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1 Introduction

1.1 This report is intended to prompt a discussion about how the councils and local enteprise 
partnership In Gloucestershire could capitalise on the current move to devolve powers from 
central central government and national agencies to a local level. It explores in particular the 
opportunties offered by Combined Authorities (CAs) and Economic Prospertity Boards 
(EPBs), building on the foundation provided by the county’s recently established Economic 
Growth Joint Committee.

1.2 The report draws on three main sources of evidence:

 A brief review of key documentation on CAs and ESBs1;

 Telephone interviews with the leader or chief executive of each of the 
councils in Gloucestershire and the chief executive of the LEP;

 Brief discussions with senior officers in neighbouring areas.

1.3 The report:

 Summarises the current legislative framework for CAs and EPBs;

 Outlines the current pattern of CAs, the powers available to them, the areas 
which are publicly exploring the establishment of a CA or EPB and policy 
commitment by the major political parties;

 Summarises the appetite for exploring these issues in Gloucestershire and 
issues which need to be taken into account in considering how to proceed;

 Recommends a number of next steps.

1.4 It is interesting to note that one of the recommendations in the report of the recent LGA 
Coprorate Peer Challenge of Stroud District Council was that the council should “play a 
leading role in discussions with partners across Gloucestershire about what greater 
devolution to local government could mean in practice and how to take advantage of this.”

1 Including two House of Commons Library Standard Notes on CAs and Devolution to local 
government (SN/PC/07029 December 2014 abd SN/PC/06649 January 2015)



iii

2 CAs and ESBs: The legislation

2.1 Much of the debate and discussion about combined authorities (CAs) blurs the difference 
between them and economic prosperity boards (EPBs). Many people talk about CAs when 
what they actually mean is an EPB. It is therefore important to have a good understanding of 
the relevant legislation.

2.2 The Local Democracy, Economic Development and Construction Act 2009 provides for the 
establishment of CAs and EPBs. Both types of authority are established by a Parliamentary 
Statutory Instrument introduced by the Secretary of State for Communities and Local 
Government at the request of the local authorities in the area concerned. Before making 
such a request the local authorities must to carry out a governance review to demonastrate 
the added value of the CA or EPB.

2.3 The objective of an EPB is to improve the economic conditions of the area concerned by 
improving the way in which statutory functions relating to economic development and 
regeneration are used. A CA combines that objective with action to improve the 
effectiveness and efficiency of transport in the area through the improved use of local 
government’s statutory transport functions, including the functions of an Integrated 
Transport Authority and Passenger Transport Executive.

2.4 The powers avaibale to EPBs and CAs were enhanced by the Localism Act 2011 in two ways:

 It gave them a version of the general power of competence available to all 
councils;

 It enables the Secretary of State devolve further powers to a CA by a 
Parliamentary Statuory Instrument.

2.5 The current government is commited to introducing legislation enabling the creation of the 
role of directly elected mayor at an EPB/CA level. This legislation will not be introduced until 
after the forthcoming general election. In the meantime the government plans to amend the 
order which set up the Greater Manchester CA to create an 11th member (in addition to the 
10 council leaders) who would be the chair of the authority and in effect interim mayor.

2.6 Finally, at the time of writing, the government was consulting2 on a number of changes to 
the rules governing the formation of an EPB, most notably:

 To allow councils which are not immediately adjacent to each other to form 
an EPB or CA;

 To allow a county council to delegate functions to a CA or EPB covering a 
part of its area.

2.7 In essence the core difference between EPBs/CAs and a joint committee of the type that 
Gloucestershire has already established is that the former are creatures of Parliament and 
therefore have a robustness and stability which joint committees lack – hence the 

2 The closing date for consultation was 26 January 2015
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government’s preparedness to devolve powers and resources to them (a topic which is 
explored in more detail in the next section).
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3 CAs today: location and powers

3.1 At the time of writing no EPBs have been established. Five CAs have been set up covering: 
Greater Manchester, Sheffield City Region, West Yorkshire, Liverpool City Region and the 
North East. The core membership of these authorities comprises the councils in the former 
metropolitan areas, but Halton is a member of the Liverpool City Region CA, York is an 
“associate member” of the West Yorkshire CA and the North East CA covers the same area 
as the NE LEP.

3.2 The House of Commons note on CAs quotes media reports that the following places are 
conisdering forming a CA:

 Derbyshire, including Derby City Council;

 Nottinghamshire, including Nottingham City;

 Lancashire, including Blackburn with Darwen and Blackpool;

 Tees Valley;

 Birmingham and the Black Country (and possibly Solihull and Warwickshire);

 North West London;

 Greater Bristol;

 PUSH (Southhampton, Portsmouth, Isle of Wight and adjacent urban areas);

 Oxfordshire, Buckinghamshire and Northamptonshire.

3.3 A important driver of the current interest in CAs is the government’s commitment to 
devolving powers and resources to them, a commitment which is broadly shared by all the 
major political parties. The boxes below set out the additional powers devolved to the 
Greater Manchester and Sheffield City Region CAs and, prospectively, to the proposed 
Greater Manchester Mayor. They demonstrate the emphasis the government is placing on 
governance: Sheffield, which has not agreed to establish a directly elected Mayor, has not 
had and fiscal powers devolved to it. It is also significant that the scope of the agreement 
with Greater Manchester goes beyond the economy and transport to include health and 
social care and police and crime.

Additional powers devolved to Greater Manchester CA 
 Deevolved business support budgets: Growth Accelerator, Manufacturing 

Advice Service and UKTI Export Support;
 Power to restructure further education and control of the Apprenticeship 

Grant for Employers;
 Joiny commissioning of next stage of the Work Programme with DWP;
 Opportunity to plan integration of health and social care.
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Proposed powers to be devolved to a Greater Manchester Mayor
 Consolidated multi-year transport budget;
 Responsbility for franchised bus services, railway stations and “smart 

ticketing”;
 10 year £300m housing investment fund;
 Power to produce a statutory spatial strategy (similar to the power of the 

Mayor of London)
 An enhanced business rate “earn back” agreement;
 Elected Mayor to become the Police and Crime Commissioner.

Additional powers devolved to Sheffield City Region CA
 Majority of the Adult Skills budget;
 Opportunity to introduce “Oyster-style” smart ticketing;
 Consultation with DWP on joint commissioning of next phase of the Work 

Programme (from 2017);
 Close working with UKTI and devolved spending on business support;
 Joint decision-making with Government on disposal or regeneration of 

public sector assets and land.

The main political parties support greater devolution of powers to a local level and envisage 
a greater role for LEPs and CAs. The Labour Party, for example, has published a review of 
DCLG in which it said it would devolve £30 billion of funding over five years to city and 
county regions.3 It has also referred to:

 An English Devolution Act covering powers such as transport, housing, business 
support, skills and employment support;

 Devolving 100% of business rate to CAs;

 Passing funding for further education to local authorities;

 Giving city and county regions and LEPs grreater control over skills budgets and the 
work programme.

Labour statements have also referred to a requirement that areas introduce “stronger 
political leadership” in order to draw down these powers.

3 Zero Based Review No3: A New Deal for CLG (Labour Party 2014).
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4 Devolution, CAs and EPBs: the appetite 
in Gloucestershire

4.1 The recent LGA peer challenge of Stroud District Council recommended that the council 
should “take a leading role with partners in the developing debate across Gloucestershire 
around devolution of responsibility and resources as county areas seek to access the 
freedoms and responsibilities that city regions are now agreeing with government.”

4.2 This work has explored the extent to this there is an appetite for that debate and 
subsequent action across the county. There is a spectrum of opinion ranging from those who 
are keen to seize what they see as an important opportunity through to those who are 
sceptical about both the substance of the government’s commitment to devolution and the 
need for any governance changes in order to take advantage of that offer. Everybody 
stresses the importance of being clear what the question is to which a CA or EPM might be 
the answer – in other words establishing clarity about what Gloucestershire is seeking to 
achieve is a key first step.

4.3 Those who are most enthusiastic about the opportunities presented by a CA or EPB refer to 
the skills area as one in which the new body could add most value. There is a view, for 
example, that the opportunties presented by devolved funding in this area would 
significantly increase businesses willingness to engage in this issue and help to create a 
genuinely employer-led skills offer. It would also add more traction to the interface with the 
FE sector in the county.

4.4 Developments in neighbouring areas do have implications for Gloucestershire. As noted in 
paragraph 3.2 discussions about possible CAs covering Greater Bristol and Oxfordshire, 
Buckinghamshire and Northamptonshire have been reported in the media. It is also known 
that the inclusion of three Worcestershire disticts in the Greater Birmingham and Solihill LEP 
and the proposed creation of a Black Country and Birmingham LEP (potentially including 
Solihull, Coventry and the districts) means that this is a live topic in Worcestershire. There 
are also other private discussions taking place in other areas adjoining Gloucestershire. 

4.5 In this context it is important to note that many of the people interviewed for this work 
referred to important  economic and transport links between their part of the county and  
neighbouring areas. For most people the centre of gravity in terms of economic links is 
within Gloucestershire, but the fact is that none of the areas referred to above as 
considering a CA is restricted to a single county area (as a minimum they comprise a county 
and a unitary council).

4.6 Another issue raised during the course of this work was that any consideration of 
establishing a CA or EPB explore whether doing so could tackle the perception that the 
county is not making the most of the combined Cheltenham/Gloucester urban area. With a 
population of almost a quarter of a million people it is seen be some to be a significant, 
under-exploited economic asset.
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4.7 In summary, on the basis of this work there seems to be a “centre of gravity” around the 
following propositions:

 It is early days in terms of the new joint committee, but it is beginning to 
work effectively and is enabling closer collaboration between the councils in 
the county and between them and the LEP;

 Many people have an appetite for deeper collaboration – where that will 
benefit the county - and are keen that this should build on the work of the 
joint committee;

 In order to reach a view about what next steps may be appropriate it is 
important to be clear about Gloucestershire’s vision and ambition and the 
extent to which devolution from Government and more robust governance 
arrangements are necessary to achieve that vision;

 Everybody is keen to have a better understanding of what CAs and EPBs are 
and what powers might be devolved to them.
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5 Next steps

5.1 In the light of this work it is recommended that the Gloucestershire Economic Growth Joint 
Committee should agree to lead the debate called for in the LGA Stroud Peer Challenge 
Report about what greater devolution to local government in Gloucestershire could mean in 
practice and how to take advantage of this. 

5.2 As part of that process the Joint Committee should:

 Use this note as the basis for a briefing session on CAs, EPBs and the 
freedoms and flexibilities that are on offer to them;

 Initiate a crisp process to refresh the Gloucestershire’s vision and ambition;

 Review the extent to which devolved powers and responsbilities (and 
associated governance structures) are necessary to achieve that vision;

 Develop the case for the devolution of powers and responsbilities on skills 
funding and planning;

 Maintain a dialogue with neighbouring areas on their thinking.

5.3 It is also recommended that as part of this work the Joint Committee should consider the 
questions of geographical scale referred to above and in particular whether it should be 
thinking about:

 A wider area than Gloucestershire;

or

 A model which focuses on part of the county (which would be possible under the 
relaxations referred to in paragraph 2.6), such as the core urban area.

5.4 Given the pace of developments nationally and in adjoining areas the Joint Committee may 
also wish to considering some form of “stake in the ground” to demonstrate to government, 
other councils and partners that it is actively exploring these issues. This could take the form 
of a statement on the action planned in response to this report.
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