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Abstract 

As a creature of Statute, English local government is subject to change imposed by central 

government, much of which comes from the need to respond to two competing factors: 

technocracy and democracy. In all major re-organisations of local government attempts to 

find a structural fit between these two mutually antagonistic factors have seen the latter 

lose out to the former. The question of local government size is part of the clash between 

technocracy and democracy that has been played-out in various reforms of local government 

in England. The paper explores the relationship between council size and the governance of 

local communities and sets out a new constitutional arrangement between English local 

government and the British government that would enable the technocracy-democracy 

tension to be resolved at a local level.  

 

1. Introduction 

 

Local Government in England is not only constitutionally subservient to the centre but it also 

lacks even the most basic constitutional protection, including the right to exist. In Britain, it 

is central government that decides the shape, size, responsibilities, powers and functions of 

councils and how they undertake what functions are left to them. Moreover, as councils 

have no real control over their own  boundaries and central government can, and does, 

abolish councils, force amalgamations, and divide councils into new units, with minimal real 

consultation. Local citizens have little real say over the geographical boundaries, size or 

shape of the councils within which the live. The British unitary system is based on top-down 

Parliamentary sovereignty, not a bottom-up citizen democracy. 

 

The relationship between the centre and the localities rests on a single ‘hierarchical’ and 

‘asymmetrical’ direction of control: top-down (Stewart, 1983). English councils have by and 

large, not emerged from identifiable communities of place and by so doing act as powerful 

mechanisms for local self-determination, by reflecting the needs of clear geographically 

located places. They are often artificially created, administrative conveniences, with 

boundaries, designed and set by the centre and which reflect a technocratic criteria of 

population numbers required for efficient service delivery. Moreover, the map of local 

government is fast becoming one that meets one set of overriding needs – that of the centre 

to communicate quickly, effectively and clearly with an ever smaller number of councils.  
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If local government does not reflect identifiable communities of place, it is not surprising 

that central government then bemoans the general pattern of public disengagement from 

local government (detr, 1998 (a) and (b), detr, 1999). Indeed, a central ‘pincer-movement’ 

forms where local government does not reflect real communities because the shape and size 

of councils reflects government’s view of what councils should look like, communities then 

show little interest in engaging with these artificial constructs, which in turn excuses central 

government from more boundary changes to the localities.  

 

Local government it is synonymous with the provision of public services; it is the key vehicle 

through which the modern public sector operates and through which the public provision of 

services is largely maintained. A casual glance at the development of local government 

indicates that, at key points, it was seen foremost by government, as a mechanism for public 

provision not community government. Despite that service role, the gradual decline of local 

government has been well charted (Jones and Stewart, 1985, Young and Rao, 1997, 1999, 

Reynaert, et al, 2005, Denters and Rose, 2005). Even given this service rather than political 

role some space for the articulation of party political differences from that of the centre is 

always possible – if not their operationalisation (see, Hennock, 1973, Fraser, 1979, Owen, 

1982).    

 

As a consequence of the focus on function and services, the political role of local 

government has been less well articulated than its role within the provision and 

management of public services. There are of course notable exceptions to this, with earlier 

thinkers such as Bentham and J.S.Mill laying the foundations, at least in theory, for local 

government to develop as powerful centres of alternative political loyalty and government 

to that of the centre. Palmerston and Gladstone both expressed some sympathy with the 

view that local government should be left, as far as possible, alone (Chandler, 2007, p.109). 

Yet, they did so set against the firm understanding that while local government could be left 

alone, it could not compete with the centre as a source of political authority.  

 

The paper explores, in the English context, the factors and debate that influences the size 

and number of councils and whether local government should be unitary or tiered in 

structure. It examines the consequences of the political choice made about council size. The 

next section the competing pressures that require different responses in the design of a 

local – central settlement: those of technocracy and democracy. The third section will 
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consider the vexed question of the size of local government and how this notion is often 

used as a surrogate for the technocracy and democracy debate. The fourth explores the 

policy arguments around local government size in England. The fourth section examines 

debates about the tiered or unitary structures available for local government. The paper 

concludes by summarising the arguments presented and positing a conspiracy theory and a 

prediction.  

 

2. Technocracy and Democracy: Competing Tensions Shaping Local Government  

 

English local government provides an additional layer of democracy, political representation 

and engagement to that existing at the centre. It is a place where local issues can be 

discussed - even if, as with many planning matters, the final decision rests outside of council 

control. It is responsible for the provision of a much wider range of public services than that 

provided directly by the centre – where it does not provide directly, then it is responsible for 

ensuring that other bodies – private companies, voluntary groups, charities, provide an 

effective level of service.  

 

The political – albeit a limited political and governing role - and service provision function 

generate a tension, as it cannot be assumed that the roles are mutually compatible or that 

they respond to the same stimuli. Nor can it be assumed that political representation and 

decision-making, or the expression of local values and views can be achieved though a set of 

institutions designed, primarily to oversee a council's bureaucratic machinery and provide 

public services. The assumption that local government is about the provision of services, 

almost to the exclusion of its political role and that the latter is less important than, or 

indeed only possible because of, the former, that is responsible for hindering the 

development of meaningful politically powerful local centres of government. Councils are 

seen by the centre to require shaping to suit their role in public management and service 

provision, rather than to represent the political aspirations of identifiable and geographical 

communities.  

 

A tension exists in any local government system, between the democratic and the 

technocratic. That is between the elected representatives and the political processes they 

operate within, the political forces they must reconcile and the values systems they wish to 

pursue, held against the oversight of a technocratic machinery using expertise and system 
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rationality to provide public services. The term bureaucracy is avoided because of its 

pejorative overtones, but a Weberian characterisation may assist. If we take bureaucracy to 

mean a rational-legal approach to decision-making, with decision-making ability resting on 

status within a hierarchy and by the employment of rules guiding the decision-making 

process, we can view bureaucracy as part of a wider technocratic set of processes and 

forces, which themselves encompass the bureaucratic.  

 

The technocrat, while also a bureaucrat, can be defined, for the purposes of this paper, as 

concerned with the externalities of the governing process, rather than just the running of an 

administrative machine. Here, bureaucracy is an inward facing process; technocracy is 

externally facing and concerned with the purpose of the administrative machine, supporting 

what it does from an understanding of the effectiveness of how services are provided and 

what is required to ensure their continual provision to acceptable – or agreed – standards.  

 

Yet, the technocratic expert or expert manager is also part of the wider governing dynamic 

coming in to contact with politicians and the political processes, hence places into sharper 

relief the tensions that exist with the processes and forces that concern the politician. The 

focus however is on two sets of objectives and driving by two sets of forces. There is no 

attempt here to construct an artificial boundary between the politician and the manager – 

although they do have their discrete areas of activity and interest – these of course, overlap 

(Chandler, 1989). What is recognised here is that despite an overlapping interest, the 

political and the technocratic also respond to different factors when it comes to their own 

areas of specific interest – factors which have to be addressed when shaping the size of local 

government.  

 

Figure one displays the constituent elements of the technocracy- democracy tension and 

how they pull against each other. 
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Figure One: Technocracy and democracy in English local government 

 
 

 

The factors identified in figure one are those which have appeared at the centre of debates 

about local government size. Given that it is the centre that decides the size of local 

government and does not have to rely on inducements to councils to amalgamate 

voluntarily, it is interesting to note that the centre does like to construct some form of 

consensus around the factors leading to decisions about increases in council size and it has 

been remarkably successful in creating that consensus.  

 

The dominant articulated ideology among local elites – managerial, more so than political, 

but also political – is that councils need to be bigger to ensure the efficient and effective 

provision of public services. As we will see in section 3 the tension between the technocratic 

requirements that are held to be necessary for the provision of efficient and effective public 

services and the factors which strengthen local democracy and community engagement 

have had to be reconciled when English local government has been reorganised and 

restructured by central government.  

 

The Structure and shifting size of English Local Government 

 

Recognisably, democratic local government began in England with the 1835 Municipal 

Corporations Act.  Prior to the 1835 Act much of what passed for local government was a 

self-selecting and perpetuating, Tory Anglican elite, which was largely, replaced by a Liberal 

non-conformist elite, after incorporation. Throughout much of the development of local 

government, councils operated alongside a range of other bodies with which they shared 

responsibility for governance and services. Street-improvement commissions, poor law 

guardians, public health boards and education boards (some directly elected, others not) 
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operated alongside municipal councils in a patch-work governance arrangement. In 1888 

the Local Government Act democratised the county councils reconstructing them as elected 

bodies.  

 

Yet, the size of English local government was far from being settled. Table one sets out 

examples of the Acts of Parliament, since 1835, that have significantly affected the scale and 

number of English councils. The table must be read with caution as it is not meant as a 

comprehensive survey of all Acts of Parliament that have touched on the shape, size, 

functions, purpose and powers of local government. Indeed, many Acts of Parliament 

altered various aspects of local government but, were substantively dealing with other 

matters. Moreover, the creation of councils, shown in the table, does not always result in an 

addition to the overall total of councils. Rather, amalgamations were forged, which had the 

effect of reducing the number of councils; or, that the population sizes required for councils 

changing status were altered.  

 

The table also shows how much English local government is a creature of statute – that is 

that central government merely has to legislate to alter any facet of local government – 

even the existence of specific councils.  

 

 

Table One: the Legislative journey of English Local Government 

 

Act Effect of the Act 

Municipal Corporations1835 The right to petition for an elected council 

Local Government Act 1888 51 county councils; 62 county boroughs ( and the London 

County Council) 

London Government Act 1899 28 Metropolitan boroughs within the LCC 

Local Government Act 1894 688 Urban District Councils; 692 Rural District Councils 

Local Government Act 1926 83 county boroughs; by 1927, 785 Urban district councils 

and 787 rural district councils created 

Local Government Act 1929 206 urban districts abolished and 49 created (a net 

decrease of 159); 236 rural districts abolished and 67 

created (a net decrease of 169) 

London Government Act 1963 Greater London Council and 32 London boroughs 

Local Government Act 1972  46 counties and 296 districts (excludes London) 

Local Government Act 1985 Abolishes 6 metropolitan councils and the GLC 

Local Government Act 1992 34, County Councils, 36; Metropolitan Borough Councils;  

238 Districts; 46 Unitary councils  

Local Government and Public 

Involvement in Health Act 2007 

Potential loss of councils as unitary status encouraged  

Localism Act 2011 Did not re-structure local government but introduced the  

general power of competence 
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The number of councils increased to a high-point around the 1920s, with over 1700 existing 

but, gradually declined to the current low-point of some 352 councils. But, averages often 

mask an interesting story; table two sets out, by type of council, the largest and the smallest 

population size.  

 

Table two: Largest and smallest English council populations, by council type  

 

Council Type Largest population Smallest Population 

County Kent: 1,463,700 Dorset: 412,900 

District Northampton: 212,100 Melton: 50,400 

Unitary (Excluding 

Birmingham) 

Cornwall: 532,300 Rutland: 37,400* (Next largest, 

Hartlepool**: 92,000) 

London Boroughs Croydon: 363,400 Kensington & Chelsea: 158,700 

Metropolitan Boroughs Leeds: 751,500 Knowsley: 145,900 

 

Source: (Office for national Statistics, 2011 census) 

*There are special historic and political reasons why Rutland regained its unitary status on 

April 1, 1997 and its size is not representative of the usual scale of English local government 

** Prior to 1
st

 April 2009 the next largest council to Rutland was Teesdale with a population 

of 24,800. The council was abolished in2009 on the formation of the county based Durham 

Unitary Council (see section 3 below 

 

Birmingham City Council holds the distinction of being the unitary council with the largest 

population, of some 1,073,000 souls. Birmingham however, is not referred to as a unitary 

council, but it, along with metropolitan and London boroughs (also not referred to as 

unitary) and those 55 councils that are referred to as unitaries, provide all local government 

services. The Greater London Authority, which is not a traditional council dwarfs 

Birmingham’s population, with over 7 million people.  

 

The current overall shape of local government in England was formed by the Local 

Government Act 1972, which reduced the number of county councils in England (and Wales) 

from fifty-eight to forty-seven and the number of district councils from 1,249 to 333. 

Subsequent legislation has further reduced the number of county councils to 27 and the 

number of district councils to 202. The Act also created six metropolitan counties with 

thirty-six metropolitan districts amongst them to cover the major conurbations of the 

country; these metropolitan counties - along with the Greater London Council (GLC) - 

though not the metropolitan districts, were abolished by the Local Government Act, 1985.  

 

The GLC was replaced by the 25 member London Assembly and the directly elected mayor 

of London, by the Greater London Act 1999. These new bodies exist alongside 32 London 
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boroughs, created in 1965 at the same time as the GLC. In addition to the two-tier structure 

of local government which covers most of England (after the abolition of the metropolitan 

counties and GLC the metropolitan and London Boroughs became, to all intents and 

purposes, unitary councils) there are now 55 unitary authorities created at various times 

since the passing of the Local Government Act 1992. Under this Act, unitary councils can be 

created by a statutory instrument that is by the Secretary of State and without the 

employment of the full process of Parliamentary legislation or scrutiny.  

 

The current structure of English local government is displayed in figure two. 

 

 

Figure two. The Structure of Local Government in England 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

The driving force behind the shape of local government set out in figure two is that 

technocracy, in the shape of a large-scale public bureaucracy – the local civil service – 

responds to a range of complex demands, made locally and nationally, about the provision 

of public services. It addresses these issues from a managerial perspective, but with the aim 

of generating political support for its proposals and the action it must take. Yet, much of 

what passes for a technocratic process is of course, highly attuned to the needs of the local 

political elite, or at least the ruling council group.  
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The upper echelons of the local civil service operate in a highly politicised world and 

interaction between councillors and officers strays into the purely political, but the focus of 

that relationship is the around the services and service role of local government (see, Elcock, 

1982, Laffin and Young, 1990). Stewart (1986) notes, technocracy and bureaucracy operate 

on principles of ‘uniformity, hierarchy or functionalism’ and thus can come into open conflict 

with the more chaotic, confused discursive and egalitarian processes that are politics, or 

worse, bureaucratise politics into a version of bureaucratic uniformity, hierarchy and 

functionalism. While local government maintains a dual role in political representation and 

service provision, it will need to reconcile these potentially competing factors (Young and 

Davis, 1990, Young and Rao, 1994, Rao, 2005).  

 

In England, technocracy, with its employment of expertise and organisational resources to 

solve the governing problems of the localities and by using a focus on service management, 

efficiency and effectiveness, requires ever larger units of local government. Arguments for 

increased council size are often based on the perception that bigger units are inherently 

more efficient and effective for the delivery of public services, than smaller councils. An 

argument based on the mistaken assumption that the economies of scale that accrue to 

private enterprise will necessarily accrue to the public sector; a sector not driven by the 

profit motive.  

 

Democracy, on the other hand, particularly local democracy, flourishes where small units of 

government are concerned, where cohesive communities can be identified and represented 

and their views responded to and indeed, where experiments with direct democracy can 

clearly signal the wishes of the people to governing institutions. Yet small units of local 

government are constantly sneered at for simply daring to exist at all, let alone for the 

quality of what they do (Hazell, 2006). Technocracy and democracy may be irreconcilable, 

but as the next section shows, local government has been far less of a setting in which these 

factors have been carefully balanced; rather, we have seen the political and democratic 

processes constantly lose ground to the needs of technocracy and the provision of public 

services.  

 

3.  Policy Arguments and Increasing Size 

 

We have arrived at the current shape of English local government through a number of 

Government inspired investigations into local government. These inquiries have by and 
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large focussed far more on local government’s role in the provision of public services than 

its role as a politically representative institution.  

 

The Herbert Commission (1960) and the Maud (1967) and Widdicombe Committees (1986), 

confronted the politics of local government as well as questions of service delivery and 

management. The Maud committee (1967) identified that local political elites were 

acquiescing in government interference and that this was a danger to local independence. 

Widdicombe recognised the need to reconcile the political and service responsibilities for 

local government, when it reported that: ‘the more local authorities provide services that 

are central to people’s lives, and seen to be so, the less realistic it becomes that they can be 

autonomous in the provision of those services’ it went on to reiterate Maud’s finding of 20 

years earlier that: local government is more than the sum of the particular services provided. 

It is an essential part of English democratic government’ but, concluded that local 

government was in danger of becoming ‘less than the sum of its parts’ lacking the ‘financial 

and political discretion to reflect local choice even in the basic statutory services which it 

delivers’ (Widdicombe, 1986, p.54).  The Layfield Committee (1976) saw the balance 

between local autonomy and central control being tipped in favour of the latter, by the 

need to finance a wide range of services. So, service provision is part of the reason for local 

government constitutional weakness: central government largely pays for and thus expects 

results from its investment in local government, which it secures by greater control.  

 

One of the consistent trends that have emerged from government investigations into local 

government is that consequent re-organisations have resulted in larger units of local 

government. The force of technocracy has conflated in the minds of many, size and 

efficiency. As Stewart reminds us that: 

 

the scale of UK authorities reflected the dominant concept of local authorities as 

agencies for the provision of services and associated assumptions of sizeism 

dominant in government and public administration. It was widely assumed that size 

was associated with efficiency, despite the reality that investigations have failed to 

find any clear link between size and efficiency and/or effectiveness (Stewart, 2003, 

p.181). 
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Not only has the trend been consistent so to have been the supporting arguments for a shift 

towards larger local government. The arguments can be summarised briefly: economies of 

scale, efficiency and effectiveness, reduction in cost, avoidance of duplication, complexity of 

the system and structure, aligning council boundaries to areas of economic activity and 

patterns of living such as travel-to-work journeys and viability as economic and cost based-

units of administration,  these form the bedrock of arguments that while often couched in 

new language, display a remarkably consistent set of views about increasing the size of local 

government. These are not arguments employed by central government alone, but also 

echoed by chief executives ( Municipal Journal, 18/10/12:p18-19, also MJ 11/10/12:p19).  

 

Thus, the views of technocracy and technocrats and central government about the role of 

local government in the state –a service enabler/provider - have driven the demand for 

larger and larger units of local government and have underpinned the debate about the 

unitary or tiered nature of local government. Yet, the evidence on which this view is 

predicated has been challenged. Travers, et al (1993) have repudiated the idea that there is 

necessarily a link between large population and efficiency and effectiveness, or that large 

councils out-perform the smaller. Muzzio and Tompkins (1989, p.95), in a study of New York 

City, conclude that comment that: one size cannot be called better than the others; rather, 

different sizes are conducive to different goals. 

 

The debate about council size in England is a surrogate debate about the purpose of local 

government in the governance of the country and the answer to that question indicates 

whether technical and managerial efficiency, or political and democratic processes, drive 

local government. What is often ignored in the English debate, is that a number of 

democratic criteria are damaged as the size of a local government unit increases (Larsen, 

2002, Ladner, 2002, Rose, 2002 and Laamanen and Haveri 2003).  

 

Turnout at local elections, direct citizen contact with councillors and officers, citizen 

attendance at council or public meetings, political discussion, citizen perception of influence 

over local affairs, trust in local councillors and officials, citizen identification with the local 

council and levels of political engagement, decline in larger councils (see, Oliver 2000, 

Denters 2002, Ladner 2002, Baglioni 2003, and Kelleher and Lowery 2004). Although some 

evidence suggests that as population size increases, citizen involvement increased but only 

up to a point at which it then begins to decline (Keating 1995, Cusack, 1997, Rose, 2002, 
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Frandsen, 2002). Indeed, Keating (1995:117) acknowledges the fact that the size of local 

government is a political or ideological choice or a choice based on the convenience of 

upper-tiers of government that large units of local government bring, when he comments:  

 

Nielsen (1981: 57) concludes that: local distrust, local lack of efficacy, and local lack of 

saliency are systematically higher in medium - large municipalities than in smaller ones… the 

size factor may be a warning against far-reaching amalgamation. 

 

With efficiency and effectiveness, no clear conclusions can be drawn from the research; a 

surprising conclusion this, given the certainty with which the case for larger authorities is 

often made in England. Mouritzen (1989) states:  

 

The analysis confirms that citizens are generally more satisfied with urban services in 

the smaller communities, and that this is the case because democracy and 

participation - in the eyes of citizens - have better conditions in the smaller 

communities and because smaller communities are generally more homogenous 

than larger ones…the optimal city size seems to lie within the range of 20,000 to 

30,000 inhabitants (Mouritzen, 1989: 679). 

 

Newton (1982, p.193) maintains that 'the search for optimum size ... has proved to be as 

successful as the search for the philosophers' stone, since optimality varies according to 

service and type of authority'. He indicates that small and large authorities do not differ by 

any more than a small amount on various measures of functional effectiveness and 

democracy.  

 

The Royal Commission on Local Government in England (Redcliffe-Maud, 1969) struggled 

with a desire to see larger units of local government while recognising that such units would 

have a deleterious affect on democratic engagement. Redcliffe-Maud recognised that 

democratic considerations pointed to an upper size limit and that if councils became too 

large councillors would find it difficult to: maintain contact with constituents; hold council 

officials to account; comprehend the problems of the area; and, determine priorities and 

policy decisions. Citizens would fail to identify with large units or have any sense of 

belonging to it. Yet, Maud also argued that it was a requirement of effective local 
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democracy that authorities should cover areas where they can provide efficient services and 

that areas must contain populations large enough for the effective use of resources.   

 

The commission concluded: 

 

There can be no firm rule about the maximum size of an authority.  But we 

concluded that the range of population, from about 250,000 to not much above 

1,000,000, which we considered most suitable on functional and organisational 

grounds for authorities administering all local government services, was also 

appropriate on democratic grounds. 

 

The preference for larger units of local government as being necessary to ensure increased 

efficiency had to be tempered by their damaging effects on a sense of local identity and 

democratic engagement. Thus, a maximum of 75 councillors for the largest local authorities, 

was recommended, to reduce the problems of service co-ordination and management 

(1969, para 456).  The Committee of Inquiry into the Conduct of Local Authority Business 

(Widdicombe Committee 1986) was aware of how larger councils exacerbate the tension 

between the management and representative roles of the councillor and saw these more 

easily reconciled in smaller authorities but made no recommendations about council size 

other than to say that the matter should be reviewed in the light of developments in local 

democracy. Those developments have meant that the English councillor has the largest 

representative ratio across Europe (Wilson and Game, 2002, p.247).  

 

The more recent discussions around the Blair government’s modernisation of local 

government were predicated on assumptions about a disengaged citizenry faced with 

councils through which it was difficult to navigate and which politically and managerially, 

lacked visibility, openness and transparency (detr 1998 (a) and (b), detr, 1999 ). The solution 

to these problems was found in changes to political decision-making structures and so the 

Local Government Act 2000 introduced executive leaders and cabinets as well as directly 

elected mayors. (ODPM, 2004, 2005). The Blair government also strengthened and 

developed the local government inspectorate regime as a way of increasing efficiency and 

effectiveness which were held to be inadequate. We shall see in the next section how that 

concern with the efficiency of public services turned to a piece-meal structural 

reorganisation.  
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4. English local government: Two-tier or not Two-Tier 

 

Despite the ambiguous nature of the evidence suggesting larger councils are more efficient 

and despite the evidence that larger councils have a deleterious affect on a range of 

democratic criteria, the link between large scale authorities and efficiency is, by now an 

article of faith for many involved in the English debate on council size. Linked to the debate 

about size and efficiency is a further debate about the merits of unitary versus two-tier 

council structures.  

 

The creation of unitary councils has been supported by both Conservative and Labour 

Parties. John Major’s Conservative government’s guidance to the Local Government 

Commission for England formed in 1992, was to favour unitary councils and stress the 

importance of local government efficiency, accountability, responsiveness and localness, 

criteria that display the contradictions inherent in the technocratic–democratic arguments 

played out since 1945 (Young and Rao, 1997). By 1994 revised government guidance to the 

commission stressed more strongly a preference for unitary councils and a desire to see 

substantial increases in the number of unitary councils across England – although they were 

to be of medium rather large scale. Thus, whole county unitaries were to be avoided and 

mergers of districts – or disaggregation of counties - the preferred solution. Either way, local 

government gets bigger.  

 

The Blair government favoured unitary local government but held off on a major review and 

structural overall, biding its time to see if changes to political decision-making structures 

had the desired effect. Yet, when introducing Labour’s policy of offering referendum to 

areas wishing to introduce elected regional assemblies, the restructuring of local 

government on a unitary basis within each region voting ‘Yes’, was mandatory.  

 

Despite suggesting it had no plans for unitary reorganisation (ODPM, 2004 p.20), by October 

2006 the Blair government announced that it was seeking the submission of proposals from 

councils that wished to re-organise local government within their county area, on a unitary 

basis. By January 2007 16 proposals had been received; some setting out different proposals 

for the same areas, such as in Bedford, Cheshire and Northumberland. The plans produced 

had the effect of reducing some 68 councils to 14 or 16 depending on the proposal. In July 
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2007, the government, now headed by Prime Minister Gordon Brown, announced nine 

successful applications for unitary status which reduced 44 councils to 9. Figure three sets 

out the successful proposals and the basis of the new council 

 

Figure three: New English Unitary Councils 2007 

 

New English Unitary Councils  created in 2007 

County Area Unitary proposal 

(number of districts in brackets) 

New unitary structure Change in number of 

councils 

Bedford ( 3) 2 Unitary Bedford  4 reduced to 2 

Chester (6) 2 Unitary Cheshire   7 reduced to 2 

Cornwall (6) County Unitary  7 reduced to 1 

Durham ( 7) County Unitary  8 reduced to 1 

Northumberland (6) County Unitary  7 reduced to 1 

Shropshire (5) County Unitary  6 reduced to 1 

Wiltshire (4) County Unitary  5 reduced to 1 

 

Each of these new councils came into existence on 1
st

 April 2009 

 

 

The government’s preference for the larger, upper-tier county council, to become the 

unitary authority can be seen in figure three; with only Cheshire and Bedford resulting in a 

successful sub-county proposal. The proposals from Bedford, Exeter and Ipswich resulted in 

the creation of a unitary council from existing districts within a two-tier county area but with 

no other changes to the remaining two-tier system. But, so desperate where the 

government to see its preferred county-based unitary proposals succeed that the evidence 

on which proposals was based was selectively assessed and accepted or rejected by the 

government (for an excellent analysis of the process see Chisholm and Leach, 2008). 

Moreover, the views of local citizens, expressed in referendum held in Shropshire and 

Durham which produced overwhelming ‘No’ votes to county-based unitaries - were simply 

dismissed.  

 

While the government criteria for deciding upon the acceptability of the proposals for 

unitary re-organisation, attempted to link issues of governance, political leadership and 

neighbourhood empowerment to value-for-money and efficiency, what was clear in the 

process and in the proposals approved, was that the government saw larger councils as the 

way to meet these political and managerial criteria (DCLG, 2006: p.9). A view, which flies in 

the face of the research evidence presented in this section three.  
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Yet, that view persists even despite evidence provided just before the 2007 call for unitary 

proposals. Andrews, et al, (2006) in headline research results concluded that size had little 

effect on the scores that councils received in their Comprehensive Performance 

Assessments conducted by the Audit Commission. Moreover, the  size of councils had no 

consistent effect on results of a range of various performance tests. Each of the 

performance measures that Andrews et al investigated were not neutral aspects rather they 

were based on the relationship between size and the way councils had scored on a number 

of government constructed performance measures. So, even by the government’s then 

existing measures size had not consistent effect on performance. Yet, the argument about 

increase in council size or whether or not a two-tier or single tier system should form the 

basis of local government, is still part of a contemporary debate  

 

A slight change in direction has been detected recently, as the coalition government elected 

in 2010, overturned the previous government’s plans to create two further unitary councils 

Exeter and Norwich and stopped reviews in Devon, Norfolk and Suffolk. Yet, there was no 

change of heart on unitary councils, merely a desire on the part of the new government – 

committed as it was to fiscal restraint – to avoid the estimated £40 million cost of that 

restructuring.  

 

The support among political elites for larger local government refuses to die. On 31
st
 

October 2012, Lord Heseltine published report which he had been commissioned to produce 

by the Chancellor of the Exchequer, setting out a review and strategy for economic 

revitalisation and wealth creation. Heseltine was a former Environment Secretary – with 

oversight of local government – in Mrs Thatcher’s cabinet from 1979-83 and at that time a 

supporter of unitary local government. While bemoaning the drift towards centralism in 

England, he goes on to argue that the ‘English system of local government remains overly 

complex and inefficient’ (p.29) he goes on to recommend: (p.54) All two-tier English local 

authorities outside London should pursue a path towards unitary status.  

 

Heseltine links his review not to community, identity or councils as a political and 

representative entity. Rather, he employs an economics model of ‘functional market area’ 

and states that: ‘many English local authorities bear no relation to modern patterns of 

economic activity (p.30). So, added to the belief that bigger units of local government are 

inherently more efficient and effective than smaller units, we have added the idea that 
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councils should in fact not be based on identifiable communities, but on functioning 

economic markets. We are left with the question: why elected English councils at all.  

 

Given the certainty with which the elite supporters of larger unitaries press their case, there 

is a surprising paucity of research assessing whether newly created unitary councils achieve 

the claims of reduced cost and improved efficiency made by their proposers. Such claims 

have been exposed by Chisholm and Leach (2008) as often inflated and rhetorical rather 

than real.  Indeed, assessments of whether claims for the superiority of larger unitaries  had 

been met or not, would be largely pointless as the unitary councils would not be 

disaggregated even if they had failed to meet the claims of their supporters. Yet, many 

English councils experiments with joint working and sharing chief executes  and jointly 

providing key services, are being seen by some as a prelude to organic mergers.  

 

The Tri-borough experiment in London where the boroughs of Westminster, Hammersmith 

and Fulham and Kensington and Chelsea have combined in the provision of a number of 

services is being used as a reason to pursue the merger of the three boroughs into one. The 

estimate is that the councils will achieve savings of £ 33.4 million by 2014/15. That is a 

target that can be measured and has a consequence for the existence of the three councils. 

Yet, if these councils do make the saving promised by sharing services, they have done so 

without merging, but by working more closely together – yet, the policy option of closer 

worker is barely seen as an alternative to mergers.  

 

The current government has set itself against further local government re-organisation 

despite the recommendation of the |Heseltine review. Yet, that decision is not based on a 

desire to stop the march of larger local government or the creation of unitary councils. 

Rather, it reflects a desire to avoid the costs of re-organisations – which has to be held 

against he suggested savings from mergers. Come an up-turn in the economy, it is likely the 

calls for unitary and larger local government in England will get louder.  

 

5. Conclusions 

 

In the discussions and decisions made by central government about council size, the tension 

between the technocratic demands of efficiency and effectiveness and the democratic 

demands of political representation and citizen engagement, have been largely resolved in 
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favour of the former. In England there has been a continual and gradual move towards 

larger and larger units of local government. That move is based on the notion that larger 

units will be more efficient, effective and result in large cost savings and that smaller units 

are no longer viable entities, particularly in the current financial climate.  

 

The support among political and managerial elites – locally and nationally and cross party - 

for a shift to larger units and unitary councils exists despite the inconsistent evidence about 

the efficiency and effectiveness of larger units of local government and despite the more 

consistent evidence of the deleterious affect that larger units of local government has on 

the democratic and political processes. Moreover, policy alternatives such as joint-working 

between councils are supported more as a prelude to merger rather than seen as a way of 

achieving some of the claims for larger councils, without mergers taking place. Indeed, chief 

executives in councils working together – especially where there is a shared chief executive 

– have begun to suggest that merger is a sensible and logical process.  

 

Yet, like much in politics and despite claims of the search for evidence-based policy, the final 

decisions – or positions that are develop and pursued on local government - are ideological,  

political, value-laden and emotive. But at least that approach reflects some value system, 

rather than a purely technocratic approach. For many on the left, larger councils ease the 

process of wealth redistribution as affluent areas are governed alongside poorer areas by 

the same council covering a large geographical area and population. To those on the right – 

larger councils means fewer councillors, reduced bureaucracy,  fewer council staff and fewer 

units of expensive and unnecessary layers of government.  

 

Political positions about the size of local government also reflect deeply held beliefs about 

the role of local government within the overall governing system of any nation. In England, 

local government is a constitutionally and politically subservient body to the centre, which 

the centre is able to shape and re-shape to suit its own policy preferences across a range of 

policy areas. The idea that the centre can simply re-construct local government into larger 

units simply reflects the nature of centralised political power, how it is employed and to 

what purpose. If local government is a creature of statue then it can be shaped to ease the 

process of policy implementation at the centre rather than reflect local variations to, or 

objections about, that policy.  
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So let us conclude on a conspiracy theory and a prediction.  A reminder of the current 

structure of English local government is set out below: 

 

County councils: two-tier:   27 

Unitary  

(Including county based UAs):   55 

London Boroughs:   32 

Metropolitan Boroughs   36 

Districts    202 

Total     352 

 

The conspiracy: Governments of all complexions have shied away from the wholesale 

introduction of a unitary system of local government, but, Whitehall – the permanent civil 

service - would have much to gain from a smaller number of larger units of local 

government with which to work. Indeed, fewer councils means easier negotiation, clearer 

points of reference, seemingly more coherence, regularity and structure to the map of local 

government – all of which provides the Whitehall machine with easier access to and ways of 

manipulating or controlling the localities and implementing its policies through councils. 

Whitehall has long desired larger and fewer English councils and will seek to achieve that 

aims either through wholesale re-organisation – or gradually through piecemeal reform. 

 

The prediction: English local government will eventually consist of 200-250 large unitary 

authorities (for its 53 million population), based on the existing unitary councils (unitaries, 

London Boroughs and metropolitan borough councils) and the creation of largely county-

based unitaries with a number of exceptions where larger urban areas within counties are 

removed from the county to form their own unitary council. To give some credence to this 

conspiracy theory and prediction two senior Liberal Democrats have published a paper in 

which they call for English local government to be reduced from its current 352 councils to 

only 150 with 15-20 regional governments (Tyler and Harvey, 2015). The only aspect that is 

really difficult to predict is how and when English local government will cease to be local at 

all.  
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