
The future of council leadership of local growth - case studies report, 
December 2015: A Gloucestershire perspective 

Case studies  
The case studies are high level. They comprise desk research of relevant ONS/NOMIS statistics, 
review of documentation provided by the councils themselves, and a case study visit to each of the 
councils from 6-12 November 2015 (so before SR2015 outcomes were known). 

Thereafter, the cases are written up to describe local context; experiences of effective interventions 
to enable growth; vision/ambitions; leadership and partnership working; and future 'asks' of national 
government. A short summary and graphic of each case is provided in the substantive report, with 
the full case study reproduced in the appendix.  

The four cases are not presented as representative of LAs as a whole. However, some comments and  
observations of the four as a cohort, relevant to the post-SR2015 context, are suggested below.  I am 
grateful for contributions and support from all LA leads and partners. However, the narrative and any 
opinion is wholly the author's, and not necessarily the views of the LA contributors. 



Gloucestershire County Council: Occupying the northernmost area of England’s South-west, 
Gloucestershire County and its 6 districts has a population of 611,000 and 322,000 jobs in an 
economy worth over £14 billion with per capita levels at roughly UK averages. 

Someone unfamiliar with the county may be forgiven for perceiving of Gloucestershire as a leafy, 
well-to-do part of England but the Leader of Gloucestershire County Council, Cllr Mark Hawthorne, 
knows that the county cannot afford a laissez-faire approach to economic growth. Faced with a 
rapidly growing elderly population, and GVA and productivity growth rates below UK averages over 
the last fifteen years, there is a recognition that the county’s economy needs to grow for it to provide 
the vital public services and opportunities for new and existing communities. 

Fortunately Gloucestershire has significant assets on which to build, including average and top tier 
performance in key economic indicators (employment, skills, enterprise etc); and a strong industrial 
profile in knowledge-based, high and medium tech manufacturing, digital and creative sectors. 

So, what is Gloucestershire’s vision and set of priorities?  

It’s about creating and safeguarding jobs; building new homes; improving qualifications and creating 
more apprenticeships – and growing the economy by nearly £500m in value by 2021. These results 
will be achieved, principally, through a four pronged focus on business and innovation support; 
nuclear, renewables energy and engineering sector, a growth zone focused mainly along the M5 
corridor), and transport infrastructure. 

Going forward on a strong foundation of partnership working. 

Central to Gloucestershire’s growth offer is partnership working.  The GFirst LEP, Gloucestershire’s 
Local Enterprise Partnership, and a joint leaders growth committee provide the overarching vision 
and strategy for growth.  There is already a track record of success, including:   

 a Gloucestershire Business Rates Pool, where a proportion of the pool's dividend being is 
allocated by a joint economic growth committee of the 7 councils  

 a Joint Core Strategy of the three councils (Cheltenham, Gloucester, Tewkesbury) most 
involved in the largest 'growth area' in the county (to deliver 31000 homes). This involves 
Tewkesbury agreeing around 50% of Cheltenham and Gloucester's unmet housing need. 

  The 'Fastershire' partnership between Gloucestershire CC and Herefordshire Council will 
have completed BT roll-out to Gloucestershire premises by December 2015, and agreed an 
ultrafast rural programme (for an initial 6500 premises) with an independent provider.   

Looking ahead, Gloucestershire has put forward an ambitious offer in how it intends to do more.  In 
their 'We are Gloucestershire' devolution bid the partnership sets out how the councils will align and 
coordinate services for more efficient and effective delivery. They are committed to a universal core 
strategy and local plans adoption by 2017; and thereafter to alignment of planning, economic 
development and Strategic Economic Plan work programmes to ensure accelerated delivery of 
employment and housing growth. The bid seeks to move towards establishment of a Combined 
Authority, with shadow arrangements from May 2016. 

The graphic below demonstrates what the partners in Gloucestershire are looking to achieve.  There 
is much that the partners can do by better alignment and coordination of activities but to really boost 
the economic prospects of Gloucestershire their devolution bid makes 40 local growth 'asks' of 
central government.    



Whilst most of the asks are familiar to other areas, focusing around planning, transport and 
infrastructure, housing, economic development, skills, and employment powers and resources, they 
also include a number of more ‘nuanced’ and specific national asks, including: 

 A more organic commitment from government to share ownership of Gloucestershire 'big ticket' 
priorities, bringing themselves and their development networks/partners to the top tables of 
localised decision-making 

 Significantly greater levels of national policy and programme ambition around broadband and 
mobile telephony infrastructure investment  

 A willingness to bring schools into strategic local skills, employment and productivity policies 
 Reform of the Planning Inspectorate (PINS) and government's own approach to determining 

local planning policies and major decisions to make them much more rapid and decisive 
 An enabling and supportive regime for council house-building across tenures and types of 

provision (i.e. not just affordable, social-rented), recognising the development industries' 
multiple market failures in housing delivery (and its economic and productivity impacts) 

Gloucestershire’s approach is an important illustration of how cohesive councils in two-tier, non-
metropolitan areas with relatively strong local assets and capabilities can lead and shape local growth 
policy and intervention strategies at scale; and give central government confidence that 'devolution 
deals' will be delivered.  A fuller write up of Gloucestershire can be found in Appendix One. 

Observations and comments from the four growth case studies 

As stated above, the four case studies are neither comprehensive in themselves, nor statistically 
representative of LAs as a whole. Nevertheless, they do share a number of collective characteristics 
which the author considers important for the LGA and local government sector in progressing its local 
growth ambitions and negotiations with government. 

Firstly, the four, each in their own way, demonstrate the passion and richness of the 'local'. Whether 
district, county, or unitary, individual LAs have detailed understandings, perspectives, relationships, 
and the ability to turn these into distinctive, (nationally)-important, deliverable agendas for local 
growth. As government negotiates 'devo-deals' ( with intermediate tiers of widely-variable 
governance, geographies, and track records of partnership working), new 'settlements' need to 
empower individual LAs to lead and manage their ambitious agendas. 

Second, there are two different dimensions to devo-asks - but both are crucial. The first is the 
achievement of 'proper' devolution - the transfer of decision-making, resources and responsibility 
(including risk) to local leadership teams. This is probably articulated more strongly in places further 
along the devolution journey (like Sunderland and Wakefield in this cohort).  

Sometimes, as important, though, is the committed sign-up of central government departments and 
agencies to local priorities; and necessary machinery of government changes to put that sign-up into 
practical effect. This is particularly prominent in geographies and functions where co-design and co-
commissioning is more appropriate than full devolution at this stage in the 'devo-deal' process.  



Over 2015-20 government both needs to be able to genuinely devolve, and to be proactive, 
committed role players at the 'top-tables' of local decision-making and delivery management. This 
will, at times, be a tricky balancing act for both local and national leaders.  

Related to this is a third point about the pace of devolution journeys. Each of the LAs have evolved 
strategies and approaches to place-development over decades:- 

 reinvention following savage industrial restructuring in Sunderland and Wakefield's cases;  
 gradual coming together of districts and county to reach better understandings of where 

growth can occur, and what public investment is needed to deliver it, in Gloucestershire;  
 learning to shape very rapid population growth 'responsibly' (in economic and environmental 

terms) in Kettering. 

If government is seriously committed to sustainable, enduring devolution, it needs to allow areas to 
go at their own pace, organically - rather than rushing into intermediate tier devo-agreements which 
are shallowly bought into by local signatories and have zero-sum consequences for areas left behind.  

None of these nuances are intended to restrict or retard the current national and local enthusiasm 
and energies being put into devolution propositions and governance reforms. The case studies also 
affirm the stimulus government policies have provided for innovation in thinking and practice of local 
growth leadership, governance and delivery management. 

The case studies illustrate Gloucestershire, Kettering, Sunderland and Wakefield's enthusiasm for 
leading and delivering enhanced local growth. The challenge - post-CSR will be agreeing and 
implementing the detailed agreements that will turn this enthusiasm into practice.  



Appendix One: The four case studies in full 

Gloucestershire County Council (GCC) 

Local context: The GCC geography is the 
northernmost area of England's south 
west - bordering Midlands to the north, 
and Wales to the west.  It comprises seven 
LAs - GCC itself, and the districts of 
Cheltenham, Cotswold, Forest of Dean, 
Gloucester, Stroud and Tewkesbury. With 
a population of 611,000 (ONS, MYE2014) 
and 322,000 jobs (NOMIS), this is a 
£14.1bn GVA economy (latest ONS 
figures, 2013), with per capita levels at 
roughly UK averages (99.5, 2013). 

Key challenges facing the area in terms of 
local growth have been how to turn their 

very significant assets and capabilities into consistently strong performance. Notwithstanding  
average and top tercile performance in key economic indicators (employment, skills, enterprise etc); 
a very strong industrial profile in knowledge-based, high and medium tech manufacturing, digital and 
creative sectors; GVA and productivity growth rates have been below UK averages over the last 
fifteen years. Having reached a peak GVA per capita of 107.5% of UK averages in 2003, by the latest 
ONS figures (for 2013) this had slipped back to 99.5% per capita and 92.2% per job filled. 

This economic context is accompanied by lower than England average population growth rates 
(8.1% cf to 9.4% 2001-14, ONS MYEs) forecast to continue through the decade, with a rapidly 
growing elderly component. Over 65s are forecast to rise from 18.8% to 22.2% of the population in 
the decade to 2021, compared to England averages of 16.4% to 18.7%.  

The institutional geography of the area is relatively simple. The two-tier 7LA structure has a single 
contiguous Local Enterprise Partnership (LEP), Police and Crime Commissioner (PCC)/Constabulary, 
and Clinical Commissioning Group (CCG)/Health and Wellbeing Board (H&WB). This has enabled 
those key organisations to propose a wide ranging 'We are Gloucestershire' devolution bid to 
government (September 2015) encompassing accelerated local growth, improved health and care, 
and safer communities, in a Combined Authority (CA) construct. 

Experience of intervention effectiveness: Gloucestershire LAs consider they have a credible 
track record in laying leadership and institutional foundations for meeting their key challenges. 

They have a business-led LEP (Gfirst) whose roles and duties in local growth are differentiated from 
and accepted by the LAs. The LAs have established a statutory economic growth committee (GEGJC). 
Together they have agreed the Gloucestershire strategic economic plan (SEP), a pipeline of prioritised 
and programmed investment projects to progress it, and the Gloucestershire Infrastructure and 
Investment Fund (GIIF) resourcing appropriate infrastructure projects. The Local Transport Board 
(LTB) has determined transport priorities supporting the SEP, together with M5/A40 agreements on 
aligning Highways England and LTB/GCC projects and programmes. 



The seven LAs have agreed the Gloucestershire Business Rates Pool, together with a proportion of 
the pool's dividend being allocated by GEGJC in support of SEP priorities. The three councils 
(Cheltenham, Gloucester, Tewkesbury) most involved in the largest 'growth area' in the county (along 
the M5 corridor and badged as 'Growth Zone' in the SEP) have agreed a Joint Core Strategy 
(delivering 31000 homes) currently in the examination phase. This involves Tewkesbury agreeing 
around 50% of Cheltenham and Gloucester's unmet housing need. It is supported by joint evidence 
bases, analytic models, and a statement of cooperation with Stroud ( the fourth Growth Zone LA). 

The LAs have a track record of project and programme delivery. This includes LTB and associated 
GIIF/GPF transport investments, but also a range of other interventions. 

For instance, the 'Fastershire' partnership between GCC and Herefordshire Council is a bespoke 
broadband infrastructure and services programme. It will have completed BT roll-out to 
Gloucestershire premises in December 2015, and has agreed a phase two ultrafast rural programme 
(for an initial 6500 premises) with an independent provider - Gigaclear. The area also achieved two 
Housing Zone designations and HCA Capacity funding to deliver housing and employment land 
around M5 J9 and Gloucester city centre. 

Vision, ambition and priorities: The LAs and the LEP agree the SEP as the overarching statement 
of their growth ambitions. The SEP headline deliverables include 33,909 new and 2,125 safeguarded 
jobs; 3,200 new homes; 6,108 qualifications and 5,421 apprenticeships - growing the economy by 
£493m GVA by 2021. These results will be achieved, principally, through a four pronged focus on 
'growth hub' (business and innovation support), GREEN (nuclear and renewables energy and 
engineering 'centre of excellence'), growth zone (employment growth mainly along the M5 corridor), 
and key (mainly transport infrastructure) 'enabler' interventions.     

LAs and GEGJC have accepted lead roles in this process. These are outlined in some detail in the 'We 
are Gloucestershire' devolution bid. The bid seeks to move towards establishment of a Combined 
Authority (CA), with shadow arrangements from May 2016. The CA will have the seven LAs as 
constituent members, with LEP and CCG Chairs, and PCC as co-opted non-constituent voting 
members. The CA will oversee the county's collective priorities in planning, transport and 
infrastructure; economic development; health and wellbeing; and community safety. 

In terms of planning, the councils are committed to universal core strategy and local plans adoption 
by 2017; and thereafter to alignment of planning, economic development and SEP work programmes 
to ensure accelerated delivery of employment and housing growth. This includes appointment of a 
Strategic Planning Commissioner, single evidence base, lead councils for specific strategic schemes, 
shared workforce and work programme delivery management, and simplified planning and licensing 
regimes across the county.  

Alongside planning, the councils are also seeking a coordinated approach to public land deployment 
and exploitation - including their own holdings. 

For transport, the councils have offered a single infrastructure investment fund, aligned highways 
maintenance budgets, exploration of CIL pooling, and GCC underwriting of development work (for 
the A417 'Missing Link' scheme - one of three road priorities) Transport will be led by a Transport 
Investment Board sitting under the Combined Authority. 



For housing, the devo-bid's focus builds on 'growth zone' strategic sites and Housing Zone 
designations to address rural housing, productivity and quality standards. The councils will seek (in 
partnership with HCA)  to develop a single Housing Investment Plan, a single approach to drive up 
standards and quality of provision, and explore funding sources - including use of social impact bonds 
- for rural, affordable and starter homes provision. 

For economic development, the councils are committed to producing a road-map towards more 
joined up LA delivery, aligned with the LEP's 'Growth Hub'. 

On skills and employment, there is a commitment to full participation in FE 'Area Review'(s), and to 
local delivery management of  apprentices and careers service. This is to be led by a LEP/CA-
convened Employment and Skills Board, and support for new commissioning arrangements.  

Future employment services (Work Programme etc) are sought to be commissioned and delivery 
managed locally in partnership with DWP. An interesting dimension of their approach is the 
relationship to health and care strands of Gloucestershire's devolution ambitions - e.g. reference to 
nurses training; extension of 'Troubled Families' caseworker approaches to other target beneficiaries. 

Finally on local growth, GCCs existing support for 'Fastershire' superfast broadband roll-out has 
already produced important results - which the councils wish to extend significantly over future 
phases of national programmes. 

Partnership working and building relationships: The Gloucestershire case study does 
demonstrate an effective, evolutionary approach to driving and enabling growth in two tier LA areas; 
between LAs and business-led LEPs; and between growth and public services reform agendas. 

'Leadership Gloucestershire', established in 2011, is a voluntary association bringing together the 
seven LA Leaders, and the leaders of CCG, PCC and Constabulary, and Gfirst LEP. It has produced the 
devolution bid to government and determined its pace, scale and scope. 

Relationships between LEP and LAs have matured impressively - with shared understandings of roles 
and responsibilities across and between the LAs and the LEP itself. This has allowed GCC to play an 
appropriate public funding Accountable Body role; and the seven LAs to establish and operate the 
GEGJC for their contributions to growth agendas. 

Finally the county council and six districts have developed a range of shared, pooled and distinctive 
instruments for progressing growth ambitions. Besides GEGJC, the business rates pool and joint 
investment fund(s) represent '7LA' collective approaches. The Joint Core Strategy arrangements for 
the major growth zone areas of the county show where a three-district approach is more appropriate 
than a 7-LA construct (with close collaboration with Stroud as a fourth district).  More generally, the 
case study visit suggested the collaboration had moved from an 'equal shares' to a 'fair shares' based 
on shares of growth approach to resources allocation - a strong indicator of the growing maturity of 
partnership working across the LAs. 

Future asks of and agendas with central government (and its agencies): The devolution bid 
makes 40 local growth 'asks' of central government going forward - alongside health and care, 
community safety, and governance agendas, some of which are also directly related to local growth. 
Most of the asks follow the now relatively orthodox local growth menus for enhanced devolution of 
planning, transport and infrastructure, housing, economic development, skills, and employment 
powers and resources. In Gloucestershire's case they range in character across:- 



 major items of direct devolution of functional resources (e.g. transport, adult skills); and/or 
alignment of related funding regimes (e.g. transport) to reduce multiple bidding processes 

 co-design and joint commissioning arrangements determined at local level (e.g. HCA on 
housing, Environment Agency on flood protection, DWP on Work Programme, various 
business support and innovation programmes);  

 specific more modest asks (e.g.  multi-year Growth Hub funding at a minimum £500kpa) 
 financial stability of five year settlements, a full-localised Business Rates Retention scheme, 

and capital receipts freedoms and flexibilities 
 assistance with the processes leading towards a CA, and on issues like public estate 

rationalisation and deployment 

Perhaps the more distinctive, nuanced national 'asks' surfaced during the case study visit are:- 

 A more organic commitment from government to share ownership of Gloucestershire 'big 
ticket' priorities, bringing themselves and their development networks/partners to the top 
tables of localised decision-making 

 Significantly greater levels of national policy and programme ambition around broadband 
and mobile telephony infrastructure investment - thereby unlocking and leveraging local 
delivery and growth impacts 

 A willingness to bring schools into strategic local skills, employment and productivity policies 
 Reform of PINS and government's own approach to determining local planning policies and 

major decisions to make them much more rapid and decisive 
 An enabling and supportive regime for LA house-building across tenures and types of 

provision (i.e. not just affordable, social-rented), recognising the development industries' 
multiple market failures in housing delivery (and its economic and productivity impacts) 

Concluding comments: The Gloucestershire case study is an important illustration of how cohesive 
LAs in two-tier, non-metropolitan areas with relatively strong local assets and capabilities can lead 
and shape local growth policy and intervention strategies at scale; and give central government 
confidence that 'devolution deals' will be delivered.  




