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Annex 1 - Background to the Structure &
Internal Workings of English Local

Government.

1. An Overview of the English Local Government System

1.1. The Structure of Local Government.

There are a multiplicity of standard texts on the structure and operation of local
government (Griffith & The Royal Institute of Public Administration, 1966, Wilson &
Game, 2011). By way of context, it may be noted that England has some 353 local
authorities’ (in addition to a system of parish councils). In London this comprises 32
boroughs plus the City of London, as well as the Greater London Authority which
along with the Mayor of London takes responsibility for strategic issues such as
cross London transport. Outside of London, the system is complex. The most
populated urban areas form six conurbations (Merseyside, Greater Manchester,
West Midlands, West Yorkshire, South Yorkshire and Tyneside). Together these
constitute 36 ‘metropolitan’ authorities which have responsibilities for all local
functions including housing, town planning, economic development, public health,
refuse collection, education and social services). Outside of the metropolitan areas
“shire England’ used to operate a two tier system of local government (with the upper
tier of County Councils responsible for strategic planning, highways, education and
social services with District Councils responsible for other functions) until the mid
1990’s when there was more of a patchwork approach adopted following the
recommendations of the Banham Commission in 1994. The net result was that there
Is now little logic to the organisation of local government in shire England. Some
areas such as Shropshire have unitary status with one authority running all functions
others like East Sussex CC have the traditional two tier arrangement with East

' These are known as principal councils under the Local Government Act 1972 and are in addition to a system
of Parish Councils (in England) and Community Councils (in Wales). The 353 authorities comprise 27 county
councils, 55 unitary authorities, 32 London Boroughs, 36 Metropolitan Boroughs and 201 District Councils
together with the Isles of Scilly and the London City Corporation.
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Sussex County Council running county functions and a series of district councils
operating district functions. Other areas like Lancashire still have the two tier
structure for most of the county but have both Blackpool and Blackburn with Darwen
“opting out’ of county control, as unitary authorities operating all functions in their
areas. The current trend has to been to favour the creation of further unitary
authorities with the most recent ones being Cornwall, Cheshire East, Chester &
Cheshire West Councils in 2008°. The most recent trend is to focus powers and
funding streams on "City Regions’ and to look at service delivery through
partnership arrangements and pooled budgets (Willis & Jeffares, 2012). This again
suggests that complexity is likely to increase rather than the reverse. And yet, over
the last twenty years or so, there has been a greater push for the creation of unitary
(single tier) authorities, heralding the abolition of upper tier councils, notably many
County Councils in shire England, all County Councils in Wales and all Regional
Councils in Scotland. This left Wales and Scotland with a unitary structure of local
government.* Northern Ireland has only ever had single tier authorities, with some 26

covering the province although they tended to be small in size, with all key housing
and planning functions being delivered at an (unelected) regional level by the
Planning Service and Housing Executive. “The desire for the creation of larger
unitary authorities is based mainly on the argument for service delivery in the quest
of economies of scale. This has been the argument made by several local
government commissions in England over the years® and it has just reached
Northern Ireland with the Review of Public Administration (Knox & Carmichael, 2006)
due to take effect in 2015, reducing 26 authorities to just 11 'super councils', which
are due to take on key planning functions for the first time in many decades.’

’ These were elected in shadow form in April 2008 and formally established April 2009.

® For further discussion of the local government system and city regions see Chapter 4.

* Wales has 22 unitary local authorities whilst Scotland has 32.

> See Chapter 10.

® The Redcliffe Maud Commission (1966-69) (Redcliffe Maud, 1969) and The Banham Commission (1990-92)
(Banham, 1992). The Widdicombe Commission also considered internal governance (Widdicombe, 1986).

” This was of course due to the onset of ‘the troubles’ when Londonderry Corporation was the first to be
stripped of housing allocation powers followed by other authorities in the province, amidst allegations of
gerrymandering and sectarian issues over housing allocation. These powers were vested in the Housing
Executive and have remained so to this day. Similarly planning powers were controlled by the Department of
Environment at Stormont. Planning functions are due to be vested in the new super councils’ in the spring of
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1.2. Theories of Central/Local Relations.

In addition to considering the structure of local government, thought should also be
given to the nature of the relationship between local government and the central
power base at Whitehall. Three main theoretical frameworks® have been advanced
In this context. It is useful to outline them here as they are crucial to understanding
the context. First is the Agency Thesis (Bogdanor, 1988) which gained currency In
the 1980’s and maintained that Whitehall had reduced local government to the status
as an administrative agency to implement central government directives®. This
perspective highlights the fact that the Whitehall power regime operates the most
centralised state in Western Europe. Second is the Partnership Thesis which
assumes equal but highly formalistic power relations between central and local levels
but this has been criticised for ignoring power realities. This criticism led to the
development of the Power/Dependence thesis (Rhodes, 1979)"° in which
local/central levels are considered to have some power in particular situations, but
the degree of power depends on the particular task and resources involved and the
ability to conduct negotiations around that.!' Thirdly, the Stewardship model
(Chandler, 1988)'? is a modification of the Agency thesis, but allows considerable
discretion to local authority in the implementation of Whitehall policy directives,
although there is an acknowledgement that the implementation operates within the
broader constraints set by law and financial regimes. Having introduced the structure
of local authorities and considered the nature of central/local relations, it Is instructive
at this stage to chronicle the internal governance arrangements that they operate by.

2015 although housing functions are to remain regionalised administered by the unelected agency - The
Housing Executive.

® An overview is provided in Greenwood, John, Pyper, Robert & Wilson, David (2002) 'New Public
Administration in Britain’ {3"i ed) (LONDON: Routledge).

? During the 1980’s local government was bypassed in a variety of ways with for instance Urban Development
Corporations dealing with urban regeneration, with Housing Action Trusts dealing with social housing and
programmes in education administration aimed at by-passing the local education authority through devolving
management of budgets (through Local Management of Schools and Grant Maintained Schools) to school level
thereby marginalising or excluding local authority involvement.

Y see Rhodes, R. (1979) Research into Central-Local Relationships in Britain: A Framework for Analysis’,
Department of Government University of Essex.

" The Power/Dependence Thesis rests upon Exchange Theory advanced by James Thompson (THOMPSON:
1967) and also assumes that each level of government will seek to act in its own enlightened self interest (to
draw on Adam Smith).

" See Chandler, J. (1988) Public Policy Making for Local Government’ (LONDON: Croom Helm).
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2. The Internal Governance of English Local Authorities.

2.1. The Committee System

Historically, local government in the United Kingdom has functioned on the basis of
the committee system (Wilson & Game, 2011, Bailey & Crawford, 2004). Under this
system the 'full council’ consisting of all elected members was seen as the supreme
decision making body. Committees were traditionally structured around particular
service areas such as education or housing (but later around broader joined up
areas such as 'young people' or ‘community services') and tended to exercise
referred powers meaning that decisions had to be approved by the full council. Some
committees exercised delegated powers that did not need full council approval and
the most important committee tended to be the Policy & Resources Committee that
decided on general policy and budget matters (Wilson & Game, 2011). There was a
requirement that committees be politically balanced.' This system however came to
be seen by many as bureaucratic and cumbersome which led to widespread
pressure for reform (Cairns, 1996).

2.2. Internal Decision Making Structures

The election of the Labour Government in 1997 saw publication of a White Paper in

England & Wales'* (and the McKintosh Review in Scotland)™

proposing reform.
These recommended new models of internal management and were legislated for in
England & Wales in the Local Government Act 2000'°. Essentially this replaced the
committee system with a new 'executive’ model of decision making (Fenwick &
Elcock, 2004). There were a variety of forms of Executive (Cabinet/Leader, Council
Manager and Elected Mayor). The Cabinet/Leader model (often known just as the

'Executive’) was the most papular.” The general scheme was that the full council

* Sections 15-17 Local Government & Housing Act 1989.

" See *Modern Local Government: In Touch With the People’, White Paper, Published by DETR (1998).

15 MIDWINTER, A. (2000) Mcintosh on Governance and Accountability’, Local Government Studies, Vol.26,
No.2, pp.1-6.

'® See also Local Government in Scotland Act 2003
" The Local Government Act 2000 allowed small authorities with populations under 85,000 to operate what
was known as “alternative arrangements’ which was a version of the committee system.
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would determine the policy framework/budgetary matters'® and within that framework
the Executive (which was to constitute up to 10 members and could be single party)
would have responsibility to deal with other matters with the exception of regulatory
matters'®. There was to be a system of “overview and scrutiny’ committees which
would scrutinise the decisions taken by the Executive and the key point about this
reform was that for the first time in local government history it created a split between
executive and scrutiny functions (Fenwick & Elcock, 2004) Some members of the
Council would take on executive responsibilities (as Portfolio holders) whilst others
would take on responsibilities for scrutiny or else deal with regulatory functions such
as planning and licensing. There was also to be a new ethics regime with an
enhanced Code of Conduct and a system of local Standards Committees and a
(since abolished) National Standards Board. This revamping of the system was in
the name of democratic renewal and although arguably managerialist in nature and
doctrine (modelled on the Westminster system of cabinet government and select
committees) it led to inevitable debates about whether the role of the elected
member had been strengthened or not. The general conclusion was that Executive
members enjoyed enhanced status, profile and influence at the expense of
'backbench' members whose focus was on scrutiny or regulatory matters (Fenwick &
Elcock, 2004, Midwinter, 2000).

2.3. The Role of Local Government Officers

Before leaving the issue of constitutional arrangements, mention should be made to
the importance and role of local government officers. Increasingly these are
professional staff (social workers, teachers, environmental health officers, highway
engineers, surveyors, planning officers, accountants, lawyers etc.) who are

tEU

employed locally on merit®" by each authority. They are constrained by tight rules

" The Local Government Act 2000 sets out a series of statutory plans which cover cross cutting areas e.g.
Children & Young People, which set out policy for the authority known collectively as the Policy Framework.
These are to be determined by the full council.

+ Planning and Licensing are the key functions here. Applications for planning permission and the grant of
licenses (for instance for taxis, public entertainment or alcohol sales) are dealt with by committee on a quasi-
judicial basis determining applications on their particular merits.

*® Section 7 Local Government & Housing Act 1989.
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