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LOCAL GOVERNMENT STRUCTURE TASK GROUP 

 

 

1 INTRODUCTION  

 

1.1 The task group was set up following a motion proposed by Cllr Steve Lydon 

at the full Council meeting on 4 September 2013. The motion requested that 

an all-party scrutiny task group be set up to investigate the options for 

unitary working arrangements in Gloucestershire. 

 

1.2 The Overview and Scrutiny Management Committee determined the terms 

of reference for the scrutiny inquiry at its meeting on 25 September 2013.  

Members agreed that the inquiry should assess the feasibility of unitary 

local government in Gloucestershire taking into account the following 

factors: 

 

• The views of key stakeholders on the merits and timing of a review and 

any potential changes. 

• The costs and benefits arising from any changes including the 

associated costs. 

• The lessons learned from previous reviews of the local government 

structure in Gloucestershire. 

• The lessons learned and good practice from elsewhere, particularly with 

regard to enhancing local democracy. 

• The impact on existing joint arrangements and shared services.    

 
1.3 It was recognised from the outset that the views of the six District Councils 

were critically important and they should be invited to give evidence at an 

early stage of the inquiry. 

 

 

2 BACKGROUND 

 

2.1 Membership of the task group 

 

2.1.1 Councillors Brian Oosthuysen (chairman), Dr John Cordwell, Colin Guyton, 

Colin Hay, Tim Harman, Jeremy Hilton, Steve Lydon, Nigel Moor, Shaun 

Parsons and Roger Wilson. 
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2.1.2 Councillors Brian Tipper and Lesley Williams attended meetings as 

substitutes and Councillor Mike Sztymiak attended one meeting as an 

observer. 

 

2.2 Scene setting presentation 

 

2.2.1 At the first meeting on 29 November 2013, members received a 
presentation covering the following areas: 
 

• The history of local government reorganisation from the 1972 Local 

Government Act 1972 through to the present day. 

• The Gloucestershire story including the unitary proposals from 1992 to 

1995 and enhanced two tier working from 2006-07. 

• Common tests and principles – strategic capacity, visible and 

accountable leadership, strong communities, value for money and 

economic vitality. 

• Financial implications – transitional costs for unitary working, estimated 

savings identified during previous reviews and council tax equalisation. 

• 2010-11 public sector spend in Gloucestershire. 

• History of partnership working including Local Strategic Partnerships, 

the Health and Wellbeing Board, the Local Enterprise Partnership and 

the Police and Crime Commissioner. 

• The role of Leadership Gloucestershire and principles for joint working 

agreed in 2012. 

• Recent examples of shared services. 

• Current priorities – economic growth, Gloucestershire ‘family’ approach 

to planning and infrastructure, One Gloucestershire approach to assets, 

shared services, ‘Troubled Families’ programme and business rates 

retention pooling. 

2.2.2 Following the meeting, members were provided with a copy of the Local 

Government Commission’s 1993 report on the review of Gloucestershire, Avon 

and Wiltshire.  Detailed information was also provided on travel to work patterns in 

Gloucestershire.   

 

2.3 District Councils’ views   

 

2.3.1 The task group chairman, Cllr Brian Oosthuysen, sent a letter to the Leaders and 

Chief Executives of the six District Councils inviting them to attend a meeting on 

18 December 2013.  The letter advised that the purpose of the session was to 
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hold an ‘open conversation’ with them to seek their views on local government 

reorganisation, the lessons learned from the past, the success of current 

partnership working and opportunities for more joint working. 

 
2.3.2 The following representatives from the District Councils were in attendance 

at the meeting: 
 

 Cheltenham BC   Cllr Steve Jordan, Leader 

Forest of Dean DC  Cllr Patrick Molyneux, Leader 

     Peter Hibberd, Strategic Director 

Gloucester City  Cllr Paul James, Leader 

     Julian Wain, Chief Executive 

Stroud DC   Cllr Geoff Wheeler, Leader 

Tewkesbury BC  Cllr Ron Allen, on behalf of the Leader 

 
 No one was available to attend from Cotswold District Council. 
 
2.3.3 Key points raised during the discussion against reorganisation 
 

a) Previous attempts at reorganisation had resulted in rows between 

councils and damaged relationships. 

b) The ‘geography’ of Gloucestershire made reorganisation difficult.  The 

main urban centres of Gloucester and Cheltenham were just 8 miles 

apart and the remainder of the county was largely rural.  The Forest of 

Dean had natural boundaries formed by two rivers and its distinct 

character meant that it did not fit well with other parts of the county. 

c) Since the last discussion on reorganisation in 2006, more joint working 

arrangements had been put in place.  Notably the District Councils had 

formed partnerships between themselves to deliver services.  Unitary 

local government would require ‘unpicking’ of those arrangements, 

some of which involved councils outside Gloucestershire such as West 

Oxfordshire. 

d) The savings of £25 million identified by consultancy firm KPMG in 2006 

had been exceeded by some margin by the County Council alone in 

recent years.  Meanwhile shared services, particularly between the 

District Councils, had driven out significant efficiency savings and it was 

doubtful that the previous savings identified were still available. 

e) There was relatively little commonality between the services provided 

by the County Council and those delivered by the District Councils.  The 

shared working arrangements developed by the District Councils 

provided a platform for them to achieve even greater efficiencies in the 

longer term. 



   

 4

f) The £75 million funding gap for the County Council largely relied on 

greater integration of services with the NHS and ‘demand 

management’.  More work was required at community level to reduce 

demand for services and reorganisation was likely to disrupt local 

relationships. 

g) Need to retain democratic representation for particular areas.  For 

example, Gloucester City had a long history of self governance but had 

taken opportunities to work with the County Council on key highway 

projects. 

h) Democratic deficit resulting from the reduction in councillors.  The 

number of councillors would be likely to reduce from 309 county and 

district members to less than 100 unitary members. 

i) Opportunities were being taken to deliver a range of public services 

from one location. For example, health and adult social care 

professionals, the Police and the Citizens’ Advice Bureau were based at 

Tewkesbury BC offices.  The Department for Work and Pensions would 

shortly have offices there too.  The Planning function was seen as a key 

function that needed to be delivered at a local level although it was 

recognised that best use needed to be made of the limited professional 

resources available. 

j) The Joint Core Strategy for Gloucester, Tewkesbury and Cheltenham 

showed that District Councils could work together in agreeing strategic 

development plans for their areas.   

k) Difficulties associated with council tax equalisation.  Band D Council 

Tax for Tewkesbury BC, the lowest in Gloucestershire, was around 

£100 less than the highest rate for the county. 

2.3.4 Key points raised during the discussion in favour of reorganisation 
 

a) Councils in Gloucestershire would face even tougher times ahead and 

unitary local government offered an opportunity for further savings.  It 

might be useful to work through some examples where the benefits of a 

single council approach could be examined in detail.  

b) The public were confused on ‘who did what’ and did not understand 

why services were provided by different councils.  A unitary council 

would provide a single access point for the public. 

c) Unitary local government provided an opportunity to base council 

boundaries on a sense of place and encourage more community 

involvement.  
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d) The county needed a unified strategic vision and with seven councils 

that was often difficult to achieve.  The new Strategic Economic Plan 

was a good example where a unified approach was essential in 

attracting funds from Central Government.   

e) Unitary local government would allow a common approach to waste to 

be developed.  The Gloucestershire Joint Waste Committee currently 

included only four of the seven councils.   

f) Other county areas such as Wiltshire and Durham showed that 

reorganisation could be successful. 

2.3.5 Only one District Council indicated support for local government 

reorganisation.  The other Councils were concerned at the potential 

disruption and believed that more could be achieved through working 

together.   

 

2.3.6 Some concern was expressed that discussions around reorganisation 

caused some uncertainty and it was hoped that the task group would be 

able to make a recommendation on the best way forward at the earliest 

opportunity. 

 
 
3 FINDINGS 
 
3.1 The task group met on 8 January 2014 to reflect on the outcome of the 

discussion with the District Councils. 

 

3.2 The Rt Hon Eric Pickles MP, the Secretary of State for Communities and 

Local Government, had indicated that proposals could be put forward to 

reorganise local government but they would not be considered unless all 

the councils in that area were supportive.  It was evident that it would not be 

possible to reach a common position in Gloucestershire at the present time. 

 

3.3 Members were concerned at the unsettling nature of discussions regarding 

a potential unitary structure and believed that it was important to draw the 

scrutiny inquiry to a close.  The task group had not sought the views of 

other stakeholders, including the public and businesses, but members 

questioned the value in consulting others if there was no support amongst 

the local authorities for unitary local government.   

 

3.4 Some concern was expressed at the myth that there were still huge savings 

to be made through unitary local government.  There would be significant 

costs associated with reorganisation and many of the savings previously 

identified had already been driven out through austerity measures and the 

shared working arrangements developed in recent years.   
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3.5  Members believed that efforts should concentrate on improving public 

services through co-operation between organisations.  Opportunities for 

joint working extended beyond the seven councils to other public sector 

organisations such as the Health Service, the Police and the Voluntary and 

Community Sector.  The arrangements at Tewkesbury BC offices with 

health and adult social care professionals, the Police, the Citizens’ Advice 

Bureau and the Department of Work and Pensions based on the same site 

was highlighted as a good example. 

 

3.6 At a member level, strong working arrangements were already in place 

through a number of bodies including Leadership Gloucestershire, the 

Health and Care Overview and Scrutiny Committee, the Police and Crime 

Panel and the Joint Waste Committee.  Moving forward it was likely that 

joint arrangements would be developed around the Gloucestershire 

Strategic Economic Plan.   

 

3.7 Three of the six district councils were already embarking on boundary 

reviews within their areas and discussions around unitary local government 

could disrupt that process. 

 

3.8 If unitary local government was imposed by a future Government then the 

close working relationships between the seven councils would help in 

making the transition to a new structure. 

 

3.9 It was hoped that opportunities could be taken for joint scrutiny and to build 

on the arrangements already in place for member training. 

 
3.10 Members believed that the scrutiny inquiry had been useful in allowing non-

executive members to consider the pros and cons of unitary local 

government.  The message however was a clear one: further discussion 

around reorganisation at this time will cause unnecessary disruption at a 

time that the County Council is looking to work with partner organisations to 

deliver quality services with reducing resources.  

 
 
4 RECOMMENDATIONS  
 
4.1 That, as there is no consensus in the local government community, there 

should be no further consideration of unitary local government for 

Gloucestershire at this time. 

 

4.2 To advise the District Councils of the outcome of the scrutiny inquiry. 
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4.3 To encourage public sector organisations in Gloucestershire, including the 

County Council, the District Councils, the Health Service, the Police and the 

Voluntary and Community Sector, to work together where there were 

mutual benefits.  The County Council’s Customer Access Project was 

identified as an area of potential discussion. 

 

4.4  The report to be shared with Leadership Gloucestershire.  

 

 

 

Councillor Brian Oosthuysen 

Chairman of the Local Government Structure Task Group 


