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Introduction 

We are deeply concerned about the process that is being employed by the DCLG and 

the outcomes that are in prospect. This concern has been set out briefly in a recent paper that 

examines the 16 decision letters on the unitary proposals which went forward for consultation. 

This paper leads to the following conclusion: ‘The process is so flawed that it corrupts the 

body politic’ (Chishohn and Leach 2007, p. 17). Our present purpose is to set out more fully 

than was possible in the Municipal Journal the reasons leading to our pessimistic conclusion. 

Whether this fuller account will have any impact upon the final outcome of the present 

process it is impossible to know. However, whatever the final outcome of the re-structuring 

that is expected, there can be no doubt that there will be pressure for further structural change 

in shire England in the foreseeable future. Indeed, Mr John Healey is reported as saying that 

the door should be open for the Government to consider further requests from local authorities 

to become unitary councils (Municipal Journal 11 October 2007, p. 3), with the implication 

that this would done in the manner currently being employed. Whatever arrangements there 

may be for the future, there are lessons from the present that ought to be learned and applied. 

Consequently, in examining the present we are looking to the future. 

The analysis that follows should be viewed in the light of two recent developments in 

particular. The first of these is the publication of a report by the Public Accounts Committee of 

the House of Commons (Telegraph 11 October 2007). This report examines the Treasury’s 

2006 claim that Gershon savings in annual public expenditure have been made to the sum of 

£13.3 billion. Of this sum, almost £10 billion (74%) must be treated as unproven for various 

reasons, including variations in the reference dates from which savings have been calculated. 

Quite evidently, claims about financial savings cannot be accepted at face value. 

The second development is the speech given by the Prime Minister at the University of 

Westminster (Telegraph 26 October 2007), at the launch of a number of consultation 

documents. As reported, Mr Brown wishes to throw off the authoritarian image that the Labour 

government has acquired and to launch a new chapter in civil liberty, offering the possibility of 

a Bill of Rights and Duties and even a written constitution. In part, he is seeking to build upon 

ministerial pronouncements that there needs to be devolution of power from central 

government and that communities need to be empowered, the latter aspiration having been 

proclaimed in the October 2006 White Paper, Strong and Prosperous Communities. 

Unfortunately, the policy direction now being espoused is at variance with the practice 

currently pursued by the DCLG with respect to new unitary authorities. On the one hand, 

dodgy financial data have been accepted with inadequate scrutiny. On the other, the DCLG has 

been highly selective in its approach to evidence about the attitudes of stakeholders and the 

public to unitary proposals; indeed, there seems to be scant concern for what ordinary people 

think. 

The fundamental problem is that the new rhetoric does not match practice, a fact that 

raises some basic issues not just for local government but for the governance of the country in 

general. We believe that the present process for establishing unitary councils is so deeply 

flawed that it has the effect of corrupting the body politic, and we set out below the reasons 

which lead us to this conclusion. In setting out the grounds for concern, it is our hope that 

corrective action will be taken so that matters are dealt with in a proper way in future. 










































