Report for Cabinet, 17 March 2025

Cheltenham Borough Council
Cabinet 17 March 2025
Council 17 March 2025

Devolution and Reorganisation

Accountable member:
Councillor Rowena Hay
Accountable officer:
Gareth Edmundson
Ward(s) affected:

All

Key Decision: No
Executive summary:

On the 16 December 2024 the Government released its Devolution White Paper. It
set a clear ambition to expand the current Mayoral combined authority model with
proposals to encourage all areas of England to form strategic authorities with elected
Mayors bringing together councils over a larger credible economic geography with a
population guidance of 1.5m people. In addition to devolution, the government has
also written to all two-tier local authority areas inviting proposals for local government
reorganisation (LGR). The government has requested that interim proposals should
be submitted jointly by Gloucestershire Councils by the 21 March 2025 with final
submissions by 28 November 2025. The government will then assess submissions
with a view to establishing new unitary structures for Gloucestershire in 2028.

The government have stated that assessment of LGR proposals will be against the
following criteria:

e Be the right size to achieve efficiencies, improve capacity and withstand
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financial shocks (min. population 500k)
e Prioritise the delivery of high quality and sustainable public services
e Meet local needs and be informed by local views
e Support devolution arrangements
e Enable stronger community engagement and neighbourhood empowerment

At the time of writing this report, there appear to be three main LGR proposals
currently under active consideration by Gloucestershire councils. These are:

e A single unitary council covering the whole county of Gloucestershire
(population size ¢.660,000)

e Two unitary councils for the county, aligning with district council boundaries in
the east of the county (Cheltenham, Cotswold and Tewkesbury, population
€.311,000) and the west of the county (Gloucester, Forest of Dean and
Stroud, population ¢.349,000)

e Two or three unitary councils for the area, one of which would be based
around a ‘Greater Gloucester’.

While these proposals are being worked up by councils, it is ultimately a decision for
the government which option for LGR is taken forward. Cheltenham Borough Council
is committed to working together with all councils to deliver whichever option is
selected by government to be implemented, however, for the purposes of the interim
submission, CBC wishes to express a preference for two unitary authorities in the
east and west of the county providing an outline case as to why this is right for
Gloucestershire. As such it has developed an interim submission to be included as
an additional separate appendix to the joint letter that will be submitted by all
councils. Cheltenham Borough Council acknowledges that there are strong views on
the future shape of local government and devolution in the county and recognises
that some councils may not support the content of Cheltenham’s interim submission.
Nevertheless, CBC is committed to playing its part in ensuring that there is a positive
and detailed debate about the future of local government to help the government
decide what is best for the future of the county.

CBC'’s two unitary submission

The last time that local government was reformed in Gloucestershire was 1974. We
are now presented with another once-in-a-generation opportunity to gain more
devolved powers and re-imagine services so that they deliver for our residents and
businesses both now and in the decades to come. While we must always strive for
efficiency and public service excellence, we must also avoid being trapped into a
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mindset that only looks to management savings as the solution. Over-reliance on
rationalisation risks becoming quickly outdated and overwhelmed by the needs of the
future.

The imperative is to make sure we have local government of the right scale within a
strategic authority that will make our people and the economy healthier, more
prosperous and inclusive in the long term. And we can best do this if we build
government on the foundations of our identity, our major urban settlements and our
towns and rural communities, instead of implementing county-wide structures that
will hold us back.

Appendix 5 of this report sets out a submission for two unitary authorities to be
created in Gloucestershire as follows:

1. Gloucester, Forest and Stroud Valleys Council (based on the existing council
footprints of Gloucester City, Forest of Dean District and Stroud District)
(population ¢.349,000 rising to 379,000 by 2040)

2. Cheltenham and Cotswolds Council (based on the existing council footprints
of Cheltenham Borough, Tewkesbury Borough and Cotswolds District)
(population ¢.311,000 rising to 358,000 by 2040)

(Council names subject to change through consultation)

The submission also makes a clear statement for the new authorities to become part
of an expanded West of England Combined Authority (WECA) as the best option to
both create a credible economic geography that will support the growth and
prosperity of the county, but also support the strong existing cultural links with the
west of England, not least our existing connections with the ceremonial county of
Gloucestershire which extend to South Gloucestershire Unitary.

While this report recommends Cheltenham Borough Council submits an interim
proposal for two unitary authorities, the council recognises that there are different
views on the future shape of local government in Gloucestershire. To that end the
council continues to be committed to working with other councils in Gloucestershire,
stakeholders and the Ministry of Housing Communities and Local Government
(MHCLG) through this process, and, whatever local government structure central
government decides for Gloucestershire, Cheltenham Borough Council will continue
to work collaboratively to protect and improve services for residents and businesses.

Recommendations for Cabinet:

1. Cabinet approves the joint letter to be submitted to the Ministry of Housing
Communities and Local Government (MHCLG) found at appendix 4.

2. Cabinet expresses a preference for two unitary councils to be created in
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Gloucestershire and approves the interim submission included at appendix 5
setting out an outline case to be appended separately to the joint letter
alongside other interim proposals submitted by respective Gloucestershire
councils.

3. Delegates authority to the Chief Executive in consultation with the Leader to
work with the other six Gloucestershire councils to submit the joint letter and
any associated separate appendices submitted by councils individually.

4, That Cabinet recognises that there is not alignment on the shape of local
government in Gloucestershire but commits to ongoing collaboration with
other Gloucestershire Councils, stakeholders and MHCLG as the devolution
and reorganisation process progresses to ensure that we deliver the best
outcomes for residents and businesses.

Recommendations for Council:

1. Subject to Cabinet approving recommendations 1 — 4 Council notes the
content of this report, the councils preference for two unitary councils for
Gloucestershire and the submission included at appendix 5.

1. Implications
1.1 Financial, Property and Asset implications

Local government reorganisation will have a significant financial impact on local
authorities and the interim submission highlights potential savings and
transformation costs associated with implementing new structures. However, as
these are interim proposals there are no direct significant implications as a result of
these proposals.

In order to develop proposals for CBC’s submission, some external expertise has
been used which, if followed through to final submissions to government, will be
estimated to be in the region of £60k. This will be partly funded by the New Initiatives
Reserve in the 2025/26 budget.

Signed off by: Gemma Bell, Director of Finance and Assets,
gemma.bell@cheltenham.gov.uk

1.2 Legal implications

The Secretary of State for Housing, Communities and Local Government has powers
under Part 1 of the Local Government and Public Involvement in Health Act 2007 to
invite areas to submit proposals for local government reorganisation. The Secretary
of State has exercised those powers in his letter to various authorities dated 5
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February 2025.

There are no specific legal implications arising from the recommendations set out in
this report.

As indicated within the body of the report this report seeks to set out the council’s
position in terms of the proposals it wishes to put as part of this initial submission.

The final decision on any unitary structure for Gloucestershire will rest with the
government and legislation will be implemented to facilitate any changes.

This may involve Principal Area Boundary Reviews, which if accepted would be
conducted under various pieces of legislation.

Any changes resulting from the local government reorganisation will have a
significant impact and will be the subject of detailed legal support and advice going
forward.

Signed off by: One Legal, legalservices@onelegal.org.uk

1.3 Environmental and climate change implications

There are no environmental considerations at this stage but full assessment of
environmental implications will need to be considered at LGR progresses.

Signed off by: Maizy McCann, Climate Officer, Maizy.McCann@cheltenham.gov.uk

1.4 Corporate Plan Priorities

Not applicable at this stage as these are interim proposals so an assessment can
only be made once a decision has been made on the future shape of local
government.

1.5 Equality, Diversity and Inclusion Implications

See appendix 2.

2 Background

2.1 The English Devolution White Paper was published on Monday 16 December
2024. In England, devolution is the transfer of powers and funding from national
to more local or regional government. The Government’s white paper aims to
establish devolution deals for all areas in England. The government has set a
clear ambition to roll out new Mayoral Strategic Authorities with credible
economic geographies which comprise of more than one unitary authority and
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2.2

2.3

2.4

2.5

2.6

have set guidance that, ideally, these new strategic authorities should have a
population size of circa 1.5m. The government would then like to establish a
council of nations and regions which would bring together the mayors from the
devolved areas across the UK.

In addition, the government also set out in detail the Government’s policy to
move areas with two tiers of local government to a single tier within the term of
this parliament — that's 21 remaining county areas, of which Gloucestershire is
one. Local Government Reorganisation (LGR) is the process in which the
structure and responsibilities of local authorities are reconfigured. The
Government has set out plans to move away from the current two-tier system of
district and county councils in England.

MHCLG have set the following outline timeline for the LGR process:
e Interim submission of proposals — 21 March 2025
e Final proposals — 28 November 2025
e Projected go-live of new local government structures — April 2028.

The government have stated that assessment of LGR proposals will be against
the following criteria:

a) Be the right size to achieve efficiencies, improve capacity and withstand
financial shocks (min 500k population)

b) Prioritise the delivery of high quality and sustainable public services
c) Meet local needs and be informed by local views
d) Support devolution arrangements

e) Enable stronger community engagement and neighbourhood
empowerment.

The government have stated that it will consider exceptions to this guidance,
particularly on population size with sufficient evidence against the criteria.

At the time of writing this report, there appear to be three main LGR proposals
currently under active consideration by Gloucestershire councils. These are:

1. A single unitary council covering the whole county of Gloucestershire
(population size ¢.660,000)

2. Two unitary councils for the county, aligning with district council
boundaries in the east of the county (Cheltenham, Cotswold and
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2.7

2.8

2.9

Tewkesbury, population ¢.311,000) and the west of the county
(Gloucester, Forest of Dean and Stroud, population ¢.349,000)

3. Two or three unitary councils for the area, one of which would be
based around a ‘Greater Gloucester’.

While these proposals are being worked up by the councils, it is ultimately a
decision for the government which option for LGR is taken forward.

All Gloucestershire councils have been working on a joint draft letter to submit
so that government are clear on what current proposals exist. Each proposal is
at varying stages of development therefore the time period between March and
November will be critical to allow councils in Gloucestershire to work with
MHCLG as we move towards a final submission of proposals.

While the Government have stated a clear preference for one proposal to come
forward, they have also accepted that more than one proposal may be
eventually submitted in November.

2.10 The joint letter for submission and approval is found at appendix 4.

3

3.1

3.2

3.3

CBC'’s Interim Submission — a two unitary model.

Cheltenham Borough Council is committed to working together with all councils
to deliver whichever option is selected by government to be implemented,
however, for the purposes of the interim submission, CBC wishes to express a
preference for two unitary authorities in the east and west of the county
providing an outline case as to why this is right for Gloucestershire. As such it
has developed an interim submission to be included as an additional separate
appendix to the joint letter. Cheltenham Borough Council acknowledges that
there are strong views on the future shape of local government and devolution
in the county and recognises that some councils may not support the content of
Cheltenham’s interim submission. Nevertheless, CBC is committed to playing
its part in ensuring that there is a positive and detailed debate about what is
best for the future.

The last time that local government was reformed in Gloucestershire was 1974.
We are now presented with another once-in-a-generation opportunity to gain
more devolved powers and re-imagine services so that they deliver for our
residents and businesses both now and in the decades to come. While we must
always strive for efficiency and public service excellence, we must also avoid
being trapped into a mindset that only looks to management savings as the
solution. Over-reliance on rationalisation risks becoming quickly outdated and
overwhelmed by the needs of the future.

In this moment we need to think bigger, be more creative, and be prepared to
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3.4

3.5

reject the status quo if it fails to provide the solutions we seek. We need
devolution and new local government structures that support the governments
established missions and provide strong, resilient and innovative services that
don’t just meet local need but are designed with and for the communities that
we serve. We need to implement structures that can finally achieve intervention
and prevention and break the never-ending, no-win cycle where increasing
demand outstrips financial resources.

In Gloucestershire, we are fortunate to possess unique opportunities, however
alongside this are common and increasing challenges. We have enviable
economic potential but a dramatically ageing population and projected care
needs that will break an already fragile system. And while our children’s
services are improving, we have a mental health and education crisis that is
failing a generation of our young people.

The imperative is to make sure we have local government of the right scale
within a strategic authority that will make our people and the economy healthier,
more prosperous and inclusive in the long term. And we can best do this if we
build government on the foundations of our identity, our major urban
settlements and our towns and rural communities instead of implementing
county-wide structures that will hold us back.

Proposal

3.6

3.7

Two Unitaries, within the West of England Combined Authority (WECA)
We will create two councils built on our strong identities:

e Gloucester, the Forest and Stroud Valleys Council - (c.349k rising to
379k population by 2040)

e Cheltenham and Cotswolds Council (c.311k rising to 358k population_
by 2040))

(Council names subject to change via consultation)

Two Councils, one Gloucestershire within WECA

3.8

We will deliver Mission-led local government. Our Councils will:

1. Kickstart economic growth — Cities and towns are key drivers of growth
and prosperity. Each urban centre of Gloucester and Cheltenham will be
within their own unitary and will be better able to drive jobs, growth and
prosperity. We will specialise in the creation of a green energy
supercluster in the west around the site of Berkeley and Oldbury, and a
technology supercluster in the east centred on GCHQ, the Golden Valley
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Development and the future National Cyber Innovation Centre, which,
together will ensure that the Gloucestershire economy will be of national
and international importance.

Make Britain a clean energy superpower— A western unitary, dedicated
to championing the green energy cluster in Gloucester, Stroud and Forest
of Dean, can be developed as a national asset to improve energy security
and reduce carbon emissions.

Break down barriers to opportunity — Gloucestershire’s children’s
services are improving but still require improvement. Two unitary
authorities will allow greater investment and a more tailored approach to
delivering children’s services, thus improving the outcomes they deliver.

Build an NHS fit for the future — Two unitary authorities will help fix a
broken health system. Implementing a locality-based health and care
model will deliver early intervention and reduce the need for acute care,
saving the health system millions.

Two unitaries, a criteria-based assessment:

3.9 Betheright size to achieve efficiencies, improve capacity and withstand
financial shocks (min 500k population)

1.

While the government have expressed a preference for new unitary
authorities to have a population of 500k or higher, they have also
indicated they will consider exceptions to this guidance. We believe there
is strong evidence to for an exception to be granted in Gloucestershire
when applied to the criteria.

We will create two unitaries that deliver comparative management
efficiencies to a single unitary, while retaining the right size and scale to
withstand financial shocks.

Aggregation of district services will be swifter and less complex. Where
limited services are disaggregated, investment in strategic capacity will
help to realise greater locality-based savings by enabling greater early
intervention.

We will use our competitive advantage of existing service delivery models
across operational services such as waste, highways and grounds
maintenance to deliver services at scale more efficiently.

Council tax collection is balanced across east and west and while
deprivation is higher in the western unitary, the eastern unitary will age
more rapidly, balancing out need and allowing each authority to
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specialise.

Two unitaries, each with their own urban core and surrounding towns and
rural communities will deliver more manageable geographies and support
growth — which in turn will generate more business rates and the ability to
invest.

3.10 Delivering high quality, sustainable public services

1.

On current projection the future care demands of Gloucestershire’s ageing
population will overwhelm both budgets and the available workforce.
Fundamental reform is needed.

Preventative care located in the community is the only viable route to
addressing this challenge, and this is something which Gloucestershire’s
existing strategies across health and care already acknowledge. Crucially,
we also recognise that preventative care must be a collective
responsibility to be effective. Building two councils on identity and locality-
based prevention services, breaking with the outdated culture and delivery
model of a single county approach is the only way to deliver high quality
and sustainable public services.

In addition, with each east and west unitary retaining circa 5,000 council
homes, they will provide a platform to expand social housing right across
each unitary footprint more swiftly and with greater focus, helping to
achieve the government’s housebuilding agenda. Gloucestershire
councils have already worked in partnership to deliver economies of scale
on a range of services. We will harness a mixed economy approach,
tailoring a service delivery model to need on a geographical footprint that
is the of the right size to manage effectively.

3.11 Meet local needs, informed by local views

1.

Establishing two unitaries will enable the creation of a new council culture
and an ethos blending scale with local connection. We aim to support a
cooperative approach to service delivery where the citizen and state will
be re-balanced to ensure that local people help to devise and design
services that better meet their need. While county-wide children’s services
have improved, significant challenges remain within care services, with
parents and practitioners reporting that they feel like they are fighting to
get their views heard with regards to children’s SEND provision. The
selective disaggregation of adult and children’s services will be critical in
developing new approaches to personalised care and support.

We will use the potential of the existing technology ecosystem to develop
more innovative ways of engaging with residents and using data and Al
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effectively to help transform services so they can truly deliver the critical
prevention agenda.

Under a two-unitary authority, decisions made by the executive and
councillors will, by their very nature, be closer to the communities that
they serve.

3.12 Supporting devolution ambitions

1.

The West of England Combined Authority (WECA) serves as a strategic
partner for Gloucestershire not only due to its geographic proximity but
also its complementary economies. Its shared strengths in technology
(Cyber, Al, Quantum), advanced manufacturing (including defence and
aviation), and green energy has facilitated links between Gloucestershire
and WECA'’s economic clusters.

Gloucestershire has been an established member of the Western
Gateway partnership, and the economic studies completed as part of this
pan-regional partnership have evidenced the strong links and the
economic opportunities that exist between Gloucestershire and the WECA
footprint.

The academic axis of Bristol and Bath is seen as patrticularly important to
the development of both the green energy and technology superclusters
within each unitary. It can allow Gloucestershire to strengthen links with
other leading academic institutions and innovation actors to drive
productivity and investment in each authority.

Two unitary authorities and their relative size to the other WECA councils
will provide balance in both size and scale. The addition of
Gloucestershire to WECA, alongside North Somerset, will increase the
population to over 1.5m making it a comparably large strategic authority in
the proposed Council of Nations and Regions.

With Gloucestershire as part of WECA, it will enable the strategic authority
to make a greater contribution to the Government’s growth mission by
delivering a greater number of high value, high productivity jobs in the
region.

Using the existing building blocks of district councils to create east and
west unitaries will help to expedite the creation of the new Councils by
2028, allowing Gloucestershire to fully join WECA (subject to agreement)
for an expanded Mayoral election in 2029.
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3.13 Enable stronger community engagement and neighbourhood
empowerment

1.

Two unitaries allows for a more effective balance and execution of the
town and parish council model.

To date, existing county-wide unitaries have not delivered an effective
town or parish model to significant urban settlements with a population of
over 100,000. Both Gloucester and Cheltenham have core populations of
over 118,000, with each having a significant population outside of the
current boundaries that identify strongly with each settlement. In addition,
the government has created recent precedence by retaining the City of
York Council within the reorganisation of North Yorkshire.

Gloucestershire is nationally unique having two significant urban
settlements but a county population size of less than 700,000.

Two unitaries built on the distinct identities of Gloucester, Forest and the
Stroud Valleys to the west, and Cheltenham and the Cotswolds to the
east can allow residents to retain their place-based identities, instead of a
one-size-fits-all county that will threaten the very identities that underpin
Gloucestershire’s success. A two unitary model will allow for the
recognition of both Gloucester and Cheltenham in each respective council
but will also allow for the further development and strengthening of the
town and parish model currently in existence. In addition, the two unitary
model would in the future provide an opportunity for further strengthening
of local identities, by welcoming a review from the Local Government
Boundary Commission for England we will ensure that through
consultation and engagement, areas are aligned to the council which
provides the strongest local connection.

A single unitary could result in Gloucester and Cheltenham likely
demanding more powers which risks re-creating two tier government by
stealth in these areas, creating an imbalance.
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Map of proposed two unitary authorities for Gloucestershire, alongside the

existing WECA footprint and North Somerset

Gloucester, Forest and
the Stroud Valleys

West of England
Combined Authority

North Somerset

Cheltenham and
the Cotswolds

Local authority Population Land area (km2)
Gloucester, Forest and the Stroud Valleys 348,635 1,027
Cheltenham and the Cotswolds 310,641 1,623.5
Bath and North East Somerset 195,618 375.5
City of Bristol 483,000 110
South Gloucestershire 290,423 496.6
North Somerset 215,574 375
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4.1

4.2

5.1

6

6.1

Alternative options considered

As stated above, at present there are differing views on what the future
structures of local government and devolution should be for Gloucestershire.

While this report recommends a preference for a two unitary model and an
interim case to support that view, the council will remain committed to working
collaboratively with Gloucestershire councils, stakeholders and government as
the process of LGR and devolution progresses and will work hard to ensure
that, following the government’s decision on what structure to implement,
Cheltenham’s residents and businesses continue to receive high quality and
sustainable services.

Consultation and feedback

As these are interim proposals limited engagement has been conducted to
date. However, as part of LGR, the government has set out guidelines for

consultation as follows, highlighting the following key partners as potential
consultees (not an exhaustive list):

1. Relevant Mayor and elected representatives e.g. MPs

2. Integrated Care Board

3.  Police and Crime Commissioner or Police and Fire Commissioner
4. Higher Education and Further Education Providers

5.  Voluntary and third sector

6. Other elected representatives and parish councils

7. National Park Authorities (where relevant).

Key risks

See appendix 1

Report author:

Gareth Edmundson, Chief Executive, gareth.edmundson@cheltenham.gov.uk

Appendices:

1.
2.

Risk Assessment
Equality Impact Assessment — Screening
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3. Minister of State for Local Government and English Devolution’s statutory
invite of 5 February 2025

4, Gloucestershire Leaders’ Letter of response to the Minister of State

5. Interim submission for creation of two unitaries for Gloucestershire

Background information:

English Devolution White Paper

Local Government Reorganisation: Policy and programme updates
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Appendix 1: Risk Assessment

Risk | Risk description Risk owner | Impact | Likelihood | Initial raw | Risk Controls / Mitigating Control / Deadline for
ref score | score risk score | response | actions Action controls/
owner actions
(1-5) (1-5) (1-25)
- Discussions with
Local Government MHCLG and
408 | Reorganisation — If local neighbouring councils
government re- ongoing
ication i - Development of
organisation is not , .
, Gareth devolution and Gareth Next review
.manag.ed effectwgly thgn Edmundson 4 4 16 Reduce reorganisation Edmundson | 05/05/2025
it may impact on financial proposals
viapility, services to - Ongoing
residents and staff communication with
motivation and retention. staff e.g. all staff
meetings
Devolution — If - Countywide
Gloucestershire is not devolution workstream
410 | part of an effective - Engageme(;lt W'Ith_
strategic authority it may MH.CLG on devolution
o options and timelines .
reduce or limit the Gareth ; Gareth Next review
S 3 5 15 Reduce for potential
councils ability to secure | Edmundson establishment of a Edmundson | 05/05/2025
funding and investment strategic authority
and take advantage of
devolution powers
offered.
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Appendix 2: Equality Impact Assessment (Screening)

1. Identify the policy, project, function or service change

a. Person responsible for this Equality Impact Assessment

Officer responsible: Gareth Edmundson Service Area: Cheltenham Borough
Council
Title: Devolution and Reorganisation Date of assessment: 6/3/2025

Signature: Gareth Edmundson

b. Is this a policy, function, strategy, service change or Other
project?
If other, please specify: Interim Local Government Reorganisation and Devolution
Submission

c. Name of the policy, function, strategy, service change or project

Interim Local Government Reorganisation and Devolution Submission
Is this new or existing? New or proposed

Please specify reason for change or development of policy, function, strategy,
service change or project

Devolution White Paper released by MHCLG in December 2024, followed by
statutory invitation for local government reorganisation

d. What are the aims, objectives and intended outcomes and who is likely to benefit
from it?

To make local government structures simpler for residents and businesses

To deliver efficiencies

To deliver high quality and sustainable services

Aims:
To improve and strengthen local or regional decision making and support
economic growth, investment and prosperity
To deliver savings
To make councils more resilient
Objectives: To deliver joined up high quality services

To improve prevention and intervention
Deliver more housing
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Making taxpayers money go further
Increase investment, jobs and economic growth
Outcomes: Improve wellbeing of residents

Reduce costs and demand on care services

People living healthier for longer

Reductions in unemployment

More higher value jobs available to local people with the right skills to succeed
Fewer children and young people requiring intervention

Benefits:

e. What are the expected impacts?

Are there any aspects, including how it is delivered Yes
or accessed, that could have an impact on the lives
of people, including employees and customers.

Do you expect the impacts to be positive or Unsure
negative?

Please provide an explanation for your answer:

These are interim proposals for local government and devolution so it is premature to make
a full assessment, however, the ultimate aim is to deliver more efficient, joined up
government that improves services for local residents and businesses.

If your answer to question e identified potential positive or negative impacts, or you are
unsure about the impact, then you should carry out a Stage Two Equality Impact
Assessment.

f. Identify next steps as appropriate

Stage Two required Yes

Owner of Stage Two assessment Gloucestershire-wide assessment
required

Completion date for Stage Two To be considered when government have

assessment determined the structure of local

government, likely in 2026.



