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To: Cabinet
Date: 19 March 2025
Report of: Chief Executive
Title of Report: Interim response to Government: Statutory invitation for
Local Government Reorganisation
Summary and recommendations
Decision being To agree the joint submission to Government by
taken: Oxfordshire Councils and West Berkshire of an interim

plan for Local Government Reorganisation and including
three initial proposals; and agree the Council’s preferred
option is for the creation of three unitary councils

Key decision: No

Cabinet Member: Councillor Susan Brown, Council Leader
Corporate Priority:  All

Policy Framework: None

Recommendation(s): That Cabinet resolves to:

1. Note the receipt of the statutory invitation received from the Minister of State
for Housing, Communities & Local Government on 5 February 2025;

2. Agree to the submission to Government of the interim plan as set out in
Appendix 1 and the emerging proposals for local government reorganisation
(LGR) set out in Appendix 2 to 4;

3. Agree that Oxford City Council’s preferred LGR proposal is for the creation
of three new unitary councils covering Oxfordshire and West Berkshire, as
set out in Appendix 2;

4. Agree that, in the event of Oxfordshire County Council’s Cabinet failing to
agree to the joint submission of LGR documents to Government on behalf of
all Oxfordshire councils, Oxford City Council will itself submit the three
unitary councils proposal to Government.

Appendix No. Appendix Title Exempt from Publication
Appendix 1 Interim Plan for No
Oxfordshire

Appendix 2 Oxfordshire and West No
Berkshire Three Unitary

v



Option

Appendix 3 Oxfordshire and West No
Berkshire Two Unitary
Option

Appendix 4 Oxfordshire Single No
Unitary Option

Introduction

1. On 16 December 2024, the Government published the Devolution White Paper. The
paper sets out the most significant reforms to local government since the Local
Government Act 1972, including the ambition to create unitary — or single tier —
councils in all existing two-tier areas of England, including Oxfordshire.

2. On 5 February 2025, the Government issued to all councils in Oxfordshire a
statutory invitation to prepare proposals for Local Government Reorganisation
(LGR). Government requested that any councils wishing to submit LGR proposals
should provide an interim plan updating on progress towards developing those
proposals by 21 March 2025. Government also requested that councils within a two-
tier area work together to submit a single interim plan for their area which may
include more than one proposal in development. It is expected that government will
share feedback with Councils at some point after the May elections. Final proposals
are to be submitted by 28 November 2025.

3. Since the receipt of the statutory invitation, Oxford City Council has been working
with all other councils across Oxfordshire to develop LGR proposals accompanied
by a single interim plan. That plan, and the three proposals, are enclosed at
Appendix 1, 2, 3 and 4.

4. The purpose of this report is to agree to the submission on behalf of all Oxfordshire
councils of the joint initial response by 21 March 2025 with a view to submitting final
proposals by no later than 28 November 2025.

5. Cabinet is also asked to agree a preferred proposal for local government
reorganisation that would see the creation of three new unitary councils covering
Oxfordshire and West Berkshire — a Greater Oxford Council, a North Oxfordshire
Council and a Ridgeway Council - as set out in Appendix 2.

6. Oxfordshire County Council Cabinet meets on 20 March and in the event of it failing
to agree to the joint submission of LGR documents to Government on behalf of all

Oxfordshire councils, Oxford City Council will itself submit the Oxfordshire and West
Berkshire three unitary councils proposal to Government.

Background - Local Government Reorganisation
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7. The Government wishes to see successor councils emerge from the current two-tier
system of district and county councils and that those successor councils and the
existing unitary*-structured councils of England must join a Strategic Authority.

8. The Government has stopped short of instructing places on how to reorganise local
government, and arrive at successor councils, but instead has been clear that areas
must work together on proposals for the benefit of residents.

9. The Government has set out guidance to support local government reorganisation.
That guidance includes a requirement that proposals:

a. Size/council footprint to achieve efficiency saving — new councils must be
a minimum of 500,000 with exceptions where this ensures new structures
make sense for an area, including for devolution. Decisions will be made
by Government on a case-by-case basis;

Allow for the delivery of high quality and sustainable services;
Enable devolution to a Strategic Authority;

o oo

Empower neighbourhoods; and
e. Be informed by a level of engagement

12.The Government has not suggested that any of the criteria are weighted in any way,
to prioritise one over the other, and therefore the ultimate decision will be the
Secretary of State’s based on the relative merits of each proposal against the
criteria set and matters arising from the statutory consultation which the Secretary of
State, via their department, will launch, manage and may report the findings of.

13.0Onward timescales are not yet known for any statutory consultation, but the
Government has confirmed its intention that a new unitary council or councils will go
live in May 2028 with shadow elections to the council or councils expected in May
2027.

14.Councils across Oxfordshire have been working together to arrive at a set of initial
options in which to reorganise local government and move away from the two-tier
system. In summary those options are below. The names of those councils at (b)
and (c) are descriptive at this stage:

a. A single unitary council — Oxfordshire Council;

b. Two unitary councils — City, West and Cherwell Council and Ridgeway
Council (derived from existing boundaries of South Oxfordshire, Vale of
White Horse and West Berkshire Council);

c. Three unitary councils — Greater Oxford City Council, West and Cherwell
Council and Ridgeway Council (all with varying degrees of boundary
changes driven by an extension of the existing boundaries of Oxford City
Council).

15. All options are in varying stages of preparedness owing to receiving the Devolution
White Paper on 16 December 2024 clearly signalling fundamental change to local

LA unitary council is one which delivers all the functions of local government eg. Social care services,
planning and licensing, libraries, housing, environmental health, waste collection and disposal etc.
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government structures and the statutory invitation being received, confirming that
change and commencing the reorganisation process, on 5 February 2025.

16.As a proposer of a three unitary solution for Oxfordshire and West Berkshire, Oxford
City Council’s Leader, Chief Executive, and Council Leadership Team have already
been actively engaging with multiple local stakeholders, including universities,
developers, major businesses, parish councils, MPs and the Council’s Residents’
Panel. They will be engaging further with stakeholders and seeking views from
residents and businesses to inform the development of the Council’s final proposal.

17.Government has been clear that it sees local government reorganisation as an
enabler to moving towards devolution of powers and funding to Mayoral Strategic
Authorities (MSA) across the whole of England. It has also asked councils to work
together to propose geographies for these strategic authorities. The decision on
proposals for an MSA geography is for county councils in 2-tier areas, but they are
required to consult with district councils. Government has not yet confirmed the
timescales for devolution, but in view of the opportunities for our area the Council
has been engaged in discussions with authorities in Oxfordshire, Berkshire and
Swindon about the geography for a future MSA.

Alternative Options Considered

18.Cabinet may wish to proceed with a separate submission to Government on
proposals for LGR in Oxfordshire, rather than the proposed joint Oxfordshire
councils’ submission. Given the Government’s request for collaborative working, this
IS not recommended.

19.Cabinet may wish not to submit any LGR proposal to Government. Given
Government’s stated expectation that areas should submit proposals and that
others in Oxfordshire are planning to do so, this option is not recommended.

Corporate Priorities and Policies

20.The Council has set five strategic priorities it is working to achieve and will seek to
progress further through local government reorganisation:

1. Good, affordable homes
2. Strong, fair economy

3. Thriving communities

4. Zero Carbon Oxford

5. Well-run council

21.Progression of reorganisation ambitions will provide a successor council or councils
in  Oxfordshire with broader responsibilities to progress social, economic,
environmental and operational objectives on a greater footprint than the existing
Oxford City Council.

22.Local government reorganisation will require partners to ensure democratic
participation and voice is protected and where possible, strengthened as part of this
process.

Financial implications

23.There are no immediate financial implications arising from this report, but resources
will be required to reorganise local government. Further work is required, but initial
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24,

25.

estimates of transition costs based on experiences from previous reorganisations
vary significantly — between c£20 million and c£60 million for the Oxfordshire and
West Berkshire geography.

Government has set a clear expectation that the transition costs of LGR must be
met by local authorities themselves through efficiencies achieved. Savings should
arise from the move to successor unitary authorities from the removal of duplication
and rationalisation across a range of services. Factors considered include to senior
and middle management, streamlining costs associated with delivery of services
and optimising the way services are currently assembled. Oxfordshire County
Council’'s Cabinet has agreed to the creation of an earmarked reserve with an initial
£5m allocation to help meet the costs of LGR. At its meeting in March 2025, the
County Council’'s Cabinet will be recommended to increase this reserve to £10m. It
is expected that this pool of funding is supplemented by district councils to facilitate
essential LGR and devolution activity.

So far, Oxford City Council has incurred costs of c£40k associated with its work on
LGR. £100k has been allocated in the Budget for financial year 2025-26 to support
the development of the full three unitaries proposal and business case.

Legal issues

26.

27.

28.

29.

The Local Government and Public Involvement in Health Act 2007 (the ‘2007 Act’)
is the legislative basis for creation of unitary councils. Under section 2 of the 2007
Act, the Secretary of State (‘SoS’) may invite either a county council or district
council to put forward a proposal for a single tier of local government. This proposal
can comprise:

a. A single tier of local government for the whole of the county (Type A
proposal);

b. A single tier of local government for a district (or more) within the county
(Type B proposal);

c. A single tier of local government for one of the above that also includes
one or more relevant adjoining areas (e.g. all or part of an adjoining
county area) (Type C Proposal);

d. A combination of the above Types B or C proposals.

Until 25 January 2008, the SoS was able to direct principal councils to bring forward
a proposal, which meant that the SoS could effectively force unitarisation where
proposals were not made voluntarily. However, this provision expired on 25 January
2008. The indications in the new White Paper are that the Government will
reintroduce this power of direction in due course — although the 2007 Act will need
to be amended to enable this. This is likely to be done in the English Devolution Bill,
which is expected to come into force sometime in 2026.

Proposals under section 2 of the 2007 Act do not require a consensus from every
authority affected by it. However, where a proposal is made jointly by every
authority, the requirements on the SoS to consult are reduced to exclude
consultation with every authority affected.

Subject to consultation requirements, following the receipt of a proposal under
section 2 of the 2007 Act, the SoS may implement the proposal, with or without
modification under section 7 of the 2007 Act. They may also seek advice from the
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Local Government Boundary Commission for England (‘Commission’) which may
make an alternative proposal that the SoS may implement with or without
modification. As the SoS has indicated that feedback on these initial proposals will
follow, it is likely that the powers under section 7 may only be invoked following the
submission of further proposals in November 2025.

30.There are no other specific timescales which the SoS must adhere to when taking a
decision, but the SoS must consult with authorities affected by the proposal (other
than those which made it) and such other persons as they think appropriate before
reaching a decision.

31.Proposals regarding the creation of a new authority (unitary) are executive
functions. There is a statutory presumption that all local authority functions not
reserved to the Council in Regulations will be the responsibility of the executive
(section 9(D)(2) Local Government Act 2000).

32.These proposals will be submitted in response to an invitation by Government and
in accordance with the White Paper. White Papers are policy documents that set out
Governments intention to create new legislation. The English Devolution Bill is
expected to support existing legislation for the creation of new authorities.

People issues

33. Significant resources (Member and Officer) will need to be made available to
progress the changes outlined in this paper.

34.We expect that there will need to be involvement of officers from various teams to
progress the impacts on Oxford City Council and neighbouring councils including
governance, communications and engagement, finance, programme management,
other professionals and subject matter experts. This is to maintain, as far as is
reasonably possible, business as usual.

Level of risk

35.There are no immediate risks arising from this report however reorganisation of
local government on this scale presents significant risks and issues. A risk log will
be opened at an appropriate point in which to gather, monitor and manage a full
suite of risks and issues. The list below is indicative at this stage:

e There will be one off costs for reorganisation;

e Council tax harmonisation will be required,;

e Loss of management time engaged in the reorganisation process;

¢ New council or councils will require refreshed decision-making arrangements;
e Contract harmonisation will need to take place to ensure value for money;

e During the implementation period some councils may take decisions that could
impact on the resilience and sustainability of the new council or councils;

¢ Risk of local government funding reform impacting on the sustainability of all
councils.

Equalities impact
36.None immediately arising from this report.
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Carbon and Environmental Considerations

37.None immediately arising from this report.

Report author

Mish Tullar

Job title

Service area or department
Telephone

e-mail

Director of Corporate Strategy
Corporate Strategy

07483 010499
mitullar@oxford.gov.uk
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