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Abstract 

In a drive to make local government as interesting and popular as 

generations of Westminster's politicians have believed it ought to be, the 

reform of local government has become as English an obsession as the 

weather. Throughout the 20th Century a range of subjective criteria have 

been developed to justify reorganisations of local government, along with 
increasingly complex models of how subjective measures can be used to 

justify change. The complex and time-consuming procedures that 

characterised the 1929 'review' of local government were compounded 
by a layer of additional complexity in the, eventually abandoned, review of 
1945. By then the development of urban spatial planning as a discipline 

had given policy makers a renewed optimism in their ability to effect 

scientific change, and the complexity of post-war local government 

reorganisation increased incrementally. 

The Government in 1992, and again in 2003, avoided the question of 
identifying what the purpose of local government was, and establishing 

cross-party consensus on how it might be established. Instead, local 

administration has become synonymous with local democracy, whilst 
being referred to under a generic title of 'local government'. Proposals to 

reform one have created concerns regarding the future of the other. This 

confusion, along with a general lack of interest by the general public has 

led to a scenario where government ministers have become defenders of 
the status quo, or champions of change, but rarely informed arbitrators of 

reform. 

With the benefit of 170 years of evidence to draw from, objectives that 

stood little chance of success remain stated outcomes of local 

government reform. It will be shown that fanciful claims have not been 

consigned into the dustbin of history, but have incrementally produced 

heirs. 

2 



Introduction 
Through the selective use of a basket of indicators successive 

governments have developed proposals to turn-around the fortune of 
English local government and to re-invigorate the structures health, 

vibrancy, inclusivity, efficiency and effectiveness. That no local 

government review to date has achieved its objectives, delivered 

promised savings or produced a stable structure of local administration 
has not featured prominently in policy development. Neither has robust 

evidence that local government has done or is doing either a good, or a 
bad job. 

Reviews of local government in the 20th Century have sought to undo 

substantial parts of earlier reorganisations and to expand the role of either 

county councils or county boroughs. The main policy elements of the most 

recent reorganisation in 2002 broadly mirrored the decentralising 

aspirations of the Liberal Government of the mid 1880's, and to some 

extent were something 'new'. Against this picture of constant change, the 

raison d'etre of local government has evolved, and the process of its 

evolution largely forgotten, with the consequence that undelivered 
Victorian social policy still dictates debate on the structure of local 

government in the 21st Century. 

Single-tier local administration has been a feature of administration in 

England for 800 years, but since the 1830's has featured as either the 

saviour or the b6te noire of local government. The structure of urban local 

government in England was formalised by the Municipal Corporations Act 

of 1835, which democratised 119 boroughs' and gave the franchise to 

one-sixth of the country's male population. The municipal boroughs had 

been established as models for the reform of county government, however 

1 Before 1835 there had been three types of boroughs that held Quarter Sessions, 
however an estimate of the actual number operating in England is imprecise. Webb S. 
(1920) estimated there to be between 199 and 205 municipal boroughs in 1834 of which 
only 160 had significant and real independence from the county bench. 
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the House of Lords was able successfully to repel reform in the shires until 
18882, by which time a tier of unplanned local authorities was beginning to 

emerge from the chaos of the Victorian structure of local administration, 
the district councils. 

The Municipal Corporations Act (1835) did not empower the 

democratised councils with responsibility for the majority of services 

within their boundarieS3 
. 
Governments preferring incrementally to 

establish ad-hoc public bodies to meet specific needs, notably for health, 

law and order, education, roads and administration of the Poor Law. By 

the 1870's the functions administered by local bodies in England varied 

considerably in their quality and the cost of their delivery. 

Through the wide-ranging reform of local government in 1888, and again 
in 1894 a model of English local government was established that 

survives broadly intact in the 21st Century. The structure has been 

vulnerable to interference by Parliament, especially for single-tier urban 

authorities, and was established without cross-party consensus or a 
formalisation of the rights local government could exercise. In the years 
between 1888 and 1992 single-tier local government was to be subject to 

six rounds of 
* 

structural reorganisation and to be under country-wide 

review for 25 of those years. 

The 1992 review of local government was publicised as an opportunity to 

introduce a single-tier structure of local government across England that 

was accountable, transparent, efficient and perhaps most relevant to an 

examination of structure, understandable to residents. One-hundred 

2 Parliamentary Bills to reform and democratise county councils failed on no less than 
eleven occasions in 1836,1837,1849,1850,1851,1852,1860,1868,1869,1871 and 
1878. 
3 The practice of not locating responsibility for all local service provision with the 
democratised municipal boroughs was due to utilitarian unease with the centralisation of 
power in public organisations (See Mill J. S. 1861), and was compounded by MPs 
concerns that 'radicals' could gain control of local services via election to the new 
councils. 
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million pounds later all that the 1992 review established was essentially a 

pre-1974 structure, with a rigid separation of urban and rural local 

government and four distinct types of local authority in operation in the 

shires: parishes, districts, unitaries 4 and county councils. 

In 2002 yet another review of English local government was announced 
by the Labour government as part of its policy of establishing an elected 
tier of regional councils in England, supported by a raft of unitary 

authorities. However, unlike earlier reviews, referenda were planned as a 

mechanism to establish residents demand for change. When the only 

referendum (so far) was held 5, it produced an overwhelming 'no' vote for 

elected regional assemblies. Thus the raison detre of the proposed 

unitary structure became compromised, and its implementation stalled. 

A common thread in the reviews of local government between 1888 - 
2004 has been that governments have repeatedly placed hurdles in the 

path of their own policy objective, and have allocated a range of unproven 

attributes to single-tier local government (See Lipman 1949, Chisholm 

2000). The blending together of the eligibility criteria for elected regional 

assemblies and unitary authorities in 2004 ensured that the latter could 

not be delivered using the available policy guidance. In earlier revieWS6 
the use of population size as a guide for the establishment of unitary 

authorities resulted in pressure being successfully exerted by authorities 

with 'special cases'for inclusion, notably in 1888 when the outcome of 

the reorganisation barely reflected its goals. 

4 The terminology used to name single-tier local government has changed repeatedly 
but for the purposes of clarity the titles Municipal Corporation, Municipal Borough, 
County Borough, Most-purpose Authority, and Unitary Authority broadly refer to the 
same type of local authority, although the use of their titles is important in a historical 
context. 
5 In the North-East Region in November 2004. 
6 Notably in 1888,1945,1958,1966, and 1992. 
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Successive governments have been over-zealous in developing eligibility 
criteria prior to the commencement of reorganisations, and have found 

ways to ignore their own policy guidance in the later stages of revieWS7 
(See Richards 1975 Pearce 1980). Governments that have been 

successful in delivering their policy objective have managed to conclude 
the reorganisation before a further general election has been necessary. 
Sadly, the sole example of a wholly successful reorganisation, which 
clearly met its targets, ran to time and delivered the governments wishes 
is the abolition of the metropolitan counties in 1986 8. 

If local government reviews in England have been characterised by a lack 

of consensus, drift in government policy, criteria that hinder rather than 

help, and antagonistic participants, then it is surprising that reference to 

the history of structural reorganisation in England has had such little 

impact on policy. The Chairman of the Local Government Commission for 

England (LGC 1992) highlighted the lack of background research stating 
"Shaming though the admission is, the author was unaware of much of 
the pre-1 992 local government literature... and the same was manifestly 
true of other Commissioners" (Chisholm M, 2000, pl 58). In effect little or 

no examination of the historical evidence of the process of local 

government reform had been passed to the Commission. 

If overlooking the combined experience of 170 years of reorganisation 

was surprising, the recurring absence of empirical evidence to support 

changes to the structure of English local government is beyond credibility. 
However, the absence of empirical research has been a constant feature 

7 During the second reading of the Local Government Bill (1971) in the House of Lords 
the Government accepted the proposal to allow the Isle of Wight, which possessed a 
population of less than 100,000, to become a county. Also, boundary changes between 
Hampshire and Dorset were modified in the House of Lords during the second reading. 
The result was that the District Borough of Christchurch had a population of 33,000, 
significantly less than the recommended minimum population size for district councils. 
8 The 1929 review of rural and urban district councils had achieved its objective of 
standardising and reducing the number of lower-tier local authorities. However the 
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of structural reorganisations, which have largely been driven by the 

personal beliefs and assertions of an individual minister9. 

After three years of reviewing England's local government structure in the 

mid 1990's, the LGC (1992) stated, "it cannot be sensible to contemplate 
major changes in the multi-billion pound business of local government on 
an information basis as flimsy as that which was initially available to the 
Commission" (Local Government Commission For England, 1995a, p9l, 

also Sinnott, 1998). A candid disclosure given that only two years earlier 
the Commission had declared its unequivocal support for single-tier local 

government, 

There is no doubt where responsibility lies, no confusion over which authority 
does what. This is local government in its simplest, most understandable and 

potentially most efficient form. Where it has set out to achieve its objectives 
through the use of all its powers, it has been the most effective unit of local 

government we have known (Local Government Commission, 1993d, pl 4, para 
26)10. 

The lack of background information may in part be due to the enthusiasm 

of ministers or the local government associations, however the literature 

review undertaken as part of the development of this thesis found an 

absence of research in the whole process of structural change in 

England. Although much of the literature that this thesis necessarily 
draws upon was presented over a century ago, the arguments and goals 

of local government reformers in the late 1 9th Century are as relevant now 

as they were when prepared, for the structure of English local 

government has not changed. Material has been gathered in large part 
from primary sources, including texts of the period, and has been 

review was administered unevenly across the country and took ten years to complete, 
seven years longer than planned. 
9 Notably in 1888 (Rathbone), 1945 (Jowitt), 1966 (Crosland), 1986 (Heseltine), 1992 
(Heseltine again) and 2002 (Prescott). 
10 Also note the similarity in text with the report of the Royal Commission on Local 
Government in England 1966-1969, para 252. 
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complemented by contemporary material, much of which pre-dates 1974, 

and from research published in the late 1990's. 

Significant amounts of research have focussed on individual structural 

reorganisations and the methods of their implementation, but with the 

notable exception of Chisholm (2000) there has been little material 
longitudinally examining the structural issues associated with structural 

reorganisation. The lack of research in local government may in part be 

due to its secondary status to what was once referred to as the Imperial 

Parliament, or maybe as Kellner (1997) noted "until fairly recently 
discussions about the role of local government were rather like 

discussions about sex. Only a few people, widely thought to be rather 

odd, pontificated publicly. Ordinary folk just got on with it" (Kellner P, 

1997, pl 1). 

This thesis will critically examine the assumptions and policies that under- 

pinned the reviews of local government in 1992 and 2002, with reference 
to the troubled process of structural reform in English local government 

post 1834, and refer to examples from administrative areas in the South- 

East region. The hypothesis, 'did the Liberal government of 1881 develop 

the most robust structure of local government in England so far proposed, 

and have the last 125 years been spent finding ways to not introduce it 

will be tested using evidence from the post-1834 periodic reviews of 

county boroughs and the performance of post-1 996 unitary authorities. 
The methodology will enable key assumptions regarding the performance 

of single-tier local government to be critically examined. A combination of 
the identified strengths and weaknesses of single-tier local government 

and historical evidence regarding the vulnerabilities of local government 

reorganisation, will enable an evaluation of future reviews of the structure 

of local government in England meeting their key objectives. 
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Chapter 1 will focus on the establishment of municipal boroughs in 1835, 

the growth of ad-hoc organisations, and the failure of the Liberal 

Government in 1880 to achieve its policy goal and significantly increase 

the number of municipal corporations. The research will also examine the 

failure of a subsequent government, in 1886, to achieve its goals of 

abolishing municipal corporations and introducing a form of regional/sub- 

regional local government based on parliaments in the counties, 

supported by a lower-tier of most-purpose district councils. 

Chapter 2 will examine the period between 1900 and 1939, during which 
time the expansionist aspirations of the county boroughs were 

successfully constrained, and relations between the local authority 

associations became defined. Attention is also given to the incremental 

allocation of functions to local authorities, as the so-called 'ad-hoc 

organisations' proved themselves incapable of delivering services in 

rapidly expanding towns and cities. The chapter will conclude with an 

examination of the 1929 review of local government, a review 

characterised by the problems that would befall later reorganisations. 

Chapter 3 will review the period of post-war reconstruction, particularly 

the years between 1958 and 1974 when English local government was 

permanently under review, along with the fallow years for unitary 

authorities between 1974 and 1986. Consideration will be given to the 

process of structural reorganisation and to the ideological theories and 

preconceptions that would affect the review process in later years. 

Chapter 4 will focus on the 1992 review of local government and critically 

examine the ability of single-tier local government to satisfy the 

expectations placed upon it. The belief that local government should be 

the provider of last resort, and a desire to roll back the public sector 

characterised the birth of the review. However, the ideological drivers that 

characterised the early days of the review changed, mainly due to a 
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change in prime-minister, with the consequence 

replaced utilitarianism, and the chapter examines 

consequences on the review of policy drift. 

that 'community) 

the associated 

Chapter 5 will examine the development of 'regional solutions' to the 

structure of English local government. The chapter includes analysis of 
1 9th and 20th Century regional models, including those developed as a 

5 response to the particular issues of: 'home rule , economic development 

and civil defence. As a response to post-war reconstruction, the concept 

of regional government was reinvigorated, and became formalised in 

government departments, so that by 1998 the prospect of elected 

regional assemblies with powers devolved from Whitehall was closer than 

at any time since 1888. The chapter concludes with an identification of 
the strengths and weaknesses of the model of regional government 

proposed by the Government in 2002. 

The Conclusion draws together recurrent themes from 170 years of 

structural reform in local government and questions the appropriateness 

of single-tier local government to satisfy the expectations that have been 

placed on it. Reference is made to Audit Commission (2002) Best Value 

Reviews of local government with the objective of measuring the 

performance of the 46 English unitary local authorities established in 

1996/97, in relation to electoral participation and resident satisfaction with 

the services they deliver. 

A combination of the identified strengths and weaknesses of single-tier 
local government and historical evidence of the vulnerabilities of local 

government reorganisation will lead to an evaluation of the central 

hypothesis, 'did the Liberal government of 1881 develop the most robust 

structure of local government in England so far proposed, and have the 

last 125 years been spent finding ways to not introduce it'? 
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Literature Review 

In the spring of 1994 the author was busy administering local government 

reorganisation in Portsmouth and attempting to apply contradictory guidance 

on its implementation to the business of delivering local services. Two years 
later and the author had experienced the practical effects of government 

policies 'made on the hoof' and was beginning to doubt the omnipotence of 

government ministers and those appointed to do their bidding. 

The opinion of more senior local government officers regarding local 

government reorganisation, that "If you wait long enough one will come along" 
began to appear less cynical and increasingly more informed, as the 

reorganised structure of local government in England contained sufficient 

amounts of unfinished business to offer the prospect of further structural 

review, and disruption to service planning. Single-tier local administration was 

not implemented in a uniform way in England in 1997, as it had been in 

Scotland and Wales without nearly as much fuss. Instead an opaque structure 

of local government had been emerged, along with the reinvention of olde 

worlde anomalies like the administrative County of Rutland. 

The majority of county councils were still in place, cities remained constrained 
by their geography, warnings that education would drain the coffers of small 

unitary authorities were being realised, and widespread savings as a 

consequence of reorganisation were being quietly forgotten. Electoral 

participation in local elections was continuing its post-war decline and a third 

of consumers using facilities based in cities continued not to fund those 

services upkeep. All of this, along with a 'bookies favourite' prospective 

government clearly stating its preference for regional administration, did not 

seem like a robust outcome to a process costing in excess of El 00 million. 

In 1996 the author approached Professor Alan Whitehead at Southampton 

Institute regarding a proposal to study the effects of local government 

reorganisation in England, and within a few months was revisiting the 

government's policy guidance and starting to gather the prolific literature 
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produced on the subject between 1992 - 1997. 

It was becoming clear to practitioners in local government that the unitary 

authorities established during 1997 were in effect recreations of the county 
boroughs abolished in 1974. That the exciting 'new' structure was actually 
'second-hand', raised doubts about the new orders ability to achieve change 

as, after all a similar structure had only been dismantled twenty-three years 

previously. Research was therefore focussed on the reinvention of urban 

single-tier local government in England, as it was this structure that had 

proven so enduring a panacea to the perceived failings of local administration 
by a succession of governments 

These were startling realisations for a relatively inexperienced local 

government officer. What dark forces were at work that resources seemingly 

absent to support over-stretched front line service provision could be found for 

publicity campaigns to support or undermine a temporary structure of local 

government? 

A preliminary hypothesis was identified early in 1998, 'the new unitary 

authorities are a resurrection of the old concept of county boroughs'. The 

methodology adopted to evaluate the hypothesis was to undertake a literature 

review of the process and policies that under-pinned the 1992 review of local 

government. A sample of five single-tier local authorities in southern England 

were identified (Portsmouth, Southampton, Bournemouth, Poole and 
Thamesdown) to form a comparative study of new unitary authorities and their 

success, or otherwise, at achieving the outcomes published in their 

submissions to the Local Government Commission (LGC, 1992). 

A series of interviews were arranged with senior councillors and officers in the 

sample, and during 1998 data was collected on management structures, joint- 

arrangements, financial forecasts and the transfer arrangements for staff and 

resources from the effected county councils. 
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Unlike other areas in England, the southern areas of Hampshire, Dorset and 
Wiltshire had maintained generally good relations between county and 

prospective unitary councils. This relationship had aided the transfer of 
functions during the reorganisation and was believed would be sufficient to 

enable data to be assembled for the research. Once it was agreed that 

sensitive information relating to staff, salaries and structures could be 

provided on a time-embargoed basis the flow of information proceeded well. 
The conflict being over, the view was taken by most in the sample that the 

best was to be made of the peace. 

During the initial period of research the measurements of performance as 

outlined in the 'Aims of the Investigation' (July 1997), were generally identified 

as being at best, micro measures of structural issues. An example which 

related to 'Investigation Aim D- resources and staffing', was based on the 

assumption that unitary authorities in the sample group could be observed to 

be more or less efficient than county councils in the provision of the same 

services. 

The initial research found that the examination of the internal management 

arrangements of local authorities would not be a useful tool with which to 

address the original hypothesis, as local authorities in the sample had 

radically different priorities, and therefore resourcing needs. In addition, a 
definition of 'efficiency' as applied to solely local government 'resources and 

staffing'was identified as being too subjective a measure to enable evaluation 

of the hypothesis. 

Investigation Aim (B) 'how the sample authorities have adapted to their new 

status and to changes in management culture'was also found to be unable to 

significantly address the structural issues within the hypothesis. The data 

collected provided an interesting snapshot of local authorities undergoing 

organisational change, but focussed excessively on the abilities of individual 

local authorities to effect changes and then to monitor them. Little 

independent evidence was available at the time of whether objectives had 

indeed been met or whether 'boxes were just being ticked . In addition 
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consideration was given to the possibility that senior managers and/or 
councillors might not be aware of instances where change had not gone well 
within their authority, such performance issues frequently taking time to 

surface within bureaucracies. 

The scope for local solutions to be devolved down to the lowest tier of 
administration, subsidiarity, had been a popular debating point regarding the 
European Union in the early 1990's, and flexibilities in local government 

provision could be observed, notably in Leach's (1991) examination of the 

structures that post-dated the abolition of the metropolitan counties in 1986. 

What was not realised at the time by the author was that local government 
had a track-record dating from the mid 1830's of adapting the policies of 

central government for its own policy objectives. Whilst this model was not 
'subsidiarity' in its intended sense, the net effect was the creation of local 

discretion in the way services were delivered, and therefore the facilitation of 
local democracy. 

The evolution of local government in England had therefore created a system 

where local authorities adopted broadly similar management/reporting 

structures, but that the way they interpreted the implementation of legislation 

has led to wide variations in practice. Central government has tended to react 
to 'hostile' interpretations of its policies with further legislation, scrutiny and 
inspection, but it would be wrong to jump to the conclusion that such councils 

were somehow less efficient than those doing the governments bidding, or 
indeed those doing very little at all. If it was the policy of the local council that 

such a course of action should be adopted, then the policy may well have 

been efficiently implemented. 

The combination of the original research that was carried out with the sample 

of unitary local authorities, and the evidence from the initial literature review 

led to the conclusion that it was not appropriate to use a small sample of 

unitary councils to measure the performance of structural change, and even 

measuring the efficiency of organisational change at a very local level would 

have been problematic, and added little value to the aims of the research. 
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Consideration was therefore given to the tools identified within the 'Aims of the 
Investigation' as being appropriate measures to test the hypothesis and that 
they had themselves may have been selected on the basis of a number of 
preconceptions regarding the process of structural reorganisation of local 

government in England. Indeed, preconceptions had been accepted by the 
author as prima facie objectives simply because the government had stated 
them as achievable outcomes in its policy guidance and subsequent 
ministerial statements in 1992 (Curry cited Whitehead 1995). 

After discussions with senior officers in local government and Professor 

Whitehead it was agreed that a more robust understanding of the forces at 

work that had shaped the establishment of county boroughs would be 

required. In particular, why it was widely believed that structural reorganisation 

was a suitable methodology to deliver wide ranging improvements in the way 
local services were delivered. 

County boroughs had not always been viewed as being fit for purpose and 
their popularity amongst policy makers had ebbed and flowed since their 

introduction in 1835, under the title 'municipal corporations'. Initial research 
indicated that single-tier local government had not been established with the 

same raison dWre or functions as the unitary authorities in 1996, and that 

their functions had evolved over time as a consequence of periodic 

reorganisation. The question was then raised that the newly established 

unitary authorities might suffer from the same failings as their predecessors, 

and if they weren't going to, then why not? Additionally a further question 

surfaced regarding the ability of the 1992 reorganisation to be able to deliver 

its admirable objectives, when its objectives had so fundamentally changed 
during the four years it was under review? 

It is also important to determine what is meant by the functions of local 

authorities, as these have not been static, or given. Authors, including Hale 

(1987) have sought to determine when a 'golden age' existed for local 

government and when it has enjoyed the freedoms and flexibilities so many 

reorganisations have aspired to deliver. 
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The available literature from the period when local administration was first 

established in England indicates that government was reluctant to place the 
delivery of all local services within the new structure, and choose a mixed- 
economy of providers, including Poor Law Unions and registration areas. As 
local government established itself it became clear that local government was 
a minority provider of services and consequently tensions emerged during the 
1 9th Century regarding its proper place and influence. 

Neither had the Municipal Corporations been established uniformly across the 

country, with the bulk of the population remaining governed by the justices of 
the peace. It was not until 1888 that a recognisable and uniform structure 

eme! ed, but by then types of local government structure had been created , rg 
that were responsible for the delivery of different services. 

As the tiers of local government turned on each other to further their own 

status at the turn of the 20th century it had become observable that central 

government had a built in reluctance to devolve further powers and that 

parallel structures of service delivery were entirely acceptable. Major services 
including public welfare and health provision gradually moved under the 

control of Whitehall, and in an observable trend previously local services 
became centralised during each of the major post-war reorganisations. By the 

turn of the 21st century local government had lost direct control of services 
including; health, social security, further and higher education, the utilities, 

strategic planning, the emergency services, transport and a range of smaller 

specialist responsibilities, including, airports and ports. Even in the 

imainstream' services, local governments direct responsibility was reduced, to 

the point that parents enquiring about a childs education would need to 

contact a range of quangos or semi-autonomous structures than a single 

locally governed administrative structure. 

Local government therefore does not and never did provide all local services, 

so single-tier administration in the context of the thesis should not be 

confused with the governance of local services, the vast majority of which 

have been provided by either departments of central government or by its 
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arms length bodies, quangos. 

The original hypothesis was therefore revisited and consideration given to a 
clarification of the research content, and as a result the focus of the 

hypothesis shifted to 'unitary authorities resurrect old assumptions associated 

with county boroughs'. With a redefined focus and realisation that all was not 

as it first seemed the research set about an examination of; 

* The process and rationale behind the establishment of county boroughs 

9 The policies underpinning the process of local government reform which 
led to the 'rise and fall' of county boroughs as a model 

The influence of participants in changing the outcomes of local 

government reorganisation 

The policies and assumptions which reinvigorated interest in single-tier 
local government in the 1980's 

e The process of local government review in 1992 

e The process of change and outcome of the then proposed reorganisation 

of regional administration in England 

An extended literature review of published research during the 1990's 

provided evidence that there was a multiplicity of views on the suitability of 

single-tier local government, and that for each assumed strength there were 

parallel assumed weaknesses. Prolific research during the mid-1990's 

showed that there was little consensus on the most appropriate structure of 
local government for England. 

Amongst the most published was Leach (1991), who produced work on the 

1986 and 1992 reorganisations. A central piece of analysis had focused on 

the propensity of single-tier administrations to rely on joint arrangement to 

provide services, and that such structures reduced democratic control and 

increased confusion as to who was responsible for their provision. Such 

research had been seized upon by the county councils and their trade 

association, the Association of County Councils (ACC), to further their claims 
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against the dismantling of the two-tier system. Whilst initial research by the 
Joseph Rowntree Foundation (1995) which had initially supported this view, 
was subsequently modified (1996 a) to the more pragmatic finding that joint- 

arrangements could be a useful tool through which to deliver effective 
services by local government. Such findings had in turn been used by the 
Association of District Councils (ADC, 1996) to justify change, and to endorse 
the Government's stated opinion that joint-arrangements could be made to be 

effective. A position also initially supported by the LGC, but subsequently 

used by its commissioners to justify'no change' proposals in rural areas. 

Within a relatively short time evidence was gathered that indicated similar 
debates regarding the strengths of single-tier administration had surfaced as a 

result of the 1986 reorganisation of metropolitan government, (ADC 1992, 

1995 a, c, 1996 a, b, d, ACC 1991 a, d, 1992,1994 b), the abandoned partial 

reorganisation of local government in 1978 (Labour Party, 1978) and the 

wholesale reorganisation in 1974. It was agreed by the academic team that 

there was merit in further longitudinal analysis, when it became clear that the 

outcome of the 1974 reorganisation barely reflected its 1966 objectives, due in 

large part to its sponsoring government being removed at the 1970 general 

election. 

Through a gradual process of 'peeling back the layers of the onion ', themes 

were observed across structural reorganisations spanning 165 years. Most 

notably that two opposing camps had formed, each repeatedly using a stock 

of arguments to either promote single-tier administration, or to refute it. With 

that in mind, the reader of the published material needs to beware of who 

produced the information being considered and the date of its publication. 

Even when policies were proposed advocating compromise, the local 

authority associations have been motivated by their prime objective of 

promoting their policies above all others. For example, the ACC adopted a 

policy of cautious support for single-tier government in 1994 on the basis that 

some of their membership might survive the review process intact if unitary 

authorities were established on the existing boundaries of county councils, i. e. 
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the county council would become the successor unitary authority. Likewise 

county boroughs were widely supportive of the centrally imposed abolition of 
the metropolitan counties in 1986 as the outcome re-established single-tier 
local government in major urban centres. Even if the price to pay was to 
legitimate an unparalled degree of central government intervention in the 

structure of English local government. 

To complicate matters, county boroughs have not resided within a trade 

association dedicated to furthering solely their cause, unlike the county 

councils or the metropolitan authorities. Instead, county boroughs have 

shared a place within the Association of District Councils and their counterpart 
districts in rural and suburban areas, the urban and rural districts. 

During the 20th Century the aspirations of the county boroughs have 

frequently been at odds with those of the district councils, as the latter's 

survival has often depended on the retention of the two-tier system. In the 

1992 reorganisation the ADC managed the commendable task of presenting a 

unified front in support of single-tier government, even though the majority of 
its membership faced abolition. However, by 1995 the fragile coalition split 

when the districts realised that most did not stand any chance of being 

individually established as unitary councils, and that there best hope of 

survival again lay with the retention of the two-tier structure. Reference to 

literature produced or supported by the local government trade associations 

should therefore be given close consideration as the relationship between and 

within them has been complex and frequently masked underlying tensions. 

Similarly, the proclamations of government ministers require a health warning. 
The na'(ve initial assumptions by the author, regarding the omnipotence of 

ministerial understanding was short-lived but remained an important influence, 

as they have been the key drivers of social policy as it relates to local 

government structure. Ministers who have advocated change have tended to 

had a strong personal agenda in advocating reform, and have occupied the 

most senior positions of state. 
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The post of Deputy Prime-minister, or its equivalent, has been a favoured 

position, recently by Michael Heseltine who had championed local 

government reorganisation during his unsuccessful bid to become prime- 
minister, and subsequently had the policy adopted as the price for accepting 
the deputy leadership. In addition, John Prescott, as deputy leader of the 
Labour Party, spearheaded the failed introduction of democratically elected 
regional government in England in 2004, but did succeed in implementing 

unelected regional government. Similarly the review that established the two- 
tier system in England in 1888 was a personal policy of Rathbone who had 
insisted on the reform of local government as the price to be paid by the 
Conservative Government for the support of Liberal Unionist MP's in 1886. 

Support for either the county-borough or two-tier models of local government 
has also tended to follow party lines, with the Labour Party tending to support 

single-tier and regional models, and the Conservative Party the two-tier 

system. Therefore government policies regarding structural reorganisation 

require reference to the political party in power at the time, as there is a strong 
track-record of partisan political support for particular structural models of 
local government. 

As a note of caution though, there have been notable exceptions to this rule. 
The Conservative Party supported the establishment of unitary authorities in 

England, and established them in Wales and Scotland in the early 1990's, 

although had adopted a set of ideological political policies in the 1980's that 

legitimated such a policy. 

The Conservative Government (1979 - 1997) had advocated the rolling back 

of the state and one of the methods of achieving this was to subject local 

authority services to market competition. It was believed that residents could 

only judge the value for money and responsiveness of their local council if it 

was clear who the provider of their services was. The division of services 
between tiers of administration therefore blurred such accountability, whereas 

single-tier councils could be held accountable for cost and quality by suitably 
informed ratepayers. The ratepayers were therefore to be empowered to 
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evaluate the utility of service provision and to vote in more effective 
administrators (councillors) or to move house (exit). 

Informing the popularity of such ideological policies within the Conservative 

party was their experiences during the 1980's of openly hostile metropolitan 
county councils in London and Liverpool. It is also important to state the 

somewhat contradictory position of The Labour Party regarding single-tier 
local government on the county-borough model. At face value the position of 
the Labour Party remained consistent during the 20th Century. However, ithas 

also championed the establishment of regional administration (Labour Party 

1943,1978, ODPM 2001) which on close examination has relied on the 

establishment of a two-tier structure, with services divided between single-tier 
local units of administration and regional structures delivering strategic 

services. A system more accurately described as a geographically expanded 

model of that which has so vexed the Labour Party. 

Whilst on the subject of political allegiance it is useful to note the publications 

provided by what have become to be described as 'think tanks'. The Fabian 

Society and its immediate predecessors have produced substantial 
information on a wide-range of subjects and during the period 1890 - 1930 

offered useful critiques of social policy as it related to local government. 
However, the reader is required to remember the close allegiance between 

the Fabian's and both the Independent Labour Party, and the Parliamentary 

Labour Party, and that many of the Fabian's authors had considerable 

experience of acting in opposition to the governments of the time. Similarly, 

research bodies on the right of politics have'attempted to influence social 

policy, although not as consistently as the Fabian's until the 1980's, when the 

Adam Smith Institute (1989) exerted significant influence within the 

Conservative Party. 

A degree of caution should also be exercised in the accounts and 

recommendations of the various local government commissions that have 

been tasked with reviewing structure and reporting back to ministers. The 

raison detre of appointing independent commissioners to review areas of 
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local administration was, and remains, the facilitation of a process where local 

views can be taken account of and fedback to central government. However, 

commissioners are neither automatons or necessarily sympathisers with 
government policy, with the outcome that they have frequently interpreted 

policy guidance in a different way to that intended by the government. 

The Poor Law Commissioners in the 1830's frequently recommended 

solutions that reflected their personal beliefs, and significant differences of 
emphasis were observable between commissioner teams, some favouring 

geographically neat solutions, other preferring solutions that reflected the 

wishes of those that they consulted. Similarly, commissioner teams during the 
1929,1946,1958,1966, and 1992 reorganisations produced reports that 

either contradicted the wishes of ministers or, more frequently, that were 
developed in such isolation that one review area had a structure 

recommended that was radically different to its neighbours. 

Occasionally individual commissioners have produced 'dissenting 

memoranda' advocating radically different solutions to their colleagues, 

notably in the 1958 Tyneside review, and the 1968 report of Derek Senior. 

Worthy of note is also the views of the chairman of the 1992 LGC, John 

Banham (1995), who frequently publicly disagreed with both his 

commissioners and ministers. The reader therefore needs to take account of 
the commissioners views held prior to their reports, in order to evaluate any 

preconceived support for a particular option. Derek Senior (1965) being 

appointed in 1966 precisely for his strong support for 'city-regions', but which 

were to create so much disagreement in the final years of that review. 

Useful coverage of the process of individual reviews and their application has 

been provided by the 'media', although standard caveats must apply to the 

fifth estate. It is also worth noting that some national newspapers have 

changed political allegiance over the years, but that The Times is a useful 

source of contemporary debate and provides an insight into what was being 

discussed by the architects of the current structure of local government. 
Similarly, other sources such as The Economist provide useful starting points 
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and are made reference to within the main thesis, as are some of the longer 

running trade publications, notably The Local Government Chronicle, although 
gaining access to non-microfilmed editions can prove extremely difficult. 

Indeed, given the relevance of much of the literature used to build the thesis it 

is important to note that most 1 gth Century material is extremely difficult to 

cross-reference, and on occasion to access. Records of Cabinet discussions 

and some Parliamentary Papers included. 

Given that much of the literature produced on local government structure has 

been commissioned or provided by either the local government associations, 
the government or by commissioners the range of non-partisan research has 

been limited. Michael Chisholm's analysis of the 1992 local government 

review is a recent and notable exception, as it provides both a horizontal and 
longditudinal analysis of the process of reform. Indeed it served as a starting 

reference for much of the more in-depth analysis contained within the thesis, 

and as such might be described as a 'reader . 

Earlier studies of equal worth included Lipman (1949) and Redlich and Hirst 

(1903), both providing the researcher with invaluable core material on the 

reviews in the late 1 9th Century and during the immediate post-war period of 

reconstruction. It is also appropriate to mention the contributions made by 

Cole (1947) and Richards (1972,1975), although both focussed primarily on 

individual reorganisations of local government. 

What is noticeable by its absence though, is significant pieces of research, 

other than by Chisholm, of a longtidudinal analysis of the process of reform. 

Each review has tended to be commented on in a piecemeal way, as if its 

consequences and process were somehow divorced from earlier events. 

Indeed in 2002 it was unknown by the research team at the Department of the 

Environment that regional devolution had been a clear policy objective in 

1886, and that the establishment of the two-tier system of local government 

was an unintended consequence of the subsequent Act. It seems as though 

questions relating to 'why are we where we areT have been overshadowed by 
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'where do we want to go todayT 

The gaps in the existing body of knowledge that informed the development of 
the thesis therefore crystalised during the period 1996 - 1998, as it became 

clear that a thorough evaluation of what had brought about the establishment 
of the two-tier system of local administration was absent, and that the policy 
initiatives that had predicated the establishment of reforming policies were 
largely based on instinct and aspiration, rather than being rooted in evidence 
of what was achievable. 

It is important to emphasise therefore that whilst individual topics have been 

subject to analysis at one point or another, that they have generally been 

taken out of any historical context, and the lessons of their earlier introduction 

overlooked. Hard evidence spanning 150 years that local government 

reorganisation has ever, or even could ever, engender greater electoral 

participation in local elections has been overlooked. Yet structures have: ýbeen 
implemented since 1885 that could facilitate direct comparison between the 

performance of single-tier and two-tier local government. 

Survey data of what residents actually want or expect from local government 
has, until recently been thin on the ground, although recent Audit Commission 

(2002) analysis on the performance of local councils has provided a valuable 
insight into overall competence. Yet ministers have repeatedly aspired to 

provide accessible, convenient government whilst legislating against 

empowering the most accessible structure, parish councils. Likewise, analysis 

appears to be absent on the use of local commissioner teams to review the 

structure of local government, but their use remains the favoured methodology 
to gauge local opinion. If central government ever does choose to carry out a 

country-wide reorganisation that delivers their preferred structural outcome 
then the lessons of the war-time administration, and the Conservative 

governments of 1974 and 1986 offer a successful model, at least in the short 
term. Yet, the 'roving commissioner' model remains the stock in trade, even 
though inclusive politics has not delivered successful change to the structure 

of English local government. 
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Authoritarean, or top-down change has delivered results repeatedly, but 
inclusivity has not featured as a debate (within the public domain), yet its 

consequences need to be fully understood, as the local government 
associations have consistently proven to be a thorn in the side of reforming 
governments. Similarly, the consequences of compromise during structural 
reorganisations has been given little attention, yet has significantly shaped the 

system of local administration, led to three reviews floundering and has 

subsequently created structures ripe for further reform. 

What is also surprisingly thin on the ground is significant amounts of research 

relating to the constitutional position of local government in the United 

Kingdom and the situation in other countries, although Harding (2001), and 
the ACC (1991 e) are notable examples. Which raises a theme that the reader 
is advised to recall during the thesis, 'Have we such a poor system of local 

government that it requires reorganisation every twenty years or is it that 

without any constitutional protection, local government is vulnerable to review 

and therefore has been reviewedT 

The contribution to the existing body of knowledge that this thesis set out to 

provide therefore relates to the provision of a 'whole view' of the process of 

structural reorganisation of English local government. Topics that have 

received analysis at a specific point have been applied to earlier and later 

review processes in order to identify core themes that will enable the reader to 

evaluate the strengths of particular preconceptions relating to single-tier 

administration. To provide such analysis a number of themes are addressed 

to offer the reader evidence based research on key questions relating to 

structural reorganisation; 

The ability of structural reviews to deliver their objectives 

Why the identification of the optimum local authority size has been 

problematic 

m Are increases in electoral participation realistic 
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m Can structural reorganisation increase staff retention and attract more 
able councillors 

m Is structural reorganisation a 'best way' methodology 

" Identifying the champions for change 

" The rationalisation of boundaries 

" Increasing efficiency, effectiveness and accessibility 

" The role of vested Interests 

" Alternative models of local government, including regional structures 
" The methodology of reorganisation 

" The confused terminology relating to structure 

In addressing the themes outlined above the thesis aims to provide the reader 

with indications of what is achievable in the reform of local government, and 

why each of the reviews undertaken post-1835, as they relate to single-tier 
local administration, have proven so temporary. 

Local government structure is unlikely to remain as it is precisely because so 

much emphasis has been placed on what it might be, and what it might 

achieve, so the thesis is intended to focus the practitioners mind when 

embarking on change, not to argue that change isn't required. 
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Chapter 1 

Creating The Myth 

Introduction 
The current structure of local government in England is far older than the Local 

Government Act of 1888, its roots lying in the Poor Law Amendment Act of 
1834 and the Municipal Corporations Act of 1835. These famous Acts did not 
lead to the implementation of a rational or uniform pattern of local authorities in 

England, but instead they contributed towards the creation of a 'new patchwork 
that took the shape of the old one' (Halevy E, 1935, A Century of Municipal 

Progress, cited Lipman V, 1949, p2) This opening chapter will investigate and 

explain the background to the establishment of unitary local authorities during a 

period of intense social change in the early 1 9th Century, and the eventual 

establishment of a uniform structure of local government in the 1890's. 

The county or'shire' has long formed the basis of administration in England at 

the local level. The first written reference to a 'shire' is to Hampshire in the mid- 

eighth Century and most of the other shire counties in England were 

recognisable by 1100 (Taylor A, 1995, p2). Within the shires a system of Royal 

Charters dating from 1185 enabled larger towns' to administer their own affairs 

free of interference from their shire, and were, in effect administratively separate 

counties residing within a geographic county e. g. Southampton in Hampshire. 

Before the industrial revolution the statutory responsibilities of these counties 

were minimal and usually only involved the upkeep of bridges, gaols, prisoners, 

and payment of the salaries of officials. 

Lipman (1949) identified 119 local areas exempt, or generally exempt from the 

county rate in 1834, because of their county corporate status. However, there 

were other areas legally exempt from contributing to the county rate but too 

1 Winchester and Southampton in the County of Hampshire, and Poole in the County of Dorset 
are relevant examples to this thesis. 
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small to provide their own services, West Looe in Cornwall, with a population of 
593 residents, being a typical example. 

Royal Charters were granted to towns which had either shown themselves to be 

loyal to the Crown through a particular action or local policy, were wealthy 

enough to purchase some independence, or were large enough to offer the 

Crown 'some resistance to oppression' (See Clark, 1955). The independence of 

chartered towns from county administration arguably contributed to the 

development of civic pride and facilitated some administrative diversity, but 

there was little monitoring of the performance of local government or regulation 

of those who administered it until 1835. 

Richards (1 975a) described English local government prior to the 1 9th Century 

as permissive, as opposed to statutory. Local boroughs and parishes could, at 

their discretion, provide local services such as poor relief, form unions of 

parishes using the Workhouse Acts of 1723 and 1782, and could impose taxes 

on road use (See Thornhill W, 1971 p3l). One of the consequences of the 

laissez-faire approach to local service provision was that few services were 

provided and when they were, they tended to be unimaginative, unregulated 

and under the control of a local elite (See Lipman, 1949, p32). 

During the 17th and 18th Centuries a self-selecting elite, whose members were 

frequently related to each other or had shared business interests, controlled 

many of the chartered towns. The grace and favour system of Royal Charters 

had the effect of 'rendering the governing class independent of the main body 

of burgesses'(See Thornhill W, lbid, p32). Portsmouth received its Borough 

Charter in 1627 from Charles I and, when examined by the Municipal 

Corporations Commissioners in 1835 the Corporation was found to be, 'virtually 

self perpetuating and had been in the control of one family, the Carters, for a 

number of generations' (Peacock S, 1975, p4). 
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The Commissioners reported that of the 46,000 inhabitants of Portsmouth, only 
102 were 'freemen' (The Times 19 August 1885, p1 3). By 1835 the Portsmouth 
Corporation was virtually moribund, "Its activities were confined to little more 
than collecting the wharfage and harbour dues, market and fair tolls and the 
fines and rents from Corporation property" (Peacock S, Op Cit, p40). In another 
borough, Buckingham, money raised through local taxation became the 

personal income of the mayor, and in other towns corporate property was used 
as capital to borrow against by freemen. Clarke (1955, p44) maintained that 
'Until 1835 the English borough was governed, managed, by something like a 
private club.. with its own well defined rules for admission, and a fair degree of 
freedom under the Royal Licence of its charters in managing its own property. 

A change in policy or the establishment of a local service generally relied on the 

drive or personal wealth of local individuals, rather than the implementation of 

council or government policy.. During George I I's reign (1727 to 1760) some 
boroughs including Liverpool, Chester and Bristol applied for special Acts of 
Parliament to regulate their own internal affairs. By the time of George III's reign 
(1760 to 1820) 125 other boroughs had received special Acts of Parliament to 

address local needs and this mechanism was widely accepted as the solution to 

meeting local administrative need. The strategic significance of similar 

administrative needs across the country each being addressed by individual 

legislation, was overlooked (The Times 25 August 1885, pl 0). 

Central government regulation of local government was largely absent. The 

Home Office, in 1815, directly employed only eighteen clerks on local 

administration for the whole of England. Occasionally the High Court of Justice 

in London implemented legislation that affected all local government, but 

generally it was the local judiciary who had the most impact on local policy and 

practice (Redlich and Hirst and Hurst, 1903, p240). 

In 1832, the Government formed a Poor Law Commission to investigate 300 

parishes and to evaluate each according to 62 related criteria. In addition a 

Royal Commission of Enquiry (1833) was formed to examine the condition of 
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municipal corporations in England and published its first report in 1835 (First 
General Report of the Royal Commission To Inquire into the Municipal 
Corporations in England and Wales, 1835, Vol. XXIII, pp 17-49). The 
Commission reported that of the 237 boroughs it examined, 186 had self- 
elected corporations and that 'freemen' comprised less than one-twenty-fifth of 
the population, yet had sole rights to certain forms of trade and to hold 

municipal office (Cited in Clarke J, Op Cit, p43). 

The Commission's primary recommendations were for a series of reforms that 

would increase local accountability, the openness of decision-making and place 

checks on expenditure. The General Report of 1835, informed the Municipal 

Corporations Act and concluded 

We feel it to be our duty to represent to your Majesty that the existing Municipal 

Corporations of England and Wales neither posses nor deserve the confidence or 

respect of your Majesty's subjects', There prevails, amongst the inhabitants of a great 

majority of the incorporated towns a general and, in our opinion, a just dissatisfaction 

with their municipal institutions, a distrust of the self-elected municipal councils, whose 

powers are subject to no popular control, and whose acts and proceedings, being 

secret are unchecked by the influence of public opinion; a distrust of the municipal 

magistracy, tainting with suspicion the local administration of justice, often accompanied 

with contempt for the persons by whom the law is administered (The Final Report of the 

Royal Commission To Inquire into the Municipal Corporations in England and Wales, 

1835, XXVI Cited Smellie K, 1946, pp 17-49). 

The Need for Change 

Changes to the system of local government in England did not culminate in a 

clear and coherent set of demands to reform local administration by accident, 

but were in large part attributable to fundamental changes in social, political and 

economic life occurring in the early 19th Century. Kellner (1997, p4) observed, 

'What was happening was the emergence of Britain as a recognisable civil 

society, a nation state in something like its modern form'. In practice, the 

political and social fabric of British society was in flux as Parliament gradually 

brought in reforms such as the abolition of slavery, introduced the Factories Act 
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of 1833, and began the gradual process of establishing a fully participatory 
democraCy2 . The House of Lords, judiciary and major landowners however 
blocked and stalled social reform whenever the chance arose. 

The seeds of these reforms stemmed from events a half-century earlier. As a 
consequence of the American and French Revolutions, the English aristocracy 
had become convinced the ideals of liberty and fraternity were infiltrating an 
already socially unstable Britain. In 1794, in wartime conditions, what political 
free speech as there had been became not just unlawful, but treasonable, whilst 
food riots and other disturbances increased in frequency (Cited Evans M, 2001). 

When the Napoleonic wars ended in 1815 little was left with which to 'bind' 
English society together with food remaining overpriced and scarce 3. In addition 
mass unemployment as a result of bad harvests and the demobilisation of 
250,000 men became endemic, whilst social relations for the majority of the 

population were undergoing fundamental changes, notably the demands for 

universal male suffrage and trade union recognition. 

Habeas Corpus was suspended in 1817 4 and the monarchy under George IV' 

(1820 to 1830) became increasingly politicised. In 1818 the radical MP Sir 

Francis Burdett introduced a series of failed resolutions in the House of 
Commons demanding universal suffrage, annual parliaments and vote by ballot. 

In 1818 at St Peter )s Fields in Manchester a group of 60,000 people attending a 

rally on Parliamentary Reform were subjected to a charge by mounted 

2 Old Sarum in Wiltshire had only seven voters, but returned two MP's until 1832. However 
administrative diversity enabled a few examples of representative democracy such as in 
Preston where male inhabitants had been entitled to vote in Parliamentary elections from 1295. 
In the 1830's Lord Derby controlled one Parliamentary seat, however the other was freely 
contested and returned Henry Hunt who actually opposed the 1832 Reform Act because it 
excluded working class men from electoral participation. 
3 In 1819 much of Europe reported a'year without a summer'following the volcanic explosion of 
Tambora in Indonesia the previous year, the biggest volcanic explosion in 10,000 years. Winter 
was still regularly coming in early September ten years later and contributed to a series of bad 
harvests. 
4 Habeas Corpus was restored within 12 months, but enabled legislation to be passed banning 
public meetings of more than fifty people. 
' Due to the illness of his father, George IV became Regent in 1811. 
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mounted yeomanry', and disturbances by urban and rural workers' increased in 
both intensity and frequency across the country. 

Social instability was rekindled when, in 1820, George IV persuaded the Tory 
Government to bring in an Act of Parliament to deprive Queen Caroline of the 
title 'Queen' and to declare his marriage to her void. The Whig opposition in 
Parliament voted against the legislation and there were public demonstrations 

against the new King'. 

Most of northern Europe had undergone or was undergoing major social 
changes. France had become destabilised when Charles X was replaced by 
Louis Philippe, the 'Citizen King'9, and in Belgium there was civil unrest against 
Dutch occupation. In England Wellington's Tory Government staggered from 

one domestic policy crises to the next, and when it put forward the Catholic 

Emancipation Act (1829) had been obliged to gain the support of the Opposition 

in order to defeat objectors in its own party. 

The political situation was further destabilised when the Conservative leaning 

King died and was succeeded by his pro-reformist brother William IV (1830 to 

1837). In the countryside the 'swing riots"' spread across the South of England, 

the rioters destroying machinery in an attempt to increase the agricultural 

wages that had dwindled due to a combination of poverty, bad harvests and the 

spread of enclosed villages. 

6 Fifteen civilian lives were lost through sabre injuries and trampling by horses. The incident 
became known as the Peterloo massacre. 
7 With fewer jobs, lower wages and no prospects of things improving for agricultural workers the 
introduction of threshing machines placed thousands on the brink of starvation. The Swing 
Rioters smashed threshing machines mostly in the South of England. In East Sussex alone nine 
rioters were hung and 450 transported to Australia. 
' Further public demonstrations occurred when Queen Caroline appeared at George IV's 
coronation but was turned away from the doors of Westminster Abbey. 'Queen' Caroline died a 
ear later in 1821. 
King Charles X forced to abdicate landed at Weymouth, but intimidated by the crowd that met 

him took refuge with fellow Catholics, the Weld family of Lulworth Castle. 
10 Poverty and rioting were widespread in Sussex, Hampshire, Suffolk, Norfolk, Berkshire, 
Wiltshire Oxfordshire, Buckinghamshire, Northamptonshire, Devon, Dorset, Huntingdonshire, 
Gloucestershire, Bedfordshire, Cambridgeshire and Kent. (See also Hobsbawrn E, Captain 
Swing, 2001) and A Web of English History 
http: //www. adw03. dial. pipex. com/peel/ruralife/swing. htm, [accessed 2003]) 
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The General Election of 1830 returned Earl Grey as Prime Minister of a Whig 
government with a radical agenda. Against a backdrop of an epidemic of Asiatic 
Cholera the Government twice attempted to pass legislation on voting reform 
through Parliament, and on both occasions the bills failed due to the opposition 
of the Tory controlled House of Lords. In response to the Lords' rejection of the 
second Bill the 'evolutionary' process of reform failed and urban rioting broke 
out. The State temporarily losing control of major cities such as Derby, 
Nottingham, Bristol, Bath, Worcester, Coventry and Warwick" (See Evans, 
2001, p23). 

Grey asked the King to agree to the creation of new sympathetically minded 
peers, as a strategy to weaken the House of Lords". But when faced with the 
threat of further violent confrontation on the streets 13 

, and threats by radicals to 

withdraw their funds from banks so as to stimulate a national fiscal crisis, the 
Lords passed the Reform Bill (1832)14 , adding 217,000 voters to the English 

electoral rol 115. In addition, 168 members of Parliament saw their seats 
disappear as 60 boroughs were disenfranchised and an additional eight 
Parliamentary seats were allocated to London 16 

. 

11 In October 1831, a demonstration against the decision of the House of Lords to defeat the 
Reform Act resulted in 100 houses being burnt down in London, including the Bishop's Palace, 
the Custom House and the Mansion House. The crowd also looted and burnt unpopular citizens' 
houses and released prisoners from gaols. 
12 The King initially refused to create more Lords, but after Grey resigned and Wellington was 
unable to form a new Government, relented. On learning this Wellington and the Lords 
formulated a strategy to allow the passage of the: Bill but not to support it. 
13 Wellington learnt that the Birmingham Political Union was buying arms and wrote to the King 
urging a deal be agreed with the Liberals. See also 
http: //dspace. dial. pipex. com/mbloy/pms/wellingt. htm, [Accessed 2004]. 
14 Wellington intervened in the dispute between the Commons and Lords to prevent wider rioting 
and asked that the Lords absent themselves from the vote on the Reform Bill if they couldn't 
support it. When the vote was taken again two hundred Tory Lords decided to miss the vote. 
Cited in Bloy M, (2002). 
15 Voting in the boroughs was restricted to men who occupied homes with an annual value of 
E10. There were also property qualifications for people living in rural areas. As a result, only one 
in seven adult males had the vote and constituencies were not of an equal size. 35 
constituencies had less than 300 electors, whereas Liverpool had a constituency in excess of 
11,000 residents. 
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Hobsbawm (1999, p80) noted that once the Reform Bill (1832) was passed and 
"several demands of the middle-class radicals were met, the workers' 
movement fought and failed alone". However, the introduction of a programme 
of limited suffrage had made it increasingly difficult for politicians to rationalise 
the disenfranchisement of the majority of the population. In addition the 
absence of a competent system of local administration made it almost 
impossible to maintain a reliable electoral roll on which to base the 
Parliamentary elections. 

The Administration of the Poor Law and Other Local Services 
The political debate within the government and the informed parts of society 
was significantly influenced by Jeremy Bentham, and JS Mill's philosophy of 
Utilitarianism". Their ideology along with many others including Republicanism, 

each contributed to the development of new ideas about how civil society 

should be ordered and structured. 

Utilitarianism had tended to be popular with the wealthy and the political elite as 
it did not demand a fully participatory democracy and would not further 

empower working class radicals. Bentham had been influenced by the writings 

of Joseph Priestly who had written "The good and happiness of the members, 
that is the majority of the members of the state, is the great standard by which 

every thing relating to that state must finally be determined" (Priestly J, 1768, 

Principles of Government and the Nature of Political, Civil and Religious Liberty, 

Cited in Bentham J, 1830). Bentham had also lobbied for the creation of a 
European parliament that was capable of imposing order and social fairness 

amongst the warring nations of northern Europe, war being a significant 

obstacle to his vision of a new society. 

Edwin Chadwick and other Poor Law Commissioners were ardent disciples of 
Jeremy Bentham and put utilitarian theory into practice in the writing of their 

16 It is at this point that Smellie K, (1946, p53) notes that the "Tory dogs were given the business 
end of a radical stick". 
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report (See Smellie 1946 and Pearce 1980). The resulting Poor Law 
Amendment Act of 1834 created a centralised authority for the administration of 
poor relief in local parishes in order to improve the varying standards of relief 
provided at a local level and recommended the introduction of Poor Law Unions 

overseen by a centralised agency the Poor Law Board, in a bid to impose some 
consistency on the 15,000 parishes that offered relief. 

The flexibility of the system used to administer the Poor Law prior to 1834 

conflicted with Whig poliCy18 as it had fallen into disrepair, been open to 

widespread abuse" and encouraged subsidisation of wages by taxation. In 
Wales, for example, claimants of the pre-1 834 Poor Law received payment 
whether they were working or not, to the point that landlords preferred labourers 

who had their rent regularly paid by Poor Law Overseers and worked as well, to 
labourers who could pay their rent solely from their wages. Where income did 

not reach a'minimum wage' financial 'top-ups' were available from the Parish 
; 20 known as 'bread money , which had the effect of public finance subsidising low 

wages in the private sector and according to the government and its 

commissioners, of producing disincentives for claimants to work 2'. In 1832 

under the 'Old Poor Law', of the Urn paid in poor relief less than 5% was for 

work done, the remainder being given out in 'outdoor relief' (Cited in The Times, 

19 August 1885, p13). 

17 Utilitarianism was originally developed as a challenge to the status quo, as everyone counted 
as one. Such individualism and equity directly challenged Victorian (and pre-Victorian) society. 
18 The ideologically driven view of poverty legitimised being poor. "As for the lowest of the poor, 
by custom they are reconciled to the meanest occupations, to the most laborious works, and to 
the most hazardous pursuits; whilst the hope of their reward makes them cheerful in the midst of 
all their dangers and their toils". Joseph Townsend Cited in Quigley W. (2004), p1 9. 
19 As late as 1826 in Stalbridge, 3 women and 1 child had only one bed between them. A 
coroner's jury found the parish officers guilty of causing one, Mary Cole's, death by neglect. The 
local curate declared dogs were better off, as they had clean straw to lie on. 
http: //www. thedorsetpage. com [Accessed 20061. 
2' This practice was also known as Speenhamland or The Berkshire Bread Scale. The Berkshire 
justices did not enact a minimum wage but chose to use their statutory powers to supplement 
wages with poor relief when the price of bread rose, and rejected the policies of Government 
regarding poor relief. This practice was also in evidence in neighbouring Basingstoke. See 
Quigley W, Op Cit, pl 8. 
2' The Poor Law Commissioners (1834) reported that the system of poor relief was 'opposed to 
the letter, and still more to the spirit of that law, and destructive to the morals of that most 
numerous class, and to the welfare of all'. (Cited Quigley, Op Cit. p20). 
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The new relationship, based in utilitarian philosophy, that emerged between 

central and local 'government'was predisposed to generate conflict. Bentham 

had argued for the continual inspection of government officials and that they 

should be continually reminded that they are the "servants, not the masters, of 
the public" (Bentham J, 1830, Cited 

www. spartacus. schoolnet. co. uk/PRbentham. htm). Whereas local administration 

had widely evolved to reflect the wishes of local elite's, and had little to do with 

'public service'. Cole (1947, p4) observed that the new Poor Law Union 

Commissioners were not independent in the way the earlier Gilbert's Act Unions 

had been, but were 19 mere local executants of policies laid down for them from 

the centre by the new Board of Poor Law Commissioners". Consequently local 

CUStOM22 and local opinion on the organisation of poor relief often differed 

substantially from that proposed by the Poor Law Commissioners and as a 

result implementation of the new Poor Law Unions was patchy and slow. 

In the South of England the proposals for a more efficient and fairer system of 

poor relief were widely welcomed because it was there that "vicious modes of 

administration had become the most deeply rooted" (First Annual Report of the 

Royal Commission on the Poor Laws, 1835, Cited in Lipman, Op Cit, p43). 

However, in the industrial areas of the North of England, where delivery of poor 

relief had not been as rigidly imposed by the local gentry, the Poor Law 

Commissioners' proposals were greeted with hostility, notably in Lancashire 

where residents rioted against the idea of being herded into "Bastilles for the 

poor" (See Lipman, Op Cit, 51). 

The methodology used by the Government to review the Poor Law Unions was 

to select a team of Commissioners from a 'variety of backgrounds which in 

practice meant army officers, barristers, solicitors and 'private gentlemen) , and 

then to despatch them to review parts of the country. Once in place, the 

Commissioners surveyed the area, held talks with interested parties, formed a 

scheme for each Poor Law Union and then explained it to local people in their 

22 Quigley (2004), Op Cit, pl. noted that'Like other and more famous English institutions, the 
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parishes". Once some level of consensus had been reached, the 
Commissioners made their recommendations, although to abolish the unions 
formed under the old Acts a two-thirds majority of Commissioners was required. 

Localised resistance to changes proposed by the Poor Law Commissioners 

significantly delayed the review of poor law administration. However, a more 
significant delay to the process was made by the Commissioners themselves by 
failing to produce uniformity in their recommendations. Some Commissioners 
favoured the review areas to be made up of evenly sized and distributed 
Unions, whilst others (See Redlich and Hirst, 1903) were content to propose 
solutions which appeared ungainly but reflected local wishes. 

The combination of local opposition to solutions proposed by the Poor Law 
Commissioners and disagreements within the Commissioner teams that 

prevented a two-thirds majority being reached, were compounded by a number 
of oversights in the drafting of the Poor Law Amendment Act (1834). The delays 
in reviewing the Unions had the effect that by 1841 776 parishes remained 

unaffected by the Poor Law Amendment Act and that by 1856 2.2 million people 
lived in areas outside reformed Poor Law UnionS24. In 1848 only 29 boroughs 

had taken any action in terms of public health and many towns had failed to 

apply for incorporation, believing the procedure too complicated and expensive, 
furthermore there remained 62 large towns that had not implemented the 

Municipal Corporations Act (1835) and did not posses directly elected councils 
(Cited Bloy M, Op Cit, p33). 

making and administration of the English Poor Law was a growth, not a creation'. 
23 Webb (Webb B, 1918, p23) noted that the implementation of the Poor Laws were the first time 
a centralised Government department had been used to evaluate a process of administration 
that it did not directly provide. The process that evaluation followed shaped the future 
relationship between Whitehall and local government and established a procedure for 
'reviewing'the structure of local government in England. 
24 Legislation in 1843 drafted to speed up the review process removed the need for a two-thirds 
majority of Commissioners to abolish a local union with a population of less than 20,000. 
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The Municipal Corporations Act 

The Municipal Corporations Act had been introduced to complement the Poor 
Law Amendment Act and to impose a uniform system of local government onto 
178 incorporated towns". In a bid to reduce the influence of the provincial 
dynasties running the urban boroughs the 1835 Act abolished trading 

monopolies 26 
, the franchise was extended to ratepayers, and a borough audit 

system was introduced. When Lord John Russell announced the Municipal 

Corporations Bill in Parliament it was to be closely followed by a London 

Government Bill, but successful lobbying by opponents managed to postpone 

administrative reform of the metropolis until 1893. Lipman (1949, p221) notes 
that the Municipal Corporations Act had not been as ideologically driven as the 

Poor Law Amendment Act, but nevertheless was characterised by a reforming 

agenda drawn up by young lawyers with radical sympathies. 

Of the 285 municipal boroughs that the 1835 Commission reviewed, 178 were 

recommended for preservation. The imposition of the new constitutions required 
that they hold open meetings, have publicly audited accounts and be subject to 

regular and direct elections. Until 1880 property ownership and tenure had been 

used as a prerequisite of eligibility to hold official office. Candidates seeking 

office in the reformed councils had to posses E1,000 in personal property and 

candidates seeking office to the reformed Poor Law Unions were required to 

own property with a F-40 rateable value (Cited Lipman, lbid, p76). 

Whilst the Municipal Corporations Act (1835) extended the franchise in urban 

areas a number of qualifications remained in place which excluded much of the 

working class from participation in elections until 1867. Electors in the municipal 

towns were obliged to have been resident for at least two-and-a-half years, had 

to be a ratepayer and unmarried women were not eligible. Clarke (1955, p44) 

noted that Parliament and the Prime Minister, Robert Peel, were unaware 

during the debate to establish the Municipal Corporations Act (1835) that 

25 Also to separate the administrative and judicial functions of urban local government. 
26 In many boroughs only freemen were allowed to run shops and trading organisations. 
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workmen's cottages were not subject to a rate, and therefore the tenants that 
formed the bulk of the urban working class continued to be disenfranchised. 

In 1837 the Whig government decided to make the registration of births, deaths 

and marriageS17 a civil function and to base them on Poor Law Union areas in 

order to introduce consistency across the two local services". However, given 
that many local areas were opposed to the Poor Law Unions some districts 

chose to adopt the Registration Service without adopting the Union area it had 
been based on. To add to the emerging confusion the new Poor Law Unions 
(and also therefore the Registrars' Service) were not based on existing or 
historical local government boundaries, but instead were formed around major 

centres of habitation, such as market townS29. 

Basing what would now be called 'flagship' services on local centres of 
habitation would have been a reasonable strategy if all other local services were 
to be formed or reviewed using the same criteria. However, district and county 
boundaries were historic and did not relate to the settlements the Poor Law 
Unions covered. This policy of investing powers in parallel but unrelated local 

institutions created a situation where by 1838 urban local government in the 
form of municipal corporations had already become a minority provider of local 

services. Cole (1947, p6) noted that 

From 1834 onwards England and Wales had two co-existing systems of local 

government - the one based on the principle of the fullest local autonomy within general 

powers conceded by charter or statute, and the other resting on the conflicting principle 

of strong, centralised control. 

In addition the establishment and reform of a range of diverse local providers of 

services that did not have coterminous boundaries created a situation where 

27 Penalties for failing to register births, deaths and marriages were not introduced until 1872. 
28 Structure had been given to the registration of births and deaths by the Rose Act (1812) 
which required a standard proforma to be completed. 
29Between 1832 and 1888 areas that were not under the administration of the reformed county 
boroughs and which did not come under the Poor Law Unions remained under the jurisdiction of 
special ad hoc authorities or justices of the peace, who remained "the rearguards of an agrarian 
oligarchy", (Cited in Smellie K, 1949, p25). 
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some areas were served by a raft of unrelated local bodies, each levying their 

own rate and demanding their own eligibility criteria for office. A correspondent 
for The Times (29 August 1885, p9) commented, "The reformed Parliament of 
1832 found out local government. So charmed was it at the discovery that it 

11 went mad with delight 
. 

A legacy of the mismanagement of the county corporate areas prior to the 

Municipal Corporations Act (1835) was that the reformed municipal boroughs 

were widely mistrusted by both central government and by their own residents. 
Residents who had pressed for electoral reform and accountability on the 

streets of England's cities were absent when it came to the issue of allocating 

responsibility for lighting, drainage, fire fighting and sanitation to those same 

organisations. Smellie (Op Cit, p47) noted that central government accepted 

that municipal corporations were the natural home for such functions but that 

until their operational ability had been tested ministers believed that it was 

unwise to give them responsibility for a wide range of services. 

Ministers were also wary of the possibility of the newly elected councillors 

returning to their corrupt ways and of using the reformed councils to their 

individual advantage. Ministers also had good reason to fear the election of 

radicals who might use the new councils to establish local power bases. The 

consequence was that single-tier municipal corporations started their new life 

without responsibility for most of the public services delivered within their 

boundarieS30 . The influence within Government of the Poor Law Commissioners 

over local service delivery remained second to none during the first half of the 

19th Century, due in part to the absence of a single Government department 

responsible for local administration and to the reforming enthusiasm of the 

commissioners themselves. 

30 The process municipal corporations followed to 'gain' responsibility for specific local service 
provision varied, but an example is Portsmouth where in 1863 the council adopted the Local 
Government Act (1858) which set a process in motion that abolished the local health 
commissioners and placed their functions in the municipal corporation. 
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During the 1840's two reports were published by the Poor Law Commissioners 
highlighting the appalling sanitary condition of the urban population - The Poor 
Law Commission Report on Sanitary Condition of the Labouring Population in 
Great Britain (1842) and The State of Large Towns and Populous Districts 
(1843). The reports found that of the 50 largest towns in England and Wales, 
only six had a pure water supply and that taste was being used to determine its 
purity. Chadwick reported that life expectancy for men living in urban areas was 
thirteen years less than their equivalents in Sweden, and that the resulting 
destitution of 43,000 widows and 112,000 children had placed an unsustainable 
burden on the system of poor relief. 

Chadwick was also critical of the uncoordinated system of local administration 

of services in urban areas; 

"The expenses of local public works in general are unequally and unfairly assessed, 

oppressively and uneconornically collected, by separate collections, wastefully 

expended in separate and inefficient operations by unskilled and practically 
irresponsible officers". (Cited in The Poor Law Commission Report on Sanitary 

Condition of the Labouring Population in Great Britain, 1842, xii) 

In The State of Large Towns and Populous Districts (1843, xvii) it was reported 
that in one city there were 70 Commissioners serving one local area, but that 

getting them together to make a decision was almost impossible 31 
, and that their 

powers were so insubstantial that they could not widen a street, knock down a 
house, lay a drain or even report if drains were laid. In many other towns the 

Commissioners never met and the only remedy to prevent'a health nuisance' 

was through the common law of indictment. 

Of the 50 towns the Commissioners visited they reported that in 42 drainage 

and sewage were decidedly bad J)32 and the living conditions of the working class 

31 To the point that if a quorum (12) were gathered in one place the doors were locked to stop 
any from leaving (See also Lipman, Op cit, p214). 
32 

. In one courtyard measuring 40ft by 1 Oft the waste of 154 people was 'disposed of', without 
the aid of running water or a drain. (Cited The Times, 18 August 1885, p13) 
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were described in shocking detail". In an attempt to remove sewage without the 
need to build sewers and treatment works, irrigation began to be introduced as 
a means of sewage disposal in 1844, after it was reported in The Times that 
Milan's 'sewage meadows' produced up to six crops of vegetables per year. 
The practice was trialed in Edinburgh and Ashburton but was not widely 
adopted (Cited The Times, 29 August 1885, p12). 

The 'Hungry Forties' (1837 - 42) were replaced for much of the population by 
the 'dirty forties' (See Smellie, Op Cit, p214), comprising high mortality rates, 
poverty, widespread disease, and social unreSt34 led by the ChartiStS35 . 

most 

urban areas faced chronic health and welfare problems as their populations 
increased, work disappeared 3' 

and what civic infrastructure as there was 
became over stretched. Between 1750 and 1821 the population of England and 
Wales doubled to twelve million people, of whom most were concentrated in 

towns, and continued to grow throughout the 1 9th Century, by 1901 increasing 

to 32 million people. 37 

33 In Liverpool 39,000 people (1 in 4 of the working population) lived in cellars, and in 
Manchester 18,000 lived in cellars (cellars were shared with up to 30 other inhabitants, each 
using the same hole in the floor for refuse). (Cited The Times, Ibid, pl 3) 
34 In Newport in 1839 miners marched on the town and 20 were killed when soldiers fired on 
them. The Chartist leaders of the demonstration were arrested and deported. (Cited 
http: Hwww. spartacus. schoolnet. co. uk/CHpIug. htm, [accessed 2004]) 
35 In 1842 a petition signed by 3,250,000 people was presented to Parliament. The document 
complained about "cruel wars against liberty", the unconstitutional police force, the Poor Law, 
factory conditions and taxation. These complaints were made in addition to the six standard 
demands of the Chartists: universal suffrage, secret ballot, annual elections, payment of 
Members, no property qualification for MPs and equal electoral districts. However the Chartists 
did not perform well in the General Election and polled less than 700 votes nationally. The 
Chartists did not hold out much hope of Parliament introducing social reform, stating 'The House 
of Commons, which is said to be exclusively the peoples! There are two-hundred and five 
persons who are immediately or remotely related to the peers of the realm', (cited in Second 
National Petition, National Charter Association (1842) in Lang S, 1998, pl 82). 
36 The economy entered a prolonged and severe recession forcing millions into poverty and with 
the removal of 'outdoor relief' forced them into the workhouse, 60% of Bolton cotton mill workers 
and 36% of Bolton ironworkers were out of work by 1842. (See 
http: //www. s, partacus. schoolnet. co. uk/CHplug. htm, faccessed 2004]) 
37 The birth rate was higher than population figures suggest as mass emigration became a 
social trend in Britain and Ireland. Between 1845 - 1848 approximately 2.5 million Irish people 
em igrated. 

42 



The problem for the Governments of the period with their laissez-faire policies 38 

was that whilst it was to everyone's advantage that the supply of air and water 
was kept clean, "it was to no individual's advantage to be held responsible for 
that condition" (Cited Porter, 1998, The Thames Embankment, p84). The 

cholera outbreaks in major urban areas in 1831,1849, and 1854 were each 
followed by Acts of Parliament that placed new responsibilities for sanitation 
and health, water supply and drainage on local government3l (See also Lipman 
1949, p218). Using the same methodology of locating services around centres 
of population, which had established Poor Law Unions, the General Board of 
Health was created, which in turn founded 67 Local Boards of Health through 
the Public Health Act (1848)40. 

Local Boards of Health were formed where the local population had requested 
their establishment or where the death rate exceeded 23 per 1,000 (See 
Richards, 1973, p8l). However, in order to encourage as many areas as 
possible to adopt the Public Health Act (1848) authorities were allowed to 

combine, split, merge-in-part or to redefine their boundaries. The Times (29 

August, 1885, pl 2) reported that the amount of local discretion offered by the 
Public Health Act (1848) was solely responsible for the confusion of local 

government boundarieS41 in 1 9th Century England. 

38 The Conservative Government won the 1841 general Election, and lost power again in 1847 
to the Whigs. 
39 Individuals could generally act in whatever way they believed best with little chance of 
intervention from the state. The Times 29 August 1885 reported "every Englishman's house was 
indeed his castle. His cesspool and if he lived in the country, the manure heaps in his front 
arden were his castles". 
0 The Public Health Act introduced responsibility for; construction of sewers and drains, wells, 

pumps, gas works, refuse, water-closets, slaughter-houses, offensive trades, removing 
nuisances, protecting waterworks from pollution, paving, streets, dwellings, lodging houses, 
cellars, burial grounds, recreation grounds and public baths. Land could be purchased and rates 
levied for projects. Authorities also became Highways Authorities. 
41 Due to their widespread unpopularity the Local Boards of Health were reviewed in 1854 and 
rebranded as Urban Sanitary Districts in 1872, finally being rebranded in 1894 as Urban District 
Councils. 
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Local government's history of adapting the policies of central government for its 
own ends began with the adoption by Parish Councils of the Public Health Act 
(1848). Parish councils with a 'rate saving' agenda adopted the Act in order to 
opt out of their highways district taxation system and to become a highways 

authority in their own right. The consequence of this practice was that hundreds 

of small units of local administration were formed with the sole purpose of 
reducing local taxation, as opposed to the maintenance of highways or the 
improvement of health 42 

. West Worthing in Sussex became a Highways 
Authority despite a population of only 300 residents and in the West Riding of 
Yorkshire, of the 22 public health authorities formed in 1862, six had 

populations of less than 2,000 (Second Report of the Royal Commission on 
Local Government 1923 - 29, October 1928, Cmnd. 3213. Cited Thornhill W, Op 

Cit). 

In 1863 the law was changed to prevent further opting-out of highways districts 

by parish councils with a population of less than 3,000 residents, but by then 

hundreds of small local authorities had been formed that would survive into the 

20th Century as district councils. Parish councils with populations in excess of 
3,000 residents were allowed to apply to become highways authorities and by 

1927 254 district councils had been created by this route with populations of 
less than 5,000 residents (Cited Thornhill W, Ibid, p126). The net result was that 

when the Local Government Act (1929) was introduced there were 494 district 

councils with populations with fewer than 5,000 residents, of which there were 
430 where a1 penny rate raised less than E100. 

The piecemeal introduction of local authorities for special purposes (ad hoc 

bodies) also gathered pace during the second half of the 19th Century and so 

did the confusion that existed as to who was responsible for the provision of 

which service". By 1871 eighteen types of local rate were levied by 27,069 

42 In 1853 the issue of public health was forced onto Ministers minds when the smell of the River 
Thames forced Parliament to be abandoned during 'The Great Stink. 
43 The volume of legislation that impacted on local government in the period 1835 - 1888 was 
such that clergymen were drafted to occupy the county justices benches in the boroughs (Cited 
Clarke, 1955, p86). 
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rating authorities, the president of the Local Government Board stating 'None of 
them is coterminous - except by accident - with any other' (Fowler H, 
Parliamentary Debates, 4th Series, Vol 10, col 681,1893" Cited Lipman V, op 
cit, p 79). 

Ministers with Utilitarian beliefs questioned the rationale behind the fragmented 

nature of English local government. JS Mill observed that 

"The reasons for sub-division which apply to the execution do not apply to the control. 
The business of the elective body is not to do the work, but to see that it is properly 
done and that nothing necessary is left undone. This function can be fulfilled for all 
departments by the same superintending body; and by a collective and comprehensive 
far better than by a minute and microscopic view. It is absurd in public affairs as it would 
be in private that every workman should be looked after by a superintendent to himself' 

(Mill J, (1861) Considerations On Representative Government, Cited in Thornhill W, Op 

Cit, p228). 

By 1870 local government functions in England were allocated within a flat 

structure, characterised by an absence of upper-tier authorities or much 

differentiation in status between types of local authority. The upper-tier of local 

government in England included 40 county units and 97 Quarter Sessions 

Boroughs (Municipal Corporations), divided into the 25 who fully contributed to 

the county rate, the ten that contributed to some of the county rate, and the 62 

that didn't contribute to the county rate. 

The second-tier authorities included 667 Poor Law Unions, 700 County Petty 

Sessional Divisions, and 193 Borough Sessional Divisions. In urban areas there 

were a further 224 boroughs, 117 bodies of improvement commissioners and 

637 local boards. The third-tier of local government comprised of 9,785 

parishes, 274 civil parishes, 5,355 townships and tithings, 2,20O. school boards, 

335 burial boards, 248 parishes who adopted the Lighting and Watching Act 

(1833) and 6,000 highway parishes not combined in districts (Lipman V, (1949) 

op cit, p73). 
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The tidying up of overlapping boundaries between local authorities and outlying 
parishes was not completed until the second half of the 20th Century but can be 
seen to have begun in 1844 when most areas were placed in a single parish, 
district and/or county boundary. There were exceptions to the rule such as 
Liberties, which were not bought into the mainstream of local government until 
1850, and extra-parochial places that were exempt from rates and poor law 
assistance due to statute, Royal Grant or custom. Extra-parochial places were 
not incorporated into Poor Law Unions until 1868 and then only after 
considerable lobbying by the Poor Law Board, as such places were exempt 
from enforcing the 'bastardy orders'which forced absent fathers to contribute to 
their families expenses (Lipman V, lbid, p70). 

Where overlapping boundaries were not addressed they caused considerable 
confusion. The Select Committee On Parish, Union and County Boundaries 

(1873) heard evidence regarding the situation of a woman that needed to be 

placed in an asylum. The parish she lived in was in two counties, Denbighshire 

and Cheshire and the house she was born in straddled both counties. The 

Cheshire rate for maintaining a lunatic was 14s a week, but in Denbighshire it 

was only 8s a week and the local Clerk of the Poor Law Union had to identify 

which county was liable - eventually concluding it was Denbighshire (Evidence 

to the Select Committee on Parish., Union and County Boundaries, (1873) Cited 

in Richards (1975), p20). Lord Balfour of Burleigh referred to a more extreme 

situation in 1888 of a farm in Gloucestershire which was situated in 12 parishes 

and was subject to fifty different rates. 

Fifty years after the introduction of the 1835 Municipal Corporations Act the 

structure of Victorian local government had become hopelessly confused and 
the intended engines of change, the Municipal Corporations, were operating in 

parallel to, rather than in co-operation with, other public sector organisations. 
The President of the Local Government Board argued 

'What is the cause of all this confusion? It is the legislation of this House that has 

created special authorities and special districts for special purposes, but, in doing so, 
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has not proceeded on a uniform or a symmetrical system. And at what a cost this 
system has been created! We have multiplied officials, we have divided and confused 
jurisdictions, we have diminished and impaired the efficiency of the various governing 
bodies. Our local government has been extravagant in the time which is occupied in its 
administration, extravagant in the men needed to administer its affairs, and extravagant 
in the cost of that administration' (Fowler H, (1893), Parliamentary Debates, 4th Series, 
Vol 10, col 683,1893, Cited Lipman V, op cit, p76). 

As Goschen stated in Parliament "The truth, Sir, is that we have a chaos as 
regards authorities, a chaos as regards rates, and a worse chaos than all as 
regards areas"( Goschen W, Hansard, 3rd April 1871, Cited in Thomhill, op cit, 
p3 1). 

The Reform of Municipal Boroughs and County Government 

Despite the chaos, in the period since their reorganisation in 1835 the reformed 
municipal corporations had successfully provided the services allocated to 

them, they had not been dominated by radicals with a revolutionary agenda and 
had not corruptly used their powers in the way ministers feared they might. The 

Times (15 August 1885, p4) produced a series of articles on the structure of 
local government in 1885 in which the leader writer stated 

"I have not referred to the ratepayer who lives in a municipal borough, for he is locally 

governed under a system which, complicated though it may be, is yet simplicity itself in 

comparison with the combination of overlapping areas, division of authority and 

multiplicity of rating prevailing in the county districts. 

The municipal corporations therefore provided central government with a 

successful democratic model on which to base the reorganisation of county 

government, which democracy, reform and time had largely passed by. Local 

self-government in the English shires prior to 1888 had meant in reality the 

absolute rule of the gentry over the inhabitants of their districts (See Redlich 

and Hirst 1903, p65). Control was exercised through employment, housing 
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tenure and domination of the county Quarter Sessions, an institution that JS Mill 
described" as 

the most aristocratic in principle which now remains in England. It is clung to with 
proportionate tenacity by our aristocratic classes; but it is obviously at variance with all 
the principles, which are the foundation of representative government (Mill J, 1861, 
Cited in Reflections (1 995a), Association of District Councils). 

The continuation of the rule of a rural elite over a largely disenfranchised rural 
poor was anomalous with the increasingly inclusive model of Parliamentary 

democracy being introduced in England and, as in 1832, the introduction of the 
Parliamentary franchise stimulated demands to democratise local government. 

Proposals by ministers to establish more democratic principles in county areas 

were frequent from 1840 onwards, but were rarely put forward as 

comprehensive and workable reforming bills. In 1870 a proposal was developed 

by Sanitary Commissioners to align county boundaries with those of river 
basins, the new local councils to be called 'watershed districts'. Initially the idea 

was considered workable as an alternative to the historic county boundaries, as 
45 river basins covered approximately 80% of England and Wales. However the 

remaining 20% of territory did not fit as it overlapped most of the remaining 145 

river basins. 

The Royal Sanitary Commissioners (1871) complained about the'maximum of 

embarrassment and waste of local government, and the utmost loss of its 

means and effectiveness'. The Commissioners recommended that once 

boundaries could be agreed for a council that all local services should be 

performed by it, C whether of public health, poor relief, highway management, 

justice, education or other local interests'. The Commissioners proposed that all 

previous Acts affecting local government should be repealed and consolidated 

44 Quarter Sessions were the structure through which local Justices administered county areas, 
prior to the separation of the Justices legal and administrative responsibilities and the 
establishment of County Councils in 1888. 
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by an all encompassing new act, which councils would be prevented from 

adopting in a piecemeal way. 

In 1875 many of the recommendations of the Sanitary Commissioners were 

adopted, outside of the municipal corporations, although functions remained 

allocated to different institutions within the new districts. The whole of England 

and Wales with the exception of London, was divided into two classes of district, 

urban and rural. Urban districts included municipal boroughs, Improvement Act 

districts and local government districts. Rural districts comprised those, which 

were not included within the urban districts. The sanitary function in an urban 
district could be the responsibility of either the town council, local improvement 

commissioners or local boards. In rural districts sanitation was the responsibility 

of the Board of Guardians. 

A Conservative MP, George Sclater-Booth, 45 proposed a Bill in 1878 to 

introduce elections to county boards, but only for functions that were to be 

transferred from the Justices, and it did not offer a solution to the overlapping 

responsibility of functions or boundaries. The Bill was defeated and when 

Sclater-Booth revised the Bill and resubmitted it, was defeated again. The main 

objection to the revised Bill was that it proposed the establishment of different 

electoral areas for Parliamentary and administrative elections, which the 

Government disagreed with (The Times, 28 September 1885, p4). 

A private Members Bill was introduced in 1880 by Lord Fitzmaurice, titled the 

Local Government Areas (Commission) Bill, with the objective of appointing a 

commission to review, redraw and rationalise the map of local administration in 

England. A General Election intervened and the Bill was dropped in June 1880 

due to intense pressure on Parliamentary time. The Bill was then reintroduced 

in 1881, but was dropped, and then again reintroduced and dropped in 1882, 

and finally abandoned in 1883. 

" Sclater-Booth was a Conservative MP for North Hampshire between 1857 and 1885, and held 
the office of Parliamentary Secretary to the Poor Law Board between 1867 and 1868, the office 
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The election of a reforming Liberal Government in 1880 reflected the public 
desire for an extended franchise, and its concerns regarding the inability of 
domestic policy to reduce urban poverty and of foreign policy to deliver peace. 
In 1876 war had begun with Egypt and by 1878 Britain was at war in 
Afghanistan and in South Africa, whilst its resources continued to be stretched 
as it entrenched its position in India. 

In addition to the Liberal manifesto pledge of introducing a wider Parliamentary 
franchise the Government wished to address the reform of local government in 
England, although local reform was a lower priority than Parliamentary electoral 
reform and the introduction of home rule in Ireland. In 1882, in an open letter 

published in The Times, (The Times 9 March 1882, ) 68 ministers recommended 
to Gladstone that local councils should be invited to draft schemes for the 

reform of local government, subject to revision by the Local Government Board 

who could devise its own recommendations if none were suggested. However, 

what recommendations as there were focussed again on the issue of 
overlapping boundaries, rather than on the rationalisation of local functions". 

In 1883 proposals for a County Government Bill were shelved due to pressure 

on Parliamentary time as a result of war and the unpopularity of the proposed 
Irish Home Rule Bi 1147. In 1884 the Franchise (Reform) Bill was introduced by 

Gladstone to give rural working class males the same voting rights as those 

living in boroughs, but the Unionist opposition in the Lords rejected it, sparking 
demonstrations across England 48 

. 
Gladstone refused to accept defeat by the 

Lords and reintroduced the Bill, which the Unionist members of the Lords 

of Financial Secretary to the Treasury between February 1868 and December 1868, and was 
the President of the Local Government Board between 1874 and 1880. 
46 The open letter was also signed by two Unionists. 
47 In 1881, the British had been defeated in the first Boer War. Then in 1884, General Gordon 
was killed at the siege of Khartoum. 
48 In Leicester 40,000 people protested and in Bournemouth a debate on the Reform Bill 
descended into a fight between Liberals supporting Gladstone and Unionists supporting 
Salisbury, with 50 people involved in fighting. It was reported that calm was restored when the 
gathering sung "Rule Britannia" and "God Save the Queen", but broke out again afterwards. 
1,000 supporters of the Liberals also gathered at the pier. Cited in The Times, 25 July 1884. 
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agreed to pass in return for the promise that a Redistribution Bill would follow 
it49 

. Gladstone accepted their terms and the 1884 Reform Act was passed. 

The Liberal Minister Charles Dilke 50 in reply to a motion for the relief of local 

taxation through Imperial taxation (March 28th 1884) again hinted at the 

introduction of a local government bill, which would devolve functions 

downwards from central government to district councils, and that would be 

democratically elected. Reforming local administration and devolving central 

government functions to lower-tiers of government was both a radical and a 

practical proposal, as Parliamentary time had been squeezed by competing 
domestic and Imperial demands, and national administration was becoming 

bogged down in the confusing minutia of local government business. Rathbone 

stated 

"When municipal spirit has everywhere been awakened, then there will be room for a 

vigorous and popular county government, eager to use the strength which its 

constituents are ready to supply, able to supervise inferior authorities, and to take over 

all really local business from the overtasked Imperial administration and the paralysed 

Imperial Parliament" (Rathbone W, 1888, Cited in Firth J, 1888, p23). 

Confusion in the local administration of services was immense. Election dates 

varied between local providers of services: Town Councils were elected on 1st 

November, Local Boards in the first week in April, Boards of Guardians on the 

7 th 8 th and 9th April, Highways Boards and Overseers on the 25 th March and 

School Boards and Lighting Inspectors could hold elections at anytime. The 

Local Government Board were required to approve the appointment or 

dismissal of all employees in Poor Law Unions, and extra responsibilities were 

being placed on central government as amendments and new Acts of 

49 The Redistribution Act resulted in: seventy-nine towns with populations smaller than 15,000 
losing their right to elect an MP, thirty-six towns with populations between 15,000 - 50,000 lost 

one of their MPs and became single member constituencies, towns with populations between 
50,000 - 165,000 were given two seats, larger towns and the country constituencies were 
divided up into single member constituencies. 
'0 Sir Charles Dilke was described as a radical imperialist after arguing in Greater Britain that 
Britons were a benevolent master race. He became a Liberal MP for Chelsea. He was 
considered as a replacement for Gladstone until he was cited as an adulterer in 1886. 
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Parliament sought better to regulate local administration. A major responsibility 
of the President of the Local Government Board also included the preparation of 
a detailed annual report and the collection of the information within it5l 

In 1878 the administration of local prisons transferred from county 
administration to the Home Office 52 

. In 1879 the District Auditors Act was 
introduced 53 

, which had the intended effect of reducing public expenditure on 
frippery, but which also severely reduced local discretion 54 

. In 1884 taxation 

returns indicated there were 13,000 local authorities levying a rate in England 

and Wales, increasing to 27,000 if Parishes were included (Rathbone W, Cited 
Firth J, Op Cit, p22). 

The intention of the County Government Bill as it had been drafted in 1883 was 
to use the Municipal Corporations Act as a model and to introduce it to all areas 
with a population greater than 20,000. The effect of the draft Bill would have 
been to establish the dominance of single-tier local government in England and 
significantly to reduce the income and role of county government. In 1885 Lord 
Granville and Balfour (Liberal President of The Local Government Board) 

announced at the Municipal Corporations' banquet that there would be a bill to 

change county government in the next Parliament, although the details of the 

proposed bill were sketchy (Cited The Times 10 October 1885 p9). 

A London Government Bill was also drafted in 1883 and announced in the 

Spring of 1884. The Metropolitan Board and its Corporation were believed by 

the government to be unable to deliver local services effectively, a belief, which 

51 The Annual Report 1882 contained 500 pages of statistics and a 130 page introduction by the 
President. The level of detail included information on accounts, capital works, support to 

, paupers, the numbers of paupers and vagrants, mortality rates in workhouses and cases of 
misappropriation at local level including claims for killing moles, theater trips, silver keys and 
dinners. (Cited The Times, 25 October 1882). 
52 And by so doing significantly reduced the operational costs of maintaining prisons. 
53 In 1896 2,936 d isa I Iowa nce's/su rcha rges were made against local authorities, (cited Odgers 
W, 1901, P109) 
54 The President of the Wisbech Poor Law Union argued against the centralising tendencies of 
the Government, citing a case where the Wisbech Union had been surcharged by the District 
Auditor for purchasing toys for sick children - an ultra vires activity. (Cited The Times, 1 oth 
December 1885, p8). 
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had been manifested in the unwillingness of Parliament to allocate the 

administration of water supply to the corporation (The Times 8 April 1884 p9). 
By February 1885 the London Government Bill had still not been introduced, 

even though it was widely accepted in Parliament that reform was required. 
Demand for reform of local government amongst the working population 
however remained largely absent, even in London, where reform only tended to 
be advocated by the politically active. 

The Corporation of the City of London had argued against inclusion in a London 

Government Bill and used its funds to oppose change. When Parliament 

demanded an inquiry into the Corporation's use of public money for lobbying the 

City of London first denied knowledge of any expenditure, and when the 

expenditure was proven, argued it was exempt from the Municipal Corporations 

ACt55 (1835) and could therefore spend funds as it chose. The City of London 

continued to lobby against the prospective London Government Bill between 

1884 and 1888, and in 1887/88 spent El 9,550 on the establishment of bogus 

organisations to which large paid crowds would attend calling for the retention 

of the status q U056. 

The Liberal manifesto of 1885 57 again promised to democratise local 

government using the municipal corporations model, making it "representative 

and free 11 
, the gentry being invited to continue running the country once "placed 

throughout under effective popular control" (Cited The Times 19 September 

1885 p8). The Liberal Minister Sir Charles Dilke however proposed a more 

radical reform of local administration. Dilke advocated the creation of an elected 

Local Government Board responsible for functions that were not transferred to 

the proposed county boards. 

5'5 The City of London managed to avoid inclusion in the Municipal Corporations Act (1835) as 
the Commissioners had been unable to prepare a report in time on it. The City of London then 

avoided the recommendations of the Corporation Commission (11853) by successfully lobbying 

against inclusion. 
56 The Corporation also paid men to attend pro-reform meetings in order to break them up. Cited 
in Firth, Op Cit, p54). 
57 War with Russia prevented the County Government Bill from being tabled during the 
Parliamentary session, (Cited in The Times April 18 1885 p7). 
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The membership of the proposed Local Government Board was to be subject to 
indirect election from the pool of directly elected county councillors and a Board 

was to be established to serve England and one each for Wales, Scotland and 
Ireland. The Times reported that the proposals were in effect the creation of a 
federal tier of government, similar to the Supreme Court in Washington (Cited 
The Times 14 October 1885). 

Dilke advocated the establishment of a three-tier system of local administration 
to support the Local Government Boards: parish councils with responsibility for 

service delivery, directly elected districts based on existing sanitary authorities 

and an elected county council board. Whilst Dilke raised the prospect of federal 

government, Rathbone proposed the establishment of a form of two-tier 

regional government, largely based on county and Poor Law Union boundaries, 

"The general public desires the creation of an intermediate between the primary local 

authorities and the Imperial Government, empowered to deal with all matters in which 
those authorities have common or conflicting interests, able to most of the work of 

control and supervision now done by the Local Government Board, and - this is 

important - perhaps competent to take over some of the duties of Parliament with 

respect to private bills and provisional orders" (Rathbone W, Cited Firth J, Op Cit, p83). 

The main area of contention that Rathbone foresaw was the method of electing 

the new county councils and whether they should use direct or indirect 

election 58 
. Indirect election was considered, but could have resulted in the 

establishment of county parliaments with members chosen by local justices, in 

which the public would have little involvement, and of concern to Rathbone, little 

interest either. However, Rathbone was also concerned that direct election to a 

county parliament would reduce the status of seats in the lower-tier local 

authorities, (the districts), and in his opinion, that the best candidates would only 

consider standing for the upper-tier authorities. 

58 Pell (Conservative) recommended the introduction of an elected county board, with seats 
reserved for election from ratepayers and seats to be filled by election from the local justices. 
Cited in The Times 8 December 1885 p8. 
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The defeat, by the House of Lords, of the Government of Ireland Bill in June 
1886 (The Home Rule Bill) finished the Liberal Government (Cited 
http: //www. election. demon. co. uk/defeatscl9. htmi, [Accessed 2004]), and with it 
the prospect of a system of federal administration in Britain 59 

. However, the 
model of regional government based on county boundaries, and as championed 
by Rathbone, was adopted by the incoming Liberal-Unionist Government60. 

The Amendment of the Local Government Act 
In July 1886 a new Government was formed between Conservatives and 
Unionist Liberals, with Lord Salisbury as Prime Minister and was to remain in 

power until 1892. The new government had to contend with domestic policy 
issues and ensure that sufficient support was available to pass its local 

government reforms in Parliament. One of the Government's difficulties was to 
devise a system of local administration that placated the (popular and 
influential) advocates of the so-called 'local option', a temperance movement, 
which demanded the closure of pubs on Sunday, and an increase in licence 

charges to pubs and brewers6l. 

The Minister responsible for local policy, Charles Ritchie 62 
, recommended that 

the granting of licenses should be removed from the justices and become a 
function of the proposed county boards, and that the boards gain the power to 

refuse a license if they believed a pub was superfluous to the needs of an area. 
To add to the confusion, victualers wanted local justices to remain in charge of 

59 The first General Election the Liberal Government contested during this period was in 
November/December 1885, but due to the Home Rule Bill fought a further election in July 1885 
which it lost to the Conservatives (with support from Liberal Unionists) with an 8.7% swing -2 
million voters being in single party seats. (Cited 
http: //www. election. demon. co. u k/d efeatscl 9. htm 1, [Accessed 2004]) 
60 The newly elected Liberal Unionist Government contained a significant number of pro-union 
Liberals who had left their party due to their opposition to home rule in Ireland, and which 
contributed to some commonality in policies. (Cited 
http: //www. election. demon. co. uk/defeatscl9. html, [Accessed 2004]). 
61 In addition the divisive issue of joint responsibility for the payment of rates between landlord 
and tenants was dropped to get the Bill passed by Parliament, but was promised as a priority for 
future legislation. This would have resulted in Landords gaining an extra personal vote through 
them becoming rate-payers. (Cited Rathbone, 1889, p45). 
62 President of the Local Government Board from 1886 - 1892. He was responsible for the 
Local Government Act of 1888 and a large section of the Conservative party always owed him a 
grudge for having originated the London County Council 
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granting licenses, whereas the abolitionists demanded local plebiscites, arguing 
that elected local councillors were as likely to be as corrupt as local justices 
(Cited The Times 18 February 1888 p9). 

The government set about redrafting the Local Government Bill it had inherited 

and proposed the abolition of all but the largest municipal corporations, setting a 

minimum population criteria of 150,000 for upper-tier councils. However, the 

population quota was not extended to the Conservative dominated shire 

counties, which were intended to become upper-tier 'strategic authorities . 

The Unionist Government intended that the strategic role proposed for the 

county councils would result in them becoming 'intermediate' authorities to 

central government departments, and that central government functions would 

devolve downwards to county councils, 

It was hoped that the county council would become a body greater than all the 

municipalities within the county borders, one to which Parliamentary functions could be 

assigned and on which even the great towns of over 100,000 population might in future 

desire to be represented (Cited Rathbone W, Op Cit, p7). 

The Government's desire to create a form of regional government using 

reformed county councils remained explicit during the development of the Local 

Government Act (1888) with the role of county councillors referred to as 

'Ministerial Duties' in the 1887 Bil 163. 

The Municipal Corporations Association (MCA) argued against any devolution 

of power from the Local Government Board to county councils, as the 

Association believed county members had no understanding of urban issues 

and were not as impartial as professional civil servantS64 . 
The MCA argued that 

they weren't supporters of central government control per se, but if "Parliament 

63 County Councils were referred to as Provincial Councils (Cited The Times 13 th November 
1888). 
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decided that more grandmotherly administration were necessary, let the 
grandmother in London take up a residence in each county"( Municipal 
Corporations Association Cited in Redlich and Hirst, Op Cit, pl 14). The MCA 
agreed a resolution, which stated 

"That this council, while approving the main principle of the Local Government Bill, as a 
Bill to provide a system of local government for counties upon a basis similar to that of 
the Municipal Corporations Act (1835) sees no reason why, in accom plishing this 
object, the independence of boroughs which are now subject to the provisions of that 
Act and of various local Acts should be interfered with in the manner proposed by the 
Bill, and that the Parliamentary agents of the association be required, under the 
direction of the council, to prepare an amendment for the purpose of preventing such 
interference and at the same time conferring upon boroughs, for exercise within their 
own limits, additional powers of self-government" (Citýed in The Times, 7 April 1888 

pl 2). 

Rathbone was not convinced of the case for devolving Parliamentary powers to 
the lower tiers of local government and stated 

"Large powers now exercised by Parliament and the central departments of 
Government might be transferred to a council representing Yorkshire and Lancashire 

respectively, but it may be open to question whether so extensive a delegation can be 

made to bodies who, in the case of counties, merely supplant the justices, and in the 

case of the towns, are the town councils" (Cited Rathbone W, Op Cit, p7). 

The transfer of government functions to the county councils were specified in 

the Local Government Bill but were taken out during the Committee stage 
between January/ August 1888. The proposals included the transfer of functions 

from: 

o The Secretary of State - Burial Acts and Fairs Acts 

o The Department of Trade - General Pier and Harbour Acts, Gas and 

Waterworks Facilities Acts, Tramways Act 1870 and the Electric Lighting 

Act 1872. 

64 At the April 1888 meeting of the Municipal Corporations Association the prospect of having to 
approach a county board instead of the Local Government Board was widely condemned. (Cited 
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The Local Government Board - Baths and Washhouses Act 1846, 
Sanitary Law Amendment Act 1874, Public Health Act 1875,1876,1879 
and 1885, Sale of Food and Drugs Acts, Locomotives Act 1861, Artisan 
Dwelling Act 1868 and 1879, and the Valuation Metropolis Act 1879. 

Where delegated functions affected two or more county councils provision was 
made in Section 9.3 for a joint-committee to be established (Local Govemment 
Bill 1888, Part 1, Section 8, p5). A straightforward administrative solution that 

would create significant confusion. 

The absence of explicit functions to be transferred within the redrafted Local 
Government Act (1888) had not been intended to prevent the transfer of 
functions, but to enable the Local Government Board to transfer them when the 

new councils wished to receive them. However, voluntary transfer of functions 
by central government was unprecedented, and the experience of the previous 
decade had been that central government was keen on gaining responsibility for 

functions rather than devolving the M65. 

The Local Government Act (1888) referred to powers being able to be 

transferred by provisional order. The Times reported 

"The county council may have transferred to them all such powers, duties and liabilities 

of the Privy Council, of the Board of Trade, Local Government Board, Education 
Department, Secretary of State or Government Department as are conferred by statute 

and appear to relate to matters arising within the county and to be of an administrative 

character. Thus the county council, may without further legislative action, really become 

county parliaments" (Cited The Times 18 September 1888 p4). 

The hoped for voluntary application by county councils of central government 
functions did not materialise and stimulated the passing of the Local 

in The Times 7 April 1888 pl 2). 
65 The President of the Local Government Board had adopted sole responsibility for evaluating 
individual paupers eligibility to treacle on their suet puddings - and was frequently required to 
consider such cases. (Cited in Lipman, Op Cit, p218). 
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Government (Transfer of Powers) Act (1903), which gave the Local 
Government Board the ability to transfer by Provisional Order, powers of 
Government Departments to county councils. In commenting on the 1903 Act 
Redlich and Hirst (1903) observed "experience has shown that no department 
of Government will, of its own accord, divest itself of any power, however pefty 
or minute" (Cited Redlich and Hirst J, Op Cit, p1 14), and his observation was to 
generally hold true, as by 1925 no transfers had been made. (Cited in Samuels 
H, 1925, p9l). 

The unwillingness of the boards of county councils to apply for central 
government functions was rooted in their position of being high in status, but 
low in operational ability. In practice 1 9th Century county councils were small 
providers of local services and had neither the experience, staff or in many 
cases the desire to operate more services than they had been allocated under 
the LGA (1888). Cole (1947, p2) stated that 

It had been an essential part of the revolutionary settlement of 1689 that the 

government of the country should be left to the country gentlemen. These gentlemen, 
however, conceived of their task essentially in judicial and supervisory, and hardly at al 
in administrative terms. 

County Council expenditure did not increase rapidly as a result of the LGA 

(1888), for in 1900 Wiltshire County Council only had 26 members of staff and 

annual expenditure of E133,000, whilst West Sussex accounts showed E63,000 

in 1893 of which 20% was in reserves (Cited Odgers W, Op cit, p213). 

County Councils were to become responsible for 'strategic' and regulatory 

services as diverse as: the ex-district functions of coroners, food analysis, the 

provision of reformatory and industrial schools, fish conservancy and the 

regulation of explosives. Confusion was introduced into the new role of County 

Councils as they were also allocated parts of services that other authorities 

were responsible for delivering, including the 'pay and rations' of poor law 
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unions and schools, but not other functions of the UnionS66 
, responsibility for the 

appointment of a county medical officer, but not the sanitation function, and 
responsibility for main roads in areas with highways authorities. 

To add to the potential for confusion, County Councils were empowered to 
delegate the delivery of all their functions to lower-tier local authorities, except 
those delegated from central government and those related to tax raising. The 

opportunity to locate other local services in the new county councils, including: 
the provision of health services, elementary education and poor relief was 
excluded from the LGA, as the Government was keen not to overburden the 

new councils. 

Ritchie didn't agree with criticisms that the new County Council functions would 
make the lower-tier local authorities subservient to the county boards and 

argued that a county's roads maintenance function would be widely devolved to 

the districts, and that licensing committees would operate independently in 

areas with a population greater than 50,000. Ritchie also pointed out that a 

significant devolution of power was taking place, as revenue from taxation 

would be paid to a local body, the county board, instead of an Imperial body 

(Cited in The Times 21 April 1888 pl 2). 

Further significant points of the LGA included the transfer of the administrative 
business of the Quarter Sessions to the County Councils, however 

responsibility for the police force was to be shared with the county justices. The 

Liberal Unionist Government wanted the new Police Authorities to be 

administered by a standing joint committee made up of members of Quarter 

Sessions and elected county council members. 
There was no real reason for this separation of power other than that the 

Government did not trust the reformed county councils with sole responsibility 

66 Chamberlain suggested the inclusion of Poor Law administration amongst the duties of the 
new county councils, during the second reading of the Act, but this was not accepted as an 
amendment. 
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for peace keeping. The Times (13 April 1888 p9) was pragmatic regarding the 
proposed joint-committees and noted that 

"if, as must be hoped, the county councils are largely recruited from the class which 
now furnishes Justices of the Peace, it would seem to be a matter of no very great 
practical moment whether the Police are under the control of one body or the other". 

Ministers also feared that the democratised County Councils may become 

populated by elected farm workers or radicals with a different political agenda to 
that of the county gentry "(Cited Society of Local Authority Chief Executives, 

1995, pl 9). Ensor (1935, p425) noted half a Century later that "the best that can 
be said for it (the separation of responsibility of the Police from county council 

control) is that it has not done any particular harm". 

The Structure of Local Government 

The Government had started its process of local government reform with the 

clear objective of establishing all local authorities with a population of less than 

150,000 as lower-tier authorities to their county councils. The uncoordinated 

approach taken on the issue of population size by the Government was evident, 

as its population criteria of 150,000 would have precluded many local 

authorities on its 'preferred list' from becoming county boroughs, as their 

populations were too small. 

Conversely, there were local authorities with populations greater than 150,000 

that were not recommended by the Government. Newcastle had the support of 

the Government even though it had a population of 145,000, whereas Salford 

with a population of 176,000 (but had never been a County of a City and did not 

have its own Quarter Sessions) was not on the preferred list (Cited Pearce 

1980, pl87). 

The ambiguity in eligibility for gaining county borough status encouraged the 

municipal corporations and large urban areas to lobby the Government for a 

reduction in the population criteria, and ministers within the Government were 
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openly sympathetic to their arguments. The problem for the Government was 
that it had not adopted a 'transparent' set of criteria that prospective county 
boroughs could aspire to meet or which could be definitively used to reject their 
demands. 

During the drafting of the 1888 Local Government Bill there had been 

considerable debate within Government regarding whether county borough 

status should be based on the possession of a separate Court of Quarter 
Sessions or solely on the recorded population size of an area. Of the 97 
boroughs with Quarter Sessions, 29 had less than 10,000 inhabitants, so that 
the possession of Quarter Sessions alone was eventually rejected by the 
Government as sufficient criteria for county borough status. 

Supporters of the population criteria, including Rathbone, suggested an 

amendment of the population criteria to 100,000 residents, which would have 

resulted in approximately twenty single-tier authorities becoming eligible for 

county borough status. However Ritchie, as President of the Local Government 

Board, was keen to ensure county councils had as wide a revenue base as 

possible and proposed a minimum population for upper-tier authorities of 
150,000 and advocated the establishment of only ten large urban county 
boroughS67 . The consequence of the lack of consensus on population size was 
that the Governments preferred size for county boroughs fluctuated between 

50,000 and 250,000 inhabitants depending on who was being asked. 

The local authority associations adopted a protectionist approach, with the 

County Councils Association (CCA) favouring the higher population of 250,000 

and the municipal corporations preferring 50,000. When the Parliamentary 

Secretary to the Local Government Board was asked why the population of 

150,000 was preferred he philosophically replied with commendable honesty 

'we thought on the whole that it probably represented as good a local 

67 Liverpool, Birmingham, Manchester, Leeds, Sheffield, Bristol, Bradford, Nottingham, Hull and 
Newcastle on Tyne. 
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government area as any other'(Lord Long, Onslow Commission Evidence, Pt 
111, Q 8,786,1888, Cited in Pearce, 1980, p14). 

The committee stage of the LGA had faced a number of amendments on local 
authority size and the Government responded by incrementally reducing its 
recommended population size, first to below 150 '0068 and then to below 
100,000. Thanks largely to intervention regarding the proven qualities of single- 
tier government in Wolverhampton (pop 86,000) the Government finally 

recommended that an acceptable population for a county borough should be in 

excess of 50,000. However, the Government introduced a caveat that allowed 
authorities close to that size in the period immediately after the 1881 Census to 
be able to apply for consideration as a special case. The special cases were 
largely made up of 'counties of cities': York, Worcester, Lichfield, Exeter, 
Lincoln, Chester, Canterbury, Gloucester, Bath, Dudley, Oxford and the 
'counties of towns; Southampton, Poole, Carmarthen, Berwick-upon-Tweed 

and Haverfordwest. 

It was proposed during the Committee stage of the LGA further to reduce the 

population limit to 25,000 and to make eligible for county borough status a 
further twenty-nine boroughs which had not previously contributed to the county 

rate. However, the President of the Local Government Board was not convinced 

of the benefits of lowering the population limit any further and rejected the 

amendment, later saying that 'they (the government) greatly regretted that they 

had seen reason to lower the limit of population below that which was originally 
fixed'(from 150,000 to 50,000) (Ritchie C, 1888, "Parliamentary Debates, 3rd 

Series, Vol 328, col 843,1888" Cited Lipman, op cit, p150). The Parliamentary 

Secretary to the Local Government Board excused the situation by stating 'We 

came to the 50,000 line for a reason which very often obtains in the House of 

Commons, we could not help ourselves'( Lord Long, 1888, Parliamentary 

Debates, lbid, Cited Lipman, op cit, p153). 
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Neither was the opportunity taken to standardise county council size, with the 
result that some counties, notably Rutland (population 21,400) being smaller 
than most county boroughs, whilst other county councils had populations in 
excess of three million. Instead of the ten county boroughs originally planned for 
by the Government 64 county boroughs were created by the LGA (See 
Appendix 1). 

The transfer to the county councils of the Quarter Sessions administrative 
workload, their officers and their members, contributed to the maintenance of 
the political voice of the county landowners. As Ensor pointed out, the county 
landlords reckoning was, and for years the event largely justified it, that 
membership of a council meeting in the day-time at the county town would be 
confined to persons of means and leisure, and in the main to the class forming 
the local magistracy. County government became referred to, as 'government 
by horse and trap' as the only way to join in was to be sufficiently wealthy to 
have the time to travel 40 miles and have the resources to purchase a horse 

and trap (Cited Ensor, 1935, Op Cit, p435). 

The Local Government Act (1888) did not stimulate a significant change in the 

composition of the county councils and involvement in the political process by 

the working class remained low key and restricted to participating in parish 

councils. The low levels of working class participation in the democratic process 

was reinforced (Cited Redlich and Hirst, 1903, p218) because county 

councillors, even though directly elected were first and foremost local employers 

and/or landlords with the means to enforce their personal prejudices. In 1896 

the Duke of Beaufort evicted an entire parish because they had elected 

someone he found 'distasteful to the post of churchwarden (See Redlich and 
Hirst, Ibid, p219). 

68 6 th April 1888 Ritchie accepted the inclusion of Salford 176,000, West Ham 128,000, 
Portsmouth 127,000, Leicester 122,000, Sunderland 116,000, Oldham 111,000, Brighton 
107,000, Bolton 106,000, Blackburn 104,000. (Cited in The Times 7 April 1888 p1l 2). 
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The media were also sceptical that the reformed county councils could operate 
in any less a partisan way than they had done previously, The Times noted (23 
October 1888, Cited in Thornhill W, Op cit, p262) 

"The County Councils are likely to prove stronger and more exacting than local sanitary 
authorities have been, though here it must be recollected that manufacturers who find it 
convenient to pour their refuse into the nearest rivers will be very apt to seek a place on 
the County Councils and to endeavour to persuade their colleagues that their particular 
refuse is the most harmless substance in the world". 

Unlike the Aldermen and Mayors of the pre-1834 municipal boroughs the county 
'squirarchy' in the shires remained sufficiently influential to resist unwelcome 

change and to ensure that little could directly challenge their power-base in the 

country. Many county councillors were in reality administering the laws they 

themselves had passed in Parliament and that "tyranny had given itself 

constitutional airs"(Cited Redlich and Hirst, lbid, p42). However, Firth (1888, 

p3l) observed that whilst the new county councillors might not be the best 

holders of office, that neither were they the worst, 

"it may be said, on the one hand, that the county justices have not equalled the skill, the 

energy, and the public spirit of our best town councils, on the other hand it must be 

allowed that they have not rivalled the profligate wastefulness and dense incapacity of 

many obscure administrative bodies". 

The nature of county politics tended to be conservative and not based on party 

politics, although that had more to do with members having similar backgrounds 

and aspirations than it did with any cross-party agreement on policy. Although 

Hobhouse observed "Some county and town councils may no doubt be swayed 

by political parties, but thanks to the common sense of Englishmen, municipal 

politics usually follow somewhat different lines to those of imperial politicsil 

(Hobhouse, 1898, Cited in Redlich and Hirst, Op Cit, p4l). 

The term 'Englishmen' meant English men in the 1 9th Century as women 

remained largely excluded from political office in the reformed structure. The 
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London Government Act (1899) whilst establishing 28 London Boroughs and an 
administratively separate City of London Corporation was a regressive piece of 
legislation as far as sexual equality was concerned. The Act (1899) that had 

replaced the vestry system excluded women from office as a result of a House 

of Lords amendment motivated by a concern that women might rise to become 

aldermen or mayor69. 

In stark contrast to the conservative nature of county government was the 

London County Council, which from 1890 contained a 'radical' group of 

members led by Sidney Webb. The radicals'vision of a municipal corporation 

was significantly different from that of the Government and highlighted the 

difference between urban and rural local government. In 1890 Webb wrote 

"The individualist town councillor will walk along the municipal pavement, lit by 

municipal gas and cleansed by municipal brooms with municipal water, and seeing by 

the municipal clock in the municipal market that he is too early to meet his children 

coming from the municipal school, will use the national telegraph system to tell them not 

to walk through the municipal park but to come by the municipal tramway, to meet him 

in the municipal reading room, by the municipal art gallery, museum and library.. 

Socialism sir, he will say, don't waste the time of a practical man by your fantastic 

absurdities. Self-help Sir, individual self-help, that's what made our city what it is" 

(Webb S, 1890, Cited Kellner, 1997, p13). 

The passing of the LGA proposed by Ritchie was implemented without the 

inclusion of significant changes to the lower-tier local authorities, as the 

Boundary Commission (1887) had been unable to report to Parliament in time 

and the government had wanted county boundaries to be agreed before it 

recommended a reformed structure of districts councils. In addition there were 

widespread doubts regarding the abilities of the district councils to deliver 

services, many of whom had become councils as a consequence of being local 

health boards or highways authorities, not because they had a track record of 

either democracy or efficiency. The Times (22 August 1889, p9) opinion of the 

69 Elizabeth Garrett Anderson (1836-1917) was notable on two accounts, becoming the first 

woman doctor in England and then in 1908 the first woman mayor in England, in Aldeburgh. 
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proposed district councils reflected such concerns, "At present they do not 
contain the materials for a healthy self-government. Many of them are nests of 
administrative muddle or corruption 

In most instances the 'administrative counties'were the same as the 
6 geographic counties', however there were exceptions including the division of 
Sussex and Suffolk into East and West, and Yorkshire and Lincolnshire into 
three. In addition was the administrative independence of the Isle of Wight, the 
Isle of Ely and the 'Soke' of Peterborough, from their nearest contiguous 
countieS70. 

Legislation which also affected the lower-tier local authorities was implemented 
through the Parish Councils Bill (1894), which had been opposed by 
Conservative MP's believing the Bill would engender'rural revolution' if parish 
councils were given real spending powers (See Ensor, 1935, p84). Parish 

councils were the only tier of government in which the rural poor could 

realistically afford to become members. Conservatives and the county 
9 squirarchy'were concerned that if Parish councils were given budgets and 

responsibility for service provision then it was likely that agricultural labourers 

would end up dictating social policy to local landowners. 

The 'squires' interests were protected by the House of Lords during the 

passage of the Parish Councils Bill (1894), which was amended to make parish 

councils 'statutory consultees I, but not to have responsibility for delivering 

services. With a substantial amendment made to the Bill, it passed easily 
through Parliament, and a very rare opportunity to devolve the management of 

, local services into the community was lost. 

(Cited in Wilson D, 1994, p63). 
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Conclusion 
The Local Government Act (1888) achieved its goal of establishing a 
democratically elected system of local administration in the shires, even if its 
membership was to be drawn from the same pool of talent that had 
administered the shires for hundreds of years prior to 1888. The LGA (1888) 
also enabled the delivery of Urn in grants in 1899 from the Imperial exchequer 
to the county councils, with the objective of limiting local taxation and using 
Parliaments funds to support local service delivery7l, a double-edged sword as 
by the turn of the 20th Century local government was to become- reliant on 
central government as the provider of three-quarters of its income. 

The Act also established a new confusion within local administration, as for the 
first time elements of functions became divided between hierarchical tiers, 

rather than horizontally between local providers, thus a resident could now 
complain to either a district or a county council about a faulty street light, rather 
than complain to a lighting committee or highways authority. 

The prospect or either federal government or regional 9county governments' 
delivering a raft of devolved central government services also failed to 

materialise as a result of a lack of understanding by the Government about the 

undeveloped nature of county government, and of the professional civil service 
reluctance to encourage the devolution of functions. 

The 1888 LGA also failed to reform all of local administration in one go, and 

required two attempts and three pieces of legislation to reform all three tiers of 
local government. Perhaps the Acts most important failings were that they did 

not stimulate public interest on the scale that the earlier franchise reforms had 

done, they were not clarified sufficiently to prevent hijack by sectional interests 

and many of the suggested outcomes were developed late in the evolution of 

70 The "Moot Hall" in Newcastle-on-Tyne became a rare example of where an area of one 
county resided within another (the county borough of Newcastle-on-Tyne). 
71 By 1913 15% of local authority income was provided by Central Government, by 1950 this 
percentage had increased to 34%, and by 1980 to 50%. (Cited Hale, 1987). 
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the legislation for campaigning purposes, rather than as realistic expectations of 
administrative reform. 

So unrealistic were the expectations placed on the first review of local 

government that supporters even suggested that a more spiritually content and 
traditional England would result 

A county government at once representative and powerful might do something to 

awaken a feeling almost extinct in the mind of the English farmer, and altogether extinct 
in the mind of the English peasant - that sense of communal and provincial life which 

sustains and invigorates national patriotism, and reminds each member of an ancient, a 
famous, and a mighty people, that he does not discharge every civic and social duty. 

Representative county government might indirectly give a fresh stimulus to the 

prosperity of our rural districts (Firth J, 1888, p32). 

Whilst a working model of local administration had finally been implemented 

across England the reality of the situation was that in the closing years of the 

1 9th Century it was not easily understood, did not enthuse or engage with the 

majority of the population, and due in large part to policy decisions being taken 

'on the hoof' by government72 was vulnerable to further reform. 

72 Chamberlain had published a 'radical programme' for the Liberal party, including plans for 
local government reform. However, the Local Government Act (1888) was introduced by 
Salisbury's Conservative Government as one of the costs of ensuring Liberal Unionist support. 
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Chapter 2 

The Development of County Boroughs, 1900 - 1940 

By 1901 the population of England and Wales had reached 32 million people, 

most of whom lived in towns and cities. For towns that recorded a population of 
50,000 a mechanism had been provided by the 1888 Local Government Act 

(LGA) to allow them to become an upper-tier local authority. The combination of 

a rapidly increasing urban population and an inflexible criteria for eligibility to 

upper-tier status contributed to the establishment of an additional twenty-one 

county boroughs between 1888 and the next country-wide review of local 

government structure in 1929. 

The chaos that existed in local government functions had been partially 

addressed by the Local Government Act (1894) which transferred most of the 

powers of ad hoc bodies' to district councils. The process of tidying up local 

government boundaries had also continued under this act but had never been 

addressed in a co-ordinated way, so that by 1933 nine rural districts still 

straddled the boundaries of two counties, whilst being administered by only one 

of them (See Pearce 1980). 

Roads in rural districts and classified roads in urban areas also began to 

transfer to county council control as it became clear that the enterprising parish 

councils which had become Local Health Districts under the 1849 Public Health 

Act were unable to fund the increasing standards of road maintenance required. 

By 1930 the transfer of responsibility to county councils had the effect of 

reducing the number of highways authorities from a peak of 2,210 to 1,415. 

The availability of free elementary education had been widened in London 

during 1901 to keep children at school up to the age of fourteen. A 

consequence of widening the eligibility criteria was that the curriculum and 

1 Excluding education until 1902 and public assistance until 1929. 
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learning materials needed to be modified to meet the more advanced 
educational needs of the older children, and this expansion had inevitably 

generated a cost. The opponents of free statutory education for children aged 
fourteen challenged the policy of the London School Board in the Courts in 
1901, which upheld the claim that the Board had no right to provide anything 
other than elementary education, and could not lawfully raise a rate to fund 

wider educational services. 

In a response to the Court's decision, the 1902 Education Act was hastily 

introduced by the Government to ensure advanced education could be made 

available by local authorities and to rationalise the pattern of education 

authorities in England. 2,500 school boards and School Attendance Committees 

were abolished by the Act and their powers transferred to 328 local authorities. 

However, the 'rational isation' contained sufficient exceptions to ensure it 

remained difficult to identify which tier of local government was responsible for 

educational provision. This Education Act made county boroughs responsible 

for elementary and secondary education within their boundaries. However, 

county councils gained responsibility for all secondary education, apart from 

that serving urban district councils with a population greater than 20,000 and in 

municipal boroughs a population greater than 10,000. 

Other significant services which moved away from 19th Century ad-hoc bodies 

to the 'new' local government structure included the transfer to county councils 

and county boroughs of the supervision of midwives under the 1902 Midwives 

Act. In addition new duties were placed on county councils and county 

boroughs by the 1909 Royal Commission on the Poor Laws and the Relief of 

Distress, which required upper-tier local authorities 'to accommodate and 

supervise mental ý defectives 

The lack of clarity over which tier of local government should be responsible for 

which type of service continued to confuse service delivery. The 1918 Maternity 

and Child Welfare Act made county councils and county boroughs the 
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responsible authority for service delivery, unless they had not adopted the 1907 
Notification of Births Act. Similarly the 1919 Public Libraries Act empowered 
county councils and county boroughs to create a service where there was none, 
and also to take an existing service on if a lower-tier local authority wanted to 

relinquish its responsibility. 

The consequence was that manylocal government services could be located in 
different tiers in neighbouring counties and that county councils were increasing 
their portfolio of services not through a process of devolved service delivery of 
Whitehall's functions, but by absorbing functions upwards from lower-tier 

service providers. 

Corporations with borough status were, because of their charters, free to 

experiment and establish new services with many authorities operating their 

own banks (Birmingham, Barnsley), telephone companies (Portsmouth, Hull), 

race courses (Brighton, Doncaster, Chester) Medicinal baths (Bath, Harrogate) 

and even an oyster fishery (Colchester)'. What should be noted though, is that 

whilst many boroughs could choose to provide services outside of those 

normally associated with local government, there were few checks on whether 
those authorities were the best provider of such services 

The 1909 Report of the Royal Commission on the Poor Laws and Relief of 
Distress reported that poverty was as wide ranging as it had been forty years 
before and that expenditure had expanded at a greater rate than the numbers 

receiving relief. Additionally the report noted that the calibre of Poor Law 

Guardians was lower than the Government demanded, even though the 

Guardians were subject to local selection and election. 

The Report identified that low quality administration coupled with poorly 

targeted resources had resulted in a situation where poverty was either not 

being addressed or was mismanaged (Cited in Clarke J, 1955). Supporters of 
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the Poor Law Guardians argued that poor relief was given out in humane and 
imaginative ways and that whilst some recipients of support were not strictly 
eligible, they were given it to ensure that they remained able to work and 
therefore to support themselves in the future. 

Poor Law Unions in urban areas tended to be dominated by members with 
socialist sympathies and successive Conservative MP's argued that Poor Law 
Unions both offered too much relief to the urban working class and had been 

infiltrated by socia IiStS3 with an agenda designed to challenge the policies of 
Central Government (Cited Richards P, 1975a, p30). 

However, criticism of the Poor Law was also evident from within the Labour 

movement, most notably in the Minority Report of the Poor Law Commission 
(1905 - 1909)'. The Fabian Society had criticised the Poor Law over its 

treatment of clients and said that the system of welfare in operation was 
duplicated between Poor Law Unions and Town Councils. Each provided 

services such as public health, mental deficiency, maternity and children's 

welfare, but whilst the town councils tended to treat their clients as people in 

need, the Poor Law demeaned them'. 

The campaign by the Fabian Society to abolish the Poor Law was reinvigorated 
in 1918, as it was believed that the demobilisation of the armed forces was 

going to forcibly move eight million workers out of paid employment, 

2 For a more detailed account of functions and income from non-standard services see Attlee 
C, 1935. 
3 The Poplar Guardians led by George Lansbury refused to pay their share of expenditure to the 
London County Council (LCC), which itself had been a test bed for Fabian municipal socialism 
and which Sidney and Beatrice Webb held seats on for eighteen years. 
4A Majority Report, endorsed by fourteen of its members, recommended the creation of a new 
poor law authority in each county or county borough, together with the replacement of 
workhouses by more specialized institutions catering for separate categories of inmate. A 
Minority Report, signed by four members (B Webb, G Lansbury, F Chandler, and R Wakefield) 
was more radical and advocated the complete break-up of the Poor Laws and the transfer of 
functions to other authorities. Cited http: //www. workhouses. org. uk. Accessed 2006. 
5 In 1911, George Lansbury, had written a pamphlet provocatively entitled Smash up the 
Workhouse. This argued that few people should be in workhouses. For those who had no 
alternative, there should be a softening of the workhouse regime. Cited 
hftp: //www. workhouses. org. uk, [bid. 
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significantly increase ill-health and place the most vulnerable in society under 
the protection of the Poor Law. (See Webb B, 1918) 

Implementation of the 1909 Report of the Royal Commission on the Poor Laws 
and Relief of Distress was delayed for twenty years, initially by the First World 
War, then by the Maclean Committee (1918) and then by economic recession'. 
Eventually a hurried set of amendments was made to the Poor Law Unions in 
1926 7 prior to them being stripped of more powers by the 1929 Local 
Government Act, including the transfer of the Vaccination and Infant Life 
Protection Service to the Public Health Department, and the Registration of 
Births, Deaths and Marriages to local government. The Act also brought poor 
law infirmarieS8 and fever hospitals into line with other municipal services, and 
placed their administration with elected local authorities. 

The 1929 legislation was closely followed by the Poor Law Act of 1930 which 
formalised the liability of near relations of the poor to care for them, permitted 
the granting of outdoor poor relief and limited the admission to the workhouse to 
the aged and infirm. 

Even after the removal of their functions, the legacy of the Poor Law Unions 

continued to haunt the English working class. The LGA (1929) did not include a 
date when their functions should transfer to local authorities, because the 
Government were keen to transfer them only when local authorities were ready 
to receive them. The consequence of the flexibility offered to local authorities 

was that councillors and administrators hostile to the notion of poor relief were 

r' Because of the financial crises of the early 1920's, and public campaigns for a reduction in 
government expenditure, there was a further delay to the Poor Law reforms. The recommended 
structure was not circulated to Boards of Guardians until January 1926. Cited in Rivett G, 2004, 
http: //www. nhshistory. net/, accessed 2004. 
7 The Boards of Guardians (Default) Act 1926 gave powers to the Minister of Health to replace 
elected Boards of Guardians by nominees of his own choosing. Whether this was motivated by 
a desire to improve administrative efficiency or to counter 'radical' control is unclear, although 
working class political organization was in the ascendancy at the time - the General Strike 
taking place around the same time (4 th 

_ 12 th May 1926). 
8 London County Council was to gain 75,000 beds, five times as many beds as in the voluntary 
hospitals of London and patients did not have to prove themselves as paupers to get treatment. 
Cited in Rivett G, Ibid. 
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empowered to subject one million people in receipt of 'poor relief' to the 

continued humiliation of the old Poor Laws (Cited Webb S, 1929). 

Structural Change 

During the period between 1888 and 1926 many urban areas that had been 

unable to gain county borough status in 1888 had begun to seek single-tier 
status for themselves. There were a number of significant motivations for doing 

so including enhanced spending powers and political independence from county 
councils. Rural areas were not viewed as suitable candidates for single-tier 

status and where urban and rural areas bordered each other, their respective 

administration tended to be carried out by different local authorities and different 

tiers of government. 

The administrative divisions between urban areas and their hinterlands created 

a number of tensions to which there were (and remain) no easy solutions. 

Thriving urban areas required land for economic expansion and housing, but 

within the two-tier system as implemented by the LGA (1888) expansion by 

county boroughs had to be met by a loss of area and revenue by their 

neighbouring districts and county councils. County councils views on the 

expansion of urban areas into 'their' territory was largely hostile, with the County 

Councils Association (ACC) stating that 'the county boroughs thought of the 

administrative counties merely as a reservoir from which they could draw 

additional supplies of territory and rateable value whenever they so desired' 

(ACC Cited in Pearce C, 1980, p40). 

A further argument put forward by the ACC was that county councils required a 

stable revenue base to enable strategic planning of resources over a wide area, 

but this was eroded each time land was lost to, a county borough. County 

councils became so concerned about county borough expansion in the period 

1900 - 1920 that co-operation on major improvement projects near to shared 

boundaries was frequently avoided, in case the cooperation was manipulated 

75 



by the county borough into becoming an example of where it should control the 
land or facility. 

The ACC believed that there was an element of bias in a process that enabled 

county boroughs to annex their neighbour's land according to a formula, and to 
'administrative ability' rather than by being prompted by a desire for change by 

local residents. The preferences of a local community facing proposals to 

transfer their area into a county borough were taken into account when 
boundary extensions were discussed by Parliament, but were not a deciding 

factor in reaching a recommendation until the'Kintore decision' in 1920. 

Rejecting the County Borough of Birkenhead's application for a boundary 

extension Lord Kintore stated 'no ... extensions should be brought before 

Parliament for confirmation which has not previously received the substantial 

support of the ratepayers in the areas proposed to be incorporated' (Cited 

Pearce C, Op Cit, p37) 

The'Kintore decision'was a two-edged sword for county councils as county 

boroughs could not'claim' territory without public consultation, but if the 

consultation went in their favour enabled them to evidence a demand for 

change. The applications for county borough status in Luton and Cambridge 

were justified on the grounds of 'community preference'. In Cambridge Sir 

Robert Fox had argued 'if Cambridge wanted to separate from Cambridgeshire 

then its wishes should prevail over the objections of the County Council' 

(Commons Hansard, q 7434 - 9,111, col 495, Cited in Lipman V, Op Cit, pl 74), 

although the chairman of the county council responded by describing the 

application as'a Bill for destroying the administrative County of Cambridge' 

(Fordham H, The Times, March 4,1913, in Lipman V, Ibid, pl 74). 

The ACC argued that the creation of enlarged county boroughs had implications 

for local government in the surrounding area and that they needed to be taken 

account of before an informed decision could be reached by Parliament 

9 Gosforth pumped sewage up 90 feet into another watershed, in order to avoid pumping it 

through Newcastle, and thus giving the latter a pretext for annexing it. "Report of the 
Commissioner on Conditions in Durham and Tyneside, 1934", Cited in Lipman V, Op Cit, pl 81. 
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'it would be against all principles of public policy to effect fundamental changes of this 
character by a piecemeal process of departmental orders, made ostensibly for 
alterations of boundaries. If the altered conditions of local government demand a re- 
arrangement of areas, it is essentially a matter to be determined by general legislation 

applied to the country as a whole' (Pearce C, Op Cit, p38). 

Crucially the ACC also argued that the onus should be on county boroughs to 

prove the desirability of change, rather than it being left to a county council to 

show why a large town should not become a county borough. 

Guidance from the Local Government Board (LGB) suggested that the ACC 

may have had some justification in their claim of bias in stating it'would 

favourably consider ... an application' if it met the basic criteria (ACC Cited in 

Pearce C, op cit, p40). This was reflected in the LGBs recommendations for 

Cambridge and Luton to become county boroughs in 1913, even though the 

loss of the two districts would have reduced their respective counties 

populations by 30%. Parliament was not as convinced as the LGB that the 

administration of the county area would not be affected by the loss of 
Cambridge and it rejected the Provisional Order Confirmation Bill on its third 

reading (Commons Hansard, 26 March 1914, cols 654-96, Cited in Lipman V, 

I bid, pl 74). 

The arguments put forward by first the county boroughs and then the county 

councils in the lobbying periods prior to the reforms of 1926 followed a set 

pattern and continued to do so whenever a reorganisation of local government 

appeared likely. Arguments were based around each party's historical pedigree 

and were based therefore on 'backward looking' claims to independence, rather 

than developing 'forward looking' reasons to evidence change. The ACC 

claimed in their evidence to The Onslow Commission (1923) that 

"local government in this country had been preserved in unbroken continuity on the 

same basic system, namely, the county as the main unit, the hundred (or district) and 

the borough as the intermediate unit, and the township (or parish). From time to time 

new methods of procedure have been established and new powers and duties have 
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been conferred in order to meet changed, social and economic conditions, but the 
system has remained unaltered, subject only to one exception. That exception is the 

county borough unit, which was established by the Local Government Act of 1888 to 

provide autonomy for what were apparently then regarded as special areas" (Onslow 
Commission evidence, pt 111, p 437, Preliminary Memorandum, ACC in Pearce, Op Cit, 

p92). 

To counter this claim the Association of Municipal Corporations (AMC) asserted 
that boroughs 

if are the oldest existing form of local authority in this country, and they differ from all 

other forms of local government authorities in that they are common law corporations 

created by royal charter, whilst all other local authorities are statutory corporations" 
(Onslow Commission evidence, pt 111, p 437, Preliminary Memorandum, ACC in Pearce, 

lbid, p95)10. 

The disagreements between the local authority associations over applications 

for county borough status and/or for boundary extensions, coupled with the 

constant lobbying of the ACC encouraged central government into an 

examination of the structure of local government and contributed to the 

formation of a Royal Commission in 1921 (Cited in Lipman V, op cit, pl 71). The 

Minister for Health, Sir Alfred Mond, attempted to negotiate a settlement 

between the ACC and the AMC in order to avoid the lengthy process of a Royal 

Commission, however no compromises or agreements were reached as each 

party refused to soften its position on the issue of county borough establishment 

and boundary extension. 

One of the Royal Commission On Local Government (1923) members, Sir 

Ryland Atkins, described the opposition between the ACC and AMC as being 

based on extremes "the extreme borough view is that they are oases in a 

desert; the extreme county view is that boroughs are mere details of the county" 

10 The difference between a common law and a statutory corporation is significant, as common 
law corporations could perform any function or enter into any contract that they wished, subject 
only to specific restrictions in their charter, whereas a statutory corporation is empowered to 

only do the things that its charter defines. 
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(Onslow Commission evidence, pt I 11, p 437, Preliminary Memorandum, ACC in 
Pearce, I bid, p92). This view was evidenced when The ACC (1923) stated that 

"the boroughs are not activated by considerations of local government or of the welfare 
of the people and that the real reason underlying their applications for creation and 
extension of county boroughs are anxiety to obtain additional rateable values and the 
desire for territorial aggrandisement" (AdC Memorandum of Evidence, 1923, Royal 
Commission on Local Government, p201 cited Pearce, lbid, p96). 

The First Report of the Royal Commission on Local Government (1923) 

(Onslow Commission) heard proposals from the ACC that applications for 

county borough status should be in line with the original draft of the Local 

Government Act (1888) which had recommended a population of 150,000, while 

prospective county boroughs proposed that the agreed population size of 

50,000 was reasonable and should be maintained. 

Onslow accepted the argument put forward by the ACC that the removal of land 

and rateable resources from county council administration had created 

difficulties in some rural areas, and contributed to a decrease in the cost 

effectiveness of remaining services. County council headquarters were typically 

located in urban areas or large towns, but served a wider geographic area, 

notably education area offices. The removal of an urban area or town from 

county council administration generally required it to undertake a reorganisation 

to ensure the needs of a wholly rural population could continue to be served, 

and to cost the effects of having fewer service-users located across a wider 

geographic area. 

However, the expanding county boroughs also faced increasing demands for 

specialist services, but not on a scale to justify the establishment of in-house 

provision. A frequent solution for county boroughs was to purchase specialist 

services, notably health care, from their former county councils, although this 

had the effect that even if 'it were effectively arranged, then the new county 
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borough would be as tied to the county in respect of the service in question as it 
had been previously' (Cited in Lipman V, op cit, pl 78). 

The research that was undertaken by Onslow (1923) was the most 

comprehensive study of local government structure that had been performed 

and included detailed analysis of the strengths and weaknesses of county 

council and county borough administration. County borough strengths included 

practical evidence in the provision of high quality local services at a reasonable 

cost, which had received a direct mandate from local residents and that 

reflected and contributed to a sense of civic pride. The AMC also highlighted the 

geographic remoteness of county councils from local need and that urban 

councillors were likely to be outnumbered by conservative landowners within a 

two-tier structure. 

Onslow also accepted the argument put forward by the ACC that the county 

councils could not strategically plan the delivery of their services or develop 

specialist services if their income and/or client base was constantly vulnerable 

to county borough expansion. The county councils position was that services 

including education, highways, police and health each required a scale of 

funding that could only be reasonably raised from a large population if high tax 

levels were to be avoided". 

Onslow recommended that whilst'the quality of the administration of the local 

authority is of more importance than the quantity of the population in the town" 

(Cited in Thornhill W, op cit, p3l) there was a case for increasing the minimum 

population size for new county boroughs to 75,000. Onslow also found that the 

provisional order procedure, which districts had used to apply to become a 

county borough was unsatisfactory and that'its operation by the LGB and the 

Ministry of Health in practice favoured the municipalities at the expense of the 

counties'(Cited in Pearce C, op cit, p4l). 
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The net effect of Onslow's recommendations was that the rush towards county 
borough status using Private Members Bills was halted, through the introduction 

of the Local Government Act of 1926. During the period 1888 - 1926 county 
councils had lost resources through the expansion of 107 municipal boroughs, 

seven large (over 50,000 population) towns including Swindon receiving 
borough status and a further twenty-one towns, including Bournemouth, 
becoming county boroughs. 

The 1929 Reorganisation of Local Government 

The argument that good administration is not dependent on size is one that has 
frequently been directed against county councils by county boroughs. However, 

what is dependent on size is income and a small income ensured that the 

provision of mainstream (let alone specialist) services was beyond the capacity 

of many small local authorities. The rural districts had been subject to scrutiny 

regarding their structure and function, but their number still contained local 

authorities with hopelessly few resources", and unclear relationships with 
higher tier local authorities. In the 1921 census 972 rural districts had 

populations below 10,000, whilst another 494 had populations below 5,000 

(Cited in Pearce C, Ibid, p5l). 

A consequence of Onslow's recommendations was that central government 

began a structural review of the two-tier system of English local government 

and to develop a model for future reviews of local administration, including 

those of county boroughs. 

The approach taken by the Government in the Local Government Act (1929) to 

the reorganisation of non-county boroughs was based on consultation, 

consensus, and consideration, and was to be a welcome distraction from the 

realities of mass unemployment, poverty and political extremism. By 1931 3.2 

11 The Ministry of Health recommended a minimum population of 150,000 in order to administer 
the treatment of tuberculosis, Cited in Lipman, Op Cit, pl 30. 
12 In 1927 only 120 of the 1,698rural districts employed a full time medical officer, Cited in 
Pearce C, Op Cit, p5l. 
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million people were unemployed in the United Kingdom, a second minority 
Labour Government had collapsed and its Prime Minister (Ramsay Macdonald) 

had been forced to form a coalition government". Against such a background of 

social crises the Local Government Act (1929) was enacted to review a 

structure of local government based on existing county council boundaries, that 

would have the consent of those it served and which would remove a sizeable 

number of uneconomic district councils. 

The review relied heavily on a prescribed process to be led by county council 

officers consulting with the public and other interested parties and then 

reporting their recommendations to central government, where views would 

again be sought from interested parties. 

Section 46 of the Local Government Act (1929) required county councils to 

review all of the administrative units within their boundaries" and that each 

county council's recommendations would be considered by the Minister for 

Health 15 during 1932. The strategy behind the review was clear, as it was 

believed that small local authorities had to be merged with others in order to 

provide an efficiently reformed package of public services. Section 46 stated 

there are at present authorities who cannot efficiently discharge the functions 

entrusted to them, and that a review of areas should be undertaken in order to 

see how far ineffective units can be eliminated by reorganisation" (Cited in 

Pearce, Op Cit, p53). 

Guidance was issued by the Ministry of Health on the issues to be taken into 

account by county council officers, but the guidance was quickly found to be too 

vague to be of any value. Financial and community preference indicators were 

highlighted as requiring special consideration, although the weight that was to 

be placed on each by ministers during the scrutiny of the county councils' 

13 The Financial Times leader stated (23 April 1996) 'The memory of Ramsay Macdonald's 
betrayal of the 1931 government is etched in blood on the party's memory'. 
14 Including the nine district councils that straddled county council boundaries. 
15 Greenwood A from 1929 - 1930, Addison C from June 1930 - October 1931. 
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recommendations was unclear; "Due care will no doubt be taken to see that the 
case for the alterations is fully explained to and appreciated by local electors, 
and their views will be carefully weighed. In the last resort, however, the 

consideration of the public advantage must prevail" (Memorandum LGA 24, 

para 7, Cited in Pearce C, Op Cit, p54) 

The ACC approached the Minister for clarification of the guidelines and 

requested that some quantifiable guidance be issued on the minimum 

population size of an authority and the amount of revenue to be raised via the 

rates. However the Minister believed that such guidance would encourage the 

creation of a national blueprint for reform and did not wish to be so prescriptive, 

responding that 

"Differences in the standards of administration, in the nature and needs of individual 

districts and special local circumstances would make it impractical to apply any general 

rule of this kind... Each particular case must, however, be treated on its merits" (Cited in 

Pearce C, Op Cit, p56). 

Almost 100 years of working with local authorities had shown central 

government how local government was capable of manipulating legislation to 

meet its own ends. The Ministry of Health realised that a 'new' county district 

formed from the combination of two or more smaller districts could reach a 

4 critical mass' and become eligible to be an elementary education authority or 

even to be eligible for county borough status. In order to prevent this the 

Education (Local Authorities) Act (1931) was quickly passed preventing districts 

that were not already responsible for providing elementary education from 

applying to do so. 

The process of review recommended in the LGA (1929) recommended that the 

county councils create special reorganisation committees to oversee the work, 

research the demography of the county area (with the local assistance of district 

councils) and then to draft proposals. These draft proposals were then 

circulated to the relevant local authorities for comments, with the objective of 
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resolving any conflict at an early stage rather than later during the 
reorganisation process. The proposals were then to be placed in a report to 
county council members and once approved be forwarded to the Minister, who 
in turn would receive comments, objections and recommendations from other 
interested parties. 

The effect of this vague guidance and the consultation process prevented most 
county councils from meeting the 1932 deadline of production of 
recommendations, most of which were received between 1933 and 1935, with 
the final Parliamentary Reorganisation Order being made in 1939, ten years 
after the review began. 

As Pearce (1980) notes, the results of the 1929 review of local government 
were uneven and depended to a large extent on the commitment of particular 
county members or the county clerk as to when effective proposals were 
submitted. As a consequence of the review in England 157 urban districts and 
169 rural districts were abolished". However, 149 urban districts and thirty- 

seven rural districts with populations under 5,000 survived the review" (See 

table 1). 

County Districts After The 1929 Review (Table 1) 

Population Boroughs Urban Districts Rural 
Districts 

Under 5,000 63 149 37 
5,000 - 10,000 32 150 112 
10)000 - 20,000 51 159 209 
20,000 - 30,000 38 67 74 
30,000 - 50,000 78 34 39 
50,000 - 100,000 36 11 4 
Over 100,000 11 2 0 
Source; Lipman V, (1949), p207. 

16 The scale of reorganisation varied greatly between county areas. In Cornwall the total 
number of local government units was reduced from thirty to eighteen, and in East Sussex from 
twenty to eleven. 
17 The saga of the nine local authorities which straddled county council areas was almost 
concluded by the LGA (1929) when eight were reorganised into one county area, but one, 
Pennal Parish in Merionethshire continued to be the exception to the rule until 1955. 
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More district councils would have faced abolition had it not been for an 
oversight in the LGA (1929) that made borough councils exempt from abolition. 
Civil servants advised that boroughs had been created by Royal Charter and it 

would be inappropriate for a subordinate body (i. e. Parliament) to propose the 
abolition of a body which owed its existence to the Crown. Boroughs could be 

merged with other boroughs as a result of the LGA (1929) but the exclusion of 
63 of the smallest boroughs from abolition did place a significant constraint on 
the reorganisation. 

Conclusion 
The period between 1888 and 1939 produced a gradual rise in the number of 
county boroughs and an increase in the diversity between tiers of the range of 
services each was responsible for. However, when the opportunity arose, there 

was an observable tendency by the government to locate people oriented 

services in upper-tier authorities, and to move functions of national relevance 
(i. e. health insurance) to Departments of State, although whenever possible 
local government used administrative loopholes to enhance its independence 

from central government". 

The decentralisation of central government services to the democratised county 

councils planned in 1888 and 1903 never materialised, and through a gradual 

process of increasing financial support to local authorities, central government 

began to have at its disposal real influence in shaping the delivery of local 

services. However, when the government provided itself with the opportunity to 

decisively shape the structure of local administration in 1929 it shied away from 

doing so, instead advocating the use of local flexibilities to shape structure, a 

18 The 1929 LGA had three main effects on hospital services. It opened poor law infirmaries and 
fever hospitals to those in need. It placed hospitals under elected local authorities, instead of 
the Ad Hoc Poor Law Guardians, and it decentralised their financing. The London County 
Council could have continued to administer the infirmaries under the Poor Law Acts but it chose 
to work under the Public Health Acts instead, which had the advantage for the council that 
i appropriated hospitals'were removed from the detailed oversight of the Ministry of Health. 45 
Cited in Coleman R E, (1942), p35- 
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policy which had created such a fragmented system and was to contribute to its 
longevity during the rest of the 20th Century. 

The Kintore decision had successfully limited the expansion of the number of 

county-boroughs and placed requirements on them to prove the case for 

change. However the policy did not remove the pressures on land and 
infrastructure that England's rapidly expanding urban and suburban areas were 
facing. By removing a methodology for such expansion the Kintore decision 

placed a lid on a pressure that was not going to disappear. Without a route to 

pursue to secure their goals the potential county-boroughs were to remain a 

significant force in the demand for further structural reorganisation. 

Where existing county boroughs could not envelop the new suburbs a situation 

arose where people who relied on urban services for work and recreation did 

not contribute to those services upkeep and effectively became disenfranchised 

over how such services were to be administered. For the first time since 1835, 

users of local services were alienated from holding service providers to account. 

The policies of successive post-Victorian governments sought ways in which to 

rationalise the structure of local government in England, rather than to 

fundamentally review it and costly wars, mass unemployment and coalition 

governments further acted against the likelihood of significant reform taking 

place. Such constraints were compounded by the adoption of an 'inclusive' 

approach to consultation on the outcome of local structures, which served only 

to lengthen the review process and frustrate those whose views had, not been 

acted on. 
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Chapter 3 

County Boroughs In Post-War England 

In 1941 Arthur Greenwood, the Minister without Portfolio in Churchill's coalition 

war-time government, commissioned the Solicitor General to undertake a 

review of local government and to consider the use of the regional 

arrangements established during the war for reorganising local government 

when hostilities finished". The report of the local government review (1941) was 

not published, but the views put forward by the main local government 

associations were. The associations agreed that there should not be a further 

loss of local services to central government control and that any introduction of 

regional commissioners would reduce local government's influence and direct 

access to Government Ministers. 

The loss of local government functions to central government had been 

incremental since the turn of the century, but significantly increased in 1940, 

ostensibly to plan public service provision within the constraints of a wartime 

economy. The 1934 Unemployment Act had transferred the maintenance of the 

able bodied unemployed to central government and this had been reinforced 

through the 1940 Old Age and Widows Pensions Act. In two further pieces of 

legislation, central government became responsible for 8,000 miles of main 

roads and in agriculture, central government took over the co-ordination of the 

National Veterinary Service, the National Agricultural Advisory Service and took 

responsibility for regulating milk production. 

The opportunity was also taken by central government to reorganise 

responsibility for key services within local government. The 1941 Fire Services 

Act centralised services during the war but they were returned to County 

Borough and County Council control in 1947. However they were not returned 

to the 1,440 other local authorities that had administered fire services before 

1939 (See Smellie 1946). 

19 Chapter 5 examines the wartime regional arrangements in more detail. 
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Local hospitals that had transferred from the Boards of Guardians to local 
authorities in the Local Government Act (1929) were also removed from local 
authority contro 121 . The Fabian Society and the Labour Party had argued for the 
retention of a democratically elected health service through the municipal isation 
of hospitals, and the first White Paper on post-war health emphasized the need 
for local democratic responsibility and professional guidance. Health 
professionals objected to the proposal and persuaded Aneurin Bevan that 
health services should be directly run by Whitehall on the grounds that many 
local councils were too small to deliver an effective service and that a regional 
structure was required to deliver the Governments objectives. 

The Cabinet did not agree with the regional solution advocated by the medical 
associations but conceded that the 'flagship' policy of health service 
reorganisation could not wait for a structural review of local government. The 

result was a solution that introduced a number of local managing units into the 
health service which were unrelated to local government boundaries (Cited in 
Taylor A, 1995, p30). In 1948, the National Assistance Board was created to 
deal with the relief of destitution, which had been administered locally for three- 
hundred years. However, the provision of health visitors and home helps 

remained with county boroughs and county councils. Appendix 3 contains a 
table of local authority functions that were reorganised between 1944 - 1949. 

In 1920 The Desborough Committee on Police Services had reported that there 

were 48 police forces with less than 25 officers and a further 40 police forces 

with less than 50 officers. As a significantly delayed piece of legislation the 

Police Act 1945 abolished 47 police forces in non-county boroughs and 
transferred them to their county councils. Other significant redistribution of 

responsibility included the Electricity Act (1947) and the Gas Act (1948) through 

which local authorities lost their responsibility for gas and electricity provision to 

20 The Labour Government had only promised to establish a democratic health service, in The 
Future of Local Govemment The Labour Party's Post-war Policy, (1943), and not to establish it 
within a local government structure. 
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sub-regional/regional boardS21 . The use of regional boards, whilst not 
universally popular, had been relatively successful during the war and 
stimulated a debate within local and national government regarding potential 
benefits from the adoption of regional planning and co-ordination. 

The Labour Party pamphlet The Future of Local Government (1943) and the 
National Association of Local Government Officers' (NALGO) document Report 

of the NALGO Reconstruction Committee on the Reform of Local Govemment 

Structure (1943) highlighted the benefits that a limited range of regionally co- 

ordinated services might offer. The Labour Party and NALGO differed on the 
issue of whether any future regional structure should be based a tier above a 

single-tier or a two-tier structure of local government, although they agreed that 

the proposed post-war regional structures should be named Provincial Councils. 

The NALGO proposals advocated the introduction of single-tier (county 

borough) local authorities across England and that those local authorities 
boundaries should be based on natural communities. The proposals advocated 
the continued separation of town and country and separate local authorities 

should serve urban and rural areas unless there was sufficient community of 
interest to demand combination. Population size was recommended to be 

250,000 for each local authority, although NALGO accepted that a practical 

range should be between 100,000 - 500,000. In order to ensure that a local 

'voice' was maintained for residents of the single-tier local authorities it was 

proposed to introduce boroughs and districts within them, which could 

administer delegated functions and return local councillors. 

The NALGO recommendations were in effect a proposal to introduce a two-tier 

structure of local government across England and to abolish the system of 

county boroughs, but NALGO successfully marketed its proposals as the 

21 Receipts from trading made up nearly 30% of local authority income in 1945. By 1980 the 
figure had reduced to 2%, ensuring that local authorities were almost entirely dependent on a 
combination of rates and government grants (See Whitehead A, 1995, p3). 
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introduction of a new structure of single-tier local government (See Lipman 
1949). 

The Labour Party in 1943 had proposed that Provincial Councils could be 

introduced in England that would not have executive powers but could make 

recommendations to Government Departments, who would in turn take 
decisions that would be binding over local authorities. The services that were 
identified in the proposal included; Town and Country Planning, General 

Hospitals, Major Highway developments, Specialist and Technical Education, 

Main Drainage/Sewage Disposal, and Library provision. The recommendations 

also included a catch all "any other services whose adequate provision requires 

a larger population than the local authorities in the area can provide individually, 

or which would benefit from broad planning and co-ordination over wide areas" 
(Cited in Thornhill W, 1971, p70). 

The debate regarding regional government, local authority size, and local 

authority function was further stimulated towards the end of the Second World 

War, notably during the development of the Education Act in 1944. There 

remained little clarity within central government over the best allocation of 

functions to particular tiers of local government and to what constituted eligibility 

to provide a particular function. Some local authorities were large enough to 

administer local education services, but did not do so i. e. Rhondda (Population 

120,000) and Ilford (Population 180,000), whilst some boroughs had been 

allocated education services, but had populations of less than 60,000. 

The anomalies surrounding the responsibility of education were addressed by 

the Government within the Education Act (1944), although consideration was 

given by the Minister to the 'heartburning and distress' that would be caused by 

the removal of elementary education from municipal boroughs. Unlike Ministers 

before and after him, R. A. Butler" did not agree to the concessions demanded 

22 Even though much credit is given to the Labour Party for the post-war reforms the 1944 
Education Act had been developed by RA Butler, a Conservative, and the welfare state by a 
Liberal, Beveridge. 
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by the local authority associations, with the result that municipal boroughs and 
urban districts lost responsibility for elementary education, the number of 
Education Authorities reducing from 407 to 146. Butler recognised that if there 
began to be exceptions to the rule there would be a queue of municipal 
boroughs with cases to plead, declaring 

"There are great places ... which are of great magnitude and which have in themselves 
every possible quality for the exercise of educational duties. But if I depart from the firm 
basis upon which I stand in this Bill, where am I to stop? " (Butler R, Minister For 
Education, 1944, Cited in Lipman V, Op Cit, p229). 

The reorganisation of health services also highlighted the difficulties associated 

with multi-tiered local government, especially in compact urban and suburban 

areas. Many urban county borough's contained hospitals that provided services 

to residents outside of the county boroughs administrative area. Research 

evidence found that suburban residents living in a two-tier local government 

structure were being denied access to health services provided in their local 

town by county boroughs operating a 'protectionist' eligibility system, 

Southampton and Bournemouth gaining particular notoriety as a resu It23. 

Whilst the debate regarding regionalism intensified between central and local 

government, the local authority associations began to lobby for a review of local 

government structure. In 1943 a joint deputation from the Association of 

Municipal Corporations (AMC) and Association of County Councils (ACC) 

lobbied government to review local government structure, but apart from the 

AMC and ACC agreeing on the need for the creation of a boundary commission 

there was typically little agreement on anything else. Both organisations stuck to 

their general views on local government structure, but the ACC did move 

towards a limited recognition of the benefits of single-tier government in densely 

populated urban areas, and that town and country could be combined to form 

large local government units. 
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Proposals from the AMC advocated an increase in the area of county boroughs 
by 266 per cent, with an associated reduction in the population and rateable 
value of the counties by one-quarter. However an unusually pragmatic 
suggestion by the AMC, described as 'novel' by the Boundary Commissioners 
proposed the creation of a conurbation in Manchester in which county boroughs 
would relinquish their status to create a new two-tier county area wholly urban 
in character, with county districts to preserve local interests (Cited in Local 
Government Boundary Commission, 1946). 

Generally, the local government associations stuck to the scripts that they had 

used in previous reorganisations, the ACC arguing for an increase in the 

minimum size of county councils to a population of 100,000 and the abolition or 

merger of the fourteen councils below that figure (Association of County 

Councils, 1943). The 23 county boroughs with populations of less than 75,000 

were proposed by the ACC to become second-tier authorities and that new 

county boroughs would need to have a population greater than 125,000. The 

AMC proposed the introduction of single-tier local authorities across England 

without reference to existing boundaries and that urban and rural areas should 
be combined to form "A well balanced grouping of all classes in the social scale, 

and in which there is a reasonable spread of industry, commerce, residence 

and agriculture" (Memorandum on Reorganisation of Local Government, 1942, 

Municipal Review Cited in Smellie, Op Cit, p266). 

The Minister Without Portfolio (Sir William Jowitt) was not convinced of the need 

for a wholesale reorganisation of local government, and provided a very British 

view of reform 

"I am convinced that the reorganisation and development of the local government 

system must take place through a gradual process of trial and error rather than any 

wholesale demolition of foundations" (Ministry of Health file, 91047/1/2, Cited in Pearce, 

Op Cit, p58). 

23 The 1945 Hospital Survey found examples of county boroughs acting in the perceived 
interests of their residents at the expense of suburban/out of city patients. Home Counties 
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These sentiments were reflected in 1944 when the Minister for Health (Henry 
Willink) stated that he had no desire fundamentally to reorganise local 
government but that there was a need to improve the machinery of the Local 
Government Act (1933), as variations in size, population and rateable value of 
local authorities still varied significantly. In 24 county boroughs a1 penny rate 
raised less than E2000, whereas 29 others raised more than E4000, in 24 
counties a1 penny rate raised less than E40100, whereas in 25 others more than 
E8000 was raised, in 127 non-county boroughs a1 penny rate raised less than 
F-400, but in 116 it raised more than E800 (Cited in Local Govemment in 
England During the Period of Reconstruction, 1945, Part 1, p4). 

In 1947 county boroughs administered services for thirteen million people in 
England and Wales, whilst 28 million people lived within the two-tier system. 
Populations ranged in the county boroughs from 1,000,000 to 24,000 residents, 
whilst non-county boroughs ranged in population from 180,000 in the largest to 
less than 1,000 in the smallest (Cited in Gole G, 1947, p74). 

The newly elected" Labour Government announced that a structural review, 
rather than a review of both function and structure, could proceed, 

"After the war local authorities will have many new duties, in housing, education, health 
and physical reconstruction, and some have thought that (i) the present structure will 
prove inadequate for these tasks, wider areas of administration being necessary, and 
(ii) the reconstruction programme will place an impossible burden on local government 
finances. The Government have decided against any general recasting of the structure 
of local government, as it is not generally desired and would cause great delays. The 
Government will not perpetuate the war-time system of Regional Commissioners, 
though certain departments may maintain localized staffs, etc; it is opposed to the 
creation of directly elected regional authorities and to any general centralizing of 
essentially local service" (Cited in Cole, lbid, p4). 

The Government's proposals formed the White Paper Local Government in 

England and Wales During the Period of Reconstruction (1945). The Local 

Government (Boundary Commission) Act (1945) was created to examine and 

streamline the existing structure of local government based on counties and 

Region, 1945, Cited in Lipman V (1949), p231. 
24 The Labour Party received 48% of the vote and secured a majority of MP's, even though 6 
years later it would secure 48.8% and lose the election. 
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county boroughs, rather than to be a wider review of local government purpose 
and function. Lipman (1949) described the establishment of the Boundary 
Commission (1945) as "a decisive point in the history of local government, the 
Commission providing the machinery necessary for a complete revision of 
areas and boundaries, raising the hope that an entirely new administrative map 
of local government may be the result" (Cited in Joseph Rowntree Foundation, 
1997, p14). 

Self P (1950) argued that there was a need for a different type of local 

government for the six big population centres of: Greater London, Tyneside, 
Merseyside, Manchester, Birmingham, and the West Riding. Post-war 
Manchester was a county borough with a population of 750,000, but within eight 
miles lived a further two million people, governed by six county-boroughs, three 

county councils, nineteen non-county boroughs and 39 urban districts (Self P, 
1950, pl 6). The primary task of the Commission (1945) was therefore to ensure 
that local authorities were effective and convenient units. 

The Boundary Commission was specifically instructed not to examine regional 
structures or solutions, as the 

"system would involve the establishment of directly elected bodies to administer certain 
services over areas larger than those of counties and county boroughs, and would 
introduce a two-tiered system in county boroughs and possibly a three-tiered system in 

counties. This is a matter on which the local government associations have shown a 

unanimity which is in marked contrast to the diversity of their views on other possible 
lines of development" (Boundary Commission for England Guidance Cited in Self P, 

lbid, p6). 

The Commission was given powers to examine the boundaries of lower tier 

authorities in the two-tier systeM25 and the Minister was given powers to review 

the boundaries of county boroughs and county councils. The Commission was 

25 Restrictions were placed on the Boundary Commission in Middlesex, due to a substantial part 
of the county area being eligible for establishment as county boroughs. Also the London County 
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also empowered to recommend the creation of county boroughs where district 
councils had Populations of more than 100,000, and the extension or alteration 
of the boundaries of existing county boroughs and county councils. 

Notable exceptions to the powers of the Commission included local government 
in London and in the County of Middlesex, largely because most authorities in 
Middlesex had sufficient populations to become county boroughs and could 
"destroy the county government" if they did so (Local Government in England 
and Wales During the Period of Reconstruction, Op Cit, p 18). In a show of 
continuing respect for the system of Royal Charters the Boundary Commission 
was also prevented from reviewing authorities with 'borough' status. 

The Commission had been established as an executive body rather than an 
advisory one and therefore was empowered to create Parliamentary Orders 

rather than to make recommendations to the Minister. The purpose of creating 
an executive body was two-fold, firstly recommendations had to become part of 
a Parliamentary Order and therefore could either be challenged or accepted. 
Secondly it ensured that the Minister was not personally involved in the 
business of bringing forward recommendations for change and would not be the 

subject (any more than any other MP) of lobbying by vested interests. To 

ensure that the review would have a clear end date it was proposed that once a 
Parliamentary Order had been made a ten-year moratorium would come into 
force on further structural reviews in that area in order to give the structure of 
local government some time in which to consolidate itself. 

Unlike earlier reviews of local government, Ministers issued clear guidance to 

the reviewing organisations. Recommended population sizes were provided and 
the Commission and its Chair, Malcolm Trustram Eve, was empowered to 

consider authorities for demotion, i. e. county councils with populations below 

Council area was excluded as a review was believed to be 'inopportune. Cited in 
http: //www. bopcris. ac. uk/bopl940/reflO6. html, Accessed 2004. 
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100,000 (The ACC's recommended figure) and county boroughs below 75,000 - 
although that figure was challenged by the AMC". 

The AMC protested that the population size of 75,000 was too high and 
focussed its argument on the importance of tradition within English public life. 
County boroughs including Exeter, Bath, Lincoln, Doncaster and nine others 
had populations below 75,000 but above 60,000. Whilst the AMC recognised 
that some county boroughs would belost it argued that it could not support the 
demotion of major historical centres of local government. After a period of 
lobbying, the Government accepted the argument put forward by the AMC and 
agreed on the lower population of 60,000 as the point at which an automatic 
demotion would be considered. 

Eight other factors were recommended to the Commission for consideration 

when undertaking the reviews; community of interest, development or 

anticipated development, economic and industrial characteristics, financial 

resources, physical features, record of administration, shape and size of the 

area, and the wishes of the inhabitants (Cited in Pearce C, Op Cit, p67). 

Procedural advice was issued to the Commission and included directions on 

consultation 27 and the collection of demographic information, working with the 

affected local authorities and informal consultation with them. The Commission 

was then instructed to publish draft recommendations for each review area and 

supply them to local authorities, with explanations of how the conclusions had 

been reached. 

26 The AMC argued that the original legislation stated that county boroughs should not be 
considered for demotion to district status if they had populations greater than 60,000 and 
therefore the guidance to the Boundary Commission (1945) needed to reflect legislation and not 
the wishes of the Minister. (See also Lancashire County Council Vs Sec of State, 1995). 
27 During the three years of the review the Boundary Commission (1945) held 1,300 
conferences with local authorities (Cited in Pearce C, Op Cit). 
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The Commission found that the guidance issued to it by Ministers was overly 

restrictive as thereview areas were based on existing county or county 
boroughs, rather than on the best areas for the purpose of local administration. 
In its Second Annual Report (1947) the Boundary Commission stated 

'We have definitely reached the conclusion that, in many areas - and these cover the 

great bulk of the population - our present powers and instructions do not permit the 
formation of local government units as effective and convenient as in our opinion they 

should be ... Our experience also confirms the statement made recently in Parliament by 

the Minister for Health (Aneurin Bevan); "everyone who knows about local government 
feels it is nonsense to talk about functions and boundaries separately. They have to be 

taken together". We have no jurisdiction over functions" (Boundary Commission for 

England, 1945, cited in Chisholm M, 2000, P8) 

The Commission worked on the twin principles that single-tier administrative 

units should have a population range between 200,000 and 500,000 and two- 

tier units between a population of 200,000 to one million. A new approach was 

also taken by the Commission (1945) in relation to the larger urban areas that 

resided within the two-tier system, but which were not county boroughs. It was 

proposed that these authorities (with a population between 60,000 and 200,000) 

should become 'most purpose' authorities. They would deliver many county 

council functions such as education, but they would remain lower-tier authorities 

under their county council. The model had worked well with county as 'foreman' 

to the districts work (Municipal Joumal, September 11 1942, p226) under the 

Public Health and Housing Act (1936), which ensured that the boroughs and 

districts were the principal authorities for service delivery, but that they had to 

inform the county of what they were doing and how they were doing it. 

In its Second Annual Report (1947), the Boundary Commission reported that 

the causes of local government weakness "were the unsuitability of many areas 

in size and population ... there were constant conflicts over boundary 

adjustments and there were overlapping of functions" (Boundary Commission 

for England, 1945, Cited in Clarke J, 1955, p212). The Commission also 
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recognised that whilst single-tier government was the ideal, that two-tier 
administration was a practical solution for much of England and Wales, 

"A one- tier system of local government, in which all local government services are 
controlled by one council is simple, intelligible and concentrates the interest of the 
electors. But for efficiency different services require different sizes of area and different 

populations, so that outside large towns two-tier government is preferable. The 

efficiency of a two-tier system depends on the proper allocation of functions between 
the two tiers and a distinction between the powers which each exercise autonomously 
and those for securing collaboration between the two tiers include delegation, which 
though valuable depends for success on mutual confidence and is less effective than 

autonomous provision by an authority of an appropriate size" (Boundary Commission 

for England, 1947, p4). 

Four of the Commission's members favoured the downgrading to district status 

of three-quarters of the County Boroughs, (whereas the fifth member favoured 

the expansion of the County Borough system), and a number of changes to 

local government functions. Given that a review of function was not a power 

allocated to the Commission it reported that it could not proceed with the 

development of Parliamentary Orders until Parliament had approved its 

recommendations, including those on function. 

The Boundary Commission's provisional recommendations relating to local 

government included the establishment of three main classes of local 

authorities; counties, county boroughs and county districts. Recommendations 

proposed to divide England into 68 counties, of which 21 would be based on 

single-tier county boroughS28 . The remaining 47 counties would operate a two- 

tier structure containing districts and 63 'new county boroughswhose status 

and functions would be half-way between that of a district and a county/county 

borough. 

The two-tier counties were proposed to have a population range of 200,000 - 

one million and would require the amalgamation of smaller county councils 

28 A reduction of 59 county boroughs. 
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including Rutland, Westmorland, East and West Suffolk and the abolition of 
single-tier authorities in Lancashire. However, the consequence of the proposed 
amalgamations and the Commissions inability to recommend change to 
boundaries would have resulted in eight of the recommended two-tier 
authorities having a population greater than the one million maximum. 

The single-tier counties were proposed to have a population of between 
200,000 - 500,000 and to be made up of former county boroughs, although 
significant exceptions to that rule were evident, including Birmingham with a 
population in excess of one million and Derby City with a population of only 
140,000. In Hampshire the recommendations proposed an extended Borough of 
Southampton - eastwards to the River Hamble (part of Eastleigh District) and 
westwards to the River Test (Test Valley District), and an extended City of 
Portsmouth incorporating the districts of Havant, East Hampshire and parts of 
Fareham. 

The 'new county boroughs' had been proposed to have a population of between 

60,000 - 200,000 and would have included the boroughs of Poole, Swindon, 

Worthing and Luton. The new county boroughs were recommended to have the 

functions of a normal district but also to include: education, health, social 

services and classified roads. Other notable recommendations included the 

rejection of the earlier Royal Commissions (1937) recommendations for regional 
local government in Tyneside and instead recommended the establishment of a 

single-tier Newcastle and two-tier Durham and Northumberland. 

By adopting such an outwardly non-partisan approach to the review of local 

government structure the Commission found itself vulnerable to criticism from 

all sides in local and central government. The ACC did not support the 

Commission's recommendations as the proposals recommended the abolition 

of Lancashire County Council and the West Riding of Yorkshire County Council. 

The AMC found itself unable to comment in detail on the recommendations due 

to internal wrangling between its county and non-county boroughs, but 
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observed "that they were designed merely for the aggrandisement of county 
councils at the expense of the county boroughs" (Kerry J, 1994, p200), and that 
conurbations should not be placed within a two-tier system (Association of 
Municipal Corporations, July 1954, p9). 

Self (1950) observed that the absence of consensus between the local 
government associations was 

A kind of Balkan struggle lebensraum between the counties and the county boroughs, 
each trying to get an adequate area and resources. It is obvious that in this struggle 
neither side can be the winner - so long as the status of each and every county or 
county borough which now exists is regarded as sacrosanct" (Self P, 1950, p1O). 

Both the ACC and AMC required time to develop detailed responses and in 
1947 the four main local authority associations agreed on a framework for 
discussion of the Boundary Commission's proposals. With the Government 

nearing the end of its term in office and the Boundary Commission unable to 

recommend changes to the functions of local administration the Government 

was faced with a range of difficult options. It could either restart the review and 
empower the Boundary Commission to review functions, empower the 
Boundary Commission to review regions or it could abandon the review. 

The Government decided to abandon the review under the Local Government 

Boundary Commission (Dissolution) Act (1949), without any alterations to local 

government structure having taken place. At the Local Government 

Associations' talks on the Commission's proposals the traditional 

disagreements resurfaced and after five years of discussions with little 

substantive agreement being reached the AMC was asked to leave the talks in 

1952 (See Kerry J, Op Cit, pl 98). 

The abandonment of the 1945 review was a setback to local government 

reformers who had likened the Boundary Commission (1945) to the reforming 

bodies of the 1 gth Century. Lipman (1947) observed 
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"The present Commissioners' predecessors of 1887 produced, in a remarkably short 
time, a thorough and, in some ways, strikingly bold scheme of reorganisation: their 
recommendations were not implemented and their work is now forgotten. The 1945 Act 
has aimed to prevent the recurrence of such a phenomenon by giving the 
Commissioners executive powers. In this way, the weakness which made the work of 
1887 ineffective might be avoided" (Lipman V, Op Cit, p250). 

The Minister for Health stated during the debate to wind up the Commission that 
"the correct procedure was for the Government themselves to accept the 

responsibility of examining the whole position, and of ultimately bringing forward 

their own proposals" (Commons Hansard, 2 November 1949, Col 516, p7l 
Cited in Pearce C, Op Cit). This attitude reflected a fundamental change in the 

way that future reviews of local government would be handled. In place of an 
independent commission, directly laying bills before Parliament, it was proposed 
that a commission should only make recommendations to a Minister, who would 

negotiate with the relevant interested parties and then make recommendations 
to Parliament. Whilst such a process had an individual 'where the buck could 

stop' aspect, it also ensured that a Minister would individually become the focus 

for criticism and lobbying during a reorganisation of local government. 

That the direct involvement of a Ministerhad repeatedly proven to be one of the 

major problems of earlier (and later) reviews appears not to have influenced the 

decision to withdraw the legislative independence of local government 

commissions. Whilst the co rpo ratist/co nsen s us- based hegemony existing 

immediately after the Second World War influenced many decision making 

processes, it did not take into account the entrenched suspicions that existed 

between the tiers of local government and their belief that one would inevitably 

come to dominate the other. 

The net effect of abandoning the 1945 review of local government was that a 

number of potential county boroughs were left operating within a two-tier 

system. Local authorities, including Poole, had Bills to become a county 
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borough promoted, but had them either defeated or withdrawn by the 
Government, as applications for structural change were instructed to wait until a 
wider review of local government structure could begin. 

With the election of the Conservative Government in 1951 the Minister for 
Housing and Local Government (Duncan Sandys) announced to the local 

government associations in 1954 that they should agree a new framework for 

reviewing local government. The agreement of a framework was a prerequisite 

of any review of local government structure and would only take place if did not 
involve the wholesale abolition of either single-tier or two-tier local government. 
This caveat had been included as the local authority associations had by this 

time earned themselves a reputation for being partisan and predictable, being 

compared to 'Kilkenny cats' (Cited in Smellie K, Op Cit, p143). 

The prospect of yet another 'tinkering around the edges' review of local 

government was not universally welcomed - 

so far no government, no party, no Parliament has shown any readiness to grapple with 

the problem or to do anything except run away from the fearful wrath which is supposed 

to await any Ministry which attempts to lay hands on local authorities in their present 

state of imperfection" (Robson, 1954, Cited in Game, 1994, p36). 

However, in an uncharacteristic consensus, the local authority associations 

agreed on a formula that accepted that fundamental change was not required 

and that the existing system could be made to work well. The formula became 

the basis of three White Papers on Local Government Reform in 1956. 

After a period of negotiation between the Conservative Minister and the local 

government associations an appendix was drafted to the White Paper Local 

Government. - Areas and Status of Local Authorities in England and Wales 

(1956). A key proposal within the appendix was that a range of functions could 

be delegated downwards by county councils to larger districts and that this 

delegation could be compulsory rather than voluntary. County councils including 
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Lancashire, Hampshire, Bedfordshire and Essex had voluntarily delegated 

responsibility for highways and education to second tier authorities Prior to the 
Local Government Act (1929) and this form of agreement had enabled local 

provision of services, whilst maintaining the (un-evidenced) benefits of county- 
wide co-ordination. 

The White Paper (1956) also proposed that eligibility for county borough status 

should be revised to include only areas with a population greater than 

100,00029 , and only from those authorities that could meet the subjective criteria 

of being able to "discharge effectively and conveniently the functions of a 

County Borough" (Areas and Status of Local Authorities in England and Wales 

July 31,1956 Cmnd. 9831, pp 13 - 15). However, the White Paper included a 

caveat to enable small local authorities to seek county borough status "An 

authority with a population of less than 100,000 
... should show exceedingly 

good reason to justify promotion" (Areas and Status of Local Authorities in 

England and Wales, lbid, pl 7). 

Two further White Papers were published by the Government, Local 

Government: Functions of County Councils and County Districts in England and 

Wales (1956) and Local Government Finance (England and Wales) (1957). The 

White Papers formed the Local Government Act (1958) that proposed to create 

a new boundary commission to review proposals to eliminate smaller 

authorities, delegate powers to lower tiers of local government and to increase 

local governments financial independence through the introduction of the 

general grant. 

The Local Government Commissions for England and Wales were created as 

independent commissions with a responsibility for reviewing function as well as 

boundaries (in conurbations), whilst taking account of 'effective and convenient 

local government, and nine other factors: 

29 A population greater than 125,000 in conurbations. 
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1- community of interest 
2. development and expected development 
3. economic and industrial characteristics 
4. financial resources measured in relation to financial need 
5. physical features including suitable boundaries 
6. population: its size, distribution and characteristics 
7. records of administration of the local authorities concerned 
8. size and shape of the areas of local government 
9. wishes of the inhabitants 
(Cited in Joseph Rowntree Foundation, 1997, P4). 

The Local Government Commission (1958) did not have executive powers and 
was obliged to submit proposals to the Minister, who had the power to accept, 

amend or reject them. In addition, the Minister was empowered to bring forward 

recommendations, independently of the Commission, and to consult on them 

prior to placing them. before Parliament. 

Having learnt from the constraints of the earlier Boundary Commission (1945) 

the new guidance to the Boundary Commission (1958) enabled it to review 

regional and sub-regional areas, and was also empowered to form its own 

views as to what constituted such an area". This discretion had been 

introduced to assist the Commission but in practice resulted in it arbitrating on 

the minutiae of boundary disputes between districts and counties, for example 

whether Lyme Regis should remain in Dorset or be moved into Devon. 

For County Councils and County Boroughs the 1958 review was broadly similar 

to that of 1945, in that areas could be promoted, demoted, amalgamated or 

have their boundaries amended. However, a significant difference from previous 

reviews was that potential county boroughs that were unsuccessful in gaining 

30 The County Borough of Southampton applied through powers enabled in the legislation to 
change the administrative county of Hampshire's title from the'County of Southampton' to 
'County of Hampshire'on 1 April 1959. 
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single-tier status could not reapply for review for fifteen years, a measure 
intended to impose stability on local government (Cited in Pearce, Op Cit, p74). 

The process that the 1958 Commission followed began with a review of each 
area and an invitation to local authorities and organisations to submit their views 
and then to hold public meetings to discuss the proposals. The Commission 
was then to forward brief recommendations to the local authorities and 
organisations affected and invite comments on them, after which it would draft 
its final recommendations and forward them to the Minister of Housing and 
Local Government. The Minister would then publish the final recommendations 
and receive comments on them. 

Should a local authority be recommended for abolition it could object and force 
the Minister to hold a public enquiry, although the Minister was not obliged to 
hold public enquiries for all objectionS31. Once the process was complete, the 
Minister was to then place an Order before Parliament for approval. Once the 

upper-tier local authority boundaries hadbeen confirmed the Commission was 
then to commence a review of lower-tier local authorities and follow the process 
through to the receipt of Parliamentary approval. 

The Commission had wider powers in the 'special review areas' of Tyneside, 

West Yorkshire, South East Lancashire, Merseyside and the West Midlands, 

where it was empowered to propose that the range of functions between the 

tiers could be different from the rest of the country (See also Richards, 1975a). 

The ability of the Commission to recommend boundary extensions led to 

accusations from the ACC of a bias in favour of county boroughs. During the 

review of Bath the Commission was first accused of deciding that Bath should 

remain a county borough and then recommending a reorganisation of the City's 

boundaries in order to increase the City's population to the eligible size (Cited in 

Jones G, 1963, p187). The Commission's survey of Nottingham also resulted in 

31 Earlier hindrances to a thorough review of ýlocal administration were not addressed for 
example Boroughs were exempt from abolition but could be downgraded to become similar to a 

, parish council, but with responsibility for the powers granted under their charters. 
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a recommendation for the enhancement of boundaries, even though none of the 
local authorities in the area had put forward such an option. 

Guidance to the Commission had been issued on the subject of county borough 

expansion, where such expansion would include part of an urban area under 
the two-tier system. Regulation 11 stated that in such situations the 
Commission should consider not just whether the area was a continuation of the 
built up urban environment but whether the area "has closer and more special 
links with it than those which necessarily arise from mere proximity.. and the 

effects on local government organisation in the county and county districts 

affected". Regulation 11 calmed county council fears that suburban areas would 

automatically become parts of county boroughs and forced expansionist county 
boroughs into having to prove their case for expansion. 

Guidance was also issued on 'community of interest, but the Commission gave 
these criteria secondary importance to that of 'continuity of area )32 . The 

community of interest criteria used were 'effective' links including journey to 

work patterns, shopping and entertainment, migration, history, tradition and 

social habits. However, in the East Midland Review Area the Commission 

declared its unease about the use of effective community and the way county 
boroughs were using the data to justify boundary extensions, stating that 

"To accept all these claims, would logically entail putting Brighton into London. Thus, it 

is apparently a waste of time for a county borough to undertake sociological research to 

discover the area for which it is the natural centre and to hope that the Commission will 

grant that area or even a substantial part of it to the county borough" (Boundary 

Commission, 1958, Cited in Jones G, lbid, p184). 

The county borough's position was based on the belief that suburban residents 

should contribute towards the cost of the services they used, (and which county 

boroughs provided) and that "the return of the emigrant population would 

32 With the notable exception of the West Midlands Review. 
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ensure a more balanced distribution of the classes within the towns (Jones G, 
Op Cit, pl 77). 

The county boroughs argued that extensions of their boundaries would also 
make for more efficient and convenient local government, and that their existing 
boundaries created confusion within the suburban population as to who was 
responsible for which services. The ACC responded by stating that "those very 
people that had moved into the suburbs to escape the county borough would be 
dragged back reluctantly to be burdened with higher rates, yet having fewer 

representatives" (Jones G, I bid, pl 78). 

The Commission's recommendations were based on its belief that single-tier 
local government was suitable for urban areas and two-tier local government for 
"the remaining part of the county", but that the "county councils and not the 

county borough councils should be the guardians of the green belt" (West 

Midlands Special Review Area Report, 1961, pl 9). The Commission justified its 

view on the basis of population migration away from the county boroughs. 

Younger families, needing a house and garden, with space for the children, and most 

often in the higher income groups, were moving out of the big towns. As a result the 

county boroughs are beginning to lose variety in the social and economic make up of 
their populations. This is bad for the vigour of local government and reduces the supply 

of voluntary leadership of all kinds. It means that the larger authorities have difficulty in 

finding councillors of sufficient calibre to make the best use of the authorities 

potentialities, while first class people who have moved to the outer areas either take no 
interest in local government or find themselves, as members of the smaller authorities, 

with too little scope for their abilities". Plymouth expressed concern at the loss of its 

younger citizens to the suburbs beyond the boundaries, it would make for healthier local 

government if those whose work and social interests were in the city had a share in its 

government (West Midlands Special Review Area Report, Ibid, p1 9). 

The 1929 review of local government had been plagued by problems arising 

from a lack of clear guidance and the experience of the earlier review informed 

the guidance issued to the 1945 Boundary Commission, which was issued with 
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significantly clearer and more guidance than its predecessors. The 1958 review 
of local government however became bogged down as a result of the volume of 
guidance that was issued to it and then shortly afterwards by a stream of legal 

challenges as to how the guidance should be interpreted and implemented. The 
West Midlands review began in 1959 but was not concluded until 1966, during 

which time the Minister's recommendations had been delayed in judicial reviews 
and Court of Appeal hearings for three years. 

The Tyneside review had begun in 1960 and suffered from a lack of local 

consensus with the result that it was abandoned in 1967 after a subsequent 

review body (Royal Commission on Local Government in England 1966) 
decided that it wished to undertake a new review with a clean slate 33 

. The 

Tyneside review had included the county boroughs of Gateshead, Newcastle 

upon Tyne, South Shields and Tynemouth, part of County Durham, part of 
Northumberland, and the urban districts of Gosforth, Longbenton and Newburn. 

These areas (and subsequently Sunderland) were to form the metropolitan 

county of Tyne and Wear in 1974, more or less the same as the ignored 

recommendations put forward by the Boundary Commissionin 1961. 

The Commission's credibility was also undermined in 1963 during the review of 

Manchester and Merseyside "special review areas" when the Minister refused 

its request to expand the review area to include the hinterland (Warrington, St 

Helens and Wigan) between the two cities, although the newly elected Labour 

Minister (Richard Crossman) in 1965 allowed minor expansions to be included 

in the review (Cited in Wood B, 1976, p54). 

As the 1958 review progressed the local authority associations intensified their 

lobbying and increasingly the ACC publicly criticised the work of the 

33 The LGC (1958) recommended in 1961 that part of the administrative counties of Durham and 
Northumberland, and the county boroughs of Gateshead, Newcastle-upon-Tyne, South Shields 
and Tynemouth be reorganized into one continuous county for Tyneside made up of four 
boroughs and suggested the division of responsibilities between the new county council and the 
boroughs. Local Government Commission for England: report and proposals for the Tyneside 

special review area, 1961, Cited in Richards P, (1975a). 
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Commission, eventually lobbying for its demise in 1963, just as the 
Commission's early work was being enacted through the Local Government Act 
(1963). The ACC argued that the Commission was working almost exclusively 
to the benefit of county and non-county boroughs. However, on subsequent 
examination the criticism was unjustified as the ACC had explicitly agreed to the 
process the review should follow and in practice the county boroughs were 
going to collectively lose as much as they were going to gain. In addition the 
Commission had "refused to support the county boroughs claims to areas which 
contained a substantial part of the county's population and rateable value, and 
which were the administrative centres and bases for county services" (Jones G, 
Op Cit, p183). 

The LGC carried on with its work during the early 1960's and by 1965 had 

submitted proposals for approximately two-thirds of England, although 

recommendations for key areas such as the Southern and South-Eastern 

review were never published. The Commission's troubled existence continued 

when the chairman (Sir Henry Hancock) died and a commissioner resigned, 
both events contributing towards the frustration and lack of confidence that the 

Government had with the review process and with local government14 . The 

Labour Minister (Richard Crossman) later noted, "the more I looked at what the 

Commission has been doing, the more futile I found their work" (Crossman R, 

1975, Cited in Elcock et al, 1994, p75). 

Labour had returned to power in 1964 and Crossman announced to the 

conference of the Association of Municipal Corporations in 1965 that a more 

wide-ranging and fundamental review of local government was required, 

"the whole structure of local government is out of date, that our county borough and 

county councils as at present organised are archaic institutions whose size and 

structure make them increasingly ill-adapted to fulfilling the immensely important 

functions with which they are charged. The greatest obstacle, in fact, which prevents 
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efficient councils from retaining public confidence is the obsolete constitutional 
framework within which they had to operate" (Crossman R, 1965, Cited in Richards, Op 
Cit, p43). 

In 1965, the Boundary Commission for Wales (1958) concluded, in a statement 
reminiscent of the Commissioners in 1945, that it could not address the 
fundamental problems facinglocal government, noting, 

"Boundaries cannot reasonably be divorced from functions or from finance. We have 
tried faithfully to carry out the task assigned to us. We venture to believe that, within the 
limits imposed upon us, our recommendations are deserving of serious consideration. 
But we cannot help wondering whether, had we been allowed to consider at least the 
redistribution of functions, we might have not done a better job ... That'we were not 

, permitted to consider the redistribution of functions was, we believe, for reasons we 
have already stated, a serious mistake, and was, in fact, a disservice to Wales" (Cited 
in Chisholm M, 2000, p8). 

The Commission was wound up under the Local Government (Termination of 
Reviews) Act (1967) and in Westminster a fresh approach to the reform of local 

government was widely expected. The 1958 review had established three new 
county boroughs; Luton, Solihull and Torbay, and County Borough status had 

been withdrawn from Croydon, East Ham and West Ham. In 1967, this left local 

government in England administered by 82 County Boroughs, 58 County 

Councils, 276 non-county Boroughs, 547 Urban Districts, and 473 Rural 

Districts, a structure largely unchanged from 1894. 

The 1958 Commission had succeeded with a range of minor boundary changes 
to county councils, but most of its proposals had been rejected by the 

Conservative Minister, including its proposal to amalgamate Rutland into the 

County of Leicestershire. The enduring success of Rutland in retaining its 

administrative independence from Leicestershire could not be attributed to 

functional arguments, but was based on the strengths of its 'historic rights' and 

34 The Government independently and in parallel to the ongoing review of local government 
reorganised major services. The number of water authorities reduced from 884 to 259, and Roy 
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rural independence. In rejecting the Commission's recommendations Rutland 
was described as having a unique case by Keith Joseph (Minister for Housing 
and Local Government 1962 - 64), although that view arguably contributed to 
the lack of credibility that the Commission commanded. 

During 1964 a Committees of Enquiry was established which reported that local 
authorities were too large and were too remote from the electorate 35 

. The report 
critically compared English local authority: councillor ratios with those in Europe 

and North America and reported that in America and Ireland a large council 
might have 15 councillors, whereas in England most single-tier authorities had 
in excess of 50. The report suggested that there was a consequential 
relationship in electoral participation with European countries generally 
exceeding 60% voter turnout in local elections, whereas in England participation 
rarely exceeded 45% of the electorate. 

Party control of local authorities was also highlighted as a contributory factor to 

the selection of poor councillors, as appointment to committees were often 

made because of loyalty or time served rather than on ability. In 1945 90% of 
County Boroughs were estimated to run on party lines, as were 80% of Non- 

County Boroughs, 75% of Urban Districts, 34% of County Councils and 23% of 
Rural Distri CtS36. 

In 1965 Crossman proposed to establish a new Royal Commission on Local 

Government that would contain individuals so well respected and non-partisan 
that whatever their recommendations they would be accepted by the local 

government associations. The Minister also proposed that a new Royal 

Commission would start with a clean sheet and make use of the wide range of 

information collected by its predecessor. 

Jenkins reduced the number of Police forces from 117 to 49. 
3 '5 A second Committee of Enquiry regarding the retention of officers and Members 
recommended that there was too much scrutiny by elected Members of routine decisions taken 
by officers, with the consequence that Members did not have enough time to involve themselves 
in more strategic issues. 
36 Cited in Smellie K, (1946), p124, Op Cit. 
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A new Local Government Commission (1966) was formed under the chair of 
Lord Redcliffe-Maud, who had just completed an enquiry into local authority 
efficiency and it was believed by the government would recommend solutions 
that were complementary to it (Ministry of Housing and Local Government, 
1967). The Redcliffe-Maud Commission (1966) was empowered to review and 
recommend solutions to the structure and function of local authorities, however 
Chisholm (2000) noted that a third key ingredient in local government review, 
finance, was not included within the Commission's remit. The Terms of 
reference stated 

"To consider the structure of local government in England, outside Greater London, in 
relation to its existing functions; and to make recommendations for authorities and 
boundaries, and for functions and their division, having regard to the size and the 
character of areas in which these can be most effectively exercised and the needs to 
sustain a viable system of democracy" (Guidance to the Local government Commission 
Cited in Chisholm, Op Cit, p139). 

The 1966 review of local government began with central government 
departments being invited to recommend an optimum population size for local 

authorities. Government Departments favoured between 30 to 40 local 

authorities in England, the Ministry of Transport was not specific but requested 

a reduction to between 30 - 40 of the 823 highways authorities and 1,190 

parking authorities. The Department of Education and Science recommended a 

minimum population of 500,000, but stated it would accept 300,000 in rural 

areas. The Ministry of Health suggested a population minimum of 200,000, but 

preferred a higher figure whenever possible. The Treasury wanted the 

introduction of single-tier, all-purpose authorities, whilst the Ministry of Housing 

and Local Government was less specific, but proposed that there was a 

continuing need for second tier authorities (See also Richards, Op Cit, p44). 

Whilst the Government did not seek to impose a blueprint for local government 

onto Redcliffe-Maud, it made it clear that there was not to be a reduction in the 

number of local government units to below 30. The Government believed that 
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any fewer than 30 local authorities could result in the establishment of regional 
organisations with sufficient resources to challenge central government if they 
wished to. 

The Commission's report (Report of the Royal Commission on Local 
Government 1966 - 69,1969) recommended that England should be divided 
into 61 new local government areas, each incorporating elements of town and 
country and that the majority of the new local authorities (58) should be single- 
tier. The proposed 61 authorities were to be grouped in eight provinces, each 
with its own provincial council, (which would replace Economic Planning 
Councils) and would be responsible for making recommendations direct to 

central government on economic development and planning issues. The 

functions of the proposed Provincial Councils were to include the supervision of 
Higher Education, Strategic Planning and cultural events. The model that was 

proposed for the establishment of the eight Provincial Councils would have 

resulted in their membership being selected from a pool of councillors from 

lower-tier authorities, rather than by direct election. 

The administrative map of England that was recommended was intended to 

reflect recognised economic and social areas and to be flexible regarding size 

and demography. Halifax was recommended as one of the 58 single-tier 

authorities and had a population of 195,000, whereas as the recommendation 
for Sheffield/South Yorkshire contained a population greater than one million. 

The Commission was reluctant to recommend single-tier authorities with a 

population greater than one million due to the likelihood that the local authorities 

would not be truly'local'. In areas in which the Commission did not believe it 

appropriate to have single-tierlocal authorities it recommended a two-tier 

structure similar to that which had been established in London in 1963. 
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There were three proposed two-tier areas; West Midlands, Merseyside and 
SELNEC37 , each with responsibility for: planning, transportation, water supply, 
sewerage, refuse disposal, Police, Fire and Ambulance services and joint 
responsibility with lower-tier authorities for housing and recreation. 

Lower-tier local authorities were recommended to have responsibility for the 

major personal services including education and social services and signalled a 
fundamental change regarding the allocation of functions within local 

government. From 1890 personal services had tended to be either allocated to 

the upper-tier or to be transferred to them. Redcliffe-Maud recommended the 

reverse: a two-tier structure of local government in metropolitan/urban 

conurbations with personal services in the lower-tier and a single-tier structure 
in rural/urban areas. 

Redcliffe-Maud (1966) proposed that local democracy would be maintained 
through the retention of elected local councils based on existing districts, 

boroughs and parishes, but that such councils would not have responsibility for 

service provision. The local council's primary responsibility would be as a voice 

for local opinion within each unitary authority, which in turn could then make that 

voice heard at the provincial council level. The single-tier local authorities that 

were proposed were unusual in that they if they had been implemented as they 

were proposed, would have had a tier of local councils 'below' and 'above' 

them, and would have been more accurately referred to as most-purpose local 

authorities. 

The recommendations were based on the model of the 'city region ', which had 

been developed in North America and was popular in the Ministry of Housing 

and Local Government (See Nash F, 1999). A city region was "one or more 

cities or big towns surrounded by a number of lesser towns and villages set in 

rural areas" (Report of the Royal Commission on Local Government 1966 - 69, 

37 South-East Lancashire and North-East Cheshire. 
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1969, p27)38 

. The City-region was proposed to be a single-tier authority, based 

on the county 'borough model that the Commission believed was an efficient 
and desirable structure to adopt, but which contained the capacity to 

accommodate lower-tier authorities. The Royal Commission stated, 

"there is great strength in the all-purpose authority; and this has been shown in the 
County Borough councils. Not all of them have exploited their potential to the full, partly 
because their areas have been inadequate, partly because their organisation has been 

fragmented. But where a County Borough council under strong leadership has co- 

ordinated its services and set out to achieve objectives through the use of all its powers 
it has been the most effective local government unit we have known" (Report of the 

Royal Commission on Local Government 1966 - 69, lbid, para 252). 

Redcliffe-Maud published the 10 principles it proposed to use in order to identify 

eligibility for the new local authorities: 

1. Areas must be so defined that they enable citizens and their elected 

representatives to have a sense of common purpose. 

2. Areas must be based upon the interdependence of town and country. 

3. In each part of the country, all services concerned with the physical 

environment must be in the hands of one authority. 

4. All personal services must also be in the hands of one authority. 

5. If possible physical and personal services should be in the hands of the 

same authority. 
6. Authorities must be bigger than most County Boroughs and all County 

, Districts. 

7. The population of each authority would vary but be greater than 250,000. 

8. The population should not be greater than 1,000,000 for personal services. 

9. Where an area for physical services is greater than that recommended for 

personal services a single authority would not be appropriate. 

38 The ancient Greek view defined an administrative area in terms of the distance which one 

could travel in one day, from the outermost region to the centre, conducting one's public 
business, and being back by nightfall. Cited in Nash F, 1999, p1l 0). 
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10. Wherever the case for change is in doubt local traditions and loyalties 
should be respected and the strengths of existing service provision as going 
concerns should be respected. 

The report was also notable in that one of the Commissioners (Derek Senior) 
dissented from the majority recommendations of the LGC and published a 
'Memorandum of Dissent', longer than the recommendations of the majority 
group". Richards (1975a) found that Senior had committed himself before 

appointment to the Commission to the concept of 30 - 40 city regions as being 
the optimum basis for local government, and like commissioners before and 
after him had strong personal views on what the outcome of the review should 
be. 

The majority of the Commission favoured the county borough model of 'all- 

purpose' autho, rities and believed the Senior city-region proposal to be closer to 

the two-tier system of counties, districts and parishes. The same 
Commissioners that had supported the majority report were faced with a 
dilemma in Southern Hampshire, where they had wanted to propose a 

metropolitan (two-tier) system for a combined Portsmouth and Southampton. 

But the majority group instead recommended the establishment of two separate 
local authorities because had they recommended any more two-tier 

metropolitan councils, their case against Senior's Minority Report would have 

been severely weakened. 

In 1969, Crossman became Secretary of State for Local Government and 

Regional Planning and the change in personnel resulted in changed priorities 

for the Government. Crossman began to consider the addition of a number of 

extra metropolitan local authorities in West Yorkshire, Lancashire, Tyneside, 

Nottinghamshire, and South Hampshire (See Pearce 1980). However, the 

Minister was then faced with the same dilemma as the majority group of the 

39 Dissenting local government commissioners were not a new phenomena and had created 
significant difficulties for earlier commissions, notably the Poor Law Commission (1834) and the 
Bou ndary Com m iss ion (1945). 

116 



Redcliffe-Maud Commission. The introduction of extra metropolitan authorities 
would have signalled Ministerial support for the two-tier structure by 

substantially reducing the proportion of the population that was to be served by 

single-tier local authorities. 

The Secretary of State did not wish to risk undermining the recommendations of 
the majority group of the Commission, or to be perceived as reacting to ACC 
lobbying. Consequently Crossman did not pursue the introduction of his 

preferences and unknown to him many of the preferences of the majority group 

of the Commission as well. 

The associations that represented metropolitan authorities, county councils, 

county districts and urban districts initially agreed with most of the 

recommendations of the majority report. Although the county councils and non- 

metropolitan districts argued that the minimum population size of a new 

authority should be 500,000 and disagreed with the enhanced relationship 
between town and country that had been proposed. The Rural District Councils 

Association (RDCA) and Urban District Councils Association (UDCA) also 

lobbied for the continued separation of urban and rural areas and 

recommended that urban areas boundaries be redefined more tightly. 

The recommended population size of 500,000 was supported by the County 

Councils as it would have been sufficient to prevent county boroughs becoming 

county councils, and it was small enough to fragment any regional authorities 

that might be created. Initially both the county councils and the metropolitan 

districts agreed on the new structure of local government based on a single-tier 

system, although they significantly differed on population size. 'However, in 

1969 the county councils abandoned their support for the recommendations and 

returned to their traditional position of advocating the continuation and 

expansion of the two-tier system. 
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Arguments that the ACC used to lobby against the majority recommendations 
included a likely reduction in local democratic arrangements as the number of 
local councillors would have reduced from 32,000 to 6,000. The ACC proposed 
that second-tier authorities should be introduced under the proposed single-tier 
authorities, with populations of 60,000 - 100,000, and also recommended which 
services should be allocated to each tier; personal services, highways, 

consumer protection, water supply, police, fire and transportation to the upper- 
tier and services such as recreation and refuse collection to the lower-tier. The 
ACC's recommendations advocated a two-tier system in fifty areas, many of 
which matched existing county council boundaries, but which would have led to 
the abolition of county boroughs with a population below 175,000. 

By the end of 1969 Crossman and the Commission had reached some tentative 

conclusions: that existing county boroughs would be abolished, that a two-tier 

system based on the Greater London (metropolitan) structure would be 

introduced for larger urban areas and that some form of grass roots democratic 

structure of local/parish councils would be needed to offset the new, larger local 

government structures. 

The National Executive Committee (NEC) of the Labour Party organised eight 

local conferences to consult on the main themes of the recommendations, 

reporting to the Government in 1969 that the proposals were acceptable, but 

not universally welcome. The NEC's report Principles for Local Government 

Reform in England (1969) suggested a small increase in the number of single- 

tier authorities and metropolitan areas (including South Hampshire) and that 

education should be a metropolitan, not a district function. The report of the 

NEC noted a general lack of enthusiasm for local 'community councils'which 

were proposed to have no responsibility for service delivery, but recommended 

that if there was found to be some public support for them that they should be 

formed on district council boundaries and have the powers of parish councils. 
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The Prime Minister, Harold Wilson, announced to Parliament that the 
implementation of the Redcliffe-Maud Commission's recommendations would 
be made speedily as the government, 

11 accept in principle the main recommendations of the report, which state that a major 
rationalisation of local government is called for, that there should be a very marked 
reduction in the number of units with executive responsibility and that the anachronistic 
division between town and country should be ended" (Wilson H, Commons Hansard, 11 
June 1969, cols 1460 - 75, Cited in Pearce C Op Cit, p126). 

However as Pearce (1980) identified, these were not the recommendations of 
the 1966 Commission but were the objectives of it. 

The Labour Government published its White Paper Reform of Local 

Government in England (1970) in which it noted, "In the Government's 

judgement, the Commission's analysis is sound in its broad essentials and their 

proposals provide the best basis for reorganisation" (Reform of Local 

Government in England, 1970, Cmnd 4276, para. 9). In line with the consultation 
the Labour Party had conducted and against the recommendations of the 

Commission, the Government recommended that education should be an 

upper-tier function in metropolitan areas and that additional metropolitan areas 

should be formed in West Yorkshire and South Hampshire. The 

recommendation proposed that the Isle of Wight should become a metropolitan 

district within a South Hampshire Metropolitan Council and should retain control 

of some service delivery, instead of having all of its services administered and 

provided from Portsmouth on the mainland. 

The Government also published a Green Paper on the reform of the National 

Health Service (The Future Structure of the National Health Service, 1970) that 

recommended that even though the reform of health and local government 

services would be undertaken in parallel that the two functions would remain 

distinct from each other. The NHS reforms would however take account of the 

proposed local government reforms and Area Health Authorities would share 
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their boundaries with local government. Where services were jointly provided, 
such as in the personal social services, it was proposed that local government 
would be empowered to appoint members to the Health Authority. 

An incentive for the Government quickly to implement the recommendations of 
the Commission (1966) was that the Parliamentary Boundary Commission had 

published" its recommendations and that they, if implemented, would be 
disadvantageous to the Labour Party". Even with such incentives to hasten 

implementation, it was not possible for the Government to consult on the 

recommendations of the Commission until 1971/72, then to hold elections to the 

new local authorities until 1973 and officially to launch them until 1974. The 

Labour Government however, was obliged to hold a General Election no later 

than 1971. The reform of local government became reliant on the Government 

securing a further term of office, much like its predecessors in 1841 and 1886. 

In June 1970 the Labour Government called a General Election, which it 

unexpectedly IoSt42 to a Conservative Party that had announced, in its pre- 

election literature, a preference for the two-tier system of local government 

We are convinced of the need for reform of the present structure of local government. 

We will bring forward a sensible measure of local government reform, which will involve 

a genuine devolution of power from the central government and will provide for the 

existence of a two-tier structure (Conservative Party Manifesto, 1970, P14). 

40 21 April 1969. 
41 The Boundary Commission began in 1965 and submitted its report in April 1969. The 
Government took the view that the alteration of parliamentary constituencies should be 

suspended pending consideration of proposals for local government reorganisation, however it 
introduced a Bill to restrict the redistribution to Greater London and a few large constituencies. 
This Bill did not make progress, and the Commissions' recommendations were rejected. In 
November 1970, after the general election, the new Home Secretary again presented the draft 
Orders, explaining that local government reorganisation proposals would take a long time to 

work out and these Orders were approved by the House. So the constituencies which the 
Commissions recommended in 1969 came into operation at the general election in February 
1974. Boundary Commission for England (2001). 
42 The Conservative Party received 46.4% of the vote, the Labour Party 43.1 %. 
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In addition, whilst in opposition, Peter Walker, had rejected the concept of 
'community councils' as proposed by the Commission and had been critical of 
the proposed mix of single-tier administration for 60% of the population and two- 
tier for the remaining 40%. 

The newly elected Conservative Government began a consultation process on 
the proposed structure of local government that the previous administration had 

outlined in its White Paper (1970), but did not receive significant alternatives 
from the local government associations. The AMC reiterated its support for 

single-tier structures, supported by provincial councils and managed to draft an 
outline map of their proposals in which there were 132 single-tier authorities and 
fourteen regions, as opposed to the Redcliffe-Maud Commissions 

recommendation of 78 authorities and eight provinces. The ACC, RDCA, and 
UDCA reiterated their support for a two-tier structure across the country, and 
that urban areas required reform and would be served best by a two-tier 

metropolitan structure. 

The Conservative Government published its White Paper Local Government in 

England: Government Proposals for Reorganisation (1971) and based its 

proposals on a two-tier system across the country, but with education located in 

the lower tier in metropolitan areaS43 . The White Paper proposed the abolition of 

the county boroughs and the reorganisation of many of the county districts, with 

county councils taking responsibility for personal services and lower-tier 

authorities taking responsibility for housing, planning control, waste collection 

and local amenities. 

The division of responsibility for service provision that was proposed did not 

rigidly allocate entire functions to each tier and continued the trend of divided 

responsibility begun in the late 1 9th Century. Lower-tier authorities had 

responsibility for waste collection, however the upper-tier were to have 

responsibility for waste disposal. District councils were to take control of local 

43 Against the wishes of the ACC, RDCA and UBCA. 
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planning, but upper-tier authorities to be responsible for strategic planning. 
Districts were proposed to have responsibility for environmental health, but 
county councils were to be allocated trading standards. 

The Government did not want to run the risk of thereorganisation dragging on 
and it requiring a second term of office to implement its recommendations, so 
the consultation process was restricted to certain areas of the country. South 
Hampshire, Bristol, Plymouth, North-East Essex and Teeside held consultation 

sessions between July and September 1971, each chaired by the Minister for 

Local Government and by the Department of the Environment Parliamentary 

Secretary, Michael Heseltine. 

Proposals were put forward by the county boroughs of Southampton and 
Portsmouth to become Metropolitan Authorities or at least to continue with the 

provision of education and social services, but like similar proposals by other 

county boroughs they were rejected. Unlike other metropolitan areas proposed 
by the Redcliffe-Maud Commission, Southern Hampshire was subsequently 

omitted from the Government's recommendations for change. However, South 

Yorkshire and Tyneside were included, along with Merseyside, Greater 

Manchester, West Midland, and Tyne and Wear. 

This government, unlike those before it, resisted all pleas for concessions by 

authorities believing themselves to have a 'special case' and by so doing was 

able to reorganise local government in the way it had set out to. Richards 

(1 975a) highlighted a second reason why the passage of the Local Government 

Act (1972) was relatively untroubled. 

"A general agreement emerged that the Bill should pass. The endless arguments over 

local government reform petered out in an anti-climax. Why did this occur? There was a 

consensus that some change was long overdue; that many authorities were too small; 

that the isolation of county boroughs must end; that the conurbations needed a 

measure of separate treatment. Granted this degree of harmony, the disagreements 
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move towards details. Certainly, a degree of weariness surrounded the whole question" 
(Richards P, Op Cit, pl 83). 

Reorganisation impacted on the remaining 47 county44councils in different ways 
depending on whether they had boundary changes (e. g. Hampshire with the 
loss of Christchurch to Dorset), were taking over functions from County 

Boroughs (e. g. Hampshire and Dorset) or were to continue unchanged (e. g. 
Wiltshire). However, the greatest amount of change occurred in the lower-tier 

authorities and county boroughs. All 79 County Boroughs became county 
districts and through a process of amalgamation and abolition the number of 

second" tier authorities reduced from 859 to 332 (Richards P, Op Cit, p189). 

There were some anomalies to the rule regarding population size, although 

nothing on the scale of the exceptions to the rule that were evident in previous 

and later reorganisations. In order to reduce the number of small district 

councils it was recommended that district councils should not have a population 

of less than 40,000, however the need for balance between local service 

provision and efficiency produced fourteen districts in rural areas with lower 

populations i. e. Christchurch. 

The government also recommended that in order to reduce the volume of 

objections from county boroughs they would remain on their existing boundaries 

and not be fragmented into their neighbouring authoritieS46 . This had the 

consequence that some of the abolished county boroughs became encircled by 

a single district i. e. Bath, whilst the former county borough of Bristol had a larger 

population than its newly created county, Avon. 

44 Fifty-eight county councils were reduced to forty-seven by the LGA (1972). 
45 11,000 third-tier authorities remained of which 8,000 were elected. 
46 All Boroughs became lower-tier local authorities, rather than county boroughs, non-county 
boroughs and boroughs in rural districts. The title of borough no longer gave any extra powers 
and became a ceremonial title granted under royal charter. Rural boroughs were abolished and 
became civil parishes. 
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The procedure by which local districts could attempt to have their boundaries or 
status changed by Private Members Bill was also abolished (Local Govemment 
Act, 1972, Section 70), and the mechanism replaced by the establishment of a 
Boundary Commission empowered with revised powers. 

An unforeseen consequence of the Local Government Act (1972) was that the 
implementation of the reorganisation of local government was considerably 
more expensive in one-off and on-going costs than had been originally forecast. 
A Staff Commission had been formed to oversee the transfer of staff between 

reorganised authorities, but even though 527 local authorities were abolished 
total staffing levels actually rose by 4.5%, along with a 9.5% rise in the total 

wage bill (See Richards 1975 and Chisholm, 2000). The net result of the 

spiralling cost of local government was the formation of the Layfield Enquiry 
(1976) into the funding of local government and the financial crises it was 

47 facing 

The Times leader on vesting day in 1974 of the Local Government Act (1972) 

observed that "it is unlucky that the reform comes into effect at a time when the 

received ideas that initiated it have passed into some disfavour", concluding that 
'big' was no longer beautiful and that 'small' was likely to be more responsive 
(Cited in Richards, Op Cit, pl 92). An opinion mirrored by the Association of 
District Councils that stated: 

Colouring both the Commission's criticisms and its proposals for reform was a clear 

conviction that functional efficiency should be the prime objective. Managerial and 
technological considerations dominated organizational theory during the 1970's, 

associated with a belief that larger units would secure major economies of scale 
(Association of District Councils, November 1986, p49). 

In a similar way to previous reviews of local government, and in spite of the 

establishment of an independent commission, the original proposed 

47 In 1959 there were 1.6 million local government employees, in 1979 this had increased to 2 
million. 
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recommendations were not implemented and a planned review of three years 
duration took eight years to complete. A notable similarity with earlier reviews 
was that during its course local government lost responsibility for services. The 
1974 reorganisation transferred responsibility for water, sewage and personal 
health services to other organisations, but did so without a significant dispute 

with the local authorities. 

The 1974 reorganisation also contributed to a lack of clarity regarding 

responsibility for the delivery of local services. There were a number of 

services, including planning and leisure that were the responsibility of upper and 
lower-tier local authorities and this was reinforced by a relaxation 48 of the rules 

governing inter-local authority trading and the establishment of joint- 

committees. A summary of the functions of county and district councils is shown 
in Appendix 2. 

A General Election in February 1974 49 produced a hung Parliament, and was 

followed by a further election in October that returned a Labour Government 

with a three seat majority5o. The county boroughs had been clear losers from 

the 1974 reorganisation, and seized the opportunity to lobby the fragile new 

government for a return of 'their' lost functions. The Major Cities Grou p5l was 

formed in 1975 and consisted of eleven of the larger former county boroughs: 

Bristol, Portsmouth, Southampton, Cardiff, Swansea, Nottingham, Derby, 

Stoke-on-Trent, Kingston-upon-Hull, Plymouth and Leicester. 

The Major Cities Group was successful in getting its views publicised, but had 

little success in securing a review of its members' powers. This was partly due 

to the majority of the group's membership being controlled by opposition parties 

and partly due to the lack of public support for another reorganisation of local 

48Clause 10 1 of the LGA (1972) allowed one authority to act as the agent of another for a 
rescribed range of functions. 1 

4p9 The Conservative Party received 37.9% of the vote, The Labour Party 37.2%. 
50 The Labour Party 39.2% of the vote, The Conservative Party 35.8%. 
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government, which had been constantly under review since 1958, almost twenty 
years earlier. A further issue that mitigated against a review of the ex-county 
boroughs was their centrality to their countieS52. 

One of the few early successes of the Major Cities Group was the adoption of 
their'Organic Change' proposals by the Labour Government in 19791 which 
mapped a route out for the gradual return of some powers to a limited number 
of former county boroughs (Department of the Environment, 1979). 
Unfortunately for the former county boroughs the plans were scuppered by the 
election of the Conservative Government in 197953 

, which made it known that a 
review of local government structure was not one of its priorities. However, local 

government reorganisation was high on the personal agenda of a number of 
ministers, including Christopher Chope and Michael Heseltine. 

After having implemented the Local Government Act (1972) ten years 
previously the Conservative Government began to consider the abolition of the 
two-tier system in metropolitan areas in 1982 and was being lobbied to re- 
introduce single-tier local government by the Association of District Councils 
(ADC, 1983). Michael Heseltine, as Secretary of State at the Department of the 
Environment, proposed the abolition of metropolitan county councils partly as a 
political response to their perceived profligacy with public funds, partly in the 

unsubstantiated belief that a removal of one-tier of bureaucracy would create 

savings and partly as a reaction to the overt political opposition of some of their 

number, notably the Greater London Council. 

The Conservative Manifesto for the General Election promised the abolition of 
the Greater London Council (GLC) and the Metropolitan County Councils, 

describing them as "a wasteful and unnecessary tier of government" 

51 The Cities and Boroughs of Medium Size Group was also formed from 13 former county 
boroughs and four based on former municipal boroughs, three of which aspired to former county 
borough status; Poole, Swindon and Slough (Cited in Alexander A, 1982, p66). 
52 The counties of Avon and Humberside were established as a result of the reorganisation in 
1974 and were not viable upper-tier local authorities without the inclusion of their urban areas. 
53 The Conservative Party received 43.9% of the vote, The Labour Party 36.9%. 
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(Conservative Party, 1983, p13). The election returned the Conservative 
Government with a large majority and encouraged by its mandate set about 
reorganising metropolitan councils. However, advice from Ministers, civil 
servants and independent auditors each urged caution and argued that the 

costs of reorganisation would outweigh any savings (See Forrester, 1985). 

Whilst the 'prize' of a reduction in the costs of local government would play a 
significant part in the establishment of the 1992 reorganisation of local 

government, Chisholm (2000) found that the savings of El 00 Million that the 
Government declared to have made from the 1986 abolition of metropolitan 

county government (Commons Hansard, 26 July 1990 col 381) "did not appear 
to be plausible 1154 . In addition, the aspirations of establishing clear responsibility 
for service delivery and increasing accountability did not emerge with the 

abolition of the metropolitan counties. The new single-tier local government 

structure in the metropolitan areas relied heavily on joint-arrangements and 
joint-boards, each moving decision-making and accountability away from 

directly elected representatives. 

Conclusion 
Unlike local government reorganisation after the Kintore decision, the Local 

Government Acts of 1984 and 1985 that abolished metropolitan upper-tier local 

authorities were not based on a significant amount of research of public opinion. 

Neither was there consensus on the need for reform, but what was in evidence 

was the Governments desire to remove troublesome local authorities "on a 

political whim" (See Leach, 1991). 

With objectives reminiscent of the abolition of the Poor Law Commissioners half 

a Century earlier, the 1986 abolition of the metropolitan counties gave local 

government and the Labour opposition a clear indication of the consequences 

of using local government services as a platform to challenge central 

government. Norman Tebbit (Trade and Industry Secretary) stated, 
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"The Labour Party is the party of division. In its present form it represents a threat to the 
democratic values and institutions upon which our Parliamentary system is based. The 
GLC is typical of this new, modern divisive version of Socialism. So we shall abolish the 
GLC" (Tebbit N Cited in Whitehead A, 1994, p4). 

And so they did. 

54 Overall, extra-expenditure was E600 Million per year and the transferred services cost an 
extra E50 Million per year. 
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Chapter 4 

The Resurrection of 'County Boroughs' 1986 - 1997 

"There is no doubt where responsibility lies, no confusion over which authority 
does what. This is local government in its simplest, most understandable and 
potentially most efficient form. Where it has set out to achieve its objectives 
through the use of all its powers, it (a county borough) has been the most 
effective unit of local government we have known" (Local Government 
Commission, 1993, p14, para 26). 

The 1992 review of local government was publicised as an opportunity to 

address the unpopular Local Government Act (1972) and to establish a 

structure that would reflect community identity and adopt free market principles 
(See Local Government Commission, 1995). Whilst the ADC's'Major Cities' 

group had support within the Labour Party, it had not enjoyed such links with 

the Conservatives or from the governments that they formed after 1979. In 

addition, some of the new counties created in 1974, such as Avon and 

Humberside, had not been popular with their residents, and ministers were 

keen, in early 1990, to be seen to have dealt with the fiasco of the 'poll tax ), by 

reforming local government and delivering effective and convenient 

administration (See also Department of the Environment, 1992). However, 

operating in parallel to these 'mainstream' demands for the reform of local 

government were a raft of government held beliefs and assumptions that made 

the 1992 review of local government unique. 

The introduction of single-tier local government in England's metropolitan areas 

through the abolition of the metropolitan county councils in 1986 had been a U- 

turn in government policy regarding the structure of English local government, 

as it had been a Conservative government that had re-established the 

dominance of two-tier local government thirteen years previously through the 

Local Government Act (1972). U-turn or not, the Association of District Councils 

seized on the re-establishment of single-tier local government in the municipal 
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cities as an opportunity too good to be missed, even though the 1986 
reorganisation had been top-down and politically motivated (See Leach, 1991). 
The ADC noted, 

the policy imperatives... which underpinned the 1986 streamlining were bringing 
democratic decision closer to the people affected, strengthening public accountability via 
local involvement and increased responsiveness, avoiding unnecessary bureaucracy, 
duplication and administrative complexities, and reducing costs" (Association of District 
Councils, 1986, p8). 

The Conservative governments of the 1980's viewed local government in a 
fundamentally different way from its twentieth century predecessors in that it 
believed government should be the service provider oflast resort (Adam Smith 
Institute, 1989). Local government they maintained, could be transformed by 

market principles and the ideology that motivated service provision could be 

shifted from municipal socialism to utilitarian based principles. 

What local government had not faced before 1979 was a government that was 

explicitly hostile towardsit and which required it to be the agent of its own 
demise (See Cochrane, 1993). The government broadly shared the same 

utilitarian/liberal ideology as the governments of the 1830's and their 

corresý onding fondness to establish ad-hoc organisations rather than to locate p 

all local service provision with one provider. The most common form the new 

ad-hoc organisations took were Non-Departmental Public Bodies (NDPB) or as 
11 (Brooke, 1997) described them, the 'new magistracy 

Local government in England, as opposed to its counterparts in Europe, has 

long been vulnerable to ideological change in central government, but such 

differences had rarely been manifested due to the utilitarian consensus of the 

1 gth Century and the post-war consensus of the 20th2 
. 

Realising its 

1 NDPB's controlled former local government services including training and further education 
and were estimated in 1994 to involve at least 30,000 people (See Kellner, 1997) and control 
expenditure of nearly E50 Billion (See Stoker 1997). 
2 11 There was clear evidence even then of something akin to a parent/child relationship between 
Central and local government - the difference may have been that in the inter-war period local 
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vulnerabilities and with the belief that two-tier government was likely to be 
replaced by single-tier local authorities the Association of County Councils 
adopted a defensive posture and recommended to ministers 

"The first need, in reviewing local government, is to enshrine the constitutional role and 
value of local government and the rights and responsibilities conferred by election to 
such bodies, in a formal set of agreed principles. In this connection, the ACC believes 
the European Charter of Local Self-Government should now be adopted by the UK" 
(Association of County Councils, 1991 a, p4). 

In addition to the constitutional vulnerability of English local government, central 
government has enjoyed significantly more democratic legitimacy (See 
Whitehead, 2002). Electoral turnout at local elections has generally been less 
than 40% whereas elections to Parliament in the 20th Century rarely generated 
less than a 75%3 turnout. 

In 1990 the Secretary of State for the Environment, Chris Patten, stated "local 

government needs a reorganisation like it needs a hole in the head" (Patten C 
in Chisholm M, 2000, p32). However, by December 1990 Patten had been 

replaced by Michael Heseltine, who had campaigned for a review of local 

government and the introduction of elected mayors, as part of his unsuccessful 
bid for the leadership of the Conservative PartY4. 

Following an unexpected win at the 1992 General Election the Conservative 

government set about the reorganisation of local ýgovernment in England, 

Scotland and Wales. The review of local government that Heseltine proposed 

was viewed by many in the Cabinet as an overly ambitious projeCt5 , but was 

authorities accepted their place as the junior partners in the democratic system" (Hale R, May 
1997, p5l). 3 However in 1945 the turn-out was 72.6%, in 1997 the turn-out was 71.3%, in 2001 the turn-out 
was 59.4%, and in 2005 61.3%. Jones G, Politics Association Resources Bank, 1987. 
4 Banham (1995) noted that the local government review (1995) was directly influenced by five 
separate Cabinet members; Michael Heseltine, Michael Portillo, Michael Howard, John 
Redwood and John Gummer. "They all had, and have, startlingly different ideas about the future 
structure of local government" (Banham J, 1995, p14). 
5 Sanharn (1995) argued that "The Local Government Commission was established for political 
reasons, to deal with political problems" (Banham, lbid, p15). 
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accepted as an opportunity to deflect attention away from the 'poll tax', (See 
Jones D 1995 and Stewart 1999) and to regain credibility as a reforming 
government6. 

Heseltine made his support for single-tier local authorities clear when he 
announced in Parliament "We know that most local authorities want unitary 
status and we believe that such status will provide a better structure for the 
future in most areas" (Heseltine M, Commons Hansard, 20 February 1992, 

column 37 Cited in Chisholm, 2000, p47), although the evidence for the 
Minister's statement remains unclear. The Department of the Environment 
(1991) clearly announced the government's preferred outcome from the 

proposed review of local government when it announced, 

Having a single-tier should reduce bureaucracy and improve the coordination of 
services, increasing quality and reducing costs. Introducing unitary authorities in shire 

counties would also offer the opportunity of relating the structure of local government 

more closely to communities with which people identify" (Department of the 

Environment, 1991c, p6). 

Opposition to a review of local government structure came from the Association 

of County Councils (ACC), and government ministers, including the former 

Prime Minister, Margaret Thatcher, who had remained sympathetic to the idea 

of abolishing local government altogether and centralising the functions in 

central government departments. However, Jenkins reported that after the 

mess of the 'poll tax' and the slow pace of reform within local government that 

"Observers felt that local government in the early months of 1991 came nearer 

to total abolition in Britain than at any time under Thatcher" (Jenkins S, 1995, 

p38). 

6 Leach S (1995) also linked the announcement of a review of local government as a partial 
response to the loss of the Governments eighth safest seat at Ribble Valley. 
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Opposition to a review of local government in the manner the government 
proposed also came from the front bench of the Labour Opposition, 
Spokesperson on Environment (Local Government) David Blunkett stated; 

The purpose and outcome of the Government's proposals lack clarity, so why are the 
Government embarking on such an expensive, complicated and disruptive exercise? If 
the decision to have unitary authorities overall is not to be made now, we shall finish up, 
if we are not careful, with a spread of unitary authorities in some areas and two tier 
authorities in others" (Commons Hansard, 18 February 1992, column 463 Cited in 
Association of District Councils, 1995a). 

The Liberal DemocratS7 were also critical of the proposed review process, but 
had little influence with the government or within the Major Cities Group of 
former county boroughs. David Rendall (Liberal Democrat Spokesperson on 
Local Government) stated 

I did not have meetings with Gummer about any part of the review. I am aware that 

there have been substantial meetings between Gummer and the Labour Party 

(especially Frank Dobson), over the towns to be looked at as part of the review. The 

Labour Party, I think, is quite embarrassed about the whole review process. I think that 

they got involved in a stitch-up over the proposals being put forward, to make sure that 

the major towns and cities become unitary authorities, and the Tories retained their 

areas (David Rendall MP, Cited in Cope et al, 1997, p62). 

For the county councils and former county boroughs there were mixed 

messages about the form a review of local government would take. It was 

known that many ministers disliked local government (See Chisholm, 2000) and 

were prepared to enforce their views on it. However, there was some cause for 

optimism for the Major Cities Group as single-tier local government had been 

re-introduced in metropolitan cities five years previously and still appeared to be 

the government's structure of choice. 

The procedure that the review was to follow was similar to earlier reviews of 

local government, whilst its policy was based on a series of un-evidenced 
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assumptions about structure, vested interests, and the impact that the free 
market was having within the public sectorý. 

Local Government Functions 

The 1992 Local Government Commission's enthusiasm for the establishment of 
single-tier authorities became clear when it stated: 

"there are obvious benefits in a combined and co-ordinated approach in various policy 
areas, yet at present in shire England complementary services are provided by two 
different local government organisations, often with differing priorities" (Local 
Government Commission, 1995, p23). 

Such arguments regarding 'joining-up' services were a justification for a review 
of local government function and not for a structural review, however the 
Commission was not empowered to review function, finance or management 

If the intention of reorganisation had been to integrate local government 
services then whilst proposed changes to the structure of local government 
have historically caused difficulties for central govýernment, changes to local 

governments functions have been far less troublesome9 (See also Chisholm 
2000). 

In addition, single-tier local government has not necessarily been a solution to 
the issue of co-located services having differing priorities. During the 20th 
Century many county boroughs entered into joint arrangements in order to 

provide viable services, and where related services were located in different 

7 The Liberal Democrats had won 20 seats at the 1992 General Election. 
8 Compulsory Competitive Tendering (CCT), Local Management of Schools (LIVIS), the'right to 
buy'scheme in housing and 'Care in the Community'were believed to have engendered an 
acceptance of future reform within local government. 9 Notably the transfer of local health services, the police and public utilities in 1945. In 1974 the 
transfer of water and sewage to water authorities, and the transfer away from local government 
of ambulance service, health visitors, midwives, district nurses, and infant welfare ceintres to 
health authorities. In 1986 the transfer of municipal airports to public airport companies. The 
transfer of polytechnics and Higher Education (HE) colleges in 1989 to the Polytechnics and 
Colleges Funding Council, and sixth form and Further Education (FE) colleges to the Further 
Education Funding Council in 1993. 
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tiers of local government it has been a failing of the relevant local government 
act to allocate services functionally. 

The reorganisations in 1888,1894,1929 and 1974 had located functions 

according to assumptions about the ability of each tier to administer themý 

and/or if the function required planning over a wide or very local area. However, 

some functions were shared between tiers, which contributed to the public's 
confusion regarding responsibility for services provision (See Appendix 2). 

The main examples of shared functions arising from the Local Government Act 
(1972) included: 

District and county council joint responsibility for planning 

County council responsibility for waste disposal, but district council 

responsibility for waste collection 

* County councils promoted tourism and sport, but districts delivered 

recreation services and entertainment 

Counties were the highways authority, but former county boroughs 

could maintain unclassified roads and/or be the counties agent for 

main highway functionslo 

The administrative costs of divided responsibility for service delivery was also 

believed by the government to be greater than would have been the case in a 

single-tier local authority. Divided responsibility inevitably required some degree 

of co-ordination between the organisations, along with other costs arising from 

supporting multiple sets of administration including personnel, marketing and 

accommodation. The confusion that the divided responsibility for service 

provision created for consumers wanting to contact the right provider was also 

believed to be significant (See Leach 1991 and MORI 1991) and made worse if 

'0 See Chapter 1 for details of the allocation of functions under the Local Government Act 
1888. 
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the consumer had to deal with the policies and procedures of two separate 
bureaucracies' 1. 

The allocation of functions to tiers of local government since 1834 suggests that 
the process is not predetermined and is dependant on the wishes of central 
government at the time of. reorganisation (See Joseph Rowntree Foundation, 
1992). For example, the Local Government Act (1972) allocated education, 
libraries and social services to upper-tier county councils in non-metropolitan 
areas, however allocated the same functions to lower-tier districts in 

metropolitan areas. A range of surveys evidenced the confusion regarding 
which tier provided what service in the early 1990's. In Portsmouth, MORI 

reported that 63% of residents did not know which tier oflocal government was 
responsible for providing social services and 52% were not aware who provided 
the education service (MORI, 1991, p6). 

The simplistic approach adopted by the government and the 1992 Commission 

regarding single-tier local government and responsibility for service provision 
failed to take into account the evidence that local services are provided by 

many local agencies, and that local councils have been the minority provider for 

most of their history. 

A resident enquiring about education services in 2004 would need to consider 

the services of the government department (DfES), Government Inspectors 

(OFSTED), the Board of Governors or Headteacher for pre-1 6 education, the 

local FE college or HE Organisation for post-16 education, the local Learning 

and Skills Council (LSC) for vocational education, the private sector for pre- 

school nurseries/cr6ches and other LEAs for specialist services such as 

outdoor activities centres. It is highly likely therefore that apart from the 

administration of financial grants or admissions appeals, a resident was not 

11 19th Century analysts of local administration had been critical of the confusion and expense 
arising from the creation of multiple 'ad hoc' authorities to provide local services - horizontal 

confusion. After 1929 the confusion and expense arose as a result of functions (i. e. roads 
maintenance) being divided between upper and lower-tier local authorities - vertical confusion. 
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likely directly to require the services of their local authorities education 
department. 

In a similar way to the 19th Century municipal boroughs provision of a minority 
of services in their boundaries, the proposed single-tier local authorities were 
not to be the providers of the majority of local services, even though they were 
referred to as all-purpose local authorities. In addition to responsibility for a 
limited range of local functions and 'arms length' influence NDPBs it was 
proposed that there would be a number of local government services that 

single-tier urban local authorities would not have responsibility for (See LGC, 
1993c). The waste disposal function was intended to remain separate from 

waste collection, strategic planning to remain separate from local planning and 
the provision of law and order/emergency services were to remain based on 
county council boundaries (See DOE, 1992). 

Where single-tier local authorities were unable to provide services they were to 
be enabled to make use of purchasing and joint arrangements under Section 

21 of the 1992 Local Government Act (LGA). The experiences of the 

reorganisation of metropolitan local government in 1986 had highlighted some 

of the difficulties associated with joint arrangements and joint boards. It had 

been found that after the abolition of the Greater London Council (GLC) joint 

arrangements between the London boroughs had proved to be unreliable, 

expensive and inefficient12 . However, guidance to the Commission suggested 

that joint arrangements were "entirely acceptable" (DOE, 1992, P26) and 

confounded one of the strongest arguments against single-tier local 

government. 

Joint arrangements have acted to reduce the accessibility and accountability 

that single-tier local government is assumed to deliver, as such arrangements 

have tended to lead to the establishment of remote third-party affiliations and 

12 However, subsequent research by the Joseph Rowntree Foundation (1994) found evidence 
that joint arrangements between local authorities and other organisations could work well. 
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joint committees (See Leach, 1991, Joseph Rowntree Foundation, 1992). As a 
consequence of joint arrangements Leach found that only 4% of metropolitan 

area residents could correctly identify the provider of police or passenger 
transport functions. The 'Department of the Environment (1991 a) found that 

86% of respondents believed the police service to be a district or central 

government function (See also Joseph Rowntree Foundation, 1992). 

After the abolition of the Metropolitan County Councils in 1986 the specialist 

and strategic functions that the newly formed metropolitan districts had been 

unwilling or unable to provide, became jointly provided, each managed by a 

committee of officers or councillors. Service provision was therefore overseen 

by the volatile mix of a committee of councillors from different local authorities 

with different political allegiances (See also Leach, 1991). 

Joint arrangements had also been vulnerable to differences of opinion between 

councillors regarding service priorities and methods of service provision. The 

experience of the metropolitan districts was that joint-arrangements were short- 

lived and considered to be generally unsatisfactory for the stable provision of 

services. They had also reduced direct democracy in local government through 

the creation of management committees, each made up of councillors from 

different authorities. The consequence for many residents was less influence 

over the delivery of a jointly provided service than they might have had under a 

two-tier structure. 

Research by the Joseph Rowntree Foundation (1992) had found that 

procedures for reporting back by committee members to their authorities were 

unsatisfactory, as members could either take unilateral decisions on behalf of 

their council or felt the need to report back before they would reach a decision. 

The consequence was that services could have either too much or too little 

direction from a joint committee, that members made decisions or sought 

positions on the committees which reflected their status, rather than their 

expertise (See also Leach, Op Cit) and that joint committees became places for 
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local authorities to send 'awkward members' (See Joseph Rowntree 
Foundation 1995). 

However, the evidence relating to the performance of services provided through 
joint arrangements appeared to be less critical, 11 services may be marginally 
less accountable and less accessible, but there is no evidence they are less 

effective" (Joseph Rowntree Foundation 1992). Conditions were also identified 
by the Joseph Rowntree Foundation (1995) that could enhance the likely 

success of joint agreements: 

"a strong measure of financial independence 

"a statutory rather than a voluntary basis 

" alevel of political agreement between participating local authorities 

" responsibility for technical, as opposed to more politically influenced, 

services 

a dedicated administrative structure 
(Joseph Rowntree Foundation, (1995), The Working of Joint Arrangements) 

Despite evidence regarding their instability and the democratic deficit they 

engendered, statutory joint arrangements were advocated by the Commission 

for: the police service, magistrates courts, probation service, fire service, 

emergency planning, and there were significant levels of support for joint 

arrangements among ministers for libraries and larger highways functions. 

An alternative model to the joint arrangements used after the reorganisation of 

metropolitan county councils in 1986 was for local authorities to purchase the 

service on a contractual basis, through the use of 'Service Level Agreements' 

(SLAs) or commercial contracts. The strength of an SLA or contract is that it 

enabled the client local authority to provide a service via a sub-contractor that it 

was unwilling and/or unable to provide on its own. 
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The SLA/contract also allowed the client local authority to end the provision of a 
service without the penalties associated with redundancy if its departmental 

priorities changed. However, client local authorities rarely operated in a free- 

market environment and contracts were frequently placed with the pre- 
reorganisation provider. For example, Portsmouth City Council contracted with 
Hampshire County Council for the provision of specialist education services, 
rather than West Sussex County Council, even though the latter's 

administrative centre was geographically closer. The client authority is also 

vulnerable to the noblesse oblige of the provider local authority, as specialist 

services were frequently offered on a 'take it or leave it' basiS13. 

A less frequently used model for the delivery of services by another local 

authority has been to use 'agency agreements'. Examples of county councils 

enabling lower-tier local authorities to become their agent became frequent as a 

consequence of the 1929 review local government (See Pearce, 1980). In the 

1970's the agency model became formalised in Section 101 of the Local 

Government Act (1972), which enabled county councils to allocate non- 

personal services back to the abolished former county boroughS14. 

To enable local authorities mutually to agree on outcomes that contributed to 

flexibility in local service delivery was "to add to local freedom and permit 

flexibility to suit local conditions" (Richards, 1975a, p79) and research 

suggested (Joseph Rowntree Foundation, 1992) that as long as agency 

agreements are effective then generally they are robust. However, agency 

agreements only empower a lower-tier authority to deliver a service, not to 

shape its policies or priorities. The agency clause within the Local Government 

Act (1972) was not the same as the delegated powers within the Education Act 

13 Which had been a recurring problem for new county boroughs trying to provide specialist 
services between 1890 - 1926 (See Lipman V, 1949). 
14 The maintenance of roads, and refuse disposal were frequently delivered through 'agency 

agreements' (a service level agreement) with former county boroughs, but unlike the 1930's, 

county councils were prevented from developing agency agreements for education and social 
services. This was to prevent any enterprising former county boroughs from convincing their 

county councils to allow them to provide personal services and by so doing undermining one of 
the key policy objectives of the Local Government Act (11972). 
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(1944) and the Local Government Act (1958), which empowered the delivery 

agent to define the method of local service delivery (See and Lipman V 1949). 

The fifth model of local government co-operation is the decentralisation of 
publicly accessible functions and has been frequently used in library services, 

social services and tourism offices. In the decentralised model the function 

remains controlled by the tier of government responsible for it, but the service is 

delivered at a neighbourhood or community level. Devon County Council 

divided itself into four geographic areas as a result of the 1972 reorganisation 

with each area responsible for delivery of all services, but each worked within 

county-wide agreed budgets and objectives. Many county councils, including 

Hampshire, created an area structure for major services with three social 

services areas, eight education areas and thirteen areas for libraries. Whilst 

such levels of decentralisation were rare, in neither Devon nor Hampshire was 

strategic policy making delegated to area offices, so local senior officers could 

better be described as secretaries rather than mini chief executives. 

During the 1992 Local Government Review local authorities were obliged to 

develop 'service plans' explicitly detailing how services were to be transferred 

and run if a 'change' recommendation was made by the Commission. The 

process of developing service plans forced local authorities to consider how 

reliant they would become on joint arrangements or'service level agreements 

The Association of County Councils reported (Association of County Councils, 

25 July 1994, p2) that Southend in Essex reversed its desire to become a 

unitary authority when officers estimated a high volume of joint 

arrangements/SLAs would be needed with Essex County Council, for it to meet 

its responsibilities for service provision. 

Many single-tier local authorities were recommended for Ministerial approval by 

the Commission that explicitly relied on large numbers of services being 

purchased from neighbouring local authorities. In addition to the enduring 
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anomaly of Rutland 15 
, examples included the recommendations for the New 

Forest in Hampshire. Although eventually rejected by the minister, the New 
Forest's proposals would have required the purchase of most personal services 
from its neighbouring upper-tier local authorities. 

Democratic Accountability 

Single-tier local authorities were assumed by the ADC and the government to 
be 'closer to the people ), and to have a lower elector/councillor relationship than 
two-tier local authorities (See ADC, 1995a). In addition, the practical 9 voice' that 
an elector had over county council policy was limited, due to voter: county 
councillor ratios frequently being in excess of 10,000: 1 and then the councillor 
being only one among many. 

The district council elector/councillor ratio in England had been 2,200: 1 under 
the 'two-tier' system in 1986 (A Conduct of Local Authority Business, 1986 
Cited in Association of County Councils, June, 1994) and 2,000: 1 under pre- 
1972 arrangements. However, an elector/councillor ratio of 4000: 1 was 

recommended by the Commission in 1992, with many unitary authorities, 
including Portsmouth and Southampton, exceeding that ratio by 20%. It is worth 

noting that the 4000: 1 elector/councillor ratio recommended by the Commission 

was far higher than most other European urban areas where the 

elector/councillor ratio was closer to 450: 1 (See Railings and Thrasher, 1994). 

The close relationship single-tier authorities were assumed to enjoy with the 

electorate was based on the experience of the pre-1 972 English county 

boroughs. Single-tier authorities had tended to be compact, urban and a 'low, 

elector: councillor ratio might have been expected in districts with a population 

lower than 200,000. However, the single-tier authorities recommended by the 

Redcliffe-Maud Commission (1966) were proposed to have 500,000 residents 

15 Rutland was first mentioned as a separate county in 1159. In 1894 it was divided into three 
rural districts. The administrative county was made a non-metropolitan district of Leicestershire 
in the local government reorganisation of 1974. It was restored to top-level authority status in 
1997 as part of the local government review. 
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and to have a considerably higher elector: councillor ratio than under the two- 
tier system they were meant to replace. 

One of the solutions put forward to reduce the elector: councillor ratio in the 
1966 review was to increase the number of councillors. However, the Home 
Office did not support Redcliffe-Maud )s vision of local authorities with 100 or 
more councillors, and remained opposed to the prospect of large council 

assemblies in the 1990's. 

Research by The Department of the Environment (1993) found little direct 

evidence to support any assumption of increased turnout in single-tier 

authorities and stated "unitary authorities may encourage higher levels of 
turnout, but the case cannot be conclusively proven with the data at hand". The 

report continued "There is little empirical evidence to support the common belief 

that a strong sense of local identity ... leads to greater local participation 
(Rallings and Thrasher, 1994). 

Research by Stewart (1999), concluded that "There is no inherent link between 

identification with a locality and identification with the political and administrative 

authority responsible for it" (Stewart J, 1999, pl 53). Therefore, it can be argued 

that if communities do not make the link between geographic identity and their 

council, then services can be provided locally and administered some distance 

away, with no resulting loss of 'local identity' to the consumer. The local library 

is a resident's local library irrespective of county borough or county council 

administration of the service. 

Research by MORI for the Joseph Rowntree Foundation (1996) also found that 

residents rated the concept of 'community identity' among the least important 

factors for deciding local government structure. Research evidence suggested 

that the English tend to identify with considerably smaller areas than district 

council boundaries. Less than 10% of the sample identified with their districts 

and/or county, and had closer identification with areas close to the size of a 

143 



parish (26%), although the largest group of respondents (31 %) expressed no 
attachment to an area. 

A further assumption implicitly linked to single-tier local government is that 

electoral participation is higher or will be higher as a result of its introduction. 
The assertion had been made by the former county boroughs between the 

wars, although was not evidenced, however it was reinvigorated through the 

work of Tiebout and 'new right' policy units in the 1980's. The assumption was 
based on the belief that when a single provider of a service could be identified 

then consumers could evaluate its performance and endorse or reject it. In a 

similar way the performance of single-tier local councils was to be measured 

and judged at the ballot box (See Adam Smith Institute 1989). However, such a 

course of rational decision-making relied on well informed and interested voters 

acting in their own self-interest and not voting according to political allegiance. 

The theory had been given a tangible form in the Community Charge or, as it 

was popularly known, thePoll Tax'. The Community Charge had been 

introduced to reduce the amount of central government grant to local authorities 

and to ensure that everyone paid something towards the services they 

received. Through its introduction it was believed that individuals would vote out 

high spending or profligate local councils, as they would have a financial 

incentive for doing so (See Cochrane, 1993). Advocates of the Community 

Charge stated 

"Every voter, now faced with paying their share of council expenditure will have a 

powerful incentive to consider the possible costs of their candidates policies before they 

cast their vote. Officials will have to take account of the effects of their 

recommendations on the public they deal with. Accountability and responsibility will 

reappear in many communities where, in recent years, both have been lamentably 

lacking, and this will create significant, and probably substantial, electoral and 

demographic pressure on authorities to reduce their expenditure" (Adam Smith Institute, 

1989, P26). 
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The communities that were surveyed during the 1992 Local Government 
Review consultation stage were not asked if they were prepared to pay extra for 
the delivery of local services by more local, local authorities. However, 
nationally MORI found that 82% of a representative sample was unwilling to 
pay more for more 'local' councils (Cited in Whitehead A, 1995)". 

However, Nicholas Ridley (Secretary of State for the Environment 1986) had 
ruled out linking the introduction of the Poll Tax with a structural review of local 
government, 

it is true that there could in theory be some gain in accountability if there were to be all- 
purpose local authorities throughout the country.. But this gain would be achieved at the 
cost of enormous disruption which a further large-scale local government reorganisation 
would cause (Ridley N, 1986 Cited in Chisholm, 2000, p3l). 

In summary, an increase in electoral participation and subsequently the 

performance of local authorities was predicated on four preconditions: 

" the establishment of a single local authority to serve the voter 

" the voter identifies with that local authority 

" the rate the council has set cannot be credibly blamed on another 

organisation or central government 

the voter is well informed regarding the performance of the local authority 

What such assumptions avoided addressing in 1992 was that the 'Poll Tax' had 

been abandoned, and less than 25% of local government expenditure was 

raised by local taxation (See Hale 1987). The low level of locally raised tax 

facilitated a situation where local electors associated high local taxation as 
being the fault of underfunding by central government as opposed to the 

inefficiency or otherwise of their council. 

16 Chisholm (2000) identified that whilst the major city's transitional costs were only three- 
quarters of other areas their original claims in 1991, prior to reorganisation, suggested that the 
costs of reorganisation would be considerably less than they actually were. 
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The Joseph Rowntree Trust (1986) found that only 15% of voters correctly 
identified that local taxation accounted for only a quarter of local expenditure. 
Subsequent research by the Joseph Rowntree Foundation (1994) identified that 
other European taxation systems enabled a significant proportion of local 
expenditure to be raised locally 17 and that over 50% of local government 
expenditure in England could, by agreement, similarly be raised locally. 

Efficiency 

The assumptions underpinning the local government review in 1992 asserted 
that single-tier local government was more likely than the two-tier structure 
efficiently to provide services by joining them up, i. e. trading standards and 
environmental health or housing and social services. The separation between 
the district council function of housing and the county council function of social 
services was referred to in the 1992 review as an example of where "there are 
obvious benefits in a combined and co-ordinated approach" to improve the 

service consumers receive by placing both functions in the hands of one 

provider (Local Government Commission, 1995, p5l). 

Chisholm (2000) identified that the overlap of Social Services and Housing 

functions in the County of Cheshire and District of Congleton accounted for less 

than 1% of total expenditure (Chisholm, Op Cit, p7l). Similarly the Institute of 
Trading Standards found that of the 70 pieces of legislation affecting the 

service only one had directly affected district council environmental health 

officers (Local Government Commission for England, 1995, para. 109). 

Chisholm (2000) also questioned the assertion that uniting social services and 

housing in one local authority would necessarily deliver an integrated service, 

finding that of the 68 metropolitan (single-tier) councils only thirteen had 

combined directors/heads of service and that only 13% of clients required both 

services. 
The 'joining-up' of services within a new single tier local government structure 

hardly evidenced the need for a structural review. The combination or 

17 Sweden raises 60% of its expenditure on local government through local taxation. 
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integration of services could have been achieved through either a review of 
local government function or the combination of two related functions within a 
discrete tier of local government, i. e. a county council. In addition, there was no 
guarantee or evidence that two functions located in one tier produced the 
desired outcome of an integrated service. The internal organisational structure, 
priorities and/or relations between senior councillors/managers were each 
powerful influences that could act against joined-up service delivery (See also 
Leach, 1995). 

In addition to improvements that a 'joined-up' service might engender is found 
local government reorganisation's 'holy grail': financial savings arising from a 
reduction in bureaucracy. The objectives of the 1972 reorganisation, like many 
reorganisations preceding and post-dating it had been to modernise, streamline 
and make more efficient local government. However, by the end of 1974 "the 
idea that the new structure would be more efficient became unmentionable on a 
public platform" (Richards 1975b, p182). The 1972 reorganisation had led to a 
significant increase in the total cost of local government, with the total salary bill 

increasing by 9.4%, due to a 4.7% increase in the number of staff and a rise of 
4.5% in average salaries (See Chisholm Op Cit). 

In 1972 a number of county boroughs that were on the verge of abolition or 

about to lose responsibility for services to their county council, began expensive 

capital programmes to refurbish civic buildings and to introduce new leisure 

facilities including swimming pools. Such capital programmes did not prevent 

money or resources transferring to other local authorities, but they did result in 

the cost of the capital work falling on new, larger local authorities and therefore 

residents not having to meet the full cost of the new local resource. For the 

former county boroughs the additional costs of new facilities were masked by a 

small increase in the district council rate, which would significantly reduce once 

personal services transferred onto the county precept. However, the gross 

effect was that the total cost of local government in England rose significantly. 
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The 1992 reorganisation proposed to reverse the post 1974 structure of local 

government and explicitly referred to the identification of cost savings arising 
from a reduction in the number of 'indirect' staff who CIPFA (1993) estimated 
accounted for 5% of all employees. In an attempt to limit the costs incurred as a 
result of reorganisation, local authorities were allowed to only borrow limited 

sums by using Supplementary Credit Approval (SCA). In 1995 the shortfall 
between required borrowing and actual SCA approval was F-37 million, this 

amount having to be found via local authorities reserves, reductions in planned 

expenditure or simply'put off' until a later date (Association of County Councils, 

October 1995, p2). 

The ACC consistently maintained that unitary authorities would not produce real 

savings once in operation (running costs) and would cost a substantial amount 

to implement (transitional costs). The ACC argued that the savings unitary 

authorities identified in their submissions to the Commission were based on 

optimistic assumptions about howindirect' support services transferring from 

county councils could be integrated into existing support functions in the district 

councils (See Association of County Councils, 1993). The ACC also argued that 

each single-tier authority would be obliged to provide at least the level of 

expertise provided under the two-tier system for a range of specialist support 

services. Each new single-tier local authority was predicted by the ACC to 

either have to increase their overall costs by employing their own specialists or 

to 'buy in' specialist services from the county council. 

The ACC was also able to provide evidence that local government 

reorganisation had never produced the level of benefits first identified and that 

when marginal savings were identified they, more often than not, had become 

marginal costs (See Leach, 1991). The Commission also remained 

unconvinced about the realisation of savings, "Experience of reorganisations 

suggests that the transitional costs tend to be higher than expected while the 

savings are less and take longer to materialise" (Local Government 
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Commission, 1992 Cited in Association of County Councils Briefing, January 
1994, p3). 

The ACC (1 994b) believed that the reintroduction of the former county 
boroughs, into otherwise two-tier county council areas, would further increase 

the total cost of service provision, as each unitary authority would be forced to 

expand its staff structure in a disproportionate amount to that of the downsizing 

county council. Furthermore, the counties argued that the loss of 'their' urban 

areas would prejudice their ability to spread costs for expensive but vital 

services in rural areas, such as mobile libraries, road gritting and public 

transport (Association of County Councils, October 1995). 

Administrative costs were forecast by the ACC to increase as chief officers in 

the new authorities were likely to demand higher salaries to reflect their 

increased responsibilities, and additional chief officers would need to be 

recruited to manage the functions transferring from county councils. The 

Directors of Education and of Social Services in Hampshire increased in 

number from two to six as the County Council, along with Southampton and 

Portsmouth city councils were each obliged to establish new posts. With 

directors receiving a salary in the region of E60,000 it can be shown from this 

one review area that the additional cost of employment for education and social 

services directors generated an ongoing additional cost of f-300,000 per year 

for the residents of Hampshire. 

During the reorganisation of the Inner London Education Authority (ILEA) in 

1990 the Government had forecast and claimed substantial savings. However 

once the transfer of responsibility had taken place it was found that there had 

been a three-fold increase in administrative costs, as each London Borough 

had replicated the management structures of its predecessor the GLC (See 

Association of County Councils 1992b). The Commission's (1992) assessment 

of ongoing costs and savings in relation to transitional costs estimated that for 

single-tier local government to be to cost-effective over time the number of 
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authorities would have to be reduced from the present number to half or below" 
(Local Government Commission, 1992, Cited in Chisholm, Op Cit, p6l). 

Shortly before his resignation from the Commission Sir John Banham argued 
that there was not "One single, solitary shred of evidence" to suggest that 

unitary local government would be more efficient than the two-tier structure 
(Local Government Chronicle, January 1995, p5). The assertion that single-tier 
local government is an efficient service provider was therefore not as clear cut 
as Ministers, assorted local government commissions, or the ADC implied. 

What can be shown from submissions to the Commission was that residents in 

areas likely to become unitary authorities were frequently informed that services 

would be maintained and that costs would not rise as a result of the introduction 

of single-tier local government. That conclusion however, was reached prior to 

costed plans being agreed and was often provided in response to hostile county 

council claims regarding overall increases in costs. David Curry, as Local 

Government Minister, summed up the uncertainty regarding the costs of 

reorganisation when he suggested that the Government was not sure of what 

the costs of reorganisation might be. "I don't have an estimate, and the reason I 

don't have an estimate is I don't have an outcome, and until I've got an 

outcome, I can't tell you how much it costs" (Curry D, Cited in Association of 

County Councils, April 1994, p9). This was an argument that was to be put to 

extensive use during the failed establishment of regional government in 2003. 

In common with the Minister, the Commission was also reluctant to be drawn 

into a discussion regarding outcomes. "in the Chairman's view the political 

landscape is littered with the bleached bones of those rash enough to think 

ahead" (Banham J, 1994, Cited in Association of County Councils, Op Cit, p12), 

a reference directed at the Redcliffe-Maud Commission's enthusiasm for 

research and forward planning. The lack of outcomes however did not prevent 

Ministers from making repeated references to the potential cost savings that 

would arise from the reorganisation of local government. 
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Population Size 

In 1871 The Royal Sanitary Commissioners had highlighted an association 
between local authority size and an ability to deliver services effectively. From 
that time reorganisations of local government had been as much hindered as 
helped by guidance relating to recommended population sizes for local 
authorities. The Local Government Bill (1888) had recommended that single-tier 
units of local government have a population greater than 150,000, but modified 
that incrementally to accept candidates with populations larger than 50,000 and 
smaller if they had a 'historic claim ). 

The Royal Commission on Local Government in Greater London (The Herbert 

Commission 1958) had reported in 1960 that it found it impossible to identify an 

optimum size of local authority in London, using 'economy of administration' as 

a measure 18 
. Neither had Herbert been able to identify a robust methodology to 

choose between establishing authorities with 100,000 residents or 250,000 

(Cited in Joseph Rowntree Foundation, 1993). Six years later and the Redcliffe- 

Maud Commission (1966) reported "The over-riding impression which emerges 
from the three studies by outside bodies and from our own study of staffing is 

that size cannot statistically be proved to have a very important effect on 

performance" (Report of the Royal Commission On Local Government in 

England, Cmnd. 4040, Cited in Chisholm, Op Cit, p236). 

Chandler (1994) identified a tranche of local government analysts stretching 

from Sidney Webb, through Cole (1947), to Dame Evelyn Sharp'9 who had 

argued that local government required larger authorities to exercise economies 

of scale for specialist services, 

18 Herbert recommended a rationalisation of existing local government as London was 
administered by 29 Metropolitan boroughs in inner London, Middlesex County Council, boroughs 

within Essex, Hertfordshire, Kent and Surrey, three county boroughs and 24 urban districts. The 
Commission recommended the creation of the Council of Greater London (GLC) and 32 Greater 
London boroughs and the Corporation of London, favouring population size over community 
identity. 
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By the 1950s there were few apparently disinterested commentators on local 
government in Britain who did not accept the thesis that the local government system 
was far too complicated and that many units were too small to efficiently administer 
services or attract able councillors and officers (Chandler J, 1994, Cited in 
http: //www. psa. ac. uk/cps/1994/chan. pdf, Accessed 2004). 

Research by The Adam Smith Institute (1989) reported no evidence between 

superior performance and local authority size, noting that Glasgow spent twice 

as much on providing services as any other local authority in Scotland, even 
though it was the largest provider of services. In 1993 the Joseph Rowntree 
Foundation found large population size tended to give a reassuring return of 
'average performance % whereas smaller local authorities tended to have the 

potential to be either outstanding orthe worst performers'. These findings were 
largely reproduced in the Policy and Procedure Guidance to the Boundary 

Committee for England (DoE 2003). The same foundation further noted that 

There is no one size-range which performs better than others across the whole range of 

services. It is not possible to say larger authorities perform, on the whole, better than 

smaller, or smaller authorities perform better than larger, even in one specified service. 

The combined weight of other factors affects performance more than does size (Joseph 

Rowntree Foundation, 1993, p94). 

The 1992 local government review was a child of its time and its guidance 

reflected government ideology. The Citizens Charter (1991) stated 

"Local authorities have historically seen the direct provision of services to the community 

as one of their major tasks. However we believe that now is the time for a new 

approach. The real task for local authorities lies in setting priorities, determining the 

standards of services which citizens should enjoy, and finding the best way to meet 

them. By concentrating on these strategic responsibilities they will enable their 

communities to enjoy higher standards, more choice, better value for money and a 

greater degree of involvement in the decisions which affect them. The key tools by 

19 Dame Evelyn Sharp was permanent secretary of the Ministry of Housing and Local 
Government from 1955-66, and was largely responsible for the post-war policies in English 

urban planning. 
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which we seek to achieve this transition are competition and accountabilib/' (Citizens 
Charter, 1991, p34). 

Accordingly the 'review' proceeded on the basis that at an unspecified point all 
of local government would shift from being corporatist bureaucracies to become 

enabling market-driven organisations (See Adam Smith Institute 1992). The 

government believed that sufficient conditions had been put in place to 

engender competition in service provision. However, the Prime Minister's vision 
of "giving local government back to local people" (Major J, Commons Hansard, 
27 th March 1991, Col 973 Cited ACC 1991 c) remained an issue to be 

addressed. 

Guidance to the Commission (DoE 1992,1993) regarding population size 

stated "there need be no maximum or minimum size for the area or population 

covered by a unitary authority". The lack of prescriptive guidance was based on 
the government's belief that local authorities didn't have directly to provide local 

services themselves and that a relatively small local authority could ensure 

service provision via the purchase of local services (See Stewart 1999). The 

Policy Guidance (1992) stated 

there should be no presumption that each authority should deliver all its services in- 

house and.. the Government encourages authorities to buy in services from the private 

and voluntary sectors (Policy Guidance to the Local Government Commission for 

England, 1992, p9). 

If the 'new' local government was to be unconstrained by size and instead focus 

on representing its community, then, it was argued, the 1992 review of local 

government should have similar priorities (Ridley N, Cited in Cochrane A, 

1993). Therefore it became central in the 1992 review that consideration should 

focus on the representation of natural communities, and there was a reduced 

pressure upon the Government to bother itself to closely about what exactly the 

form the reorganisation should take. 
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As councils began to purchase more services it was believed by the 
government that councils could increasingly be based on boundaries that 
reflected community boundaries. David Curry stated 

The role of councils has changed dramatically over recent years ... the development of 
the enabling function has made councils more the sponsors and supervisors of essential 
functions, no longer the performers (Whitehead A, 1995, Op Cit, p6). 

Nicholas Ridley, while Secretary of State for the Environment, had stressed the 

need for local government to move away from being a provider and towards 
becoming an enabler, contracting with other organisations and monitoring their 

performance "fairly, efficiently and swiftly without stifling initiative and enterprise 
(Ridley N, Cited in Cochrane A, 1993, p52). In addition, the Audit Commission 

had emphasised the need for local authorities to 'reinterpret their role' and 

encourage a diversity of provision from other agencies (Audit Commission, 

1989). 

The Adam Smith Institute wrote, "If some theoretical optimum size can be 

disregarded as a factor in determining how big authorities must be, then it 

becomes possible to move towards a new pattern of councils related to the kind 

of natural communities that people themselves identify with" (Adam Smith 

Institute, 1989, Cited in Chisholm, Op Cit, p16). If contractors chose to operate 

over large areas and enjoy economies of scale they were free to do so, 

however the local authority as client could be organised around natural 

communities and purchase services from larger organisations. 

Guidance from the Department of the Environment stated "people must know 

who is responsible for setting a budget and achieving value for money in 

services in their area, and how the size of their local tax bills relates to what is 

spent on local public services" (Department of the Environment, 1991, Cited in 

Chisholm, Op Cit, p29). 
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The Conservative government's response to the perceived inefficiencies of 
public sector organisations in England was to combine two approaches: to force 
bureaucracies to operate according to market principles, and to place elements 
of bureaucracies within the private sector or in arms-length ad-hoc public 
organisations. However, as the Joseph Rowntree Foundation stated "the 
encouragement of transfers to the private sector and to non-elected bodies, 

and of contracting out, are common trends around the world and not simply a 
consequence of a long period of Conservative rule" (Joseph Rowntree 

Foundation, March 1995, p45). 

The introduction of market principles within the bureaucracy of local 

government included cost centres, devolved budgets, and client/contractor 

splits, complemented by a shift in the philosophy underlying why local 

government was there and what its role should be. Local government's 
'customers' became more, but not necessarily better, informed about the 

performance of services, with league tables introduced for school performance, 
hospitals and transport. 

Consultation and surveys of residents were encouraged in order to compensate 

for the lack of information about customer preference that existed and 

government agencies produced advice papers including The Competitive 

Council (Audit Commission, 1988). The move towards the introduction of 

market principles was complemented by the transfer of local government 

functions into the private sector through the introduction of Compulsory 

Competitive Tendering (CCT) in 198020. CCT required local government to put 

services out to tender and to do so according to a strictly enforced timetable. 

Delivery of services including street cleaning and refuse collection were 

frequently placed in the private sector, although some local authorities, notably 

the former county boroughs of Southampton and Kingston upon Hull were 

successful in keeping services in-house. 

20 The Local Government Planning and Land Act (1980), and the Local Govemment Act (1988). 
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Other more subtle forms of privatisation complemented the move away from 
direct provision of services. The Conservatives flagship 'right to buy' scheme 
significantly reduced council housing stockS21, the Transport Act (1985) 
introduced competition to prevent subsidisation of municipal transport. In 
addition, the 1988 Education Reform Act empowered schools to opt out of local 
authority control and transferred 85% of local education authorities (LEA) 
budget to schools via the Local Management of Schools policy (L MS)22 

* 
'Parental Choice' was introduced into education, but meant in practice that 
whilst parents could apply for any local authority school, they were only 
guaranteed a place within their local authority area and in schools with 
vacancieS23. 

Chandler (1994) noted that local authorities placing contracts in the private 
sector was not a new phenomena and that prior to the reorganisation of 1974 

many urban and rural district councils contracted out a range of services, 
including housing construction, and grounds and vehicle maintenance. The 
difference was that local flexibility to choose delivery mechanisms had been 

replaced by compulsion. 

The neo-liberal ideology of the Conservative governments of the 1980's 

contained elements of Public Choice Theory, although Chandler (1994) noted 
that Nicholas Ridley, while Secretary of State for the Environment, had 

developed the concept of 'enabling authorities' without reference to a specific 

political theory. Nevertheless, the English model of local government was 

believed to over-supply goods, and is prone to inefficiency. The new-right 

agenda challenged the 'one size fits all ', Fordist, supply led public sector ethos 

that dominated service delivery (See also Chisholm, 2000). 

21 The Housing Act(1980) enforced the sale of council houses 
22 Prior to LIVIS in 1981 the Green Paper "Alternatives To Domestic Rates" had rehearsed the 
pption of removing financial responsibility for education from local authorities. 
23 After reorganisation in 1998 new unitary local authorities such as Portsmouth, faced 
demonstrations by parents who found that parental choice in practice meant being able to 
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This philosophical assault on local government also focussed on the nature of 
bureaucracies and bureaucratic motivation (See Niskannen, 1973). Public 
choice theory maintained that bureaucracies tend to grow and to become less 
responsive to demand as they do so, whereas sma'! , Iler organisations tend to be 
more responsive and to have lower costs. Also, because they do not sell their 
services in a market, bureaucrats cannot be profit maximisers and so they seek 
to maximise their utility in terms of extra power, prestige and status, either trying 
to maximise their budgets or their staff or both (See Cochrane, 1993, p50). 

Public Choice theorists advocated competition along 'market principle' lines and 
advocated the establishment of small administrative areas based on natural 
communities, along with a healthy dose of competition between delivery agents 
to reduce costs; "the city manager or elected official who is not able to keep his 

costs (taxes) low compared to those of similar communities will find himself out 
of a job" (Tiebout, 1956 Cited in Whitehead, 1995). 

Chandler (1994) noted that Tiebout's study of urban housing in 1950's North 
America suggested that if local residents could move without cost, were well 
informed and were free to maximize their own welfare interests, they would 

relocate into the neighbouring local authority area that best met their needS24, 
The establishment of a local government structure consisting of many small 
local authorities would make it easier for residents to vote by 'exiting' an area 

and that the establishment of large municipal authorities would reduce 

residents powers of voice, through exit. The establishment of small local 

authorities would also moderate the power of bureaucrats, as smaller 
bureaucracies are less able to support additional posts or engage in 

superfluous policy initiatives. 

choose a place from a limited number of under-performing schools - some in Portsmouth failing 
to achieve 20% of the national average score in GCSEs. 
24 In addition Whitehead (1994) identified a third action that disaffected residents may adopt if 
either exit did not suit them or voting did not change things and argued that residents could 
'withdraw' from civic participation if they felt sufficiently alienated from or antagonistic toward 
their community. 
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Public choice did not discount the need for large units of administration and 
recognized that benefits could arise from small local authorities joining together 
to provide or purchase specialist services. However, the larger units needed to 
be voluntarily entered into, not statutorily imposed. Husock (2001) argued that 
the establishment of local municipal councils in American cities would help 
regenerate city neighbourhoods, 

Freed from centralized bureaucracies, these neighbourhoods, including many of the 
older, poorer ones, would prosper. As for paying to maintain, or build, expensive 
regional infrastructure systems: for that purpose, these independent local governments 
could cooperate in a loose confederation, or "special purpose district" (Husock H, (2001) 

Cited in Montreal Economic Institute, October 2001). 

In a study to evaluate the applicability of public choice theory John (1996) 

sampled four of the London Boroughs and found almost half of people moving 
home mentioned taxation or a desire for better services as key influences in 

their decision to relocate. The choice being exercised was also 'Tiebout- 

rational ), as movers that emphasized low taxation moved to lower tax areas and 

those seeking better services moved to corresponding areas. 

By 1995 it was apparent though that if elements of public choice theory had 

influenced the establishment of the local government review that it was not 

influencing its outcomes. Chandler (1994) found that "The identification of 

community' had proven to be beyond the resources of the LGC )5 and that whilst 

contracting-out of local services had been introduced that it would not be further 

promoted by the introduction of larger units of administration. The abolition of 

the metropolitan county councils had not resulted in the establishment of small 

local counci IS25 , 
but in a simple straightforward transfer of powers to an existing 

lower-tier of large urban boroughs (See Boyne, 1996). The 1986 reorganisation 

of metropolitan local government had introduced a fragmented horizontal 

25 Boyne (1996) observed that prior to 1974 there were local government units in Scotland and 
Wales with as little as 300 and 500 residents. Supporters of public choice theory would have felt 

more comfortable with such small local authorities than the rationalized and larger councils that 

replaced them. 
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structure through the establishment of joint-bodies to administer police, fire and 
transport, and that these were unelected bureaucracies "the bete noir of the 
disciples of Niskanen" (Chandler J, 1994, p8). 

Without the establishment of small local authorities based on natural 
communities and a structure where councils could compete between 
themselves to deliver services the public choice model was unlikely to be 
successfully implemented. In addition the introduction of market principles had 
not had the effect that the government believed it would. Rather than reducing 
in size social services had an extra 110,000 consumers through the 'Care in the 
Community' (Association of County Councils, 1994b) policy and was spending 
only 6.4% of total expenditure in the private/voluntary sector (See Chisholm, 
2000). In education the 'opt out' of schools peaked in 1996/7 with only 652 of 
the total 3,569 secondary schools leaving local authority control, even though 
the Conservative Government in 1992 had forecast 4,000 would opt out (See 
Cochrane, 1993). 

Compulsory Competitive Tendering had not significantly moved the provision of 
direct services away from local authorities, by 1990 between 39% (building 

cleaning) and 3% (catering) of service provision had been externalised (See 

Cochrane, 1993) and that had barely risen two years later to 45% (building 

cleaning) and 8% (catering) (See Wilson, 1994). In housing the argument that 

this service and social services would increasingly be planned and provided 
together hardly materialised (See also Chisholm, 2000). 

The Commission had written that "the concept of the enabling authority ... would 

be important in improving the delivery of services by all local authorities. They 

were fully reconcilable with unitary local government and capable of being 

advanced by it" (Local Government Commission, 1993d, p27, para 56). 

However, what was never made explicitly clear was the exclusive link between 

enabling authorities and unitary authorities as county councils and 'their' district 

councils were as capable as each other of delivering the enabling concept. That 
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link, like many assumptions, continuously remained "in the stratosphere of 
vague generalities" (Leach S, June 1995, P47) even though it underwrote the 
whole of the review process. 

The pressure to force a philosophical change on local government members 
and officers did not deliver reform on the scale hoped for by Ridley or Thatcher. 
John (1996) observed that dynamic councils with a strong social policy agenda 
had engaged with European institutions both to attract resources and to work 
with a partner with a more sympathetic ear than English central government. 
The ideological assumptions regarding local government functions that had 
helped legitimate a review of local government structure had not materialised. 

The Procedure of the Local Government Review 1992 

The 1992 review of English local government was administered by an 
independent Commission under the chairmanship of a former Director General 

of the Confederation of British Industry (1987-1992), John Banham. The 

Commission consisted of fifteen commissioners and like other boundary/local 

government commissions before was divided into teams, which were given 

tranches (areas) to visit, survey and produce recommendations. 

Unlike the Redcliffe-Maud Commission, the commission was to find itself 

unable to recommend regional or sub-regional local government structures. 

This was not due to guidance excluding the Commission from considering such 

structures, but because each review area was an existing county area and 

neighbouring counties were given different timetables for review, along with 

different Commissioners. The result was that Commission's recommendations 

tended to focus on only one county area at a time 26 
. 
The piecemeal way in 

which recommendations were published resulted in "local authorities, members 

of the public and Parliament, reacting to the proposals for individual areas in 

ignorance of the overall picture, before both the Commission and the Secretary 

26 Hampshire was in tranche two and neighbouring Dorset in tranche four, and neighbouring 
West Sussex and Berkshire in tranche three. 
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of State had made all their decisions" (Local Government Commission for 
England, 1995a, p95). 

The Commission was given five tranches to review and the Government 
believed that the process would be quickly concluded. The consultation paper 
issued prior to the LGA (1992) forecast that the new local authorities would be 
in operation by 1995 (Department of the Environment, 1991 a). In each tranche 
there were a number of county council areas, with the three most likely 
candidates for a unitary solution in the first tranche. Avon, Cleveland and 
Humberside had been established as a result of the 1972 reorganisation and 
were unpopular structures. The remaining review areas in the first tranche were 
Derbyshire and the Isle of Wight, the latter being served by three local 

authorities; two district councils and a county council. 

The Derbyshire review differed from the others in the first tranche in that it was 

an overtly politically motivated review, with the preferred outcome for the 

Conservative government being the abolition of the Labour controlled county 

council. Government Ministers described Derbyshire County Council as 
11 profligate and wasteful" (Cited in Chisholm, 2000, p45) and anticipated its 

demise before the Commission had reviewed the area. 

Both the Cabinet and the Opposition had a preference for a single-tier structure 

of local government across England and the Labour Party put forward an 

amendment at the Committee Stage of the 1991 Local Government Bill to 

ensure that preference would be clearly stated within the final Act. However, the 

Government were fearful of a backbench rebellion on the issue by MPs who 

were sympathetic towards the continuation of the two-tier system and rejected 

the Opposition's amendment (See Stewart 1999). In reality though, the 

amendment only put into words what Ministers had already stated was their 

preferred outcome. 
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The Government issued two guidance papers to the Commission: Policy 
Guidance and Procedural Guidance. In November 1993 revised Policy 
Guidance was issued in an attempt to speed up the review process and to 
clarify the Governments preferred outcome for unitary local government. 
However, the revised policy guidance and timetable did not improve the 
performance of the review, its commissioners or the relationship between the 
local government associations. 

The Commission produced a summary report in 1993 (Renewing Local 
Government In the English Shires -A Progress Report), shortly after receiving 
the revised Policy Guidance, which further fuelled speculation that unitary 
authorities were to be the rule. The Commission stated that "in principle, unitary 
local authorities are to be preferred to the present two-tier system, although the 
Commission recognises that retaining two-tiers may, by way of exception, be 

the best solution in some areas" (LGC, 1993b, P39 para 103). 

The revision to the Policy Guidance led to a successful challenge in the High 

Court by Lancashire County Council, regarding the ability of the Commission to 

recommend the status quo, i. e. the retention of the two-tier system of local 

government. The Secretary of State had announced that the 1992 review of 
local government would be 

an opportunity to think afresh about the structure of local authorities ... not as an 

opportunity to impose a new pattern of local authorities according to a national 

prescription ... or thatit is necessary to have a uniform pattern of authorities in every part 

of the country (LGC, lbid, p6). 

However, the Revised Guidance (1993) stated that "the Government expects 

that (the status quo) to be the exception, and that the result will be a substantial 

increase in the number of unitary authorities in both urban and rural areas 11 

(LGC, Ibid, p6). As a result of the High Court decision the offending paragraph 

was deleted and "marked a sea change in the way in which local authorities 

responded to the review and to the Commission" (LGC, Ibid. p 27, para 54). 
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The debate which surrounded the enforced amendment of the Policy Guidance 
(1993) and the progress of the reviews in Wales and Scotland fuelled 
speculation that the government had a blueprint for change and that the work of 
the Commission was little more than a smokescreen (See ACC 1993, January 
1994). In the confusion Ministers continued to counter such claims, even 
though Michael Heseltine had stated that the review in England did 11not mean... 

11 the wholesale abolition of either county councils or district councils . 

In Scotland 29 unitary authorities replaced the nine regions and 53 districts 

established in 1975. In Wales, the eight counties and 37 districts created in 

1974 were replaced by a new structure of 22 units. The process of re- 

organisation in both countries had been similar, as initially the Government had 

stated a preference for a single tier system and then carried out a limited 

consultation exercise focused on councils, local government associations and 

professional bodies. Boyd (1993) noted that the Government then ignored the 

results of consultation by implementing its original intentions. 

In 1992 Michael Howard became Secretary of State in the DoE with 

significantly different priorities to his predecessor and with considerably less 

enthusiasm for a review of local government (See Chisholm, 2000). Howard 

was also concerned about the potential costs of a review and sceptical about 

the reality of achieving the savings forecast. Howard indicated as much in the 

Government's revised guidance to the Commission through the removal of four 

of the five justifications for unitary councils that Heseltine had given (Local 

Government Chronicle, 8 October 1993) The change of Secretary of State also 

lead to speculation in the press that the English review was to cease and that 

only the 'big nine' former county boroughs were to be reviewed (See The 

Times, 24 April 1992). 
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The 'big nine' English major cities had lobbied hard for a review of their position 
and the return of 'their' pre-1 974 services, some of which they had continued to 
carry out on an agency basis for their respective county councils, stating 

The restructuring of local government should take account of the fact that, in effect, the 
Major Cities have never stopped performing certain functions and can simply resume 
immediate responsibility for their future management (Association of District Councils, 
1992). 

In 1993 two new Environment Ministers were appointed, John Gummer and 
David Curry. This change in personnel led to further speculation that the review 
of local government would cease after the second tranche of reviews had been 

completed. Other local authorities that wished to be included in the review 
would have to prove that there was 'substantial pressure for change 27 from 
their residents in order to be considered (Leach S, 1995, p47). 

The view of the Commission was that if the proposed 'opt in' procedure would 

enable it to review local governments role and functions then the change in 

procedure would be supported, but if not the 'opt in' procedure would be 

unwelcome (LGC Cited in Stewart, 1999, pl 0). John Major rejected the 

proposals in July 1993 being advised that if English councils could opt-in to a 

review, then councils that were on the verge of abolition in Scotland and Wales 

might use the amendment to find a way of opting-out of their reviews (Local 

Government Chronicle, 30 July, 1993). 

The progress of the 1992 review suffered from slippage in its timetable and the 

final recommendations for the first tranche review areas were not published 

until the Autumn of 1993 and Winter of 1994. However, the process that the 

review followed was completed in the way the Government had intended. Local 

authorities were grouped within five tranches, each taking twelve months to 

complete. The timetable had originally allowed for all thirty-two review areas to 

27 A route to county borough status which had begun with the Kintore decision and been 
abolished under the Local Government Act (1972) 
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be considered by January 1995. By November 1994 delays and a succession 
of judicial reviews had brought the review to a practical standstill. The final 
recommendations of the Commission for Hampshire were not published until 
October 1994 and the Parliamentary Order for Hampshire not laid until mid-July 
1995, nine months behind the revised timetable. 

Just what was meant by'community' and the need to consult on it was 
embedded in guidance to the Commission, however the'bottom up'approach 
to reviewing local government was exclusively reserved for England. Neither the 
Welsh or Scottish reviews of local government enjoyed the benefits of an 
independent commission and had their new local government structure 

28 imposed on them in 1994 

It is unclear why Wales and Scotland were treated differently, Stewart (1999) 

noted that even a Department of the Environment (DoE) Minister denied 

knowing the reasons for the difference. However, there was animosity between 

the Government and the upper-tier local authorities in Scotland, notably Labour 

dominated Strathclyde, which had remained openly hostile to the government. 

In addition, the Conservative Government had only eleven out of a total of 72 

Scottish MP's and controlled only three district councils. Chisholm (2000) 

observed there was little chance of any meaningful backbench rebellion by 

Conservative MPs if change was imposed on Scotland and/or Wales, whereas 

the English county MPs formed the basis of the Government's majority and 

would have voted against a centrally administered review. 

The Local Government Commission (1992) 

The Commission had been recruited shortly after the general election in 1992 

and commissioners were chosen to represent a wide range of interests and to 

ensure there was a diver8ity of opinion on local government structure. Some 

commissioners who were appointed were sceptical of the Government's 

preference for unitary local government, whilst others were appointed who were 
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unable to devote time to the review process, some being available for only two 
days per month (See Stewart, 1999 and Chisholm, 2000). 

The Commission was subject to ministerial guidance but was also sufficiently at 
arms length "to take the blame if it all went wrong" (Stewart, 1999, p53). During 
1993/1994 it became apparent to Ministers that draft recommendations varied 
widely being made by Commissioners and that individual Commissioner's views 
may have been affecting their recommendations (See Chisholm 2000). 

Crucially, the Commission was unable to operate with significant collective 
responsibility or to advocate a single set of principles in individuaj review areas. 
The willingness of some Commissioners to air their own views, whilst others 
waited for clear public opinion to be expressed, each contributed to wide 

variations in outcomeS29. In repeated attempts to standardise performance the 
Chairman of the Commission was given the opportunity to dismiss members, 

although he declined the opportunity to do so on each occasion (LGC minutes 
1996 Cited, in Stewart, 1999). 

Stewart (1999) argued that the primary contribution to the lack of uniformity in 

the recommendations coming forward from the Commission was its internal 

organisational structure. The Commission adopted a flat staffing structure with 

review teams reporting directly to the chief executive, rather than reporting via a 

policy director, who could impose some uniformity in direction. Stewart also 

identified the lack of corporate identity within the Commission as a major 

weakness, especially in its relation to other organisations. 

The decentralised review teams also contributed to the perception that the 

Commission was a fragmented organisation. There were also a number of 

ideological tensions identified ibetween individual Commissioners and the 

28 See Department of the Environment (1994) (Local Government Wales Act (11994) and Local 
Government Scotland Act(I 994)). 
29 And to confusion within the local authority associations who were desperately looking for 
trends each time draft recommendations were published. 
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Chairman, and between officers and Commissioners. The lack of continuity in 
the Commission's recommendations, coupled with an under-resourced 
administration and a Chairman who was prepared to publicly disagree with 
individual Commissioners, contributed to a crisis of confidence by 1994. 
During 1994 the Commission lost the support of Ministers, and the Executive of 
the Conservative Backbench 1922 Committee 30 agreed a motion 
recommending that the "review be put on ice" (Cited in Whitehead A, 1994, 
pl 1). In addition, the Commission's internal documents had been repeatedly 
leaked to the media, the local authority associations had no confidence in it, the 
Chairman began to disagree publicly with Ministers and academics began to 
focus on the reviews inconsistencies (See Stewart, 1995). The Chairman of the 
Commission became ridiculed as "the brains behind Britain's bolshiest quango" 
(Banham J Cited in Reflections, ADC, 1995) and 

showed no consistency of approach, was too often influenced by personal preferences 
and personal experiences, rather than objective assessment, and operated somewhat 

undemocratically and autocratically. We should have dispensed with his services 
(Margaret Hodge, Hansard, 11 January 1995, column 223 Cited in ADC, lbid). 

The Identification of Community 

The emphasis on the concept of 'community' in the 1992 reorganisation was 
different to that used by the Redcliffe-Maud Commission, which had focussed 

on measure of effective community, including travel to work areas. The 

definition of community given most prominence in the 1992 review was 
9 affective' community, meaning the community that people felt they belonged to. 

The subjective data used to measure 'effective and convenient' local 

government and the methodology employed by the Commission to evaluate 

community support enabled both tiers of local government to claim to be the 

champions of their communities (See LGC, 1993). 

30 The 1922 Committee consists of all backbench Conservative Members of Parliament, though 
when the party is in opposition, frontbench MPs other than the party leader may also attend its 
meetings. 
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The use of affective community to determine community identification was 
fraught with problems as the data collected was subjective and therefore 

vulnerable to partisan manipulation. Young's (1996) research on the usefulness 
of affective community as an indicator of community identification found 

Powerful evidence in favour of community-based government at the parish level, but that 
it suggests beyond this, existing local authorities cannot claim to speak for, or embody, a 
larger sense of local community. Based on affective community, there is not a strong 

case for district or county-based government (Cited in Joseph Rowntree Foundation, 

1997, p27). 

Research by the Joseph Rowntree Foundation (1997) identified a typology with 

which to identify affective communities: 

1. 'Roots' communities - found in traditional communities and centred on a 

particular way of life that could not be entered into just by living in the 

locality. The research suggested that in 'roots' communities there was a 

direct relationship between local government boundaries and the 

community. 
2. 'Escape' communities - traditional communities that had been 

disintegrated by modern society3l , and from which professionals have 

escaped. 
3. 'Choice' communities - where people live because of shared lifestyles, 

work needs and/or affiliations. 

In addition to the three-fold typology the Joseph Rowntree Foundation identified 

that individuals also operated in three concentric areas of social activity: 

1. Private - dominated by ties of intimacy between group members and 

who may be located in shared households or who have strong personal 

networks. 

168 



2. Parochial - networks made up of other individuals living in the 
community, neighbours, and general acquaintances. 

3. Public - dominated by strangers and colleagues at work. 

The Foundation examined the data from the MORI surveys conducted for the 
Commission and found that 31 % of respondents believed themselves to be 
unattached to a particular place, 26% felt attachment at the neighbourhood 
level, 12% felt attachment to their village or district, and only 4% to their county, 
concluding that 

Attachment to place is highly variable and is patterned in a complex fashion, that it is 
largely independent of those factors which are place specific but is driven more by the 
characteristics of people themselves, that where there is strong attachment to be found 
it exists to any significant extent only at the most local level of the village or 
neighbourhood. The paradigmatic assumption of strong and exclusive attachment at the 

unitary district level, driven by the presence of historic cultural and administrative 
identities, is borne out in the case of about 3% of the population (Joseph Rowntree 
Foundation, Ibid, p26). 

Research by the Commission indicated that people living in suburban areas 
tended not to relate, or want to relate to, the city region/conurbation that they 

lived, worked and shopped in (See LGC 1995). The use of affective community 

was for the former county boroughs in effect a veto to suburban residents who 

in relatively small numbers could scupper any aspirations for a city region, or 

aspirations for an equitable taxation of service use. 

Demographic studies indicated a close relationship between urban and 

suburban areas, with suburban residents generally working in and using the 

facilities of their local urban area (See Joseph Rowntree Foundation, 1995). A 

survey of consumers in a Portsmouth sports centre (1993) showed that more 

than 70% lived outside of the city's boundaries (See Portsmouth City Council 

31 Also identified by Wells H. G., (Cited in Fabian Society, 1903, On Administrative Areas). 
Communications were shrinking the world and inhabitants were becoming "delocalised". 
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1993). The use of affective community as a measure masked the 'arms length' 
relationship that service users had with the services they consumed. 

Suburban residents did not contribute to urban facilities' upkeep via council tax, 
or have a democratic voice over the investment that those facilities received, 
(other than by exit) and they used services subsidised by less affluent urban 
residents. An alternative view to the county borough's claims came from Kotler 
(1969) who argued that 

The escape of neighbourhood populations to the suburbs has imposed a new need for 

expansion under the current name of metropolitan government. The purpose is the 

same as it was then (in the 19th Century) - namely to destroy the suburban government 
and quash their independent commercial growth and political power, as well as to 
burden their residents with proportionately the greatest cost of central administration 
(Kotler P, (1969) Broadening the Concept of Marketing, Journal of Marketing, Vol 33, 

pl 0 Cited in Chandler J, 1994, pl 42). 

Affective community measures were also interpreted by suburban district 

councils as being sufficiently supportive for them to apply for single-tier status 

on their own boundaries. Even though many suburban/rural authorities had little 

chance of becoming single-tier structures on their own boundaries. Affective 

community therefore acted in precisely the opposite way that effective 

community had done in the 1966 Redcliffe-Maud review when it had under- 

pinned arguments supporting city-states covering urban, suburban and rural 

travel to work areas. 

In 1993 a MORI survey asked a national sample to prioritise what they believed 

should be the factors deciding the structure of local government. 25% of 

respondents believed that quality of service and responding to people's wishes 

should determine local government structure. However, only 3% believed that 

local government boundaries should be decided by either; ease of contacting 

their council, ease of access to councillors, historical boundaries, or population 

size (Joseph Rowntree Foundation, 1997, Op Cit, p27). 
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The research of local opinion in England included 46,000 interviews in 200 
districts and allowed the Commission to argue that there appeared not to be a 
widespread demand for change by the public, "Our surveys of local opinion 
have revealed an unexpected depth of public scepticism about the desirability 
of change" (Banham J, Cited in Stewart, 1999, pl 0). However, like many other 
conclusions reached by the Commission they were based on an interpretation 

of subjective data 32 and in individual review areas their own research identified 
70% of respondents in support of single-tier local government (LGC, 1994c). 

The contradictory recommendations of the Commission were further 

compounded at the 1994 ADC conference when the Chairman of the LGC 

announced that single tier local government "is a good thing. We think it needs 
to happen, we think people want it by about 2: 1 "(Association of District 

Councils, 1995, p4l). However, later in the year at the ACC conference the 

Chairman announced, "there was not one single, solitary shred of evidence that 

unitary local government was better at managing services than the two tier 

structure" (Association of District Councils, lbid). 

The contradictory findings of the Commission regarding support for single-tier 

local government depended on a range of issues including; whether the LGC 

included popular options in its draft recommendations and/or if disaffected local 

authorities had sufficiently mobilised their staff to vote against change, "The 

upshot meant that in most areas where people bothered to respond, they 

rejected change" (Arnold-Forster J, New Statesman and Society, 6 January 

1995, p24). In addition the absence of a standardised analytic framework 

and/or a respected leadership in the Commission resulted in there being little 

else other than public opinion to determine change (See Stewart, 1999). 

The weight that the Commission placed on MORI and NOP public opinion 

surveys had not been the intention of the Government that had developed its 

own methodology, however 

32 The Community Index was described by the LGC chief executive as 'civil service rubbish', 
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"Having convinced himself that unitary districts represented the Balkanisation of local 
government, Banham used public opinion to bolster his case. Rejecting the 
governments own formula for measuring how strongly people identified with their own 
community, he asked NOP and MORI to find out what they felt instead" (Arnold-Forster 
J, lbid, 1995). 

The Minister did not place as much emphasis on community identity33 as his 
former colleagues, who had believed community was going to guide the 

restructuring of local government. The Minister (David Curry) stated that if the 
Government had wanted local government structure to be determined simply by 

public opinion then the Government would have got MORI to carry out the 

review and not established a Commission (Curry cited in Association of District 

Councils, 1995a). 

An almost limitless supply of publicly available research data produced by the 

Commission, the county councils, district councils and the two local authority 

associations produced an equally limitless supply of claim, counter-claim and 

accusation. David Curry referred to most of the information produced by the 

local authorities at public expense as "crude propaganda" (David Curry, Cited 

in, Association of County Councils, 29 April 1996) and that he looked "forward 

to the end of the review ... when we might have a more mature reflection on.. 

such sheer blatant dishonesty that it has been a disgrace to local governmentif 

(Association of District Councils, 17 January 1995). 

The Minister's view had hardened by 1996 when he announced, "the sheer 

contempt in which half of local government appeared to hold the other half 

demonstrated some of the worst parochialisms and snobbery" (David Curry, 

Cited in Association of County Councils, 29 March 1996). However, after two 

years of campaigns, leafleting and research studies 47% of people in England 

ýCited in Cope S, 1997, p55). 
3 'Government expectations were shrouded in ambiguity' regarding the concept of community 

identity, of how to measure it and of how to interpret the results (Cited in Joseph Rowntree 
Foundation, 1997, p6). 
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still "had heard of but knew nothing" or "never heard of"the local government 
review (Association of District Councils, 1995a, p25). 

The Review Process in Hampshire, Dorset and Wiltshire 

The review process was prescribed within the Procedural Guidance (DOE, 

November, 1993) and consisted of four stages. Stage One involved the receipt 

of submissions from local authorities, community organisations and statutory 

consultees. This was the first part of a two-part consultation process in which 
local communities could express their preferences for the structure of local 

government in their area. Local authorities were additionally invited to respond 

to a technical data collection questionnaire in which they could identify costs 

and/or savings and any benefits to service provision that would arise through 

particular structural options. 

The first tranche authorities produced submission documents, each outlining 

their preferences for change and evidencing their recommendations. However, 

successive tranches added more 'gloss'to their publications than those before 

them. The costs that arose from the publication of glossy submissions was 

significant. Research evidence in Hampshire identified Hampshire County 

Council's main submission cost E2,200 (excluding printing) (Hampshire County 

Council, 1994b). Southampton's submission cost E14,00034 
, and the majority 

of the 335 district and county councils in England each produced at least one 

submission 35 
. 

The former county boroughs tended not to recommend amalgamations with 

their neighbouring districts as a first preference, even though the opportunity for 

county boroughs to regain former powers and to expand their boundaries at the 

same time was unparalleled (See Whitehead, 1994). The restraint exercised by 

34 In addition "A fairly typical group price was E500,000 which consultant CSL charged six 
districts and the County in Gloucester" (Cited in Whitehead A, 1994, p9). 
35 A considerable amount of public money was spent on public relations exercises by local 

authorities of every size, for example Basingstoke and Deane District Council in Hampshire 

spent E8,200 on the production of a pro-unitary video (See Association of County Councils, 14 

April 1994). 
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the former county boroughs was country wide and was largely attributable to 
the influence of the Association of District Councils, which represented over 290 
district councils. 

In earlier reviews of local government the district council's associations had 

regularly allied with the county councils to form a lobby group against county 
boroughS36 . However, the Local Government Act (1972) had abolished county 
boroughs and established them as district councils with the result that the 
former county boroughs shared a trade association with their smaller, and 
traditionally hostile former urban/rural neighbours. 

In the 1992 review the ADC attempted, with success until 1994, to ensure that 

all of their members remained a unified lobby group. In 1994 the ADC changed 
its policy of support for single-tier local government as a result of pressure from 

fifty of its district council members who wished to remain in the two-tier 

structure. The ADC subsequently had to shift its position away from total 

support for single-tier local government to support for the two-tier structure in 

Northumberland, Cornwall, Worcestershire, and West Sussex and support for 

single-tier local government where it was wanted elsewhere (Association of 

County Councils, 4 November 1994). 

The price for district council support (or more commonly, pragmatic acceptance 

of change) was that the former county boroughs would not predate on their 

neighbouring districts as a first choice option, even though during 1993 most 

small district councils were candidates for abolition or merger. However, in 

order to present a co-ordinated joint case and to prevent county councils from 

targeting their lobbying against solely the former county boroughs, it was 

believed to be necessary for amalgamations to be discussed. Arnold-Forster 

found that research from the Derbyshire and Bristol review areas found that "if 

district members were suspicious of county council members they were even 

36 Notably the abandoned 1945 review. 
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more distrustful of neighbouring districts (Local Government Chronicle, 8 
October 1993). 

The preparation for review in Hampshire was undertaken by the 13 district 

councils jointly preparing a submission recommending between five and eight 
unitary authorities for the county. Options in the north and south of Hampshire 

were generally viewed by the Commission as robust, but did not successfully 
make the case for change in mid-Hampshire, where Commissioners had 

remained sympathetic to status quo options in rural areas. 

Amalgamations with neighbouring districts were proposed for the former county 
boroughs of Southampton and Portsmouth by the ADC (Association of District 

Councils, February 1994), however amalgamations featured as second or third 

choice options in the authorities own submissions and their first choice 

solutions went to some lengths to suggest that amalgamations would not reflect 

community identity37 . Generally a joint front was promoted by the cities and 
districts, even though the authorities wanted very little to do with each other 

(See Whitehead A, 1995, and Association of County Councils, 14 April 1994). 

Whitehead (1995) argued that cities did not see themselves as merely district 

councils and that city councillors believed themselves to be "far more significant 

than their counterparts in the suburbs" (Whitehead A, 1995, pl 83). Portsmouth 

did not favour expansion as a first choice option but found it difficult to argue 

against, as the City had over one-third of its public housing stock within the 

neighbouring Borough of Havant and owned a swathe of land across it. Initially 

the Borough of Havant did not favour merger and justified its position on 

community identity grounds. However, it changed its position to an 

amalgamation of itself with its neighbours; Fareham, Gosport and Portsmouth, 

even though the Commission had previously ruled the option out. 

37 The former county borough of Bournemouth did propose as its first choice option a merger 

with the Borough of Christchurch on the grounds that the merger would have increased 
Bournemouth's population to the size of a mainstream single-tier authority (201,000). 
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Neither Fareham nor Gosport supported amalgamation with Portsmouth, due 
largely to the belief that Portsmouth would house the civic centre and that the 
district's residents would be forced to travel across a harbour to reach the 
administrative and ceremonial core of the local authority. The boundaries of the 
boroughs of Poole and Thamesdown largely covered their suburbs and with the 
exception of a few minor amendments, neither suggested any expansion or 
amalgamation with their neighbouring districts as their first choice option. 

0 

The position of the County Councils and the ACC was less clear-cut, as some 
rural counties favoured unitary status for themselves but not for 'their' district 

counci IS38 
. Dorset County Council had forecast E14 million per year savings on 

this principle and Norfolk County Council by carefully using the LGCs survey of 
community identity had been able to argue that a single tier for the whole 

county had the most public support. Draft guidance had been optimistically 
interpreted by the ACC as suggesting " that some multi-purpose councils might 
be constructed on existing county boundaries with county council headquarters 

housing them"(Association of County Councils, 1991 a). The ACC ran an 

ongoing campaign that county councils were already 'nine-tenths of a unitary 

authority' and had devolved units of service provision in the shape of local 

schools, libraries and area offices (Association of County Councils, 1992b). 

While many of the arguments the ACC employed protected the interests of their 

members, it would be unreasonable to reduce those arguments to being simply 

protectionist. One of the ACC's standard criticisms was that unitary authorities 

with a population in the region of 150,000 - 250,000 were not large enough to 

support specialist services. However there were also a number of other 

arguments relating to costs, efficiency, joint arrangements and fragmentation of 

expertise that were no less valid and which became increasingly difficult for 

district councils to argue against. 

38 Bedfordshire County Council. 
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By 1993 the likelihood of any county councils, with the exception of the Isle of 
Wight, becoming single-tier local authorities was accepted by the ACC as 
remote. After the initial posturing most county councils and their association 
employed the arguments and lobbying tactics that had served them well during 
the 20th Century. Choosing to play the long game, "emphasising through 
reasoned argument, sophisticated documentation and professional public 
relations, the dangers of the abolition of the counties" (Stewart, 1999, p28). 

In Stage Two of the review process the Commission published its draft 

recommendations and detailed its reasons for arriving at them. Local authorities 
continued to learn from their predecessors and draft recommendations 
increasingly became subject to minute examination and criticism by disaffected 

local authorities. District councils in Hampshire were dismayed (See Stewart, 

1999) that only the cities of Portsmouth and Southampton were the first choice 

recommendation and that the second choice involved a seven district option 

which the local districts had not recommended. Hampshire County Council 

however used the recommendations to legitimate their position as already 
being 'close to the people' and to press for no-change in the county. 

In Dorset, the districts and County Council had suggested a three unitary 

authority solution for the county but the draft recommendations included a 

merger of Christchurch with Bournemouth, which was unpopular with 

Christchurch's residents. In Wiltshire the draft recommendations were for a 

unitary solution comprising three new unitary authorities. An outcome that was 

acceptable for Thamesdown but which was not favoured by the county council 

and two of the district councils. 

In summary, the draft recommendations offered little comfort to local authorities 

and had the effect of placing many on a make or break footing, each armed 

with different interpretations of the draft recommendations and where an 

unfavourable abolition was on the cards, everything to play for. 
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The Third Stage of the review involved the collection of opinions on the draft 
recommendations. Unlike the Stage One submissions local authorities 
produced smaller, although no less glossy, responses to the Commission. 
However, the most notable exercise was the opinion surveys carried out on 
behalf of the Commission by MORI, in which each household received a 
questionnaire and representative samples of communities were asked specific 
questions regarding the draft recommendations. 

The Commission, acting on the guidance issued by the Secretary of State, 

publicly placed a great deal of emphasis on the opinions of local residents and 
that change had to have popular support, stating "it will be unwise to press 
ahead with changes to create unitary authorities unless there is clear support 
for change"(Local Government Commission for England, 1993b, p6l). 

In Dorset the consultation exercise showed clear support for a unitary solution 
in the county. In Hampshire the preferences of Southampton and Portsmouth 

were well supported by their communities and by residents elsewhere in the 

county, who believed unitary status was acceptable for urban areas but not 

necessarily for their own district. Thamesdown in Wiltshire received significant 

support for change, with 93.8% of respondents in favour of it becoming a 

unitary authority, which was the sixth highest positive response in England 

(Local Government Chronicle, January 1995). 

The positive support for change in the former county boroughs that was 

identified from the distribution of the pre-paid questionnaire to households 

masked the low response rate from residents, in Hampshire and Wiltshire 6% 

and in Dorset 8%. It was during the Third Stage consultation that local 

authorities facing abolition or merger attempted to influence the results by 

urging staff to respond in a particular way. The larger the authority then 
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arguably, the larger the response from staff, which placed county councils at 
some advantage 39 

. 

The debate which occurred between county councils, former county boroughs 
and the Commission became vitriolic and was described by one of the 
Commissioners as trench warfare (Grant M, Cited in Local Government 
Commission, 1995a). Other commissioners were more diplomatic, observing, 
"Some local authorities proved remarkably adept at lobbying and at provoking 
public opinion, usually for maintaining the status quo" (Association of County 
Councils, 29 March 1996). In Hampshire a powerful group of Peers and lVIPs 
called 'The Friends of Hampshire' lobbied on behalf of the County Council 

against abolition (See Stewart, 1999). This group was a powerful reminder that 
county councils had successfully lobbied against change between 1835 - 1888 

and still had the means to do so. 

In the Fourth Stage of the review process the Commission published its final 

recommendations to the Secretary of State. Portsmouth, Southampton and the 

New Forest were recommended as single-tier authorities, with the rest of the 

local government structure in Hampshire remaining unchanged. The rural 

nature of the central part of Hampshire had created difficulties for the 

Hampshire branch of the ADC when they drafted their initial recommendations 

and Stewart (1999) argued that it was this weak link that offered Hampshire 

County Council its chance of survival. 

The LGC's final recommendations to the Secretary of State in the review of 

Wiltshire were supported by the county and district councils. Thamesdown was 

recommended for single-tier status on its own boundaries and the two-tier 

statusquo was recommended for the remainder of the county. In neighbouring 

Dorset a different team of Commissioners recommended a single-tier structure 

for the entire county through the creation of four new unitary authorities. The 

Commission's recommendations were not supported by Dorset's local 

39 In Hampshire, staff in the pension scheme were circulated with letters urging opposition to the 
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authorities that had developed a consensus during the review and favoured the 
establishment of three single-tier local authorities. The response by all of 
Dorset's local authorities was jointly to engage in further public relations 
exercises and the collection of a 15,000 signature petition calling on the 
Secretary of State to adopt their preferred solution (Association of County 
Councils, 20 February 1995). 

In Hampshire, district councils with status quo recommendations generally 
conceded the result, although Basingstoke and Deane continued to press for 

change (see Hampshire County Council, 1994). However, the final 

recommendations proposed an extra unitary authority in Hampshire, New 

Forest District Council. The decision to recommend the New Forest was not 

unanimous within the review team but had been a majority decision. The New 

Forest recommendation was largely the result of a high positive response to 

community identity questions and the Commission noted that while the district 

did not fit precisely into the normal categories, the district bordered the City of 
Southampton and could purchase services from it and it was " large enough to 

ensure that service quality would not be compromised"(John Banham, Cited in 

1995b, Association of District Councils). 

Whilst it had been a significant possibility that Portsmouth and Southampton 

would become unitary authorities and that the county council would lose 

approximately 25% of its tax base to the two cities, Hampshire County Council 

would have been the second largest local authority in England. However, the 

additional loss of New Forest District Council would have resulted in a further 

12% reduction in Hampshire County Council's tax base to an option that had 

not been consulted on in the draft recommendations. 

Fearing such a loss, Hampshire County Council applied for a Judicial Review in 

October 1994 (see Hampshire County Council, 1994). The use of the Judicial 

Review had been successfully used by Lancashire County Council against the 

recommendations. 
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DoE's Revised Policy Guidance (1993), but was unsuccessful thereafter by 
local authorities seeking to overturn the Commission's recommendations. The 
tactic employed though was not to apply for Judicial Review on the basis the 
county council would win, but because the application would halt any progress 
that the Secretary of State might make in implementing the final 
recommendations. Disaffected local authorities facing unwanted change could 
then use that time to lobby sympathetic Ministers, backbench MPs and Peers. 

Neither Government Ministers nor the Judiciary were keen on the use of 
Judicial Reviews. The retainers being paid to top QCs by local authorities 
seeking Judicial Review and by those fearful of being subject to one, 

contributed to further criticism of the review and served to drag its timetable 
further behind schedule. Hampshire County Council's'leave for appeal'failed in 

January 1995. Ironically the only successful appeal against the Commission's 

final recommendations was by the Secretary of State, regarding the Berkshire 

review in 1996. Grigsby (1996) observed of the reorganisation in Berkshire, 

"The saga of Berkshire's demise is more suited to a television mini-series than the 

everyday run of politics in the home counties. There was personal animosity, 

misunderstanding, political intrigue, rumours of a threat to deselect a prominent MP if he 

did not toe the line - plus a large dose of the old fashioned cock-up factor" (Grigsby, 

1996, p2l 0). 

The review was at a practical standstill in October 1994 and a collection of 

government backbenchers and opposition MP's were calling for a halt to the 

whole process. The Prime Minister, John Major, had ordered a'review of the 

review early in 1994 40 
, largely as a result of increasing dissatisfaction amongst 

conservative backbenchers and Leach (1996) argued the review only survived 

If not because anyone by this time was particularly committed to it, but because 

of the implications of abandoning it" (Leach, Op cit, p42). 

40 The Local Government Commission had been previously saved from abolition by the direct 
intervention of the Prime Minister in 1993. Cited in Joseph Rowntree Foundation, 1997. 
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An increasing number of Government Ministers had become embroiled in the 
defence of the status quo in their constituency areas. Ministers including 
Douglas Hurd, Kenneth Clark and Derek Heathcote-Amory had publicly 
defended their local councils against the Commissions draft recommendations. 
A motion was passed at the 1994 Labour Conference calling for the local 

government review to be abandoned unless seven criteria were met4l. In 

addition, various motions were laid in Parliament by opposition MP's calling for 

an end to the review, with most having the common theme that "the whole 
discredited and disreputable process should be scrapped forthwith" (Colin 
Pickthall MP, in Association of County Councils, 29 March 1996). 

Shadow Ministers were also critical of the consequences of the review on 
service provision. By 1994 it had become apparent that the 'enabling' model of 
local government would not come about via a reduction in direct service 

provision, as opting out by schools and externalisation of services via CCT had 

not happened on the scale the Government had forecast (See Chisholm, 2000). 

The Shadow Education Secretary, Ann Taylor, argued that small unitary 

authorities would be less likely to be able to run education services and that 

therefore the policy of "deliberate fragmentation" of counties would in effect be 

the "gerrymandering of such functions out of existence" (Ann Tay, lor: MP, Cited 

in Association of County Councils, 25 July 1994). 

Local government trade unions also modified their position from cautious 

support for unitary authorities in 1992, to total opposition during the conference 

season in 1994, when it was apparent that unitary solutions would lead to 

considerable job losses (Association of County Councils, 1 June 1994). 

The pattern of local authority structure that emerged in Dorset, Hampshire and 

Wiltshire was referred to as a 'hybrid' solution, in which the counties' principle 

urban areas became unitary authorities and the rural or suburban areas 

remained unchanged within a two-tier system. The hybrid structure of local 

41 Regarding priMarily staff transfer and elections. Cited In Association of County Councils, 4 
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government had not been an intended outcome of the 1992 review and the 
Commission had been 'cautious about so called hybrid or modified two-tier 
solutions' (Local Government Commission, 1995, p75, para 175). The hybrid 
solution first emerged in the draft recommendations for Derbyshire (1993) in 
which the City of Derby was recommended for single-tier status, but the 
remainder of the County of Derbyshire had a no-change recommendation. 

The Hybrid solution became commonplace as Commissioner teams became 
unwilling to recommend unitary solutions in rural areas with either little 
community identity or interest in becoming a unitary authority. In Dorset where 
there was general public support for a single-tier structure and where local 
authorities had built a consensus the Commission recommended unitary 
solutions, although they were not the recommendations put forward by the local 
authorities and were not accepted by the Secretary of State (Local Government 
Commission, 1994c). 

An important contribution to the success of former county boroughs first 

preference solutions had been that the review process was politically'in trouble' 

and they offered rapid, face saving and relatively inexpensive outcomes for the 
Government (See Chisholm, 2000). Ministers were comfortable with a hybrid 

map of local government, as most Labour or Liberal controlled urban areas, 

and therefore councillors, would be removed from county seats. This would 
facilitate the return of Conservative groups to the control of shire authorities 
(Leach, 1995, p50). The creation of unitary authorities on existing district 

council boundaries also had the advantage that existing officer teams could 

plan for the transfer of services and assets, without the complexity and expense 

which had been associated with the Local Government Act (1972). 

As is often the case the devil is in the detail and this was no less so in the 

introduction of hybrid local authorities. These authorities were notnew' in the 

sense that had been described in the Local Government Act (1992), because 

November 1994. 
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they were to be based on their existing administrative areas, employ existing 
members of staff with legal rights and were to inherit additional functions. 

Arguments regarding whether hybrid local authorities were new or continuing 
councils had been raised by the local authority associations and the 
Commission, following the Isle of Wight recommendations in 1994. The Isle of 
Wight County Council and Government Ministers had put the case that it would 
be absorbing the functions of the district councils and therefore could not be 
described as a new authority, but should properly be described as a 'continuing' 
authority (Local Government Commission, 1995a, p 94, para 225). 

Continuing or hybrid authorities contributed to the uncertainty faced by the 

prospective unitary authorities and their county councils, whose staff were most 
at risk to redundancy if the former county boroughs kept their existing staff. The 

main subjects of debate focused on staffing and assets, and in particular what 
were the obligations of each authority, the successor authority (county councils) 

and inheritor authorities (single-tier districts). 

The Government had established a Staff Commission in 1992 to administer the 

process of the transfer of staff between reorganising authorities and to issue 

guidance on the rights of employers and employees during implementation. 

The Staff Commission based its recommendations on the premise that all 

reorganised authorities would be new, as they had been in the 1972 

reorganisation. In addition, all 'indirect' staff i. e. those identified asperforming 

administrative tasks which did not directly support service provision, should 

have to apply for new jobs in the new authorities. Any staff who did not find 

employment, through, for example the elimination of duplicated functions, 

would be made redundant and contribute to savings in running costs. 

Additionally, the Staff Commission advised that all senior officers in each 

reorganised authority would have to apply for new posts within each authorities 

new management structure. 
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The Staff Commission however was reluctant to recognise the concept of 
continuing authorities and issued a series of advice papers during 1994 - 1995 
that were largely irrelevant to continuing authorities, even though the 
Government had accepted their status in September 1993. The net result was 
that a further round of expensive legal advice was sought, that Unison and a 
number of Government and Shadow Ministers rekindled the public debate 
about the validity of the 1992 review, and the Staff Commission became forced 
to defend untenable advice. 

Cooksey Rev, iew (1995) 

In 1995 38 of the 50 local authorities that had been proposed for single-tier 
status by the Commission had been agreed by the Secretary of State and over 
three-quarters of England's administration looked likely to remain within the 
two-tier system (See Game C, 1997). 

Twenty further districts formed the Local Governance Review Group to lobby 

the Government to complete the unfinished business of the review, and the 

Government had a short-list of further candidates it wished to see established 

as single-tier local authorities. However, tired of the Commission and of the 

review process, the Secretary of State seized the opportunity when the 

Chairman of the Commission resigned, replacing him with Sir David Cooksey 42 

Initially the short-list of review areas was exclusive and contained the 

Government's preferences from a list of 27 local authorities, but consistent 

pressure from the Labour Opposition resulted in the list including 21 other 

potential districts (See Chisholm, 2000). 

The new review was an invitation only process, with a short six-month 

timescale, which focused on discrete district councils rather than reviewing 

county council areas. The Cooksey (1995) review of local government was not 

a national structural review and was more reminiscent of pre-1 926 Boundary 

Commission investigations into the formation of new county boroughs. Davies 
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(1997) was critical of the need to establish a second Commission when the 
candidates for reorganisation had already been identified, and observed "The 
resulting local government map of England could have been produced with 
relative ease in a couple of hours on a wet Tuesday afternoon" (Davies H, 
1997, pl 3). However, a number of useful observations can be drawn from the 
process the new review followed, even though its process was generally 
observed to be a mopping up exercise. 

To aid the new Commission, revised guidance was issued in order that the it 

could evaluate the review areas in a manner less open to manipulation than the 

previous (1993) guidance had been. The revised guidance (1995) moved away 
from measures of affective community and towards ways in which 'community 

identity could be manifested', using measures including inter-authority issues; 

* Stability - whether the authorities would enjoy social cohesion. 

* Viability - whether each areas resources would be sufficient to become a 

single-tier authority. 

and the extra-authority consideration of; 

Centrality - the extent to which the life of the review district is centred in its 

surrounding county 
(Local Government Commission, 1995b, P5). 

The inter-authority issues were no surprise to reviews of English local 

government as the consideration of community identity and of size had been 

used in one form or another for over a century as determinants of eligibility. 

Consideration of the concept of centrality forced the new Commission to take 

into account the effect that the loss of rateable value, population and physical 

42 Sir David Cooksey founded a venture capital fund in 1981 and has held a variety of roles in 
Government, the Bank of England, the Audit Commission, and Wellcome Trust. 
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resources would have on a county council as a result of hybrid 
recommendations. The impact on county councils of 'their, district councils 
becoming single-tier local authorities had not substantially featured in the 
guidance to the previous (Banham) Commission, but had been one of the most 
effective tools county councils had used to halt the formation of county 
boroughs after the Kintore decision 43 

. 

This was significantly to influence the Commission into making 'no change' 
recommendations for district councils with an otherwise good case for single- 
tier status, notably Northampton, because their county council would be 

adversely affected. A situation reminiscent of that seventy years previously 

when Cambridge had been refused county borough status on the grounds that 
44 Cambridgeshire would lose too much rateable value 

Cooksey recognised one of the pitfalls of centrality as a measure, was that 

gevery place is inter-dependant with everywhere else' (Local Government 

Commission for England, 1995b pl 7). The measure had also been problematic 

for earlier local government commissions, including the Redcliffe-Maud 

Commission, but most notably the LGC (1958) which had concerns that 

centrality could lead to county boroughs arguing for significantly enhanced 

boundaries. The LGC (1958) had stated 

To accept all these claims, would logically entail putting Brighton into London. Thus, it is 

apparently a waste of time for a county borough to undertake sociological research to 

discover the area for which it is the natural centre and to hope that the Commission will 

grant that area or even a substantial part of it to the county borough (Local Government 

Comm-ission for England, (1966), Cited in Richards, 1975, p184). 

43 The recommendations of the Onslow Commission (1923) in 1925 are notable for halting the 

spread of county borough applications and boundary extensions, which between 1888 - 1926 
had eroded county council resources through the expansion and/or establishment of 107 

municipal boroughs. 
44Sir Robert Fox had argued 'if Cambridge wanted to separate from Cambridgeshire then its 

wishes should prevail over the objections of the County Council". R Fox, Commons Hansard, q 
7434 - 9,111, col 495" Cited in V Lipman, 1949, pl 74. 
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As a consequence of the excessive levels of lobbying and campaigning that 
had characterised the Banham review (1992) the Cooksey review team were 
empowered to take note of the effect of campaigning on consultation they 
carried out (Department of the Environment, 1995b, para 16). The lobbying 
machines of the district councils, county councils trade unions and local 

government associations continued to attempt to influence the consultation 
process during Stage Three of the review. Cooksey reported that of the 82,000 
'hard copy' responses they received, 38,000 (46%) were pro-forma responses, 
postcards and standard letters (Local Government Commission for England, 
1995b). 

The Commissioners described the publicity produced by the local authorities as 
broadly being partisan and rarely providing a balanced overview of 

recommendations, but were diplomatic in their criticism "Frequently councils 
have issued partial and tendentious material designed to sway public opinion 
(Local Government Commission, lbid, p6)45 . The Cooksey review team also 

identified the re-occurrence of the 'pay roll' vote, especially in the North-West of 

England where Unison continued its opposition to the review, on the grounds of 

potential job losses. 

However, even though more public money had been ploughed into the review 

process by both local authorities and the Commission (1995) 35% of 

respondents to MORI surveys stated that they had never heard of the review, a 

substantial figure given the F-1 00 Million and three years spent carrying it OUt46. 

Conclusion 
The review of local government (1992 - 1995) partly achieved Michael 

Heseltine's 1991 vision and reintroduced a tranche of county boroughs which 

had been abolished by the Local Government act (1972). The duration of the 

45 Local authorities in Gillingham and Warrington were investigated by auditors regarding the 
legality of publicity material they produced. (Local Government Commission, 1995b). 
46 The Local Government Commission spent on average E467,000 per review area across 
England during 1992 - 1995. Total costs of reorganisation were estimated by Chisholm (2000) to 

be in the region of E100 Million. 
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review/implementation process took less than 7 years, which was the post-war 
average for local government review, although the 1945,1958 and 1966 
reviews achieved little if anything of their Governments objectives. Forty-six new 
unitary authorities were established and five county councils abolished, 
alongside the introduction of 'hybridity' to a further nineteen county council 
areas, whilst fourteen remained unchanged by the review. 

That it all turned out alright in the end., is a fitting epitaph for the 1992 review as 
its raison d6tre changing significantly in the year prior to its establishment. By 
1991 it had become too late for the Government to stop the review going ahead 
without looking like a policy U-turn on an issue intended to deflect attention 
from the mess of the 'poll tax. Leach (1995) identified three distinct phases 
within the review; Political Opportunism (November 1990 - April 1992), Policy 
Drift (May 1992 - June 1994) and the avoidance of a policy fiasco (September 
1994 onwards). 

The ideological goals which had reinvigorated an interest in single-tier local 

government in the late 1980's were still achievable in 1991, notably those 

relating to the movement of service provision away from local government. The 

evidence suggests that what happened was the reform of 'enabling authorities' 
to make them more locally focussed and strategic, pre-dated the conditions that 

could establish them. The Keith Joseph vision of local authorities meeting twice 

a year to sign contracts with private service providers had not happened by 

1992 when the Local Government Act was passed, and was unlikely to happen 

given the legislative framework at the time, coupled with local governments 

penchant for interpreting Central Government policy to its own advantage. 

It can also be argued that the establishment of a 'contract culture' is not 

predicated on the establishment of single-tier local government and therefore 

was not dependent on the structural reorganisation of local government. 
Districts and county councils could, and had, issued contracts with external 

organisations and were as enthusiastic and/or reticent about doing so as their 

single-tier colleagues in the metropolitan single-tier districts. 
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The significant change that occurred between 1991 - 1992 when the 
momentum for a review of local government was gathering pace can in large 
part be attributed to a change in Prime Minister from one with a strong 
liberal/utilitarian agenda to one with a strong belief in community. The two sets 
of ideological objectives behind a review of local government structure became 
enmeshed with the consequence that single-tier government became the un- 
evidenced panacea for a host of problems ranging from low elector participation 
to stopping 'profligate' spending by local councils. 

The two-tier system of local government as established by the Local 
Government Acts (1888 and 1972) created confusion amongst residents as to 
who provided what service and that confusion is well evidenced (See LGC 
1995b). The problem of shared functions could arguably have been better 
addressed through a review of local government functions, in order to place 
related functions within a discreet tier of local government. 

Alternatives to a review of function or structure could also have been 

considered to an unreformed two-tier structure, including an increase in forms 

of direct or indirect democracy, including the empowerment of parish councils. 
Where districts and county councils did not co-operate fully, incentives to 

voluntary joint working or statutory obligations could have been legislated for, 

using the types available in the Local Government Acts of 1929 and 1972. 
Examples of co-operation and joined-up working providing high quality local 

solutions have occurred across the full range of local government functions and 
have been an under-used alternative to local service provision provided by 

single-tier local authorities (Local Government Commission, lbid, p2l). 

The assumed strengths of single-tier local government were also laid bare 

during the 1992 review, due in part to the weight which Government had placed 

on them and partly due to them being ripe for scrutiny. The most enduring 

assumption regarding the appropriate structure of local government relates to 

scale and it has significantly influenced the outcome of reviews between 1888 - 
1992. However, the Joseph Rowntree Foundation (1995,1996) and Boyne 

(11995) could not find direct evidence of economies or diseconomies of scale 

"the new orthodoxy that there are no scale effects on local service delivery is 

unfounded and has no more empirical support than the old orthodoxy that large 

authorities are more efficient" (Boyne, 1995, cited in Chisholm, 2000, p68). In 
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addition, the assumption that single-tier local authorities engender greater 
electoral participation was challenged by the Governments own research, which 
was unable to find any causal link between the two (See Rallings and Thrasher 
1994). 

The unpalatable truth is that good single-tier local authorities are good and so 
are good councils in the two-tier system, although the Ministers who introduced 

the 1992 review would have found such pragmaticism at odds with their 

ideological objective of rolling back the state or reinstating a golden age of 

parish pump politics. However, before this thesis examines the specific 

strengths and weaknesses of the assumptions that underpinned the 1992 

review, and indeed earlier reorganisations, it is necessary to scrutinise an 

alternative model of single-tier local administration, that of regional government. 
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Chapter 5 

Single-tier Authorities and English Regionalism 

The term 'regionalism' refers to geographically large local authorities "exercising 
compendious functions over an area including both town and country, extending over a 
territory at least equivalent to that of a county" (Lipman V, 1949, p269). 

Aspirations to introduce a regional structure of local administration in England 
are back in vogue, but are not new solutions to modern problems. An enduring 
rival to the two-tier or single-tier models of local government in England has 
been the 'regional solution', which has frequently advocated the use of single- 
tier administration. The terminology used to describe English regionalism 
evolved during the 20th Century, guided by the concept of the 'intermediate 

authorities' as outlined within the Local Government Act (1888), but which 
became an unclear mix of devolution and decentralisation by the start of the 21st 
Century. 

The popularity of regionalism as a policy has been subject to fluctuations during 

the late 1 9th and 20th Centuries. It was first considered within the 'home-rule' 

debates of Gladstone's 1880 Government, and then returned to the agenda 

when the 'Irish question'was partially answered in the 1920's. It can also be 

argued that regional decentralisation has been in place in the United Kingdom 

since the establishment of the Scottish Office in 18851 (See Cole, 1947). 

Gladstone and other 19th Century Liberals had proposed devolution of power 
from Whitehall as a method of creating a 'level economic playing field' between 

Wales, Scotland, Ireland (under home rule) and England (Lipman, Ibid). 

Regional proposals had been developed to break up the monolithic economic 

1 In 1885, a Secretary for Scotland was appointed and the Scottish Office was established not 
in Edinburgh, but in Whitehall. The increasing responsibilities of the Secretary for Scotland saw 
the post upgraded to Secretary of State in 1926. It was not until 1939 that Edinburgh became 
the headquarters of The Scottish Office. 

192 



power of the unified (unitary) Parliament in up to six regional authorities, and to 
enable the countries of the United Kingdom to compete on a more equal basis 
with each other, whilst being federated at the supra-national level. 

The Home Rule Bills of the late 1 9th Century were fiercely resisted in Parliament 
(and on London's streets), and it is unclear whether they contributed to, or were 
a consequence of, the anti-Irish racism entrenched within British society at the 
time. The debates on Home Rule in 1885 culminated in the electoral defeat of 
the Liberal Government, as many of Liberal MP's who supported the union 
changed allegiance and joined the Conservative Unionists. 

In 1884 the Conservative leader Lord Salisbury had argued against the 

regionalisation of London during the reading of the London Government Bill, 

arguing that it was 

A measure for effacing and annihilating self-government by subjecting its communities 
to one great assembly in which they shall find that the majority of which it consists 
knows but little of its affairs. If you were to tell the men of Manchester that a Minister 

was going to propose a bill for putting Manchester, Salford, Staleybridge, Ashton and 
Stockport under one municipality they would think you were mad (Lord Salisbury Cited 

in The Times 15 May 1884 p10). 

Proposals for English regional government were re-invigorated in the 1920s and 

again at the outbreak of the Second World War, but faded away until the 

Redcliffe-Maud Commission re-opened the debate in 1966. Then, during the 

1970's, the Labour Party, whilst in opposition, revisited regionalism and 

devolution, and began to develop proposals for a structure of regional 

government comparable to that first advocated by Liberals, and subsequently 

the Independent Labour Party, in the late 1 9th Century., 

The establishment ofregions has at one time or another been a policy of the 

three main political parties. The Labour Party has consistently supported the 

concept of a United Kingdom made up of regions, but so had 1 9th Century 
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Liberals and early 20th Century ConservativeS2 
, who had argued for a union of 

equal partners within a United Kingdom. More recently, 2002, the main political 
parties in England have taken much clearer positions on regionalism. The 
Conservative Party arguing that the regional proposals of the Labour 
Government would add an unnecessary layer of bureaucracy to local 
administration. The Conservatives in opposition, also adopted a policy of 
defending the role of county councils, a policy notably different to that of the 
Conservative governments of the 1980's. 

The Labour Government of 2004 advocated administrative decentralisation 

through the establishment of a two-tier local government structure of unitary 

authorities and regional councils. Along with devolved central government 
functions the preferred structure was remarkably similar to that advocated by 

the 1885 Gladstone government. The Liberal Democrat's proposals for regional 

government in 2004 included the establishment of a constitutional convention, 

regional administrations for England and advocated a move towards a federal' 

Britain (Local Government Information Unit, 15th March 2002). 

Harding's (2001) typology identified four main forms of regionalism (See Table 

1). Regionalised states such as Spain and Italy adopted a directly elected tier of 

regional government with wide-ranging autonomy and legislative powers, and 

are still in transition from being centralised states to becoming more 

regionalised structures. Other examples of European federal states are 

characterised as having independent sovereignty and a constitutional position, 

and include the German and Austrian LAnder and the Belgian regions. 

2 Equal in a federal sense of British regions. 
3A federal system of local government had been proposed by Gladstone's Government in 
1882/1883 in which the membership of a democratised Local Government Board was to be 

subject to indirect election from the pool of directly elected county councillors. One Local 
Government Board was to be established for England, Wales, Scotland and Ireland. In effect 
the proposal was for the creation of a federal tier of government, similar to the Supreme Court 

in Washington (Cited in The Times, 14 October 1885). 
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Table 1 

International Regional Structures 

Federal States Wide Ranging Powers; German Lander, 
elected parliament, Belgian provinces, 
budgetary powers, legislative Austrian Lander 
powers, right to levy taxac 

Regionalised States Advanced powers (political Spanish 
regionalisation); elected autonomous 
parliament, limited budgetary communities, 
powers, limited right to levy Italian regions 
taxes 

Devolving Unitary Limited powers (regional French regions, 
States decentralisation); elected Dutch provinces, 

parliament, limited budgetary Danish 
powers and substantial communities 
financial transfers from 
central government, limited 
right to levy taxes 

Unitary States No powers (regionalising Greek Nomok, 
without creating a regional Portuguese 
level); no elected parliament, planning regions, 
no budgetary powers and all Irish counties, 
financial resources Luxembourg, 
transferred from central Swedish counties 
government, no right to levy 
taxes 

Source: Stoker and Hogwood 1996, and Harding 2001. 

Regionalism in the English context has tended to refer to the regionalised state 

model, but with much more limited powers than can be found in the Spanish or 

Italian regions. Furthermore, whilst devolution of legislative powers to Ireland, 

Wales and Scotland has been one solution, the pre-1 940 English model, was 

more concerned with decentralisation of administration and not 'devolution' of 

decision-making. 

Decentralisation has exclusively focussed on the transfer of administration from 

Whitehall to either the regions or to a lower tier of government, but has not been 

concerned with the transfer of legislative powers. Regionalism in England has 

therefore tended to focus more on the reform of government administration, 
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than it has on the reform of Parliament. Stoker (1996) suggests that regional 
government can be distinguished from regional administration by the presence 
of the following; 

*a multi-functional operational capacity in a restricted geographical area 
within a state 

e supervision by representatives elected or chosen on a local basis 

* the enjoyment of a measure of autonomy over finances and more 
broadly policy-making and implementation. 

Lipman (1949) noted that the first regionally based service providers in England 

were the Poor Law Commissioners who, by 1842, had established 12 

'Inspectors districts' in England, none of which were coterminous with other 

administrative boundaries. By 1918 it had become clear to the government that 

the administration of a war-time economy could not be efficiently achieved by 

locating the entire administration of the United Kingdom in Whitehall. The 

administration of key services including Food Commissioners, National Service 

Divisions, the Coal Board and the Cattle Commissioners was decentralised into 

the regions. By 1918 the Ministries of National Service, Labour and of Munitions 

had established seven regions for England. 

In 1919 the Government set-up an all party Speaker's Conference, with the 

objective of identifying the role of the Imperial Parliament and the four devolved 

parliaments of the United Kingdom, should they be established. In the published 

report the division of legislative powers between Parliament and the devolved 

parliaments were identified, as were the division of finances between the 

Treasury and local exchequerS4. What was not agreed upon though was the 

membership of the United Kingdom Parliaments and whether MPs should be 

seconded' downwards from the Imperial Parliament or be directly elected (See 

Nash, 1999). 

4 The boundaries of each Parliament were also identified. 
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The decentralisation of Whitehall's administration began in the early part of the 
20th Century. Cole (1947) referred to the Ministry of Health draft plan of 1920 to 
establish fifteen provinces, each subdivided into 59 health regions. The use of 
administrative regions continued between the wars with ministries devising 
regions for the administration of the Registrars Department, Labour Exchanges, 
Post Offices, Agricultural Advisory Provinces and Unemployment Assistance 
Areas. However, the extensive use of administrative regions did not encourage 
co-terminosity between government departments or even within them5. 

Bogdanor (1997) noted that decentralised functions of central government such 
as the Benefits Agency or Employment Service were eligible to be considered 
as regional ad-hoc organisations because of their location outside of Whitehall. 

A similar argument was put forward in The Guardian (5 November, 2003), 

which noted that Britain has a tier of regional government made up of quangos 

and Whitehall outposts responsible for a wide range of services. However, 

Hogwood (1996) argued that even though there were significant numbers of 

civil servants located in the regions, many did not administer services in the 

, region they were located in and of those that did, generally provided a 

prescribed service. 

Single-tier Regions 

Before 1950 a number of models of unitary regions had been advocated, 

although none were implemented. A number of single-tier models had been 

developed, based on the unitary or county borough structure of local 

government. However, to be established across a region, a single-tier structure 

would require the integration of rural and urban areas with different interests. 

Therefore, by serving a wide geographical area single-tier local governments 

representative ability and its 'closeness to the people'will necessarily decrease, 

its raison detre will be weakened. 

5 The departments of Agriculture and Labour each used several different regional models to 

provide their own services (See Lipman, 1949). 
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Fox (1929) in evidence to the Royal Commission on Local Government (The 
Royal Commission on Local Government in the Tyneside Area (1937), Cited in 
Lipman V, 1949, p260) estimated that the maximum population of a single-tier 
authority should not be greater than one million. After which, the need to 
localise service delivery and/or delegate responsibility would increase lines of 
communication to such an extent as to weaken the county boroughs main 
strength. Brooks (Cited in Lipman V, 1949, p262) told the Royal Commission 
that single-tier local government could be established serving a population of up 
to two million people. However, generally the upper-population size for single- 
tier administration has tended to be focussed on populations of 500,000 - 
1,000,000. 

'Special Assistance' areas have also been recommended to form single-tier 

administrative units. Industrial areas suffering from economic downturn included 

early examples in South Wales and the North-East of England during the 

1930's. The Royal Commission on Local Government in the Tyneside Area of 

1937, as cited in Rivett (2004) contrasted the economic problems arising from 

the sixteen local authorities 'serving' the area, with the regenerative strengths of 

the single-tier authority serving Birmingham. In addition the Royal Commission 

recommended 

that for efficiency and economy medical services and hospitals should be administered by 

a single regional authority covering a wide area (Royal Commission on Local Government in 

the Tyneside Area, 1937, Cited in Rivett G, 2004). 

In the 1930's the local government structure in Tyneside ensured that 

prosperous and deprived districts remained administratively separate, 

"The present system must constitute a serious obstacle to the execution of major 

projects which would benefit all concerned" and "the real size and importance of the 

area as a market are artificially obscured; from the point of view of establishing a new 

business there is all the difference in the world between the aspect of Newcastle as a 

County Borough with a population of 283,000, and of Tyneside as a whole with 

816,000" (Ibid Cited in Lipman V, 1949, p284). 
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However, in the 1937 Minority Report to the Report of the Royal Commission on 
Local Government in the Tyneside Area it was argued that the proposed 
combination of: the County of Northumberland, parts of County Durham, four 
county boroughs, two non-county boroughs, five urban districts and parts of 
three other urban districts would produce a single local authority that was too 
large to function efficiently. In addition the Minority Report criticised the 

proposed removal of functions from the existing single-tier local authorities in 
the area, notably; public heath, mental hospitals, education, public assistance, 
police, fire brigade and most roads. 

In London, The Hiley-Talbot Minority Report to the Report of the Royal 

Commission on London Government (1923)6 had recommended the 

administrative' division of London into large county boroughs, but that certain 

strategic functions should be provided at the regional (London) level. This 

example highlights a recurring problem with arguments for unitary local 

government, in that frequently they are advocating the introduction of two-tier 

government, even though the terminology used refers to county boroughs. 

Ullswater's recommendations included a recognition that London's 

administration required a number of most-purpose 'districts ), as a single-tier of 

administration serving the entire capital would be too remote 7. The evidence for 

that assertion was at best anecdotal. 

An alternative structure to the unitary region is the 'ad-hoc' authority, which 

enjoyed popularity during the period of post-war reconstruction and was then re- 

invigorated through the establishment of QUANGOs and NGLOs. Advocates of 

the'ad-hoc' model (See Robson 1949 and Tiebout 1956) suggested a local 

6 The Ullswater Commission. 
7 When The Ullswater Commission reported in 1923, its recommendations were split three 

ways, the majority wanting no change, one minority report advocating the division of London 

into county boroughs, and another minority report advocating the creation of a Greater London 

Authority. Cited in Corporation of London, Governing London: Lessons from 1000 years, 11 

April 2000. 
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service provider's size should be determined by the function being provided, not 
based on a general local authority boundary or even on 'community'. 
It is important at this point to draw a clear distinction between local authorities 
based on ad-hoc structures and services being administered by ad-hoc 
committees. The former is based on a single, directly elected 'council' providing 
a single function. whereas ad-hoc committees are based on a grouping of two 
or more local authorities forming a joint-committee to provide a service over a 
wider area than their own boundaries 8. 

The'ad-hoc' model is based on the assumption that local government services 
have different needs and that those needs cannot efficiently be met by a single 
local or sub-regional authority 

"it is abundantly clear that separate areas are needed for different municipal services, if 

the best results are to be obtained. The determination of areas for land drainage 

proceeds on entirely different principles from that relating to public libraries - there is no 
division of the county which will suit all municipal functions" (Robson W, 1949, p9). 

Robson did not advocate a return to the chaos of ad-hoc local authorities that 

existed prior to 1900, but instead argued that 'chaos' existed for taxpayers and 

voters, as opposed to the service users. Robson proposed that ad-hoc local 

authorities should be based on the geographic area that best suited the needs 

of a particular service. In addition, a uniform system of voting and rate payment 

could be imposed across the region to ensure transparency, a view largely 

replicated by Tiebout, although for fundamentally different reasons. 

The structure of local authorities that Robson advocated was remarkably similar 

to those advocated by the Labour government between 1997-2002, based on 

single-tier county boroughs serving urban areas and single-tier county councils 

rural areas. In Robson's model the single-tier county councils were to be 

8A form of service provision widely discredited after its use in London following the abolition of 
the upper-tier Greater London Council in 1986 (See Leach, 1991). 
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supported by area committees to ensure that local views would continue to 
influence service provision, coming together when required, 

"There might be one committee formed for each district on a territorial basis, acting as 
agent or delegate for the county council as a whole; and other committees formed on a 
functional basis and operating directly under the public health or housing or education 
committees of the county council. There is no reason why the same district should be 
employed for all purposes. The county might be divided into different sets of district 
areas for different purposes, so that each district committee would have jurisdictýon over 
a type of area most suited to its needs" (Robson W, lbid, p256). 

A federal tier of upper-tier authorities, sitting above the county boroughs and 
county councils, would come together to provide a particular 'strategic' function, 

such as water supply, transport, education and prevention of river pollution. 

Proposals for such 'functionally created' and directly elected regional 
government structures were frequent between the wars, and were briefly 

resurrected by advocates of neo-liberal economics in the early 1990's, drawing 

on'Tiebout's work in the 1950's. In 1942 McColvin published The Public Library 

Service of Great Britain in which he recommended the creation of library 

authorities that crossed existing local authority boundaries and were in effect 

sub-regional service providers. 

McColvin argued that debates focussing on local control and democratic 

accountability had dominated discussions about service delivery, whereas local 

authority services had their own requirements if the effectivity of provision was 

to be maximised. A large population would help maximise revenue, enable 

special interests to be catered for, retain varied stock and attract career 

librarians. 

McColvin recommended that existing library authorities be grouped together 

until a sufficiently large authority could be formed. Then the service would be 

administered through joint-committees made up of representatives from each 
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member local authority. The main points Of McColvin's report were embodied in 
the Library Associations recommendations The Public Library Service: Its Post- 
War Reconstruction and Development (1943). However, the Library Association 
made it clear that it preferred the establishment of sufficiently large local 
authorities able to deliver a library service effectively, to the establishment of a 
service operated by joint-committees. 

In 1920 Sidney and Beatrice Webb advocated an ad-hoc regional structure for 
local government in Constitution For A Socialist Commonwealth of Great 
Britain. The Webbs suggested that flexible local authority boundaries be formed 
to meet the needs of specific services and that the membership of each 'council' 
be recruited from each ward. An education council might therefore have 40 or 
more councillors, along with their disaggregated education budget, whilst a local 

authority responsible for building control might consist of a dozen or less 

councillors. 

The Webbs advocated large, single-councillor wards and proposed that each 

urban 'ward' should contain 6,000 - 10,000 families. The councillor would be 

expected to sit on every committee/management board that controlled services 

within each ward. However, rather than being 'specialists' they would be skilled 

generalists, familiar with a wide variety of services and their needs. In order to 

attract suitable candidates for such full-time, highly skilled work the Webbs 

proposed to pay a salary and to offer support to councillors through the 

provision of a dedicated local administration. 

Discussion of 'functional region' models also needs to include Non- 

Departmental Public Bodies (NDPB), as they deliver outcomes prescribed by 

government, but operate with a degree of local autonomy. NDPBs occupy the 

'grey space' of public administration in England and possess a wide-range of 

qualities that make them difficult to define accurately. Chester (1953) offered a 

useful starting point for the classification of public bodies and identified three 

main classes: ministerial departments, local authorities and 'the rest'. The'rest' 

202 



classification included "any governmental administrative body which has its own 
statutory powers and responsibilities and is neither a Minister nor a local 
authority" (Chester, 1953, Cited in McLean 1,2004, pl 0). 

To confuse analysis further the bodies that make-up the 'rest' classification 
have been known by an assortment of names including: non-departmental 
organisations, non-departmental agencies, public body's, interstitial 
organisation's, ad hoc agencies, statutory authorities, paragovernmental 
agencies, parastatal agencies, fringe bodies, and intermediate bodies 
(Hogwood, 1995, Cited in McLean 1,2004, p208), but for the sake of clarity such 
organisations will be referred to as Non-Departmental Public Bodies (NDPB). 
Generally NDPB's have a sponsoring government department, and a minister 
who makes appointments directly or indirectly to their management boards, and 
who is also responsible for their governance. 

The Cabinet Office (2003) identified 849 public bodies sponsored by UK 
Government departments, of which 811 were NDPB's with each fitting into one 

of four sub-classifications: 

9 Executive - Statutorily established with their own staff and budgets, 

performing administrative, regulatory and commercial functions (206). 

* Advisory - Providing expert advice to ministers, and not usually 

possessing their own staff or budgets (422). 

o Tribunal - With jurisdiction in a specialised field of law (33). 

Boards of Visitors- 'Watchdogs' of the prison system (150). 

Regional or sub-regional organisations that serve a particular function of 
Government and that operate with some degree of autonomy are examples of 
NDPB's and typically are led by members who have not been directly elected to 

their positions, but have a particular area of expertise. Examples include 

Regional Development Agencies, The Arts Council, Housing Corporation, 

British Potato Council, Health Trusts and Learning and Skills Councils. 
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The Multi-tiered Region 

The multi-tier model of regional government uses a single-tier local authority 
responsible for local service delivery, with an upper-tier authority for strategic 
issues, generally operating over a geographic area at least the size of an 
existing county council. 

One of the many variations of the multi-tier model advocated the transfer of 
functions already in operation in upper-tier local authorities, up' a further tier to 

a regional authority. Fawcett C (1919) identified potential gains in efficiency for 

the Imperial Parliament if regional parliaments were established on the principle 

of 'Home Rule All Round'. Fawcett believed that regional parliaments could 

significantly reduce the workload of the 'Imperial Parliament' and thereby 

increase the opportunity for debate and reduce backlogs of legislation. The 

Imperial Parliament had from the 1870's become increasingly choked with work, 

as it involved itself evermore in British and colonial business, 

The British Parliament is and has long been, so overburdened by its manifold duties 

that its business is hopelessly congested, and many of its Acts receive very insufficient 

consideration (Cited in Lipman V, op cit, p22) 

Fawcett proposed that England should be divided into twelve provinces with 

populations ranging 10 million in London to 1 million in Devon and Cornwall. 

The regions advocated by Fawcett would have placed urban and rural areas 

under one local authority and have arguably improved on the method of town 

and country planning that was eventually adopted in post-war England. 

A variation on the multi-tier model was proposed by Cole (Cole 1947), who 

advocated the transfer of services from upper-tier local authorities, whilst also 

enhancing the role of Parish councils. In effect the creation of a three-tier local 

government structure, with an enhanced role for local and regional 

administration. Even though Cole's model recommended the movement of key 

strategic functions away from local control it was a 'half-way house, as it did not 
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advocate the transfer of all local government functions to the departments of 
central government. 

Cole recommended that England be divided into nine regional councils, each 
broadly based around the larger county council areas. The regional councils 
were proposed to deliver strategic functions including; strategic planning, 
transport, public utilities and technical education. Within each regional council 
was to be a tier of secondary local authorities serving the existing districts and 
boroughs and to have broadly the functions allocated to them under the Local 
Government Act (1888), but also to include the promotion of ward and parish 
councils. The role of the lower-tier parish councils being to ensure that residents 
could contribute to the policy making process and have a voice within the 

structure of local administration. 

Gibbon's (1938) model of regional administration focussed on the strengths of 
the established network of county councils in England. Rather than create a 

new system of local government Gibbon argued that county councils were 
ideally placed to become candidates for regional councils, subject to empirical 

resea rc, h; 

We have, however, in our own country something near akin to regional government in 

the administration of our large county councils, and so far as I am aware there has 

never been a comprehensive study of their organisation and services, their relation with 

other bodies and their effect on local government in general (Gibbon G, 1938, pp415 - 

p417) 

Such considerations were also included in the Labour Party's recommendations 

to establish a regional structure of local government in 1943 (Labour Party, 

1943). The Labour Party proposed that regional authorities be formed on 

existing boundaries of county councils and to form approximately 60 regional 

authorities. 
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The regions might well be adaptations of the existing administrative county areas, 
provided that present boundaries, many of which were determined by historical 
conditions which bear no relation to modern needs, are not regarded as sacrosanct or 
unalterable (Cited in Lipman V, op cit, p294). 

The second-tier authorities were proposed to be made up of amalgamations 
between existing county boroughs and districts in order to form lower-tier 

authorities, "as few as will make efficient local government possible" (Lipman V, 
Op Cit, p294). The model would have established local government units 
governing both urban and rural areas. Lower-tier functions were to include 

weights and measures, allotments, waste collection and minor roads, whereas 

education, fire, and hospitals were proposed to be regional authority functions. 

Elections 

A key difference between models of regional government has been the method 

through which seats are allocated. Most, but not all models of regional 

government, have tended to advocate indirect election, a method where directly 

elected councillors from lower-tier authorities, or in the case of joint-committees, 

councillors from all tiers, come together to elect their colleagues to seats on the 

regional organisation. 

Whilst the indirect election model is straightforward and at first glance minimises 

bureaucracy it has been shown that non-directly elected committees (See 

Leach 1991) have been prone to: 

Hostage by sectional interests (notably partisan interests) 

An inability to engender support from the population they serve 

* Are used as a 'reward' to councillors for time-served, as opposed to 

appointments being based on ability 

Being overly-bureaucratic, as members need to consult with their primary 

group before making commitments 

or 
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Being undemocratic, as Members can make unilateral decisions without 
consulting their primary group (See Joseph Rowntree Foundation, 1997). 

The Association of Metropolitan Councils (1942) had argued that ad-hoc 
commi ees 

will be found to be generally unnecessary and superfluous to properly organised local 
government; such bodies and joint committees of local authorities are as a broad 
generalisation an undemocratic form of organism to be avoided unless particular 
circumstances make it imperative (Association of Metropolitan Councils, 1942, Cited in 
Lipman, Ibid, p267). 

The alternative to indirect election to the regional tier also had its difficulties, in 

particular the problem of engaging the electorate in what would be a range of 
'remote' issues. A lack of understanding by the bulk of the population had 

militated against the establishment of London-wide government in the 1880's, 

and contributed to a lack of enthusiasm for the continuation of the regional 

commissioners in the 1940's. By 2003 criticism of electoral arrangements of the 

proposed regional structures in the North-East of England included the 

perception that the replacement of county councils with much larger structures 

would lead to a reduction in direct democracy, i. e. a reduction in the elector: 

councillor ratio. 

Boundaries of English Regions 

Given the lack of consensus over what English regionalism is and what services 

should be provided through it, it is not surprising that the proposed boundaries 

of English regions, both local administrative boundaries and decentralised 

central governmental areas, have been fluid and subject to a significant number 

of reorganisations. 

The first working manifestation of regional government in England that had a 

significant impact on local government was the Civil Defence Regions. These 

operated for a short period during the General Strike of 1926, and were then 

207 



resurrected at the outbreak of war in 19399. The boundaries that the Civil 
Defence Regional Commissioners used in1926 were based on the limitations 
of the telephone exchange network in place at the time (Cited in Local 
Government Association, 23rd February 2000). These were reorganised in 
1941, mainly to resolve the issue of whether Hampshire and Dorset were 
South-Western, Southern or South-Eastern counties". 

After the Second World War the Treasury took control of regional boundaries 

and began to force government departments to use its standard model. In 1958 
the Treasury carried out a small reorganisation of regional boundaries and 
placed the County of Dorset back into the Western Region. However, by 1956 

the Treasury's model had fallen into decline and government departments were 
increasingly re-inventing their own uncoordinated boundaries (See Hogwood, 

1996). After the 'regional reorganisation' of 1958 no government department 

adhered to the revised regional boundaries, including the Department 

responsible for regional policy, the Department of the Environment. 

Further reorganisation of the English regions took place in 1965 when the 

Southern, and London and South-Eastern regions were replaced by a larger 

South-East Region. Then, in 1974, Bournemouth and Christchurch were 

reorganised out of the South-East Region into the South-West region, 

accounting for a third of the re-engineered County of Dorset's population. The 

dilemma that policy planners faced of whether to place the New Forest, 

Christchurch, Bournemouth, and Poole into a South-Eastern or South-Western 

region was evidenced by community identification data in 2003. The majority of 

a sample of Plymouth (62%) residents clearly identified with the South-West 

Region. However, that majority reduced as the survey moved eastwards, 45% 

of residents identified with the Western Region in Swindon and this response 

9 In addition, the 'Special Areas Acts' (1934 - 1937) in Tyneside and South Wales were also 
manifestations of English regionalism, but were more concerned with economic development 
than national structural reorganisation. 
10 The resolution to the problem was that Surrey was moved from the Southern Region into the 
South-East Region and that Dorset moved into the Southern from the South-West Region. 
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reduced to only 28% of residents in Bournemouth and Poole (Taylor Nelson 
Sofres, 2003). 

Between 1970 - 1995 only the West Midlands Region retained unaltered 
boundaries, whereas all of the other English regions were structurally 
reorganised at least once, and some up to four times". Given that little 
consensus existed regarding regional identity or the proper role of regional 
government12 the continuous revision of boundaries could be expected. 

There has also been a lack of consensus on the identification of what can be 

used to measure or identify an English region. The criteria used for the selection 
of English regional boundaries during the 20th Century has not always been 

explicit, and boundaries have been selected by the use of; population patterns, 
movement patterns, cities of suitable size, population size, watersheds, rivers, 
national identity, regional identity, language, existing boundaries and political 
identity (See Hogwood, 1985). 

In addition regional boundaries have tended to be prescribed by central 

government, and havenot been subject to widespread discussion or to 

referenda. When there has been debate on regional boundaries it has tended to 

focus on the problem area for English regional government, the South-East and 
South-Central areaS13. 

Decentralisation 

Regional administration has been used for the decentralisation of administration 

from Whitehall on three occasions. During the two World Wars central 

government functions were divided up and administered on a regional basis, in 

the First World War mainly due to the need to ease the administration of labour 

11 In the late 1980's an Eastern region was redrawn which closely reflected the pre-1 965 
boundaries (Cited in Hogwood, 1996, Op Cit). 
12 The Association of District Councils (ADC) (1996) argued that there was a case to 
reorganise the Central Southern Coastal Region, and that a separate South-west regional 
chamber should be created to serve Devon and Cornwall. 
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supply and for national service. In the Second World War regional 
administration was introduced as a result of the very real threat of invasion in 
1940 (See Cole, 1947, Hogwood, 1996). Central government services in 
England once divided up were to continue to be managed by Whitehall until an 
emergency triggered decision making powers being transferring to Civil 
Commissioners, working under the Postmaster-General as Chief Civil 
Commissioner. 

In 1939 the Civil Commissioners were junior members of central government 
and were supported by a team of civil servants familiar with the provision of 
government services (See Appendix 6 for a map of the civil defence regions). In 
the absence of an invasion the Civil Commissioners did not have to use their full 

powers during the Second World War, and instead acted as a conduit for 

performance and feedback to and from central government. 

It was widely feared within local government that central government would use 
the powers of the Regional Commissioners to appropriate services away from 

local government (See Thornhill, 1971) and to establish a new regional 

structure of local administration. However, the Fabian Society and many in the 

Labour Party were cautiously optimistic about a future role for the regional 

commissioners: 

People have become suddenly aware of the need for regional government. They have 

become region minded in what would have seemed, had it not been for the war, an 

incredibly short space of time. In considering the future, the wise course is surely to 

take into account the status and goodwill which the Regional Commissioners have been 

building up in the public mind, and to take advantage of the impetus which this war-time 

expedient has given to the regional idea (Fabian Society, 1949, p282). 

Lipman (1949), however did not find evidence of widespread support for 

retaining the regional commissioners and noted that when they were abolished 

13 Although less frequently, the regional boundaries of Cumbria and the South-West have been 

questioned. 
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after the Second World War their passing "was unremarked and apparently, in 
general, unregretted" (Lipman, op cit, p282). 

In 1943 the Labour Party produced The Future of Local Government: The 
Labour Party-s Post-war Policy. The report proposed limited reform of local 
government, highlighting that of the 83 county-boroughs, 23 had populations 
under the 75,000 size prescribed by the Local Government Act (1933). The 
report noted that as a consequence of the small size of many of the county 
boroughs, in excess of 1,200 joint boards had needed to be created to 
administer the delivery of services. 

The Labour Party recommended the abolition of small local authorities and the 
integration of town and country, the latter being a serious constraint to the 

expansion of county boroughs after the Kintore decision. The Labour Party 

(1944) stated that "Often people who work in the town, live in the country: They 

are citizens of both town and country" (Labour Party, 1944, p5), and went on to 

argue that larger administrative units were required to deliver adequate town 

and country planning. In addition, stating that utilities and health services "must 

be effectively coordinated and administered by a democratically elected local 
5) 14 

authority 

The proposed structure of local government involved the creation of major 

authorities/ regions based on amalgamations of parts of counties and county- 

boroughs, and that existing boundaries were "not regarded as sacrosanct or 

unalterable" (Labour Party, lbid, p8). It was proposed that the lower-tier of local 

government within regions would be 'area authorities , responsible for the 

delivery of local services. Additional powers for the regional councils were 

proposed to include general 'enabling rights' and vague references to other 

14 The Labour Party had intended that post-war reorganised health services were to be 

,I government, however pressure from interest groups delivered by democratically elected loca! 
within the health profession and the potential loss of goodwill if they were ignored, forced the 
Government to recommend central administration of the National Health Service. The proposed 
local authorities were also to exercise influence over the operation of the utilities that were 
planned for national isation. 
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significant duties "of such an importance as will attract the right type of person 
as members" (Labour Party, ibid, p8). A recurring aspiration in local government 
reorganisation since 1888. 

Post-war Regionalism 
In addition to the demands for home rule all round, Parliament needed to 

alleviate unemployment in the post war-time economy of the 1920's - 1930's, 

and to do this began to develop regionally focussed economic development 

policies. Central government was to intervene continuously in the UK economy 
for the remainder of the 2 Oth Century, largely through the provision of capital 

grants to industry and the granting of funds for public infrastructure projects. 
Early attempts to do this were through the Special Areas Acts (1934 - 1937) in 

response to rising unemployment in the 'regions' of South Wales, Durham, 

Tyneside, West Cumberland and Scotland (See Lipman, 1949)15. 

In 1940 the Barlow Report was commissioned by the Government to examine 
the problems associated with regional inequalities in economic development. 

The report focussed on the under-development of some of the English regions 

and argued that growth in Greater London should be suppressed and 

encouraged to migrate to the depressed areas of 'outer Britain'(Morgan K, 

2002). The desire to even-out economic development across England shaped 

post-war regional economic policy and enabled observers to identify the 

performance of English economic regions and to associate such indicators with 

the rather different debate regarding devolved administration 16 
. 

Ashby (1929) developed a model of regionalism based on his concerns 

regarding the growth of towns and an associated decline in 'traditional' village 

life. Ashby proposed that local government areas be reorganised into a 

15 Also evidence to the Royal Commission on Distribution of Industrial Populations (1940) 

suggested that Liverpool and Manchester should also become governed by single-tier 
authorities, (Cited in Lipman, 1949, Op Cit, p289). 
16 An integrated regional, industrial and employment policy was maintained from 1939 until the 

early 1980's and then remained present for economic development/regeneration purposes. The 

212 



combination of urban and rural areas as this combination would ensure the 
population's future needs for housing, transport and employment, and would 
enable the equal distribution of rates between city, suburb and countryside. The 
proposals that Ashby made were motivated by a desire to move citizens out of 
the densely populated cities and into rural areas in order to give them a better 
quality of life and to ensure the "restoration of the masses and mother earth" 
(Ashby E, 1929, P368). 

Ashby proposed a two-tier structure of local government with the upper-tier 
having enhanced powers. Local committees were to be elected from existing 
district/borough councils, who would elect members to the regional council, 
make representations to it and have minor functions. The regional councils were 
to be the primary service providers and the relationship between the 
region/district was to be comparable to that of the district/parish. The regions 
were proposed to have 20 - 30 Members and to posses a functional directorate 

structure headed by officers who were not necessarily drawn from that 

profession. 

In 1946 the Treasury re-engineered the defence regions into Standard Regions, 

with the objective of encouraging inter-departmental co-operation and the 

standardisation of planning areas (See Appendix 7). The Standard Regions 

were primarily used for the development of post-war industry, housing and land- 

use policy (See Macintosh, 1968), although the 'economic development' 

advantages of their establishment were prominently referred to in the Labour 

Party Manifesto (1950). 

With the passing of the 1945 Boundary Commission in 1949 and the 

dismantling of the war-time Regional Commissioners the calls for regional 

administration in England began to subside 17 
. In the General Election year of 

Department of Trade and Industry in 1986 found that regional economic development had 
created nearly 600,000 long term jobs, (Cited in Philip, 1996). 
17 However, a petition (the 'Scottish Covenant') demanding a Scottish parliament was signed 
by two million people in the late 1940s and a similar but much less widely supported petition to 
Parliament was organised in Wales in 1955 (See Philip, Ibid). 
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1950 the Fabian Society produced proposals for a multi-tier regional structure 
that would have established 20 - 40 regions based on either existing county 
council boundaries or amalgamations of them (Self P, 1950). The Fabian 
Society proposed that the South-East of England be divided up into a number of 
sub-regions: 

1. Greater London 

2. South-East (Kent, Sussex and South-Surrey) 

3. West (Oxfordshire, Buckinghamshire and Berkshire) 
4. Essex 

5. Hampshire. 

The proposed regions would have relegated all but the largest county boroughs 

to the lower-tier and given upper-tier status to the 18 county-boroughs identified 

by the 1945 Boundary Commission as primary authorities, notably: Bristol, 

Southampton, Plymouth and Hull. 

The proposed functions of the upper-tier regional authorities were to include 

strategic planning, main roads, water supply/removal, conservation, fire 

services, police, civil defence, larger social service functions, and technical 

education. In addition sub-regional councils were proposed to have supervisory 

powers over rural districts to set standards for services including libraries, street 

lighting and public utilities, but in conurbations were proposed to directly provide 

such functions. It was also believed by the Fabians that the proposed structure 

would provide a mechanism for the services lost in 1945 to return local 

government, notably health care and the public utilities. (See Self 1950). 

The lower-tier local authorities in the Fabian model were proposed to have a 

population of approximately 60,000 residents and to have more powers than 

borough councils, but less than county-boroughs. The borough councils were to 

be complemented (on the same tier) by new Town and Country Councils, each 

possessing a population of approximately 20,000 inhabitants. The Town and 
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Country Councils were proposed to provide very local services and to be similar 
to large parish councils, but with statutory service functions. 

The upper-tier local authorities were proposed to be directly elected, but Self 
(1950) argued that in certain circumstances up to one-third of regional 
councillors could be self-selected from the lower-tier authorities. Self accepted 
that there was not the same level of demand for devolution in England as there 

was in Scotland and Wales, however it was believed that regional councils 
could be established without a regional identity first being in place and that an 
identity could be allowed to develop after the event. An early role for the 

proposed new councils was "to foster around them a new sense of regional 

patriotism -a sentiment which would certainly grow if it were allowed to do so" 
(Self P, lbid, p27). 

The proposals by the Fabian Society were not to be developed further though, 

as the Labour Government elected in 1950 (and with a drastically reduced 

majority), faced significant foreign and domestic problems and was forced into 

calling another General Election in 1951, which the Conservatives, under 

Winston Churchill, won". With a change in Government the Conservatives 

began to close regional departmental offices as evidence began to emerge that 

the regional offices were creating their own priorities and spending patterns, in 

effect'were going native'. The new government continued the process of 

regional office closure during the 1950's and established a review of local 

government structure in 1958. 

The 1958 Local Government Commission was established to review the 

conurbations in England, outside London of; Tyneside, West-Yorkshire, South- 

East Lancashire, Merseyside and the West Midlands. The work of the 

Commission has been discussed in greater detail in Chapter 3, however its 

recommendations included the establishment of 21 enlarged county areas for 

18 Labour lost the election even though it secured a greater share of the vote (48.8 of the UK 

vote), whereas the Conservatives secured 48% of the UK vote. See House of Commons 

research paper 01/37,29th March 2001. 
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England, with a second-tier of districts (See Macintosh, 1968). The proposals 
were criticised on the grounds that they maintained the division between urban 
and rural administration and that it would still be necessary to introduce a 
regional structure to take responsibility for strategic issues and to act as an 
intermediary with central government (See Richards, 1973). 

By the early 1960's the three main national political parties had distinct policies 
to address the problems of urban development, housing, transportation and 
planning control. The Liberal Party advocated the introduction of directly elected 
regional authorities, Labour favoured tri-partism through the creation of 
Regional Planning Boards as a link between local authorities and both sides of 
industry. The Conservative Party's position was based on their long-held policy 
that there was no popular demand for regional government in England, that it 

was likely to be expensive and that it would introduce more bureaucracy into 

government. However, the Conservatives did believe that there was some merit 
in central government departments developing their own regional structures in 

order to enhance service provision. 

With a change in Government in 1964, and the 1958 local government review 
floundering, the Labour Party despite a small majority, introduced the system of 

regionalism it had outlined in its manifesto. The Department for Economic 

Affairs was formed and chaired a Regional Planning Board with officials from 

government departments in the regions, as well as taking on responsibility for 

the identification of regional boundaries. The tri-partite membership of the 

, Regional Planning Boards comprised; one-third local authority, one-third 

ind ustry/u n ions, and one-third members from major institutions in the region. 

Separate regions were formed for Scotland and Wales and eight regions were 

created in England'9 (See Appendix 8 for a map of the regions). 

19 Northern (centred on Newcastle), North-West (centred on Manchester), Yorkshire and 
Humberside (centred on Leeds), East Midlands (centred on Nottingham), West Midlands 
(centred on Birmingham), South-West (centred on Bristol), East Anglia (centred on Cambridge) 

and South-East (centred on London). 
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Early on the system suffered from significant resentment by English counties 
that believed themselves to be viable regions. Devon and Cornwall claimed 
independence from the South-West Region, whose administrative centre had 
been located in Bristol, almost 200 miles from Penzance. In addition the system 
was criticised by the local government associations, which had argued that the 
Regional Planning Councils would remove local authority powers and would 
prevent local authorities fromhaving direct access to Whitehall (See Richards, 
19 7,5 b)20. In addition, local councillors excluded from sifting on the Regional 
Planning Councils complained, and were not placated by the offer of 
'representatives) sifting on them, rather than delegates. The Government 

argued that the members of the Regional Planning Councils were there to 

represent the region as a whole, and unless large assemblies were established, 
there wouldn't be sufficient room for each local authority to each have a 
delegate. 

In response to the Government plan The Economist published its own 

proposals for regional administration in England (Appendix 9) and was 

supported by The Observer. The Department of Economic affairs however 

adopted a different map of English regional boundaries. The main difference 

being the boundaries of the South-East region and specifically the GLC area, 

which taken in isolation was believed to be too restrictive for planning and 
highways functions (See The Guardian, Wednesday January 31,2001). 

With a significant amount of opposition and with a small majority in Parliament 

the Government took measures to try and limit the criticism of its regional 

policies, renaming the Regional Planning Boards and Regional Planning 

Councils as Economic Planning Boards and Economic Planning Councils. 

Richards (1975b) however, argued that the Boards and Councils performance 

was unimpressive. The Councils had no executive powers, were not widely 

known of and argued that until 11regional councils are elected they will attract no 

public interest and their advice will carry little weight with Ministers" (Richards, 

20 An argument reminiscent of the 'grand motherly' administration rejected by the county 
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1975b, p36. See also Macintosh, 1968). The Times highlighted the risks of un- 
elected regional local authorities becoming responsible for significant amounts 
of service provision, "The new departure in regional administration might herald 
a gradual reversion to an age when the shires were administered by agents of 
the crown" (The Times 10 November 1964, Cited in Smellie, Op Cit, pl 28). 

To add to their problems the Regional Planning Councils were not supported by 
the departments of central government. Many, including Housing and Local 
Government, Education, Fuel and Power refused to consult with them, and the 
Department of Transport became the only one to consistently work with the 
Regionai Councils". 

By the mid 1960s a combination of regional economic decline, disillusion with 
the Labour party and anxiety in Wales about cultural change, stimulated a 

political revival for Scottish and Welsh nationalism (See Philip, 1996). At the 

same time the new Minister for Housing and Local Government, Richard 

Crossman, was struggling with the recommendations of the 1958 Local 

Government Commission. Crossman disagreed with the Commission's 

recommendations to maintain the separation of town and country, disliked the 

way the Commission had become bogged down in detail. In addition Crossman 

was personally subjected to intense lobbying by county councils aggrieved at 

the proposed expansion of county boroughs (See Department of Environment, 

Transport and the Regions 2001, Hogwood, 1996, Richards, 1975b). 

Crossman's response to the short-comings of the Commission was to announce 

the formation of a new local government commission in February 1966. The 

Redcliffe-Maud Commission was directed to be as inclusive as possible and to 

consult with Ministers, senior civil servants, MP's, local councils, local 

boroughs in the late 19 th entury 
21 The lack of internal co-ordination between central government and the Regional Councils 

was highlighted when the mine closure programme was announced in Parliament, but using a 
different timetable to that being followed by the North-East Regional Planning Council (See 
Macintosh, 1968). 
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government associations, and 100 other statutory consultees (See Chapter 3 
for a more detailed review of the Redcliffe-Maud Commission). 

As part of its consultation exercise Red cl iffe- Maud invited government 
departments to propose new structural arrangements. The Department of 
Education suggested that theminimurn population size of a local education 
authority should be 300,000, but that an optimum population size would be 
closer to 500,000. If accepted this recommendation would have resulted in 
thirteen of the 45 English county councils and 70 of the 78 county boroughs 
having less than the recommended minimum population size (See Macintosh, 
1968). The Ministry of Transport in its evidence to Redcliffe-Maud 

recommended de facto regional solutions by advocating the abolition of 823 
local authorities responsible for highways, 382 local traffic authorities along with 
1,190 local parking authorities, and their replacement with 30 - 40 regional 
transport authorities for England 22 

. 

Significant proposals relating to English regionalism were contained in the 

report of one of the Commission's members, Derek Senior. Senior had been 

appointed by Crossman, who was keen on the concept of 'City Regions' (See 

Nash, 1999), and his Minority Report contained recommendations in line with 

those in his 1965 paper The City Region as an Administrative Unit and were 

similar to largely forgotten proposals put forward in 1905 by Saunders. 

Saunders (1905) had proposed that regionalisation of the existing local 

government structure was required to enable the expansion of municipal 

enterprise. Large towns were proposed to be the centres of new local 

government areas, and Saunders recommended that a Royal Commission visit 

each to evaluate the amount of land required to enable continued expansion. 

The proposed system of local government was to be primarily single-tier and 

based on county-boroughs, but where significant expansion was required it was 

22 However, a significant issue to come out of the recommendations by the government 
departments was their lack of published evidence to back up their recommendations. 
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proposed that the county borough would become a county council and newly 
enveloped areas a non-county borough. 

In addition to Saunders' support for the expansion of urban areas (including 
county boroughs), was a desire to create an economic environment in the public 
sector in which municipal enterprise could thrive. Saunders argued that 

corporations were able to provide services such as transportation at lower cost 
and to a higher quality than could the private sector. However, local government 
boundaries and petty local-politics were preventing the expansion of good 
municipal enterprise. Therefore the establishment of expanded county- 
boroughs would facilitate a growth in large-scale public sector enterprise, based 

on urban areas, along with the establishment of regional boards to coordinate 
the provision of transport, water and electricity supply. Saunders' thesis rejected 

the idea of direct election to the proposed regional boards, on the basis that 

councillors had been subject to election once and need not be elected a second 

time. 

The motivation behind the desire for city-regions had changed by 1967" when 

Senior recommended the establishment of 30 - 40 'City-regions' with 

populations of between of 250,000 - 1,000,000. The city-region as proposed by 

Senior (1965,1969) and Stoker (2000) was largely based on 'travel to work' 

areas, which had significantly increased as transport infrastructure improved 

and became more affordable, "The "city-region, even in its embryonic form, is a 

social entity much more relevant to the concerns of local government than any 

other now that the motor vehicle has come into general use" (Senior D Cited in 

Mackintosh J, 1968, p56). 

23 For a short period between 1967 - 1969 regionalism became the local government policy 
'issue of the moment'. Recommendations were developed in 1967 to establish 10 - 15 regional 

authorities with a lower tier, by the National Association of Local Government Officers (NALGO), 
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Senior (1967) identified four types of city-regions in England: 
1. Mature - Those with populations circa two Million; Birmingham, 

Manchester, Liverpool, Leeds and Newcastle. 
2. 'Emergent - Those with populations circa one Million (inc travel to work); 

Nottingham, Sheffield, Preston, Southampton, Cardiff and Bristol. 
3. Embryonic city-regions; Those with populations circa 300,000 - 800,000; 

Swansea, Brighton, Hull, Leicester, Norwich, Stoke-on-Trent, Oxford, 
Exeter, Cambridge, Coventry, Middlesborough and Gloucester. 

4. Potential - Those with populations of circa 300,000; Ashford, Newbury, 
Northampton, Ipswich, Peterborough, Bournemouth, Carlisle, 
Shrewsbury, Plymouth, Lincoln, York. 
(See Appendix 10 for a Map of the proposed City Regions) 

One of the strengths of the city-region model was that it coherently combined 
town and country into a single administrative unit. However, one of its many 

weaknesses was an assumption that that people living outside of a city both 

identified with that city as a centre of 'their region' and would accept being 

administered by it. Issues that were both successfully used by the county 

councils to argue against change during the 1992 structural review. 
Senior's Minority Report proposed that large city regions should be supported 

by 148 lower-tier district councils that would have some responsibility for 

personal services. In addition, Senior proposed that the city regions would be 

placed within one of 5 provincial councils. The proposed functions of the 

regional authorities in Senior's model were to be; regional planning, highways 

(construction and maintenance), housing (overspill, new towns), agriculture 

(advice, marketing, research), forestry, fishing (grants, supervision, research), 

parks, coastal protection, police, fire, water supplies, river pollution (flood 

control), education (higher, further), refuse disposal, regional transport, arts, 

main drainage, hospitals (GP, welfare), and a power of general competence. 

the Liberal Party, The Town and Country Planning Association, The Architects Association and 
The Society of Town Clerks. 
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The second-tier local authorities were proposed to posses delegated powers 
for; planning (implementing the regional plan), secondary roads (traffic 
management), housing construction and management, education (primary, 
secondary), children's services, libraries, refuse collection, public health (shared 
with regions), weights and measures, local sewerage and local amenities. 

Whitehall was to remain as a 'commissioner' of services, but the local 

authorities were to have discretion (subject to maintaining national standards) in 
how services were to be delivered. Learning from the criticisms of the Economic 

Planning Councils Senior's proposed regional councils were to be subject to 

direct election to the upper-tier. Senior proposed that the new regional councils 

were not to be coterminous with Parliamentary wards, in case there was a 

confusion in responsibilities between regional councillors and MpIS24 , although 

the roles of the two were not defined. 

Unlike Senior, Hogwood's research into community identity in 1996 found that 

whilst it was in evidence on some areas, it was not based around major cities in 

the West of England, Wales, Scotland and much of the East of England. Stoker 

(2000) found that city-regions were much more likely to engender democratic 

support than the Governments 'standard regions', but that the latter might be 

stronger administrative centres than the former, "the answer depends whether 

you feel that you are trying to construct a democratic institution, or trying to 

construct a set of administrative arrangements" (Stoker G, Op Cit, p25). 

Whilst supporting the principle of city-regions Stoker (2000) argued that they 

were unlikely to be effective in rural areas that did not have an existing urban 

centre, i. e. in Cornwall, where a county council was better placed to be the 

strategic body. 

24 Westminster has been protective of what it believes are its exclusive roles and 

responsibilities. Parliament refused to give privileged access to its premises to the 81 elected 
Members of the European Parliament for the first 11 years of their existence (See Philip, Op 

Cit). 
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Research by Whitehead (1997) found that European city-regions could be 
identified in Germany (Bremen and Hamburg), in Spain (where six regions are 
based on six cities), in Italy (Liguria, Lombardy, Veneto, Piedmont) where there 
were sizeable cities with a history of influence oveir a wider regional area. 
Whitehead concluded that Senior's typology was therefore weakest in rural 
areas which did not have a tradition of 'looking' toward their nearest city 
(Whitehead A, 1997). 

An additional problem with Senior's city-regions model was the relatively small 
size of those authorities in the 'embryonic' and 'potential' categorles. Such 

authorities, serving town and large areas of country were likely to require a 
further tier of local government above them to administer strategic functions and 
to deliver devolved services from central government. 

An alternative structure for the strategic city-region model was offered by the 

'exceptional ist' approach, which proposed that local authorities in the same tier 

could deliver different functions. However, adoption of the exceptionalist model 
is p roblematic in a country that has deliberately sought to standardise service 

provision across a range of possible service providers. The exceptionalist model 

has strong links to Tiebout's public choice theory as it facilitates horizontal 

diversity and has been used extensively in Europe. However, with 

exceptionalism comes the risk of creating first and second-division city-regions, 

as some would posses more power, autonomy and influence than others (See 

Local Government Association, 2000). 

A quarter of a century after Senior's proposals the city-region model began to 

regain influence as the Labour Party examined the introduction of regional 

administration in England. Harding (2001) set out a number of arguments for 

the introduction of regions: 

e Major cities currently have regional roles and influences but do so 

without a reflective tax base. 
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Important functions are already performed at a city-regional level, waste, 
police, transport, administration of EU objective 1 and 2 funding. 
However there is no directly democratic framework in place to manage 
the deiivery of these services. 

9 High levels of social deprivation in the major cities remain in sharp 
contrast to the relative affluence of suburban and rural hinterlands. The 

city-regional approach would be able to moderate such disparities. 

* Investment, jobs and skills remain concentrated in the ýcity-regions: if city- 
regions fail to prosper, regional and national economic performance will 

also suffer. 

Harding's research (2001) however found few successful examples of the city- 

region structure in practice. In the United States and in the Netherlands 

significant opposition to the city-regions came from voters and local authorities 
in suburban areas. In addition, evidence from opinion polling during the 1992 

Local Government Review recorded little enthusiasm amongst suburban 

dwellers to the prospect of being governed by their local city. Many suburban 

dwellers having moved out of their local urban area for either life-style or 

aspirational reasons. 

Harding proposed that the economic strength of urban areas in France in 

relation to their regions far from aiding the development of regions, had 

hampered the development of regional structures. In addition the reorganisation 

of urban local government had largely been treated as a technocratic issue, 

when in reality it was an issue of local policy and should have been subject to 

the same political examination as other policy issues. In Canada, the proposal 

to extend the metropolitan Toronto district into a Greater Toronto Area had 

begun as a social-democratic attempt to facilitate more effective governmental 

intervention. However, it was rejected in favour of a plan inspired by the Public 

Choice neo-liberal (The Ontario Progressive Conservative Government) 

principles of economy and efficiency, which advocated the use of city-regions 

as geographic units. 
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However, the city-region model as advocated by Senior, was the antithesis of 
'public choice' as it was based on the principle of a single metropolitan-wide 
council. Each of Senior's proposed administrative areas were to have 
responsibility for a substantial range of functions, with no opportunity for vertical 
competition between service providers and only limited opportunity for 
competition at the horizontal level25. 

In 1969 the Government established the Royal Commission on the Constitution, 
(The Kilbrandon Commission), to study constitutional reform in Wales and 
Scotland. When Kilbrandon reported, a memorandum of dissent was published 
by two of the members, who argued for devolution for England, and 
recommended the creation of five regional assemblies in England, each with 
tax-raising powers. The proposal did not however address the twin evils in 
England of how to divide up the country into regions or of how to avoid the 

establishment of a 'super-region in the South-East. 

The Redcliffe-Maud (1969) report was sidelined when the Labour Government 

that commissioned it lost power to the Conservatives in 1970. The Conservative 

Government had not traditionally been supportive of regional structures of 

administration after 1904, but the 1970 Manifesto formalised support for 

regional economic development policies 

We regard an effective regional development policy as a vital element in our economic 

and social strategy. Economically because both prosperous and less prosperous areas 

are affected by the present regional imbalance and waste of resources it involves. We 

will stimulate long-term growth by increasing the basic economic attraction of the areas 

concerned. This is a markedly different approach from that followed by Labour, who 

have five separate and often uncoordinated government departments spending very 

large sums of money with little regard to the practical effect (The Conservative 

Manifesto, 1970, P8). 

25 Only for the lowest-tier councils and their limited functions. 
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Regional Policies post 1972 
The Local Government Act (1972), made the Labour Party focus on securing 
the return to county boroughs Of most of their former powers, and culminated in 
Peter Shore's speech at the 1976 Labour Party Conference, where he , roposed P 
to return to the larger former county boroughs limited responsibility for 
education, social services and other upper-tier functions. 

In addition, a few regionally minded local authorities had established their own 
6 regional' economic development boards during the mid-1970's, notably in the 
West Midlands, Greater London, and in Lancashire. However, Philip (1996) 
found that there was an aversion to regional working amongst local authorities 
and examples of co-operation to create regional structures were rare. 

In June 1974 the National Executive of the Labour Party proposed the 
establishment of directly elected assemblies for Scotland and Wales and stated 
"The next Labour Government will consult with the local authorities and other 
interested parties about the democratisation of those regional bodies which are 
at present non-accouintable" (Labour Party, 1978, p6). In 1975 Labour published 
Devolution and Regional Govemment in Eng1and2 6, which proposed that 

About a dozen directly elected regional authorities would be responsible for planning 
and for infrastructure development.. they should take over from the ad hoc authorities 
for water and sewerage, health and economic planning, plus certain powers devolved 
from Central Government - some of them already decentralised in the various 
departments regional offices. However regional authorities should not simply be added 
to the existing county/district/parish structure. Our aim is to simplify the local 

government structure. There would therefore have to be a much more straightforward 
local government system below the regional tier with multi-purpose authorities reflecting 

genuine local communities and responsible for housing, education, social services and 

other major functions (Labour Party, 1975, p4). 

26 The Labour Government brought forward the Green Paper Devolution: the English 
Dimension in 1976, which considered the implications for England of devolution to Scotland and 
Wales and provided a summary of the options for devolution in England. 
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The Labour Party's proposals in 1975 recommended the establishment of 200 
multi-purpose authorities in England, with a regional upper-tier of twelve 
authorities with responsibility for strategic functions. The lower-tier authorities 
were proposed to have a population of 250,000 but the Labour Party accepted, 
for the sake of community identity, that many would have a smaller population. 
In 1978, the Labour Party published Regional Authorities and Local 
Government Reform that put forward two models of regional government. 

However this did not lead to the adoption of a clear regional policy within the 
Labour Party as sectional interests attempted to influence the policy process; 

In the discussion within the Party which followed, there was general support for some 
form of elected regional authorities, but a lack of consensus on the exact functions of 

such authorities and opposition from local government and the trade unions. In the end 

proposals were put forward for regional authorities in two areas, the North, and 
Yorksh, ire and Humberside, with the view that these could act as a catalyst for action 

elsewhere, but even that limited form of proposal was rejected by the NEC (House of 

Commons Library, 2001). 

The proposed regions were to be responsible for the provision of central 

government services already located in regional offices, including the 

Departments of Environment, Industry, Trade and Employment, along with 

regionally based ad hoc authorities (NDPB's), and the strategic functions of the 

county councils. The lower-tier districts were to be most-purpose local 

authorities and responsible for the provision of the major personal services, 

along with the possibility of delivering the Labour Party's 1943 commitment to a 

limited number of health functions transferring into local government" (Labour 

Party, Op Cit, p9). 

The regional authorities were proposed to have supplementary income tax 

raising powers and to be able to raise income through the collection of private 

vehicle tax and petrol tax. The Organic Change proposals were however not 

, universally welcomed by the trade unions, local government associations or the 
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former county boroughs themselves, notably in Southampton (See Alexander 
1982). 

With another small majority in Parliament, a significant number of Labour MP's 
became anxious about the prospect of establishing Conservative controlled 
regions and of those regional councils being able to exercise power over any re- 
established Labour county boroughs. The Labour Party stated: 

We (Labour) now control only one of the 39 English shire counties. Even in a good year 
(1973) we only controlled seven. Would it not be better to have, for example, 
Southampton or Portsmouth under a Labour district education authority rather than at 

present under a county education authority which we are unlikely to win. If the strategic 

planning for the Southampton area were the responsibility of the usually Tory region, 

why is that worse than it being the responsibility of the usually Tory county? 

The principal point, however, is that under a new system of regions and multi-purpose 
districts - whether or not the regions are Labour controlled - the shire counties would 

disappear and the personal services - education, social services, possibly health, would 

be under Labour control in the new districts much more regularly than they are under 

the present system (Labour Party, lbid, p9). 

The process of addressing the issue of devolution in Scotland and Wales 

dominated the legislative timetable of the House of Commons and proved 

extremely divisive for Labour, whose northern English MPs became suspicious 

of the advantages that would accrue to Scotland and Wales once devolution 

was in place (See Hogwood, 1996). The proposals for a scheme of legislative 

devolution for Scotland and administrative devolution for Wales were eventually 

submitted to referendums in each country, but were rejected. The rejection of a 

flagship policy coupled with public unease regarding a further round of local 

government reform i, n England effectively finished off the prospect of English 

regional government in the late 1970's, and it was taken off the agenda when 

the Conservatives returned to power in 1979. 
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The new Conservative Government, which was to stay in power for eighteen 
years, held reviews of regional policy in 1983 and 1988, and continued to 
accept the economic justification for regional policy/aid, but the budget for 
regional grants continued to be cut in real terms, and the areas eligible to 
receive grants were greatly reduced in size (See Tighe 1993). However, by the 
early 1990's and after a change in Prime minister, economic development and 
urban regeneration became re-invigorated as policy objectives, and the number 
of areas qualifying for Assisted Area Status was widened 27 

. 

The Major Cities Group of the Association of District Councils continued to 
lobby, as best it could, for the return of powers to the county-boroughs and also 
to develop its proposals for regional government in England. The ADC (1986) 

identified a range of centrally provided services including; health and community 

care, water and drainage, the community and youth opportunity programmes of 
the Manpower Services Commission, higher education, further education, 

specialist education, police, fire, civil defence and emergencieS28' that were of a 

genuinely regional character and would lend themselves to democratic political control 
by a series of function-specific regional boards consisting of representatives appointed 
from among the members of the constituent districts within each region (Association of 
District Councils, November 1986, p29). 

However, the ADC's recommendation was little more than an expansion of the 

system that had delivered the discredited Economic Planning Councils in the 

early 1960's, and would have been over-reliant on the establishment of ad-hoc 

authorities and indirectly elected committees. 

The ADC recommendations included a reference to research published by the 

Joseph Rowntree Trust (1986), which had argued that it was not in favour of a 

general reorganisation of local government. However, if changes were to be 

27 Portsmouth qualified, however other more traditional areas including mid-Wales, North 
Devon and North East Scotland had been removed a few years previously (Cited in Philip, 
1996). 
28 The ADC (1986) argued that the proposed ad hoc regional boards should not be given 
responsibility for the allocation of resources to local government, by Central Government. 
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made they should establish more single-tier authorities, empower a boundary 
commission to redefine county boundaries, and enable the creation of directly 
elected regional authorities. 

With the general reluctance of central government to place the administration of 
England in a regional structure but with the pull-factor of EU grants being 
administered on a regional basis, some of the larger English county councils, 
including Essex and Hampshire, had by the late 1980's successfully pursued a 
regional agenda of their own. Essex twinned itself with the French region of 
Picardy, and eight county councils established offices in Brussels (See Philip 
1996, Audit Commission 1989). 

John (1996) reported that European regional activities by local authorities had 
taken two forms, the first was in widespread but largely meaningless 'twinning' 
links, whilst the second and less prolific activities were undertaken by the local 

government associations, the Council for European Municipalities and Regions 

and larger metropolitan local authorities. John (1996) identified a number of 
'bright stars' including Milan, Manchester, Birmingham and Barcelona, along 

with a number of regional governments in Europe, including Nord Pas de Calais 

and North Rhine Westphalia. 

The international function of closer working with the European Union was 

centred on the attraction of financial benefits in the form of grants and aid. 

However,, closer working with regions within Europe was a double-edged sword 

as it had enabled central government intervention and the transfer of power 

upwards from English local authorities, notably red meat inspection and 

environmental regulation. A further concern was reported in The Guardian (13 

March, 2003), that the establishment of English regions was believed by some 

members of the Conservative Party to be a mechanism through which Europe 

could influence English social policy and by-pass the scrutiny of Parliament. 
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With the establishment of the Local Government Commission in 1992 it initially 
appeared that local government in England would be based on a single-tier 
structure and unlike Kilbrandon and Redcliffe-Maud the Commissioners would 
not enquire about regional identity or be allowed to consider regional solutions 
(Local Government Commission, 1992). Yet through a contradictory policy, the 
Government established Government Offices in the Regions in 1994 (See 
Appendix 5), to coordinate the existing regional offices of the Departments of 
the Environment, Trade and Industry, Transport and the Training, and the 
Education and Enterprise divisions of the Department for Employment. 

Whitehall departments generally remained reluctant to decentralise, while some 
departments, including Agriculture, continued to operate on a different regional 
structure, whilst some did not regionalise at all (See DTLR 2000, Local 

Government Association 2000b). Philip observed that this dichotomy was 

a classic example of top-down regionalism... it is almost as if the very fragmentation of 
local government at base level is driving the Conservative Government inexorably 

towards the recognition of the region for strategic planning and development purposes, 
in defiance of its own rhetoric (Philip, Op Cit, p186). 

In a similarly confused piece of policy-making the reform of local government, 

announced in 1993 by Ian Laing, the Secretary of State for Scotland, a scheme 

had been developed to abolish the Scottish regional councils and to establish 

single-tier all purpose authorities. Although this was widely believed to be 

another example of a politically motivated reorganisation of local government 

(See Leach, 1994). 

In the mid 1990's the Labour Party sponsored research on the issue of 

devolution in the English regions. The Milian Commission (1996) reported that 

regional policy in England was over centralised and delivered an overly top- 

down service. Milian recommended that regional development agencies should 

become part of regional policy across England and not just in the special 

assistance areas. Also that indirectly elected regional chambers should be 
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established to guide the work of the regional development agencies (Cited in 
Morgan, 2002). In addition, in 1995 the Labour Party published A Choice for 
England which raised the scenario of 'rolling' devolution, whereby a regional 
referendum could trigger the establishment of an elected regional assembly, 
after a period in which an unelected assembly had been trialed and found to 
have potential benefits. 

The establishment by stealth of regional organisations in the public sector 
meant in p ractice that administrative regions already existed by 1997 in the form 

of decentralised agencies (See Table 2), and included famous names: the 
London and South-East Regional Planning Conference (SERPLAN), East 
Midlands Regional Planning Forum, West Midlands Regional Forum of Local 

Authorities, North West Regional association, South West Regional Planning 

Conference, Yorkshire and Humberside Assembly or the Standing Conference 

of East Anglian Local Authorities (SCEALA). In addition there was the 

Committee of the Regions (EU) consultative organisation representing local and 

regional government, along with the Government Offices for the regions, which 

employed 2,800 staff and influenced E6bn of expenditure (Local Government 

Information Unit, 1998). 

Table 2 Location of Civil Service Staff in the English Regions 

1997 1998 1999 

London 86,680 85,370 84,420 

South East 62,160 57,090 56,610 

South West 50,670 50,030 48,850 

East of England 24,190 25,050 26,580 

East Midlands 20,550 19,950 19,940 

West Midlands 1 31,120 30,870 31,000 

Yorkshire and the Humber 32,360 32,010 31,860 

North West 54,930 53,450 52,340 

North East 24,660 24,460 24,460 

E- ng land - to . tal 387,320 -3- 78,280-T 376,060 

Note: Figures given include non-industrial and industrial staff and are full-time 

equivalents. Source: Cabinet Office. 
Source; Office of the Deputy Prime Minister, (2001), Your Region: Your Choice, HMSO. 
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After the election of a Labour Government in 1997 the Deputy Prime Minister, 
John Prescott, announced a new regional programme and in December 1997 
launched the White Paper Building Partnerships for Prosperity. The Regional 
Development Agencies proposed in the White Paper were established under 
the Regional Development Agencies Act (1998) and were launched in eight 
English regions in April 1999'9 (See Appendix 8). 

The Labour Government therefore continued the 70 year old tradition of tackling 
the 'economic deficit' through the resourcing of Economic Development 
Agencies with special powers and grants in the regions, whilst simultaneously 
began to develop ways of addressing the 'democratic deficit' in English regional 
administration (See Harding 2001). In 2000 Richard Caborn was able to state: 

I believe the radical programme of constitutional change we embarked on in 1997 is 
incomplete without an answer to the so-called English question. Regions need a clear 

voice to promote economic development and that in my view is best achieved through 
(elected) regional assemblies (Cited in The Guardian, 31January, 2001). 

The structural solution to the 'democratic deficit' identified by the Government 

was to advocate the reorganisation of England into a regionalised two-tier 

structure based on regional assemblies, unitary most-purpose authorities and in 

a certain circumstances a lower-tier of (un-reorganised) parish/town councils. 
The Government's proposal to introduce a tier of most-purpose local authorities 

was in part a continuation of the partially completed 1992 review, and an 

evolutionary development in its preference for single-tier most purpose 

authorities and provincial/regional councils. 

The 1992 Local Government Review had created a structure in England in 

which almost half the English population lived in a unitary system of local 

government and a tidying-up of the structure was proposed alongside the 

establishment of elected regions (See Table 3). 

29 The ninth (London) was established in July 2000 following the establishment of the Greater 
London Authority (GLA). 
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Table 3- The 

Region 

London 

Extent of Single-Tier Local Government in England 

% of population Unitary authorities as a in unitary areas 
_proportion of all authorities 

100 100 
Yorkshire and the Humber 
North East 

89 
68 

64 
40 

North West 67 41 
West Midlands 60 26 
South West 38 18 
South East 25 16 
East Midlands 20 9 
East of England 12 7 
Source: ODPM, Your Region., Your Choice, 200i_, _B_ox9.3 

The Regional Development Agencies 

The Regional Development Agencies (RDAs)30 were established in 1998 as 

non-departmental public bodies (NDPBs), accountable only to Parliament (via 

Ministers), and not accountable to the Regional Chambers", whose influence 

over the RDA's was restricted to 'scrutiny' and priority setting. The role of the 

RDA's included: 

9 leadership 

9 social, physical and economic regeneration 

e economic development and regeneration of rural areas 

*a lead role in EU structural funds 

regional co-ordination of inward investment and other major 
investment/reinvestment projects of regional/national significance 

providing advice to ministers on regional selective assistance 

business support 

reclamation and preparation of sites for development 

0 facilitating investments 

9 promoting technology transfer 

30 Frequently referred to as Economic Development Agencies. 
31 Frequently referred to as Regional Assemblies. Once elections had been held the RDA's 

would have reported directly to the elected Regional Assemblies. 
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marketing the region as a business location 
improving the skills base of the regions 

(Office of the Deputy Prime-Minister, 2001). 

The RDAs were established to enhance regional competitiveness, take the lead 
on regional inward investment, and to ensure the development of a regional 
skills action plan. As a result of the 2002 Spending Review RDAs were also 
allocated ! limited responsibilities for tourism and transport, and encouraging 
closer working with The Learning and Skills Council (LSC) and the Small 
Business Service (SBS). 

However, Morgan (2002) noted that post-war economic development policies 
had contributed towards the over-development of the South-East and that 

subsequent analysis had used the South-East as an unrealistic benchmark for 

comparing less developed areas of the country. In addition, national economic 
policy had become dominated by concerns regarding the long-term 'health' of 
the South-East econo MY32. 

The ODPIVI (2004) identified that the economic output per person of the poorest 

nations and regions, Northern Ireland, Wales and the North East was 

approximately 40 per cent below that of London, (the most productive part of 
the UK) and that therefore a key objective of the RDAs was to narrow the gap in 

growth between the regions (Office of the Deputy Prime Minister, 2004). This 

objective was complemented by a review of civil service accommodation needs 

in 2003, with the aim of relocating 20,000 civil servants (and therefore their 

income and business) into the regions, and away from Whitehal 133. 

32 Eddie George (Governor of the Bank of England) was asked if job loss in the north was an 
acceptable price to pay for the control of inflation in the south, to which he replied 'yes, I 
suppose in a sense I am'(Cited in Morgan, Op Cit). 
33 The 2003 review was in addition to the relocation of the Crown Agents to East Kilbride, the 
Benefits Agency to Newcastle, the Department of Health to Leeds, and part of the Employment 
and Training Agency to Sheffield (Cited in Local Government Information Unit, 18th September 
2003). 
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In April 2002, the RDAs became financed through a 'Single Pot', that replaced 
the earlier funding regime in which each participating government department 
made an individual grant34 with a pooled fund that the RDAs could use to meet 
their strategic priorities. The membership of the RDAs was drawn from a range 
of partners relevant to its work, four of the thirteen Board Members from local 
government, with others drawn from the voluntary sector, and the business 
community, although none were selected by direct election. 

A survey by the Economist (1999) found that the RDAs boundaries were 
generally well known and that in six out of the eight regions outside London, 

more than 75% of respondents could name the administrative region in which 
they lived (See DTLR, 2000). In 2003 a MORI stakeholder satisfaction survey 
for the RDA's reported that they had good levels of client satisfaction, that their 

priorities were relevant to their stakeholders and that the strategies they had 

adopted were being successfully used. However, the Local Government 

Association and the 2003 MORI survey highlighted the need "for RDAs to 

communicate more clearly what it was they were trying to achieve, and to better 

publicise their activities" (Local Government Association, 2003), a failing, 

reminiscent of their predecessors the Economic Planning Councils. 

With similar economic development objectives the RDAs were established in 

the 1990's to stimulate economic growth in the regions where the level of 

individual Gross Domestic Product (GDP) was below the EU average. The 

under-performance of most of the English regions was linked to the absence of 

( engines of growth' that were present in most other European countries, but 

overlooked a number of important issues. If London and the South-East 

established successful RDAs then they would continue to dominate the 

economy, possibly at the expense of the other regions, and secondly that the 

simple possession of an economic development agency had not in itself 

successfully regenerated any European or English region since their 

introduction in the 1920's. 

34 Funds could not be transferred between departments without the approval of the Secretary 
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Research by Harding (2001) found that similar assumptions had stimulated the 
establishment of the Italian regions in the 1970s and the French regions in the 
1980s, but that in the intervening time both sets of regional institutions had 
reduced their role in economic development and increased their roles in other 
activities. In both the French and Italian examples city governments had been 
found to be the primary engines of economic development, rather than the 
regions. Harding found some evidence to suggest that regions in Spain 
significantly contributed to regional economic development, but that as their 
powers were shared with central government it was difficult to identify precisely 
what contribution they had made, and that regional economic disparities in 
Spain had only slightly narrowed since their introduction. 

Regional Chambers and Assemblies 

In 1999 Regional Chambers were established in all eight of the English regions 
to scrutinise the work of the RDAs and to act as regional champions. The 

Regional Chambers were established as a forum in which to debate regional 

policy relating to; strategic and spatial planning, economic development, higher 

education, and transport and sustainability. 

The Local Government Association (2000b) highlighted the inverse relationship 

between power and accountability in the Regional Development Agencies and 

the Regional Chambers, "The most powerful new regional bodies, the RDAs, 

are also the least accountable: while the most accountable, the regional 

chambers, lack powers to enforce their views" (Local Government Association, 

2000b, p3). The membership of the Regional Chambers were not subject to 

direct election, with 70% of the membership drawn from elected local 

government councillors and 30% drawn from stakeholders, each being 
31 

nominated by their authority or organisation for a two-year period 

of State. 
35 The Regional Chambers vary in size from thirty-five members in Yorkshire and Humberside, 
to one-hundred and fifteen in the South-East. 
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Of concern to opponents and supporters of the regional assemblies was the 
ambiguity contained in the White Paper Your Region: Your Choice (2001), 
regarding the role and relationship of assemblies and local authorities: 

Regional assemblies will generall (author's emphasis) not remove responsibilities from 
local authorities. Local government will remain the community champion and more 
involved in service delivery, while regional government leads in the development of the 
strategic vision for the region" (Office of the Deputy Prime Minister, 2001, p59). 

To allay the fears of local government regarding the ambiguity of the White 

Paper, further guidance was issued to the regional chambers that prohibited the 

duplication of functions of lower-tier authorities in their area and clarified that 

their functions were to be those previously carried out by central government, its 

agencies and NDPB's. However by 2003 a White Paper on the Fire and Rescue 

Service proposed the establishment of regional management arrangements for 

a range of functions and to give Ministers the power to replace fire and rescue 

authorities established on county council boundaries with regional authorities 

(Campaign for the English Regions, 2003). 

The functions of the Regional Chambers (assemblies) were proposed to 

include: 

* Development of a regional strategy, and strategies for; spatial planning, 

housing, economic development, skills, waste, transport, health 

improvement, culture and tourism, and biodiversity 

Appointment. of the Board of the Regional Development Agency, the 

implementation of the economic development strategy, and the 

appointment of two members of the local Learning and Skills Councils 

European Union structural funds 

That the Secretary of State examine relevant planning applications 

Elements of the housing role of the Government Offices/Housing 

Corporation in resource allocation to councils and housing associations 

Taking over elements of the roles of the Arts and Sports Councils, and 

for regiona ourism 
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The promotion of public health, and the joint development of a health 
improvement strategy, with the Government Office 

* Delivering rural regeneration programmes 

9 Making appointments to the Environment Agency's regional committee 
and being consulted on various environmental public bodies 

9 Regional civil contingency planning 
(Office of the Deputy Prime-Minister, (2003). 

It was proposed that the Regional Assemblies once elected 36 would be funded 

by government grant37' would have the ability to set a precept on the council tax, 

and to fund capital expenditure within prescribed borrowing limits. The Regional 

Assemblies budget were also to include elements of the pre-2004 Regional 

Development Agencies budget, housing capital grants, arts, sport and tourism, 

and some European programmes (See Local Government Information Unit 

2003, and ODPIVI, 2003b). 

The 2003 Review of Local Government 

Research published by the DTLR (2000) indicated that government and other 

public bodies were operating through nearly 100 regional structures in England, 

but that despite the volume of service provision/coordination that the regional 

services did not form a coherent regional tier of government ( DTLR, October 

2000, pl 3). Hogwood (1996) also focussed on the existence of a large number 

of public sector organisations operating at a regional level, but found that the 

regional structures were only an "administrative convenience in which each 

department, quango or agency choose the pattern of decentralisation it deems 

most appropriate" (Hogwood, 1996, p219). 

36 The voting system proposed for the elected regional assemblies would have been the 

Additional Member System form of proportional representation already in operation in the 

Scottish Parliament, the Welsh Assembly and theý Greater London Authority, and formed the 

alternative voting models proposed in the 1997 Labour Manifesto. 
37 Subject to the achievement of performance targets 
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Guidance to the Boundary Committee (2002) empowered with the review of 
regional structures and the establishment of single-tier local government 
outlined its powers as including: 

The abolition of a local authority whose functions had been transferred to 
another authority 

The creation of new local government areas (i. e. a district or a county) 
The identification of joint arrangements which may be ýrequired for the 
exercise of strategic and other functions 

The identification of strategic land use planning, and mineral and waste 
planning functions 

Alterations to the number or boundaries of police areas including the 
membership of police authorities 

The examination of existing lower-tier functions being carried out by 
larger local government units comparable to the size of an existing 
county council 

The examination of upper-tier functions being allocated to smaller 
(geographic) units 

Identification of any increase in the amount of joint arrangements 
between authorities 

(Office of the Deputy Prime Minister, 2003a, Para 2.9, Para 4). 

Government guidance therefore explicitly expected the Boundary Committee to 

consider the effect of geographically larger local authorities with responsibility 

for district and county council functions. In order to achieve this the Committee 

was required to examine performance data on two-tier local authorities, 

including that collected during the Comprehensive Performance Assessment 

(CPA) process (See Local Government Act 2000), the effectiveness of existing 

partnership arrangements and the likely resources available to new, possibly 

larger, unitary authorities. 

In line with earlier reviews of local government the guidance (2003) placed 

significant emphasis on the twin concepts of convenient local government and 
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local government that could be representative of local communities (Office of 
the Deputy Prime Minister, lbid, Para 2.4). The Committee was also to consider 
a number of cost implications for the various structural solutions they proposed, 
using the 'Being in Business' financial model developed by Pricewaterhouse 
Coopers (ODPM, 2003). However, unlike the 1992 Local Government 
Commission the 2003 Boundary Committee were empowered to recommend 
boundaries for new authorities that crossed existing county boundaries, though 
it was not empowered to recommend options that crossed regional boundaries. 

The immovability of regional boundaries implied that the Government did not 
want to enter into a review of their appropriateness. Even though no wide- 
ranging debate had taken place on the subject and that the regions adopted by 
the Government were those of the previous Government, which were in-turn 
derived from arbitrary areas developed in the 1940's, no widespread research 
being conducted on community identity within the regions until the 1990's. 
Stewart (1995) noted that "there is an assumption that regions would reflect the 
Government Office boundaries, and an assumption that regions should have a 
population of between 3-5 million, though the basis and appropriateness of 
these assumptions remain unexplored (Stewart, 1995, Cited in DTLR, 2000, Op 
Cit, p28). 

The Policy and Procedure Guidance to the Boundary Committee for England 

(2003) also examined the claims made during successive local government 

reorganisations regarding local authority size, either'big is beautiful' or'small is 

responsive I, depending on what was motivating the ministers at the time (Office 

of the Deputy Prime Minister, Ibid, Para 5.4). The Guidance (2003) noted that 

"In practice, there seems to be little hard evidence to support either of these 

propositions" (Office of the Deputy Prime Minister, Ibid, Para 5.6), although 

there was a clear steer to establish local authorities of a size capable of 

providing services and specific examples of where size was 'said to matter' to 

the Government. In particular the Government's view that small local authorities 
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relied too much on joint arrangements and that they confuse lines of 
accountability (Office of the Deputy Prime Minister, lbid, Para 5.18). 

The Guidance (2003) also indicated the Governments preferred range of 
services to be placed in the reorganised regions, and explicitly indicated its 
preference for large unitary local government38 - Guidance on specific functions 
included the Governments views on; , 

Spatial Planning - "One area of planning that would benefit by having larger scale 
unitary authorities is minerals and waste planning. A relatively large unitary successor, 
rather than smaller ones, would be better placed to handle the resources issue" (Office 
of the Deputy Prime Minister, (2003), Annex B). 

The Guidance for Spatial Planning is particularly noteworthy as it is given 
prominence above all other service priorities in the opening paragraph of the 
Guidance (Annex B), whilst being one of the least known of or significant 
services in the local government portfolio. Irrespective of the 'size' issue it was 
not made clear why a unitary structure was proposed for the service, as it had 

operated competently well within a two-tier system since its inception. 

Education (DIFES). "The DfES preference is towards larger and stronger unitary 

authorities. WES have increasing evidence of the inherent instability of smaller LEAs" 

(Office of the Deputy Prime Minister, lbid). 

The argument used in the Guidance contained complex and contradictory 
issues, in that the smaller 'unstable' authorities it discounted were primarily 

unitary authorities. The larger authorities the DfES preferred were already the 

single-provider of education services in most of the country, the county councils. 

A less biased analysis in the Guidance (2003) would have proposed the 

abolition of small local education authorities, in both unitary and county 

councils. 

38 In the way consultation with Government Departments had indicated a preference for larger 
local government units during the Local Government review in 1966 and 1945 (See Chapter 2). 

242 



The Guidance also stated that new LEAs should reflect on the sub-regional 
Learning and Skills Council and Connexions tier of service planning, and that 
the WES believed that the 'convenience'of an LEA in terms of proximity to the 
local community should not be used as an indicator of effectiveness. Both were 
clear messages that the WES would have preferred reorganised LEAs to be 
based on existing sub-regional structures used by quango's that could be 
established as unitary or two-tier units, i. e. along the lines of the pre-1 986 
metropolitan councils. 

Department of Food, Environment and Rural Affairs (DEFRA) - "In the 
Department's view a unitary authority with no significant towns i's undesirable" (Office of 
the Deputy Prime Minister, Ibid). 

DEFRA's dislike of wholly rural unitary authorities was not a new position, but 

what was unclear was the size of town DEFRA believed was sufficient to be a 

centre of a rural unitary authority. If it were a market or county town then there 

were plenty of relatively small towns to choose from, however if DEFRA was 

considering significant towns then the choice wasless clear cut and indicated 

that mixed urban/rural authorities, such as city states would have been its 

preference. 

Department of Health (DoH) - "There are 303 local Primary Care Trusts, a substantial 

number of them are coterminous with one or a number of local government boundaries, 

which the Department would wish to maintain" (Office of the Deputy Prime Minister, 

Ibid) 

The DoH view reinforced those of the DfES in arguing for the new unitary 

authorities to be based on existing departmental/sub-regional boundaries. The 

DoH also warned against an increase in the number of local authorities with a 

social services function as this would ii create some stress in the system of 

staffing )) , especially in the recruitment of managers and professional staff. 
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Department of Trade and Industry (DTI) -" The Trading Standards service, struggle 
to deliver a quality service because they are too small to run effectively. Some of the 
smaller single tier authorities have found some aspects of the 2002 framework difficult 
to implement (Office of the Deputy Prime Minister, lbid). 

The DTI did not make an explicit reference to a preferred structure of local 
government, but it was clear that larger local authorities were preferred, even 
though an equally valid conclusion could have been the abolition of many of the 
established unitary authorities and the retention of most two-tier administrations. 

Department of Transport (DoT) - The DoT's preference was for expanded local 

authorities that covered urban areas and their hinterlands, in order to better plan 
improvements in public transport. 

However, it was unclear whether the DoT preferred unitary or two-tier local 

authorities. It argued that 45 of the 85 Local Transport Plans were produced 

wholly or partly by unitary authorities and that fourteen of the seventeen poorest 

performers were amongst the 45 produced by unitary authorities. However, nine 

of the 45 plans which involved unitary authorities featured in the 22 best 

performers amongst the 85. What may be taken from the Departments 

statement was that small unitary authorities were probably not a preferred 

option and, much like the DTI, that town and country required better joint 

coordination. 

Other Services; Coroners - The Guidance (2003) indicated that reorganisation around 

existing district council boundaries was not a preferred option due to their small size. 

Active Communities - The Guidance (2003) indicated that a simpler local government 

structure was preferred, coterminous with other local statutory boundaries and that an 

economy of scale existed in the infrastructure costs of support to the voluntary sector. 

Despite clarification of the Guidance a significant range of gaps remained that 

required review, most notably regarding the powers that were to be transferred 

by Government, and those reorganised away from local government. In 2003 
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the Liberal Democrats proposed a series of amendments that '9 the 
Government accepted in order to ensure the support of Liberal Democrat Peers 

and to clarify gaps in policy. The amendments included; the introduction of a 
second question on referendum ballots that provided a range of options on the 

proposals for unitary local government, existing unitary local government areas 
being included in any local government review4o, and a Bill on the powers of 
regional assemblies to be published before any referendum took place (See 

Local Government Information Unit, 4th April 2003). 

Demand For English Regions 

In November 2002 the Government started a consultation exercise in order to 

identify the regions most likely to require a referendum. Nick Raynsford, the 

Local Government and Regions Minister, stated that regionalism in England 

was "no longer a debate just for the political and chattering classes, but it hasn't 

gone as wide as it should" (The Guardian 21 May, 2003). To widen the 

understanding of regional issues E5m was allocated in 2004 by the Government 

towards its 'Your Say' pro-region publicit)(41. 

The level of support by the public for regional government varied between 

regions and between surveys, however it was clear that there was not a 

resounding demand for the establishment of regional assemblies anywhere in 

England, although to be fair neither was there a resounding call for regional 

assemblies not to be established. 

In 1999 The Economist carried out a survey to gauge the amount of public 

support for regional government in England (See Table 3), which resulted in two 

of the consistently most pro-regional areas (Yorkshire and the Humber and the 

39 Electors in two-tier counties were to be asked in a second question to decide on the structure 

of local government in their region, based on the options presented by the Boundary 
Commission, although the status quo was not to be one of them. 
40 Which would make the consideration of city-regions likely by Commissioners. 
41 Nick Raynsford in reply to a written question tabled by the shadow regions secretary, 
Bernard Jenkin. 
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North-West) showing the second and third least support for regional 
government. 

Table 3: Support For Regional Government in England 

Region In favour Against Net support 

London 60 21 39 

North East 51 29 22 
West Midlands 46 37 9 
South West 47 39 8 
East Midlands 40 35 5 
Eastern 43 42 1 
Yorkshire and the Humber 42 42 0 
North West 42 44 -2 South East 37 47 -10 Source: The Economist, 26 March, 1999 

A survey in Hampshire (MORI, 2002) asked "Do you support or oppose giving 

greater powers of government to regions in England? " to which 45% supported 
the statement and 30% opposed. Respondents were then asked "Do you 

support South-East England getting its own elected regional assembly? ", to 

which 35% of respondents agreed and 38% opposed (Local Govemment 

Chronicle 24th May 2002). The difference between the pro and opposition 

respondents in support for a South-East regional assembly was not significant 

and reflected the earlier opinion polling. However, The Economic and Social 

Research Council (ESRC, 2003) carried out a range of surveys relating to the 

demand for a referendum on regional government in each region (Economic 

and Social Research Council, Briefing No. 3, July 2003) (See Table 4). 

The ESRC research found that amongst all of the other polls conducted the 

lowest support for a referendum had been 47%, and as if to underline the 

fluidity of the polling data, the lowest figure had been from the Yorkshire and 

Humber region, the region considered most likely to vote in favour by the 

government. 
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Table 4- Do you want a 

Region 
Yorkshire and Humber 

- 

Referendum in Your Region? 

% SUPPort For A Referendum 
72% 

North EasF 56% 
East Midlands 53% 
South West 40% 
South East 37% 

East 33% 
West Midlands 16% 

Average 
- 

43.5% 
SOUFciý Economic and Social Research Council, Ibid. 

The ESRC also found that nowhere did opposition to a referendum outweigh 
support for a referendum and that there were only limited variations between all 
eight of the English regions. The ESRC examined the 2003 poll carried out for 
the County Council's Network, which had asked the same question (Table 5); 

Table 5- "Do you want a Referendum in Your Region? 

Region % Support For A Referendum 

_North 
West 65% 

Yorkshire and Humber 62% 
North East 60% 
East Midlands 57% 

_ South West 61% 
_ South East 59% 
East of England 58% 
West Midlands 61% 

_ Average 60% 
Source: County Councils Network, January 2003, Economic and Social 
Research Council, lbid 

Table 5 shows that the clear majority of respondents stated they wished to have 

a referendum, however the ESRC noted that the awareness of the 

Government's policies for the English regions was poor. Half of respondents in 

England had heard nothing of the government proposals for the English regions 

(See LGIU 4 April, 2003), a percentage of the population broadly in line with 

those who had " not heard ofV'heard of but knew nothing" of the local 

government review in 1994 (Association of District Councils, May 1995, p25). 
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A further survey of public opinion by the County Councils Network (CCN) 
focussed on the high levels of undecided opinion (Table 6) that had been 
evident in earlier research by the ESRC (2001), and indicated a low level of 
awareness regarding regional administration (See also Local Government 
Information Unit July 2003). 

Table b- Uounty Councils Network Poll: 'Would You Vote in 
Favour or Against Having Regional Government? 

Region Yes No Don't Know/Wouldn't 
Vote 

North East 51 19 32 

North West 50 21 29 
Yorkshire and 
the Humber 

49 18 34 

West Midlands 43 21 35 
East Midlands 43 16 41 
South West 41 22 37 
South East 40 25 35 
East of 
England 

36 25 39 

Total 44 21 35 
Source; County Councils Network (CCN), 2003 

The unclear evidence of public support for the introduction of regional 

administration spurred on supporters and opponents within the Local 

Government Association, both groups being able to evidence their own case 

with polling data. Stoker (2000) warned against the creation of regional 

assemblies that were not founded on public support arguing "we have to be 

very nervous about the idea of constructing bodies and hope we can get public 

ownership after the events" (Local Government Association, 2000b, p4), 

although such public support had not overly concerned either the founders or 

the guardians of local government after 183042. 

42 Notably during the democratisation of the shire county councils and the London County 
Council. 
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The experience of public support for regionalism in Europe indicated that initial 
low levels of support for regionalism could increase over time, even when 
regionalism had been introduced asymmetrically across a country. In Spain, 
Catalonia and the Basque Country were granted regional government in 1979, 
followed in 1981 by Galicia. However, Andalucia had regionalism imposed on it 
after it rejected the structure in a referendum (see DETR 2000 )43. 

In France, levels of support for regional government fifteen years after its 

creation had continued to gradually rise towards 70% nationally. Similarly, an 
increase in public support from 10% to 24% was observed in Italy between 
1982 and 1987,12 years after the introduction of regions. Harding (2001) 

concluded that public attitudes towards regional government were not a reliable 
guide to the ability of such organisations to gain support in the long-term. 

A reverse trend in electoral participation was identified by the DTLR (2000), 
which found that the introduction of regional government in France had not lead 
to increased (and sustainable) levels of turnout at elections, A 78% turnout in 
the first regional elections in 1986 had reduced to 58% by 1998 (Scargill, 1998, 
The French region: a flawed institution? Regional Studies, 32(9): 879-897) 
Cited in DTLR, 2000). 

Equally, international evidence would also appear to indicate that it is not 

necessary to have a historic identity in order to create a modern political one 

(See Stoker 1996) and that neither was the possession of a regional identity a 

pre-requisite for regional government to be successfully implemented (See 

Jones G 1995). 

In the United Kingdom mainland the three established regional bodies; Scottish 

Parliament, Welsh Assembly and the Greater London Assembly, are useful 

indicators of the level of public support that could have been expected in the 

English regions. 

43 The remaining 13 autonomous communities were then introduced in 1982-83. 
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In the Scottish referendum on whether a Scottish Parliament should be 
established turnout was 60.2%, significantly less than the turnout at the 2001 
General Election (71.3%), and also lower than the turnout for the failed 
referendum on devolution to Scotland in 1979 (63.0%). In Wales turnout for the 
referendum was 50.1 %, also significantly below the turnout in the 2001 General 
Election (73.5%), and lower than the previous referendum on Welsh devolution 
in 1979 (58.3%). In the referendum on the establishment of the Greater London 
Assembly and Mayor, the turnout was 34.1 %. This was a low turnout given the 
Labour Party's statement in its 1995 consultation paper A Choice for England 

about'the overwhelming desire of Londoners for an elected strategic authority 
for the capital'(Cited in House of Commons Library, 13th January 1998). 

The turnout for the election of ministers and members of the three assemblies 

was also low. Turnout in the elections for the Greater London Assembly (2000) 

was less than a third (31 %) of those eligible to vote. Elections to the Scottish 

Parliament (1999) generated a 57% turnout, whilst the Welsh Assembly election 
turnout was also lower at 46% (UK Election Statistics: 1945-2000, House of 
Commons Research paper, 01/37,29th March 2001). 

Regionalism in Other Countries 

The Guardian (17 June 2003) stated 'The English regions outside London - 
home for 40 million people - are now virtually the only regions in Europe which 

do not enjoy some form of regional democracy or some form of regional 

representation'. The statement, whilst failing to acknowledge the existing role of 

the English regional assemblies used an argument based on equity to justify the 

establishment of regions in England, if most of Europe has it so should we. 

However, Stoker, in evidence to the Local Government Association Hearings on 

Regional Government (2000), argued that such arguments were naYve and very 

simplistic (Stoker G and Hogwood B, 1996), as they failed to take account of the 

diversity of regional structures and powers in other countries (See Table 8). 
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International evidence is that many European countries have devolved powers 
from central government to the regions, however there are examples such as 
Sweden, where powers have been transferred up to the regions. Italy and Spain 
operate an asymmetrical allocation of functions, and in Spain each region is 
empowered to individually negotiate its role and functions (See DTLR 2000). In 
New Zealand and France the functions of regional and local government are 
distinct and the regional tier has no power over local councils (See LGIU 1998). 
The Netherlands is an example of a system where finance and planning 
functions are shared between the upper and lower-tiers of government, 
however in most countries regions have been allocated specific powers, with 
few joint-responsibilities. 

Harding (2001) found that the allocation of functions to regions could be a 
dynamic process. In France and Italy the regions had taken on new 
responsibilities once they had settled in to their role, notably in cultural policy. 
Equally they had become less active in some roles they had been established 
to perform, i. e. economic development (See Table 7). 

Table 7- Changing Functions in Regional Government in Italy and France 
Country Year Primary Functions Added Since 

Regions Functions Introduction 
Introduced 

Italy 1970 Trans, port, Health, Land-use planning, 
Agriculture Social Services 

France 1982 Economic Universities, Culture, 
Development, Environment 
Vocational 
Training 

Source: Harding, 2001, Op Cit. 

The amount of financial autonomy also differed significantly between regional 

systems in different European countries. In Belgium regions controlled 50%, of 

regional spending, whereas in the Netherlands financial arrangements were 

highly centralised with 90% of each region's income coming from central 

government grants. In France regional government receive 60% of its income 

from centrally collected taxes levied on businesses and property owners. It 
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received the rest from local taxes on electricity consumption, vehicle registration 
and property transfers, which accounted for 2% of all regional spending (See 
LGIU 1998). Indeed Hooge (1994) noted that the level of decentralisation of 
functions to the regions in Belgium was so great that "the efficacy of the national 
level of government is challenged" (Hooghe L and Keating M, 1994, The Politics 
of European Regional Policy, Journal of European Public Policy, 1 (3) 53-78, 
Cited in Harding A, 2001, Op Cit). 

Regional authorities also varied considerably in size, with significant levels of 
horizontal diversity between same-tier authorities. In Sweden, Skane had a 
population of 1.2M, but Gotland only 58,000. In Spain the regions range in size 
from Andalusia with a population in excess of 7m, to La Rioja with a population 

of 250,000 (See LGIU 1998 and DTLR 2000). Italy had seven regions, including 

Umbria, with populations of less than one million, whilst four had populations in 

excess of five million. In Germany, population size varied considerably between 

regions, the city-state of Bremen had a population of 667,000 whilst North 

Rhine-Westphalia a population of seventeen million (DTLR 2000) (See Table 8). 

The diverse nature of regional structures suggests there is no European 

blueprint to establish a Europe of regions, out of a Europe of nation states. 

Neither is there a single benchmark for England to be compared against, 

Hogwood (1996) argued, 

There is, therefore, no norm to which the UK is an exception, and no agreement on 

what regional tiers should look like or how they should operate. There is no common 

pattern in their size, the functions they command, the source of their origins, their rights 

of presentation at the centre and their control over local government (Hogwood B, 1996, 

Pl 5). 

Stoker (1996) found no evidence to suggest that specific social or economic 

circumstances predisposed the existence of a successful regional structure, 

although identified that some cultural issues were influential such as social 

stability, and established processes of democratic participation (Stoker G, 1996, 
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p28). Stoker also identified highly artificial regions managing to maintain a 
coherent identity, such as in the French Rhone-Alps region and in the German 
Uinder, as well as traditional regions in the South of Italy and France (Alsace) 
that had been unable to establish a coherent regional identity. 

One of the weaknesses the Local Government Act (1888) created was the 
administrative separateness it facilitated between each tier. The model of 
regional government proposed by the Labour Government in 2002 had been 
established with the same structural weaknesses in that region, county and 
unitary district would have been separate bureaucracies, controlling their own 
budgets, and quite possibly controlled by different political parties. 

Tab le 8- Internati onal Variations in Regional Powers 
Country Regions Average Functions 

Po ulation 
Belgium 6 1.7m 3 territorial regions responsible for; physical and land 

based functions including economic development. 3 
language communities responsible for; education, social 
services and culture 

Denmark 14 370,000 Health services, further education, social services, 
regional planning, highways, public transport 

Finland 19 270,000 Regional policy and spatial planning 
France 22 2.5m Regional planning, economic development, local authority 

investment 
Germany 16 5.1 m Education, Highways, Health, Emergency services, 

Regional Policy (there are variations between regions) 
Italy 20 2.8m Social services, economic development, health, police 
Japan 47 2.6m Strategic planning, Main roads, High schools, Health 

clinics, Police, enterprise development 
Holland 12 1.3m Supervisory responsibility for civil defence, waste 

disposal, regional planning, Highways, energy, social and 
economic affairs, Health, public transport 

New 12 300,00 Civil defence, transport planning, pollution control 
Zealand 
Poland 16 2.5m Strategic development, Higher education, Health and 

cultural promotion, Spatial planning, environmental 
protection, Water, Civil defence 

Spain 17 2.3m Urban planning, Regional development, Housing, 
Environment, Social services, Tourism, Agriculture, some 
with responsibility for education and health 

Sweden 24 360,000 Health, Regional economic development, Tourism 
Ukraine 24 2.2m Joint responsibility for spatial planning, Public transport, 

overnment 
Source; Harding (2001) 
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The incentives for joint-working between the proposed authorities were 
not clear cut but included the 'grant-whip' regional authorities would have been 
able to wield over lower-tier authorities, within their boundaries. However, the 
ability to influence strategic and regeneration grant allocation would have been 
unlikely to be sufficient in itself to encourage cooperation between the two-tiers. 

Political differences also required a mechanism for resolution to enable joint- 

working and partnership. The experience of the metropolitan counties in London 

and Liverpool in the early 1980's provided evidence that the establishment of 
large local authorities could lead to national government directly intervening to 

enforce its policy agenda on subordinate bodies (See Keating 2001). The 

establishment of regional assemblies would have increased the possibility of 
tension between national and local government as the lower-tier authorities 

would have been significantly larger and more able to 9 stand-up' to the wishes 

of central government. 

Vulnerability to changes in social policy were also highlighted by the 

Constitution Unit (1996), which focused on the distinction between the 

devolution of power to regional structures and the establishment of a federal 

system. Devolved regional administration would require an Act of Parliament to 

devolve government powers to a lower-tier of government, but which could be 

discontinued at a later date by the higher-tier. Whereas a federal system implied 

that both the higher and lower-tier authorities were equal and would have their 

respective roles clearly set out in a constitution (Cited in House of Commons 

Library Research Paper 98/9). Furthermore, Jones (1988) argued that a strict 

separation of responsibilities between regions and lower-tier local authorities 

could equally cause problems, arguing that the remoteness of regional 

government could lead to the separation of the responsibilities for policy 

development from implementation (DTLR, lbid, p20). 

Unitary government in Britain has traditionally used performance monitoring, 

rather than direct intervention, as a method of enforcing its will on local 
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government. The regional reforms proposed in 2002 aimed to give regional 
assemblies between six and ten targets with their performance being measured 
against them (The Guardian, Friday 15 November 2002), using the Public 
Service Agreements and 'best value' inspections (Local Government 
Information Unit, 18th September 2003) implemented across local government. 

The last resort for Government (once under-performance has been identified), 

is intervention, notably in the provision of education and social services, through 

the involvement of third parties and further inspection regimes. The 

preconditions were therefore in place for central government intervention in the 

administration of regional authorities should they not meet their targets. Even 

though intervention on a regional scale would have significantly undermined 

claims of regional autonomy and would have been unlikely to be brought about 

painlessly by a government. 

The experience of earlier regional reforms is that encouragement alone from 

central government is insufficient to generate a transfer of responsibility for 

services from Whitehall to 'county parliaments'. Should meaningful and 

appropriate services have failed to be devolved the regional assemblies could 

have found themselves with considerable status and time on their hands, a 

situation likely to engender both a redefinition of their role (See Jones, 1988) 

and direct intervention in service delivery. 

To counter the fears of local government in 2002, the unelected regional 

assembly in the North-East of England signed a declaration stating that it would 

not'draw-up' powers from local government. Such a declaration was premature 

and did not rule out more subtle forms of intervention through the use of 

resource allocation, or indeed that once established the regional assembly 

could not be bound by the decisions of its unelected predecessor. 

A further problem for the local authority associations in 2002 was that the lack 

of stated significant powers would have enabled Ministers to move onto the next 
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big policy initiative without having devolved specific powers from Whitehal 1 44 
. Evidence from earlier plans to devolve powers from Whitehall also suggested 

that not all of the departments of Government would engage with the regional 
programme, notably during the 1950's - 1960's. 

The Local Government Information Unit (2003) identified a lack of unanimity 
'between Ministers on the issue of regionalism and decentralisation of functions 
stating, "Clearly, some ministers and some government departments are more 
convinced than others of the benefits of decentralisation". However, the 
reluctance of government departments to engage in regional policy initiatives 
during the 1960's may not have been repeated, as the departments working 
directly with the Government Offices in the regions had increased from three in 
2000 to ten in 2003 (Office of the Deputy Prime Minister, 2004). 

During the late 1 9th and early 20th Century county boroughs had been opposed 
to the prospect of county government exercising functions previously performed 
by Whitehall. The Victorian county borough's primary concern was that 

Whitehall's administration was relied on to be performed in a non-partisan way, 
whereas the inexperienced county administrators were believed to represent 
the vested interests of the upper-tier local authorities. In addition it was 
identified that an additional tier of government might foster bureaucratic 

immobilism, enable political posturing and 'buck-passing'to frustrate service 
delivery (Cited in DTLR, 2000, p 20). 

As a result of the inclusion of existing unitary authorities in the proposed 

reorganisation the prospect of establishing city-region authorities or expanded 

urban unitary authorities became viewed as a real threat to the existence of 

county councils. The prospect of enlarged unitary authorities in the North-East 

stimulated opposition to regional administration from suburban local authorities 

and their county councils, "the linkage of local government reorganisation and 

ERA's has been presented as an attack of a Labour-leaning metropolitan elite 

44 The Constitution Unit (2003) found that "There is evidence, that the operation of the'single 
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on Conservative-leaning rural areas" (Stoker G, 2000, Cited in Local 
Govemment Association, 8th February 2000). Harding (2001) had found that 
"suburban local authorities tend to resist moves towards city-regions, even if 
cities offer to give up power: metropolitan governing arrangements therefore 
need to be created by diktat or built up incrementally" (Harding A, 2001). 

Opposition by suburban residents at the encroachment of metropolitan 
administration had been evidenced in Holland, the United States and Canada. 
This had resulted in a period of uncertainty for local government as opposition 
political parties had seized on the opportunity to promise a further 

reorganisation of boundaries to redress the change. 

Voter Participation 

Low turnout at local elections has been endemic in England, but was unlikely to 

be addressed through a structural reorganisation of institutions that voters had 

showed little interest in. Fewer seats in the regional assemblies than there were 

in the two-tier system may have addressed the problem of uncontested seats, 

but regional elections in London had engendered only a 30% turn-out and 

forecasts 2002 by lCM suggested a similar turn-out in regional referenda. 

Compounding voters traditional disinterest was the issue that regional 

boundaries are by their nature far removed from truly local affairs. Whitehead 

(1998) stated 

a limited administrative devolution with no organic sense of what a region is. Only in a 

few regions do boundaries satisfactorily reflect organic regions, and it is on the cards 

that some referenda could be lost not because people do not want regionalism but 

because they do not want the region they are offered. The likelihood of success in the 

South-East or the Southwest, for examPle, must be seen as low by this criterion 

(Whitehead A, 1998, Cited in Local Government Information Unit, 2006). 

pot' is being frustrated by civil servants to some extent". 
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In the same way previous reorganisations of local government had inferred 
improvements in local democratic arrangements, the 2002 regional 
reorganisation was no different. The upper-tier regional assemblies were 
identified as being sufficiently prestigious as to attract the best candidates for 
office. The Guardian (31 January, 2001) reported that the regional councils 
would be influential enough to attract career politicians, and that the assemblies 
might become a stepping-stone to Ministerial office, referencing an observation 
in Germany. The Guardian also noted that membership of the assemblies would 
be beneficial for long-term opposition parties, as members could practice their 
craft prior to being released into ministerial positions. 

The assumptions of improved effectiveness and representation stated by the 

Government in the White Paper were reminiscent of earlier reviews and were 

skewed towards support for the Government's own policy objective, the 

establishment of single-tier local government in the regions. However, a more 
balanced interpretation of the guidance would have noted that many of the 

strengths attributed to the proposed unitary authorities could equally have been 

attributed to other types of upper-tier local authorities. Section 9.5 of the 2002 

White Paper (Your Region Your Choice, ODPM, 2002) described the forecast 

implications for local government 

Moving to a single tier of local government in such circumstances will simplify 
relationships for both local authorities and regional assemblies. This should lead to 

more effective local and regional government and facilitate effective partnerships 
between the two tiers 

The 2002 White Paper failed to address why it was that unitary county councils 

were not capable of performing existing lower-tier functions, without the need 

for a reorganisation of the services the counties provided. The abolition of 

existing district councils in urban and rural areas and the establishment of fewer 

upper-tier authorities would have necessitated a transfer of major local services 

to local authorities established over a wider area, elections to new councils and 

a loss of continuity in service provision. The proposed regional assemblies were 
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therefore likely to have more continuity in their procedures and membership 
than the proposed lower-tier authorities, a situation that would have been 
unlikely to engender 'more effective' local government in the short term. 

The proposed reorganisation of local government in England was also likely to 
remove the substantial degree of partnership working already in place, even 
though the Guidance (2002) had stated, 

the creation of regional assemblies will mean that many existing public and private 
sector bodies will have to enter into a new series of relationships. Moving to a single tier 
of local government in such circumstances will avoid creating extra complexity for them 
(ODPM, 2002, Para 9.5). 

The proposed scale of reorganisation would have required local authorities to 

re-identify their priorities and develop new partnerships. That is unless the 

arbitrary boundaries of the Local Strategic Partnership areas would have been 

used to define the new authorities, although there was no explicit indication that 

was the intention of the Government. However, research by the County 

Councils Network (2003) found that 

In Scotland and Wales, devolution initially raised concerns about local autonomy but 
practical experience has led to improved day to day partnership working between local 
authorities and the devolved institutions, feelings of greater proximity and access and 
overall, a sense of stronger involvement in policy-making (County Councils Network, 
2003, p4). 

A problem identified in the 1888 reorganisation and in subsequent proposals for 

regional government was the likelihood that membership of the elected regional 

councils would be more attractive to able councillors than membership of the 

lower-tier, Although this argument did not take into account the number of 

redundant councillors that would be available to occupy fewer seats within the 

reformed structure. The selection of candidates based on other measures than 

ability remained unaddresed (See Leach 1991). 

The Government Guidance (2002) also explicitly referred to the establishment 

of clearer lines of accountability and a reduction in the confusion residents 
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endured over which local authorities were responsible for the delivery of which 
services. 

Voters are not always clear at present about what activities are carried out by which tier 
of local government. To add a further tier would confuse matters still further. Moving to 
a single tier of local government in such circumstances should reduce this confusion: 
the local authority will deliver local services and act as the community champion and 
advocate for local people, whilst the regional assembly will set strategic priorities 
(ODPM, 2002, Op Cit, Para 9.5). 

Similar claims had been raised during the 1992 and 1972 reorganisations, and it 
invites the criticism that a functional rather than a structural review would have 
been as likely to deliver on such claims. Functional reviews had been 
introduced without significant reviews of local government taking place, notably 
in 1929,1945 and 1972, each significantly reorganising the role of local 

government. The Guidance (2002) also managed to successfully introduce 
double-think to the review of local government. The existing directly elected 
two-tier structure with unelected NDPB's and a raft of local parish councils, was 

proposed to be replaced by a directly elected two-tier structure, with indirectly 

elected NDPB's and a raft of local parish councils, hardly being as significant a 

reform to the structure of local administration as it first might seem. 

Residents in the existing two-tier system with local district town halls were also 
likely to lose them to the necessarily more geographically remote unitary 

authorities. Opponents of change argued that a combined call-centre or joint 

one-stop-shop between existing districts and county councils could significantly 

reduce any confusion that residents of the two-tier system endured, without the 

need for wholesale reorganisation. Although it is useful to remember that the 

county councils facing abolition in the 1992 reorganisation made a significant 

range of promises regarding improvements to accessibility, most of which were 

undelivered, promises'made on the scaffold'that remain to be delivered (See 

Chisholm 2000). 
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As early as 1840 it can be shown that local councils, in the form of municipal 
corporations, were the minority provider of services within their boundaries and 
by 2004 the situation has not altered significantly. The Labour Government in 
2003 proposed that a limited number of NDPBs were to agree their priorities 
with the new regional authorities, but their structural separation from 
mainstream local government was to be maintained. Therefore, whilst most 
local services were planned to be 'reading from the same page' in a strategic 
sense, the diversity in the way those services were to be delivered at the local 
level was left addressed. Residents would still have had to negotiate the 
complex variety of NDPBs policies, standards, openinghours, administrative 
centres and personnel. 

Ad-hoc structures have occupied a contradictory position in English social 

policy, as few politicians have admitted to wanting them, but yet they have been 

established and maintained by successive governments as a welcome 

alternative to locating services with directly elected local authorities. A further 

problem for the widespread use of ad-hoc structures within a unitary state is 

that if there is a fair amount of local autonomy then situations may arise where 

services will be provided that are unavailable or are not at the same standard, 

as in other regions. The unitary form of national Government in Britain is not 

geared to dealing well with such diversity, as can be evidenced from 'Post-code 

lottery' pieces in national newspapers regarding health and social care. Perhaps 

the most striking difference residents in 2004 would have noticed from their 

Victorian ancestors is that the rate levied by 21 st Century local ad-hoc 

organisations was collected centrally via general taxation, rather than by 

individual local precepts. 

Confusion over which tier of local government or NDPB is responsible for what 

service is noticeable in other European countries with a regional tier of 

government in place, although Harding (2001) reported that it has not been of 

great concern to policy makers in Germany and Sweden. 
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An officer in the regional government in Stockholm stated "Voters sometimes 
are rather unclear on what different levels of government are responsible for 
even if they have a general idea. If things do not function they first blame central 
government then local government. The regional tier usually comes last )) 
(Economic and Research Council, 2001, p16). Harding (2001) also noted that in 
Germany there were generally low levels of understanding regarding the 
responsibilities of each tier of government, but that the system functioned 
sufficiently well for it not to be a significant issue. 

The proposals for establishing regional administration in England would have 

required English local government to operate in an expanded exceptionist 
structure due to the piecemeal timetable of referenda. Although, 
6 exceptionalism' has been evident in the United Kingdom, as significant 
differences in functions and responsibilities operate in the devolved Northern 

Irish, Scottish and Welsh systems. 

In the proposed reorganisation in 2004 it was highly likely that regions which 
had voted for change would have co-existed next to an unreformed structure of 

unelected regional chambers and RDA's, one or more county councils, and a 

range of unitary and district local authorities. Whitehead (1998) forecast the 

possibility of a messy outcome with the establishment in England of 

ii a three tier regional system. Some regions will be democratic and 'legitimate', some 

will be ossified into arms length democracy, whilst others will be'failed' regions, having 

lost referenda and condemned to drift with clearly discredited chambers" (Whitehead A, 

1998, Cited in Local Government Information Unit, 2005). 

The effect of such administrative diversity on central/local government relations, 

along with the complexity of an exceptionalist multi-tiered local government 

structure for end-users to negotiate would have been unparalled. The 

piecemeal timetable would also have created difficulties for the devolution of 

powers from Whitehall, as departments would have prepared the transfer of 

powers to parts of the country, but not others. Indeed the prospect of a 
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North/South divide in the structure of local government in England looked highly 
likely during early 2004. Whitehead (2000) questioned if 

rolling' devolution would result in an almost permanently unstable pattern of devolution 
which links central regional and local government through a broken patchwork of actual 
assemblies, failed chambers where a referendum has been lost, and non-assemblies 
where no referendum has been attempted. The latter scenario is a live issue in the 
south East, where by common reckoning, three identifiable regions (Wessex, Home 
Counties and Thames Valley) have been cobbled together in one Government Office 
(Whitehead A, 2000, Cited in Centre for Local Economic Strategies, 2000). 

Stoker (2000) identified that whilst horizontal exceptionalism is common in 
European countries, acceptance that local authorities in the same tier can have 
different functions is a very different model to the vertical separation of functions 

traditionally evident in English local government45. Planned horizontal 

exceptionalism is observable in the structures of regional government in 

Scotland, Wales, Northern Ireland and the proposed regional tier in England. 

However, The Guardian (March 13 2002) noted that whilst the Deputy Prime- 

Minister had campaigned for English regional assemblies to have comparable 

powers to those in the other British countries "Sceptical cabinet colleagues have 

dug their heels in and refused to surrender power". 

The 'third way' for the structure of regional administration proposed for England 

was to adopt a locally flexible model, as advocated by Stoker, "Why don't we 

establish political institutions at a level that people find meaningful and then why 

don't we ask those political institutions to partner, to form coalitions, to form 

governance structures" (Stoker G, Cited in Local Government Association, 

2000). Although such a degree of flexibility as Stoker advocated would be likely 

to recreate the Victorian ad-hoc system and not serve as a foundation for the 

devolution of central government functions. 

45 Although there have been notable exceptions including the provision of education by lower- 
tier metropolitan councils in the 1970's and the absence of tax-raising powers for the Welsh 
National Assembly 
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Whitehead (2000) identified some advantages in enabling local choice to decide 
structure, especially where an existing regional identity was weak, as flexibility 
"would encourage counties to join together and metamorphose into regions in a 
positive way" (Whitehead, 2000, Cited in Local Government Information Unit, 
2003). However, other advocates of local flexibility had their own vested 
interests in mind. The South-East Regional Assembly (2002) questioned the 

need for local government reorganisation being a necessary part of the 

establishment of regional government, arguing that structural change should be 

a matter for local choice, 

The experience of other European countries - France is a case in point - is that it is 
possible to have strong and vibrant government on a number of levels, from the very 
local commune, through to departments and regions, as well indeed as a national state 
that remains very strong itself. If it really is our region our choice, we should have the 
freedom to consider and chose, an elected regional assembly without being compelled 
to reorganize local government (South East Regional Assembly, 2002, p24). 

A model encompassing much of Stoker I s'flexible' model had been established 
in metropolitan government in the USA and Canada, where a number of cities 

had established smaller and more local councils as a reaction to perceived 

inefficiencies in traditional larger metro po I itan/city-state authorities. 

The Montreal Economic Institute (2001) found that economically vibrant 

municipalities in the USA, including Boston, Houston and Dallas had a 

fragmented municipal system of administration, and there were significant 

differences in the number of other local authorities serving cities of comparable 

size (See Table 9). 

Table 9- Municipal Authorities in American Cities 
---City Population (000) Number of municipalities 
Cleveland 2,908 146 
Phoenix 

Minneapolis 
San Diego 
St-Louis 

2,723 
2,558 

Pittsburgh 2,36_1_ 
Denver 2,318 

Source: Montreal Economic Institute, 2001. 

2,840 
2,792 

32 
192 
18 

228 
2 3_8 
67 

264 



The drive towards larger local authorities in England during the 20th Century did 
appear to be reflected in general in American and Canadian cities, notably San 
Diego and Montreal, but an important point is that there were also significant 
examples of where opposition parties (in Montreal) and residents (in Staten 
island) had led campaigns to break-up municipal government into smaller, more 
local units, 

In New York, Los Angeles, Miami, Houston, Atlanta and in other American cities, 
citizens' movements resist the expansion of central cities, advocate the incorporation of 
new municipalities in the surrounding districts and even try to detach districts belonging 
to big cities. The case of the New York borough of Staten Island, where two thirds of the 
residents voted in favour of secession durýng a consultative referendum in 1993, is 
doubtless the best-known example (Montreal Economic Institute, Ibid). 

The establishment of enhanced parish councils along the lines proposed in the 
Local Government Bill (1894) or those implemented in fragmented metropolitan 

areas in America and Canada would appear to be a better representative model 
than that proposed by the Government in 2002, if research in 1995 by MORI 

and the Joseph Rowntree Foundation (1997) into which tier of government 

people identify with is to be accepted. However, research by MORI cited by the 

Local Government Association (2000) found that 50% of respondents identified 

most with their region, 42% with their local community, 41 % with England and 

17% with Europe (MORI cited in Local Government Association, 2000a). 

Evidence and the 2002 Review 
Chisholm (2000) identified a significant failing of the local government review in 

1992 was that thorough research of previous reorganisations had not been 

carried out. Surprisingly, research by the DTLR (2000) identified that the 

arguments being proposed by the Government for a structure of regional 

authorities failed to take into account the reasons for establishing alternative 

structures, 

Regional government can take a wide spectrum of different forms to serve a variety of 

different purposes. However, the existing domestic reviews of regional government 

have not generally sought to explore the nature or implications of these different forms: 

as a result there is much assertion but little evidence. Whilst the rationale for regional 
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government has been relatively well rehearsed, the reviews tend not to elaborate on the 
nature of regional government, and it is often difficult to distinguish general arguments 
for regional decentralisation from specific arguments for regional government 
(Department of Transport Local Government and the Regions, 2000, pl 1). 

The Government commissioned research in 2004 into the "information and 
statistical framework needed to support the Government's objective of 
promoting economic growth in all the regions and reducing the persistent gap in 

growth rates between the regions" (Office of the Deputy Prime Minister, 2004). 
The collection of baseline data two years after the White Paper was published 

suggests that there were gaps in the quantitative case for a regional economic 

strategy, let alone the mechanisms needed to deliver it. 

There is also some evidence that the Government was uncertain as to how 

regional government in England would be delivered in practice. The proposed 

role of the RDA's increased from a very few strategic activities In 1997 to 

include aspects of tourism, transport and business support by 2004. The role of 

the Government Offices (GOs) in the regions also appeared to be fluid and 

moved from being an outpost of the central government departments to being 

something less specific, but more strategic, 

The GOs could evolve into more strategic organisations which focus less on 
administration of funding streams and more on operating in an environment with greater 
regional and local discretion and flexibility. The Government, with other stakeholders, 
will consider how the role of GOs should evolve to fit the new environment in the 
context of the 2004 Spending Review (Office of the Deputy Prime Minister, 2004, Para 
3.15). 

One of the key roles identified for regional assemblies was to promote and 

improve the performance of the economy in their boundaries. The regional 

assemblies were, by 2002, given the role of coordinating the Regional 

Development Agencies and regeneration grants from Government Offices, 

along with related economic development functions by other agencies, i. e. the 

Learning and Skills Councils. However, the proposed budgets for the 

assemblies accounted for only 2% of total Government expenditure in each 

region (The Guardian 15 November 2002). Morgan (2002) argued, 
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Miniscule budgets, modest powers and a raft of responsibilities, straddling economic 
development, social regeneration, rural renewal, environmental enhancement and 
possibly planning if the government gets its way, suggest that that the RDA's may be 
over-extending themselves. Democracy may be an intrinsically good thing, but its 
implications for economic development are more ambiguous than we may care to admit 
(Morgan K, 2002, p84). 

Concern regarding the ability of the regional economic agencies to moderate 
economic performance across the regions was also highlighted by Pearce 
(1980) and Harding (2001), as the South-East of England was likely to remain 
the powerhouse of the English economy. Research commissioned by the Office 

of the Deputy Prime Minister (2004) found that regional economic performance 
in Britain was fluid and that whilst the South-East was consistently the best 

performer a wider picture of performance could also be observed. 

On average, poorer regions grew faster than richer regions over the period 1950-1990, 

although this disguises two contrasting periods. From 1950 to the mid 1970s poorer 

regions grew significantly faster than rich regions. However, since the mid 1970s, 

growth in the richer regions has generally outstripped that of the poorer regions. The 

overall effect was an initial convergence of GVA per capita, but since the mid 1970s this 

has been reversed (Office of the Deputy Prime Minister, 2004, Para 2.93). 

A related concern was also highlighted by Allen (1989) and Morgan (2002) in 

that the South-East, if it established a regional tier of government, 'might 

acquire the regional institutional capacity which it has manifestly lacked in the 

past to sustain higher rates of growth'(Morgan K, Op cit, p20). 

Whitehead's (2000b) research into RDAs reported a similar concern regarding 

the unrealistic target of many regions aiming to improve their economic 

performance levels above the national average, 

As in the case of premier league football managers who universally profess their 

ambition to 'get into Europe' to the press at the beginning of the season, one is left 

feeling that this cannot logically be possible, and as the season unfolds, it is 

demonstrated (Whitehead, 2000, Cited in Local Government Information Unit, 2005). 
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In a study of regionalism in Spain, Garcia-Mila and McGuire (1996) found that 
purely economic development interventions intended to level-out economic 
growth were doomed to fail 

whether regional policies exist or not, there is prima-facie evidence that factors, which 
are not well understood and non-obvious, are at work. Without a better understanding of 
how regions develop and how the fates of regions are determined, we cannot expect 
government intervention to be effective (Garcia-Milýi and McGuire, 1996, p6). 

The emphatic result of the 1994 referendum in the North-East in favour of the 

status quo effectively put democratically elected regional government in 

England on hold, and left a 'democratic deficit' in place. However, it did not 

prevent the Government from incrementally introducing regional administrative 

structures, notably for strategic planning, the Police Force and the Ambulance 

Service, under regional quangos, namely the regional assemblies. 
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Conclusion 

In a drive to make local government as interesting and popular as generations 
of Westminster's politicians have believed it ought to be, the reform of local 
government has become as English an obsession as the weather. Throughout 
the 20th Century a range of subjective criteria have been developed to justify 
reorganisations of local government, along with increasingly complex models of 
how subjective measures can be analysed and used to justify change. The 
1929 review paved the way for increasingly complex criteria to be developed 

and was added to in the abandoned review of 1945, by which time the 
development of urban spatial planning as a discipline gave policy makers 
renewed optimism in their ability to effect scientific change. 

By the time of the 1958 review of local government policy guidance included 

effective and convenient government and nine other factors including: 

community of interest, development and expected development, economic and 
industrial characteristics, financial resources measured in relation to financial 

need, physical features including suitable boundaries, population its size, 
distribution and characteristics, records of administration of the local authorities 

concerned, size and shape of the areas of local government, and the wishes of 

inhabitants. 

By the 1992 reorganisation of local government review objectives had 

expanded to encompass those of earlier reviews and new criteria, so that the 

Local Government Commission faced the unenviable task of achieving a 

structure of local government that was: 

9 Effective 

o Efficient 

* Convenient 
e Closer to the people 

o Accessible 
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The desired outcome of the review in 1992 was to be achieved through 
measurable improvements in outputs that had evaded each of the earlier 
commissions, including: 

" Electoral participation 

" Cost-effectiveness 

" Competition for elected seats 
The quality of candidates at local elections 
The quality of officers applying for employment 
The retention rates of able officers 
Trust and cooperation with the departments of central government 

" Accessibility to services 

" Transparency of decision making 

" Partnership working 

Such a range of outputs indicates the considerable hopes that successive 

governments have placed in a process of reorganisation that primarily effected 

change in the structure of local authorities, and that, did not comprehensively 

address boundaries, finance and management arrangements as a whole (See 

Chisholm 2000). 

In addition, the government in 1992 and again in 2003 avoided the question of 

identifying what the purpose of local government was, and establishing cross- 

party consensus on how it might be established and preserved. Instead, local 

administration has become synonymous with local democracy, whilst being 

referred to under a generic title of local government. Proposals to reform one 

have created concerns regarding the future of the other. This confusion, along 

with significant uninterest by the general public has led to a scenario where 

MPs have become defenders of the status quo or champions of change, but 

rarely informed arbitrators of reform. 

If the structure and function of local government was not sufficiently confusing, 

a multi-tier system with shared responsibility for functions had been established 

270 



through the Local Government Act of 1888, which not on, ly allocated services to 
county councils and district councils, but allocated administrative responsibility 
for major services between them. Whilst the nineteenth Century analysts 
(notably Charles Dilke) of local administration had been critical of the confusion 
and expense arising from the creation of multiple 'ad hoc' authorities (horizontal 
confusion), the reorganisations in 1888,1894 and 1929 introduced vertical 
confusion, which arose as a result of functions (i. e. road maintenance) being 
divided between upper and lower-tier local authorities. 

The absence of truly all-purpose local authorities and the constitutional 

vulnerability of local government was compounded in the late nineteenth 
Century by the establishment of this vertical fragmentation. A century later and 
these had contributed to a situation where strategic planning, health, and 
training were administered over sub-regional areas, whilst other services 

remained based on the tightly defined boundaries of the Victorian large towns, 

notably social services, pre-sixteen education and economic development. 

The establishment of shared functions outside of the major urban towns was, 

according to Lipman a consequence of the misapplication of the 1888 Local 

Government Act. However, when drafted, the Act had explicitly allocated 

elements of lower-tier functions to upper-tier authorities with the objective of 

ensuring key administrative duties were supervised by the upper-tier'. The 

dilemma for the government in 1887 was that whilst it had wished to allocate 

entire functions to lower-tier authorities it did not have a democratically elected 

tier of such authorities to allocate functions to. 

The Bill to establish the lower-tier had been introduced after the Bill establishing 

the upper-tier, rather than in parallel as had been intended. The establishment 

therefore of dual-responsibility for services between the lower and upper-tiers 

was due to the exigencies of implementing legislation, whilst ensuring that local 

services were not interrupted during the reorganisation. 

1 Notably the salaries of officers in Poor Law Unions 
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The legacy of the late drafting of the District Councils Bill (1887) created an 
unintended situation that was compounded by the absence of services being 
devolved to the newly established 'county parliaments' by central government. 
With few services to deliver and arms length responsibility for the administration 
of minor district functions the new county councils busied themselves in the 
work of their lower-tier authorities, rather than lobby effectively for the 
devolution of services from Whitehall. This very situation was to form one of the 
more coherent criticisms of the proposed elected regional assemblies in 2004, 

which like their predecessors had a vague set of responsibilities and only a 
'promise' of devolved powers. 

By the time confused responsibility for service delivery was having practical 
difficulties in 1904 it would have required the government to face down the 

newly democratised county councils, their supporters in the House of Lords, 

and to place responsibility for service delivery to the plethora of hopelessly 

under-resourced district councils. Neither option appealed to the government, 

which instead passed impotent legislation encouraging the voluntary transfer of 
Whitehall's functions to the devolved county councils. 

By 1930 the two-tier structure 2 in rural areas and the single-tier structure in the 

urban towns had become established as the model of English local government. 

To reform the functions that each structure had gradually inherited or to invest 

them with the powers provided by NDPBs would have required a motivated 

government, a vision and an absence of other pressing policy issues. 

Conditions that were absent both prior to and immediately after the outbreak of 

the Second World War. 

The inability of successive Governments fundamentally to reform local 

government or to construct a consensus on its future has arguably led to a 

2 Single-tier local government outside metropolitan areas created a number of shared 
responsibilities between tiers, notably strategic planning, emergency planning and the 

emergency services. 
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cyclical process of piecemeal reform and lost opportunities. Largely forgotten 
plans to empower parish councils with real spending powers in 1894 would 
have placed the commissioning of services under the control of the most 
democratic structure of local government England has known. Yet, as it has 
been shown, an unwillingness to tackle the county gentry's vested interests 

scuppered the poliCY3. 

However, the absence of civil war, revolution or invasion in post-Victorian 
England arguably contributed to a form of social policy designed to reform 
existing structures and not to establish new ones. Burke's vision of evolutionary 

politics remained as influential for local government in the 21st Century as it did 

in pre-Victorian Britain: 

A man full of warm speculative benevolence may wish his society otherwise constituted 

than he finds it; but a good patriot, and a true politician, always considers how he shall 

make the most of the existing materials of his country. A disposition to preserve, and an 

ability to improve, taken together, would be my standard of a statesman (Burke E, 1790, 

Reflections on the Revolution in France, cited in Pearce, 1980, Op Cit, p233). 

A further obstacle to the creation of radical or innovative local solutions has 

been the adherence of the British state to the unitary principle. The nineteenth 

century state developed complex inspection regimes to enforce its views on 

local service delivery, through the establishment of the Local Government 

Board in 1834 and a plethora of inspectorates thereafter. In addition, a 

universally applicable model of English local government has been sought when 

there have been other models to draw on, notably in The Isle of Man, Channel 

Isles, and Northern Ireland 4. 

Uniformity has not been replicated by other European countries that have been 

more flexible in their approach to the size, function and status of their local 

authorities. In Italy, local communes are all in the same tier of government but 

3 The Government did not want to create a situation whereby tenants could dictate local policy 
(on housing and amenities) to their landlords. 
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range in population from fewer than 500 residents to more than 3 million (See 
Joseph Rowntree 1994). 

The Imperial Parliament has also incrementally limited the freedoms that local 
government has been able to exercise, whilst proclaiming the importance of 
local decision-making. The relatively laissez-faire attitude of central government 
on local authority borrowing during the late nineteenth century was replaced by 
grants and capping. Although it should be remembered that the expenditure of 
most upper-tier local authorities in the early 1890's was only a cause for 
concern to Parliament due to its absence. However, by the turn of the 
nineteenth century the reputedly parsimonious Victorians had generated local 

authority debts of F-400m on the London markets, with in some cases little 

realistic chance of ever paying them off5- 

The lessons were quickly learned by Whitehall, as local government became 

responsible by 1905 for more than 50% of total government expenditure. By 

2000 local authority spending had been firmly placed under ever tighter controls 

and was instead characterised by financial impotence. The London Mayor was 
blocked by ministers from raising bonds for the Crossrail trans-London transport 

project, and other councils found themselves capped for levying council tax 

above government limits (The Guardian, July 29,2002). 

The earlier chapters of this thesis have examined the policies, process and 

outcomes of almost 170 years of reform affecting English urban local 

government and have highlighted a number of recurring themes that shaped the 

government's policy intentions in 2004. Whilst many of the proposed policies 

related to procedure, a significant amount of time was given over to the reform 

of local government structure in England, and the introduction of an elected 

regional tier, supported by unitary local authorities. 

4 Also in the Falkland Islands in the South Atlantic. 
5 Local authorities increased their debt from E84.2m in 1873-74 to E393.3m in 1903-04. 

274 



The outcomes believed by Ministers to stem from the introduction of unitary 
authorities were both familiar and alarming, given that the lessons of the largely 
unsuccessful 1992 review remained fresh. In 2003 unitary authorities were 
proposed not so much because they should be implemented in their own right, 
but in order to facilitate the implementation of regional government. However, 
with the demise of elected regional administration, in the failed referenda of 
2004, the prospect of unitary authorities did not disappear. Instead the Labour 
government resurrected the prospect of a national reorganisation through its 
ten-year plan 6, the Gershon revieW7 , and a keen interest in the establishment of 
city-regions. 

Political battle lines had been drawn in the late nineteenth century on this issue, 

yet the Conservative Party had shifted its support from the 'county parliaments' 
it established, to more general support for the two-tier structure per se. The 

Labour Party however, has retained its enthusiasm for the unitary or county 
borough principle. Neither party has been keen in opposition to support 

structural reorganisation, and neither party once in power has been able to 

resist it. Given the breadth of research and the ability to scrutinise earlier policy 

initiatives regarding structural reorganisation it is unnerving that the same 

optimistic objectives that occupied Victorian reformers continue to influence 

social policy in the 21st Century. 

With the benefit of 170 years of evidence to draw from, objectives that have 

stood little chance of successful delivery as a result of structural reorganisation 

alone, remain stated outcomes of reform. In general it might be reasonable to 

believe that optimistic aspirations will fall by the wayside, and that in the 

absence of their replacement by other unevidenced claims, an informed debate 

may develop. However, if such an evolutionary policy process might be hoped 

6 Moratoriums have been used during local government reviews to provide a short period of 
stability to the proposed structure. The 12 year moratorium proposed during the 2004 

referendum on establishing elected regional assemblies in the North-East has a precedent; a 
10-year moratorium was proposed in 1945, and a 15 years moratorium in 1958. 
7 On 12th July 2004 the Government's Spending Review took into account Sir Peter Gershon's 

review of public sector efficiency titled 'Releasing Resources to the Front Line'. 
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for, it has been shown that fanciful claims have not been consigned into the 
dustbin of history, but have incrementally produced heirs. 

Chisholm as chairman of the 1992 Commission questioned the lack of analysis 
undertaken in earlier reviews, whilst the proliferation of research after the 

reorganisation of the metropolitan counties in 1986 failed to significantly alter 
the course of the 1992 review. 

The time elapsed since a previous reorganisation is not sufficiently robust a 
hypothesis to explain the longevity of unrealistic objectives. The following 

sections will examine the range of other objectives discussed within this thesis 

regarding the raison-d'etre of local government reorganisation, with the 

objective of testing the central hypothesis'did the 1881 Liberal Government 

propose a robust structure of local government in England, and have the last 

125 years been spent finding ways not to introduce it'? 

The Achievement of the reorganisations' objectives 

" Rationalising local authority size 

" Increasing electoral participation 

" Retaining staff and the attraction of councillors 

" Structural reorganisation as a 'best way' methodology 

" Meeting a demand for reorganisation 

" Rationalising boundaries 

" Addressing the power of vested Interests 

" The role of regional structures 

" The separation of town and country 

" The methodology of reorganisation 

" Increasing service quality 

" The terminology of structure 
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The Achievement of the Reorganisations' Objectives 
The LGC (1992) and other commissions before it confused the outcome of 
earlier reviews of local government with the reasons behind their establishment. 
Only one of the seven national reorganisations of local government structure in 
England, in 1929, clearly achieved the objectives they were established for. 

The reorganisation in 1888 that established the two-tier structure in England 
was an inherited policy from the previous Liberal administration that the 
Conservative-U n ion ist government adapted for its own substantially different 

ends. Once in Parliament with a substantial majority, the Unionist government 
altered the outcome of the review 'on the hoof to such an extent that it was, 
once implemented, unrecognisable as their policy. 

The next national review, in 1945, was abandoned in large part to substantial 

policy drift, and significant disagreements with the boundary commission. By 

1958 the Conservative Government's review had dragged on for so long, 

without any significant achievements, that by the mid-1 960's it was abandoned 
by a Labour government, which promptly revised the review's policy guidance. 
In 1970 a newly elected Conservative government continued with the review, 
but fundamentally altered its outcome by interpreting the commission's 

recommendations in a fundamentally different way to those of its predecessor. 

A proposed review in 1978 by a Labour government was not implemented by 

the incoming Conservative government once returned to power in 1979, which 

itself remained dismissive of local government reorganisation until it announced 

a review of the metropolitan councils in 1985. The reorganisation went on to 

establish a unitary structure in England's major cities, even though the previous 

Conservative government in 1974 had overseen the abolition of such authorities 

across England. 

By 1991 the Conservative government developed plans to install unitary 

councils across shire England, but as a consequence of substantial policy drift 
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and changes in senior ministers, it implemented a system of 'county boroughs' 
in major urban areas, reminiscent of Victorian structures. By 2004 a Labour 
governmentin its second term committed itself to the introduction of unitary 
councils across England. However, it found that through tying their 
establishment so closely with referenda on regional authorities that when the 
latter failed to engage public opinion, the 50%+ of the public that had voted for 

unitary councils found that a unitary structure could not be established. 

This engaging, if sorry, catalogue of events has been further compounded by 

the ability of local government to interpret the consequences of structural 

change in either a favourable way to itself, or to ignore major outcomes of the 

reviews altogether. Nineteenth century examples of such interpretation include 

the many county councils after 1888 that failed significantly to increase the 

services they provided, or to expand their capital programme. Many were 

content to raise the minimum rate possible in return for providing the minimum 

service possible. Alternatively the more progressive county councils and county 

boroughs expanded their service provision according to their own policy 

objectives, running public utilities in direct competition with the private sector 

and starting enterprising services such as telephony, as ultra vires activities 

were yet to be determined by Whitehall. 

At the turn of the nineteenth century progressive county counci IS8 extended the 

secondary school system whilst facing fierce opposition from Parliament, and 

began to focus on other social policy objectives including the implementation of 

pension arrangements and social security. In 1929, through the use of 

legislation intended to enable county councils to prepare for the transfer of 

social security from the Poor Law Unions, some upper-tier authorities that 

opposed reform managed significantly to lengthen the lifespan of the workhouse 

and the misery of the people assigned to them. 

8 Notably the London County Council under Sidney Webb. 
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In the 1970's the opportunity afforded to councils iin the 1974 reorganisation for 
joint working with other local authorities remained largely ignored, and by the 
1980's councils used their limited tax raising powers to such an extent that the 
government introduced capping, and eventually abolished some of their 
number. 

The 1992 review again gave upper-tier authorities enhanced freedoms to trade 
and enter into joint arrangements, and whilst such arrangements enabled many 
4people services' to continue at a reasonable cost in smaller unitary authorities, 
the scale of joint working forecast was not implemented and outsourcing 
remained dominated by Compulsory Competitive Tendering. Cochrane (1993) 

examined the creative interpretation of legislation by local government and 
noted "every change from above seems to have been met by adjustments 
elsewhere in the system first to take account of and then to evade the intended 

consequences of the central legislation" (Cochrane A, 1993, pl 53) 

Rationalising Local Authority Size 

Assumptions regarding the optimum population size for local authorities have 

significantly influenced the establishment and outcome of local government 

reviews between the years 1888 - 2003, even though there has been as much, 

or as little, evidence produced to defend small, as to defend the establishment 

of large local government structures. 

During the 1992 review research published by the Joseph Rowntree Foundation 

(1995,1996) and by Boyne (1996) did not uncover direct evidence of 

economies or diseconomies of scale in local government, and reported that "the 

new orthodoxy that there are no scale effects on local service delivery is 

unfounded and has, no more empirical support than the old orthodoxy that large 

authorities are more efficient" (Boyne, 1996, Local Government Structure and 

Performance - Lessons and Performance, Public administration vol 70 No 3. 

1992, p221 cited in Chisholm, 2000, p68). 
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Travers (1993) found statistically significant evidence in housing departments 
that large authorities were more costly and less effective than their smaller 
counterparts, however, the research also found that smaller authorities were 
less efficient in delivering education and highways'(Travers T, 1993). 
Conversely the Department of Education and Science (DES) submitted 
evidence to the Redcliffe-Maud Commission (1966) which concluded, "There 
was no straightforward correlation of efficiency with size. One of the very best 
authorities had a population below 200,000. One of the worst had a large 
population. But this did not invalidate the tendency for average performance to 
increase with size" . 

The DES view reflected the Fordist philosophy favoured during the late 1960's, 
but within 20 years the preferred organisational solution was for much smaller 
structures, and was reflected in the ideologically driven early days of the 1992 

review by the Audit Commission in its statement that "there is a tendency in any 
large organisation for bureaucracy to proliferate and for accountabilities to 
become blurred over time" (Audit Commission (1988), The Competitive Council 

cited in Association of District Councils, 1992 February 1991, p20). 

Yet there would appear to be some consensus regarding population size and at 

what point effectiveness and efficiency could suffer, as demands to recreate 

police force districts on the Victorian model, or district councils serving only a 
few hundred residents, have been largely absent in post-war England9. 

Research for the 1992 Commission did indicate that residents' identification with 

place was strongest at the very local level, but the government ruled out the 

establishment of such local councils on the basis of efficiency. The government 

in 2003 again ruled out the creation of very local councils stating that it did "not 

believe that affinity solely to communities of place is a good basis for drawing- 

up the administrative boundaries of local authorities (Office of the Deputy Prime 

9, Policies to empower parish councils and town councils with enhanced powers have been 
frequent, but have not involved governments proposing to devolve significant powers of service 
provision. 
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Minister, 2003a, Section 4.4). However the government did advocate the use of 
empowered parish councils (Quality Parishes) to deliver some services, and 
returned to this theme in its 'double devolution"O proposals in 2006. 

Research on local authority size and efficiency/effectiveness has appeared to 
suggest that some functions are more efficiently performed by larger authorities 
and others by smaller councils. Research published in 1978 by the Labour Party 

reported that it connections between size and efficiency or cost did not point in 

one direction, every size range had some inherent advantage or disadvantage 
in separate aspects of the service provided" (Labour Party, 1978, p12). 

The Guidance to the Boundary Committee (2003) made frequent references to 
the advantages of larger local authorities and that such councils should be 

unitary structures. The WES was quoted as stating its "preference is towards 

larger and stronger unitary authorities" (Office of the Deputy Prime Minister, 

2003), but whilst there was some evidence to suggest larger authorities 

performed a little better than small ones in certain services the endorsement for 

unitary status was certainly un-evidenced, and indeed ran counter to other 

statements in the Guidance regarding the recruitment and retention issues 

many unitary authorities faced. 

The Policy Guidance to the Boundary Committee (2003) identified the potential 

strengths of large units of local government, including 

The removal of duplication; 
More streamlined and integrated decision-making and resource 
allocation; 
Reductions in overall management and support services; and 
Increases in purchasing power. 

10 Double Devolution is waiting to form part of a green paper in 2006, however it relates to the 
devolution of unspecified powers to local government and to incorporate further devolution of 
powers from local government to neighbourhoods. 

281 



As if to balance the analysis the Guidance also identified the strengths of 
smaller units of administration; 

m More responsiveness to the needs of local people; 
m Improved democratic scrutiny by local service users and taxpayers 

adding the important proviso that "in practice, there seems to be little hard 

evidence to support either of these propositions" 

In addition, evidence in Comprehensive Performance Assessments (Audit 
Commission, 2001) suggests that if there is a relationship between size and 
efficiency, then it is a complex one. The CPA process initially focused on upper- 
tier local authorities and included scores for the performance of key council 

services, the council's overall performance as a service provider, and for the 

council's ability to improve. These scores were then combined to place each 

council into one of five categories: excellent, good, fair, weak or poor. The 

results of the analysis found that different types of upper-tier council performed 
differently. 

County councils were skewed towards the high-performing end of the table with 

23% achieving excellent status, and 47% good status. The London Boroughs 

had the highest proportion of excellent councils (24%), and the highest 

proportion of poor councils (12%), whereas the Metropolitan councils were more 

evenly spread across all categories. The Unitary authorities had a low 

proportion of excellent councils (4%), but a high proportion of good councils 

(47%), so that their overall performance was skewed towards'high performingi. 

Whilst the council structure with the largest populations (county councils) 

performed best, the next best overall performers were the unitary authorities, 

with the smallest populations. (See Table 5.1) 
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Table 5.1 

Performance of Local Authority Structure (CPA 2001) 

50% - 
45% - 
40% - IF. Overall 35% - 
30% - Unitary 
25% - County 20% - 13 Mt 15% - -T jr 10L 10% 

5% 
0% -I- 

Excellent Good Fair Weak Poor 
Score 

Source; Audit Commission, (2002), A Picture of Performance: Early Lessons from 
Comprehensive Performance Assessment. 

It is therefore likely that other factors than just population size, such as 

management and/or political leadership, also shape the quality of service 
delivery and are at least as important inputs into determining performance (See 

ODPM, 2003). 

By focusing on population size as a determinant of efficiency, reviews of local 

government in England have repeatedly failed to recognise the abilities of 

alternative structures of government effectively to deliver a full range of 

services. States in Europe that would be district or town councils in England, 

primarily because of their population size, include: Gibraltar (population 29,000), 

Liechtenstein (population 26,000) and Andorra (population 42,000). 

An alternative approach to identifying the effectiveness of local authority size is 

to consult the residents. The CPA (2001) used Best Value Performance 

Indicators to categorise the overall satisfaction rating of different local 

government structures in England. The results indicated that the tier of local 

government most likely to face abolition, the districts, had the highest resident 

satisfaction (See Table 5.2). 
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Table 5.2 Best Value Satisfaction Snnra hvTxrr%, e%, %; I ý. -I A 

The % of citizens satisfied with the overall service provided (BVPI 
2000-2001) 

District Authority 66 
Unitary Authority 62 
County Councils 61 
Metropolitan Authority 61 
London Borough 54 
Average 64 

Source; Audit Commission, Ibid 

Increasing Electoral Participation 
Electoral participation rates in local government have historically been lower 

than in Parliamentary elections (See Table 5.3), with Southern unitary 

authorities regularly reporting less than a 20% turn-out in their central wards in 

the 1998 - 2004 local elections. In addition, comparison with European 

countries indicate that European electoral turn-out generally exceeds 60%, 

whereas in 'England the participation rate rarely exceeds 45%. Participation 

rates also vary significantly between the tiers of local government in England 

and between the types of local authority, however there is a general trend for 

rates to be reducing over time (ODPM, 2000). 

The ODPM (2003a) found that overall participation rates in local elections 

across all types of authority were in decline, although the rates in the 1980's 

had countered the trend due to an increase in the politicisation of the electorate 

in the late 1980's (See Rallings and Thrasher 1994). During the 1990's the 

participation rate in local elections had reduced to 36% of the registered 

electorate, and then to 28% by 1998, from a figure of 43% in the 1970's, 

although rates began to improve by 2005 largely due to the introduction of 

postal voting. 
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Table 5.3 Turnout At Local Elactinn-q hu Timn %, F I 
% turnout for local elections (BVPl 2000-2001) 

All 
Average 
36.21 

London Borough 34.33 
Metropolitan Authority 26-39 
Unitary Authority 30-13 
District Authority 34.01 
County Councils 

1 71.47 
Audit Commission (2002), A Picture of Performance: Early Lessons from 
Comprehensive Performance Assessment, HMSO. 

The gradual decrease in electoral participation rates has been attributed to a 
mixture of greater geographical mobility and more extensive social networks 
(See Joseph Rowntree Foundation, 1996). However there are a range of factors 

that influence the general trend including: 

Smaller electorates - the larger the electorate in a ward, the 
lower the turnout. 

Multiple member wards - single member wards reduce 
turnout by 2%. 

m The number of parties contesting an election. 

m The closeness of the result at the previous election 

The stability (low rate of churn) of the electorate 
Partisanship of ward - the higher the share of the vote gained by Labour 
councillors the lower the turnout (Source ODPM, 2003) 

The Local Government Information Unit (2002b) found that uncontested seats 

significantly reduce participation rates, and can be a significant problem in 

councils dominated by a single-party, such as Barnsley where in 1996 64% of 

seats were uncontested. The net result of uncontested seats not only reduces 

participation rates, but can also have the effect of giving a majority of seats, at 

local elections, to a party that receives fewer votes than its main opponent". 

11 This also happened in elections to the House of Commons in 1929,1951 and, February 
1974. 

Authority 
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In the local government elections in the London Borough of Croydon in 1998 the 
Conservative Party received 47% of the vote and won 31 seats, whereas the 
Labour Party polled 39% of the vote and won 38 seats (and kept control of the 
council). However uncontested seats are not a new phenomenon, in 1968 of the 
22,739 local government seats available only 11,822 were contested, and in 
1955 18% of county borough and 57% or county council seats were 
uncontested (Alexander A, 1982). 

To reduce the risk of creating single-party dominated regional assemblies the 
White Paper Your Region Your Choice, (2003) argued against the use of the 
first past the post system, and advocated the introduction of proportional 
representation, as it was forecast that many assemblies would be dominated by 

a single party with little prospect of any change of control (The Electoral Reform 

Society ', August 2002). 

In addition, research undertaken during the 1992 review indicated that the two- 

tier system of local government and its shared responsibility for service 

provision was confusing to residents, especially regarding which authority 

should be held to account at election time. 69% of residents in a 1995 MORI 

survey 12 believed single-tier government would clarify responsibility for service 

provision (LGC, December 1995a, p9). 

The combination of those two survey results summarises the main thrust behind 

the drive by government to establish regional government in England, along 

with a unitary second tier. However, the assumption that single-tier local 

authorities engendered greater electoral participation was challenged by the 

Government's own research, which was unable to find any causal relationship 

(See Railings and Thrasher 1994). 

Evidence from post-war structural reorganisations of local government have 

tended in part to legitimise themselves by explaining that the proposed reforms 
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would lead to increases in electoral participation (Banham J, 1995). The central 
question that has either not been asked or has been avoided is how the 
proposals will increase voter participation when no single structural 
reorganisation has yet achieved this, and that there a multitude of different 
factors at play. The ODPM's (2000) analysis of sub-national electoral turnout 
showed it to be in decline regardless of the scope and power of the type of 
institutions involved, and that solutions to the underlying problem were unlikely 
to be found through structural change. 

A frequent opinion expressed by residents, when asked about local 

government, has been amixture of partial interest and confusion regarding what 
it actually delivers. Given this lack of understanding and the inability of local 

government successfully to advertise itself in an engaging way to its customers 
has arguably placed voters in a position where they are unable to make rational 
decisions. The proposed reforms of local government in the 1992 reorganisation 

were unknown by 35% of the population despite ElOOM being spent on the 

review (See Chisholm, 2000), and likewise the raison detre of the proposed 

regional assemblies in 2004 remained a mystery to all but those most interested 

in public policy. 

Lessons could have been learnt from the primary failing of the Economic 

Planning Councils established in the early 1960's, in that their work was not 

widely understood and that their members were not subject to election, a 

situation that contributed to their eventual demise. Richards (1975), argued that 

until "regional councils are elected they will attract no public interest and their 

advice will carry little weight with Ministers" (Richards P, 1975b, p36, also 

Macintosh, 1968). 

Given that an elected regional assembly was overwhelmingly rejected by the 

electorate in the North East region in 2004 and the government had no plans to 

12 However, 59% of the same sample also believed they needed an organisation with a county 
council's size to represent them at a national level 
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introduce further referenda, the long term future of the nine unelected regional 
assemblies, like the economic planning councils before them, appears bleak. 

The ODPM (2003a) found that the general trend in voter participation at local 
elections was noticeable across all types of council structures. Neither did the 
powers and functions of local authorities significantly effect turn-out, 
undermining Kleinman's (2002) findings. Such evidence undermined 
government assertions relating to an increase in electoral participation through 
structural changes in local government, yet they remained enshrined as clear 
objectives. However, increases in voter turn-out may be achieved by other 
means. Evidence to the Select Committee on Environment, Transport and 
Regional Affairs (Eighth Report 1998) stated 

"So what you are saying is that the Government has really got it wrong in putting too 
much emphasis on turn-out? 
(Dr Watt) I think so, yes. If you want high turn-out, giving people a El 0 discount off their 
council tax or a lottery ticket might get a higher turn-out than most of the Government's 
proposals (para 186 - 187). 

Retaining Staff and The Attraction of Councillors 

Local government reviews in the 1 9th and 20th Centuries have consistently 

sought to create a role that is sufficiently interesting and challenging to attract 

the best candidates to fill local authority seats 13 
, and the best officers to perform 

their work 14 
. 

Odgers (1901) referred to the reforms of 1888 as establishing a 

structure in which "the work and importance of a district or county will ensure 

that men of the highest calibre will want to work in them (Odgers W, 1901). 

That Odgers forecast did not materialise ensured that the issue of retention and 

recruitment of both officers and councillors continued to be a motivating factor in 

the reorganisation of local government throughout the 20th Century. Guidance to 

the Boundary Committee (ODPM, 2002) stated that the unitary authorities 

established in 1996 had significant difficulties retaining and recruiting 

13 Many refer to ensuring that the work and importance of a district or county will ensure that 
men of the highest calibre will want to work in them. Cited in Rathbone, 1889. 
14 it Already, many of the minor authorities are having difficulty in finding or keeping good 
officials, who do not after all want to work in a complete backwater". Cited in Self P, 1950, p7. 
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experienced staff due to their small size, yet the majority of the authorities 
suffering this fate Possessed populations in excess of 200,000 -a size 
equivalent to the largest cities in Victorian England. 

The folklore of local government refers almost exclusively to the achievements 
of a few large towns, notably Birmingham, Liverpool and London, to provide 
evidence for the assertion that 1 9th Century governance not just worked, but 
that the wide roles and powers councillors enjoyed attracted the best talent. 
Chamberlain stated "There is no nobler sphere for those who have not the 
opportunity of engaging in imperial politics than to take part in municipal work" 
(Chamberlain J Cited in The Guardian 2 June 2004). The Guardian reported 
that in Birmingham, the proportion of businessmen on the council grew three- 
fold after local government expanded its powers in 1860, and it became "the 

ambition of young men, and cultivated men, and men of high social position to 

represent a ward and to become aldermen and mayors" (Chamberlain J, Cited 
in lbid). 

If the attraction of the most able councillors in the 1 9th Century was attributed to 
the power they could exercise locally, then the inability of 20th century local 

government to attract able councillors has been attributed to the erosion of that 

power. A Guardian editorial in 2004 declared that 

State authoritarianism undermined civic initiative. Two Tory prime ministers, Edward 

Heath and Margaret Thatcher, vandalised city councils with rational isations and 

privatisations. Quangos hijacked democratic provision of services. Yet progressive 

centralisation during the 20th century has frequently encouraged the best and brightest 

to bypass local government for Westminster (The Guardian, 2 June 2004). 

Earlier chapters have examined the lack of strategic purpose in Victorian social 

policy regarding local government, the effects of Conservative Government 

policy on local government in 1972,1986 and 1992, and the ever-present role 

of NDP, Bs in the provision of local services. However, in relation to the 

recruitment of the most able candidates none of the above can adequately 
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explain the primary cause of the problem, as they each post-date the diagnosis 
made by the author of the Local Government Bill (Rathbone) in 1888, "The 
apparent impotence of local authority members has not made it any easier to 
attract a wide selection of able candidates" (Rathbone W, 1889). 

The Committee on the Management of Local Government (Ministry of Housing 
and Local Government, 1967) reiterated earlier concerns regarding the 
recruitment of able councillors and officers, and recommended a raft of changes 
to the internal process of local administration, notably the introduction of a 
greater role for local authority councillors, 

There must be a fundamental change in the attitude to local government of the national 
authorities. The trend of recent legislation and the practice of Government departments 
have been steadily reducing the discretion of local authorities and converting them into 

agents of Ministers and Whitehall. This tendency must be arrested and reversed; 
otherwise persons of the calibre required for effective local democracy will not offer 
themselves for election. The national Government must give local authorities a larger 

measure of home rule (Mackintosh J, 1968, p2l). 

However, the recommendations of the committee had at best only limited effect 

and recruitment/retention was back on the policy agenda during the 1992 

review, and once again in 2003. During the preparations for the 2004 regional 

referenda the government and the supporters of regional assemblies argued 

that the assemblies would become a training ground for the most able 

politicians, prior to them taking seats in Parliament, a process observed in 

Germany in the late 20th Century (See Harding, 2001), but an argument 

reminiscent of Rathbone's in 1887. 

Increases in the population size of local authorities, and therefore increases in 

their resources, have consistently been put forward as the panacea to retention 

and recruitment issues by ministers, yet successive reviews of the problem 

have identified function and powers as offering the best route to a solution. 

Increases in local authority powers and functiohs have not been a palatable 

solution for ministers though, as they require investing greater freedoms in 
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lower tiers of government, and consequently in reducing their own. The 
Guardian noted that, 

The history of 19th-century governance clearly shows that devolved power attracts local 
talent. When Chamberlain arrived in Birmingham in 1854 from London, the council was 
in a miserable state, run by a cabal of reactionary shopkeepers. As Westminster 
pushed power to the cities and local government enthusiastically grabbed it, influential 
and talented individuals started to put themselves forward for office (The Guardian, 2 
June 2004). 

In addition, a range of other issues have been identified as contributing to 

problems of recruitment/retention, including the way in which local democracy 
functions in a practical sense at the local level. The 'party system 15, 'safe 

seats I, discrimination against women and ethnic minorities, daytime council 

meetings, and inadequate expenses, have been compounded by a rigid system 

of time-serving and status. Each making the step to becoming a councillor 
difficult, time consuming and of great personal investment with little guarantee 

of return. Such disincentives have been further compounded by the cabinet 

system in local authorities, the ODPM (2003c) questioning the need for so many 

'backbench' councillors (ODPM, 2003c, Section 5). 

Identifying problems with the recruitment and retention of officers has focussed 

on demand side factors including competition from better performing/better 

paying councils and the private sector, along with prospects for promotion, and 

supply side issues including skills shortages, affordable housing and the 

perception of local government as an employer. Solutions to the problems of 

recruitment/retention have not however featured significantly in the policy 

guidance to post-war commissions, other than through structural reorganisation. 

15 In 1945 90% of County Boroughs were estimated to run on party lines, as were 80% of Non- 
County Boroughs, 75% of Urban Districts, 34% of County Councils and 23% of Rural Districts. 
Cited in Smellie, 1946. 

291 



Structural reorganisation as a 'best way' methodology 
An under used alternative (Local Government Commission for England, 1995, 
p2l) to major reorganisation of structure has been to enable local flexibilities in 
the delivery of services. Rare examples of cross-tier co-operation providing high 
quality local solutions have occurred across the full range of local government 
functions, notably as a consequence of the Local Government Acts in 1929 and 
1972, through which the Government encouraged limited forms of cross 
boundary cooperation. 

Whilst there are examples of different tiers cooperating, trading and providing 
pragmatic local solutions to the implementation of national policies they have 
been the exceptions, and insular provision of services by local authorities has 
frequently been used as a justification to reorganise local government structure 

- notably in 1992. 

The absence of significant experiments or pilots in the provision of services 
through alternative means other than self-provision by a particular tier does not 

mean that there have not been innovative solutions proposed. During the 20th 

Century proposals for alternative forms of structure were put forward by: 

Robson (1931), McColvin (1942), and Tiebout (1957) who argued for what were 

in effect 'functional or Ad Hoc structures, where local authority boundaries 

would be dependent on the function being provided and not based on services 

having to fit the local authority. 

Alternative structures that were based on inter-authority cooperation were also 

proposed by the Joseph Rowntree Foundation (1997) and by Stoker (2000), 

who proposed the establishment of "political institutions at a level that people 

find meaningful and then why don't we ask those political institutions to partner, 

to form coalitions, to form governance structures. That clearly is the alternative 

model and one that is practiced elsewhere" (Stoker G, 8 February 2000). 
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A recent alternative to traditional methods of service delivery, at least in a 
strategic sense, is the introduction of Local Strategic Partnerships in England. 
The Department of Transport (2003) evaluated all established LSPs and found 
that while nearly 90% of partnerships covered one local authority area, there 

were 26 that covered more than one local authority, the largest covering 12 
districts. The capacity therefore for the voluntary creation of boundaries that 

meet local need is in evidence, even if it is only a minority of local authorities 
that have chosen to establish such partnerships. 

A model of an alternative structure for urban authorities that was first 

popularised in 1968 by Senior during the 1966 review and then rediscovered 
during the mid 1990's, and once again in 2006 relates to the use of city-regions. 
The ODPM (2004) stated, "The economic influence of larger cities extends 

much wider into the regions around them. The exact range of this influence 

differs in terms of travel to work patterns, housing markets, retail catchments 

etc. But economists increasingly now define 'city-regions' as the main drivers of 

growth" (ODPM, 2004). 

The ODPM (2003a) referred to the advantages to be gained as a consequence 

of informal partnerships being formed by local authorities and their partners, 

across formal boundaries. The major cities in England were identified to be the 

main economic engines of their regions or sub-regions, and as such an 

increase in conditions to improve their competitiveness would have a favourable 

economic consequences across a sub-regional area. 

The ODPM (2004) and Harding (1996) identified a trend within northern 

European industrialized countries that informal partnerships based around 

major cities was both effective in promoting economic development and efficient 

in that the use of formalized structural reorganizations could be avoided, as no 

single solution would be likely to meet the complex needs of all stakeholders 

within a city-region (See Department of Trade and Industry, 2003). 
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However, the city-region model remained tied to the structural reform of local 
government and all of the criticisms of it that would be put forward by a plethora 
of vested interests. The anticipated White Paper on local government reform in 
2006 is forecast to be based on the establishment of three city-regions, based 
on metropolitan areas in Northern England, yet outcomes including increases in 
electoral participation and a future devolution of powers from Westminster 

remain primary, yet unevidenced, drivers of change. 

Meeting a Demand for Reorganisation 

Widespread calls for structural reviews of local government by local residents 
have been marked by their absence. Interest in national politics and in particular 
policies at the local level (i. e. the 'local option ', right to be consulted on 
boundary change, the Poll Tax and Council Tax) have each caught the attention 

of voters, but reviewing local governments boundaries and the allocation of its 

functions have not been as engaging. It has been shown that wholesale 

structural reviews have been commissioned by central government pursuing 

rational isations of functions, or when attempting to transfer Parliament's value 

systems onto lower tiers of government administration. 

Writing in the late 1 9th century a commentator in The Times stated 

"It is, we fear, idle to pretend that the public demand for the reform of local government 

is urgent and irresistible, even in London it is feeble. And perhaps a little factitious, while 

in the country at large it can scarcely be said to exist at all-and the conception of an 

organised municipality is almost beyond the mental range of the average Londoner" 

(The Times 3 April 1884). 

Equally, public demands for the establishment of municipal corporations in 1834 

had been absent. What had been demanded at the time were a Parliamentary 

franchise and the curbing of the power of local justices, but no citizenry 

organised itself around the issue of local government structure or function. 
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Demands for structural change to local government have overwhelmingly been 
made 'by politicians using emotive language harking back to better times and 
higher standards of service. When a completely new structure has been 
proposed, proving support for it by residents has been problematic. The 
proposal to establish county parliaments in 1888 was based on a minister )s 
belief that residents would gradually accept the new institutions. 

In the post-war period the establishment of regional institutions was again a 
major policy issue, and it was believed that regional councils could be 

established without a regional identity first being in place (See Self, 1950, p27). 
The proposed regional councils were to "foster around them a new sense of 

regional patriotism, a sentiment which would certainly grow if it were allowed to 

do so . 

The absence of popular demand for change has generally been interpreted by 

policy makers as being an issue relating to lack of information or vision by the 

publiC16 , and the process of establishing public support for new regional 

institutions after their establishment has been observed in Spain and Italy 

during the 1990's. 

The process of gradual resident enlightenment was referred to during the 

abandoned introduction of elected regional assemblies in 2004, where public 

support for change was low, but public affiliation with their region was relatively 

high. However, two years into the campaign to establish elected English regions 

and 50% of the public reported not being aware of the proposals (See LGIU, 

2003). When the referendum for the North East region took place in November 

2004 the 50% of the electorate that had stated they would support elected 

assemblies in a referendum evaporated, and instead only 22% supported the 

proposal (from a 47% turnout). Clear support for change was not in evidence 

and the introduction of elected regional assemblies was abandoned, although 

16 Urn was spent on promoting the yes campaign for English regions in 2003. 
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public support had not been in evidence when the Government established the 
post of London Mayor with only 34% electoral endorsement. 

Public support for the establishment of unitary councils in the referendum in 
2004 was significantly higher (50%) than for elected regional assemblies, but 
the message was clear for government that despite significant amounts of 
publicity the public were far from convinced of the desirability of change. The 
solution to the lack of public engagement in 2004 was for the government to 
refer to its 1 0-year vision for local government, and pave the way for the future 
introduction of unitary authorities, but without the use of referenda to gauge 
public opinion (See LGIU, 2003). 

Rationallising Boundaries 

County council boundaries have been subject to periodic review resulting in 

redefinition and occasionally abolition, however the general shape of the 

significant counties in industrial England has remained unaltered. Whilst special 

areas, vestries, Inns of Court and other anomalies have had their rights and 

privileges in relation to local administration removed altogether. 

England's urban centres are relatively recent creations, some being only 

villages at the turn of the 20th Century. Until 1930 the county councils argued 

effectively against the gradual expansion of the urban towns boundaries into the 

shires' administrative areas, as a consequence of both piecemeal reviews of 

individual boundaries and through wider boundary reorganisations. The main 

concern for the county councils was a gradual decline in their income from 

rates, and that they did not wish their areas to be used as reservoirs of land for 

county borough expansion. 

The piecemeal expansion of the county boroughs was effectively stopped as a 

consequence of the Kintore decision in the mid 1920's, however the 

expansionist county boroughs retained a mechanism through the countrywide 

reviews in 1945,1958, and 1966 to attempt to gain new territory. 
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The existence of national reviews of structure helped create the conditions 
whereby county boroughs and county councils have been in an almost constant 
state of conflict during the 20th Century, and especially so between 1945 - 
1958, which has acted against a situation where cooperation and partnership 
can be fostered between the tiers. 

The enthusiasm for reviewing boundaries was not confined to the counties and 
county boroughs. The government, after establishing regional boundaries in the 
late 1920's then reorganised them in 1941, and again in 1958, by which time 
most government departments had created their own regional boundaries 
based on their own functional requirements. 

Regional boundaries were then reorganised in 1966,1974 and through a 
number of piecemeal reorganisations thereafter until 1995. The English regions 
therefore evolved during a 70 year period without any clear or consistent 
rationale for their existence or structure, Hogwood (1996) questioned the 

adoption of populations of 3-5 million to determine their boundaries given the 

variety of options available to the government in 1992, and could not find 

evidence to support such a decision. 

Given that the regional boundaries had been used primarily only for planning 

and coordination purposes the regularity of reorganisation has been remarkably 

, high, but indicative of the acceptability of modifying, as opposed to 

fundamentally re-engineering, lower-tier structures of government. Birch (1990) 

summarised the enthusiasm for boundary reorganisations by successive 

government by arguing "The British system of local government is recognised to 

be idiosyncratic, not based on any clear principles, and constantly thought to be 

in need of change" (Birch H, 1990). 
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Addressing the Power of Vested Interests 
Reorganisations of local government in the 20th Century have been 
characterised by conflict between county boroughs and county councils, and 
their respective supporters. The county councils have traditionally drawn 
support from the county squirarchy, House of Lords, Members of Parliament, 
and their trade association the Association of County Councils, and have been 
remarkably effective at lobbying and influencing Ministers, notably in the 
reviews of 1894,1929,1945 and 1992. 

The county boroughs have traditionally drawn their support from urban 
Members of Parliament, the Labour Party, trade unions and from the 
Association of District Councils. However the effectiveness of campaigning by 

the county boroughs has been patchy, and loyalty to their cause fickle. 

In addition, the local government trade unions had initially supported the 

introduction of unitary authorities in England during the 1992 reorganisation but 

altered their position to total opposition during the conference season in 1994, 

when it was apparent that unitary solutions in whole review areas would lead to 

considerable job losses (Association of County Councils, 1 June 1994). Support 

for county boroughs or the principle of single-tier local administration has been 

consistent by the Labour Party, however unfortunately for the county boroughs 

the Labour Party has not enjoyed the equivalent amount of time in power as the 

county council's political ally the Conservative Party. 

The Role of Regional Structures 

The establishment of regional government in 1888 (Parliaments in the counties) 

failed in large part due to the unwillingness of central government departments 

to devolve their functions to the new authorities, even when secondary 

legislation designed to explicitly encourage devolution of functions was passed 

in 1904. The lack of functional devolution was compounded by the 

unpreparedness and/or unwillingness of the newly established county councils 
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to lobby for an increase in their limited range of powers, many in the shires 
being more comfortable with their pre 1888 status, than their reformed role. 

Without significant powers, but perfectly placed to deliver the new services 
necessary to deliver public policy in rural areas the government allocated new 
local government responsibilities to its upper-tier authorities, the county councils 
and county boroughs. The goal of the government in 2004 of the establishment 
of elected regional assemblies faced significant criticism as a result of the 
limited range of powers that the new upper-tier authorities would have been 
able to exercise (Local Government Information Unit, (2002). One criticism was 
focused on the belief that in the absence of substantial powers the assemblies 
would seek to draw powers up from unitary authorities, as devolution of powers 
from Whitehall remained, just as in 1888, an aspiration. 

The proposed powers of the regional assemblies in 2004 were to include: 

a Development of a regional strategy, and strategies for spatial planning, 
housing, economic development, skills, waste, transport, health 

improvement, culture and tourism, and biodiversity 

s Appointment of the board of the RDA, and two members of the local 

Learning and Skills Councils 

Leading on work on the European Union structural fund 

Request that the Secretary of State call in regional planning applications 

m To take over some of the role of the Government Office and the Housing 

Corporation in resource allocation to councils and housing associations 

n To take over some of the regional roles of the Arts and Sports Councils, 

and for regional tourism 

m To promote public health, and work with the Regional Director of Public 

Health on a health improvement strategy 

To deliver some rural regeneration programmes 

To make appointments to the Environment Agency's regional committee 

To co-ordinate regional civil contingency planning 

To deliver Regional Spatial Planning Strategies 
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To deliver regional management arrangements for some Fire and 
Rescue functions (Office of the Deputy Prime Minister, May 2002) 

The Select Committee on the Office of theDeputy Prime Minister Enquiry into 
the Draft Regional Assemblies Bill (2002) stated their concerns regarding the 
"unclear and over-complex division of responsibilities between institutions, 
including local, regional and central government", along with the "need to 
strengthen the proposed powers of regional assemblies, particularly in the 
areas of learning and skills, transport and culture, and to enable strategies to be 
implemented", concluding that "Elected regional government should have clear 
autonomy from central government in the areas where it has powers 
In short the proposed English regional assemblies in 2004 would have had little 
direct control over the majority of services in their administrative areas. Their 
scrutiny role not being comparable to direct responsibility, and that "Strategic 

planning of land use, waste management and transportation does not seem 
sufficient to justify a new tier of government" (Robertson D, Op Cit, pl 34). 

In addition, the Local Government Information Unit (2004) was critical of the 

proposed complexity of responsibilities that the assemblies were proposed to 

have. Focussing on transport, the LGIU noted that funding would be allocated to 

the Highways Agency and the Strategic Rail Authority, and so decision-making 

would involve a tripartite structure of regional assembly, Regional Development 

Agency, and Government Office, along with a correspondingly complex 

accountability structure (Local Government Information Unit, 2004,101). 

The complex arrangements for accountability, the absence of substantial 

powers, the unclear relationship with the proposed lower-tier unitary authorities, 

coupled with an aspiration for devolution of further powers from Whitehall was 

feared by the local authority associations as being a recipe for future reform, 

and given the parallels with the 1888 reforms, for the creation of a new but 

equally unsatisfactory two-tier structure of local government in England. 
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The Separation of Town and Country 
The growth of English society in the 1 9th and 20th Centuries took place in urban 
areas and led to the establishment of satellite centres of population in the 
suburbs, served in terms of employment and infrastructure by large towns, but 
democratically divorced from them. The establishment of urban and suburban 
areas took place in isolation from reorganisations of local administration that 
have focussed on horizontal reorganisations of structure and not enabled 
vertical changes of size or boundaries to reflect social change. 

Structural reorganisations have not enabled suburban areas adequately to deal 

with the demands of being dormitory towns or enabled urban areas adequately 
to cope with the 'doughnut effect' in which an outer-ring of suburban life 

surrounds a core of urban dereliction, poverty and unemployment (Association 

of County Councils, March 1992). Decisions benefiting the outer do not impact 

on the inner, and an overall strategic outlook, based on travel to work areas, is 

arguably necessary to deal with both areas. 

The Methodology of Reorganisation 

The use of semi-autonomous commissioners to review local government has 

consistently led to confusion and contributed to the implementation of different 

outcomes to those that government had intended when embarking on 

reorganisation. The use of commissioner teams to examine discreet areas of 

England began in 1834 during the introduction of the Poor Law in which 

significantly divergent opinions of what constituted an appropriate area for local 

administration were put forward by commissioner teams, and within 

commissioner teams. Differences of opinion between commissioners have been 

compounded by the publication of formal announcements in the form of 

'dissenting memoranda', and more informally through published interviews with 

the media (notably in 1945,1858 and 1992). 

The problem for successive governments with using independent, and often 

independently minded, commissioners to examine review areas has been 
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exacerbated by the publication of guidance that has been open to interpretation. 
Whilst the guidance to commissioners has expanded during the 20th Century 
there have necessarily been subject areas where the interpretation of 
commissioners has been vital, and without which there would have been little 
point in establishing an independent commission in the first place. In 1834 some 
Poor Law Commissioners, notably the Walker-Head review team preferred to 
recommend solutions that were made up of evenly sized and distributed 
Unions, whilst the Power review team preferred to propose solutions which 
appeared ungainly on a map, but which reflected the wishes of local inhabitants. 

The 1929 review of local government was initially plagued by problems arising 
from a lack of clear guidance and what was required of the local authorities, 

which contributed to the extension of the review period by six years. The 

experience of the 1929 review informed the guidance issued to the 1945 

Boundary Commission, which was issued with significantly clearer and greater 

amounts of guidance than its predecessors, along with significant amounts of 
background information. However, the review was abandoned in 1948 when the 

commissioner team unsuccessfully demanded that the scope of the review 
include local authority functions as well as structure. 

The 1958 review of local government became bogged down as a result of the 

volume of guidance that was issued to it, along with the complexity of the 

criteria it should take account of prior to recommending change. In addition, the 

review then became paralysed by a stream of legal challenges as to how the 

guidance should be interpreted and implemented. Unable to reach any 

substantial recommendations the review was abandoned, and replaced by a 

new commission in 1966. The Redcliffe-Maud commission operated well, but 

suffered in its later years from the publication of dissenting memoranda by 

Derek Senior. 

During the 1992 review acrimonious debate was prompted by the Commission's 

chairman and the commissioner teams significantly different interpretation of 
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what recommendations should be reached in individual review areas. By 1996 a 
new commission was established with revised guidance that was significantly 
more prescriptive in terms of what was expected by the government than the 
previous (1993) guidance had been. 

National reviews of local government structure have also regularly been 
interspersed with piecemeal reviews of individual areas (notably in sub regional 
areas with severe economic difficulties), with the consequence that for the 107 

years between 1888 - 1995 English local government has been under 
significant amounts of review for 77 of them. 

If the use of commissioner teams has been problematic for ministers then the 
failure to empower commissioner teams with guidance to review structure, 
functions and finance has caused significantly greater problems (See Smellie 

1946 and Chisholm 2000). The reviews of local government in 1929,1945, 

1958,1966 and 1992 all suffered from their commissions criticising the limited 

scope of the review. 

However, a comprehensive review of local government has not to date been 

announced by central government, due in part to the significant disruption to 

service provision that might be expected, and to the prospect of government 

having publicly to consider devolving tax raising powers and centrally controlled 

services to local government. 

Increasing the Quality of Services 

Governments, during the 20th Century, have rarely devolved powers back to 

local government, and have generally been guilty of centralising responsibility 

for service delivery and for increasing inspection regimes on the services local 

government does provide. The Poor Law Unions in the 1830's were subject to 

significant central inspection and scrutiny, a situation that enabled local control 

of provision but central control of standards. Standards that local authorities had 

shown themselves unable to provide to any decent standard prior to 1834. Poor 
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Law Union Commissioners were not independent in the way the Gilbert's Act 
Unions had been, but were "mere local executants of policies laid down for 
them from the centre by the new Board of Poor Law Commissioners" (Cole G, 
1947, p4). 

The inspection regime continued to increase in scope through the introduction 

of the Poor Law Board and its successor the Local Government Board, although 
the fear of local government returning to its pre 1834 ways could no longer be 

reasonably used as a justification for the scale of inspection. 

However, in the absence of any significant constitutional rights or the existence 

of a federal structure local government in England has remained vulnerable to 

policy initiatives and inspection regimes imposed by central government. Philip 

(1996) observed that the British political elite has never trusted local 

government or local politicians, and has consistently been wary of creating rival 

power bases and therefore competitors in the political process, as was in 

evidence during the 1986 abolition of the metropolitan county councils. 

Inspectability has given successive governments significant power over local 

government. Redlich and Hurst (1903) observed, 

Inspectability then, to use the expression of its great inventor and promoter, Bentham, is 

the key to an understanding of English central government. The inspectors are the eyes 

and ears of the central government, but they are also the organ through which the 

central government acts directly upon the local authorities (Redlich and Hirst, 1903, 

p249). 

By 1945, the issue of local freedoms and local democracy had reinvigorated 

debate regarding devolution of powers and regionalism. The First Report of the 

Local Government Manpower Committee (1949) reported that local authorities 

were effective at delivering services and did not require more departmental 

control, although successive governments did not take significant notice of this 

recommendation (See Smellie 1946). 
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Inspection regimes, target setting and regional planning became a fact of life for 
local authorities in the 21st century, and the proposed elected regional 
assemblies in 2004 were to be subject to a powerful range of controlling 
mechanisms; 'best value', target setting, direct intervention in service provision 
and the threat of 'cappingi. 

The Confused Terminology Relating to Structure 
Single tier local government in England as it relates to unitary, county borough 

or the municipal corporations has involved such councils forming part of a total 
local government structure involving at least two other tiers and occasionally 
three. Unitary councils have tended not to be the sole provider of core local 

government services within their boundaries, with trading arrangements in 

evidence for specialised people services, emergency planning and the 

emergency services. Single-tier councils have therefore been part of a larger 

framework through which services are provided across England. 

The unitary councils proposed in the abandoned 2004 reorganisation were to be 

subordinate to their regional assemblies for a range of services, but were to 

have representation on the assemblies for regional policy making purposes. 
Unitary councils would therefore have formed the lower-tier of a two-tier local 

government structure (See Hogwood, 1996). 

In 1870 Dilke proposed unitary councils in rural areas involving the 

establishment of a reinvigorated parish/town council structure below them, and 

sub-regional or regional structures above. These complex proposals were 

closer to a reorganised two-tier system involving counties, districts and parishes 

than to a unitary structure, however the terminology suggested the creation of 

most-purpose unitary councils. Equally the 1888 Local Government Act laid the 

foundations for a three-tier system across England, although it is frequently 

referred to as the Act that established the two-tier system. 
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There are also examples of where unitary councils have established parish 
councils within their boundaries and created a multi-tier system within a unitary 
authority, i. e. Portsmouth in 1999. In addition, the White Paper Your Region 
Your Choice (2002), indicated Government plans to introduce 'Quality 
Parishes , and to strengthen the most local tier of administration. The Quality 
Parishes would have existed below the proposed unitary authorities and 
retained the role of parish councils along with enhanced powers to take on the 
running of limited functionS17. 

The 1945 review proposed the establishment of 'new county boroughs ', which 
gave the impression of single-tier local government. However, on examination 
the proposed structure was a three-tier model with subtle differences based 

around population size. It is therefore difficult for any structural reorganisation to 
deliver single-tier local government, as a single-tier structure has not been 

proposed as a solution since 1834. 

Conclusion 
In 1835 municipal corporations were established as a minority provider of 

services in urban areas and successive governments expanded on this model. 

Local government's role was consciously limited to the administration of an 

expanded Parliamentary franchise, to moderate the powers of corrupt local 

cadres, and to reduce the influence of justices of the peace. It has been shown 

that local government was therefore established as a partially democratic, 

administratively competent and financially auditable institution, and not as a 

structure designed to deliver Govemment locally. 

During 1834 a reforming government began allocating major local services to 

ad-hoc organisations, even basing the registration of Births, Deaths and 

Marriages on the boundaries of Poor Law UnionS18 , as opposed to the recently 

established municipal boroughs. Whilst Victorian government universally 

17 A similar proposal was made for community councils during the 1966 reorganisation, but was 
not adopted by the Conservative Government that inherited the review. 
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established ad-hoc organisations to deliver local services, governments in the 
20th Century were to create public and private ad-hoc bodies, whilst also 
centralising service provision, notably social security, health provision, higher 
education and the utilities. 

The Guardian (July 29,20102) observed that state uniformity, instead of civic 
strength, had become the vogue. State authoritarianism undermined civic 
initiative, replacing the democratic provision of services with quangos, although 
it should be remembered that state imposed uniformity had been in evidence 
since the establishment of the Poor Law Board in 1834. 

By 2003 there were 849 public bodies sponsored by UK Government 

departments, made up of three Nationalised Industries, twelve Public 

Corporations, 23 NHS Bodies and 811 NDPBs (Cabinet Office, 2003). 

The absence of a coherent view on the role and function of local government 

particularly in England contributed towards a situation that fostered mistrust 
between central and local government. Central government has occupied a 

contradictory position of publicly championing an idealised concept of local 

democracy whilst failing to devolve significant services, maintain stability in its 

structure or to enshrine its rights and responsibilities. 

Research in 1977 by the Joseph Rowntree Foundation, reported that'implicit in 

the revival of interest in community-based government is the supposition that 

something which existed in the past has been lost and more contentiously can 

be restored' (Joseph Rowntree Foundation, 1997, p7). Precisely when the 

golden age of public involvement in local administration took place is unclear, 

as most urban residents were excluded from electoral participation until the mid- 

nineteenth Century19. It is feasible that the golden age existed without the full 

franchise existing, and certainly cities such as, Birmingham, under the 

18 The registration of births, deaths and marriages did not become a service wholly delivered by 
local government until the Local Government Act (1929). 
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leadership of Chamberlain, achieved phenomena) success- in converting slums 
into schools, museums, bath houses and public parks. 

However, by 1890 a general uninterest in, and a lack of understanding of, local 
administration was observed (See Rathbone 1889 and The Times 22 August 
1889), suggesting that the 'golden age' did not survive the turn of the 20th 
Century. 

The urbanisation of life during the nineteenth Century undoubtedly contributed 
to an increase in participation and interest in national politics, but local politics 
has occupied a Cinderella role to its Westminster cousin, as can be evidenced 
by the consistently lower turn-out in local elections. 

If there is a point at which the current local government structure in England 

was determined, it was in 1887 by the newly elected Liberal Unionist coalition 
Government. The government by incrementally modifying its proposals and 
failing to wait a few months for the District Councils Bill to be prepared, 
introduced a structure of local administration that was ripe for further reform and 
that formalised the division between town and country. 

The 1888 and 1894 Acts failed to deliver on their promises regarding regional 

government and devolution of centralised power, were hesitant in the reform of 

London and capitulated to demands from landlords in the establishment of 

parish councils. If 1888 was the point at which local government's structural 

problems became formalised, it had been the Municipal Corporations Act in 

1834 that conceived its functional weaknesses. The allocation of local powers to 

ad-hoc organisations along with the establishment of an inspection regime by 

central government, in place of constitutional powers, shaped local government 

and its subordinate relationship with Whitehall for the next 170 years. Local 

government was (is) unable, in the absence of any clear rights, to fend off the 

reforming personal agendas of government ministers. 

19 A majority of residents in rural areas were excluded until the introduction of the Local 
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The 20th Century has been characterised by an unremitting series of 
reorganisations and promises of future reorganisations, where Labour 
dominated county boroughs have battled against Tory controlled shires, and 
where neither have won a sustainable victory. Local government's vulnerability 
to central government has been exacerbated by the two-party system in 
Parliament, where frequent changes in power have provided the conditions for 
reorganisation to be cyclically on the cards, each review compounding the 
inadequacies of its predecessor. 

So did the Liberal Government of 1881 develop the most robust structure of 
local government in England so far proposed, and have the last 125 years been 

spent finding ways to not introduce it? The Liberal government, and the coalition 
that followed it, established a structure of local government that was complex 

and unstable. However, the new structure did expand the franchise and 
introduced a democracy based on one 'man' one vote, despite concerted efforts 
by the squirarchy to prevent it. 

What can be said is that a democratic system of local administration was 

established in England, but that it was born into an unequal relationship with its 

older sibling in Westminster, being reliant on the latter for its resources, powers 

and legitimacy, whilst being unable to draw on a base of mass support should 
its powers be threatened or the powers that were envisaged for it not released 

by central government. The experience of the Victorians should properly inform 

the regional agenda in the 21st Century, as a package of vague promises by 

central government to devolve powers to the regions is as likely to be as 

ineffective now as it was a century ago, as very little has changed. 

Government Act of 1888. 
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Addendum 

In 2003 the Department of Transport Local Government and the Regions 
(DTLR) placed an advertisement regarding tenders to research the 
effectiveness and impact of unitary authorities. The advert read; 

As a consequence (of the 1992 review) we know very little about the relative efficiency 
of, and public perceptions towards, unitary authorities as opposed to other types of 
council. As part of the commitment to evaluating policies, and to inform future decision- 

making, there is a need to research the impact of local government reorganisation. 
There would be merit in the research evaluating the outputs and outcomes of 
reorganisation in terms of: Identifying what benefits are supposed to flow from the 

creation of unitary authorities, the extent to which they achieve them, and in comparison 

with other types of authority, and, how far their current performance can be explained 
by decisions made at the time of reorganisation and the evidence base for those 

decisions (Department of Transport, Local Government and the Regions, 2002/03) 

In the Summer of 2004 the research contract had not been issued, the work 

remained to be performed and the questions raised were still without answers. 

Unfortunately unsurprising given the announcement earlier in 2004 that 

referenda were to take place on the establishment of unitary councils (and the 

abolition of the two-tier structure) across England. 
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Appendix 2 
Sum ot Local Authoriti Ct Functions 

ý 0ýýCouncil District Council 
6ducation Electoral Registration 

0 most schools 
0 Special education Council Tax and Uniform Business Rate collection 
o Nursery, adult and community NUI 

P Planning and quality Housing - Management and maintenance of 
L 

Resource management housing stock, policy and coordination, 
homelessness 

Personal Social Services 
# Securing provision for the 

elderly, children and the 
disabled 

a Policy planning 
Police 
Fire 
Planning Planning 

0 Strategic planning 0 Local plans 
0 Mineral and waste planning 0 Planning applications 
0 Highways 
0 Historic building 

Transport Transport 
0 Public transport 0 Unclassified roads 
0 Highways and parking 0 Off street car parking 
0 Traffic management 0 Bridleways 
0 Footpaths and bridleways 0 Street lighting 
0 Transport planning 

Emergency Planning Emergency Planning 
Environmental Services Environmental Services 

Refuse disposal 0 Refuse collection 
" Building regulation 
" General environmental services 
" Street cleaning 

Recreation and Arts Recreation and Arts 
0 Parks and open spaces 0 Parks and open spaces 
o Arts 0 Leisure centres and Swimming pools 
0 Museums 0 Arts 
0 Tourism 0 Museums and art galleries 

0 Tourism 
Economic Development Economic Development 

- - - Smallholdings ki i otments 
_ Registration Cemeteries 

o Births, Deaths and Marriages 
Consumer Protection 

0 Trading standards 
0 Public analysis 

Libraries 

-Staff 
Pensions 

Smirnin- i ,, ni rznxiornmont rnmmissinn. 1992 
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Appendix 3 

Reorganised Local Authority Functions 1944 - 1949 
', Function Act Authorities From Transferred to 

Whom Functions 
Transferred 

Valuation for Rating Local Government Co-unty Boroughs, Central 
Act 1948 Non-county Boroughs, Government 

_ _Metropolitan 
Boroughs 

Licensing (Milk) Food and Drugs Act County Boroughs, Central 
1944 Non-county Boroughs Government 

Dairy Farm Food and drugs Act County Boroughs, Central 
1944 Non-county Boroughs Government 

Hospitals and NationaFHealth County Boroughs Regional Hospital 
Maternity Provision Services Act 1946 Boards 
Electricity Supply Electricity Act 1947 County Boroughs, Electricity Boards 

Non-county Boroughs, 
Metropolitan Boroughs 

Gas Supply Gas Act 1947 County Boroughs, Gas Boards 
Non-county Boroughs 

River Pollution River Boards Act County Boroughs, River Boards 
1948 Non-county Boroughs 

Relief of Poor National Assistance County Boroughs National 
Act 1948 Assistance 

Boards 
Ambulance Service National Health Non-county Boroughs County Councils 

Services Act 1946 
Midwifery Service National Health Non-county Boroughs County Councils 

Services Act 1946 
Maternity and Child National Health Non-county Boroughs, County Councils 
Welfare Provision Services Act 1946 Metropolitan Bor 
Domestic Help National Health Non-county Boroughs, County Councils 

Services Act 1946 Metropolitan Boro 
Fire Service Fire Services Act Non-county Boroughs County Councils 

1947 
Child Protection Childrens Act 1948 Non-county Boroughs, County Councils 

Metropolitan Boroughs 
Elementary Education Act 1944 Non-county Boroughs County Councils 
Education 
Police Police Act 1946 Non-county Boroughs County Councils 
Town and Country Town and Country Non-county Boroughs, County Councils 
Planning Act 1947 Metropolitan Boroughs 
Licensing Food and Drugs Act Non-county Boroughs, County Councils 

1944 Metropolitan Boroughs 
Source; Lipman, 1949 
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Appendix 4 

Legislation Affecting Local Government 1832 - 1888 

Boundaries Act 1832 

Loans Societies Acts 183-3 

Poor Law Amendment Act ý 1834 

Highway Act 1835 

Municipal Corporations Act 1835 

Poor Law Amendment Act 1835 

Municipal Corporations Act 1835 

Births and Deaths Registration 

Act 

1836' 

Parochial Assessment Act 1836 

Poor Loans Act 1836 

Municipal Boroughs Act 1836 

Poor (Loans) Act 1837 

Poor (Workhouse) Act 1837 

Municipal Corporations Act 1837 

County Police Act 1839 

Metropolitan Police Courts Act 1839 

Poor Law Commissioners Act 1839 

Poor Rate Act 1839 

Vaccination Act 1840 

Poor Law Commission Act 1840 

County Police Act 1840 

Vaccination Act 1841 

Parish Constables Act 1842 

Poor Law Amendment Act 1842 

Parliamentary Registration Act 1843 

Scientific Societies Act 1843 

Theatres Act 1843 

Boundaries Act 1844 

Poor Law Amendment Act 1844 

Poor Law Board Act 1844 

Poor Law amendment Act 1844 

Nuisance Removal Act 1848 

Public Health Act 1848 

Public Health Act 1848 

Poor Law Audit Act 1848 

Nuisances Removal Act 1849 

Petty Sessions Act 1849 

Parish Constables Act 1850 

Metropolitan Interments Act 1850 

Poor Law Act 1851 

Enclosure Commissioners Act 1851 

Burial Act 1852 

County Rates Act 1852 

Charitable Trusts Act 1853 

Lunacy Act 1853 

Corrupt Practices Act 1854 

Public Health Act 1854 

Reformatory Schools Act 1854 

Nuisances Removal Act 1855 

Charitable Trusts Amendment 

Act 

1855 

Police Act 1856 

Local Government Act 1858 
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Local Government Act 1858 

Sale of Gas Act 1859 

Board of Trade Act 1861 

Freshwater Fisheries Act 1861 

Corrupt Practices Act 1862 

Highway Act 1862 

Pier and Harbour Act 1862 

Union Assessment Committee 

Act 

1862 

Local Government Act 

Amendment Act 

1863 

Stipendiary Magistrates Act 1863 

Clerk of the Peace Removal Act 1864 

Highway Act 1864 

Industrial Schools Act 1865 

Salmon Fishery Act 1865 

County Rates Act 1866 

Reformatory Schools Act 1866 

Sanitary Act 1866 

Board of Trade Act 1867 

Vaccination Act 1867 

Church Rates Act 1867 

Representation of the People 

Act 

1867 

Local Stamp Act 1869 

Local Stamp Act 1869 

Poor Rate assessment and 
Collection Act 

1869 

Elementary Education Act 1870 

Elementary Education Act 1870 
Tramways Act 1870 

Local Government Board Act 1871 

Rating and Local Government 

Bill 
1871 

Vaccination Act 1871 

Borough Funds Act 1872 

Parish Constables Act 1872 

Elementary Education Act 1872 

Ballot Act 1872 

Public Health Act 1872 

Judicature Act 1873 

Salmon Fishery Act 1873 

Vaccination Act 1874 

Rating Act 1874 

Explosives Act 1875 

Public Works Loan Act 1875 

Public Health Act 1875 

Sale of Food and Drugs Act 1875 

Public Health Act 1875 

Food and Drugs Act 1875 

Local Loans Act 1875 

Divided Parishes Act 1876 

Poor Law Amendment Act 1876 

Rivers Pollution Act 1876 

Elementary Education Act 1876 

Canal Boats Act 1876 

Destructive Insects Act 1877 
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Municipal Corporations, New 

Charters Act 
1877 

Freshwater Fisheries Act 1878 

Parliamentary and Municipal 

Registration Act 
1878 

Public Health (Water) Act 1878 

Weights and Measures Act 1878 

Weights and Measures Act 1878 

Contagious Diseases (Animals) 

Act 

1878 

Highways and Locomotives Act 1878 

Poor Law Amendment Act 1879 

Divided Parishes Act 1879 

Racecourse Licensing Act 1879 

District Auditors Act 1879 

Wild Birds Protection Act 1880 

Wild Birds Protection Act 1880 

Poor Law Amendment Act 1882 

Municipal Corporations Act 1882 

Divided Parishes Act 1882 

Municipal Corporations Act 1883 

Freshwater Fisheries Act 1884 

Municipal Corrupt Practices Act 1 1884 

Representation of the People 

Act 

1884 

Canal Boats Act 1884 

Election, Hours of Poll Act 1885 

Public Health Act 1885 

Registration Act 1885 

! Medical Relief Disqualification 

(Removal) Act 

1885 

Medical Act 1886 

Riot (Damages) Act 1886 

Local Government Boundaries 

Act 

1887 

Sea Fisheries Regulation Act 1887 

Coroners Act 1887 

Allotments Act 1887 

Destructive Insects and Pests 

Act 

1887 

Local Loans Act 1887 

Allotments Act 1887 

Local Government Act 1888 

County Electors Act 1888 

Local Government Act 1894 
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Appendix 5 
Government Office Regions (2002) 

SCOTLAND 

English Regions 

YORKWE 
ANOTHEHIMIER 

L LWF WDLANDS 

WALES 
WEff MIDLANDS 

EAOT OF EldIRLAND 

GOUM EAff 

J10UrH MEAT 

item" 

317 



Appendix 6 
Civil Defence Regions in England (1939 - 1945) 
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Appendix 7 
Standard Treasury Regions (1946 
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Appendix 8 
Economic Planning Regions 
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Appendix 9 
The Economist (Mark 1) Regional Proposals 
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Appendix 10 
City Regions as proposed by Senior (1967) 
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Appendix 11 
Regions (1974 - 1997) 
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Appendix 12 
English Regions (1997 - 2004) 

The English Regions 
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