NORTHUMBRIA POLICE AUTHORITY – 28 JANUARY 2004

LOCAL GOVERNMENT REVIEW OF TWO TIER AREAS IN THE NORTH EAST: DRAFT RECOMMENDATIONS

REPORT OF THE CLERK, DEPUTY CLERK AND SOLICITOR AND THE CHIEF CONSTABLE

1.
PURPOSE OF REPORT

1.1
To inform Members of the draft recommendations for unitary local government in Northumberland.

2.
BACKGROUND

2.1 In June 2003 the Boundary Committee for England (BCE) received a direction from the Office of the Deputy Prime Minister (ODPM) to undertake local government reviews in the two-tier areas of three English regions: North West, North East and Yorkshire and the Humber. The reviews are a precursor to a referendum on an elected regional assembly in each of the three regions concerned.

2.2 By 25 May 2004 the BCE needs to propose at least two options for wholly unitary local government structures, which is “likely to provide the best overall delivery of local services in the existing two-tier county areas covered by the review”. There can be no “status quo” option that would leave the present two-tier structure in place.   

2.3 During the first stage of the review the Committee received representations from a wide range of stakeholders.  A public opinion research was also commissioned and was carried out by MORI. Submissions were then considered in the formation of the draft recommendations.

2.4 When drafting the recommendations the BCE had to take into account a number of factors which were detailed in ODPM guidance these included: 

· geographical size and population – the size of an authority and its impact on capacity to deliver 

· community identity, leadership and engagement – the ability of councils to ensure the identities, interests, needs and aspirations of the local communities are met 

· partnerships – recommendations for patterns of unitary authorities must allow the new councils to work effectively with partner organisations

· experience of high performing local authorities to be taken into account 

· financial costs – an  ODPM financial model to be used to identify the  “cost of being in business”

2.5
The draft recommendations are essentially options for consultation and the BCE has asked for comments on these proposals by 23 February 2004.

3.
DRAFT RECOMMENDATIONS

3.1 A number of proposals were put to the BCE for Northumberland and were considered particularly looking at the individual strengths and weaknesses of each suggestion based on the information and evidence available.  The majority of proposals related to one, two or three unitary authorities. 

3.2 The BCE’s proposals for patterns of wholly unitary authorities are:

· One unitary authority comprising the whole of the Northumberland county area; or

· Two unitary authorities based on combinations of the existing districts in Northumberland County (Alnwick, Berwick-upon-Tweed, Castle Morpeth and Tynedale; and Blyth Valley and Wansbeck).

3.3 The BCE has stated the following:

Option 1

The BCE considers that a county-wide unitary authority for Northumberland would appear to reflect a degree of local attachment to the county area, and would command a measure of local support.  In their view, it would have sufficient capacity to provide the full range of local government services and would be able to effectively deliver those functions currently performed by the district councils.  A countywide unitary authority would also facilitate economies of scale, a strategic “joined up” approach to policy and service areas and potentially the rationalisation of local government services.  

Option 2

The second option being put forward for consultation is an option for two unitary authorities.  The predominantly rural/urban split suggested would enable each to focus on the local priorities of their communities.  The proposed North and West Northumberland unitary authority should be able to address the challenges of serving a dispersed and largely rural population.  Whilst the South East Northumberland authority should be able to concentrate on the challenges associated with the urban industrial heritage of the area. Two councils may be seen as being more accessible and locally accountable thereby promoting public acceptability.      


Further  details of the proposals are attached as Appendix 1 

3.4
The BCE has also stated that the joint proposal from Northumberland’s six district councils for three unitary authorities was carefully considered however they have not been persuaded to put this model forward for consultation. 

4. POLICE AUTHORITY IMPLICATIONS

4.1 In addition to consulting on options for future local government structures in Northumberland the BCE have also had to consider the treatment of the provision of certain services - the police service being one.  The Local Government Act 1992 invites consideration as to whether there should be any change in police areas as a result of local authority structural or boundary changes.  The Deputy Prime Minister is required to ensure that no unitary county or district is divided between two or more police areas.  The changes proposed in Northumberland would not result in a division of police service delivery. 

4.2 As Members will be aware the membership of each police authority draws a high proportion of its membership from local government and these members are appointed by a Committee consisting of representatives from the appropriate local authorities in the Police Authority's area.  In two-tier counties, the local authority element is from the county level. Accordingly, for options that include sub-county patterns of unitary authorities, the BCE must make recommendations in respect of the area and the membership of the committee that appoints members of police authorities.  

4.3 If the option to establish two unitary authorities is developed the BCE have proposed that representatives of the unitary authorities in the county and the five metropolitan councils in Tyne and Wear should serve on a joint committee to select the local authority membership of the new police authority.  No changes are proposed to the areas covered by other protection agencies in the existing administrative county of Northumberland.

4.4
The BCE’s recommendations at this stage do not take account of the proposals for changes to the oversight of the police service, including the potential changes to police authority membership, outlined in the Government’s consultation paper “Policing; Building Safer Communities”.

5.
EQUAL OPPORTUNITIES IMPLICATIONS

5.1
There are no equal opportunity implications directly arising from this report.

6.
HUMAN RIGHTS IMPLICATIONS

6.1
There are no human rights implications directly arising from this report.

7.
FINANCIAL IMPLICATIONS

7.1
There are no financial implications directly arising from this report.

8.
RECOMMENDATION

8.1
The Authority is recommended to note the report. 







