this section only
refers to your personal data (your name address and anything that could be
used to identify you personally) not the content of your response to the
consultation.

1. The identity of the data controller and contact
details of our Data Protection Officer

The Ministry of Housing, Communities and Local Government (MHCLG) is
the data controller. The Data Protection Officer can be contacted
at dataprotection@communities.gov.uk.

2. Why we are collecting your personal data
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Your personal data is being collected as an essential part of the consultation
process, so that we can contact you regarding your response and for
statistical purposes. We may also use it to contact you about related
matters.

3. Our legal basis for processing your personal data
The Data Protection Act 2018 states that, as a government department,

MHCLG may process personal data as necessary for the effective
performance of a task carried out in the public interest. i.e. a consultation.

4. With whom we will be sharing your personal data
We use a third-party platform, Citizen Space, to collect consultation

responses. In the first instance, your personal data will be stored on their
secure UK-based servers.

5. For how long we will keep your personal data, or
criteria used to determine the retention period.

Your personal data will be held for 2 years from the closure of the
consultation.

6. Your rights, e.g. access, rectification, erasure

The data we are collecting is your personal data, and you have
considerable say over what happens to it. You have the right:

a) to see what data we have about you
b) to ask us to stop using your data, but keep it on record
c) to ask to have all or some of your data deleted or corrected

d) to lodge a complaint with the independent Information Commissioner
(ICO) if you think we are not handling your data fairly or in accordance with
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the law. You can contact the ICO at https://ico.org.uk/ (https://ico.org.uk/), or
telephone 0303 123 1113.

7. Your personal data will not be sent overseas

8. Your personal data will not be used for any
automated decision making

9. Your personal data will be stored on a secure
government IT system

Your data will be transferred to our secure government IT system as soon
as possible after the consultation has closed, and it will be stored there for
the standard 2 years of retention before it is deleted.

1. Localism Act 2011 (legislation.gov.uk)
(https://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/2011/20/part/1/chapter/7)

2. Only around 36% of the population of England is covered by a parish or
town council.

3. Local government ethical standards: report - GOV.UK (www.gov.uk)
(https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/local-government-ethical-standards-
report

OGL

All content is available under the Open Government Licence v3.0, except where otherwise stated © Crown copyright
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English Devolution White Paper - Digest

Key messages

“Local government plays an essential role in convening local partners around neighbourhoods to ensure
that community voices are represented and people have influence over their place and their valued
community assets. We want to work with the sector to ensure that the existing structures and mechanisms
for community partnership enable them to fulfil this role. We will also work with the town and parish
council sector to improve engagement between them and Local Authorities.” (p94)

“We know people value the role of governance at the community scale and that can be a concern when
local government is reorganised. We will therefore want to see stronger community arrangements when
reorganisation happens in the way councils engage at a neighbourhood or area level. We will also rewire
the relationship between town and parish councils and principal Local Authorities, strengthening
expectations on engagement and community voice.” (p 100)

Points to Note

“Ending this cycle means a permanent shift of power away from Whitehall and into the hands of those who
know their communities best.” (p8)

“We must end the top-down micromanaging of individual decisions and approaches by local leaders and
replace it with a principle of constitutional autonomy and partnership.” (p10)

The government will put a framework into legislation setting out the powers that go with each type of
authority. (p13)

If strategic funding is only at the level of strategic authorities, how will the most local
communities access regeneration, growth and transport improvements at the ultra-local level?

Spatial Development Strategy — supersedes Local Plan and sits under NPPF — what room for
neighbourhoods?

A ‘Mayoral Levy’ (in addition to CIL?) will be set by SAs (p15)
“expand Strategic Authorities’ role in leading Local Nature Recovery Strategies” (p15)

“Over the long term, the government is announcing an ambition to align public service boundaries,
including job centres, police, probation, fire, health services and Strategic and Local Authorities.” (p16)

There is a different way: empowered local leaders, who know their area better than any Westminster
politician, whose sole job is to deliver for their residents. By taking back control, people can begin to regain
their faith in politics as a force for good. (p21)

“In other developed countries that introduced greater devolution, people were more satisfied with public
services” (p22) — citing research that is only significant for populations below 1.8 million and shows that
small units are more beneficial than larger ones

The Society of Local Council Clerks is a company limited by guarantee, registered in England and Wales with company
registration number 10566132.

Registered Office, Collar Factory, Suite 2.01, 112 St. Augustine Street, Taunton, Somerset TA1 1QN Tel 01823 253646
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For hyper-local issues, communities should be empowered to make change happen — such as taking over
ownership of treasured community assets, and working with civic society organisations to drive community
improvements. (p26)

Proposed list of areas of competence

We would like to engage with views from Mayors and the whole of the local government sector on the
areas of competence. The following list should be considered as areas where Strategic Authorities should
have a mandate to act strategically to drive growth as well as support the shaping of public services, where
strategic level coordination adds value. We are interested in where this list could be expanded now or in
the future:

1. Transport and local infrastructure

2. Skills and employment support

3. Housing and strategic planning

4, Economic development and regeneration
5. Environment and climate change.

6. Health, wellbeing and public service reform
7. Public safety

(p29)

End of Mayor and Cabinet unitary council model of governance — Leader and Cabinet only
May make counties the taxi licensing authority rather than districts

As part of this mission, Great British Energy will be tasked to work with local government through the Local
Power Plan to support the roll out of small-medium renewable energy projects at the local level. This is
expected to provide support for Strategic and Local Authorities (as well as community energy groups) to
deploy up to 8G W of additional power from small-medium sized generation projects by 2030, and to help
Strategic and Local Authorities to build their own pipelines of successful projects. (p74)

Table on p92 - stops short of local councils
Section 4.1 — Communities (p93-95)

As part of this mission, Great British Energy will be tasked to work with local government through the Local
Power Plan to support the roll out of small-medium renewable energy projects at the local level. This is
expected to provide support for Strategic and Local Authorities (as well as community energy groups) to
deploy up to 8G W of additional power from small-medium sized generation projects by 2030, and to help
Strategic and Local Authorities to build their own pipelines of successful projects. (p96)

The Society of Local Council Clerks is a company limited by guarantee, registered in England and Wales with company
registration number 10566132.
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Decisions with purely local implications should, by default, be taken locally, within a clear, streamlined
national framework setting out the roles and responsibilities of different tiers of government, which makes
clear that local leaders’ decision making over local issues is paramount. (p98)

The end of funding pots and grants will be challenging for councils not in receipt of integrated
settlements. (p99)

What about parish councils’ ability to make byelaws and levy FPNs (p99)
If new unitaries are ~500,000 and SAs are >1.5M - it implies 3UAs per SA!

In addition, new unitary councils can enable new and innovative community level and partnership working.
(p102)

4.2.4 Audit, Insight and Standards — (p103-105)

Consult on CoC and Standards changes — all look positive, but overlook the LGA Model code which
is more up to date and widely implemented.

“we will establish a local government workforce development group — this will be run in partnership with
the sector and will identify practical solutions to help resolve and improve workforce issues and promote
the sector as a great place to work” (p104)

5.1.2 Improving accountability and scrutiny of local public spending (p107)

Proposals may localise some audit responsibilities.

The Society of Local Council Clerks is a company limited by guarantee, registered in England and Wales with company
registration number 10566132.

Registered Office, Collar Factory, Suite 2.01, 112 St. Augustine Street, Taunton, Somerset TA1 1QN Tel 01823 253646



SLCC

For Local Council Professionals «

Summary
The document contains several sections related to local communities:
1. Partnership working with the most deprived communities:

o The government will reform the Long Term Plan for Towns into a new regeneration
programme, working in partnership with 75 towns across the UK to build capacity and
sustain improvements for local residents. (p93)

2. Protecting cherished community assets and high streets:

o The government will replace the community ‘Right to Bid’ with a strengthened ‘Right to
Buy’ Assets of Community Value, supporting community ownership through the
Community Ownership Fund. (p94)

o New High Street Rental Auction regulations will provide local communities and businesses
with a right to rent long-vacant premises, supporting vibrant high streets. (p94)

3. Enhancing Local Authorities’ powers in their areas:

o Local Authorities will have strengthened abilities to manage vacant residential premises
and introduce large selective licensing schemes without requiring the Secretary of State’s
approval. (p94)

o The government will explore giving Local Authorities new discretionary tools to manage
the proliferation of certain types of premises that can exacerbate health and anti-social
behaviour challenges. (p94)

4. Community engagement and partnership:

o The government will work with the town and parish council sector to improve engagement
between them and Local Authorities, ensuring community voices are represented and
people have influence over their place and valued community assets. (p95)

These initiatives aim to empower local communities, protect cherished assets, and enhance the role of
Local Authorities in managing and improving their areas. (p7)

The approach to creating Strategic Authorities and their definition will involve the following steps:
Creation of Strategic Authorities:
1. Legislation:
o The government will legislate to introduce the concept of a Strategic Authority.

2. Levels of Strategic Authorities:

The Society of Local Council Clerks is a company limited by guarantee, registered in England and Wales with company
registration number 10566132.
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o Foundation Strategic Authorities: These include non-mayoral Combined Authorities,
Combined County Authorities, and any Local Authority designated as a Strategic Authority
without a Mayor.

o Mayoral Strategic Authorities: These include the Greater London Authority, all Mayoral
Combined Authorities, and all Mayoral Combined County Authorities. Those meeting
specified eligibility criteria may be designated as Established Mayoral Strategic Authorities,
unlocking further devolution, most notably an Integrated Settlement.

3. Geographical Coverage:

o The government aims for full devolution coverage across England, at least to the level of
Foundation Strategic Authorities, with an ambition to move to a mayoral model.

4. Ministerial Directive:

o To ensure complete national coverage, the government will legislate for a ministerial
directive to create Strategic Authorities in regions where local leaders have not been able
to agree on accessing devolved powers.

Definition and Competence of Strategic Authorities:
1. Areas of Competence:

o Strategic Authorities will have a defined list of areas of competence set out in law,
including:

= Transport and local infrastructure
= Skills and employment support
= Housing and strategic planning
= Economic development and regeneration
=  Environment and climate change
= Health, wellbeing, and public service reform
= Public safety
2. Governance and Voting Arrangements:

o In Mayoral Strategic Authorities, a majority vote including the Mayor will be required for
most decisions. Specific functions will be exercisable only by the Mayor.

o In Foundation Strategic Authorities, most decisions will require a majority, but key strategic
decisions will require unanimity.

The Society of Local Council Clerks is a company limited by guarantee, registered in England and Wales with company
registration number 10566132.
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3. Adding to the Devolution Framework:

o The Devolution Framework will be regularly reviewed and can be expanded to include
additional functions as Strategic Authorities grow in capacity and coverage.

This structured approach aims to ensure that Strategic Authorities are created effectively, with clear roles
and responsibilities, enabling them to drive growth and deliver better outcomes for their regions.
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Sussex councils agree to submit expression of in-
terest to devolution priority programme

THE Cabinets of the three Sussex upper tier Councils have today agreed to sub-
mit an expression of interest to be considered for the Government's
Devolution Priority Programme indicating support for a Sussex Mayoral

Strategic Authority which could unlock new money and powers for the region.

The Government's white paper on English Devolution states that Mayoral

Strategic Authorities will bring funding and local decision-making powers down

from central Government to deliver on economic growth, jobs and skills, hous-

ing and transport.

A Mayoral Strategic Authority could give the people of Sussex a stronger voice in how national decisions af-

fect them and greater power to shape major projects across the area.

If the Government accepts the initial proposal for Sussex to join the devolution priority programme, the

Government will run a consultation to obtain residents’ views.

Leader of East Sussex County Council, Cllr Keith Glazier, said: “This is historic for Sussex; bringing together
the three authorities and our partners to discuss the future of local government in the area and the bene-
fits to our residents, businesses, and communities it could bring. We have all looked closely at the
Government's white paper, together discussed its benefits and what it offers and believe that we have
come to the right decision to put forward an expression of interest for a Strategic Mayoral Authority for

Sussex.”

Cllr Bella Sankey, Leader of Brighton & Hove City Council said: “This is an exciting and significant step to un-
lock new powers and funding for communities across Sussex. I'm keen to move swiftly with the
Government and all tiers of local government across the region to take advantage of the opportunities be-
ing presented to us. Other parts of our country that have already devolved are already improving residents’
lives by integrating bus services and addressing health inequalities and | want our residents to feel these

benefits too.”.

West Sussex County Council Leader, Cllr Paul Marshall, said: “We were pleased to receive the clarity needed

from the Government which clearly identified the benefits an elected Mayor and strategic authority would
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bring to Sussex. By bringing powers down from central government on transport, infrastructure and
health, we can join services and plans together that will enable more efficient and strategic decision making

which will help boost our economy and the wellbeing of our residents and communities.”

The Government's White Paper set out in detail the key areas that a strategic authority would be in control
of to drive growth and provide support on shaping public services. These include:

e Transport and local infrastructure

e Skills and employment support

e Housing and strategic planning

e Economic development and regeneration

e Environment and climate change

e Health, wellbeing and public service reform
e Public safety

The expected timeline following the submission of the proposal is:

e A devolution consultation would be held before the end of March 2025.

e The results of the devolution consultation will be assessed in the Spring 2025 following which a
Ministerial decision will be taken as to whether to proceed with a Mayoral Strategic Authority (prior to
unitary re-organisation). The Spending Review will then confirm future mayoral investment funds for
new mayoral areas.

¢ relevant legislation will be laid before Parliament in relation to the creation of Strategic Authorities.

e In March 2026 notice of mayoral elections will be given for a Mayoral election in May 2026. A decision

whether to move to a Mayoral Strategic Authority under the reorganised arrangements would follow.

The plans for devolution do not change the councils’ commitment to service delivery for communities
across Sussex.

There will follow a separate process of Local Government re-organisation
e Aformal invitation to submit reorganisation proposals will be issued to all authorities in January.
e Atthe end of 2025 and in early 2026 Ministers will consider unitary proposals and delivery phasing
with statutory consultations being undertaken on the first tranche of proposals.

Timelines for the remainder of the reorganisation process will be subject to the proposals received.

This entry was posted in Governance Services on January 9, 2025

[https://news.eastsussex.gov.uk/2025/01/09/devolution-expression-of-interest/] by karenb.
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Agenda Iltem 5

Report to: Cabinet

Date of meeting: 9 January 2025

By: Chief Executive
Title: Devolution and Local Government Reorganisation.
Purpose: To consider the Council’s response to the Government’s letter

asking for a clear commitment to devolution and reorganisation by
10 January including whether to request the postponement of
County Council elections.

RECOMMENDATIONS:

The Cabinet is recommended to approve that the Leader writes to the Minister of State for
Local Government and English Devolution:

1. Confirming the Council’s clear commitment to devolution and local government
reorganisation as part of the Devolution Priority Programme, based on a proposal
for the devolution of powers to a new combined authority for the Sussex area
covering the areas of the three upper tier authorities.

2. Confirming the Council’s commitment to developing a proposal for unitary
government in East Sussex.

3. Inviting the Government to postpone elections in May 2025, for a year, to enable the
proposals for Local Government Reorganisation to be developed and the early
implementation of the proposed devolution arrangements.

1. Background Information

1.1  The County Council provides vital services for the residents, communities and businesses
of East Sussex. What is provided directly and commissioned through others, combined with
strong partnership working, has a fundamental impact on the quality of life in the County. The
County Council has strong governance and robust business planning processes to ensure we are
well run and deploy our excellent staff and resources to best effect, using a robust local evidence
base and guided by the four priority outcomes in the Council Plan.

1.2  The County Council works directly and with others to ensure the best possible public
service in East Sussex and best use of public money. The funding available to tackle the
significant increases in demand and costs (detailed in the Reconciling Policy, Performance and
Resources reports to Cabinet and Council) has provided significant challenges in recent years
and, as will be considered in the budget reports later in January and February 2025, the County
Council faces very tough choices about planning for 2025/26 and beyond. It is therefore
important to consider all avenues and to evaluate them both in the short and medium term.
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2. English Devolution White Paper

2.1 The Government’s English Devolution White Paper was released on 16 December 2024
and represents wide ranging and ambitious reform and reorganisation of local government
structures in all two tier areas and public services more widely. It also strengthens the previous
Government’s direction of travel to Mayoral Combined Authority based local devolution. The
White Paper is expected to be turned into legislation early in 2025.

2.2  The primary and urgent issue for consideration is whether the County Council applies, with
relevant neighbouring upper tier authorities, to join the Devolution Priority Programme (DPP) with
local government reorganisation. The Government has requested that the Leaders of those
Councils who wish to join the DPP write with a clear commitment to devolution and
reorganisation aims, confirming their intention to join the programme by 10 January 2025.

2.3  The English Devolution White Paper makes 4 fundamental changes to the previous
approach:

e Introduction of Mayoral Combined Authorities to all areas of England and associated
move to unitary government replacing two tier local government where it exists.

¢ Clarity about the powers available and the conditions for accessing them replaces a deal
based negotiation.

e Greater clarity about the size of the units of governance (unitary councils of at least
500,000 population with few exceptions and Mayoral Combined Authorities with
minimum of 1.5m population).

e Clarity about the role of a Mayor in relation to current local government responsibilities
for Strategic Planning and Housing and also, in time, for wider public services including
Police, Fire and Rescue, Probation, skills and employment support, environment and
climate change, business support and health and health inequalities.

3. Devolution

3.1 The Council has demonstrated a genuine and practical commitment to the importance of
joint working with other councils, the wider public sector, business and voluntary, community and
social enterprise (VCSE) sectors. This commitment is clearly demonstrated through our joint
work, including integration, with the NHS; through Team East Sussex our Growth Board and
through Partnership Plus our focus for working with the VCSE. As well as working within the
County, ESCC has a strong track record of working across wider boundaries, when that best
serves the needs of our residents, including through Orbis, South East 7, SELEP and Partnership
for People and Place (the only County Council to have been chosen to participate in the
Government project). A clear focus on the key role transport and connectivity plays in the south
east and particularly in East Sussex led to the formation of the well regarded and Government
funded Transport for the South East.
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3.2  The White Paper sets out the Government’s ambition of overseeing a rebalancing of
power from central government, placing more emphasis and power on visible local leadership
and accountability, with a stated intention to establish Strategic Authorities (SAs). These will be
either a Foundation Strategic Authority which is a non-mayoral combined authorities or non-
mayoral county combined authorities; or a Mayoral Strategic Authority which will include all
Mayoral Combined or Mayoral Combined County Authorities.

3.3 The Government’s clear preference and ambition is for all parts of the country to
eventually have a Mayoral Strategic Authority. Having established the Council of Nations and
Regions and the Mayoral Council, the Government’s policy places Mayors “front and centre” as
fundamental partners to the Government. The White Paper contains a Devolution Framework
summary table which sets out the differences in powers and functions between the Foundation
and Mayoral status. This is set out in Appendix 1 to this report. In two tier areas the Government
will establish Combined County Authorities but not Combined Authorities. District and borough
councils will not be constituent members although the Government expects that constituent
members would work collaboratively with districts and boroughs.

3.4 In the White Paper the Government sets out in detail a proposed list of areas of
competence where Strategic Authorities should have a mandate to act strategically to drive
growth and provide support on shaping public services. These include:

Transport and local infrastructure

Skills and employment support

Housing and Strategic Planning

Economic development and regeneration
Environment and climate change

Health, wellbeing and public service reform
Public safety

3.5 The Government has committed to a simplified funding landscape for SAs with Mayoral
strategic Authorities receiving a consolidated funding pot covering: local growth, place, housing
and regeneration; non apprenticeship adult skills; and transport. Foundation Strategic Authorities
will have less flexibility receiving dedicated local growth allocations decided by formulae.

3.6 Interms of the area covered by SAs, the White Paper sets out that the default assumption
is for SAs to have a combined population of 1.5 million or above. The areas must cover a
sensible economic geography with a focus on functional economic areas, travel to work patterns
(which may include multiple areas) and local labour markets. The area must also be contiguous
across its constituent councils and the Government’s “strong preference” is for more than one
Local Authority to form a partnership over a large geography.

3.7  On this basis, and following discussion with our partners in BHCC and WSCC, itis
therefore proposed that a SA be established which comprises the area of Sussex, covering the
administrative areas of West Sussex County Council, Brighton and Hove City Council and East
Sussex County Council, with a combined population of about 1.7 million. It is considered that this
meets the criteria set out by the Government in the White Paper.
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3.8. The Government will seek to promote alignment between devolution boundaries and other
public sector boundaries. The proposed area would be coterminous with Sussex Police and the
Integrated Care System (ICS.) The White Paper emphasises that a vital element of a successful
devolution will be the ability of local residents to engage and hold the SA to account. The three
upper tier Councils in Sussex have strong relations and a proven record of partnership working,
particularly over recent years through the Orbis partnership and the improvement partner
relationship between East and West Sussex.

3.9  While it is possible to discuss proposals with other upper tier authorities across the region
this is not recommended at this time, bearing in mind the criteria set out in the guidance and the
natural limits to the benefits devolution being exercised across a wider geographical area.

4. Local Government in East Sussex

4.1  The six principal councils of East Sussex (the County Council, Eastbourne and Hastings
Borough Councils and Lewes, Rother and Wealden District Councils) have a strong track record
of working well together at all levels.

4.2  Although politically varied and serving very different and often contrasting communities all
the councils have invested time, effort and funding to make two tier work effectively. This has
been true not only between the councils but with wider partners including parish and town
councils, VCSE, businesses and wider public sector. This approach is underpinned by a range of
partnerships and a strong local evidence base. The strength of these relationships has been
recognised at all tiers by Peer Reviews and external assessors. There are, of course, varying
views about problems and solutions but the work is rooted in respectful relationships and joint
ambition for our residents. Having regard to the previous Government’s policies, the
authorities kept under review whether to move to a unitary arrangement, but it was not
considered to be the best solution for East Sussex. It was considered more advantageous to put
time and resource into ensuring good partnerships exist between the different tiers for the benefit
of the residents and business of the County.

4.3 ltis however clear that the direction of travel is now towards unitary status for two tier
authorities. The Government ‘s stated expectation is that all two tier authorities will develop
proposals for reorganisation. The White Paper sets out that the Government will work closely
with authorities to understand what support is needed to develop robust proposals and implement
new structures. The stated expectation is that for most areas this will mean creating councils
with a population size of 500,000 or more. The population of East Sussex is 560,000.

4.4  While the current arrangements have worked well there are clear advantages to
reorganisation. The public and businesses can be confused about which organisation currently
provides which service. There will also be inherent economies of scale that can be better
achieved by a single organisation providing upper and lower tier council services, which could
help make services more sustainable and provide better value for money. Unitarisation may
assist in helping residents access help and support across a range of services in a more
cohesive way.
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4.5  There will however be inherent challenges in terms of ensuring connections with local
communities are maintained and the needs of those communities continue to be understood and
represented. Any proposal for a unitary arrangement would need to set out how local connections
are maintained. The Local Government Boundary Commission for England Guidance sets out
requirements to have a sufficient number of elected members to adequately provide strategic
leadership, accountability and community leadership. We would work with the Commission to put
in place the appropriate division constituency areas prior to the election. Should this not prove
possible we would discuss with the Government the appropriate number of Councillors for an
interim period before an appropriate Commission review, as has happened in other places.

4.6 ltis therefore recommended, upon receipt of the invitation from the Secretary of State, to
develop proposals for unitarisation across the area of the proposed Strategic Authority. It is too
early to set out what reorganisation could look like across Sussex, and we will need to wait for
the formal invitation from the Government should the request to join the priority devolution
programme be accepted. Proposals to be worked up in response to that invitation would be
informed by the assessment of community connections, the identity of places and effective
service delivery as well as how best to address the need to reconfigure service provision, transfer
liabilities and plan funding whilst also creating a new unitary structure for the area. The
implications for the three areas of Sussex may be different but the critical issue is collaborative
working with partners, stakeholders and communities to secure the best outcome.

4.7 If agreed, the County Council would seek to work closely and in an integrated way with the
Borough and District Councils, learning from experience elsewhere, to reorganise in a way which
would best serve the communities of East Sussex both in the transition and in future.

4.8 ltis proposed that the response to the letter of the Secretary of State includes a
commitment to develop proposals for the reorganisation of local government for both East
Sussex and Sussex more generally to ensure that the unitary authorities which would comprise
the new combined authority to meet the prescribed criteria including population sizes.

4.9 As stated above the letter from the Secretary of State the Government has invited upper
tier authorities to request the postponement of the election for a year where needed to make
progress with reorganisation and devolution in parallel on the Devolution Priority Programme.

4.10 The decision as to whether to postpone the election will be for the Government. Such a
decision is a significant one, and will mean delaying, for one or, depending on progress with the
reorganisation plans, two years, the opportunity for the local electorate to determine the make up
of the Council. However, this needs to be weighed up against the significant resource and
member involvement which will be needed to manage the demands of planning and delivering
devolution alongside reorganisation with potential Mayoral elections in 2026 and shadow
authority elections in 2027. It would prove significantly more challenging to successfully complete
such an ambitious endeavour while at the same time holding County elections and inducting new
members who would be standing for election again in less than two years following their election.

5. Next Steps
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5.1 The Government has written asking for a response from Council Leaders in relation to the
appetite for joining the Devolution Priority Programme (DPP) (appendix 2). The DPP is aimed at
places ready to come together under the geographical criteria set out in the White Paper and
wishing to progress towards a Mayoral Strategic Authority at an accelerated timescale. Joining
the programme will have a number of clear benefits for residents and businesses of the County,
these include:

e Having a Mayor elected by 2026, which is the earliest point.

e Having access to the Mayoral strategic authority level of the framework (as set out in the
White Paper)

e Taking a seat at the Council of the Nations and the Regions, Mayoral council to feed into
national policy making

e Starting the clock on getting to Established status, which requires a Mayor being in place
for 18 months, which if reached unlocks the single settlement

e Backing from government, including Ministerial support and engagement to meet timescales
for May 2026 and capacity funding to start flowing the year before the election.

5.2 It would be possible to decline the invitation to join the priority programme of devolution
proposals but this would delay the devolution to locally elected bodies of the significant strategic
powers other English regions currently benefit from and that others will acquire through the
priority programme.

5.3 The Government has asked for a response by 10" January 2025 giving a clear
commitment to devolution and reorganisation, including a request from those Council’'s whose
election is to be postponed. Following receipt of the response the Government will take a
decision, as to whether to postpone the election for a year to May 2026.

5.4 A formal invitation to submit reorganisation proposals will be issued to all authorities in
January. In January the Government will also launch consultations on mayoral devolution with a
view to Ministers taking a decision on whether statutory tests have been met and start the
legislative process work to establish a Combined County Authority. It is anticipated that a
consultation will run for 6 to 8 weeks.

5.5 In March 2025 areas will submit indicative reorganisation plans.

5.6  The results of the devolution consultation will be assessed in the Spring 2025 following
which a Ministerial decision will be taken as to whether to proceed with a Mayoral Combined
County Authority (MCCA). The Spending Review will then confirm future mayoral investment
funds for new mayoral areas.

5.7 Inthe Autumn 2025 areas will submit new unitary proposals. At this time relevant
legislation will be laid before Parliament in relation to MCCA areas.

5.8 Atthe end of 2025 and in early 2026 Ministers will consider unitary proposals and delivery
phasing with statutory consultations being undertaken on the first tranche of proposals.

5.9 In March notice of mayoral elections will be given for a Mayoral election in May 2026.

5.10 Timelines for the remainder of the reorganisation process will be subject to the proposals
received. It is anticipated that elections for a shadow authority will be in May 2027 with new
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unitaries going live in 2028, at which point MCCA'’s would be converted to Mayoral Combined
Authorities.

6. Financial Implications

6.1 There will be financial implications in relation to the resources required to develop detailed
proposals, which will be met from existing resources. Should the Council be successful in
gaining a place on the Devolution Priority Programme this will be reviewed and we will need to
take advantage of the Government'’s offer of capacity funding which will flow from the year prior
to the mayoral election.

6.2  Any postponement of the election would mean that the costs of the scheduled election,
estimated by the District and Borough Councils to be £1.63m, will not have to be met until at least
2026, and should acceptable progress on reorganisation be made, elections would take place in
2027, which coincides with when the District and Borough (except for Hastings) elections would
have taken place.

6.3 Itis important to recognise that the White Paper does not bring any specific commitments
to new funding beyond support and capacity for the set up of the MCA and for reorganisation for
those councils in the DPP. The areas identified in the White Paper will, in time, provide significant
opportunities to work across councils and the local public sector to tackle more effectively, as at
local level, the drivers of demand and the ability to align efforts across organisations.

6.4 Local Government is subject to a Funding Review which, despite best efforts to provide
evidence of the relative needs in East Sussex, will not necessarily result in greater funding. The
development of proposals for unitarisation will be the mechanism by which the funding impact of
creating new councils out of the existing will be understood in detail but initial analysis suggests
that, although clearly opportunities for some efficiencies and new ways of working given the
pressures of social care, temporary accommodation and homelessness and needs driven by
deprivation, it is unlikely to result in significant revenue savings.

6.5 The primary financial benefits of moving into the new configuration of unitaries and MCA
would be the access to funding and flexibility of use of an integrated pot that an MCA would
bring.

7. Conclusion and Reasons for Recommendations

7.1 Itis recommended that the Council responds to the Government’s invitation by expressing
a commitment to work with partners to develop proposals for a mayoral strategic authority for the
area of Sussex, and to seek to take advantage of the benefits of participating in the Devolution
Priority Programme. It is also recommended that the letter to the Government includes a
commitment to reorganisation, with a view to taking advantage of the benefits that offers, and to
ensure that we are aligned, and consistent with, the other upper tier local authorities in the
proposed strategic authority.

7.2  The development and delivery of the proposed devolution and reorganisation will require
significant commitment and resource. It is therefore proposed that the Government be invited to
postpone the County Council elections, scheduled for May 2025, for a year to help enable
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detailed proposals for a Strategic Authority and local government reorganisation to be developed,
with a view to helping manage the demands of devolution alongside reorganisation.

BECKY SHAW
Chief Executive

BACKGROUND DOCUMENTS

English Devolution White Paper
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- English Devolution White Paper | Power and Partnership: Foundations for Growth

memm 3.710 Devolution Framework summary table
Key

(** refers to functions for which funding will be included in Integrated Settlements for Established
Mayoral Strategic Authorities

(M refers to functions which apply to Combined and Combined County Authorities only

Detail Foundation | Mayoral | Established
Funding and investment

Access to a multi-departmental, long-term
integrated funding settlement™*

Long-term investment fund, with an agreed
annual allocation

Removal of gateway review from investment
fund, after Gateway One complete

Ability to introduce mayoral precepting on
council tax”

Consolidation of local growth and place
funding in a single pot™

Strategic leadership

A statutory duty to produce Local X X
Growth Plans

Membership of the Council of Nations
and Regions

Membership of the Mayoral Data Council X X

Transport and local infrastructure

Local Transport Authority and public X X X
transport functions, including bus franchising
and responsibility for an area-wide Local
Transport Plan

Simplification and consolidation of local X X X
transport funding™

Removal of certain Secretary of State X X
consents, e.g. on lane rental schemes

Duty to establish a Key Route Network on the X X
most important local roads”
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Powers, functions and funding — the Devolution Framework

Mayoral Power of Direction over use of X X
constituent authority powers on the Key
Route NetworkA

Priority for strategic rail engagement X X X
{including mayoral partnerships) with Great
British Raitways

Statutory role in governing, managing, X X
planning, and developing the rail network

An option for greater control over local X X
raif stations

A 'right to request’ further rail devolution X
Priority for support to deliver multi- X

modal ticketing

A clear, strategic role in the decarbonisation X X X
of the local bus fleet

Active Travel England support for constituent | X X X
authority capability”

Formal partnershlp with Natlonal Hzghways X X

'Skllls and employment suppo:

Joint ownership of the Local Skills

Improvement Plan madel, with Employer X X X
Representative Bodies

Devolution of the core Adult Skills Fund X

Devolution of non-apprenticeship aduit

skills functions through a consolidated skills X X

funding pot™

Central convening of youth careers provision

including greater flexibility for Careers hubs X X
A clear role in relation to 16-19 education
o X X
and training
Responsibility for developing local Get Britain
) X X X
Working Plans
Devolution of supported
H *k X X X
employment funding
Co-design of future employment support that X ¥

is additional to core Jobcentre Plus provision
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English Devolution White Paper | Power and Partnership: Foundations for Growth

Delegated delivery or commissioning of
employment support that is additional to core X
Jobcentre Plus provision

Alignment of Jobcentre Plus boundaries with

Strategic Authorities X
Housing and strategic planning =~~~
A duty to produce a Spatial X X X
Development Strategy
Strategic development management powers
(once the Spatial Development Strategy X X
is in place)
Ability to raise a Mayoral Community
Infrastructure Levy to fund strategic X v
infrastructure (once the Spatial Development
Strateqy is in place)
Ability to make Mayoral Development Orders X X
Ability to establish Mayoral Development ¥ ¥
Corporations
Homes England compulsory purchase

X X X
powers (held concurrently)
Devolution of wider grant funding to support N v

regeneration and housing delivery™

Ability to set the strategic direction of any
future programme to support affordable X
housing provision in their area

Strategic Place Partnership with
Homes England

Support to establish a public sector
fand commission

Economic development and regeneration

Partnership working with Department X X X
for Science, Industry and Technology

and UK Research and Innovation o

explore opportunities for closer long-term
collaboration in strengthening local research
and innovation capacity

Develop joint innovation action plans with X X
Innovate UK to shape long-term strategies
and investments
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Powers, functions and funding - the Devolution Framewaork

Embed UK Research and innovation lead
points of contact for enhanced collaborative
working on innovation with Mayoral Strategic
Authorities that are committed to work

collaboratively on innovation

Responsibility as the accountable body for
the delivery of Growth Hubs

Devolution of Growth Hubs funding** X

A Strategic Partnership with the Department
for Business and Trade focused on domestic

growth, exports, investment, and delivery of X X
local growth priorities.

Partnership working with Department for

Culture, Media and Sport Arm'’s Length ¥ N "

Bodies to maximise culture, heritage, and
sport spending in place

Devolution of retrofit funding this parliament
subject to a successful transition X
period (see 3.7)**

Heat network zoning coordination role X X X
Coordinating local energy planning to support

development of regional network energy X X X
infrastructure

Green jobs and skills coordination role X X X

A strategic role on net zero in collaboration
with government, including on Great

British Energy’s Local Power Plan and X X X
Warm Homes Plan

Responsibility for coordinating delivery

and monitoring of Local Nature Recovery X X X

Strategies?

Health, welloeing and public service reform

A bespoke statutory health improvement and

health inequalities duty” X X X

Mayors endaged during the Integrated Care
Boards chair appointment process
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English Devolution White Paper | Power and Partnership: Foundations for Growth

Mayors as members of local Integrated Care
Partnerships, and consideration for position X X
of chair or co-chair

A role in convening partners and driving
cross-cutting public service reform, ¥ X X
including looking at areas such as multiple
disadvaniage

jPUb_l_ic :s'élfety' ':-.-.:__f._f_j_:_;j:.__i e .:.i_ o

Mayors accountable for the exercise of Police
and Crime Commissioner functions where X X
police force and mayoral boundaries align/

Mayors accountable for the exercise of Fire
and Rescue Authority functions where fire and X X
rescue service and mayoral boundaries align

A clear and defined role in local resilience,
working with the Local Resilience Forum

o . . X X X
to embed resilience into broader policy
and delivery’
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Jim McMahon OBE MP
» Minister of State for Local Government and
.. . English Devolution
M|n|St|’y Of HOUS”‘]g, EoMngtr)snham Street
Communities & SW1P 4DF
Local Government

To: Leaders of all two-tier councils and
neighbouring unitary authorities

16 December 2024

Dear Leaders

The English Devolution White Paper published today sets out how the Government
plans to deliver on our manifesto pledge to transfer power out of Westminster
through devolution and to fix the foundations of local government. You will receive
under separate cover a letter outlining the ambition and key elements of the White
Paper, but | also wanted to write to areas which might be in scope for a joint
programme of devolution and local government reorganisation, to set out a clear
process and key milestones.

The Government’s long-term vision is for simpler structures which make it much
clearer for residents who they should look to on local issues, with fewer politicians
able to focus on delivering. Local government reorganisation, alongside devolution
over a large strategic geography, can drive economic growth whilst delivering
optimal public services. To help deliver these aims, we will facilitate local
government reorganisation in England for two-tier areas and for unitary councils
where there is evidence of failure, or where their size or boundaries may be
hindering an ability to deliver sustainable, high-quality public services.

Given how much interest there has been, and will continue to be in this programme, |
am writing now to all councils in two-tier areas, and to neighbouring smaller unitary
authorities, to give you further detail and to set out our plans to work with you over
the coming months.

Local government reorganisation

My intention is to formally invite unitary proposals in January 2025 from all councils
in two-tier areas, and small neighbouring unitary councils. In this invitation, | will set
out further detail on the criteria | will consider when taking decisions on the proposals
that are submitted to Government. | intend to ask for interim plans by March 2025.
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As set out in the White Paper, new unitary councils must be the right size to achieve
efficiencies, improve capacity and withstand financial shocks. For most areas, this
will mean creating councils with a population of 500,000 or more. However, there
may be exceptions to ensure new structures make sense for an area, including on
devolution. Final decisions will be made on a case-by-case basis. We will ask you to
work with other councils in your area to develop unitary proposals that are in the best
interests of the whole area, rather than developing competing proposals.

Devolution

We are clear that reorganisation should not delay devolution. Plans should be
complementary, with devolution remaining the overarching priority. In January, we
will therefore also set out which areas will be included in our Devolution Priority
Programme, aimed at places ready to come together under the sensible geography
criteria set out in the White Paper and wishing to progress to an accelerated
timescale. This will be with a view to inaugural mayoral elections in May 2026. This
is an exciting programme and there has already been significant interest even before
the White Paper was published.

| am aware that different places will be in different stages of their devolution journey.
While some will already have an existing strategic authority, others may be in the
process of establishing one, and others still may need reorganisation to take place
before they can fully benefit from devolution.

| also understand that delivering these ambitious plans for devolution and for local
government reorganisation will be a significant change. It will be essential for
councils to work with local partners, including MPs, to develop plans for sustainable
unitary structures capable of delivering the high-quality public services that residents
need and deserve.

Transition and implementation

We are under no illusion about the scale of issues facing local government. It is in all
our interests to make sure we are avoiding unnecessary spend at a time when
budgets are already tight, so we will be working with sector partners to avoid use of
expensive consultants wherever possible.

My department will be working closely with the Local Government Association,
District Councils Network, County Councils Network and others, to develop a shared
understanding of how reorganisation can deliver the best outcomes for local
residents and businesses. We have a collective responsibility to ensure councils are
better supported throughout reorganisation. This will include preparing robust
proposals with evidence, standing up new unitary councils ready for vesting day and
work to deliver the significant opportunities that are possible by creating suitably
sized unitary structures. We will take a phased approach and expect to deliver new
unitary authorities in April 2027 and 2028.
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Timelines and next steps

| have heard from some areas that the timing of elections affects their planning for
devolution, particularly alongside reorganisation. To help manage these demands,
alongside our objectives on devolution, and subject to meeting the timetable outlined
in this letter, | am minded-to lay secondary legislation to postpone local council
elections from May 2025 to May 2026.

However, | will only do this where this will help the area to deliver both reorganisation
and devolution to the most ambitious timeframe — either through the Devolution
Priority Programme or where reorganisation is necessary to unlock devolution or
open up new devolution options. There will be two scenarios in which | will be willing
to postpone elections;

- Areas who are minded-to join the Devolution Priority Programme, where they
will be invited to submit reorganisation proposals to Government by Autumn
2025.

- Areas who need reorganisation to unlock devolution, where they will be
invited to submit reorganisation proposals to Government by May 2025.

For any area in which elections are postponed, we will work with areas to move to
elections to new ‘shadow’ unitary councils as soon as possible as is the usual
arrangement in the process of local government reorganisation.

For all other areas elections will take place as scheduled in May 2025, and | will
invite in January proposals for reorganisation to be submitted to Government by
Autumn 2025.

To lay the relevant legislation to postpone elections, | will need a clear commitment
to devolution and reorganisation aims from upper-tier councils in an area, including a
request from the council/s whose election is to be postponed, on or before Friday 10
January. This request must set out how postponing the election would enable the
council to make progress with reorganisation and devolution in parallel on the
Devolution Priority Programme, or would speed up reorganisation and enable the
area to benefit from devolution as quickly as possible once new unitary structures
are in place.

| am working together with my colleague and fellow Minister, Baroness Taylor, who
will host a webinar with leaders and chief executives of councils to discuss the next
steps | have outlined in this letter. | hope you will be able to attend that

discussion.

| welcome your views on any matters raised in this letter. As set out above, | will
require a clear commitment to delivering both reorganisation and devolution to the
most ambitious timeframe, with any request to delay council elections by Friday 10
January. Please respond or direct any queries to
EnglishDevolutionLGEnquiries@communities.gov.uk.
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| look forward to working with you to build empowered, simplified, resilient and
sustainable structures for local government. | am copying this letter to council Chief
Executives, and where relevant to Best Value Commissioners. | am also copying this
letter to local Members of Parliament, and where relevant to Mayors of combined
(county) authorities, and Police (Fire) and Crime Commissioners.

Yours ever,

= meadon .

JIM MCMAHON OBE MP
Minister of State for Local Government and English Devolution
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