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Consultation on proposals for locally led reorganisation of local government in Cumbria, North Yorkshire and 
Somerset 
 
Dear Sir/Madam, 
 
The Society of County Treasurers (SCT) is comprised of all Chief Financial Officers from the 24 shire counties in 
English local government. Following successive reorganisations of local government, the SCT also includes 16 shire 
unitary authorities that have similar interests in local government issues. Together, these authorities represent 47% 
of the population of England and provide services across 87% of its land area. 
 
This letter represents the combined SCT response to the Ministry of Housing, Communities and Local Government’s 
consultation on the proposals for locally led reorganisation in 3 county areas. Please also refer to responses from 
our individual member authorities.  
 
Devolution 
 
Local government reorganisation in two tier areas has recently been re-launched as part of the discussions to 
establish devolution deals in county areas.  The Society is therefore disappointed that the long-awaited white paper 
on devolution and local recovery remains unpublished. Local Government has received great praise during the 
course of the pandemic – often doing a far more effective job than centrally-run initiatives, for example, test and 
trace where local knowledge and being close to the population is a formidable weapon in the fight to stop the virus 
spreading. Local government reorganisation can deliver benefits to two-tier areas by itself, but the prize is much 
greater when a devolution deal is included - the SCT therefore eagerly look forward to the devolution paper’s 
eventual publication.  
 
County councils have been instrumental in leading negotiations for devolution deals across county areas. County 
councils have also tended to be the accountable body for LEPs given their scale and capacity. County councils are 
therefore best placed to take a strategic leadership view across county geographies whether that is for business 
growth, spatial planning or for community renewal. The quickest and most effective way to deliver devolution 
across county areas is to see county councils as the building block for new unitary council arrangements. 
 
 Local Government Reorganisation 
 
The Society of County Treasurers works very closely with the County Councils Network, who last August published 
a piece of work entitled ‘Evaluating the importance of scale in proposals for local government reorganisation’. The 
work was carried out by independent consultants from PricewaterhouseCoopers (PwC).  
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The findings of the report clearly indicated that the greatest savings were from the creation of a single unitary in 
place of a two-tier authority. Whilst there are still financial benefits to be gained when two or more unitaries are 
created, these are offset by the significant additional costs associated with disaggregating services which had 
previously been delivered by the upper tier authority. These costs are so significant that PwC predict that the gains 
of creating 2 unitary authorities could be just a third of that of a single unitary after 5 years. The PwC paper also 
highlights the transformation benefits that can be realised from reorganisation – estimating that the potential 
benefits on offer could be two or perhaps three times those associated with reorganisation alone, adding that the 
single unitary scenario is likely to offer the greatest transformation benefits.  
 
It must also be recognised that circa 80% of all council spending in the counties is already carried out by county 
councils. This is not to diminish the value of the services represented by the remaining 20% but it does illustrate 
the disruption risks associated with any proposal that seeks to create unitary structures at sub-county levels. This 
is important as we continue to grapple with the effects of Covid and then, even more importantly, when we begin 
the post-Covid recovery.  
 
Services such as public health and adult social care have worked superbly well alongside the health service and care 
providers. The arrangements between hospitals and social care for discharge arrangements have been exemplary 
whilst county councils (whether as public health authorities, the social care service or simply as the most resilient 
part of local government in two-tier areas) have stepped up on community response, test and trace, infection 
control and financial support for the care market. Yet proposals sponsored by some of the district councils in 
Cumbria, North Yorkshire and Somerset would see these mature and effective partnership relations broken up. 
Such relationships take time to develop and there is a risk that the new arrangements are not as effective. 
 
Other services such as children’s services would also see significant and unnecessary change. This service area is 
possibly the most highly sensitive council service area of all and one where disruption to professional practice can 
have significant consequences. Disaggregation of children’s services may result in deterioration of service and / 
or extra cost whether services are already high performing or on an improvement path.  
 
There already exists fierce competition when recruiting to specialist posts including professionals, middle and 
senior leadership roles in local government. Increasing the number of authorities overall will likely increase demand 
and authorities could struggle to recruit candidates with sufficient experience. The process of disaggregating adult 
and children’s care functions is likely to increase the risk of disruption to the workforce in critical services and 
safeguarding arrangements, potentially increasing the need for more expensive agency staffing.  
 
County councils already employ a far greater number of staff than district councils in their own geographies. This 
position is further amplified when schools are included where maintained school staff are employed by the county 
council in two-tier areas. Splitting a county area will therefore lead to the greatest disruption of all staff with its 
associated risks of staff turnover, lower morale and reduced focus on delivering the vital services required. Greatest 
workforce stability is possible by consolidating council services at county level. 
 
A statement by the Government in June 2020 indicated that the optimum size for new unitaries must be 
“substantially in excess of 300,000 – 400,000”. None of the options, other than for county-wide options meet this 
criterion.  The proposals in each area from the county council is simply for the creation of a unitary authority 
matching the current county border. Each would have a population easily above the 300,000-400,000 threshold. 
Proposals from the districts in each area are for the creation of 2 unitaries in each area, with some also 
encompassing nearby pre-existing unitaries. Naturally, the populations of these smaller unitaries would be far 
smaller. As set out by PWC, this risks the financial and operational sustainability of these smaller unitaries which 
also have the greatest level of disruption to contend with in tandem. 
 
Very recently the Home Secretary announced plans by the Home Office for the Government to direct Police and 
Crime Commissioners to take over the fire services in their area – very much appearing to subscribe to the principle 
of economies of scale and that ‘bigger is better’. The SCT feel that consulting on plans to create too-small-to-be-
viable unitaries on the one hand, whilst simply creating ‘super fire authorities’ sends a very mixed message.  
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People also tend to relate to their own local communities (i.e. specific towns or villages as opposed to district 
geographies) and then to their county areas with pride. Cumbria, North Yorkshire and Somerset mean something 
to their populations, and it is vital that council-resident relations are meaningful for an accountable and democratic 
body. The proposals to arbitrarily break-up county identities are not based upon an understandable sense of 
place and could weaken relations with the local taxpayers.  
 
The Society feels that the evidence is clear; needlessly creating two unitary authorities where one county exists 
now risks duplication which, in turn, fails to get the best value for taxpayers. It undermines the levelling up agenda 
and creates confusion for residents. Arguably the biggest issue facing local authorities currently is financial 
sustainability – which could be greatly improved by choosing the best value, most cost-effective options offering 
the biggest savings offered by a single unitary.  The financial benefits from operating at critical mass will provide 
the opportunity to tailor community services to localities, enhancing democratic accountability and responsiveness.  
 
Finally, we believe it is vital that any proposal stands up to the rigour of financial assessment. The proposals put 
forward by the 3 county councils of Cumbria, North Yorkshire and Somerset have involved a high level of financial 
due diligence and we are aware that County Council colleagues have not been able to validate some of the financial 
statements made by the alternative proposals. In our professional view it is vital that decisions of such importance 
are taken with full financial assessment by government to ensure that a fully informed decision can be made given 
the long-term legacy that local government reform will provide to the delivery of integrated local services. 
 
We look forward to the outcome of the consultation are happy to provide further detail or assistance as needed 
whether in regard to the proposals relating to Cumbria, North Yorkshire and Somerset or more generally on 
devolution and local government reorganisation across the remaining two-tier areas .  
 
Yours sincerely 
 

 
Lorna Baxter 
President 
Society of County Treasurers 
 
 
 


