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Dear Steve,
Buckinghamshire Council: Electoral Review – Council Size
I am writing following the meeting of the Standards and General Purposes Committee which met
on the 25 February 2021 to consider Buckinghamshire Council’s response to the Commission’s
first phase of the Electoral Review.
As you will be aware, the Member Working Group has been meeting regularly to consider and to
evaluate different models of governance as well as a significant amount of data. That work
included populating the Council Size Template, which I enclose. In addition to the Template, the
Councillors wanted to set out their evidence and reasoning for the recommended number of
Councillors and to that end I enclose an Options Paper which, as you will note, articulates how
the Member Working Group reached a recommended number of 120.
I am pleased to confirm that the Committee voted by a majority to approve the submission of
the Template and Options paper with the recommendation of the Member Working Group and
for this to stand as the Council’s response.
Could I take the opportunity to thank you, Richard and Jonathan for your assistance in this work.
Members very much valued your input and clarification of a number of issues that arose when
undertaking their deliberations.
From our earlier discussion, I understand that the Commission will be considering the Council’s
submission in May 2021 and I look forward to hearing further from you after your meeting. And
I look forward to working with you for the next phase of the Review.

Obviously, if I can assist with anything in the meantime then do come back to either me or the
Lead Officer, Nick Graham.
Yours sincerely,
Councillor Jonathan Waters

Buckinghamshire Council - Options paper

Council Size Options Paper - Councillor Numbers
Executive Summary
•

In July 2020 the Standards & General Purposes Committee (the Committee)
established a Member Working Group to formulate the Council’s response and
recommendations to the Boundary Commission’s Electoral Review of the Council.
That Working Group has met [X] times since July 2020 and has sought the advice and
guidance of the Boundary Commission in the formulating of this Options paper who
have attended many of its meeting.

•

This Options paper, together with the completed Council size template, is the
culmination of the Working Group’s deliberations and concludes with a
recommendation that the Council should submit to the Commission a proposal for a
Council size of 120 elected Members.

•

The Working Group have set out what it considers to be the key considerations that
has informed its conclusions, including: the future agenda for the Council; its
ambitions concerning the involvement of Members in the strategic direction of the
Council; the Scrutiny and Regulatory functions; and the role of Members as leaders
in their localities. Evidence is provided of comparator unitary Councils largely drawn
from recent data, but also referencing the earlier Ernst & Young report and the
Unitary proposal from the former Buckinghamshire County Council.

•

The Working Group has undertaken an analysis of workload on Councillors by
reference to Council size and outlined their concern that a smaller size could
increase workload to such an extent that it would necessitate a departure from its
‘Member-led’ ambitions.

•

The strong conviction of the Working Group was that Councillors should be drawn
from the widest range of backgrounds, ages, knowledge and experience to better
represent the communities served and that the amount of time required to be an
effective Councillor – to prepare for and attend meetings and attend to casework should not be at a level that is prohibitive, particularly for those who are employed
or in a caring role, or just wish for a balanced life. It should not be considered a fulltime role.

•

In addition, there needs to be a sufficient number of Members to ensure that the
Cabinet is held to account by the Members through the relevant Committees and
with an appropriate level of Scrutiny, but to also create additional Committees and
working groups to cope with future challenges facing Buckinghamshire. The desire

to ensure that Councillors remain directly connected to residents, Town & Parish
Councils, Residents’ Associations and community groups and to further develop and
embed the new Community Boards in Buckinghamshire also necessitates enough
Councillors so as to be fulfilled.
•

120 Councillors would equate to 3,500 electors per Councillor, a number projected
to increase over the next few years, and in line with a number of comparable Unitary
Councils.

Cllr Jonathan Waters
Chairman: Standards & General Purposes Committee
February 2021

Council Size Options Paper - Councillor Numbers
Introduction and General Principles
1. This paper should be read alongside the Local Government Boundary Commission’s
(LGBCE) Council size completed template.
2. Whilst acknowledging that each Council and Council area is different, the Guidance
from the LGBCE makes clear that the determination of the appropriate number of
Councillors for any given Council requires a consideration of the number of factors,
specifically: the size of the Council must enable it ‘to take its decisions effectively, to
discharge the business and responsibilities of the council successfully, and to provide
for effective community leadership and representation’.
3. The Member Working Group of the Council’s Standards & General Purposes
Committee has spent some considerable time considering the data that has
informed the Council size template and sets out below the Group’s thinking and
recommendations on the Council’s requirements in the 3 areas that the LGBCE seeks
to understand: strategic leadership, accountability and community leadership.
4. In setting out the Options below the Member Working Group has been mindful that
the size of the Council must be sufficient to ensure that the Council can fulfil its
statutory functions; but also it is of a size that ensures it is effective, and Councillors
are enabled to make a meaningful and purposeful contribution to the Council’s
political leadership.
5. The paper sets out the Member Working Group’s key considerations in their analysis
of the various issues to determine the appropriate Council size, and what weight
should be given to those considerations. A number of options are examined with a
view to how and whether they meet these key considerations. Whilst there are
number of options, there are two distinct models used. The first model starts from a
proposed number and align the Council’s arrangements. Option 1 references a size
with from benchmarking data taken from data in 2014 and more recent existing or
proposed unitary councils, and Option 2 reviews the number as proposed in the
former County Council’s unitary business case. The second model could be
characterised as a ‘workload’ model, which provides an analysis of the demand on
Councillors in undertaking their role which varies depending on the number of
elected Councillors. 3 options of differing size are considered under this second
model.

Key Considerations
6. It is worth noting that that the total number of Council positions in the legacy
Councils amounted to 236. 34 of those positions were held by dual-hatters (ie, they
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were elected for both the district and county councils) giving a total number of
elected Councillors as 202. 8 of the original cohort of Members no longer hold
positions so the current number of Buckinghamshire Councillor is 194. As from May
2021 it is anticipate that the number of 147 will come into effect.
7. The Working Group have been set the task to review the appropriate number of
Councillors for Buckinghamshire Council. The case for the new Unitary Council was
accepted by the Secretary of State. The decision was to create an initial Council due
to be elected in 2020 now 2021 of 147 Councillors and following that decision the
proposal of 98 made in the original case fell away. The Working Group consider that
their role, in the absence of any other confirmed or adopted number, was to start
from 147 Councillors and review fully the number of Councillors for the
Buckinghamshire Council, looking at all factors that impact the decision afresh.
8. The Member Working Group consider that a sustainable workload for any unitary
Councillor is important whilst retaining links with the community so that Councillors
are able to work in partnership with Parish and Town Councils in particular, but also
with a whole range of other bodies. These links have been key during the Covid-19
crisis and will continue to be in the recovery period, which will now include the
redevelopment of Buckinghamshire’s town centres.
9. The fundamental choice will be to (a) keep the Committee structure unchanged or
(b) to reconsider size and frequency of meetings, particularly the size and nature of
the Community Boards. It is inevitable that elements of the structure will change
and new Committees or working groups will form looking at areas of the Council’s
functions - like the Buckinghamshire Local Plan, for example. The main Committee
Structure is considered robust and will need to be as the Council fits all the parts
together.
The Council’s Changing Agenda
10. The Member Working Group has reviewed the earlier considerations of the Council
size as set out in the reports undertaken in support of the proposal to reorganise
local government within Buckinghamshire. The Group notes that those reports were
commissioned in 2014 and 2016 and considers that the Council’s agenda has
changed significantly during that time and, consequently, as has the demands on
Councillors. That changing agenda has included the following:
(a)

Covid: it has become trite to say that the pandemic has been unprecedented
but the demands on the public sector generally, but also on local authority
front-line services specifically, has been immense, particularly in the front-line
social care functions. The Group consider that a post-Covid local authority will
require a thorough analysis of the role of local authorities and will inevitably
require a reconsideration of the governance arrangements in place and an
identification of service improvements and resources which will need heavy
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Councillor input and guidance to shape the delivery of services to their
communities.
(b)

The environment: the climate change agenda has radically changed in the last
5 years with Councils, including Buckinghamshire, signing up to a radical
reduction in carbon emissions and the development of a climate change
strategy requiring significant changes to the way in which the Council does its
business. Again, close oversight, accountability and strategic direction will be
required by Councillors to succeed in this critical area of work. In addition, the
Council’s ambitious infrastructure projects, including the construction of
highways, housing growth and the rebuilding of town centres (in part suffering
from the economic effects of the pandemic) are all critical matters that the
future Council will be concerned with at least for the next 10 to 15 years.

(c)

Large infrastructure projects: given Buckinghamshire’s location and it being
one of the regions of the UK with the highest productivity, it has been the
focus of a number of planned infrastructure proposal. The biggest
infrastructure project facing the Council is the HS2 project impacting on a
swathe of communities throughout Buckinghamshire. As well as the formal
process of Councillor consultation on the activities of HS2 there are
innumerable issues and concerns raised by communities relating to
construction traffic, highway diversions, noise, protestors, to name a few. As
well as impacting on casework for many years to come, it is considered that
Member involvement will continue and increase during the lifetime of this
project. In addition to HS2 the Government’s East-West Rail Project seeks to
establish a significant and much-needed transport infrastructure connecting
communities between Oxford through to Cambridge, impacting on large parts
of Buckinghamshire. Alongside this, Highways England have advanced plans
for a proposed Oxford to Cambridge Expressway. Although this is currently
paused, proposals are being developed for road projects that will support the
Government’s ambitions for the region. These large-scale projects will facilitate
very significant housing growth in the area, bringing new communities and
extending other local communities which will inevitably place additional
burdens on the elected Membership of the Council.

Allowances & Savings
11. The determination of the appropriate allowances for Councillors is informed by the
Independent Review Panel. The IRP considers are range of factors including:
benchmarking data, surveys, specific demands on Councillor time, whether the
allowance is sufficient compensation to those who might be foregoing paid
employment.
12. At the last review in January 2020, the IRP recommended that it review Councillor
allowances before 2024 and any changes before that next review should match
those paid to officers.
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13. It is acknowledged that a smaller number of Councillor overall will likely result in
financial savings. Using the current figure given for the basic allowances for
Buckinghamshire Councillors by way of an indicative example, the financial costs
range is:
147 x £13,000 = £1,911,000 (post May 2021)
120 x £13,000 = £1,560,000
95 x £13,000 = £1,235,000
14. The basic Member allowance for the 87 Councillors in Cornwall in 20/21 is :
£14,870.50 (total: £1,293,734); for the 98 Councillors in Wiltshire for 20/21 is:
£13,833 (total: £1,355,634).
15. The delivery of the £18m unitary savings included a saving of £635,000 from the
legacy council allowances budgets. The savings achieved from the reduction of the
number of Councillors arising from the formation of the unitary Council was
£156,000.
16. The budget for allowances set out in the unitary business case was £1.4m, assuming
a basic allowance of £14,000 for 98 members. The Council has put this saving on
hold pending the electoral review.
17. Any changes in the number of Councillor will likely trigger a reconsideration by the
IRP who will consider those factors that Councillor will want to emphasise. It is clear
that savings would be a factor that would inform the determination of an
appropriate allowance, and, as the IRP is advisory, it would be a matter from the
new Council to follow or depart from any recommendation should they be
concerned to achieve the savings originally envisaged.
18. However, the Member Working Group does not consider that the number of
Councillors should be dictated by an undue concern about the costs of allowances
and that is was more important to ensure that local communities had a Council that
met their needs and could represent their interest appropriately.
Representation
19. Another key consideration of the Group was to ensure that the Council had strong
representation from across Buckinghamshire, but also to not create committees that
lack focus, or prevent detailed discussion and debate by making them too large.
Some committees may be able to reduce in size if experience dictates this is right,
while others due to workload and the number of working groups, may need to
increase.
20. One example is the Local Planning Committee. Each Committee requires enough
members so that at times when an interest is declared a balanced number of
Councillors remain. Though some may suggest increasing numbers for these
Committees the Member Working Group consider that even at the current 197
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Councillors it would be difficult to find the numbers who would wish to take on this
specialist and ‘heavy-lifting’ role. Currently all wards are not represented on these
committees and nor should this be envisaged in the future.
21. Enabling Members from across the Council to serve on main committees is also
considered important for the unitary Council so as to maintain a balance of
representation from all parts of the Council’s geographical areas. This would require
the development of significant detailed knowledge for each Member if they are to
play a full part in the business of the Committee and any additional working groups.
22. Furthermore, given the size the majority political group on the Council the
proportionality rules mean that significant reductions in the size of committees could
result in some groups or parties not being represented. At present, and pending the
May 2021 elections, a committee would be need to have 11 Members to have the 3
main political groups represented.
Casework
23. It is difficult to judge the level of casework, local issues and queries that will
correlate to size of the Council, but by reducing the number of Councillors
significantly without further support the Member Working Group consider that this
would increase proportionately.
24. From the calculations attached the average hours that will be spent by Councillors
will increase to 32 hours a week, an increase from the current 21 hours, a change of
52%. These hours are significant with the baseline well above the 16 hours initially
estimated.
25. The concern with reducing the number of Councillors significantly would be an
increase in meetings, and an increase in casework. The modelling suggests that
these estimated hours extends to the limits what Councillors can achieve. This
reduction in engagement would cut across a key commitment to residents. As
already stated, workload is a significant factor if those with other commitments are
to be encouraged to make up a significant number of Buckinghamshire’s Members.
26. It is acknowledged that time Councillors devote to casework is very much dictated by
the particular demands of a locality. The type and nature of the issues in a rural
community differ from those in more urban areas, but Members considered that the
frequency and volume of matters that those in more rural wards had to address (fly
tipping, planning enforcement, flooding, highway related matters, HS2) matched
those of their counterparts in larger conurbations where often the focus was on
social welfare issues, anti-social behaviour, support for the vulnerable etc.
Community Boards
27. The Member Working Group acknowledge that Community Boards account for a
significant commitment of Councillors’ time. In the future the Council needs to
review attendance at the 16 Community Boards after the boundary changes and
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ensure that no Councillor covers more than one Community Board. Each Community
Board equals 15 meetings a year, for example Penn Wood and Old Amersham ward
currently has three Community Boards in its area. This equates to 45 meetings a
year and is not sustainable alongside other local commitments, including the
attendance at Parish Councils.
28. Community Boards are a major platform for local engagement of the new
Buckinghamshire Council and to be successful needs commitment from all the Local
Councillors. The concern is that if the number of Councillors reduce the workload will
increase further, requiring members to be part of most focused working groups
created by the Community Board. The Group acknowledge the Community Boards
are in their initial phase and have developed with their own distinct autonomy and
character. They will need to develop further with the likely resumption of face to
face engagement with residents. However, the vision for these Boards should not be
limited to just a forum for debate and consultation but could stimulate direct action
in localities.
29. Annex 1 is a document ‘Introducing Community Boards’ which set out the Council’s
approach to the Community Boards, including their purpose, membership, budget
and operating principles alongside how they are supported by officers.
30. Community Boards have now been in operation for 9 months of the new Council’s
existence and have been well-received amongst Councillors and their communities.
As well as providing direct input into community leadership, the Boards have been
involved in critical projects ranging from Climate Change to community resilience
and health and well-being. For much of 2020 the Boards have provided vital support
to the vulnerable in their communities during Covid-19. Annex 2 is a set of slides
from a recent presentation on how Boards are working in practice, the projects that
they are involved in and how they are making an impact on their communities and
the Council – together with how Councillors are involved with them.
31. Buckinghamshire has 169 Parish and Town Councils with many Members regularly
attending a number of Parishes in their area. The Council has committed itself to a
comprehensive Charter outlining its commitment to localities through this Charter
(Annex 3). This Charter has been co-produced with Parish & Town Councils and has
been widely circulated for consultation. Community Board alignment with Parish &
Town Councils was considered a significant benefit and facilitated a forum where
issues of mutual interest could be raised and, where appropriate, resources and
assistance could be aligned without trespassing on Parish & Town Council
responsibilities and duties. This was in addition to getting good, local responses and
input into Council decisions.
32. Notwithstanding the evident time commitment, the Member Working Group were
of the view that significant attendance and engagement will continue to be required
by Councillors. The Community Boards have large delegated budgets, and scope for
offering grants to local groups through a range of sub-committees. This involves a
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lot of extra work on matters that are of considerable importance to local
communities.
Scrutiny
33. It was an ambition of the unitary Council as articulated in the former County
Council’s business case, that the new Council have robust scrutiny arrangements to
ensure transparency and accountability.
34. The Working Group acknowledge that the Council is a very complex organization
with, for example, over 1700 property assets and trading estates which raised £1012m p.a. in revenue. It was important to have Councillor oversight of the this work
both to ensure democratic accountability but also to utilize the specific skills that
Members had.
35. The current arrangements for Scrutiny provide for:
•
•
•
•
•
•

Children & Education
Health & Adult Social Care
Transport, Economy, Climate Change
Communities & Localism
Growth, Infrastructure & Housing
Finance & Resources (including Budget Scrutiny Inquiry)

36. These have a wide-ranging remit and are involved in detailed analysis of Cabinet
proposals. They have extensive work programmes and the respective Chairman
meet regularly with relevant Cabinet Members and Directors to consider how they
can remain effective and add value to the Council. They currently have 15 Members
reflecting a broad representation from a range of Members and political groups.
37. The Council has a large Scrutiny function forged out of a commitment to invest in a
culture of challenge and improvement. The model adopted allows the Select
Committees to broadly align with the political portfolios of the Cabinet and so hold
Cabinet Members to account on a wide range of issues, seen as essential given the
significant change agenda for Buckinghamshire. The current size of the committees
is proportionate to the total number we currently have. Another option would be to
reduce membership size, to say, 10 and have the option of co-opting external
stakeholders onto the committees where appropriate. Reducing the number of
committees is also an option but having fewer than 5 would limit the work
programme. As well as the ‘challenge and improvement role’ the Member Working
Group were also keen to involve Councillors in the role of policy formation as a way
of non-Executive Members being able to influence the development of key decisions.
38. It is considered that alternative approaches – such a one committee commissioning
smaller task and finish groups, or broader committees covering, say, people and
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place – would similarly not have the capacity to cover the significant work
programme.
39. The rationale for the current approach follows the Centre for Governance and
Scrutiny’s guidance – The Good Scrutiny Guide. That sets out the principles of good
scrutiny: (1) critical friend challenge (2) hearing the voice of the public (3)
independence (4) drive improvement. It is considered that the current approach to
Scrutiny fulfils those principles as well as the broader values of accountability,
transparency and involvement.
Strategic involvement
40. Members need to have the time to engage with the development of the strategy and
the big picture for the Council as this is where the largest area of delivery, and
impact is made on the community by the Council. Each Member needs to have time
to input into the major areas of work for the Council and the thinking that goes
behind that delivery. Through their involvement of with Committees and subcommittees, Councillors are keen to influence the development of Local Plans,
affordable housing etc. A lower number of Councillors would run the risk of leaving
the key areas of responsibility to the Executive and Officers with very little input
from Members. The Member Working Group want a Member-led Council and the
number of Councillors will be the defining element of this.
41. At paragraphs 27 – 31 is a reference to the work of the Community Boards. In
addition to being a key focus of community leadership, the Boards also feed into
strategic decisions making as is evident from slides attached at Annex 2 and the way
in which the Boards acts as both the way in which Council delivers its priorities at a
local level, but also feeding back key issues from communities which inform the
strategic direction of the Council.
42. Furthermore, many Members are formally involved with the Council’s key strategic
partners, for example, holding key appointments on the Health & Wellbeing Board
and the Fire Authority as well as regular involvement with bodies such as the Clinical
Commissioning Group, Buckinghamshire Business First and the Local Enterprise
Partnership. To ensure continued and meaningful participation in these strategic
partners it is considered essential that there are sufficient Councillors with sufficient
availability.
43. In addition, the Council and its Committees has been keen to establish working
groups to consider key aspects of the Council business. The Member Working Group
for the Electoral Review is a case in point, but additional Group have been formed to
look at the Constitution, HS2, the Council’s Highways Maintenance Contract to name
a few.
44. The Group were also aware that Councillor not only have a lot of experience and
knowledge of their local communities, but their involvement in the regulatory work
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of the Council – eg, planning, licensing – requires a degree of specialism only
acquired with good training and over a period of time.
45. Immersion in the detail of that work is considered critical to be able to ensure
competent and lawful decisions however it is acknowledged that that commitment
impacts on Councillor time.
Meeting arrangements
46. Having a larger number of Councillors does raise the difficulty of running the Full
Council meeting where all members attend. Larger numbers make this more difficult
and would require the procedures for the meeting being reviewed to ensure that
questions could be asked and motions debated fully. This is not impossible to fix with
learning from other Councils of a similar size.
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Council size - Options
Option 1

47. Table 1 identifies recently established unitary councils alongside the relative
projected population size for their area and either their actual, or proposed
Councillor number. The most obvious comparators for Buckinghamshire is: Cornwall
with a projected population size of 449,000, with 89 Councillors; West Northants –
441,000 population and 93 Councillors; Wiltshire with 417, 000 population and 98
Councillors.
48. Whilst there are other Councils (eg, Durham) with a similar population size which
have 120+ Councillors, the decisions of the LGBCE in the last 10 year have been
significantly lower than that number. Birmingham, for example, have a projected
population of over 813,000 and have reduced their size to 101 Members. Other
recent decisions for Unitary Councils have not been over 100 Members.

Authority

BCP

Total
electorate
(at time of
review)

301,183
(2018)
Birmingham
728,730
(2015)
Buckinghamshire 419,552
(2019)
Cornwall
425,514
(2016)
Dorset
295,195
(2018)
Durham
407,527
(2011)
North Northants 343,614
(2018)
(population)
West Northants 401,996
(2018)
(population)
Wiltshire
367,686
(2018)

Forecast
Proposed Proposed
electorate Wards
Council
size

Area
(sq
mi)

309,792
(2023)
813,981
(2021)
427,057
(2026)
449,182
(2023)
308,050
(2023)
411,788
(2016)

417,228
(2024)

Average
electors
per
councillor
(at time
of
review)
3,963

Average
electors
per
councillor
(forecast)

Last
review
date

4,076

2018

33

76

62.3

69

101 (-19)

103.4 7,215

8,059

2016

49

120 (-27)

604

2,854

3,496

2021

87

87 (-36)

1,375 4,891

5,163

2018

52

82

3,600

3,757

2018

63

126

859

3,234

3,268

2011

26

78

380.9 3,186

4,405

N/A

31

93

531.8 3,186

4,322

N/A

98

98

1,346 3,752

4,257

2019

Table 1
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49. On the basis of the recent previous decisions of the LGBCE alone, it could be argued
that the appropriate size for Buckinghamshire falls within a range of 87 to 98
Members. Taking that as a starting point inevitably requires a review of what can
reasonably be expected of Councillors in terms of meeting attendance and size of
committees whilst still ensuring that the Council met its statutory functions and
Members played a purposeful role.
50. Recently the Secretary of State for Housing and Local Government confirmed that 3
further unitary proposals could go forward for approval: Somerset, North Yorkshire
and Cumbria.
51. As a further comparator, Table 2 below identifies the proposed number of
Councillors together with the associated electorate, and electors per Councillor for
these new authorities. (It should be noted that these numbers are proposals and
these Councils will be subject to an electoral review before the final number is
determined.)

Council
North Yorks
Somerset
Cumbria

Cllr Number
90
100
84

Electorate
?
430,171
392,191

Electors per Cllr
6850
4302
4669
Table 2

52. These newly proposed authorities suggest that an appropriate range for a similar
sized electorate might extend the Council size to 100 Members.
53. The published unitary proposal for Somerset, as an example, acknowledges that
there is a risk with a smaller number of Councillors of a democratic deficit, this risk
can be mitigated by appropriate representations on their Local Area Committees and
significant delegations to their many (218) Town and Parish Councils. All the
authorities’ proposals acknowledge consolidating the number of Councillors requires
a detailed consideration of appropriate officer support and assistance to enable
them to fulfil their role.
54. By way of a further comparison Table 3 below sets out a comparison of the number
of Committees that non-executive Member sit on, using data from
Buckinghamshire’s current frequency and size of Committee meetings. This gives an
indication of how decision-making arrangements might need to change if the
number of Councillors were reduced to below 100.
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Wiltshire
Frequency Size
Scrutiny
Area Planning
Audit
Licensing
Community
Boards

6-8
10 - 15
5
5
5–8

13 - 15
8 - 11
12
12
3-9

West
Northants
Freque Size
ncy

Cornwall

Bucks

Frequency Size

Freque
ncy
15
5
13 - 15 12
8
2
15
5
4
2-4

Size

6
12
6
4
4

15
12
12
15
6 - 27

Table 3
55. Whilst Scrutiny, Area Planning Committees, Audit and Licensing are broadly
comparable in terms of frequency of meeting and size, it is notable that there is a
considerably fewer Members who attend Community Boards/Community network
meetings. Cornwall have a total of 19 Community Network Panels. (It is assumed
that attendance on outside bodies and Parish & Town Council meetings would also
be broadly comparable across the Councils considered.)
56. The Member Working Group acknowledge that the LGBCE assessment of what is the
appropriate size Council for Buckinghamshire will not be based on comparator data
but will be considered on the criteria set out in paragraphs 2 and 4 above. However,
the Working Group noted that the earlier proposals regarding Council size had been
based on a comparison of similar Councils and gave a context to the earlier size
proposals. The Working Group further noted the more recent decisions of the
LGBCE. Having regard to the comparator data has led the Working Group to
consider further why Buckinghamshire Council distinguishes itself from the way in
which other Council’s would fulfil the criteria of strategic leadership, accountability
and community leadership, as outlined in the key considerations above and the
recommendations below.

Ernst & Young proposal

57. In 2014, Buckinghamshire Business First, on behalf of the business community in
Buckinghamshire, commissioned Ernst & Young to develop a strategic business case
for the reorganisation of local government in Buckinghamshire. Whilst undertaken
some 6 years ago, the context for the Ernst & Young report was ‘on-going reductions
in the amount of resources Councils have to deliver services and increased demand …
[predicated to] result in a national funding gap of £16.5 billion by 2020. Our own
analysis demonstrates that by 2016, without intervention, the funding gap in
Buckinghamshire could reach £40m per year’.
58. Due to the efforts of the legacy Councils the anticipated concern regarding the
funding gap did not materialise although there remain some uncertainties over the
future funding of local authorities with only a short-term financial settlement
outlined by Government. Post Covid-19 there is the real possibility that local
government is likely to face similar on-going reductions in funding.
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59. The focus of the Ernst & Young report is the savings that could result from
reorganising local government, including savings attached to a single unitary which
was ultimately approved by Government. It was hoped at the time that with the
harmonisation of Council Tax this would result in reduced Council Tax payments for
residents. The report further maintained that a unitary Council would bring other
tangible benefits, such as: (a) having a greater strategic impact with simpler
organisational structures (eg, a unified planning authority; a single housing strategy)
which would contribute to an enhanced economy; (b) having a greater locality focus
by abolishing municipal boundaries in favour of natural communities alongside a
simpler delivery model for services ; and (c) having a greater opportunity to develop
more local democratic accountability.
60. Appendix 2 to the EY report addresses council size. Factors considered at that time
were: the ratio of electors to Councillors; benchmarking data from other authorities;
unique features of Buckinghamshire; and LGBCE guidance.
61. Of note is that, in EY’s view, the benefits to be derived from a unitary Council could
be achieved with a relatively low number of Councillors. The report does not
analyse the detail of the likely anticipated number of Committees, or Councillor’s
time commitment, but it does include comparisons with other Councils on a range of
measures, including electorate size; electors per Councillor and geographical area.
62. Table 4 set out a comparison by electorate size placing Buckinghamshire in the upper
quartile of authorities nationally.

Table 4
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63. Table 5 below shows a comparator for democratic representation for single-tier
councils outside London. The red line identifies the range of electors per Councillor
based on electorates of 400,000.

Table 6 show the number of Councillor relative to geographical size.

Table 5

Table 6
64. Noting that ‘an indicative 65 member council would put Buckinghamshire nearer the
mean of single tier upper tier councils outside London in terms of the ratio of
councillors and area’.
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65. But considering the factors of electorate size, democratic representation and
geographical areas, the report’s conclusion is that ‘the optimal size of a future
unitary authority in Buckinghamshire would be between 65 and 80 elected members’.
66. A copy of the EY report is at Annex 4.
67. Summary: benchmarking data from comparable size Councils from the (historic) data
in the EY report, from decisions of the LGBCE on unitary Councils in the recent past
and on the newly proposed unitary authorities in 2020 suggests the appropriate
number of Councillors could be set at below 100, within a range from 65 – 100.
68. It is the view of the Member Working Group that taking the benchmarking data
alone as the basis of determining the appropriate size does not adequately address
the workload that will fall to a smaller number of Councillors and greater delegations
to Parishes or officers is not considered compatible with a Member-led authority.
There is also insufficient consideration given to the democratic deficit that will arise
by having fewer Councillors and smaller committees.

Option 2 – Unitary Proposal

69. Modernising Local Government in Buckinghamshire was published in September
2016 and set out the business case for a single unitary Council for Buckinghamshire.
Reference is made to the earlier EY report throughout. The 2016 Report was the
proposal formally approved by Government. The business case set out the aims for
Buckinghamshire with a vision for single tier of local government that: had a single
voice; was more local; had better public services and provided better value for
money, as well as contributing to public sector reform more generally with other
partners.
70. The detailed report set out the drivers for change and the way a unitary Council
would be well-placed to meet future challenges, including a greater level of annual
revenue savings, a single accountable body to the public and the delivery of a
comprehensive offer to communities.
71. The business case sets out in some detail the blueprint for a new single unitary
Council including the governance arrangements. As proposed, the business case
envisaged that local Members would play a pivotal role between the Council and
residents, with the Council providing the necessary support for their expanded
community leadership role. Engagement with Community Boards, town and parish
Councils would become an important part of the role of a unitary Councillor.
Training and development, digital and ICT and administrative support were seen as
enabling Councillors to meet the demands of their role and to make it ‘as easy as
possible for those with full-time day-time commitments to serve as an elected
councillor’ meetings would be arranged appropriately.
72. For the transition period to the new unitary it was proposed that the number of
Councillors would be 98. The business case acknowledged that this was higher than
the number set out in the Buckinghamshire Business First/EY report offering a more
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straightforward approach in terms of a boundary review ‘and would also ensure
sufficient capacity to lead the council during a period of transformation’.
73. The report acknowledges that the dividing of the County Council’s 49 divisions into
two would create 98 single Member wards was a simple way to achieve the
reduction. It would also mean reducing the Councillor number by 138 and
contributing a £1.2 million saving, which would increase to a saving of £1.6 million
with a reduction in the number of overall committees and support. (This would
appear to be a similar approach in the newly proposed unitary Council for Cumbria
where the adoption of (in their case) 1 Unitary Member for each of the County
wards was seen as the simplest and most administratively convenient arrangement
with the advantage of making significant savings.)
74. Appendix 3 of the business case gives more detail on the proposed governance
model. There are 8 guiding principles in determining the governance arrangements
for the new unitary Council reflected in the report. These are:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Representation of all communities
Transparent and open decision-making
Responsiveness to the needs and ambitions of local communities
Accountability to local residents, communities and businesses
Robust assurance and regulation of the use of public funding and assets
Scrutiny of services
Strong partnership
Civic leadership and pride in Buckinghamshire which respects values of local
communities and heritage

75. In terms of decision-making, there is a strong emphasis on consultation and that
local Councillors and Community Boards are properly consulted on proposals that
have a local impact and that communities are able to inform area and strategic
planning decisions.
76. To realise these aspirations, it was proposed that the structure and composition of
the key Committees would be as follows:
•
•
•
•
•

10 Cabinet Members (for the first term; fewer for a ‘steady state’)
5 Strategic Scrutiny Committees (supplemented by the local scrutiny by the
Community Boards)
Strategic Sites and 5 Area Planning Committees
Regulatory Committees – pensions, licensing, senior appointments, audit
19 Community Boards

77. A copy of the former Buckinghamshire County Council business case for the unitary
Council is at Annex 5.
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78. Summary: extensive consideration was given by the former County Council as to the
appropriate decision-making arrangements that the unitary Council should adopt
with an emphasis on strong relationships with local communities and robust scrutiny
and accountability. Whilst no detail was provided as the size of the key Committees,
each Councillor was eligible for appointment on decision-making Committees and
Community Boards.
79. The Member Working Group applaud the vision in 2016 for the unitary Council,
however, in the line with the comment on Option 1, the post-April 2020 reality for
Councillors is a heavy workload to facilitate and bring into effect that original vision.
It is considered that the desire to ensure robust scrutiny, proper accountability, and
good relationships with localities requires a higher number of Councillors than that
original envisaged in the County Council model. The Working Group also were of the
view that 2016 business case had advocated a number of changes and, also, savings
arising from a reduction in the number of Councillors; however, since then the
landscape for public authorities had changed significantly. The pandemic has meant
a rethink of the role of pubic authorities generally, but in addition the reality of the
obligations on Councillors in undertaking the work of unitary Council (the
Community Boards is one example) was significantly underestimated and the original
proposal for 98 Councillors was considered unrealistic.

The Workload Model

80. This model envisages 3 options ranging from 90 – 140 Councillors as an appropriate
size for the Council. In Annex 6 to this Options Paper is a set of calculations which
provide a broad outline of the workload and commitment required of Councillors
currently and sets out three options with alternative numbers.
81. The key considerations that have informed Options 3 – 5 are as follows:

•
•
•

•

Councillors should be drawn from the widest range of backgrounds, ages, knowledge
and experience to better represent the communities served.
The amount of time required to become a Councillor should not be at a level that is
prohibitive, particularly for those who are employed or in a caring role, or just wish
for a balanced life. It should not be considered a full-time role.
Councillors should come from the community and be part of the community (local
government should be local) and a Councillor needs to be accessible to their
residents when issues arise, and not remote. It was considered that the
establishment of the unitary Council the number of 147 Councillors was deemed an
appropriate number where this connection could be maintained as a first step in the
amalgamation of all the councils.
The Cabinet needs to be held to account by the Members through its Committees
and with an appropriate level of Scrutiny. There needs to be enough Councillors to
cover the current core structure and, where the need arises, to create additional
Committees to cope with future challenges facing Buckinghamshire.
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•
•

•
•

The Cabinet will be made up of ten members, but some portfolios will need Deputies
to assist due to the scale of the role. In the main, these would be considered as a
full-time commitment.
There is a concern that casework increases with the reduction of the number of
Councillors. If this becomes too great then the ability for a Member to significantly
play a part in building the strategy of the Council reduces, and more powers are
delegated to Officer discretion. For the smooth running of the Council it is
acceptable to delegate powers to the Officers, but this should be done out of choice,
not necessity, and where it is appropriate.
Allowances will be reviewed taking into account the number of Councillors and be
relative to the workload reducing additional cost.
If the number of Councillors was set at 120, this would equate to 3,500 electors per
Councillor, a number projected to increase over the next few years, and in line with a
number of comparable Unitary Councils.

82. The calculations and assumptions sheet in Annex 6 give three options, which gives an
indication of the time commitment on Councillors depending on the Option chosen.
Option 3 notes the impact on Councillor time-commitment if the number were fixed
at 90. Option 4 envisages 120 Members, and Option 5 sets out the impact at 140
Members.
83. Summary: the work of Councillors is demanding but must be sustainable in order for
it to be carried out effectively and so as to attract candidates for elected office from
a diverse background. The modelling provided suggests that with a lower number of
Councillors using current commitments there is a danger that the role will become
unsustainable.
84. The Member Working Group were unanimously of the view that the new Council
brought with it greater challenges on individual Councillor time and commitment
and that to fulfil the original vision and realise the benefits of local government
reorganisation for Buckinghamshire, and afford appropriate and proportionate
representation for communities, the number of Councillors required was higher than
originally envisaged. Accepting that a Council size had to be practically and
administratively manageable, the Member Working Group considered that 120
Councillors would be the appropriate size.

Recommendation:
85. The Member Working Group have given close scrutiny to key considerations that
ought to inform the Commissions determination of the appropriate size for the
Council. Significant weight has been given to a range of issues which the Member
Working Group consider will meet the Commissions requirement ‘to discharge the
business and responsibilities of the council successfully, and to provide for effective
community leadership and representation’. Those issues include the new Council’s
demanding agenda over the next few years; the Council’s ambition to ensure
involvement of communities through its Community Boards; the desire to have
18

accountability and transparency through its Select Committees and to ensure
Councillors involvement in both the strategic and regulatory work of the Council.
86. Noting that the decisions of the Commission in the recent past have rarely exceeded
the 100 number, having considered the feedback from Councillors and analysed the
time demands in fulfilling their role in the new unitary Council, the Member Working
Group consider that a higher number of Councillors is required to meet the
objectives the Council has set for itself.
87. The Working Group has reviewed the information and the key considerations and
have considered the hard evidence on key matters such as: the work of Cabinet
Members, and the work on Committees, Community boards, Parish Councils,
Casework, developing expertise, inputting into Strategy and the many other things
that form part of the role of being an effective Councillor. To assist the decisionmaking they have evaluated metrics on how this role changes as Councillor numbers
reduce. This has helped guide the Working Group towards a number and
comparison of the options. The analysis demonstrate a number of tipping points in
the work of a Councillor and the impact they can have, especially where the
workload could act as a disincentive to younger working people and those with
young families or acting as carers to take on this role. There is also the impact on the
level of connection with local communities. The Working Group consider that a
point would be reached where decisions are delegated not out of choice but through
necessity. The analysis gives us an indication of these tipping points and although
this cannot give a precise answer it does demonstrate a point differentiation. These
tipping points significantly change what a Councillor can achieve for the community
they serve.
88. Balancing the considerations as set out above the Member Working Group
recommend that the Standards Committee should propose Option 4 (a number of
120) to the LGBCE as the appropriate Council size for Buckinghamshire Council.

END
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Creating community conversations
Introducing Community Boards
02/03/21
02/03/21
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1

Community
boards will bring
the council and
community
together to find
creative ways of
improving their
local area
BUCKINGHAMSHIRE COUNCIL

Creating community conversations
 This is an exciting new initiative backed by £3.9 million to
make a real difference to local communities
 16 Community Boards will:
 Enable local conversations about local priorities
 Identify needs within local communities and work to
produce creative solutions
 Represent the voices of local people
 Be creative in how thoughts, ideas and
suggestions are captured
 Take a collaborative approach
 Explore areas of interest
 Influence decision making and delivery
of public services
 Support Covid-19 local recovery
BUCKINGHAMSHIRE COUNCIL

How will Community Boards work









We want them to be vibrant, creative and take action locally
Mixture of core meetings and working groups
Focused working groups will explore and deliver projects on specific issues
Engage with the community in lots of different ways to collect ideas and focus
on what matters to them the most
Involve a wide membership that provides valuable intelligence, helping to
understand and respond to local need
Using technology and getting creative to be inclusive
A tailored approach for each board
Good links back into the council

BUCKINGHAMSHIRE COUNCIL

Who is involved
Anyone can support their community by getting involved with a Community Board

BUCKINGHAMSHIRE COUNCIL

Public engagement is key


We are creating a space and facility for community conversations
on local issues



Engaging with the public will be a key element of this



The boards and the issues they are working on will be open and
accessible to all



They will bring people together to work on specific projects,
initiatives or look into local issues together



Involving people across the whole community, making use of their
skills and knowledge to make real change



Using innovative and audience specific tools to engage on
different topics, priorities and projects, for example:

Focus groups Petitions Online forums Social media Polls
BUCKINGHAMSHIRE COUNCIL

Working with our partners
 No one organisation can solve complex problems
 We have a wide range of partners in Buckinghamshire and we’re
excited about this new way of working
 Local partners will be key to making the boards effective
 Have seen an impressive community spirit in Buckinghamshire
 We will build on the great connections made already
 Sharing data, insight and resources to make a real difference
 Local recovery plans focused on understanding local need
 We will be making connections and reaching out over the
coming weeks to talk about and co-design how to get involved
BUCKINGHAMSHIRE COUNCIL

‘Over recent weeks we have worked hard to strengthen
partnership working, building capacity and coalescence
around common issues. Right from the start of
lockdown we’ve helped those who need it and just get
things done.
Its critically important that we continue to foster,
nurture and develop partnerships - there’s no doubt the
Community Boards will support this way of working.
The Chairman and Coordinators will be mindful of the
expertise, knowledge and leverage that the voluntary
sector has. I see the Clare Foundation working closely
with the Coordinators, helping with issues, coalescing
and hosting other key partners and organisations to
make things happen

Martin Gallagher
Chief Executive Officer
BUCKINGHAMSHIRE COUNCIL

Relationship building is all about leadership and
creativity in addressing issues and setting clearly
achievable objectives. In our case I’d like the Clare
Foundation to be talking to the boards, finding out local
needs, building capacity and creating roundtable type
workshops with the appropriate VCS organisations,
charities and any other organisation that is fit for
purpose.’

‘The Community Boards bring a new
opportunity to work together more effectively
to address directly local issues, and for us as a
service to identify any new or emerging risks
enabling a more effective and timely response
to concerns raised. Additionally we would be
keen to work with communities to equip them
with the capability for increased local resilience.
These boards will provide a forum for
strengthening the working between multiple
partners and enable us to refresh how the
partnership engages, which will provide the best
benefit for the public.

David Norris
Head of Prevention,
Response & Resilience

BUCKINGHAMSHIRE COUNCIL

Our service would like improve our integration
with communities, and to work in partnership to
address local matters at source. Our Community
Safety staff will be available to support the setup of the community boards and share our
understanding of how best we can help
communities.’

Community Board Budgets
 Overall budget for community boards is £3.9m:
£1.5m Community Area Priorities Fund
£500K Health & Wellbeing Fund
£1.9m Local Infrastructure Fund
 Budgets based on population, levels of deprivation and proposed
housing growth
 Coronavirus Councillor Crisis Fund £250k and an additional £50k
from Rothschild Foundation has been allocated to support local
initiatives across the county
 Budgets will be allocated to projects that directly address agreed
local priorities and represent good value for money
 Local organisations will be able to apply online for funds for
projects that address the agreed local priorities
BUCKINGHAMSHIRE COUNCIL

New Highways conversations
 Highways and network improvement conversations will take place
outside of the formal meetings in new focused sub groups
 2 meetings a year in each of the north, central and south areas with
senior highways officers providing a more strategic approach to
maintenance concerns like pot holes, gullies, grass cutting, weeding
and trees
 Smaller sub groups will address local network improvement issues in
the community board area like road safety, traffic calming, parking
(waiting) restrictions
 This will give residents, community groups and local organisations the
opportunity to discuss in detail with the right people
 Other elements of transport such as growth, strategy, sustainable
transport and passenger services would still continue to interact with
community boards
BUCKINGHAMSHIRE COUNCIL

The benefits of a more focused approach
 Opportunities for Town and Parish Councils and residents to
report and track issues via fix my street
 Opportunities for Town and Parish Councils and
Buckinghamshire councillors to meet 3 times a year (including
the TfB conference) with senior highways officers to discuss
issues more strategically
 Prevents community boards becoming too dominated by
highways issues
 More efficient use of LATs and Senior Managers time and
ensures expertise in focused sessions
 The opportunity to invite a highways officer to a formal
Community Board to address a specific issue is still available
BUCKINGHAMSHIRE COUNCIL

How you can work with community
boards
• We want to have a two way conversation with
services about issues that come up through
community boards, share the key priority areas and
projects that boards identify and involve you in
those where relevant and necessary
• We’re asking that you also keep us involved in and
aware of consultations and local engagement plans
and proposals
BUCKINGHAMSHIRE COUNCIL

Where are we so far
• Chairmen and coordinators in place
• Initial introduction meetings in July

• Start of the conversation
• Looking a local area and health profiles
• Identifying key areas of focus

• Coordinators engaging with local community, setting
up action groups to explore areas of focus
• Wider public engagement and official launch to take
place throughout September
• September meetings to be more inclusive and
recorded
BUCKINGHAMSHIRE COUNCIL

Key themes
• Each boards will have a series of priorities based on their area and local
needs. They will build an action plan to explore and address these with
their community.
• Boards have identified interim areas of focus and are engaging with
people and organisations in their community.
These include:
• Covid 19 recovery
• Transport and Road safety
• Improving the environment
• Health and wellbeing
• Supporting older and vulnerable people
• Young People
BUCKINGHAMSHIRE COUNCIL

Community board coordinators
Will:
 Be dedicated to championing the local area
 Be the driving force for a new style of collaborative working which
stretches far beyond traditional meetings
 Be creative at collating local voices and supporting informal discussions
 Develop a board action plan that helps tackle issues
 Support local devolution conversations
 Be the connector to engage local partners, groups and organisations
 Energise the boards and harness ideas
 Work closely with the Chairman
For more information on the 16 Community Board areas, chairmen and
coordinators visit https://www.buckinghamshire.gov.uk/community-andsafety/improving-your-local-community/
BUCKINGHAMSHIRE
COUNCIL
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Community boards

An update on the progress of Buckinghamshire Community Boards including examples from
Community Board chairs and coordinators

1.

Welcome

2.

Community Boards: Seven months on

3.

The role of the chair

4.

Gareth Williams, Cabinet Member Communities and Public Health
Claire Hawkes, Service Director Localities and Strategic Partnerships
Arif Hussain, Chairman High Wycombe Community Board
Anne Wight, Chairman Wing and Ivinghoe Community Board

The role of the coordinator

Amy Jenner, Aylesbury Community Board Coordinator
Jack Pearce, Beeches Community Board Coordinator

5. The journey continues

Gareth Williams, Cabinet Member Communities and Public Health

6. Questions
BUCKINGHAMSHIRE COUNCIL

Working together: Local voices, local choices, local action
Community boards aim to:
Put people at the heart of everything we do and
be a council that thinks local.
Create vibrant, inclusive and creative communityled partnerships that actively improve the lives of
people living and working in Buckinghamshire.
Celebrate and understand the diversity of our
local communities, giving local people a voice and
empowering councillors and communities to
influence local services design and delivery.

BUCKINGHAMSHIRE COUNCIL

Our vision for community boards
Collaboration

Activity

Lots of people from across the
community coming together to
understand and build a picture of local
need and exploring solutions. ‘Everyone
is welcome’ ethos. Fully representative of
the local community, working together
with key partners to make Bucks a great
place live, work and grow up.

Dedicated local go to

A key local link between the council and
community, championing their local area and
an ambassador of community needs. Trusted
and well known in the area. A friendly
community ear, open to exploring ideas and
opportunities for the local area. Networking,
facilitating and signposting as well as building
fantastic local relationships and making things
happen.

BUCKINGHAMSHIRE COUNCIL

Boards established as the place to talk with a
focus on being local. Community feels
ownership and actively drives discussion.
Wide variety of activity including smaller pop
up creative initiatives as well as deep dives to
get under skins of local issues. Informed by
data and insight to deliver projects that meet
local need and matter to their local
community. Open to the art of the possible.

Meetings

Innovative inclusive approach to 5 active public
meetings with excellent representation.
Considerable activity outside formal meetings
with range of thematic working groups that are
the ‘engine room’. Extensive community
engagement gathering critical intelligence and
views to feed into discussions.

Impact

Feedback demonstrates the positive
impact on priority areas. Local data and
intelligence shows greatly improved
outcomes for local people. Boards
recognised nationally as good practice
examples of localism. Able to leverage
external funding.

Engagement

Lots of community conversations to enable the
local voice to be heard and empowered to be
involved in things that matter to them. Effective,
vibrant and diverse communication channels to
keep people informed and involved. Innovative
engagement tools to gather peoples’ thoughts.
Boards well known in their area.
Council wide approach to using local boards for
early engagement on potential service design or
change.

Local Face of the Council

• 16 Community Boards are at the heart of our commitment to localism
• Essential way of delivering our council priorities at a local level
• Critical part of knowing our communities well
• Invaluable insight by listening and feeding back into the council

Addressing
local priorities
& need

Local voice, on
the ground
insight

Community Boards
Local
conversation;
channel for
local comms &
consultation

BUCKINGHAMSHIRE COUNCIL

Community led
solutions

The boards are brand new
•

They have started their journey and because of Covid lost significant planning time

•

Launched in July 2020 – team of newly recruited chairs, vice-chairs and coordinators – all of
whom had to hit the ground running and learn the ropes on the job!

•

Over the summer the new service created a back office (3 staff teams) and some comms to
have a more formal launch in September and enable the boards to begin considering local
priorities and release funding. This would not normally be the timetable!

•

Great public health and local profile data to help priority setting conversations

•

It’s a new way of working that we’re all getting used to – culture change for all, the council
and partners

•

Some stakeholders really embracing the boards and giving really good feedback. We know
some are feeling the loss of the LAF structure. Evidence of Town and parish councils coming
on board and engaging in their local boards – still more to do

•

Lots of partners and community groups involved in boards and keen to work together –
opportunity to do more

•

Embracing digital - engaging and including the community through online and recorded
meetings, getting used to more innovative engagement tools and virtual working groups.
Better attendance than drafty village halls – people can catch up or pop in for part of the
meeting.

•

Stepping into digital comms – a number of boards have Facebook pages and setting up enewsletters to keep people informed and involved

•

Summary progress dashboards for each board in place and council reports being planned

•

Had some excellent use of funds clearly linked to council priorities. Some good use of services
driving council priorities through boards for local buy in

•

The board set up has enabled a swift local focus in emergencies – Cllr crisis fund, Buckingham
floods

BUCKINGHAMSHIRE COUNCIL

Amersham Board at the market

“ It takes time to create a
new infrastructure. Great
to see your boards have
started and you’ve had
do introduce something
new in a pandemic too.
Although it will be tricky
at first keep going, its
worth it!”
Durham

Localities & Strategic Partnerships is also brand new
Localities and Strategic
Partnerships is a brand new
service area that includes:
• Community safety
• 16 Community Boards
• Community
engagement and
development
• Specialist projects team
• Town and Parish liaison
• Voluntary and
Community Sector
Partnerships
• Devolution
• Welfare team
• Helping hands
BUCKINGHAMSHIRE COUNCIL

Strategic oversight and planning
Service Director, Head of Service, Service Development

Community board teams
Manager: Marco
Dias manages the
coordinators in:

Manager: Simon
Garwood
manages the
coordinators in:

Manager: Kama
Wager
manages the
coordinators in:

•
•

Haddenham and
Waddesdon
Buckingham and
Villages

•
•

Chesham and
villages
Wendover and
Villages

•

High Wycombe

•

South West
Chilterns

•

Beeches

•

Wing and
Ivinghoe

•

•

•

Winslow and
Villages

North West
Chilterns

Wexham and the
Ivers

•

Amersham

•

•

Aylesbury

•

Missendens

Denham,
Gerrards Cross
and the Chalfonts

Who’s involved
Thanks for last night. I'm really excited by
this new way of working. Your meeting
was a breath of fresh air. Great to see the
community and councillors looking at
things together.

I can see the Boards are going to
be a real opportunity with so
many different connections from
maternity services to health
inequalities. Looking forward to
getting more involved.
Health

Resident

Care Leaver Manager

Health
Council
services

Residents

They are much better than the LAF’s.

Parish Council

Overall its working well, keep it up.
LPA Commander
Community boards have so much
potential, really looking forward to
working with them on community
resilience
Bucks Fire
BUCKINGHAMSHIRE COUNCIL

Town and
parish
councils

I’m totally bowled over at how the new
community board was so generous and
thoughtful with the Christmas voucher and
card to our young people. Shows they really
care

Community
boards

Emergency
services

Local
businesses

At first I thought here we go 16
mini councils but I can actually see
the benefit of them now , the
starting of some great
conversations
BBF

Community
groups

Voluntary
sector

These new boards seem to be
working well – the meetings are
getting quite a turnout
Charity Trustee

Thanks for last night. I'm really excited by
this new way of working. Your meeting
was a breath of fresh air. Great to see the
community and councillors looking at
things together.
Community Youth Ventures

10 examples of board projects
Key areas of focus:
Common themes
Environment/
climate change

Young people

Older people

Transport

Covid recovery

Health and
wellbeing

Infrastructure

Community
resilience

01
02

03
04
05
06
07
08
09
10

Cross board funding extra capacity for local sexual assault and abuse
support service
Crisis funding for covid related groups and initiatives including hot
food and support for holiday periods
Town Centre development and recovery initiatives including shop
local campaigns and supporting reopening of high streets

Community transport project across 5 boards to support
vulnerable people accessing Covid vaccinations
Initiatives to encourage food education and healthy active
lifestyles for families
Be your own Boss project across 5 boards with BBF to support
new businesses to get up and running
Youth focus - Youth councils being explored, youth reps on working
groups, surveys and engagement asking for youth views
Expanding existing projects - new Dementia friendly communities,
Street Associations in Beeches, promoting Neighbourhood Watch &
volunteering
Exploring opportunities for social isolation projects
Lots of focus on environment projects to encourage green
spaces, planting trees and encouraging wildlife

My role and High Wycombe Community Board

Cllr Arif Hussain, Chairman
“We have encouraged everyone to reach out to us and work together for the benefit of

our residents. It has been a pleasure to be a part of a hugely committed community.”
Our Board:
•

We are a team!

•

The board is about everything outside of the meetings – we’re about proactively going
out to find things we can do to improve the community in High Wycombe

•

Raising awareness of the board throughout summer and supporting awareness days in
town centre

•

Making connections with partners, groups and the community to create a network

•

Exploring issues like town centre regeneration with Richard Barker and Steve Bowles

•

Bringing the board together with local groups and organisations for regular Covid
briefings with Public Health

•

Christmas lockdown support: LEAP activity bags, gift cards for care leavers, hot meals

What works for our community:
•

No stuffy meetings! Keeping meetings informal with a bit of humour and making
people feel comfortable and involved

•

Listening to feedback and ideas and being open to mould and change the board as it
grows

•

It’s lots of work but we’re making a difference on the ground and there’s a real
opportunity for members to be involved

“Thank you for the professional, friendly, human & yet
efficient Wycombe Community Board meeting tonight.”
Covid Community Group
BUCKINGHAMSHIRE COUNCIL

My role and High Wycombe Community Board
Cllr Arif Hussain, Chairman

BUCKINGHAMSHIRE COUNCIL

My role and Wing and Ivinghoe CB
Cllr Anne Wight, Chairman

“Inclusivity for us is key. From the outset our moto has been that everyone is welcome
regardless of background or experience.”
•

Large rural board - including Watermead on the Aylesbury border – lots of different priorities

•

Building an inclusive and welcoming board the key focus – forming good relationships across all
political parties and local councils, bringing everyone together

•

Board steering group set up as a sounding board – includes residents, community members and
key players to help us to bounce ideas around and steer the board in the right direction

•

Our sub groups is where all the excitement takes place with community members as the
coordinator – informal community sessions exploring issues

•

Lots of engagement - residents involved, using Facebook to promote events and generate
conversation, working with schools to hear the views of young people

Projects and priorities:
•

Focus on Covid and crisis support for the community including funding for PPE and food storage

•

Joining with other boards on cross boarder projects for wider impact – e.g. extra support for
abuse victims

•

Improving travel and traffic issues including traffic calming projects and exploring new cycle ways

•

Improving the environment, green spaces and outdoor activities exploring green energy use in
older buildings, wild flower meadows, outdoor gym equipment, walking trails

•

Youth projects and improving health and food education with family cooking lessons and the Fun,
food and fitness fair – May 2022! Keep an eye out!

BUCKINGHAMSHIRE COUNCIL

Amy Jenner

Aylesbury Community
Board Coordinator

Jack Pearce

Beeches Community Board
Coordinator

What does our day to day role look like?

• Communication – every day we speak to different internal and
external partners and stakeholders, including members, parishes,
VCS organisations and residents, by email, phone, on Teams or via
social media.
• Collaboration – we attend meetings with our internal services to
understand how we can work with them to serve our residents. We
also engage with external partners to learn about what they do and
identify opportunities to involve them with the Boards.
• Organisation – we organise and support our Board meetings and
sub-groups, assess and process funding applications, and work to
keep our budgets and key documents up to date.
• Covid response – we work with our local VCS organisations and
liaise with colleagues within the Council to support the Covid
response.
BUCKINGHAMSHIRE COUNCIL

What do we enjoy about our role?

‘Cannot praise my Board coordinator
highly enough – working flat out,
keeps in regular contact, comes up
with ideas, is well respected in the
area – great job!’ Chair

BUCKINGHAMSHIRE COUNCIL

• Variety – we deal with such a variety of issues,
from very local problems to more strategic
projects, every day is different and brings new
challenges.
• Learning & Development – we benefit from a
mixture of formal and informal development
sessions, and we are always learning more
about our local communities and how we can
best meet the needs of our members and
residents.
• Working in our Communities – we have the
chance to facilitate important conversations and
bring positive change to our local communities.
We enjoy hearing about the great work our local
organisations are doing and exploring how we
can support them.
• Good Support – we are fortunate to have a great
team and have developed lots of good
relationships quickly (even whilst working
remotely). We also have excellent support from
our managers, Chairs and members.

The journey continues
• We have made a great start in difficult times, it will
take time for the boards to become established
• Carrying out a review during March to identify
opportunities to refine our approach next year
• Conversations with internal and external partners
• Reflecting on what’s worked well and what could
have been better
• Learning from each other – as each board has
developed it’s own style and approach

• Thank you for your involvement so far in helping the
boards get up and running
• There is more to do and we’re looking forward to
watching the boards shape into community
partnerships and improving the lives of our residents
• Interesting journey so far, lots of activity and lots of
learning – opportunity for new council to be seen as
coordinated, collaborative, and a good local listener
BUCKINGHAMSHIRE COUNCIL

Questions to the panel

BUCKINGHAMSHIRE COUNCIL
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1. Welcome
Gareth Williams, Cabinet Member for Communities and Public Health,
Buckinghamshire Council
Strong local working relationships is essential in supporting the council and
our services to understand and respond to what matters to our local
people and communities. Local councils are at the heart of their
communities; their connections, relationships and local knowledge is
invaluable in supporting the council with local service design and delivery
and they will play a key role in the council's new approach to locality
working through Community Boards.
The council is committed to working closely with local councils, understanding and
complementing each other's roles for the benefit of our people. We share the goal to make
our county, towns and villages, great places to live, work and bring up a family and know
that there is strength and value in doing that together.
The tremendous community spirit and dedication we have seen across Buckinghamshire of
people coming together to support our communities and the vulnerable during the
pandemic of 2020 has been overwhelming and we want to continue to build on this for the
future. Relationships have been built, local links strengthened and there are many great
examples of collaborative working. This has demonstrated the huge impact we can have
when we work together, and I look forward to seeing this develop and grow.
We have a diverse range of local councils across Buckinghamshire, from town councils and
large parishes, to small parish meetings in our rural villages and are committed to a flexible
and adaptable approach to working with you all.

Buckinghamshire and Milton Keynes Association of Local Councils (BMKALC)
We are a membership organisation
representing the majority of town
and parish councils and parish
meetings across Buckinghamshire. We give advice on best practice as well as updating
members on the changes to statutory law that affects them to keep them operating legally
and not making ultra vires decisions.
By working in partnership with the unitary authority we ensure that the views of local
councils, who are the first tier of government and closest to the residents, are taken into
consideration by Buckinghamshire Council to establish good working relationships between
all parties. As Buckinghamshire is a very diverse county with a range of local councils both
large and small, it is important that we work together to continue with a flexible way
forward to benefit all groups.
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To this end we have worked closely with Buckinghamshire Council before and during the
transition to a unitary authority to ensure an understanding of local council structure,
statutory law as well as their processes and procedures. We will continue the close working
relationship ensuring the views, concerns and suggestions for the way forward are still taken
into account by Councillors and officers of Buckinghamshire Council as each level strives to
improve the lives of their communities and residents.
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2. Introduction
Buckinghamshire is a newly formed unitary council area (from April 2020), with a secondary
tier of local councils know as town and parish councils governed by locally elected
representatives.
Both the unitary and local councils want Buckinghamshire to be a great place to live, work
and bring up a family and know that by working together we can serve our residents better
and improve their lives.
All 171 town and parish councils play a valuable role in local life, are trusted within their
communities and possess local knowledge and insight that can help the process of community
planning and decision-making. The town and parish councils across Buckinghamshire are the
first and most local tier of government in the county with powers and duties laid down in law,
and the ability to shape the decisions that affect communities at a local level. The
establishment of the new unitary council offers an exciting new beginning for
Buckinghamshire, including the opportunity to strengthen and build upon existing
relationships and partnership arrangements.
Local councils in Buckinghamshire range from town councils with tens of thousands of
residents and budgets in the hundreds of thousands, to parish meetings with under 100
residents and in many cases no budget at all. One size does not fit all, and Buckinghamshire
Council is committed to working with all town and parish councils, and their representative
bodies, in the most effective way possible so that together we can improve services and
outcomes for all our residents.
This charter has one simple aim - to provide a framework for us to work together to serve
the people of Buckinghamshire. We have a common purpose to promote the wellbeing of
Buckinghamshire, and we serve the same residents. This is the foundation of our charter.
This sets out the relationship between the new Buckinghamshire Council and the town and
parish councils in Buckinghamshire, including how we will harness the opportunities
presented by this exciting new beginning for Buckinghamshire to strengthen partnership
working and improve services for our residents. It sets out the joint principles and respective
roles, responsibilities and expectations, and it will be a live document which will be refreshed
regularly in consultation with town and parish councils.
Diversity across the local council sector is recognised. Whilst the impact of these shared
commitments on individual councils will vary according to scale, its principles are consistent
and by signing up to this document councils agree to:
•
•
•

work together to promote the best interests of the communities we serve;
provide quality, value for money public services and;
promote opportunities for greater public participation and involvement in public life

5

The charter is founded on mutual respect of all member councils and between the two tiers
of local government as democratically accountable bodies. By working together
Buckinghamshire Council and town and parish councils to strengthen relationships and work
in partnership for the benefit of our local communities.
For this charter to work, it needs to be picked up, read, understood and referred to at all
levels throughout our organisations. The charter and its principles will be disseminated
throughout the unitary council and local councils as the basis for working together to
achieve greater efficiencies and better outcomes for our local communities.
Town and parish councils represent most of Buckinghamshire except the unparished area of
High Wycombe which is represented by the High Wycombe Town Committee and High
Wycombe Community Board. Appendix 1 provides details of how the council will continue to
engage with residents of the unparished area of High Wycombe through these forums.
The development of this charter was informed by feedback from town and parish councils,
input from discussions with Buckinghamshire & Milton Keynes Association of Local Councils
and discussions as part of the unitary programme.
For more information about the charter please contact localities@buckinghamshire.gov.uk
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3. Understanding town and parish councils
There are 171 town and parish councils in Buckinghamshire ranging from town councils and
larger parishes to small parish meetings.

The role of local councils
“Local councils work towards improving community well-being and providing better
services. Their activities fall into three main categories: representing the local community;
delivering services to meet local needs; striving to improve quality of life and community
well-being.
Through an extensive range of discretionary powers local councils provide and maintain a
variety of important and visible local services including allotments, bridleways, burial
grounds, bus shelters, car parks, commons and open spaces, community transport schemes,
community safety and crime reduction measures, events and festivals, footpaths, leisure
and sports facilities, litter bins, public toilets, planning, street cleaning and lighting, tourism
activities, traffic calming measures, village greens and youth projects.” (source NALC
website https://www.nalc.gov.uk/about-local-councils)

The role of the clerk
Town and parish council clerks are the ‘engine’ of the council. The clerk is the principal
executive and adviser for the council, and for the majority of smaller parish councils, clerks
are responsible for the administration of its finances.
Clerks carry out the role of the Proper Officer of the Council and as such are under a
statutory duty to carry out all the functions, and in particular to serve or issue all the
notifications required by law of a local authority's Proper Officer. The Clerk is totally
responsible for ensuring that the instructions of the Council in connection with its function
as a Local Authority are carried out. Alongside this, many clerks also hold the position of the
Responsible Financial Officer and are therefore responsible for all financial records of the
council and the careful administration of its finances.

The role of elected town and parish councillors
Town and parish councillors are elected representatives of their community. They are
unpaid for this role.
Local councillors have three main areas of work:
•

Decision-making: through attending meetings and committees with other elected
members, councillors decide which activities to support, where money should be
spent, what services should be delivered and what policies should be implemented.

•

Monitoring: councillors make sure that their decisions lead to efficient and effective
services by keeping an eye on how well things are working.
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•

Getting involved locally: as local representatives, councillors have responsibilities
towards their constituents and local organisations. This often depends on what the
councillor wants to achieve and how much time is available.
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4. Respecting and valuing each other
Successful partnership working at a local level can only be achieved if all parties - the unitary
council and town and parish councils - understand and respect each other’s roles and work
to complement those roles in serving the community.
In general, officers, councillors and other partners involved in joint working value the
helpfulness and professionalism of their colleagues. There is openness and a willingness to
work together.
There is always room for improvement and through this charter we will recognise the
impact of how we behave with each other and our commitment to building strong
partnerships.

Buckinghamshire Council recognise that town and parish councils:
•
•
•
•

Are a vital part of local democracy and represent communities at a truly local level.
Serve their residents by addressing the most local needs and concerns of their
communities
Are a primary source of information about community aspirations and opinions and
a key connection between the unitary council and their community
Provide an opportunity to foster greater community empowerment, in particular
through devolution and Community Boards

Town and parish councils recognise that Buckinghamshire Council:
•
•
•

Represents the interests of local communities at a unitary county level
Has strategic roles and responsibilities and has to work within government financial
constraints
Has to take into account community interests wider than the town or parish

We will:
•

Work together to raise awareness and support a greater understanding of town and
parish councils across the unitary council to strengthen working relationships.
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5. Effective communication
Working together effectively is founded on good relationships and regular opportunities for
discussion, sharing and keeping one another updated. To facilitate this regular and effective
communication channels are required.
As a democratically elected council, the first point of contact for town and parish councils will
be their local Buckinghamshire Council councillors. Buckinghamshire Councillors are able to
escalate and pursue local issues on behalf of local councils and residents, including through
Community Boards if appropriate.
Operational day to day matters can be dealt with directly with council officers such as
highways, playgrounds, waste and recycling. Parish clerks will be provided with key contacts
in all services with which they need to interact as well as a dedicated phone line into the
customer contact centre and dedicated parish liaison officers.
To ensure effective engagement at a strategic, regional and county-wide level, regular
strategic forums and conferences will be held to enable discussions with services such as
Highways.

There are several mechanisms in place to facilitate closer working relationships and the
opportunity for regular dialogue.

• Community Boards
The Community Boards will be the key forum for the council to connect with local
communities, groups and organisations. Community boards are a new way of working with
our communities to explore issues that matter most to them and find creative solutions
together with those who can make them happen. They will not replace the role or work of
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town and parish councils but complement all public services, with specific projects and
funding. The dedicated chair and coordinator will be the main council link for local issues.
Community boards are the local forum for addressing local issues and enabling local
solutions by working together, including delivery of devolved budget and influencing local
service design and delivery. Community boards will be tailored to their local area so each
one will be different, with the common goal on bringing communities together to make a
difference. They will use local data and intelligence, together with extensive engagement
and listening to the people in their communities to prioritise areas of focus and explore
issues that are of most importance.
Community Boards are open to all members of the community to attend and get involved.
This includes Buckinghamshire Council officers, town and parish councils, public, partners,
local community groups and organisations.
They are chaired by an appointed local Buckinghamshire Council councillor.
Councillors and clerks of town and parish councils are encouraged to take an active role in
their community board, through attendance at meetings and involvement in the working
groups and wider work of the boards.

• BMKALC Town and parish councils’ liaison forum
The county-wide liaison forum supports two-way communications on strategic issues of
common interest (e.g. service changes, budgets, etc.).
Town and parish councils (up to two representatives per local council, councillor or clerk)
meet with Buckinghamshire Council senior officers on a quarterly basis. The forum is chaired
by a BMKALC executive board representative with Buckinghamshire Council executive officers
in attendance.

• Clerks’ Liaison Forum
The Clerks’ Liaison Forum is a quarterly forum for clerks and council staff to liaise on both
practical and strategic issues. This forum is open to all clerks to meet with Buckinghamshire
Council senior officers, chaired by Deputy Chief Executive, Buckinghamshire Council.

• Town and Parish Councils’ Conference
The conference will be an annual event to share best practice and strategic updates, open to
all local councillors and clerks involving a range of services from across Buckinghamshire
Council, Buckinghamshire Council senior officers and councillors.

To support effective communication Buckinghamshire Council will:
•

Provide Town and parish councils with a named officer for each Community Board area
11

•
•

•
•
•
•
•

Provide a named officer with overall responsibility for strategic support and liaison with
Town and Parish Councils
Develop and maintain effective communication channels for Town and parish councils
including:
➢ A single priority telephone number for Town and parish councils to use when
contacting Buckinghamshire Council
➢ Newsletters with local updates for each community board area
➢ Key contacts list for council service areas
Ensure proactive and timely communication on key issues that will have an impact on
Town and Parish Councils
Ensure timely responses to information requests from Town and Parish Councils
Advise Town & Parish Councils of changes to contact details
Maintain a single database and website list of all town and parish councils
Work in partnership with town and parish councils to enable the transfer of services and
assets where this will benefit local communities, in accordance with the Council's agreed
Service Devolution and Asset Transfer Policy

To support effective communication Town and parish councils will:
• Progress enquiries and resolve issues through the communication channels promoted
• Provide feedback to ensure that channels remain effective and fit for purpose
• Maintain relationships with named officers in Buckinghamshire Council to facilitate
effective joint working and communications
• Ensure timely responses to information requests from Buckinghamshire Council
• Advise Buckinghamshire Council of changes to contact details so that a single list can be
maintained.

Joint communication
The council and BMKALC joined forces to send weekly, and then fortnightly updates during the first 3
months of the COVID-19 pandemic. This proved to be a key channel to keep everyone up to date with
changes during a difficult time that was welcomed by town and parish councils and has paved the way
for regular communications going forward.
“It was extremely helpful and very valuable for our community – great job.”
“It is by far the most informative, concise and best structured of all the Bucks communications
and it is not being replaced by anything nearly as good in terms of communication flow.
The lack of Covid does not mean that a lack of communication is ok. Indeed most of what
has been interesting about this newsletter has been non-Covid content”
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6. Local democracy and community leadership
Local democracy and community leadership is about ensuring elected representatives can
fairly and effectively represent their wards and electors. It is important that the relationship
between Buckinghamshire Councillors and Town and Parish councillors is open, and
information is readily shared between these groups.

Buckinghamshire Council will:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Assign the Cabinet Member for Communities and Public Health lead responsibility for
relationships with Town and Parish Councils to champion town and parish councils
Encourage Buckinghamshire councillors to attend Community Board meetings
Encourage Buckinghamshire councillors to attend local town and parish council meetings,
as appropriate and work constructively with town and parish councils
Invite town and parish councils to attend local Community Board meetings and get
involved
Ensure that support is provided for the administration of Town and Parish Council
elections, polls and referendums, as required
Provide guidance on producing neighbourhood plans
Provide guidance on producing local emergency plans
Provide planning training to town and parish councils
Provide the opportunity for strategic conversations with Cabinet Members on specific
issues where appropriate

Town & Parish Councils will:
•
•
•
•
•

Invite Buckinghamshire Council councillors to attend Town and Parish Council meetings
Ensure agendas and papers are available in the public domain, as appropriate
Attend Community Board meetings and get involved
Produce neighbourhood plans, as required
Produce local emergency plans, as required
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Partnership working on flood defences in Aylesbury
In February 2014, over 80 properties flooded on the Willows estate to the west of Aylesbury.
Working with residents, the former Buckinghamshire County Council and Aylesbury Vale
District Council purchased temporary defences (a 700m long barrier and several pumps) on
behalf of the residents, using Central Government Resilience funding. The defences are
designed to protect the estate in the future against flood events like that in 2014.
Aylesbury Town Council (ATC) and Buckinghamshire Council (BC, previously BCC) agreed for
the defences to be stored at and deployed from the Aylesbury Town Council depot.
Buckinghamshire Council staff watch the weather forecast and water levels in the Stoke Brook
alongside the Willows estate and take the decision with Aylesbury Town Council on when to
use the defences. Aylesbury Town Council take responsibility to deploy the defences as
required on site. There has been training with ATC and BC staff and residents to ensure the
deployment is done safely and in accordance with the plan. The plan was put into action
during Storm Alex in early October 2020 and internal property flooding on the estate was
largely successfully avoided. The partnership between Buckinghamshire Council, Aylesbury
Town Council and residents demonstrates excellent partnership working to manage this
flooding issue.
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7. Collaboration
Buckinghamshire Council and town and parish councils are both responsible for serving our
communities, residents, visitors, and businesses. This means that Buckinghamshire Council
and town and parish councils will need to work together (including delivery of services where
appropriate) to deliver the best outcomes for Buckinghamshire. There are a number of
examples of good collaboration already taking place, for example in highways devolution and
Buckinghamshire’s response to Covid - we want to build on this further.

Buckinghamshire Council will:
•
•
•
•

Recognise the diversity and variety of Town and Parish Councils, and tailor approaches
accordingly (i.e. one size does not fit all)
Work in partnership with Town and Parish councils to enable the transfer of services and
assets, in accordance with the Council’s Service Devolution and Asset Transfer Policy
Encourage and support the development of local solutions to local problems, for example
through innovative projects
Support Town and Parish councils to address local needs through the provision of advice
and signposting

Town & Parish Councils will:
• Consider opportunities for the transfer of services and assets to benefit local communities
• Contribute to the work of Community Boards by participating and contributing ideas,
supporting the development of ideas/projects, and considering match-funding, as
appropriate
• Work with Buckinghamshire Council to address local needs, including through advice and
signposting, as appropriate.

Co locating local services
The vision for Council Access Points was that they would be a place in a local area where residents can
go to access information about a wide range of topics, a social space that they can enjoy, and a place
where they can get support from different services.
Local Access Points are an integral part of the Buckinghamshire Council’s Customer Service Strategy.
They are particularly important to ensure that all residents across Buckinghamshire continue to have
access to services more locally, without the need to travel long distances.
Local councils have offices often located in the heart of their communities. Iver Parish Council office
was agreed as a County Council ‘community hub pilot’ and has now become a Council Access Point for
the new unitary council. Parish council staff have been trained to be able to support residents that
visit the access point with their queries. An iPad and printer were installed in the office to enable
residents to access Buckinghamshire Council services online and complete transactions. The Iver
office also has a direct dial line into the Buckinghamshire Council customer services team to be able
to transfer residents directly or gain support for more difficult queries.
Iver Parish Council said they were “looking forward to supporting the new unitary council in this 15
exciting new venture”.

8. Consultation
Consultation provides opportunity to hear from businesses and residents on our proposed
changes to policy, planning, and strategies. Effective and meaningful consultation is essential
in empowering local communities and ensuring local voices are heard.

Buckinghamshire Council will:
•
•
•
•
•
•

Ensure that Town and parish councils have their say on proposed changes to services, as
consultees
Ensure that information about all public consultations are communicated to town and
parish councils in a timely manner with proportionate notice period for responses
Prepare a summary report for any BC consultations that are more than four pages long
Provide briefings to Town and parish councils on complex consultation issues
Recognise Town and Parish Council’s cycles of meetings, precept timelines, etc.
Consult with Town and parish councils on planning issues, as appropriate

Town & Parish Councils will:
• Endeavour to take part in consultation exercises and respond within the given period
• Submit feedback on proposed changes through the most appropriate channel
• Cascade information on consultations to Town and Parish councillors and residents, as
appropriate
• Submit local views on planning matters

Working with Town and Parish Councils on service design
As part of the Planning and Environment service review the council has gathered views of town and parish
councils though engagement and briefing sessions. Theme led focus groups will take place as part of the
service design stage to help develop ideas further.
The Planning and Environment Service have also delivered training sessions on how planning works in the
new council.
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9. Advice and Service Support
Residents, visitors and businesses benefit from well trained and skilled local government
members and officers. We recognise the resourcing difference between the councils and
therefore want to ensure we are able to provide opportunities for Town and Parish Council
members and officers to receive relevant training and advice.

Buckinghamshire Council will:
•

•
•
•

Promote a ‘think local, think parish’ approach in how the Council makes decisions. This
means that members and officers will consider the impact of changes in service
delivery/policy on town and parish councils, including consulting, where relevant.
Develop, in partnership with Town and Parish Councils, guidance and training for
councillors and staff on how best to work with local councils.
Provide briefings on service changes where there is a significant impact for Town and
Parish Councils
Support BMKALC in providing training resources for Town and Parish Councils, as
required. This may include specific training or briefing sessions on services where
relevant (i.e. emergency planning, planning policy, etc.)

Town & Parish Councils will:
• Promote and support training and briefing opportunities to Town and Parish Council staff
and councillors
• Work with BMKALC to support the delivery of training and identify training needs
• Feedback on training, advice and support, as appropriate
• Take advantage of training available from a wide range of sources including BMKALC and
NALC to maintain and develop skills.
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10.

Shared Commitments

Equality of opportunity
Buckinghamshire Council embraces equality and diversity in all its work. The issue of equality
is not the responsibility of one section or service area solely, it is owned by all Members and
staff at all levels of the Council.
In Buckinghamshire we recognise the value difference can make and we are committed to
serving the diverse needs of our communities. We are committed to treating everyone fairly,
openly and honestly and the Council is striving to achieve equality for the diverse mix in our
communities and our own workforce, recognising that people have different needs, cultures,
experiences and expectations.
The Council recognises that valuing equality and diversity will lead to more sensitive services
that are responsive to the needs of the communities, a workforce that is representative of
the community, and a commitment to participation by all.
Local Councils in Buckinghamshire are encouraged to make the same commitments and to
eliminating discrimination in all its forms, providing equality of opportunity to all the
communities we serve.

Safeguarding
Safeguarding responsibilities encapsulate our duty to reduce accidental harm and to protect
vulnerable adults and children and young people from abuse. This includes harassment and
discrimination, neglect, emotional abuse, violence, sexual abuse and exploitation, and
financial abuse. Safeguarding should ensure that all reasonable actions and approaches are
taken to minimise the risk of accidents and harm, and to enable individuals to make
appropriate choices and have opportunities to take part in day to day life.
Buckinghamshire Council responds to all concerns about the safety of a vulnerable adult,
child, or young person. In doing so it takes appropriate actions to address the concerns and
reduce risk by working to the agreed policies and procedures in full partnership with other
local agencies. The Council considers safeguarding in a proactive manner to raise awareness
of issues and take actions to minimise potential risks occurring.
Local Councils in Buckinghamshire are encouraged to think about safeguarding and to help to
protect vulnerable adults, children and young people as part of our shared responsibilities to
the people of Buckinghamshire.

Ethical Standards
All elected councillors of the unitary and town and parish councils in Buckinghamshire have
a duty to adhere to the highest ethical standards and, when undertaking their role, to
comply with their Council’s adopted Code of Conduct.
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Buckinghamshire Council is committed to promoting and maintaining high standards of
conduct amongst elected councillors and have adopted a Code of Conduct setting out the
behaviour we expect of our councillors as they carry out that role. The council recognises
the importance of good governance in preserving the confidence of local communities and
the benefit of learning from and adopting best practice to achieve this. The council responds
to all concerns about the behaviour of councillors and takes appropriate action to address
these concerns through the council’s member complaints process.
Local councils in Buckinghamshire are encouraged to make the same commitment in
promoting the highest ethical standards and behaviours amongst their councillors.
Buckinghamshire Council has a statutory duty to investigate complaints and concerns
against town and parish councils and will do so fairly and expeditiously in accordance with
the council’s complaints procedure. The council will also share good practice and training
with town and parish councils.

Review and operation of the charter
The charter will initially be reviewed after a twelve-month period and again after a further
three years. However, changes in functions or legislation may dictate that it be updated as
and when required. It will also be reviewed following any Local Government Elections. The
Charter will be monitored and evaluated regularly, through liaison meetings with BMKALC,
Liaison Forums, direct communications and further opportunities to raise issues of common
interest or concern through Community Boards.
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11.

Planning

Buckinghamshire Council aims to create an outcome focused planning service that places
customers at the heart of service delivery. All elements of service delivery will be continuously
tested against an ambition for the service to be:

“Shaping and enhancing the County to secure the quality of life in
Buckinghamshire now and the future.”
To do this the council will work closely with town and parish councils to:
•
•
•
•

Ensure that there is engagement at a local level;
Enable town and parish councils to share the views of the communities they
represent;
Recognise the importance of local knowledge held by town and parish councils; and
Equip town and parishes with knowledge and skills to be able to contribute to the
planning process.

Neighbourhood planning and local plans
Town and parish councils will be able to set policies for their own local areas by preparing
Neighbourhood Plans. The Buckinghamshire Council recognises the importance of a plan led
system and will support local councils in the production of these where possible.
The Buckinghamshire Council will produce a Local Plan that will replace the current adopted
local plans on completion, in addition to the Minerals and Waste Local Plan.

Planning Applications
Town and parish councils are a statutory consultee in the planning process. Buckinghamshire
Council notifies town and parish councils received in their area, whom have 21 days to submit
any representations. These are very important in highlighting issues, particularly local issues
that you have knowledge of, called material planning considerations, which need to be taken
into account when applications are decided.
Town and parish councils should make comments using the Public Access section of the
relevant part of the website (or Consultee Access where available). This ensures that
comments are automatically and immediately published on the website. When commenting
on applications, Town and Parish Councils are encouraged to also highlight any potential
infrastructure issues in their local area that may be addressed through Section 106
negotiations with applicants.

Planning Committee
The power to determine applications rests with either a planning committee or more usually
delegated to officers. In accordance with best practice over 96% of applications are usually
determined under delegated authority. This allows Planning Committees to focus their
resources more effectively on cases of local or strategic significance, which would benefit
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from scrutiny. Where an application is referred to an area or strategic planning committee,
town and parish councils will be given a dedicated speaking slot where they have made
representation. The speaking slot for town and parish council’s is 3 minutes shared. At the
strategic planning committee, more time can be allocated, at the discretion of the chairman,
to allow parish and town councils to participate fully.

Enforcement
The Buckinghamshire Council recognise that the Town and parish councils have an important
role to play in the enforcement of planning control. The council are keen to use the parish
and town councils as our ‘eyes and ears’. Local knowledge when dealing with planning
enforcement matters can often turn up important information and we are keen to tap into
the local resource. We also see Town and Parish Councils assisting us in our monitoring of
formal notice compliance.

Training
The Buckinghamshire Council will ensure that town and parish councils receive training to
enable full participation in planning processes. Training sessions will be provided through
BMKALC by officers of the service. In addition, the council will provide updates on the service
at BMKALC meetings.

Newsletter
Buckinghamshire Council will provide quarterly planning updates to town and parish councils
advising of changes in national and local planning policy, legislation and guidance.
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Making it happen
This charter’s implementation is the joint responsibility of Buckinghamshire Council and Town
and Parish Councils.
This charter will be published and communicated widely to Buckinghamshire Council staff,
members and all Town and Parish Councils.
Through their work in developing relationships with town and parish councils the Localities
and Strategic Partnerships Service in Buckinghamshire Council will monitor and progress the
implementation of the charter. Where there may be areas of concern raised these will be
resolved collaboratively.
This charter is a statement of intent on the relationship of the new Council. It will be reviewed
annually and will continue to develop over time.
Signed
…………………………………………………………………………………….
Buckinghamshire Council

…………………………………………………………………………………..
BMKALC

…………………………………………………………………………………..
Local Council in Buckinghamshire
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Appendix 1 - Engagement and Representation in High
Wycombe
The town of High Wycombe remains an unparished area and does not have a town or parish
council. Buckinghamshire Council is fully committed to ensuring that residents and businesses
in the town are engaged and supported.
Two of the ways in which the council supports residents in High Wycombe are through the
High Wycombe Town Committee and the High Wycombe Community Board.

1. High Wycombe Town Committee
Role, Purpose and Membership
The High Wycombe Town Committee was established as a committee of the former
Wycombe District Council (now adopted by the new Buckinghamshire Council) to act as an
advisory body to the council, cabinet and other relevant committees on any issues affecting
the unparished area of High Wycombe.
The membership of the High Wycombe Town Committee is restricted to Buckinghamshire
Councillors* representing the wards of High Wycombe that cover the unparished area.
The High Wycombe Town Committee can consider any issue referred to it by the council, the
cabinet, or other committees. It also considers any issues, which in the opinion of the
Chairman, or at least 5 members of the committee, is of particular relevance / importance to
the residents of High Wycombe town.
The committee must meet at least twice a year, but in practice often meets four or five times
a year. Meetings are webcast and can be accessed through the Buckinghamshire Council
website.
In the past year the committee has discussed topics such as the High Wycombe Market,
Allotments, High Wycombe Transport Strategy, Community Infrastructure Levy (CIL)
allocations and Climate Change Projects.

Special Expenses
One of the key functions of the committee is to make recommendations to the cabinet / full
council as to which services should be deemed a Special Expense. The committee also
recommends the amount required to be raised each year for Special Expense purposes and is
consulted on any schemes or proposals that would alter these levels significantly. Special
Expenses currently include: Public Halls and Community Centres, Cemeteries, Recreation
Grounds, Allotments, Footway Lighting, War Memorials and grants to voluntary and
community sector groups.
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In addition to this the High Wycombe Town Committee monitors and reviews those services
provided under Special Expenses and makes recommendations for changes or improvements
to the Cabinet, appropriate Committee or Service Director.

Grants for Voluntary Sector Organisations
The High Wycombe Town Committee also runs two grants schemes for voluntary sector
organisations operating within the town. The community facilities grants, awarded for oneoff projects which must be for the improvement/upgrading of a community facility and
community support grants, awarded for one-off projects, events or activities.

2. High Wycombe Community Board
Purpose and Style
The High Wycombe Community Board is an exciting new initiative, enabling local people to
have a voice, helping them to work with the Council, local agencies and other community
organisations to make a real difference within their communities.
The Community board will represent the voices of local people and is creative in how
thoughts, ideas and suggestions are captured, enabling local residents and partners to work
with Buckinghamshire councillors to identify need, priorities and creative solutions.
The community board has a dedicated coordinator who will champion the local area and help
to drive forward an action plan of collaborative working through informal working groups and
projects to improve outcomes for residents.

Membership, Meetings and Budgets
The membership of the High Wycombe Community Board includes councillors representing
the unparished area of High Wycombe as well as statutory partners from police, fire & rescue
and health, voluntary and community sector partners, residents and businesses.
The High Wycombe Community Board meets ‘formally’ around 5 times per year and has a
budget of £312,000 which can be spent on local projects that address the agreed local
priorities. The budget consists of three funding streams, community areas priorities fund,
health and wellbeing fund and local infrastructure fund.
The High Wycombe Community Board is a public meeting which members of the public are
encouraged to attend. Decisions are usually made by consensus although Buckinghamshire
councillors may be asked to vote on specific issues such as budget allocation or when a
consensus cannot be found.
*Please note this only refers to Buckinghamshire Councillors who were members of the former
Wycombe District Council until formal elections to the Buckinghamshire Council take place in 2021.
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1. Executive summary
1.1. Overview
This report sets out a strategic business case for changing the way local government is organised
in Buckinghamshire based on analysis of four potential structural models.
The strategic business case is rooted in the context of on-going reductions in the amount of
resources Councils have to deliver services and increased demand which the Local Government
Association (the cross-party representative body for local government in England) predicts will
result in a national funding gap of £16.5billion by 2020. Our own analysis demonstrates that by
2016, without intervention, the funding gap in Buckinghamshire could reach £40m per year.
Whist the report is focused on the local councils which make up Buckinghamshire; it has been
commissioned by Buckinghamshire Business First on behalf of the business community.
Consequently, independent of the five councils in the county, the report objectively explores
various options for local government reorganisation in the county. These are summarised below:
1.
2.
3.
4.

One Unitary Council to replace the existing five Councils;
Two Unitary Councils which would create North and South Councils;
One County Council and one District Council; and
Creating new authorities outside County boundaries.

We have assessed the four options against the following criteria:






The potential level of savings that can be delivered;
The impact of changes on service users;
The practicality of proposed options;
Implementation cost and likely timeline; and
Overall payback period.

In order to maintain the objective integrity of the analysis within the report, the evidence base on
which the assumptions are made has been gathered from publicly available data and, wherever
possible, 13/14 data sources were used. The main publicly available information used to build the
financial baseline within the Districts and County, and to develop the financial case for include:





Budget books and statement of accounts;
Pay policy statements and organisational charts;
Medium term financial plans (MTFP) and Annual Reviews; and
Official Local Authority data and reports from industry recognised professional bodies (i.e.
CIPFA and SOCITM)

Local government reorganisation is not a straightforward process and each option presents both
challenges and opportunities. This objective assessment presents a series of initial, high-level
insights which will need to be subjected to further detailed analysis as part of any next steps.
1.1.1.

The Financial case

The four options could produce a range of potential savings by removing managerial duplication,
reducing the costs associated with elections, streamlining services and back office costs while
protecting front-line delivery through optimising the considerable sums spent on a wide range of
services.
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We have produced financial assumptions for each option based on lower and upper estimates
which have then been applied to produce an annual savings range. We have also assessed the
likely cost of implementation based on factors such as reducing FTE, and one-off investment costs
associated with reorganisation.
Finally, we have modelled the cumulative savings over a five year period for each option, factoring
in implementation costs and noting that savings are unlikely to be immediate - a phased five year
timescale for benefits realisation has been modelled.
The table below sets out these figures for each of the four options.
Annual Savings
Range

Implementation Cost
Range

Net Cumulative Savings
Range over 5 years

£15.7m - £20.7m

£10.7m - £11.6m

£44.6m - £58.3m

Two Unitaries

£6.6m - £11.1m

£9.4m - £10.0m

£13.4m - £26.9m

One Unitary /
One District

£9.6m - £12.8m

£10.2m - £11.2m

£24.7m - £34.9m

Two out of
County
Unitaries

£6.6m - £11.1m

£13.1m - £13.4m

£10.7m - £24.4m

Option
One Unitary

1.1.2.

Reducing council tax

Currently there are variations in the amount of Council tax paid across the County due to the fact
that while the County has a single level of Council tax, the Districts each set their own level. A new
Council structure could provide the opportunity to harmonise Council tax and set these at the
current lowest level (or even lower), resulting in a reduction in Council tax for the majority of
residents across the County.
The harmonisation of Council tax could result in Buckinghamshire residents sharing in a £2.8m
reduction in their Council tax bill meaning that over 147,000 households would see an average
annual reduction of 1% in their Council tax bill. This is based on harmonisation of Council tax to the
lowest level currently in Buckinghamshire Districts and is likely to vary for the other options that
involve the creation of two Councils.
1.1.3.

Locality focus

The removal of municipal boundaries could enable a greater focus on natural and historical
communities. This is a factor in each of the potential options and may allow boundaries that are
ideally designed.
In all cases there is potential for:




The elimination of existing municipal boundaries; one Unitary option and one Council and
one District option being more straightforward, two Unitary option and out of County
Unitaries option less so;
Simplification of the delivery and commissioning apparatus, again with one Unitary option
and one Council and one District option presenting a more straightforward transition than
two Unitary option and out of County Unitaries option; and
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The opportunity for greater local democratic accountability, except in the case of one
Council and one District option which has the potential to lead to increased confusion and
ambiguity.

1.1.4.

Strategic impact

Simplifying organisational structures along with the clarification of roles and responsibilities
presents an opportunity for the County of Buckinghamshire to present a more unified and
integrated approach and as a result, articulate a much clearer message to external investors,
stakeholders and opinion formers.
A single County Unitary could help to:




Facilitate the creation of a single planning Authority for the County;
Improve the ability to integrate housing strategy more clearly with investment and
social/demographic planning; and
Enhance economic development planning.

A two Unitary Council solution enables the same benefits to be realised in two distinct
organisations.
The one Council and one District option clarifies this to some extent though some of this is lost due
to potential role confusion borne of creating two geographically co-terminus Councils with
differing responsibilities.

1.2. Conclusions and next steps
Each of the options presents an opportunity to realise a range of financial savings in addition to
other tangible and qualified benefits. There are also a number of risks inherent in each of the
options which we have identified. It is important to recognise that this is a high-level strategic
business case and preferred option(s) will need to be subject to further detailed financial scrutiny
and modelling.
1.2.1.

Next steps

This report sets out the potential options which could form the blueprint of the future of local
government in Buckinghamshire. The next stage will be to decide on the most appropriate option
through extensive consultation, and build on this strategic case by producing a detailed business
case for change.
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2. Introduction and background
This report sets out an objective strategic business case for reorganising local government within
the County of Buckinghamshire.
In order to investigate a broad range of future models for reorganisation, the following options
have been considered:





One Unitary Council to replace the existing five Councils;
Two Unitary Councils which would create North and South Councils;
One County Council and one District Council; and
Creating two new authorities outside County boundaries.

This strategic business case and options appraisal has been developed on the basis of assessing
the viability and potential for Unitary government for Buckinghamshire with two central tenets:



To contribute towards meeting the considerable financial challenges facing the County; and
To facilitate the protection and enhancement of services.

2.1. Locality overview
Buckinghamshire has a population of 516,000 residents excluding the borough of Milton Keynes
which became a Unitary Council in 1997. The County is made up of a County Council
(Buckinghamshire) and four Districts Councils (Aylesbury Vale, Chiltern, South Bucks and
Wycombe). The County Council is responsible for a number of pan County services such as
highways, transport and waste disposal, along with supporting schools and providing support and
care for both vulnerable children and adults. The District Councils are responsible for the provision
of leisure services, housing and collection of domestic waste and is also the planning Authority for
their specific area. Each District is also responsible for the administration of its own local taxation
and benefit services.
In recent years, there have been several attempts to streamline and integrate services both
between Districts and between Districts and the County. In 2012, the senior management teams of
South Bucks and Chiltern Councils were integrated under a single chief executive. This model of
shared management has become increasingly popular with Councils as the effects of financial
austerity continue to exert pressure on front line services.
Council

13/14 net
expenditure

Members

Population

Buckinghamshire CC

49

516,096

£414.7m*

Aylesbury Vale DC

59

181,071

£24.2m

Chiltern DC

40

93,250

£10.9m

South Bucks DC

40

67,941

£10.1m

Wycombe DC

60

173,834

£23.8m

*

*13/14 DSG grant removed
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2.2. Efficiency savings to date
English councils are in the midst of an era of severe financial austerity. At the same time they are
dealing with significant and in some cases unsustainable increases in demand for many services. In
this context, local councils in Buckinghamshire have already delivered significant financial savings
and undergone considerable change. Buckinghamshire County Council, working with the four
District Councils, has delivered savings of £85 million (c.20%) over the last four years.
In addition to this, following the national debate on reorganisation, a number of Councils including
Buckinghamshire, which had opted to remain as two-tier Counties, were invited to become TwoTier Pathfinders. This process began in the summer of 2007 with the Councils making various
attempts to change the way they deliver services, share costs with each other and reduce their
running costs.
Further reductions in funding are projected for the period 2015-20 meaning additional savings are
therefore likely to be required.
By combining and therefore reducing many of the back office and administrative functions
associated with the cost of being in business, Unitary Councils can provide opportunities to drive
out greater levels of efficiency. Additionally, the notion of removing municipal boundaries can
increase the potential to create greater levels of managerial and resource simplification without
the potential obstacle of conflicting managerial and governance structures delivering services to
the same area. This in turn enables a much clearer focus on natural communities.
Progress based on the combined efforts of the councils over the last seven years is not to be
underestimated. However, the reality is that with a potential funding gap of approximately £39m
within a few years, allied with the fact that many of the more apparent savings have already been
realised, serious consideration now needs to be given to reorganising the structures of local
government in order to realise the quantum of savings required without the need to make drastic
reductions to front-line services.

2.3. Proposed options for Unitary Council(s)
A Unitary Council differs from a two-tier system as it assumes responsibility for all aspects of
services which are currently within the remit of local government. The majority of Unitary Councils)
were created as a result of the last major review of local government which came into effect in
1974. Since then, there have been subsequent attempts to reorganise local government, for
example Milton Keynes, which is situated in the historic County boundary of Buckinghamshire
became a Unitary Council in 1997. More recently, in 2007 the then Secretary of State responsible
for local government called for proposals for some of the remaining two-tier Counties to become
Unitary Counties. Subsequently, in 2009 a number of new Unitary County Councils were created.
These were a mix of single Unitary County Councils such as Cornwall, Wiltshire, Shropshire,
Durham and Northumberland and others who split in two such as Cheshire (which became Cheshire
West & Chester and Cheshire East) and Bedfordshire (Central Bedfordshire and Bedford Borough).
2.3.1.

Exploring different Unitary options for Buckinghamshire

Based on the four options set out in section 2.1, this report explores two basic and two slightly
more complex approaches to Unitary status in Buckinghamshire:
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A single County Unitary which is established by merging all previous County and District
functions into one entity with a clear management structure and democratic
accountability;
The creation of two Unitary Councils within the existing County boundary achieved by
separating functions into two distinct organisations;
A one County and one District established on the maintenance of a County structure based
on the existing premise with all District functions being amalgamated into a single
organisation; and
The creation of an out of County two-Unitary solution which includes areas outside the
current County boundary

There are many local and historical factors to take into account when considering these options
and unsurprisingly in 2009, much of this was dominated by political debate as well as financial
analysis. Notwithstanding the emotions and passions that local identity can stir, it is important to
create an objective and dispassionate set of principles which should be considered when shaping
new forms of government, these are to:







Improve the efficiency of services by integrating service and management streams which
were previously separated by different organisational responsibilities in the same
geographical area;
Ensure that democratic representation is both accessible and unambiguous, ensuring that
elected Members are available to their constituents and that their role is clear and
understood;
Reduce overheads by eliminating duplication and ensuring that any additional resources
are available for investment in front-line delivery; and
Ensure that proposed boundaries have sufficient ‘resonance’ with local people which reflect
local identity and history.

There are potential merits and drawbacks to each of the possible options and these are explored in
more detail against the above criteria in the following table.
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FACTOR

OPTION 1
(SINGLE UNITARY)

OPTION 2
(TWO UNITARIES)

OPTION 3
(ONE UNITARY,
ONE DISTRICT)

OPTION 4
(TWO
UNITARIES
OUTSIDE COUNTY
BOUNDARY)

Improved
service
efficiency

A single County
Unitary could
generate the
greatest amount of
potential savings,
and based on the
creation of a single,
accountable
Authority, should be
the most
straightforward for
service users

Two Unitary
Councils may not
generate long term
savings on the scale
of a single Unitary
as there is a need to
create two, rather
than one
management and
back office
structure

The creation of a
single, County wide
District could create
less service
disruption and incur
reduced
implementation
costs than the two
Unitary option
.

This option
produces similar
results to option 2
with the additional
complexity of
negotiating with two
neighbouring
Counties

Democratic
representation

While the single
County Unitary
model reduces the
overall number of
elected Members, it
removes much of
the ambiguity which
exists currently and
offers the potential
for a clearer link
between County
Councillors, parish
Councillors and local
community activists

This option would
produce a higher
Councillor to
resident ratio which
could be seen to
enhance democratic
representation

There are
considerable
practical drawbacks
to this option in
terms of democratic
representation. To
create two coterminus Councils
but with different
responsibilities
could prove
extremely
confusing. Avoiding
this confusion could
create a democratic
deficit

This option may
require a great deal
of initial negotiation
and consultation
across three
geographical
Counties and
involve over 1.5m
people. The option
could be achieved
but the challenge in
terms of democratic
representation
should not be
underestimated

Reduce
overheads

A single Unitary
model has the
potential to be the
most effective in
reducing back office
and overhead costs
as the annual
savings of a single
County Unitary of
up to £20.7m

A two Unitary model
could produce
annual savings of up
to £11.1m

This option could
produce annual
savings of up to
£12.8m which
makes it the second
strongest financial
case

This option could
produce annual
savings of up to
£11.1m

Identity and
resonance

The County of
Buckinghamshire
has a clear and
distinct identity.

While this option
should produce
change, the changes
would be in County
and could be
accommodated with
a sensible
communications
strategy

This option would
leave the historic
County boundary in
tact

This option may be
complex as it
requires the
creation of an
administrative
County or the
annexation of two
Districts from
neighbouring
Counties. This could
present challenges
in disaggregating
existing services
from three separate
Counties

9

September 2014

Strategic Financial Case for Local Government Reorganisation in Buckinghamshire

3. Case for change
3.1. Introduction
Local government is already changing fast. Many upper-tier Councils predict that their real terms
revenue could fall by at least 25% over the course of the current parliament. This reduction in
revenue spending exists alongside a period of considerable growth borne out of demographic and
social changes which are stretching the traditional care services (Children’s and Adult Services) to
breaking point.
In June 2012, the Local Government Association (LGA) published a report which outlined these
challenges based on a model of projected Council revenues (e.g. central grants, Council tax, fee
income and reserves) to the year 2020, set against projected demand over the same period. The
LGA built into this model some assumptions about efficiency using the same model which Councils
have used relatively successfully over recent years to reduce their costs.
The report states that while based on cautious figures, the assumptions show that there may be a
funding gap of £16.5bn per year by the year 2020 which represents a 29% shortfall in funding
between available spend and cost pressures. Furthermore, due to the increased and in many cases
unavoidable costs of adult and children’s social care, many ‘frontline’ budgets such as roads and
leisure services, including libraries, could reduce by as much as 90% in that period.
Within this context, there are considerable limitations to the ability of Councils to respond given
that demand, based on shifting demographics, and the annual formula grant received from central
government are both beyond their direct control. However, there are opportunities to greatly
influence both cost and demand by streamlining services through better management of resources
and collaborating more effectively with delivery partners such as health services.
While some of these necessary changes can happen within the existing arrangements, the current
two tier structure has inherent limitations which could make it difficult to realise change and
efficiencies at the scale and speed required to meet the challenges identified by the LGA.
Limitations of the current two-tier structure are detailed in the table below.
Cost of overheads

Aside from Chiltern and South Bucks Councils which have a shared chief
officer team, each Council is currently administered as a separate entity.
Given the financial predictions for local government, is the administrative
cost of five separate Councils sustainable?

Confusion over roles and
responsibilities

Do residents, potential investors, strategic partners and other key
stakeholders understand the often complex lines between the different tiers
of local government in the County?

Bargaining power

Would a single organisation have greater negotiating power than five
separate organisations?

Ability to act in a
genuinely strategic
manner

Not only do potential investors have to negotiate with two separate
organisations, there are then four separate planning authorities across the
County, each of which make independent planning decisions within their
own area.

Potential duplication

The same family could well be receiving support for social care from one
organisation while at the same time be receiving support for social housing
from another – is this the best use of resources given the financial
pressures faced?

While much of the potential savings can be clearly quantified and are set out in this report, there
are more intangible problems associated with the current two-tier structure. In terms of planning a
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clear strategy to meet the quantum of savings required, the five Councils must come together and
closely co-ordinate their strategies, and in the process align their culture, politics, managerial
capacity and resources to meet this end. No matter how well the Councils might work together, the
need to align these core competencies, rather than them being in a single organisation, must be
considered sub-optimal. The current structure also mitigates against close co-ordination of
economic planning and maximising commercial opportunities given that both organisationally and
democratically each area is, in effect, in competition with the other.
This sentiment was recently echoed by Lord Heseltine in his review ‘No Stone Unturned: in pursuit
of growth’ which recognised that confusion between different types of Council is a potential
barrier to growth and investment:
“…England has 353 principal authorities. Some of these are single Unitary authorities,
others operate in tiers of District and County Councils. The number of different Councils
doing similar things remains costly and confusing. For many, the range of different systems
is baffling too”

3.2. Local government funding projections
3.2.1.

Funding projections for the County Council

Funding required
Based upon data from the DCLG, Buckinghamshire County Council received £339m from its main
sources of funding in 2013/14. It is estimated that demand for services may grow by an
annualised rate of 1.9% which is in line with figures published in the latest JSNA for
Buckinghamshire and equates to a £34m increase over the next four years. To maintain current
levels of service, it is therefore estimated that funding may need to increase by £69m over the
next four years.

Funding expected
Based upon the DCLG data, Buckinghamshire County Council should receive £354m from its main
sources of funding in 2015/16 and, upon applying an average yearly increase, this should rise to
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£369m by 2017/18. This may leave a £39m funding deficit, which Buckinghamshire County
Council will have to meet by either reducing expenditure or increasing income.

3.2.2.

Funding projections for the District Councils

Based on published data available from the DCLG, the following funding projections illustrate the
level of financial pressure that the District Councils may face over the next four years. The table
below shows the decrease in the settlement funding assessment (SFA) that is anticipated for the
District Councils. The funding for 13/14, 14/15 and 15/16 is based on published data, and 16/17
is based on the average funding reduction across the Districts from the previous three years.
Total Settlement
2013/14

2014/15

2015/16

2016/17

£12.7m

£12.1m

£12.2m

£12.0m

Chiltern

£3.9m

£3.6m

£3.5m

£3.3m

South Bucks

£3.4m

£3.3m

£3.3m

£3.3m

Wycombe

£10.4m

£9.3m

£8.9m

£8.2m

Total

£30.4m

£28.3m

£27.9m

£26.8m

22%

33%

43%

51%

Aylesbury Vale

NHB as a % of Total
Settlement Funding

The New Homes Bonus (NHB) forms a significant percentage of the settlement funding as
illustrated in the table above. The graph below illustrates the significant risk should NHB be
removed or reduced from 2016/17 and in particular the risk for Aylesbury Vale who receive over
half their settlement funding in the form of NHB. It is understood that the future of the NHB is not
assured, and is due to be reviewed later this year. Furthermore, it is anticipated that were it to
continue, it is likely to be reviewed following the next election. With this in mind, it may be prudent
to model the potential impact of this income being lost.
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The potential to come together into one or more single Unitary Councils to replace the existing
two-tier arrangements could enable the following:






Plan the reduction of back office costs in a manner that could protect service delivery and
enable increasing financial pressures to be tackled more effectively;
Drive the growth potential of the County by taking a Unitary approach to Buckinghamshire
and its regional partners, providing a more comprehensive offer to the investor market and
better co-ordinating growth critical services such as economic planning, skills and
development control;
Clarify alignment between services and the outcomes across the County increasing the
positive impact for service users; and
Renew focus on individual localities by streamlining the relationship between County and
individual settlements

3.3. Increasing value for money
A new Unitary Council in Buckinghamshire could reduce the revenue cost of local government in
Buckinghamshire by up to £20.7m per annum once implemented.
3.3.1.

Efficiencies

Reflecting on the financial challenges set out in the previous section, there is a pressing case for
Councils to make urgent but sustainable savings in the way they operate. The reorganisation of
local government in Buckinghamshire could offer opportunities to reduce costs, increase the
effectiveness of service delivery and improve service user satisfaction.
A summary of potential efficiencies is set out in the table below:
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CATEGORY

SCOPE FOR EFFICIENCY

Management Costs:
Reducing the cost of senior management
across the County
Assets and Resources:
Reducing the cost of ICT

There are currently 4 Chief Executives, 11 Directors
and 34 Heads of Service across the County

Reducing the cost of Accommodation
Reducing the cost of back office services such
as HR, Communications
Democracy:
Reducing the number of elected Councillors
and streamlining the election cycle
Value of Services:
Reducing the cost of middle management
Renegotiating and cutting the cost of
contracts
Reducing the cost of delivery

ICT is currently managed independently by each
Council
Each Council currently maintains its own portfolio of
buildings
Each Council currently has to bear the costs of being ‘in
business’
There are currently 248 elected Members in total
across the two-tiers with different election cycles for
County and District Councillors.
Each service needs to be managed, but each Council
has its own services with its own managers.
Negotiating bigger contracts generally gives better
bargaining power
Combining services needs less management

Each of these categories has been analysed to explore the potential to create reductions in cost
while enhancing levels of service delivery. We have modelled a series of financial assumptions
which underpin this analysis and can be seen in the next section. The savings in the diagram below
relate to the option with the potential to provide the greatest financial savings (option 1 – one
Unitary Council. The potential financial savings for all options are set out in section 4.

Accommodation
Savings

Corporate
Services
Rationalisation

Up to £1.0m

Up to £7.7m

Service
Optimisation
Up to £6.9m

Range of
Efficiency
Savings
Up to £20.7m

Election Cost
Savings

Up to £2.1m

Senior Management
Savings

Up to £3.0m

Potential efficiency savings for the one Unitary Council option
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Harmonisation of council tax

There is currently significant variation in Council tax levels across the County. A new Unitary
Council would need to harmonise Council tax levels so that each household across the County pays
the same level of tax. There are a number of ways this could be done depending upon the Council
tax level that the new Unitary Council would set.
For example, by harmonising Council tax at the lowest level currently paid in the County (£1,221),
Buckinghamshire residents could benefit from a £2.8m share of the potential £20.7m that has
been identified as potential savings from reorganisation. This would need to be implemented in
phases, alongside the realisation of savings through the identified efficiency savings.
In this instance, the overall average for band D properties would reduce by 1% which equates to an
average saving of £13 per year on a Council tax bill. Again, based on the lowest Council tax level,
some 147,000 households would find themselves better off because of reduced Council tax, with
just under 70,000 (Wycombe) seeing no change as they currently pay the lowest in the County.
The table below illustrates the current District and County Council Tax Charges for an average Band
D property and sets out these potential changes.
Aylesbury
Vale

Chiltern

South Bucks

Wycombe

County
Average

District

£137

£163

£143

£127

£142

County

£1,094

£1,094

£1,094

£1,094

£1,094

Combined Fire

£59

£59

£59

£59

£59

Police & Crime

£163

£163

£163

£163

£163

£40

£57

£50

£37

£46

Total Band D

£1,493

£1,535

£1,509

£1,480

£1,504

Band D District +
County

£1,231

£1,256

£1,237

£1,221

£1,234

Proposed Unitary
Council Tax Charge

£1,221

£1,221

£1,221

£1,221

£1,221

Savings per Annum (£)

-£10

-£36

-£16

£0

-£13

Savings per Annum (%)

-0.8%

-2.8%

-1.3%

0.0%

1.0%

Parish Council and
Other

For completeness, the following table also sets out figures for harmonised Council tax being set at
the highest and at a County average as well as the lowest.
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Aylesbury
Vale
Lowest Charge

Chiltern

South Bucks

Wycombe

County
Average

£1,221

£1,221

£1,221

£1,221

£1,221

Savings per Annum (£)

-£10

-£36

-£16

£0

-£13

Savings per Annum (%)

-0.8%

-2.8%

-1.3%

0.0%

1.0%

£1,234

£1,234

£1,234

£1,234

£1,234

Savings per Annum (£)

£3

-£23

-£3

£13

£0

Savings per Annum (%)

0.3%

-1.8%

-0.3%

1.1%

0.0%

£1,256

£1,256

£1,256

£1,256

£1,256

Savings per Annum (£)

£26

£0

£19

£36

£23

Savings per Annum (%)

2.1%

0.0%

1.5%

2.9%

1.8%

Average Charge

Highest Charge

Of course, based on the assumed savings set out in the financial case, council tax levels could be
set at a lower level than the current lowest level in the county (Wycombe DC), then 100% of houses
would benefit from reduced levels of council tax. This would be a decision for the newly constituted
council and would depend on the quantum of savings achieved.

3.4. Locality focus
Local government reorganisation is not simply about financial efficiency, it also presents a genuine
opportunity to simplify and streamline services which in effect removes some of the barriers which
can exist between elected Members, service professionals and service users. It can also present an
opportunity to reset services in line with outcomes which balance the relevance of services with
the resources available to commission them.
There are three potential levers which could improve locality focus and these are discussed below:




Eliminating municipal boundaries
Streamlining delivery
Enhancing democratic accountability

3.4.1.

Eliminating municipal boundaries

The creation of Unitary local government could simplify boundaries which exist across the County.
This enables services to be delivered more effectively to whole communities without the need for
multiple organisations, and therefore multiple bureaucracies, to become involved in delivery. On
this basis, services can be better targeted, they can be planned in a more efficient manner and can
be better aligned with resources.
3.4.2.

Streamlining delivery

It is not just communities which suffer from the imposition of boundaries. The creation of Unitary
local government could also reduce the number and simplify the role of delivery partners,
removing the administrative and managerial confusion, or even territorialism, which can exist with
a large number of organisations working in a relatively small geographical space. The opportunity
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to reshape services around clear outcomes allows the integration of management and financial
resources around service users rather than historical organisational hierarchies. It could also assist
with the integration of multi-agency working, for example with health service providers,
community safety partners and economic development units who currently have to deal with five
different Councils in addition to other stakeholders. There is also an opportunity to pool resources,
eliminating direct and indirect costs which exist in service delivery while enhancing levels of
service.
3.4.3.

Enhancing democratic accountability

Currently there are two tiers of democratically elected Members in Buckinghamshire with County
and District Members being accountable for different services across the same geographical area.
This can create confusion for the public when wishing to contact their elected representative about
a particular local issue. For a one Unitary, two Unitary or out of County Unitary option, unification
could simplify this as there would be only one tier of elected Members accountable for all services
across all communities. In this way, the link between County through to smaller parish communities
could be greatly enhanced, as consultative structures could be created around natural
communities and communities of interest. This democratic streamlining would potentially provide a
huge boost to localism as it would greatly enhance the role and standing of parish and town
councils and enable the unitary body to engage much more clearly and directly with them.
Consideration could also be made to using some of the savings realised to create a capacity
building fund, to support the growth of a much stronger network of community focused councils
than currently exists. However, the one Council and one District option presents a significant
challenge in this regard. Administratively, the creation of a two organisations with different
responsibilities but with a co-terminus geographical scope is possible and from an efficiency
perspective, it is the second strongest option behind a single Unitary. Democratic accountability is
a different matter as this option requires the creation of two Councils covering the same area, one
for County services and one for District. The potential for general confusion with this model is
considerable, potentially much more so than exists presently.

3.5. Strategic impact
There are many factors which must combine to enhance the economic competitiveness and growth
of an area. Some of these are global factors such as investment decisions made by international
capital markets; some are influenced at national level, for example taxation and national
infrastructure. However, many of these factors are greatly influenced at local level such as
available skills, transport infrastructure, housing, the quality of the built environment and leisure
and recreational activities. In addition to this there are more intangible factors such as cultural
identity, social makeup of areas and local pride. This is brought into sharp focus with the division
between County and District functions in Buckinghamshire when considering economic
competitiveness and growth. For example, across the County there is currently:




No single planning Authority (overseeing new development);
No single housing strategy (managing provision of social housing in addition to general
supply and demand); and
No strategic planning function for the entire County (co-ordinating policy and exploiting
opportunities).
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In addition, the link between the general health of the public and a range of both social and
economic factors is well understood. Responsibility for public health is now a County wide function,
managed by the County Council since April 2013. Once again, the ability to plan coherently and
County wide could enhance the opportunity to influence and improve a range of health outcomes
and link them directly to services such as housing, transport and economic development.

3.6. Fit for the future
3.6.1.

Building resilience through Unitary status

Councils of all types have had to make cuts to their budgets in recent years as a result of
reductions to local government funding and this trend is widely expected to continue for several
more years to come. On top of this, demand for services is almost certain to rise as an effect of an
ageing population and several other factors. Given the challenges facing local government, it is a
prudent question to ask as to whether different structures of local government, in particular twotier and Unitary, are better or worse set up to deal with these future challenges.
A summary of potential advantages from becoming one or more Unitary Councils over remaining
as two-tier organisations is set out in the table below:
Category

Potential Advantage

Talent

A new Unitary Authority may be able to retain the highest calibre staff
from the existing Councils to provide a talented and high performing
management team who are best positioned to develop solutions to future
financial challenges. Additionally, teams could share skills and knowledge
from a broader range of experiences and contexts.

Governance

A two-tier model introduces the potential for conflicts between District
and County Councils, which is particularly problematic when reducing
budgets. One or more Unitary Authorities could help to streamline
decision making and enhance political accountability.

Resilience

One or more new Unitary Authorities could implement the best practises
from within each of the County and District Councils, which could help to
shape a resilient corporate core to support the Council.

Lean Infrastructure

One or more Unitary Authorities should have a leaner infrastructure and
no need for time consuming discussion and negotiation between the twotier bodies. This could increase accountability, and streamline service
delivery and decision making.

Quantitative evidence highlighting how Unitary Authorities are better able to deal with challenging
savings targets is evidenced in a 2011 report produced by Deloitte ‘Sizing up; Local Government
Mergers and Service Integration’. This report sought to compare savings for those Councils which
had transferred to Unitary status in 2009 with those remaining as two-tier. Using published data
from DCLG and covering a 24 month period, there was an overall savings total of 13.4% on
services (within the scope of the analysis) for the new Unitary Authorities compared to an increase
of 2.1% for those remaining as two-tier.
3.6.2.

The experience of other authorities from 2009 Unitary changes

Generally, local authorities that have moved to a Unitary structure have delivered the financial
savings they set out to deliver. Set out below are some of the summary financial outcomes from
the 2009 Unitary changes.
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Unitary

Projected Saving

Estimated Saving Delivered*

£17m per year

£25m per year

Northumberland

£17m per year (£51m
over three years)

£85m over three years

Durham

£22m per year (£66m
over three years)

£130m over three years

£20m per year

£20m per year

Cornwall

Shropshire

*Information for estimated savings delivered is not readily available and in some cases the numbers include general efficiency savings
which are not possible to separate from reorganisation savings. Figures have been sourced from either interviews with key stakeholders
or other publicly available reports/analysis.

Key officers of other Unitary Authorities have been interviewed to understand their experiences
during design, implementation and integration of the Unitary Council in the build up to 2009. The
interviews identified a number of common themes that emerged during transition.
Benefits realisation
The following areas delivered savings:








Back office rationalisation;
Staff reduction through management streamlining;
Reduction in democratic costs;
Consolidation of IT and accommodation;
Procurement and contract management;
The creation of a single senior management team; and
The merging of a number of other professions across the county.

Key challenges
The following key challenges were observed:








A perception of a democratic deficit at local level. One Council introduced area action
partnerships and strengthened the role of the Parish Council. Another of the Councils felt
that they needed a localist agenda which was achieved through town and parish councils.
Also the same council introduced a system of area committees initially which were later
disbanded as they were deemed unnecessary;
Agreeing an approach to harmonisation of pay and conditions;
There was a concern that local access to services may reduce if the District offices
providing local services were rationalised. In one Authority there was a focus on retaining
physical presence in key towns and not pulling back into one location. There is a delicate
balance of pulling some areas into the centre and devolving some to local level;
Convergence of services; and
Prior to merger, not all the councils were supportive of the move to Unitary local
government and, in some cases, actively resisted the change.
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Authorities that had Unitary status rejected

The last round of local government reorganisation resulted in the creation of nine new Unitary
Councils. Prior to the constitution of these new authorities, no less than 26 proposals were
received by the Secretary of State for consideration, these being a mixture of new District Unitary
Councils and a mix of single and multiple County Unitary Councils. Of these, three of the proposals
related to single County Unitary Councils, these being Somerset, Cumbria and North Yorkshire.
The reasons for these Councils not proceeding to Unitary status were varied and for the most part
complex – they were all subject to political debate at both a local and national level. Analysis of the
debate indicates that negative factors such as geographical and population sizes were pitted
against the positive notions of streamlining and efficiency savings. Indeed, these are in effect the
two central but opposing variables of any Unitary case and are also likely to be central to the
political debate which surrounds it.

3.7. Conclusion
The case for change in Buckinghamshire is compelling, particularly when considered within the
context of the severe financial and demand pressures being faced by the County. While the one
Unitary option scores highest on each of the critical success factors established at the beginning of
this process, there are advantages associated with the other models, particularly with regard to
elected Member representation.
To reiterate, the potential benefits of moving to Unitary status are:






A reduction in year on year expenditure through a range of efficiency savings which
protect and enhance front-line service delivery of up to £20.7m;
The opportunity to harmonise Council tax, potentially reducing Council tax by an overall
figure of £2.8m per year;
Create a much stronger focus on localities, stripping away a layer of municipal bureaucracy
by eliminating the current two-tiers;
Enable a much greater level of co-ordination and strategic planning across the County for
services which are currently split between two tiers; and
To be fit for purpose in dealing with the forthcoming challenges facing local government.

Unitary local government could provide the opportunity for significant efficiencies which can then
be reinvested in services which are subject to on-going pressure from either financial or demand
pressures.
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4. Financial case and options appraisal
4.1. Introduction and summary
The summary of the analysis illustrates that Unitary Local Government in Buckinghamshire could
significantly mitigate growing pressure on frontline service budgets. Each of the four options
assessed aims to reduce the cost of maintaining five independent government organisations each
with their own management teams, infrastructure and bureaucracy. Furthermore, all of these
options provide the opportunity to direct more funding into frontline services.
Summarised in the table below are the ranges for savings targets, implementation costs, payback
period and FTE reduction for each option. These ranges reflect the lower and upper estimates of
what could be achieved for each option.

Lower to upper ranges

Saving

Reduction to
addressable spend
(exc. Care and
Education)

Implementation

Payback
period

FTE
reduction

One Unitary

£15.7m £20.7m

10.6% – 14.0%

£10.7m £11.6m

1.5 – 1.8
years

236 -271

Two Unitaries

£6.6m £11.1m

4.5% - 7.5%

£9.4m £10.0m

2.3 – 3.0
years

116 - 134

One County
and One
District

£9.6m £12.8m

6.5% - 8.6%

£10.2m £11.2m

2.0 – 2.3
years

153 - 182

Out of County
Unitaries

£6.6m £11.1m

4.5% - 7.5%

£13.1m £13.4m

2.7 – 3.3
years

116 - 134

Option

The largest potential annual savings figure of up to £20.7m (for the one Unitary option) comprises
the following savings areas:






£3.0m in senior management savings;
£2.1m in having fewer Members and running fewer Elections;
£1.0m in accommodation savings;
£7.7m in corporate service rationalisation; and
£6.9m in service optimisation.

This annual saving of up to £20.7m represents 4.3% of total net expenditure of £483.8m across all
services within the five Councils. Notably, to protect the integrity of Care and Education services,
which are uniquely provided by the County Council, expenditure for these services were not
included in the addressable spend figures in the savings quantification. Therefore, the savings
actually represent up to 14.0% of the addressable net expenditure of £148.5m.
The cost of implementing the proposed changes is estimated to be £9.4m - £13.4m, depending on
the option selected, and largely relates to FTE reduction. Based on implementation of a one
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Unitary Council, the process of optimal integration has been forecast to take three to four years, as
follows:




Year 1: Senior Management & Democratic change;
Year 2 & 3: Service & middle management restructuring, redesign of support services /
infrastructure & rationalisation of assets; and
Year 4: Full service integration and contract harmonisation.

This high level integration plan is applicable to all the options and dictates the timeline for
realisation of savings and implementation costs. Given this plan, the payback period across the
range of options has been modelled between one and four years post implementation.
Overall a Unitary Council merger could generate a net cumulative saving of up to £58.3m across
five years, which can be used to protect frontline services for Buckinghamshire residents.
It is notable that, splitting Buckinghamshire into two Unitary Councils could reduce the saving by
£9.6m per annum (amounting to a 46% reduction in financial benefit). Furthermore, it is likely that
a two Council model may cost significantly more to implement (as a percentage of total savings). In
particular, approximately 50% of the current County Council’s staff may need to be accommodated
elsewhere in the County, with the potential need for a new HQ if existing convenient
accommodation could not be found.
In subsequent sections there is a detailed breakdown of the analysis and assumptions that sit
behind savings quantification and implementation costs.

4.2. Financial case components
The following section sets out the components of the financial case, the data used, assumptions
applied and indicative stable annual saving from the option that provides the largest financial
saving (i.e. One Unitary). Section 4.3 sets out a sensitivity analysis showing how the two Unitary,
one County and one District, and out of County Unitary options measure against the one Unitary
option across the components of the financial case.
4.2.1.

Senior management savings

Data used to estimate savings includes:



Actual roles sourced from published data including County and District organisational
charts; and
Salaries sourced from published financial statements.
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Description

Rationale/Assumptions

Indicative
annual value

Assumption that the new Council will need a single
Chief Executive (reduction of 3 FTE)
Reduction in
senior posts

Assumption that the new Council will need 4-5
Directors (reduction of 6-7 FTE)

£2.4m-£3.0m

Assumption that the new Council will require 14-18
Heads of Service (reduction of 16-20 FTE)

Senior
management

Additional unquantified benefits and potential savings opportunities

4.2.2.



Bringing together diverse expert management resource to help
devise and implement tactical decisions and policy initiatives



Retention of the best leadership talent

Election savings

Data used to estimate savings includes:



Actual Member numbers and allowances (including basic allowance, special responsibility
allowances and travel and subsistence) sourced from County and District websites; and
An average unit cost per Member per election estimated from information published by
Chiltern and South Bucks District Councils.

Type of saving

Democratic
costs

Indicative
annual value

Description

Rationale/Assumptions

Reduction in
Members

Assumed that the number of Members for the new
Unitary Authority would be 50-90 (rationale is
outlined in appendix A). This would see a reduction
of 158-198 Members. Cost savings relate to:
 Basic allowance
 Special Responsibilities
 Travel and Subsistence

£0.6m-£1.3m

Reduced election
costs

Unit cost applied to reduction in number of
Members. This saving relates to every election
event and cannot be spread per annum

£0.6m-£0.8m
(every 4
years)

Additional unquantified benefits and potential savings opportunities

4.2.3.



Streamlined political accountability and clarity within a single-tier system



Reduced bureaucracy and perceived uncertainty around the roles and
responsibilities of Members

Accommodation savings

The baseline for the data was established using the following sources:


Unit cost of workspaces in High Wycombe from the Total Office Cost Survey (TOCS) 2010.
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Type of saving

Description

Rationale/Assumptions

Reduction in
office space
required

There are a number of options for assessing the
potential accommodation savings. For the purposes of
this strategic case a saving figure has been estimated
based on a reduction in workspaces required as a result
of estimated total FTE reduction (this equates to a
reduction of 236-271 workspaces).

Indicative
annual value

£0.8 m£1.0m

Accommodation
Additional unquantified benefits and potential savings opportunities

4.2.4.



Retention of fit for purpose properties



Enhanced opportunity for departmental integration through co-location



Encourage the locality and community based reconfiguration of services

Corporate service rationalisation

The baseline for the data was established using the following sources:







ICT spend as a percentage of total service expenditure sourced from SOCITM data and
corroborated by evaluating ICT service spend in other Unitary Authorities;
A baseline total FTE in Districts was established from gathering data in 2013/14 budget
books, where available. An estimate of the split of FTE across support service areas was
profiled using date from Chiltern, South Bucks and Wycombe District Councils and
extrapolated to Aylesbury Vale District Council;
The overall FTE split for management versus staff in the District and County were calculated
by observing actual organisational structures in Chiltern, South Bucks and Wycombe
District Councils. This was assumed to be generally representative to Buckinghamshire
County Council and Aylesbury Vale District Council. We obtained pay grades across all
Councils and assumed grades of £40,000 and above represented management salary; and
Pay grades for all Councils were obtained.
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Description

Rationalisation
of resources

Rationale/Assumptions
Assumed baseline non-pay spend on ICT in County
and Districts represents 1% of total service
expenditure, which is in line with 2010 SOCITM
benchmarking survey. ICT savings (excluding
staff) therefore represent 1% of current and
revised service expenditure after potential
efficiencies from other areas were removed.
Achieved for example through:





ICT

Indicative
annual value

£0.1m -£0.2m

Consolidation of applications
Consolidation of help desk
Rationalisation of infrastructure
Purchasing power with suppliers

Additional unquantified benefits and potential savings opportunities

Type of saving



Ability to attract and retain high calibre ICT professionals to support frontline
service innovation and transformation



Ensuring hardware, applications and infrastructure are fit-for-purpose



Selective retention of ICT that optimises service delivery

Description
Reduction in
Middle
Management

Corporate
services
(including
HR/ICT/Legal/
Democracy)

Reduction in FTE

Rationale/Assumptions
Assumption that number of managers needed
would be equal to current County managers
plus 10%-20% of District managers (Reduction
of 35-39 FTE)
Assumption that the number of staff required
would be equal to current County staff plus
10%-20% of District staff (Reduction of 153172 FTE)

Indicative
annual value

£2.0m-£2.2m

£4.8m-£5.3m

Additional unquantified benefits and potential savings opportunities


Opportunity to integrate the best talent and optimise the quality of internal
support services



A resilient corporate core that shares a unified view of how best to support the
Council



Improved streamlined decision making through implementation of robust
corporate governance structures
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Service optimisation

The baseline for the data was established using the following sources:






A baseline total FTE in Districts was established from gathering data in 2013/14 budget
books, where available. An estimate of the split of FTE across support service areas was
profiled using date from Chiltern, South Bucks and Wycombe District Councils and
extrapolated to Aylesbury Vale District Council;
The overall FTE split for management versus staff in the District and County were calculated
by observing actual organisational structures in Chiltern, South Bucks and Wycombe
District Councils. This was assumed to be generally representative to Buckinghamshire
County Council and Aylesbury Vale District Council;
Pay grades across all Councils were obtained.

Type of saving

Description

Rationale/Assumptions

Reduction in FTE

Assumption that management roles sit in salary
grades earning £40,000 and above. This
equates to 18% of total FTE (excluding senior
management posts) in managerial and senior
professional roles based upon available
published role profiles.
The number of
managers needed would be equal to current
County managers plus 60%-70% of District
managers (reduction of 23-30 FTE).

Management
duplication

Indicative
annual value

£1.3m-£1.8m

Additional unquantified benefits and potential savings opportunities

Type of saving



Redesign the overall structure and management roles to reflect the needs,
values and target culture of the new organisation



To attract and retain high performing talent across key services, supporting
innovation and change



Facilitation of knowledge and skills sharing from a broader range of experiences
and contexts

Description

Rationale/Assumptions

Front line service
optimisation

Assumption that there will be a saving of 3-5%
of total frontline service expenditure due to
economies of scale and service optimisation.
It is assumed that no savings would be made
from Care and Education services. Appendix B
sets out some general examples of how these
efficiencies could be achieved.

Non-pay
service delivery
Costs

Indicative
annual value

£3.1m-£5.1m

Additional unquantified benefits and potential savings opportunities


Opportunity to move towards outcomes based service delivery



Consolidated and strengthened business relationships with external providers
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Implementation costs

Implementation costs relate to the investment required for the creation of one or more Unitary
Councils. The non-recurrent costs detailed below are for the implementation of the One Unitary
option but apply to all other options. These have been developed on the basis of the following
assumptions and include:








The cost of FTE reduction is based on removing 25 – 30 of the most senior posts at an
average cost of £50k, and the remaining 211 - 241 posts at an average cost of £16k. This
assumption is in line with published data and averages across the public sector from the
“CIPD/KPMG 2008 LMO Survey”;
The approach and cost estimates for the implementation project team, Member induction,
corporate communications, branding and professional services are largely based on the
experience of other Authorities;
The ICT costs are based on the integration and replacement of core service systems (e.g.,
housing, planning, local taxation, regulatory services);
The implementation team costs reflect the costs to employ 25 FTE at an average salary of
£38k; and
Additional transition contingency funds of £2m been built in to the 3 year delivery
timescale to reflect the experience of other authorities from 2009 local government reorganisation.

Investment area

Overall

YR 0

Planning and prelaunch
IT costs and new
system training
FTE reduction
Implementation
programme team
Professional services

£0.5m

£0.5m

£2.0m

£1.0

£1.0m

£5.0m

£1.3m

£1.5m

£2.2m

£1.0m

£0.5m

£0.3m

£0.2m

£0.5m

£0.2

£0.2m

£0.1m

£0.3m

£0.1m

£0.1m

<£0.1m

£0.1m

£0.1m

£0.2m

£0.2m

£2.0m

£1.0m

£0.6m

£0.4m

Corporate comms and
branding
Staff
induction
Member induction
Transition contingency

YR 1

YR 2

4.3. Sensitivity analysis of options
4.3.1.

Introduction and approach

There are a number of different Unitary options that could be considered. This report has
considered the following four options:





One Unitary;
Two Unitaries;
One County and one District; and
Out of County Unitaries.
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A sensitivity analysis of the options considered in this report has been carried out based on
assessment of the following areas:
 Potential Savings – to understand the impact of each Unitary option on overall savings
targets;
 Impact for service users – to capture the positive and negatives aspects of how District and
County services could change from the perspective of the service user and the level of
disruption they may experience;
 Practicality – to understand feasibility of shared working across services and restructuring
political landscape; and
 Implementation – to provide an overview of the relative costs and challenges to implement.
Ratings (red/amber/green) have also been applied to each of the assessment areas for each of the
options as follows:
 Red – provides a poor result relative to other options;
 Amber – provides a satisfactory result relative to other options; and
 Green – provides the best result of all of the options.

Assessment area

Rating

Comments

Potential Savings

NARRATIVE

Impact for service users

NARRATIVE

Practicality

NARRATIVE

Implementation

NARRATIVE

Underneath each table is a quantification of how each option performs within distinct areas of the
financial case. Detail has been provided to indicate whether performance sits in the upper (
middle (

▲),

►) or lower (▼) range of the following:

► Savings from senior management;
► Savings from elections;
► Savings from accommodation;
► Savings from corporate service rationalisation;
► Savings from service optimisation; and
► The % of annual savings in non-recurrent implementation costs and related payback
period.
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One Unitary Council - option appraisal

Assessment area

Rating

Comments

Savings

G

This option has the potential to deliver the greatest amount of
financial savings at up to £20.7m.
Potential improvements via streamlining services, removing
duplication, reducing bureaucracy and optimising delivery.

Impact for service users

G

Service users could benefit from continuity in the delivery of
care, education and community services.

Practicality

Implementation

G

G

However, suggested levels of political representation are lower
under one Unitary than for other options.
There is likely to be limited requirement for service redesign
and this option provides intuitive restructuring of democratic
landscape.
A single Unitary structure supports transfer of skills,
capabilities, knowledge and best practice through shared
working arrangements.
As this option involves the greatest reduction in FTE,
implementation costs are higher – however, this still represents
the fastest payback period across all the options.
Implementation is likely to be challenging, but this has been
successfully done elsewhere and there are ample opportunities
to learn from others in this respect.

Potential overall savings target range for this option is £15.7m - £20.7m, this breaks down as
follows:

▲ £2.4m - £3.0m savings from senior management;
▲ £1.2m - £2.1m savings from elections;
▲ £0.8m - £1.0m savings from accommodation;
▲ £6.9m - £7.7m savings from corporate service rationalisation;
▲ £4.4m - £6.9m savings from service optimisation; and
▲ Non-recurrent Implementation costs of £10.7m - £11.6m result in a payback period of 1
year and 6 months. The graph below represents the payback period for this option given
the upper range of savings and implementation costs across the proposed high level
implementation timeline.
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Payback 1 year and 6
months

One Unitary Council option - What does this mean?
The one Unitary option offers the highest potential level of financial savings. This is because the
formation of a single Unitary offers the greatest scope to reduce duplication in areas such as
management, property and service optimisation.
As most of the services currently in the County are likely to remain unaffected, impact on services
under this option should be minimal. Although existing District services will need to be reshaped,
any potential disruption could be mitigated by the fact services will be combined rather than
fundamentally redesigned.
In terms of practicality, the one Unitary option fares well based on the potential relative simplicity
of creating a single organisation. Staff, Councillors and service users may experience less
disruption during the transition and other potentially costly elements such as branding, signage
and stationary should be relatively unaffected.
Finally, given the scale of restructuring associated with this option, implementation does not come
without its challenges. Fortunately, there is much previous learning from other Authorities that
have become Unitary to support and guide the Council around in this regard. Moreover, application
of a single existing organisational infrastructure should also help to ease the process.
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Two Unitary Councils - option appraisal

Assessment area

Rating

Savings

A

Impact for service users

A

Comments
Savings are significantly lower than the one Unitary Council
option. This is driven by the extra costs of an additional senior
management team, required duplication of corporate services
and service managers across the two Councils, and reductions
in service delivery efficiencies due to decreased potential
economies of scale.
There is still scope for potential improvements via streamlining
services, removing duplication, reducing bureaucracy and
optimising delivery but on a smaller scale to a single Unitary.
The two Unitary option requires the merger of District Councils
and further disruption by splitting the current County Council’s
functions in two. As such, service users with care needs will fall
under the remit of an entirely new Council.
Suggested levels of political representation are higher than for
a single Unitary, and the creation of two Councils may offer a
greater locality focus.
Shared delivery of services will need to be redesigned around
new agreed Council boundaries.

Practicality

A

As this option requires additional political representation it may
be more straightforward to restructure the democratic
landscape.
Forming two unitaries could reduce the scope to transfer
capabilities, knowledge and best practice via shared working
arrangements.
Due to considerable reductions to savings, overall
implementation costs represent a higher percentage of annual
savings.

Implementation

A
Disaggregating the existing County Council structure is likely to
introduce additional complications, as well as time and cost
pressures. Notably, however, a two Unitary option has also been
implemented successfully in other Counties.

Potential overall savings target range for this option is £6.6 - £11.1m.
considerations for this option include:

Main financial

▼ £0.5m - £0.8m savings from senior management;
► £0.6m - £1.9m savings from elections;
▼ £0.4m - £0.5m savings from accommodation;
▼ £3.4m - £3.9m savings from corporate service rationalisation;
► £1.7m - £4.0m savings from service optimisation; and
► Non-recurrent Implementation costs of £9.4m - £10.0m result in a payback period of 2
years and 4 months. The graph below represents the payback period for this option given
the upper range of savings and implementation costs across the proposed high level
implementation timeline.
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Payback 2 years and 4
months

Two Unitary Councils option – What does this mean?
This option proposes the creation of two new Unitary Councils in Buckinghamshire. It is important
to see this option in terms of the creation of two new organisations rather than a split in existing
provision. Notwithstanding these challenges, it is worth reflecting that sub County Unitary Councils
were created with relative success in Bedfordshire and Cheshire in 2009, so these challenges are
by no means insurmountable.
While overall savings are still likely to be considerable, a two Unitary option is likely to produce a
lower level of savings than the one Unitary option. These savings largely fall out of the
requirement for two managerial administrations, greater number of elected Members and
duplication across corporate services.
Although the benefits of streamlining services also apply to this option, the creation of two new
County level organisations carries an increased risk of considerable service disruption.
From a political standpoint, the creation of two sovereign Councils provides a preferable solution as
this model could increase the ratio of elected representation across the County. This political
advantage should be considered alongside potential practical complications in splitting and
realigning services around new Council boundaries. Moreover, creating two Unitaries may reduce
the scope to transfer skills and capabilities across the County and District workforce.
Despite the caveats outlined above, implementation of this model is possible; it has been done
elsewhere and there is therefore practical prior learning available to support this option.
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One County and one District – option appraisal

Assessment area

Rating

Savings

A

Impact for service users

A

Comments
Savings are likely to be significantly lower than those for the
one Unitary option. This is driven by the extra costs of
retaining a senior management team for the District, and
reduced scope to capitalise on optimising contracted spend
across the existing County and District Councils.
There are opportunities to streamline services, remove
duplication, reduce bureaucracy and optimising delivery of
services but these are constrained to the boundaries of a two
tier service delivery model.
Service users will benefit from continuity in the delivery of care,
education and community services. However, the creation of
Councils with distinct service agendas within identical
geographical boundaries could create confusion.
Suggested levels of political representation could be higher
than for a single Unitary.
Delivery of District services would need to be redesigned
around new agreed Council boundaries.

Practicality

R
Although having one County and one District Council calls for
additional political representation, this intensive restructuring
of democracy is both unfeasible and impractical.
Due to considerable reductions to savings, overall
implementation costs represent a high percentage of annual
savings.

Implementation

R
Currently no other Authorities have implemented or considered
a one County and one District option. As such there is no
concrete guidance and/or evidence for the implementation of
County wide two-tier service delivery models.

Potential overall savings target range for this option is £9.6m - £12.8m.
considerations for this option include:

Main financial

► £1.3m - £2.1m savings from senior management;
► £1.1m - £1.8m savings from elections;
► £0.6m - £0.7m savings from accommodation;
► £4.6m - £5.1m savings from corporate service rationalisation;
▼ £2.0m - £3.1m savings from service optimisation; and
► Non-recurrent Implementation costs of £10.2m - £11.2m result in a payback period of 2
years and 0 months. The graph below represents the payback period for this option given
the upper range of savings and implementation costs across the proposed high level
implementation timeline.
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Payback 2 years and 0
months

One County and one District – What does this mean?
This option proposes the creation of a new County-wide District Council to take over the functions
of the other three, creating coterminous County and District Councils. This is an innovative idea,
however, it does pose some challenges in terms of practicality and implementation.
In terms of savings, this option has the potential to produce a higher level of savings than the two
Unitary solution, as some of the costs of establishing new organisations are reduced. However, the
potential efficiency savings remain some way behind the figures generated by the one Unitary
option.
Impact on service users offers a relatively low level of risk given that existing County services
should remain largely untouched. Similarly, District services could combine administratively, but
remain relatively unchanged in operational terms.
The major challenge with this option relates to practicality, particularly in terms of democratic
representation. One of the major criticisms of the existing two-tier model is the potential for
confusion between different service functions and democratic accountabilities. This is somewhat
amplified by a One County and one District option, which would require the creation of a new
County-wide District Council. The new District Council could mirror the existing County Council but
would be responsible for different services. Given that these would operate within identical
boundaries could create confusion. Alternatively, if the District was to be created on a purely
administrative basis, it has the potential to result in an unacceptable deficit in representation.
Finally, if the two were democratically aligned but with separate administrations, then it results, in
effect, with the creation of a Unitary Council, similar to the one Unitary option, but with additional
cost. It is difficult to see how these challenges could be realistically overcome.
The implementation of a One County and one District option presents a clear dichotomy between
administrative and democratic structures as set out above.
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Out of County Unitary Councils – option appraisal

Assessment area

Savings

Rating

A

Comments
Assuming the expenditure baseline for the savings
quantification matches that for the other three options, savings
align with those for Option 2 (two Unitary Councils). These are
similarly driven by the extra costs of an additional senior
management team, required duplication of corporate services
and service managers across the two Councils, and reductions
in service delivery efficiencies due to decreased potential
economies of scale.
Notably, the introduction of new out of County Districts could
offer additional savings premiums. However, as this saving
represents a proportion of an unknown expenditure baseline
this has not been quantified as part of this report.
There is scope for potential improvements via streamlining
services, removing duplication, reducing bureaucracy and
optimising delivery but on a smaller scale to a single Unitary.

Impact for service users

R
This option requires the merger of District Councils and further
disruption by splitting the current County Council’s functions in
two. This could be further exacerbated by creating new service
arrangements outside of County boundaries.
Shared delivery of services will need to be redesigned around
new agreed Council boundaries that will extend out of the
County. This has particular implications for the integration of
policies, culture and ways of working across Councils that
currently operate in versus out of County.

Practicality

R

It would be crucial to understand scope and clarify the delivery
of care services to those who currently fall out of
Buckinghamshire’s remit.
Work also needs to done to
understand and deliver services within a completely new
provider landscape.
Political restructuring of democracy also likely to be
complicated and impractical.
To date, no other Authorities have considered/attempted
implementing an out of County Unitary option. Without
concrete empirical examples of forming out-of County unitaries
it is difficult to fully understand and employ a model of best
practice.
Furthermore, there is also little guidance on
identifying and mitigating potential risks.

Implementation

R

Implementation costs are likely to be extensive given the scale
of potential contingencies which would be required for
consultation over three counties (possibly involving referenda),
potential contract novation, and the transition costs associated
with staff, infrastructure, branding and administrative
materials. There would also need to be consideration of how to
amalgamate discrepancies in working practice, culture and
business processes across three disparate education and social
care systems.
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As per Option 2, the potential overall savings target range for this option is £6.6 - £11.1m. Main
financial considerations for this option include:

▼ £0.5m - £0.8m savings from senior management
► £0.6m - £1.9m savings from elections
▼ £0.4m - £0.5m savings from accommodation
▼ £3.4m - £3.9m savings from corporate service rationalisation
► £1.7m - £4.0m savings from service optimisation
▼ Non-recurrent Implementation costs of £13.1m - £13.4m result in a payback period of 2
years and 8 months. The graph below represents the payback period for this option given
the upper range of savings and implementation costs across the proposed high level
implementation timeline.

Payback 2 years and 8
months

Out of County Unitary Councils – What does this mean?
The out of County Unitary option proposes the creation of two new Unitary Councils (as per the two
Unitary option) but additionally suggests that this involves existing District Councils from
neighbouring County Councils.
In terms of service impact, this option would be largely similar to the two Unitary option discussed
above, though this would be further exaggerated by the inclusion of Districts from neighbouring
counties.
There are, however, considerable challenges associated with the practicality of this proposal as well
as the ability to implement it. This proposal would require a major electoral boundary review which
would be conducted by the Local Government Boundary Committee for England and would involve
the three affected County Councils and their existing Districts which would present a considerable
logistical and political challenge from the outset. The option would also require the unprecedented
step of subsuming existing County territory into a new County, or the creation of a wholly new

36

September 2014

Strategic Financial Case for Local Government Reorganisation in Buckinghamshire

administrative area – both of which would require primary legislation – i.e. the consent of
parliament.
The potential for disagreement with this option is significant; it is by far the option with the
greatest level of inherent risk and presents a number of challenges which may be practically
insurmountable.
There is potential to realise additional financial benefits from the introduction of new out of County
Districts. Without fully understanding the new service baseline, however, this has not been
quantified as part of this analysis. Furthermore, the delivery of any additional savings needs to be
considered alongside the significant increases to the costs of implementing this option. The
implementation costs for this option may far outstrip all of the other options as there is
requirement for extensive expenditure on public consultation, transition and contract novation.
There is likely to also be a requirement for additional investment in ICT, professional services,
communications and branding and Member induction.
Finally, there are also likely to be further costs associated with the effective disaggregation of the
three existing counties and the transfer of complex service, administrative and corporate
infrastructure to a new entity. This would incur potentially significant reorganisation costs which
would need to be compensated for before the equally complex debate about the repatriation of
benefits could commence. Option 4 is quite simply unprecedented in terms of complexity and this
would need to be considered very carefully if pursued further.
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5. Conclusions and next steps
5.1. Conclusion
Buckinghamshire has made considerable progress over recent years in reducing the cost of
services in the County and mitigating the impact of reduced funding for services from central
government.
However, as our analysis shows, these financial pressures combined with increased costs
associated with demographic and social changes over the coming decade mean that even after the
£85m+ of savings already delivered, by 2017/18 the County are facing a potential funding deficit
of £39m per year.
This report has explored four options for reorganising the function of local government in
Buckinghamshire as a response to this financial challenge in addition to protecting and enhancing
the quality of front-line services across the County. A summary of conclusions is set out below:
5.1.1.

Financial savings

All of the options above have the potential to deliver significant financial savings across
Buckinghamshire local government, with the one Unitary option having the potential to deliver the
greatest level of financial savings with an annual recurrent saving of up to £20.7m. This saving
breaks down as follows:






£3.0m in senior management savings;
£2.1m in having fewer Members and running fewer Elections
£1.0m in accommodation savings;
£7.7m in corporate service rationalisation; and
£6.9m in service optimisation.

The other options all carry significant additional costs (effectively reducing overall financial
benefits) through:










The extra cost associated with two senior management teams over a single senior
management team could diminish potential savings by up to 80% (nearly £2.2m depending
on which option is selected);
The increased number of Members required for two authorities, and their associated
allowances also weakens the savings that could be achieved by up to 14% (up to £0.3m).
This is based on the assumption that each Authority would have approximately 30-60
Members (still amounting to a Member reduction of over 50% across Buckinghamshire) and
the special responsibilities allowances should be double across two organisations compared
to one. There may also be an increase in associated election costs and democracy support;
The accommodation required by two organisations has been estimated to diminish savings
by up to 50% (£0.5m), based upon a proportional reduction in facilities costs based on FTE
reduction. This is a prudent estimate, as in reality, it could cost significantly more to re-align
the current property portfolio to accommodate two Unitary Councils;
Additionally, the consolidation of other corporate services (HR/Finance/ Legal/property
etc.) into two organisations rather than a single organisation could reduce possible savings
further (i.e. 50% - £3.8m).
Any efficiency from frontline service area optimisation that could be achieved through
creation of a single Unitary Council is likely to be diluted by a two Unitary option. An
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analysis of this has indicated a potential reduction in saving of approximately 55% (up to
£3.8m);
There are likely to be increased transitional costs related to training, communications,
inductions and implementation for creation of two new organisations.

5.1.2.

Impact on services

It is highly likely that the structural changes associated with each of the four options may lead to
some degree of impact on service delivery and we have therefore made an assessment of the likely
impact of this against each option.








The creation of a single County Unitary should have the lowest relative impact on services
given that a County wide structure already exists with the assumption that existing District
services can be up scaled and subsumed into this structure;
The creation of two Unitary Councils is likely to have a greater impact given that both
existing County and District services may have to be split down and amalgamated
simultaneously and migrated into two wholly new organisations;
The County/District model should benefit from County services remaining intact and
District services being up scaled. The likely impact could come from potential confusion for
service users associated with the distinction between different services being delivered in
the same geographical area; and
The greatest level of impact on services may result from creating new Authorities outside
the County boundaries given the requirement to first disentangle services from three
existing County organisations before integrating them into a newly created organisation.
This option has the greatest potential for disruption.

5.1.3.

Practicality

Each of the options should involve local consultation, the creation of a detailed business case and
primary legislation to proceed in the next parliament. In addition to this we have considered:
 A single County Unitary represents a straightforward organisational platform though which
all existing services could be delivered;
 Two Unitary Councils should still be relatively straightforward, though there may be a need
for service and democratic boundaries to be redrawn, which would need to be clearly
communicated. This option may also require the two new Councils to replace all existing
stationary, branding, road signs etc.; and
 Both of the latter options score poorly for practicality based on the scale of the task
involved in creating a co-terminus County and District Council in terms of democratic
representation and in negotiating the creation of a new Unitary Council made up from
elements of three existing County Councils. This should require extensive consultation
involving myriad stakeholders and interest groups covering a significant geographical area,
it may also involve potentially prohibitive implementation costs given the logistical
challenge of reorganising three separate County Councils.
5.1.4.

Implementation

Implementation in each case has been assessed in terms of the relative challenges and associated
costs of change:


A single County Unitary is relatively the most straightforward to implement as there is
minimal disruption to existing County services and agglomeration of District services;
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A two Unitary solution requires the separation of existing County services in addition to the
agglomeration of four sets of District services into two newly created organisations; and
The remaining two options again face the challenges set out above in terms of
implementation, these being the creation of a practical and understandable democratic
settlement for the one Council and one District, and the relative complexity of negotiating a
new settlement.

The table below sets out an assessment of each of the options against each of the key assessment
areas.
Option

Savings

Impact

Practicality

Implementation

Payback period

One Unitary
Council

Up to £20.7m

1.5 years

Two Unitary
Councils

Up to £11.1m

2.3 years

One County and
One District
Council

Up to £12.8m

2.0 years

Creating new
authorities
outside of County
boundaries

Up to £11.1m

2.7 years

5.2. Next steps
While the coalition government has made it clear that there should be no consideration of further
Unitary bids during the current parliament, the debate over local government reorganisation and
especially two-tier areas has seen increasing interest in recent months. It is likely to be an
important factor in the debate about local government in the forthcoming general election
campaign.
Notwithstanding this, the lead in time for the last round of reorganisation was approximately two
years from concept through to the new organisations being established. Therefore, the suggested
next steps are:






Undertake consultation with stakeholders as required;
Once a preferred option or has been identified, this strategic business case will need to be
developed into a detailed business case which involves a much more granular assessment of
the numbers, issues and context involved;
From the detailed business case, develop service planning and transition arrangements for
the new organisation(s); and
Create an indicative overarching implementation plan, including timescales, key Senior
Responsible Officers (SROs) and resourcing.
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Estimating Council Size

Context
There is no fixed formula for calculating the size of the ‘ideal’ council across the country. This is
recognised by the Local Government Boundary Commission for England (LGBCE) who attempt to
take into account local considerations when recommending council size and composition. The
balance to be struck in proposing council size is between access to representation (expressed as a
ratio of electors per councillor) and the practicalities of council size in terms of decision making
and strategic planning. Clearly, either of these variables affects the other; more councillors will
produce a better ratio per elector but will increase the overall size of the council and vice versa.
In deciding the most appropriate size for the Council, a number of factors have been taken into
account including:


Ratio of Electors per Councillor;



Buckinghamshire in comparison with all single tier authorities outside London;



Specific characteristics of Buckinghamshire; and



The guidance from the Boundary Commission.

Ratio of Electors per Councillor
The total electorate in Buckinghamshire is estimated to be 396,753. The table below sets out a
range of options for the composition of a new unitary council and the implications for electors in
terms of the ratio of councillors per elected member.

Option 1 – One County Unitary
Based on a current county-wide electorate of 396,753
No. of Councillors
50
65
80
95

Electors per Councillor
7,935
6,104
4,959
4,176

Option 2 – Two Unitary Authorities
Based on two unitary councils with nominal electorates of 198,000
No. of Councillors
30
40
50
60

Electors per Councillor
6,600
4,950
3,960
3,300

Total Councillors Across County
60
80
100
120

Option 3 – County and District
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In terms of the electoral implications, option 3 becomes more difficult. In effect this option would
produce a county and a district with coterminous boundaries but with different service
accountabilities. The potential for conflict and confusion is therefore considerable as electors may
have to contact different councillors for different services within the same electoral division.
Creating a single democratic structure for say the county, with districts continuing to deliver the
services they remain responsible for could produce a democratic deficit in terms of there being no
direct representation for district services, or vice versa. If the county took over democratic
responsibility for all services, it effectively takes us back to option 1 – a single county Unitary.
No. of
Councillors in
County (no
change)

Electors per
Councillor

49

8,097

No. of
Councillors in
District (based
on average of
current
arrangements)
50

Electors per
Councillor

Total Councillors
Across County

7,935

99

Option 4 – New Unitary Authorities Outside the County Boundary
Based on two newly created unitary councils:



Council A indicative population: 259,308
Council B indicative population: 318,507

No. of
Councillors in
Council A
40
50
60
70

Electors per
Councillor
6,483
5,186
4,322
3,704

No. of
Councillors in
Council B
40
50
60
70

Electors per
Councillor

Total Councillors
Across County

7,962
6,370
5,308
4,550

80
100
120
140

Comparison of prospective size with other Unitary Councils
With an electorate of approaching 400,000 Buckinghamshire is toward the upper quartile in terms
of size nationally, though it is by no means the biggest council as the table below sets out.
Authority Name

Total Electorate

Council Size

Leeds
Cornwall
Durham
Sheffield
Manchester
Wiltshire
Bradford
Liverpool
Bristol
Kirklees

537,163
409,639
403,742
399,131
380,930
357,240
350,882
325,125
324,584
313,233

99
123
126
84
96
98
90
90
70
69

Electors per
Councillor
5426
3330
3204
4752
3968
3645
3899
3613
4637
4540

Council Type
Unitary District
Unitary County (2009)
Unitary County (2009)
Unitary District
Unitary District
Unitary County (2009)
Unitary District
Unitary District
Unitary District
Unitary District
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In terms of democratic representation, the scatter diagram below sets out ratio for all single-tier
councils in England outside London. Based on the line of best fit, each option has been included
with the lower and upper figures set out below.

8000
7000

Electors per Council

6000
5000
4000
3000
2000
1000
0
0

100,000 200,000 300,000 400,000 500,000 600,000 700,000 800,000
Electorate

Option

Range

Option 1

7935-4176

Option 2

6600-3300

Option 3 Council A

8097

Option 3 Council B

7935

Option 4 Council A

6483-3704

Option 4 Council B

7962-4550

Key
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Specific Characteristics of Buckinghamshire
The county of Buckinghamshire covers a relatively small geographical area at 156,000 hectares
and is much smaller than some of the other recently converted unitary counties. This is a
significant consideration in terms of potential future size of a unitary council as access to
constituents in a more densely populated geographical area with reasonable transport links
provides greater flexibility in terms of the electors to councillor ratio. From the table below, we
can see that an indicative 65 member council would put Buckinghamshire nearer the mean of
single tier upper tier councils outside London in terms of the ratio of councillors and area.
Authority Name
Northumberland
Cornwall
Wiltshire
Shropshire
East Riding Of Yorkshire
Durham
Herefordshire
Cheshire East
Cheshire West & Chester
North Lincolnshire
Central Bedfordshire

Area in
Hectares
501,300
354,594
325,535
319,731
240,763
222,605
217,973
116,637
91,664
84,631
71,567

Council
Size
67
123
98
74
67
126
58
82
75
43
59

Hectare per
Councillor
7482
2883
3322
4321
3593
1767
3758
1422
1222
1968
1213

Council Type
Unitary County
Unitary County
Unitary County
Unitary County
Unitary District
Unitary County
Unitary District
Unitary District
Unitary District
Unitary District
Unitary District

Boundary Commission Guidance
Guidance from LGBCE strikes a balance between the ratio of representation to elector and the
effective and efficient management of the council. They specifically suggest that they would want
to look closely at any proposal which involves a council of 100 upwards.

Conclusion
Our data and analysis demonstrates that the optimal size of a future unitary authority in
Buckinghamshire would be between 65 and 80 elected members. We have also modelled numbers
against options 2, 3 and 4 with the potential ranges set out in the scatter diagram above. In each
case we have attempted to set out to balance the demands of representation, practicality and
efficiency.
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Service optimisation assumptions

Savings Assumptions: Service Optimisation
This area of savings relates to reductions in the cost of delivering non-corporate services (i.e. those
services not classified as corporate services for the purpose of this analysis). It breaks down as two
key categories:


Savings through duplication of roles across the District Councils (for the purpose of this
analysis, it has been assumed that there is no duplication in service delivery roles but there
is 30% duplication across middle management of those service delivery roles).



Savings through optimising the way services are delivered. The efficiencies are based on
taking a whole systems approach to service redesign without the boundaries of two-tier
government impeding innovation. Specifically, savings should be achievable through
procurement scale and contract management, convergence of systems and processes,
better use of assets and optimising processes through utilising regional best practice.

A 3-5% optimisation savings range has been assumed across non-corporate services after staffing
costs have been extracted from the cost base. However, it should be noted that there is an
assumption that across care and education (accounting for £253m of a total £356m net spend)
optimisation savings cannot be made.
Set out below are some examples with evidence from other local authorities of the types of service
optimisation savings that can be delivered through this process. More detailed analysis of service
delivery across all Buckinghamshire authorities to understand the specific opportunities service by
service would be required to quantify how the 3-5% could breakdown across services.

1. Waste
It is assumed that a reduction could be achieved through, for example:
i.

Moving to a single waste
collection service

Better shift management, reduction in the number of
vehicles, consolidation on to a single contract, unification
of collection methods, reduction in team management but
perhaps less opportunity across the team. Requirement to
retain local knowledge.
Evidence from other case studies indicates considerable
savings can be achieved.

ii.

Reduction in the
collection cost per head



Dorset Waste Partnership – £1.4m p.a.



Somerset Waste Partnership – £1.5m p.a.



East Sussex – £30m over 10 years



East Kent Waste – £30m over 10 years

There is considerable variation in the cost of collection per
head. Whilst some of this variance may be due to
geography and local context, there is an assumption that
the service could reach the benchmark unity cost per head.

45

September 2014

Strategic Financial Case for Local Government Reorganisation in Buckinghamshire

iii.

Unification of pay

Eliminating the variation in pay across the Districts which
could increase the retention of staff in teams.

iv.

Greater market presence
and commercial clout

Through joint procurement, savings could be achieved
through standardisation of specifications, reduced number
of procurements and leveraging a greater volume of spend.

2. Regulatory
It has been assumed that a saving against current budgets can be achieved through, for example,
using a more efficient delivery model across Buckinghamshire for the delivery of regulatory
services, ensuring greater integration across historically two-tier functions.

i.

Creation of a Single
Building Control Service

There is an opportunity to create a single Building Control
service, which could involve the consolidation of multiple
services into one.

Efficiencies through a reduction in senior management
posts, in sharing facilities, integration of local teams, and
scheduling of work.

ii.

Integration of pest
control and
environmental health

Efficiencies can be achieved through the integration of
pest control and environmental health, which are
currently fragmented across the two-tier structure. This
could allow the integration of roles, teams and functions.

3. Planning
It is assumed that a reduction against net budgets could be achieved through service optimisation
as a result of creating a single planning Authority.
i.

Creation of a Single
Planning Authority

The efficiencies of a single planning Authority include the
reduction in the number of local plans produced leading to
efficiencies in the consultation process, and elimination of
inefficiencies resulting from the 4 plans being unaligned.
Professionalisation of the planning service leading to
attracting greater expertise and retention levels, leading
to better quality decisions and fewer appeals. There could
also be some efficiency in the planning policy process.
There may be efficiencies in closer and more co-ordinated
working between the Highways Authority and the
Planning Authority.
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An ability to plan more strategically across the area and to
direct resources where there is greatest need.
ii.

Business Application
Consolidation

A single planning Authority could facilitate the
consolidation of planning case management systems, and
building control. The support and maintenance of these
systems can also be significant.

4. Local Taxation & Benefits
There is currently a significant variance in the unit cost and performance of this administrative and
support function across the County.
It has been assumed that the unit cost of local taxation collection and benefits administration could
be harmonised to achieve the current upper quartile performance across Buckinghamshire District
Councils. If this performance improvement were achieved, significant savings could be realised.
Furthermore, the analysis does not include any savings associated with housing benefits due to the
national implementation of the “Universal Credit” and welfare reform, led by DWP.
i.

Creation of a Single
Revenues & Benefits
team

Achieving an efficiency level equating to current upper
quartile performance, through integrating teams and
distributing workloads to improve productivity

ii.

Business Application
Consolidation

Consolidation of the IT systems, resulting in reduced
support and maintenance costs. This is taking account of a
number of outsourced teams.

5. Highways & Street Cleaning
It has been assumed that a saving could be made against current service expenditure for open
spaces and street cleaning through service efficiencies. The opportunity areas include asset
management (e.g., plant rationalisation and vehicles), procurement (consolidating contracts,
rationalise suppliers), integration of contract management teams, combining roles such as parking
with environmental enforcement, better shift management and scheduling.
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