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1 Introduction 
1. The Government’s regional objectives for the English regions have been expressed in 
recent years through two Public Service Agreements. The first focused upon raising the 
economic performance of the regions, which, with the exception of London and the 
Greater South East, trail the European average.1 The second sought to “Provide the 
opportunity by the end of this Parliament [2001-05] for a referendum on regional 
government in regions where there is a demand for it”.2    

2. Accordingly a trial referendum on the establishment of an elected regional assembly was 
held in the North East—believed to be the region with the strongest cultural identity— on 4 
November 2004. More than three quarters of those who voted in the referendum voted 
‘No’.3 While it has subsequently been argued that the reasons for this ‘No’ vote were 
complex, the very public failure of this pilot project put an end to the Government’s hopes 
of establishing elected regional assemblies anywhere in England for the time being.4 Plans 
to hold further referendums in the North West and Yorkshire and the Humber were 
shelved: a new regional policy was required. 

3. Our inquiry was prompted by the fact that, more than twelve months after the North 
East referendum, the new direction of the Government’s regional policy was still not 
readily apparent. We therefore sought to probe the likely future direction of this policy and 
initially posed the following series of questions: 

• the potential for increasing the accountability of decision-making at the 
regional and sub-regional level, and the need to simplify existing 
arrangements; 

• the potential for devolution of powers from regional to local level; 

• the effectiveness of current arrangements for managing services at the various 
levels, and their inter-relationships; 

• the potential for new arrangements, particularly the establishment of city 
regions; 

• the impact which new regional and sub-regional arrangements, such as the 
city regions, might have upon peripheral towns and cities, and 

• the desirability of closer inter-regional co-operation (as in the Northern Way) 
to tackle economic  disparities.  

 
1 PSA2 (Regional Economic Performance), Spending Review 2002.  PSA 2 is shared by ODPM/DCLG, the Department of 

Trade and Industry and H M Treasury. Regional GDP per capita for 2004 calculated from News Release 23/2007, 
Eurostat, 19 February 2007  

2 PSA3 (Elected Regional Assemblies), Spending Review 2002 

3 The outcome was 77.9 per cent (36.7 per cent of the local electorate) against; 22.1 per cent (10.4 per cent of the local 
electorate) in favour.  Why the North East said ‘No’:  the 2004 referendum on an elected Regional Assembly, Briefing 
No. 19, ESRC, February 2005 

4 See for example Ev 7, 66, 134-5, HC 977-II, 2005-06 (hereafter HC 977-II) 
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4. After assessing the original submissions to our inquiry, however, we refined these 
questions to two: 

• How does the current system of regional governance actually work? 

• What role would city-regions play in the future development of regional 
policy? 

The current system has inserted a layer of governance between national government and 
local government which consists primarily of three ‘pillars’: the Government Office, the 
Regional Development Agency and a Regional Assembly. These organisations have a 
strategic role, advising central Government on the implementation of policy and on 
spending, based on an understanding of regional needs and priorities. Their role is, 
however, neither fully understood nor supported by much of the public. Within the last 
few years an argument has been developing about the potential for cities to play a greater 
role in determining the strategic needs of sub-regions, and driving economic development. 
If this argument is taken to its logical conclusion it is possible to envisage a situation in 
which, ultimately, a network of cities with strategic powers to determine planning and 
investment might render the existing regional governance structures largely obsolete. Our 
report therefore seeks to examine the current state of development of both policies and to 
draw some conclusions about how each might be taken forward.   

5.  The concept of a region can be difficult to define. As the New Local Government 
Network (NLGN) have recently acknowledged, different perceptions are held of what 
constitutes a region, depending to a great extent upon a combination of cultural, historical, 
social and geographical factors. For some, allegiance to a particular area is tremendously 
important—for example, we received letters and evidence from a number of Cornish 
groups calling for Cornwall to be recognised as a region in its own right—while to others it 
is not. The NLGN adopted the following definition of a region: 

“a set of communities, towns and cities who share a similar provincial position and 
who hold a legitimate claim as a territory without which England would not be 
recognisable”.5 

Since our report is primarily concerned with the operation of existing administrative 
structures, we use the term ‘region’ to refer to the nine administrative regions within which 
the existing regional governance structures operate. 

6. A number of individuals argued against any form of regionalism within England and 
urged us to start by considering whether it would be preferable to abolish the existing 
structures completely. We have not done this, as we had formally adopted the referendum 
in the North East, and the practical consequences of the ‘No’ vote, as our starting point.  
Nonetheless we wish to acknowledge that there is a body of opinion which profoundly 
disagrees with the whole concept of regional governance.6   

 
5 Ed Balls MP, John Healey MP and Chris Leslie, Devolution and Evolution in England (NLGN. London, July 2006) p30 

6 We have not published this correspondence in its entirety, as much of it did not relate directly to the points which we 
had agreed to address.  We have, however,  reproduced sample letters in our volume of evidence and the remaining 
papers are available for inspection in the Parliamentary Archives. 
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7. In the course of our inquiry we have received over 100 memoranda, and have taken oral 
evidence from 61 individuals representing 35 organisations. We have conducted two 
seminars, on the machinery of regional government and on international models of city-
regions, and have undertaken two study visits: to Bristol, Exeter and Exmouth; and to Lille, 
a French city-region of many years’ standing. We are very grateful to all those who have 
contributed to our inquiry and enabled us to take on board such a wide range of views. 

8. We wish to record particular thanks to our advisers, Sir Les Elton and Professor Alan 
Harding, and to Paul Hildreth and Professor Peter Newman who provided additional 
support and expertise for our seminars. Their help has been invaluable. 
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2 The development and role of the regions 
9.  The idea of regional government in England is long standing.  Following the temporary 
division of England into administrative regions during the First World War a theory of 
regionalism, in which counties would be replaced by regions based on geography and 
cultural identity, was expounded by Professor C B Fawcett as early as 1919.7 During the 
Second World War regions were again created for administrative purposes, and 
subsequently provision was made for England to be governed on a regional basis in the 
event of a nuclear attack on London. This was, however, “a temporary plan to deal with a 
specific threat.  The intention was to return to central government as soon as possible after 
such an attack”.8 Further interest in regionalism in the guise of city-regions rather than 
tightly defined administrative areas was apparent in the 1960s, at the time of the Radcliffe-
Maud Commission on local government, but once again the development of a regional 
policy stalled. We have been told that throughout the last century the debate has been 
cyclical, and characterised on the one hand by “Whitehall retrenchment […] oblivious to 
the consequences on the ground” and on the other hand by a “resurgent […] localism” 
resentful of Whitehall’s centralising tendencies.9 

10. Regional or state governance structures are, or have become, well-established in other 
parts of the world,  for example the United States of America,  Australia,  Canada, 
Germany,  France,  Spain and Italy. Within the United Kingdom,  however,  the delegation 
of powers to elected assemblies and parliaments in Scotland,  Wales,  Northern Ireland and 
London has not been matched by devolution to the remaining English regions. There is 
therefore a democratic deficit below Parliamentary level. 

The Government’s case 

11. The current rationale for a regional approach was outlined for us in the Government’s 
memorandum, which stated that: 

“[…] a regional approach is necessary to create the optimal conditions in which 
policy decisions and the delivery of those policies can effect positive change to people 
and places…the underpinning rationale for a regional approach can be broken down 
broadly into: 

The economic case – there are demonstrable differences in regions’ economic 
performance, for different reasons, and a greater understanding of these and their 
underlying causes would allow regions, and therefore UK plc, to realise their 
economic potential. 

The strategic case – regions bring a unique strategic perspective to policy 
development and spatial decision making; they bring together a range of expertise 
drawn from all levels and sectors within their region to better plan and integrate 

 
7 Ev 110, HC 977-II; http://archive.thenorthernecho.co.uk/2004/5/24/51357.html 

8 Ev 13, HC 977-II 

9 Ev 110, HC 977-II 
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investment decisions. The regional level focuses on a strategic role rather than service 
delivery. 

The pragmatic case – there are issues which cross local authority boundaries and 
taking a view across a wider area ensures that resources are being invested 
effectively”.10  

The nine administrative regions are indicated on the map below: 
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North West
1.  Carlisle
2.  Blackpool
3.  Liverpool
4.  Manchester
5.  Bolton
6.  Chester
7.  Preston

West Midlands
1.  Birmingham
2.  Wolverhampton
3.  Coventry
4.  Stoke
5.  Telford
6.  Worcester
7.  Hereford
8.  Shrewsbury
9.  Warwick
10. Stafford

South West
1.  Swindon
2.  Bristol
3.  Bournemouth
4.  Exeter
5.  Plymouth
6.  Poole
7.  Gloucester
8.  Truro
9.  Taunton
10. Cheltenham
11. Bath
12. Torquay

South East
1.  Oxford
2.  Reading
3.  Guildford
4.  Brighton
5.  Portsmouth
6.  Southampton
7.  Medway Towns
8.  Milton Keynes

South East
1.  Norwich
2.  Peterborough
3.  Cambridge
4.  Bedford
5.  Ipswich
6.  Luton
7.  Southend-on-Sea
8.  Harlow
9.  Watford
10. Thurrock

East Midlands
1.  Nottingham
2.  Derby
3.  Leicester
4.  Northampton
5.  Lincoln

North East
1.  Newcastle upon Tyne
2.  Middlesbrough
3.  Gateshead
4.  Hartlepool
5.  Sunderland
6.  Durham
7.  Morpeth

Yorkshire and the Humber
1.  York
2.  Bradford
3.  Wakefield
4.  Barnsley
5.  Sheffield
6.  Leeds
7.  Hull
8.  Rotherham

London

 
Source: Map redrawn from the Government Offices for the English Regions website -  http://www.gos.gov.uk/ 

12. The Government Offices represent central government in each region and their 
purpose (which will be discussed in further detail later) is both to join up the work of 
individual departments within the regions and to use their local knowledge of the region 
concerned to influence the development and implementation of Government policy as it 
affects the area.11 The regional Government Offices have been enhanced considerably since 
1994 and since 2000 have included staff from ten Whitehall departments:  DCLG itself, and 

 
10 Ev 78, HC 977-II  

11 Ev 84, HC 977-II 
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its predecessors; the Department for Trade and Industry (DTI);  the Department for 
Transport (DfT); the Department for Environment, Food and Rural Affairs (DEFRA); the 
Home Office; the Department for Education and Skills (DfES); the Department for 
Culture, Media and Sport (DCMS); the Department for Work and Pensions (DWP); the 
Department of Health (DoH) and the Cabinet Office.12 

13. The development of regional governance in the current phase can be described as 
incremental. Following the establishment of the Government Offices (GOs) the 
Government perceived other institutions to be necessary in the regions “to exploit 
indigenous strengths and to address weaknesses”.13 Regional assemblies—which were at 
their inception intended by the Government to become elected bodies—were created in 
1998-99 as “inclusive strategic bodies ‘of the region’ [bringing] together representatives 
from key sectors across the region […] in an ideal position to contribute to and ensure 
consistency across regional strategies”.14 The assemblies are closely involved, as consultees, 
in the work of the Regional Development Agencies, which were established in 1999 to 
develop and co-ordinate regional economic development and regeneration.15 While the 
Government maintains that “ the entirety of what the RDAs do is subject to the scrutiny of 
the Regional  Assemblies”, however, it remains the case that the assemblies are restricted in 
their ability to look beyond what the Regional Development Agencies do to the resources at 
their disposal and the organisation of their budgets. The distinction between the RDAs’ 
‘regional’ accountability and their ‘democratic’ accountability to Ministers is discussed later 
in this report (see paragraphs 82-90 below).16 

14. Since 2004 the assemblies have also had responsibility for preparing a regional spatial 
strategy, and in 2006 they took over the work of the regional housing boards (themselves 
established in 2003 to prepare regional housing strategies).17 We believe that the purpose of 
regional government should be to see the transfer of powers downwards from central 
government,  not upwards from local authorities.  Regional skills partnerships were created 
between 2003 and 2005.18  

15. As in earlier times, and for pragmatic reasons, the regions have been given certain 
responsibilities for resilience, planning the response to “wide area high impact events” such 
as ’flu pandemics or problems with fuel supply.19 In addition, as we shall discuss later in 
our report, there are significant numbers of Government agencies and quangos operational 
in the regions. 

16. Although there was disagreement, many felt it was sensible to have arrangements in 
place which enable the development and co-ordination of economic and certain other 

 
12 Q30; Ev 49 

13 Ev 77, HC 977-II 

14 Ev 76, HC 977-II 

15 Ev 116, HC 977-II.  Excludes the London Development Agency, which was established as part of the wider arrangements 
for the governance of London under the Greater London Authority (GLA) Act 1999. 

16 Ev 138, HC 352-II, Session 2006-07 (hereafter HC 352-II); South West Regional Assembly/SWRDA Scrutiny Protocol and 
Programme 2006-09 

17 Ev 81-82, HC 977-II 

18 Ev 88, HC 977-II 

19 Ev 83, HC 977-II 
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strategies at a level which may both tailor national requirements to local needs, and take a 
perspective on matters of interest beyond the purely local area (such as the development of 
major roads and other strategic infrastructure). It is noticeable in our evidence that the 
clearest expressions of support for a regional stratum of governance came from non-
governmental organisations in the environmental, social and transport sectors, suggesting 
perhaps that such cross-cutting (but frequently lower profile) issues have benefited 
particularly from the new institutions.20  

The development of city regions. Example 1: The Leeds City-Region 

The Leeds city-region covers Barnsley, Bradford, Calderdale, Craven, Harrogate, 
Kirklees, Leeds, Selby, Wakefield and York. These ten local authority districts ‘cut 
across’ three existing sub-regions. The city-region accounts for 20 % of the population, 
21% of the business stock and 21% of the GVA of the three northern regions (Yorkshire 
and the Humber; the North East and the North West) which make up the Northern 
Way. 

Work on the city-region began with a Leeds City Region Economic Summit in 
November 2004.  At the summit a commitment to partnership working was made by 
the leaders and chief executives of authorities within the city-region and Yorkshire 
Forward (the Regional Development Agency). The current partnership, which works on 
the basis of a concordat, includes the ten local authorities within the city-region and 
North Yorkshire County Council, which has a strategic role in economic development 
and transport planning. A City Region Development Programme is being submitted to 
the Comprehensive Spending Review 2007. 

In December 2005 a meeting of the city-region leaders was held in Huddersfield to 
discuss how collaborative arrangements in the partnership could be improved.  Barriers 
to effective joint working were identified in the complexity of current governance 
arrangements, in particular relating to the lack of co-ordination between agencies tasked 
with delivering different aspects of economic development. It was agreed that greater 
alignment should be sought between the strategies of Yorkshire Forward, the West 
Yorkshire Passenger Transport Executive and the Learning and Skills Council. 

Political leadership was also identified as an issue.  The city-region leaders agreed to bi-
monthly meetings to provide political leadership on economic competitiveness. A 
greater formalisation of the voluntary partnership would be sought, with consideration 
being given to creation of a city-region wide Local Strategic Partnership. A commitment 
was made to ensure engagement with stakeholders was a priority. 

The city-region leaders are seeking new arrangements from Government to manage the 
transport system at the city-region level. 

Source: Ev 185 

 
20 See for example QQ265, 406; Ev 240, HC 977-II 
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Stakeholder perceptions of policy 

17. Many witnesses had concerns about a lack of coherence in the Government’s regional 
policy. Nottinghamshire County Council told us: 

“The whole regional map of responsibilities is extremely complex, in part because it 
has developed on an ad hoc basis.  This has been described by many as regionalism 
by stealth […] The ensuing complexity discourages engagement, accountability and 
joined-up decision making”.21    

Hull County Council similarly told us that regionalisation had resulted from “ad hoc 
solutions to specific policy or departmental needs”, while Stoke on Trent City Council also 
referred to “the growth by stealth” of powerful institutions which have no direct 
accountability.22 The Association of Greater Manchester Authorities argued that there was 
a lack of coherence in the regional structures, while the North West Regional Assembly 
described the current situation as “one of considerable complexity and no small amount of 
uncertainty”.23 This uncertainty was identified by the Centre for Urban and Regional 
Development Studies (CURDS) as arising from the simple fact that the entire structure was 
created in little over a decade and had been in “a permanent state of flux”.24  

18. There are certainly indications that this level of uncertainty and perceived incoherence 
has damaged confidence in the system. The lack of clear and direct accountability—which 
some even suggested was further dwindling—was repeatedly raised as a major problem.25 
Durham County Council told us that the confidence of stakeholders was fragile.26 Localise 
West Midlands stated that “It is hard to imagine a structure more designed to create 
duplication, waste, fighting between regional, national and local organisations, lack of 
effective co-ordination, lack of accountability and thus irresponsibility”.27  The extent of 
Government commitment to genuine devolution was also questioned: the Campaign for 
the English Regions stated that a Minister had told them ‘We are not in the business of 
devolving responsibility for services’, while Jane Thomas, former director of the Campaign 
for Yorkshire, believed that regional plans would continue to be over-ridden by national 
demands, such as the diversion of expenditure to the 2012 Olympics.28 A few witnesses 
raised concerns that regional government was costly.29 

19. In the next section of our report we shall describe the evidence we received relating to 
the three main ‘pillars’ of the current regional governance structure (the Government 
Offices, the Regional Assemblies and the Regional Development Agencies), and examine 
the key concerns raised about accountability, public acceptability and relations between the 
regions and central government. 

 
21 Ev 102, HC 977-II 

22 Ev 128; Ev 10, HC 977-II 

23 Ev 60; 236, HC 977-II 

24 Ev 149, HC 977-II 

25 See for example  Ev 61 and Ev 127, HC 977-II; Q289 

26 Ev 135, HC 977-II 

27 Ev 160, HC 977-II 

28 Ev 132, HC 977-II 

29 Ev 1, HC 977-II; Q268 
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3 The existing machinery of regional 
governance 

The Government Offices for the Regions 

20. The Government Offices (GOs) were established as the offices of central government 
operating in the regions. Much of their work was originally connected to the 
administration of grants and European funding programmes. As the Government’s 
programme of devolving decision-making has evolved they have become increasingly 
involved in the delivery of the Government’s Public Service Agreements (PSAs). They have 
also played a key role in the negotiation of local area agreements with local authorities.  
Their annual administration budget in 2004-05 was £141 million, while in 2003-04 they 
influenced regional investment of approximately £9 billion.30  

21. There are ten government departments represented in the GOs. Most GOs operate 
through directorates based on policy themes.  Senior management in each office consists of 
six to eight directors with responsibility for specific areas of policy (such as 
competitiveness), who report directly to the Regional Director. 

22. The Government told us that it placed a strong degree of importance upon the 
contribution of the GOs. It  stated: 

“They have first-rate knowledge of their respective regions and this, combined with 
their ability to join-up the work of individual departments, is what makes the GOs so 
important in delivering Government priorities. 

[…] Their activities can be split into the following main categories: 

• Leading – for central Government in negotiating local area agreements, 
including setting stretching targets for achievement by local authorities and 
their partners; 

• Delivering – many of the activities link to Departmental PSAs, with a clearly 
identified GO role in ensuring delivery of national priorities through 
agreements with individual departments; 

• Influencing – regional partners in preparing regional strategies, from 
transport to sustainable development; 

• Improving – through working with poor and weak local authorities to 
assessing performance of local strategic partnerships; 

• Planning – for emergencies.  GOs have taken a leading role in responding to 
crises such as the fuel protest, foot and mouth, flooding and bombings;   

 
30 DCLG,  Annual Report 2006, Cm 6816 July 2006, p100;  Ev 243, HC 977-II. Regional Co-ordination Unit and Government 

Office Network Corporate Plan 2004-05 p5 
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• Administering – a continuing, though diminishing, role in the sound 
administration of programme expenditure.”31   

23. Officials presented a positive picture of the work carried out by the GOs:  they were 
considered to be effective, and developing well both in their interaction with Whitehall 
departments and in their new role as negotiators of local area agreements. Stephen Speed 
of the DTI told us that he had been “struck […] forcefully” by the way Government Office 
staff “do not feel they belong to a particular silo […] [but] really zip it up and present 
government as a united front in the regions to an extent that quite surprised me”.32 
Graham Pearce and Sarah Ayers of Aston Business School wrote that in spite of limitations 
imposed upon them by central government, the Government Offices had “made progress 
in addressing cross-cutting agendas” and had become “active regional partners”.33 The 
County Councils Network confirmed “generally good, positive and productive working 
relationships” between County Councils and GOs, although some variance of performance 
both within and between Government Offices was detected. On the whole, the County 
Councils Network believed that the Government Offices “added value”.34 

Influence 

24. Other participants in our inquiry, while on the whole sympathetic to the staff of the 
Government Offices, were rather more critical of their role and performance. The main 
point of contention appeared to be the extent to which the Government Offices for the 
Regions were required by the Government simply to ensure that national policy was 
implemented, and how far they were enabled to adapt national policy to regional needs or 
to influence the development of national policy. These tensions were most readily apparent 
in the evidence we took in the South West, where Councillor Jill Shortland of the South 
West Regional Assembly told us: 

“In this region we have worked very well with the other partners.  What is necessarily 
difficult for us is working with the Government Office because the Government 
Office is constrained by the fact they look to Government rather than necessarily 
looking to the region”.35 

Christopher Irwin of TravelWatch South West stated: 

“I look to a Government Office that not only challenges what is done regionally but 
champions what is done regionally back to the centre. In a way, psychologically we 
feel very isolated”.36 

Ms Jenny Kartupelis, a voluntary sector representative from the East of England region, 
indicated that these problems were not only felt in the South West: 

 
31 Ev 85, HC 977-II 

32 Q99 

33 Ev 49, HC 977-II 

34 Ev 196-197, HC 977-II 

35 Q411 

36 Q418 
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“[the GO] are having to interpret to us the central government policy rather than 
adapt it in any way to the needs of our particular region. If there is a new initiative 
then they are reflecting that initiative and we are having to adapt to it […] The 
structure I think can be frustrating to everyone […] the people in the bodies of 
governance as well, insofar as they may not have the manoeuvrability and flexibility 
they might feel that they need […] regional government stands a fair chance of 
giving us continuity, if they were allowed by central government to have some 
flexibility in interpreting […] policy such that it was appropriate to the region”.37 

25.    The fact that stakeholders look to the Government Offices as friends, with 
understanding of the region and the potential to influence policy, is an indicator of the 
generally positive impact which the Government Offices and their staff have had. That 
these hopes are being frustrated, however, is an indication of the difficulty for the 
Government Offices in managing their dual mandate as an arm of central government and, 
simultaneously, as a critical friend of both central government and the region. The balance 
is a difficult one: it should not be surprising if at times there is a mismatch of expectations 
between what the Government Offices think they should do, and what others want them to 
do.   

26. This dilemma was illustrated by an argument over the campaign for improved 
transport links between London and the South West. Stakeholders in Bristol believed that 
the Government Office in the South West should have done more to support the 
campaigners’ case. Ms Bronwyn Hill, the chief executive of  Government Office South 
West (GOSW), responded: 

“[…] there is almost inevitably a tension between national Government policy on the 
one hand and the views of regional and, indeed, local authorities […] on the other.  
Part of our role as Government Office is to mediate between the two, to facilitate 
dialogue.  We cannot devolve every single problem […] We raised this issue with 
[the permanent secretary at the Department for Transport] about the perception 
[…] that DfT railways does not engage as fully as partners would like, and he agreed 
to take that away and think about it […] we do act and influence. I would draw the 
line at joining in lobbying campaigns against the Government for which I happen to 
work”.38  

27. Early in our inquiry we had the opportunity to consider stakeholder surveys which had 
been carried out to assess public perceptions of regional government. One of the main 
concerns which was apparent from this survey was the perception that central government 
was the strongest influence upon regional policy and governance; the public in the region 
had little or no influence at all.39 Significantly, the list of GO activities provided for us by 
ODPM/DCLG at paragraph 22 above omits any suggestion that the Government Offices 
might act as a channel for communications from the regions to central government about 
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the local impacts of policy. In oral evidence, however, officials confirmed that the provision 
of “advice back to Government” was indeed part of the GO role.40 

28. We were further assured that the Government wished to strengthen the transmission of 
ideas from the GOs to Whitehall. One official stated that “There is a lot of traffic, but that 
tends to be behind the scenes, government to government, rather than more visible 
lobbying”.41 Public accountability, and confidence in the Government Offices, would be 
increased if more of the communications between Government Offices and central 
government upon the direction of policy could be placed in the public domain and thus 
open to scrutiny. We urge the Government and the GOs to consider how progress in 
this direction might be achieved, with a view to implementing changes by December 
2007. 

The development of city regions. Example 2: The Birmingham, Coventry and the 
Black Country City-Region 

The Birmingham, Coventry and the Black Country city-region includes the metropolitan 
councils of Birmingham, Coventry, Dudley, Sandwell, Solihull, Walsall and 
Wolverhampton. It has a population of 2.6 million. The partnership hopes to transform 
the former industrialised economy of the Black Country into a knowledge-driven 
economy. 

The city-region includes a number of major facilities including the National Exhibition 
Centre and the National Indoor Arena, the International Convention Centre and 
Wolverhampton Science Park. It has six universities including two first-class research 
universities.  It has significant strategic transport links to the rest of the UK and to Europe, 
including major rail termini, road infrastructure and Birmingham International Airport. 

Work on the city-region began in 2003 and has a focus on global competitiveness and 
economic/population growth. A City-Region Development Plan is in development.  The 
rationale for the city-region “is simple. Global investors and decision makers do not 
recognise local authority boundaries.  Their interest is in understanding the local economy 
as a whole – a cluster of mutually interdependent areas linked economically and socially 
by travel to work patterns, by housing, retail and leisure markets and by population needs 
and skills. […] We recognise that we are part of the same local economy and that the 
prosperity of our individual communities is dependent upon the global competitiveness of 
our area as a whole.”  

The partnership recognises the importance of accountability and effective political 
leadership. It has proposed the establishment of an Executive Board (currently operating 
as the shadow Growth and Prosperity Board) on which the political leaders of the partner 
authorities would take on cabinet-style portfolios with responsibilities for city-region 
strategies on transport, spatial planning, economic development, skills, housing, cultural 
development and major facilities. The West Midlands Regional Assembly, the Regional 
Development Agency, the Learning and Skills Council and the West Midlands Business 
Council are also represented on the Board; delivery will continue to be through the 
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existing local authority structures and the functions of the regional assembly, RDA and 
Learning and Skills Council. 

The city-region leaders are seeking capital investment which will enable the provision of 
new infrastructure. It is proposed that existing funding streams should be channelled 
through a City-Region Development Fund. The partnership argues that public investment 
should give greater weight to the stimulation of economic growth  and influencing the 
location of future demand: devolution of resources to the city-region would increase 
accountability and give political leaders greater influence over public investment. 

The city-region is looking for collaboration with neighbouring urban areas to help drive 
regional economic development and has begun a dialogue with Milton Keynes and the 
Three Cities Partnership of Nottingham/Derby/Leicester. The city-region is also seeking 
to enter into a partnership arrangement with the French city-region of Grand Lyon/St 
Etienne in order to learn from the experience of collaborative work there. 

Source: Ev 71, HC 977-II, Session 2005-06; Ev 172, HC 352-II, Session 2006-07 

The Government’s plans for reform 

29. During the course of our inquiry the Government published a Review of the 
Government Offices which indicated that it had already taken on board many of the 
suggestions and criticisms which we were hearing.42     

30. In the Review, the Government makes clear its desire to give the Government Offices a 
more strategic focus, so that they may: 

• be more effective negotiators and managers of local area agreements and 
other forms of devolved decision-making, at local authority level and “beyond 
the town hall”; 

• be more effective advisers to central Government, providing feedback on the 
implementation of PSAs and the effectiveness of operational delivery; and 

• take an analytical role “supporting and challenging” regional strategies 
developed by the RDAs and Regional Assemblies.43 

The Review also seeks much greater external, cross-boundary engagement at senior level, 
and a structure which affords greater importance to place within the region, rather than 
policy themes: it is proposed that the proportion of staff engaged in place-based teams 
should be increased from the current average of five per cent of the workforce to about 
forty per cent. The Review requires the GOs to maintain an outward focus, concentrating 
on local issues and maintaining strong outward connections with local and regional 
partners as well as Whitehall.   

31. The proposals in the Review amount to a fairly radical shift from administration to 
policy development and analysis, which the Government is seeking to implement within 

 
42 HMT/ODPM Review of Government Offices, March 2006  

43 As above, paragraphs 3.21-23 



16    Is there a future for Regional Government? 

 

three years. As part of this transformation the Government is also seeking to reduce overall 
staff numbers in the Government Offices by at least 33 per cent, primarily through natural 
wastage.44 It is planned that existing administrative posts will be replaced by a smaller 
number of higher-grade policy and operational specialists. 

32. The extent and timing of these changes will clearly place the Government Offices under 
a degree of pressure. The effect of these changes is already being felt:  we were told by Mr 
Cogan, a voluntary sector representative from the East of England, that following the 
publication of the Review it had become “very hard to talk to people when they are worried 
about whether they will have a job next month, next year, and the rest of it”.45 Operations 
were being hampered by high staff turnover as “people were moving on and moving on 
and moving on”.46 Ms Bronwyn Hill, chief executive of the Government Office for the 
South West expressed doubt about the Office’s capacity to “make the transformation 
overnight that the GO review envisaged”.47 

The centre and the regions 

33. While, in theory, the Government Offices work on policies across departmental 
boundaries, it is clear that the various Whitehall departments represented in them remain 
only partially integrated.  It is intended that in future a greater degree of integration will be 
achieved: however, a significant obstacle to integration is likely to be the continuing failure 
of central Government to achieve the necessary cultural shift in its approach to the 
Government Offices. Although the GOs themselves are expected to work across 
boundaries, departments within Whitehall have proved very reluctant to work in a 
similarly joined-up manner. 

34. Our attention was first drawn to the problem by the voluntary sector representatives 
from the East of England, who told us that their Government Office was being “blown 
around by a welter of government initiatives”.48 Others spoke similarly of problems arising 
in Whitehall: Maggie Mooney of Carlisle City Council called for Government departments 
to be “more joined up” while Forum for the Future described the regional organisations as 
“being pulled in several directions from different departments with diverse messages”.49 
The North West Regional Assembly warned that central Government’s approach to the 
regions was developing in a “potentially unco-ordinated” way.50  

35. We found supporting evidence also in a peer review conducted by the Government 
Office for the South West in 2004. This concluded that the expectations and requirements 
of different central government departments with regard to the Government Offices varied 
enormously, as did the requirements upon them arising from individual departmental 
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PSAs. Fundamentally, the peer review described a lack of clear direction from central 
Government.51  

36. When we explored central Government’s attitude with officials, their endorsement was 
scarcely enthusiastic. Neil Kinghan, head of the then ODPM’s local government 
directorate, commented: 

“If you are asking me to say: Do all government departments treat the regions with 
equal seriousness then obviously there are going to be judgements about that”.52 

We asked Bronwyn Hill of the Government Office for the South West whether all the 
Government departments were ready to embrace the new role for the GOs set out in the 
2006 review. She replied: 

“I think all of them have signed up to it is the proper answer. The devil will be in the 
detail”.53 

We also asked the Government Office for the South West to confirm how many PSAs 
central Government was requiring it to implement at present. The answer was forty-six: far 
more than any individual Whitehall department, with its substantially greater resources, is 
currently attempting.54 

37. Relations between central Government and the regions are formally the responsibility 
of DCLG. In earlier reports, however, we have pointed out the difficulty which ODPM 
faced, and which DCLG inherits, in tackling closed ways of thinking which are deeply 
ingrained in Whitehall.55 The extent of the problem is revealed in the 2006 Treasury 
Review, which heralds the future for the Government Offices with the words: 

“Departmental expectations of Government Offices are also changing. For example, 
the Department for Education and Skills (DfES) is implementing a change 
programme, requiring new functions and skills of GOs. The Department of Trade 
and Industry (DTI) has developed a new, more focused role for GOs. The 
Department of Health (DoH) is currently reviewing how it can strengthen its 
regional presence […] ”56   

While Yvette Cooper MP, the Minister for Housing and Planning, told us that “what …we 
should not do, however, is expect the Government Offices to do everything”,57 there would 
seem to be a real danger that Whitehall collectively is doing precisely that. Each 
department, it seems, cannot help seeking to re-invent the Government Offices in its own 
image. 
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52 Q96 

53 Q443 

54 Ev 172, HC 352-II 

55 ODPM: Housing, Planning, Local Government and the Regions Committee, First Report of Session 2005-06, ODPM 
Annual Report and Accounts 2005, HC 559  

56 HMT/ODPM, Review of Government Offices, March 2006, paragraph 1.4 
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38. The Review of the Government Offices acknowledges concerns about the relationship 
between the centre and the regions but places the onus on the Government Offices 
themselves to address the issue, envisaging them “managing and challenging departmental 
expectations [and] ensuring a single co-ordinated approach that avoids duplication and 
promotes simplicity”. We are sceptical about the ability of the Government Offices to 
manage departmental expectations effectively: we suspect that delegating the responsibility 
is central Government’s way of shuffling off a problem which has proved intractable. 

39. We welcome the main conclusions of the Government’s Review of the Government 
Offices, and we believe that a stronger focus on strategy and analysis—reflected in a revised 
staffing complement—will enable the Government Offices to work more effectively 
alongside other regional and local partners. However, there is an urgent need for central 
Government to take responsibility for streamlining and co-ordinating its own 
requirements of the Government Offices. It is neither sensible nor reasonable for each 
Government department to continue to press its own agenda on the Government 
Offices without regard to the requirements of others, and without consideration of the 
GOs’ own strategic agenda. We look to DCLG’s Ministerial team to provide the 
necessary leadership in Whitehall to ensure a more coherent, joined-up approach to the 
mandates of the Government Offices. The range of PSA-related targets being 
implemented by the Government Offices should also be reviewed in order to ensure 
that resources are being directed effectively to deliver the most important outcomes. 

The role of the regional co-ordination unit (RCU) 

40. Responsibility within DCLG for managing relations with the Government Offices rests 
with the regional co-ordination unit.The main part of the RCU’s functions is to provide 
centralised financial and human resources services to the nine Government Offices; it also 
manages performance in the Government Offices and acts as an interface between the 
Government Offices and central Government. We were told that there was “scope for 
improvement” in the RCU’s work with government departments although things were 
“moving positively forward”:58 officials referred to the recent establishment of ‘lead 
relationships’ between individual regional directors and Government departments as an 
RCU initiative which had improved dialogue between Whitehall and the regions.59    

41. While matters may be improving, we take the view that there remains considerable 
room for further improvement. If individuals in the regions are describing central 
government as unclear, pulling in different directions and unco-ordinated (see paragraph 
34 above), then co-ordination is not proving effective. 

42. The Government’s Review of the Government Offices envisaged that, as the Regional 
Directors take on greater responsibilities for policy, the need for a strong regional co-
ordination unit will be reduced: it therefore recommended that the RCU should be 
reduced in size and scope.60 We are unconvinced by this recommendation. There needs to 
be a central unit taking a strategic overview of the plans and programmes being set out by 
individual Departments for the Government Offices, in order to ensure that Whitehall’s 
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requirements are clear, integrated and in keeping with the overall strategy for the 
Government Offices and the regions. In this respect there may indeed be a need for greater 
powers than the RCU has at present. 

43.   There is a clear lack of strategic oversight of the requirements and messages issuing 
from Whitehall in respect of the Government Offices. The regional co-ordination unit 
should, through Ministers, have the authority to initiate review of Departmental 
requirements where they are in conflict with, or diverge from, the framework set out 
for the Government Offices in the recent review. 

Location of the RCU   

44. The regional co-ordination unit is currently located with the Government Office for 
London in Riverwalk House, at the north end of Vauxhall Bridge, and is thus physically 
removed from Whitehall and the remainder of the DCLG estate. We understand that this 
location was chosen following a recommendation of the Performance and Innovation Unit 
in 2000, in order to support the development of effective relationships between the RCU 
and the Government Offices.61 It appears to us now, however, that it is relationships within 
Whitehall which need to be made more effective: the RCU’s remoteness cannot help with 
the challenge of managing Government’s approach to the regions, both in DCLG and 
beyond. When possible, therefore, the regional co-ordination unit should be integrated 
into the main DCLG estate.  

Lead relationships 

45. We referred, in paragraph 40 above, to the establishment of ‘lead relationships’ between 
regional directors and Whitehall departments. This has involved pairing the head of each 
Government Office with a specific department in order to increase understanding of the 
regions in Whitehall, and to develop the policy expertise of the regional directors. While 
we welcome this initiative, we are concerned that the arrangement could result, in 
Whitehall, in the substitution of some vague concept of ‘regional’ issues for a genuine 
understanding of the unique circumstances and needs of each region. 

46. This risk has been recognised to the extent that each regional director is shadowed by a 
director from another region, in order to present a more balanced perspective: for example, 
we were told that the lead relationship with the Department for Transport is held by the 
Government Office for the Eastern region, but is shadowed by Yorkshire and the 
Humber.62 Even this arrangement, however, is no real substitute for a proper 
understanding in each department of each region’s main priorities and issues.  

The Regional Development Agencies 

47. The eight Regional Development Agencies (RDAs) outside London were established 
under the 1998 RDA Act. They are non-departmental public bodies and have five statutory 
purposes: 
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• To further economic development and regeneration; 

• To promote business efficiency, investment and competitiveness; 

• To promote employment; 

• To enhance the development and application of skills relevant to 
employment; and 

• To contribute to sustainable development. 

Ms Moore-Bick of the British Chambers of Commerce told us that these five statutory 
purposes were “the right five, from the business point of view”.63 The ODPM indicated that 
the RDAs’ primary role is to drive regional economic development, but they also aim to 
“enable regions to improve their relative competitiveness and reduce the imbalance that 
exists within and between regions”.64 

48. The RDAs have a budget of approximately £2.2 billion, which will increase to £2.3 
billion by 2007-08. Although more than half of this funding is provided by DCLG, the 
RDAs are formally accountable to the Secretary of State for Trade and Industry.65 The role 
of the regional assembly in scrutinising the RDA is to inform and review progress on the 
delivery of policy,  but “not about detailed performance management”.66 

49. Like the Government Offices, the RDAs have a dual mandate to implement 
Government policy, and to develop an economic strategy appropriate to the region. This 
strategy must be formally approved by the Regional Assembly. The “difficult balancing act” 
the RDA must carry out in securing an economic strategy acceptable both to the region 
and to Government mirrors the tensions we have described in the role of the Government 
Offices for the Regions.67 

Performance of the RDAs 

50. The RDAs are considered by Government to be a success story.  Officials stated that 
they have created or protected 270,000 jobs and started 17,500 new businesses.68 In recent 
years their remit has been extended considerably: for example, they have taken on 
responsibilities for rural areas (previously held by the Countryside Agency), tourism and 
transport, Business Link and the Small Business Service. The RDAs themselves told us that 
this increase in roles was a reflection of the “reasonable job” that had been done in respect 
of the RDAs’ five statutory tasks.69   

51. Some witnesses welcomed the expansion of the RDAs’ role.  The Institution of 
Economic Development suggested that it simplified the existing structures and thus 
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“enhance[d] the opportunity for improved joint working”.70 Durham County Council 
stated that the development of the RDA in the North East (One NorthEast) had been a 
“trigger for improved regionally focused development of structures and guidance on 
activities and priorities”.71 CURDS welcomed the RDAs’ use of sub-regional partnerships, 
which enabled decisions about regeneration to be taken “closer to affected communities 
and individuals”.72 The British Chambers of Commerce however were concerned that the 
rapid expansion of RDA roles was impacting upon the Agencies’ performance. Sally Low, 
Director of Policy and External Affairs at the British Chambers of Commerce, told us that: 

“the information we receive from our Chamber network is that [performance] is 
patchy, and part of that is because the RDAs are being asked to do too much.  
Particularly with regard to the new responsibilities for business support, we are 
seeing an uneven delivery and an uneven response to that further role and 
responsibilities.”73 

The RDAs’ performance was defended by Alan Clarke, Chief Executive of One NorthEast, 
who claimed that the RDAs’ role in respect of many of its new responsibilities was strategic, 
rather than the actual delivery of services.74 The Rt Hon Margaret Hodge, MP, Minister of 
State at the Department of Trade and Industry, equally defended the increase in RDA 
powers, saying “if it is the purpose of an RDA to get regional economic growth and to 
tackle the regional disparities, it is sensible to give them the tools so that they can 
implement and meet the purpose we set them”.75 

52.  The most recent Parliamentary inquiry into the RDAs was carried out by the 
Committee of Public Accounts in 2003-04. Its report, Success in the regions, found that 
applicants had difficulty accessing funding provided by the RDAs because the money was 
held by the RDAs in over 40 different funding streams, each with separate monitoring and 
evaluation criteria. This was described by the PAC as “bureaucratic” and “highly 
wasteful”.76 While the Government sees Local Area Agreements as a means to streamline 
funding arrangements,77 it was suggested to us that the problems of multiple funding 
streams had still not been entirely overcome. The British Chambers of Commerce believed 
that funding arrangements continued to present “a very confused picture”; the Chief 
Economic Development Officers’ Society complained about “having to ‘jump through too 
many different hoops’ to gain access to different funding streams”;78 and Councillor Bert 
Biscoe, Chairman of the Cornwall and Isles of Scilly Rural Partnership, noted that the 
process of persuading the RDA to release funds was “very bureaucratic” and took a long 
time.79   
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Accountability of the RDAs 

53. Alongside this continuing concern over lack of clarity in the Agencies’ procedures 
came a concern over the opacity of their decision-making and operations. Charlotte 
Moore-Bick of the British Chambers of Commerce told us that it remained difficult to find 
out how much money was available to the RDAs, and how they were spending it; the 
Institution of Economic Development similarly referred to “concern at the lack of 
democratic accountability” in the RDAs’ management of funds.80 Given the increasingly 
significant powers and budgets of the RDAs, it was widely felt that there should be much 
greater clarity about the decisions they made and the ways in which their money was spent. 

54. The British Chambers of Commerce, in particular, had reservations about the ways in 
which the RDAs carried out their functions. It claimed: 

“RDAs are said to be business-led organisations but many are in fact public sector 
bodies with levels of business involvement and consultation varying between regions. 
RDAs do not always have defined processes for consulting business, as a result of 
which there is often little substantive engagement of business about matters that have 
far-reaching impact”.81 

In oral evidence, its representatives cited as an example the development of the West 
Midlands manufacturing strategy, which they claimed “was developed without any 
consultation with businesses”: they said that Rover, for one, would have liked to have been 
involved.82 Nor were businesses the only sector to express concern about RDAs’ failures to 
consult: the Chief Economic Development Officers’ Society described the RDAs as 
“remote”83 and Durham County Council noted “concerns about the voice of 
stakeholders”.84 The District of Easington considered that its RDA’s approach was too “top 
down directional” and argued that greater delegation of decision making was needed to 
allow local ownership of the process of change.85 As with the Government Offices, there 
was a sense that the balance to be struck between implementing the “policy ‘musts’” of 
central Government and empowering the regions to develop their own objectives and 
priorities was not always falling in the right place.86 

55. The Regional Development Agencies are formally accountable, although in different 
ways, both to the regions—through the scrutiny of the Regional Assemblies—and to 
central Government.  The issues relating to scrutiny are discussed in greater detail at 
paragraphs 82-96 below. The Government should take account of strong local concerns 
about the poor transparency and accountability of the Regional Development Agencies 
and should take steps to improve both. Accountability would be greatly assisted if the 
Government clarified that the Regional Assemblies had the right to scrutinise fully the 
expenditure budgets of the RDAs. 
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Sustainable development 

56. Witnesses from the environment sector expressed particular concerns about 
sustainable development policy, and its management at the regional level. Ms Stephanie 
Hilborne of the Wildlife Trusts noted that the regional strand of governance was 
potentially useful for stewardship of the environment, in particular for tackling and 
responding to the challenge of climate change, and related concerns about flooding and 
ecological adaptation.87  Responsibility for sustainable development, however, was 
currently “dispersed” across the three pillars of regional governance.88 Implementation of 
the overarching UK Sustainable Development Strategy for issues like waste, water and 
biodiversity was, in consequence, “coming unstuck”.89 

57. We asked the RSPB and the Wildlife Trusts to identify why, in their view, 
implementation of sustainable development objectives was not more successful. They told 
us that the primary problems were, firstly, the three pillar structure and, secondly, the 
heavy emphasis which the Government’s regional policy placed on economic 
development: 

“ […] the environment loses out because of the plethora of targets for economic and 
social roles, frankly.  At any local authority or regional authority the same thing is the 
case, that whenever even a local authority is trying to promote something which is 
far more forward-looking and long term and about adapting to climate change or 
something like that, it struggles with finance because there are not targets attached to 
positive, environmental long-term outcomes”.90 

Forum for the Future also pointed out that, while the RDAs are required to contribute to 
sustainable development in their work, there are no regional targets attached to this 
requirement, in contrast to the targets attached to its duties on (for example) economic 
development. This made the sustainable development requirement less effective and the 
performance of the RDAs in this regard impossible to measure.91 

58. The environmental groups suggested that sustainable development could be given 
more parity in regional governance by: 

• More clearly defining the responsibilities of the three pillars (the Regional 
Assemblies, the RDAs and the Government Offices) for sustainable 
development; 

• Making sustainable development the primary purpose of the Regional 
Assemblies and Government Offices; 

• Setting targets to “help […] focus the mind” of the three organisations;92 
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• Developing regional sustainable development indicators which aligned with 
national sustainable development strategy; and 

• Monitoring and reporting performance against these indicators.93 

59. We put these suggestions to the Environment Agency and English Nature as key 
regional players in this field of policy.94 Both agencies believed that the integration of the 
environment into existing strategies and policies was a priority.  It was necessary to ensure 
that the three pillars were giving proper consideration to the UK Sustainable Development 
Strategy in the development of regional strategy; the Environment Agency said that it 
would “welcome the opportunity to participate in all significant and relevant regional 
strategies and policies from their inception”; 95 English Nature indicated that its successor, 
Natural England, “will expect to have a greater degree of involvement both as a statutory 
consultee and through a range of other mechanisms”.96 

60. The agencies differed in their approach to the question of targets for positive 
environmental outcomes. While the Environment Agency considered that targets would 
help regional organisations to “look at sustainable development  in the round and not just 
to focus on economic growth and social inclusion”,97 English Nature were concerned that 
they could “lead to action being narrowly focused on the achievement of the specific target 
to the exclusion of wider environmental outcomes.”98 

61. Both agencies drew to our attention a report published by the Department for  
Environment, Food and Rural Affairs (Defra) in April 2006, shortly after the 
environmental stakeholders presented their case to us. This document, Securing the regions’ 
futures, set out the Government’s response to a 2005 report on sustainable development in 
the regions by the Sustainable Development Commission.99 

62. In Securing the regions’ futures the Government emphasises the importance of 
sustainable development as a consideration of regional policy. It lists a series of “essential 
ingredients” for sustainable development in high-level regional strategies which include: 

• An evidence base of robust social, economic and environmental data 
including regional data for both national and regional sustainable 
development indicators; 

• Stakeholder involvement; 

• Aims and objectives which link across regional social, economic and 
environmental issues and identify opportunities for sub-regions, city-regions 
and local area agreements to contribute to sustainable development; 
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• Indicators, actions and targets, with “owners and timescales identified” for 
completion of actions; and 

• Completion of a sustainability appraisal for each high-level strategy. 

The report stated that the Government would invite each region to report by September 
2006 on how it would take account of these ‘essential ingredients’, and each region would 
be expected to have updated its strategies accordingly by December 2007.100 

63. The Government’s revised guidance to the Regional Development Agencies  (2005) 
requires them to base their Regional Economic Strategies on the UK Sustainable 
Development Strategy.101 The Government, however, stops short of making sustainable 
development the “primary purpose” of both the Regional Assemblies and the Government 
Offices, as the Sustainable Development Commission wished102 and the Government’s 
commitment to “mainstreaming” sustainable development—oft-repeated in its report— 
may be undermined by the lack of a unified approach from central Government to the 
regions (as discussed in paragraphs 33-39 above): the Government Offices will have 
performance measures reflecting ten separate central Government Sustainable 
Development Action Plans.103  

64. The greater emphasis which Securing the regions’ futures places upon sustainable 
development as a key factor in regional policy together with the requirement for targets as 
an ‘essential ingredient’ of high level strategy is welcome. Yet it is no more than a starting 
point. The options which the Government adopts in Securing the regions’ futures for 
example, requiring Government Offices to ensure “sustainable development, as a principle, 
more tightly underpins GO performance management, GO training and business planning 
systems”, and encouragement of the use of regional sustainable development indicators are 
important symbols of Government intent.104 Since sustainable development has not been 
made a primary purpose for any of the three pillars, this objective may carry less weight 
with policy makers than the statutory responsibilities which the RDAs, in particular, have 
for economic development. The ways in which the regional bodies respond to the ‘essential 
ingredients’ identified by the Government (data, targets, ‘owned’ actions linked to local and 
sub-regional plans, and sustainability appraisal) will be key to the success of this ‘softly-
softly’ approach.  

65. Environmental sustainability is critical and without it economic and social progress 
will be impossible. It is too soon to tell if the Government’s approach to regional action 
on sustainable development will lead to positive, measurable outcomes. As a starting 
point, the Government should ensure that the requirements it has set for the regional 
institutions in Securing the regions’ futures (which we have summarised in paragraph 
62) are fully met. It should also take further steps to encourage and disseminate best 
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practice in sustainability appraisal, and to ensure that lines of accountability for 
performance against sustainable development targets and actions are clear. 

Regional Funding Allocations 

66. In 2005-06 four Government departments—the ODPM, the Treasury, the Department 
for Transport (DfT) and the Department of Trade and Industry—published funding 
allocations for housing, transport and economic development in each of the regions 
outside London. While housing and economic development figures had been published 
previously, the publication of regional transport allocations was new.  The figures were 
provided in detail for the two years to 2007-08 and were then projected forward to 2015-
16, by assuming an annual increase of two per cent on each funding stream, in accordance 
with inflation targets. 

67. Each region was then asked to identify its own priorities for investment under these 
“inter-related and inter-dependent funding streams”, in order to provide advice to 
Government on how these allocations should be spent. The Government’s requirements 
for the advice from the regions, to be co-ordinated by the Government Offices, were that it 
should be: evidence based; agreed within the regions; realistic; and consistent with national 
policy and local strategy.105 The regions were also encouraged to consider how their 
priorities would be affected if the long-term funding ultimately turned out to be either 10 
per cent higher or lower than the indicative allocations suggested.106 

68. Criticism has been levelled at Departments for only providing funding in a series of 
short-term grants. Merseytravel, in particular, criticised DfT for funding small transport 
projects on an annual basis and for taking three years to determine applications on “major” 
infrastructure proposals: the need for repeated bids can be costly for local authorities, and 
the lack of certainty about income from year to year hinders strategic planning.107 The 
purpose of the Regional Funding Allocations exercise was to address these difficulties and, 
by providing realistic forecasts of long-term financial trends, to enable the regions more 
effectively to integrate the different elements—spatial, economic—of strategy. The 
Government also intended that the process should “help develop an effective evidence base 
underpinning each of the strategies”.108 The regions’ advice to Government arising from 
the exercise was submitted in January 2006 in order to inform the 2007 Comprehensive 
Spending Review. The extent to which the Government has followed this advice will 
become clearer when the results of the Comprehensive Spending Review are announced. 

69. Christopher Irwin, chairman of TravelWatch South West, told us that the process of 
completing the Regional Funding Allocations exercise in the South West had been 
challenging. It had revealed the different strengths and ambitions of the various local 
authorities across the extensive South West region; he believed that there was the potential 
for individual personalities involved in the internal bidding process both to “drive” it and  
to distort it. The exercise had nevertheless ultimately been successful as the region, “pulling 
together as a whole”, had established its priorities and produced advice which is “much 
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more coherent [and] much more related to the Regional Spatial Strategy”.109 This must be 
the outcome for which the Government had hoped. 

70. Although the final outcome of the exercise, in the form of the Government’s response 
to the regions’ advice, is not yet known, key witnesses called for the exercise to be repeated 
and expanded. The RDAs “were strongly of the view that the scope of the strategies and 
spending areas covered should be extended to include Learning and Skills Council 
expenditure, English Partnerships, Job Centre Plus and rail expenditure, which is critical to 
ensure effective integration for achieving the Regional Economic Performance PSA target 
and the Government’s wider economic, social and environmental objectives”.110 The East 
of England and North East Assemblies also made the case for incorporating Learning and 
Skills Council expenditure—which, it was noted, was “some 6 times that of the RDA”—
into the exercise, and for rail.111   

71. We welcome the Government’s initiative in developing the Regional Funding 
Allocations exercise. Although the success of the exercise in influencing Government 
expenditure has yet to be proved, we note that the trial was widely supported and 
support the calls both for the exercise to be repeated, and for the second trial to include 
allocations for skills and for rail expenditure. Once the relevant allocations have been 
agreed the Government should publish its decisions together with the advice submitted 
by the regions, so that the effectiveness of the process can be properly assessed.  

The Regional Assemblies 

72. The eight Regional Assemblies outside London were established in 1998-99. While, 
technically, they are voluntary bodies, since their inception they have taken on a number of 
statutory and other significant functions: 

• They have been designated under the RDA Act 1998 as a statutory regional 
consultee on the Regional Economic Strategy. In this role, they scrutinise all 
the work of the RDA, which must have regard to their views.112 

• They have been designated under the Planning and Compulsory Purchase Act 
2004 as the Regional Planning Body, and undertake preparation of the draft 
Regional Spatial Strategy.113 This strategic plan sets out a broad development 
strategy for the region for a 15-20 year period and covers issues such as 
transport, housing, infrastructure, and the distribution of regionally or sub-
regionally significant activities. 

• In 2006, the Assemblies assumed the role of Regional Housing Boards.  In this 
guise the Assemblies provide advice to Ministers on strategic housing 
investment priorities for the region. There is reported to be a “strong 
presumption” that Ministers will take the advice offered. The merger of 
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housing and planning roles, linked to scrutiny of the economic strategy, is 
intended to provide for better integrated regional strategies. 

• Assemblies contribute to the advice to Ministers provided through the 
regional funding allocations exercise [see paragraphs 66-71 above]. 

• Assemblies “have a role as the voice of the region and have taken the lead with 
regional partners in drawing up regional strategies such as the Regional 
Sustainable Development Framework”.114  

Form and function 

73. The Government requires that at least sixty per cent of the membership of Regional 
Assemblies be drawn from local government, and at least thirty per cent from the region’s 
economic, social and environment sectors (the latter are sometimes referred to as ‘social, 
economic and environmental partners’, or SEEPs). The purpose of this framework is to 
provide both for local government to advocate the views of those living in the region and 
for other specialist interests – such as business, nature conservation, trades unions and 
faith groups – to have a voice in the development of overarching regional strategies.115 

74. The Assemblies were not originally intended to be composed in this way. At the time 
the first ‘shadow bodies’ were established, the Government’s vision was for the Assemblies 
to be endorsed by the public, and become fully and directly elected. It is because of the ‘No’ 
vote in the North-East referendum that Assemblies have not been directly elected, and are 
not likely to be so established in the short to medium term. The significant roles allocated 
to the Assemblies were predicated upon an assumption of direct democratic accountability, 
and one of the key reasons cited for continuing mistrust of the Government’s regional 
agenda is that, even after the ‘No’ vote, the Assemblies have continued in existence and 
have acquired even further responsibilities. 

75. The New Local Government Network’s report on regional policy notes that it is 
possible to derive and develop legitimacy in different ways: 

“Some establish legitimacy through the democratic process, be that at the national or 
local level, while others derive legitimacy from building a track record of delivery and 
getting things done. ‘Big bang’ devolution such as the London or Welsh settlement 
delivers democratic legitimacy overnight. However, increasing popular legitimacy 
and support for these devolution settlements is developing from a more functional 
legitimacy, as the Administrations […] prove themselves able and fit for purpose”.116 

It would appear that, in the absence of ‘big bang’ devolution, the Government is indeed 
hoping that popular legitimacy will follow functional legitimacy. The difficulty may be that 
continuing unease about the democratic deficit (which led one councillor to describe his 
Assembly as sitting “in the middle of a fully democratic set of structures as a cuckoo in the 
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nest”) will in itself be a bar to the Assemblies proving themselves to be able and fit for 
purpose.117 

76. Regional Assembly members had mixed views about the current composition of the 
Assemblies with their prescribed proportions of indirectly elected ‘political’ and nominated 
‘non-political’ members. Unsurprisingly, perhaps, one SEEP from the North East region 
detected “a general sense that the economic and social partners add a degree of breadth and 
depth to the Assembly [and] add some sense of legitimacy” while another from the East of 
England told us that  

“political members of the Assembly find the community stakeholders grouping … to 
be very valuable, for a number of reasons.  One is that they ameliorate […] some of 
the fighting that can occur between political parties and bring to bear on it an 
experience that is somewhat different and they bring an apolitical viewpoint”.118 

The South West Public Transport Users’ Forum went so far as to suggest that in some 
situations the lack of direct accountability was even advantageous: “The relative insulation 
[…] from immediate electoral pressures […] enabled the Assembly to show leadership on 
‘tough’ policy issues [where] in more exposed electoral conditions the temptation might 
have been to kick such decisions into touch”.119 Councillors, however, took a rather 
different view, expressing concern that economic and social partners were not subject to 
any form of democratic accountability yet might—individually or collectively—exercise a 
casting vote in key decisions on issues such as housing allocations.120 We asked them 
whether there was any evidence to date of partners voting together in this way, but they 
were unable to provide any.121   

Capacity 

77. Councillors and other assembly members raised concerns about the capacity of the 
Assemblies to carry out their work. These concerns focused on two main areas: first, 
resources, and secondly, demands upon members’ time. Both the West Midlands and the 
East of England Regional Assemblies noted resource constraints which impacted upon 
their ability to carry out their roles fully effectively.122 The CPRE noted that the Assemblies’ 
financial resources were small, and their staffing levels minimal, when compared to those 
of the RDAs which they were required to scrutinise.123 Transport 2000’s South-West 
Network expressed concern that inadequate staffing meant basic office support was not 
available to community groups working in the Assembly: this was detrimental to 
stakeholder engagement.124 
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78. The pressure on resources also affected Councillors. Councillor Thornber, chairman of 
the County Councils Network, indicated that assembly capacity was in fact being provided 
by county councils.125 Councillor Campbell told us that councillors found it difficult to 
devote sufficient time to the work of the Assemblies on top of their immediate duties. The 
problem was exacerbated by the distance which representatives had to travel to attend 
regional meetings: in the case of the South West, “from Gloucester […] from Christchurch 
[…] from the end of Cornwall” to the regional centre in Exeter. Turnout at meetings was 
consequently lower than would be desirable. He was also concerned that the “small 
number of officers” responsible for producing papers on behalf of the Assembly were 
denied ready access to assembly members who would be able to provide them with 
guidance and oversight.126 In the absence of such day-to-day relationships, Dorset County 
Council feared that assembly officers might be unduly influenced by the Government 
Offices and RDAs, with whom they also worked closely.127 

79.  Graham Pearce and Sarah Ayers commented that the Government 

“has been active in augmenting the Assemblies’ functions, especially by encouraging 
them to become a focus for partnership working, which has raised the Assemblies’ 
profiles. It can be reproached, however, for a lack of strategic thinking about what 
tasks Assemblies should perform, and why, and the funding required for delivery.”128 

As the Assemblies assume further roles—such as that of Regional Housing Bodies— 
questions of coherence and capacity become more pressing. 

Assembly structures 

80. As voluntary bodies, the Assemblies have a degree of flexibility in the way they 
structure themselves. The East of England Regional Assembly and the South West 
Regional Assembly told us that they both sought to achieve reductions in bureaucracy and 
cost by also serving as the Regional Local Government Association.129 The North East and 
North West Regional Assemblies have recently restructured to enable core work to be 
taken forward by an Executive Board, on which both the local authorities, and the 
economic and social partners, are represented.130 The East of England Regional Assembly 
has adopted a system of thematic panels of twenty to thirty members, and an Executive 
Committee of forty members.131 The Government has sought assurances from each of the 
Assemblies about the efficiency of their systems and structures, and officials indicated that 
the variance between the different models had not been found to be a problem.132 
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Public engagement 

81. The plethora of roles which the Assemblies have assumed is confusing for the public.  
In view of the existing credibility problems which the Assemblies have, public engagement 
is vital. Here, too, different Assemblies have adopted different strategies for outreach: the 
West Midlands Regional Assembly has developed e-mail groups and networks linked to its 
website;133 while the North East Assembly worked closely with local media to increase 
public understanding of the importance of the Regional Spatial Strategy.  They noted that 
their website received 150,000 hits during consultation on the RSS, and the strategy itself 
was downloaded six thousand times—including ninety downloads on Christmas Day.134 
The East of England Regional Assembly reported that it was taking steps to improve 
engagement with district councils and to provide them with support.135 

Assembly scrutiny 

82. Under the RDA Act 1998, the Regional Assembly is a statutory consultee for the 
Regional Development Agency. Through this statutory provision the Regional Assembly is 
enabled to scrutinise all the work and expenditure of the Regional Development Agency, 
but in particular has input into the development of the Regional Economic Strategy.136 

83. The nature of the Assembly scrutiny role is different from scrutiny conducted at other 
levels of government. At central government level, the scrutiny function of holding 
Government to account for the efficiency and effectiveness of its administration, 
expenditure and implementation of policy is conducted by the legislature (Parliament): it is  
set apart from the process of policy formation by the executive in Whitehall. The Regional 
Assemblies, however, both scrutinise the work of the RDAs and contribute to the 
formation of policy through their production of the Regional Spatial Strategy, and advice to 
Government on housing and regional funding allocations.   

84. For the Assemblies, therefore, scrutiny and policy work are linked. The RDAs told us 
that, of the two actions, policy was paramount in the Government’s design: “the intention 
of the [RDA] Act [in assigning a scrutiny responsibility] was that regional assemblies were 
in a position to ensure that RDAs’ activities and strategies linked up properly with other 
things going on”.137 In other words, the purpose of Assembly scrutiny was to secure 
integration of the different regional strategies, rather than calling the RDA formally to 
account for its operations. A subsequent memorandum further stated: 

“The [RDA] Act only requires RDAs to “have regard to” the views of the Assembly 
and does not necessarily require them to agree with or act upon these views. The 
Department of Trade and Industry as the sponsor department of RDAs recently 
stated that scrutiny by Assemblies should not be confused with the issue of 
democratic accountability of the RDA as this is to Parliament via Ministers.”138 
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85. It should also be noted that the way in which Assemblies approach their scrutiny role is  
strongly coloured by the very limited nature of their formal scrutiny powers. While the 
RDAs are, as noted above, required to “have regard to” the Assemblies’ views, there is no 
formal requirement on them to respond to, or act upon those views in any way. The 
Assemblies themselves have not been provided with any formal powers of sanction—such 
as the powers held by Parliamentary committees to compel the production of papers and 
the attendance of witnesses, and the powers of local authority scrutiny committees to 
require the attendance of members of the Executive, or officials of the local authority—in 
case co-operation with the RDA breaks down.139   

86. Without formal powers of scrutiny, the Assemblies have had no choice but to enter into 
relationships with the RDAs based on the extent of their willingness to co-operate. The 
Assemblies indicated to us that they had found the collaborative approach beneficial, and 
believed that their work had had “a positive impact” on development of RDA policy:  for 
example, the North East Assembly described an exercise in which unsuccessful small 
businesses were encouraged to speak about how the business support system had failed 
them; this had “influenced quite heavily” the design of an RDA business brokerage 
model.140 The West Midlands Regional Assembly noted that the scrutiny process enabled 
Assembly partners to influence other regional organisations; they described themselves as a 
“critical friend” to Advantage West Midlands, the West Midlands RDA.141 The RDAs saw 
the relationship as “constructive but not too cosy”—which, in their words, was “probably 
about right”.142 

Effectiveness of Assembly scrutiny 

87. When considering the success of Assembly scrutiny to date it is important to remember 
that the institutions involved are still relatively young. The relationship between RDA and 
Regional Assembly in each region is different and continuing to develop. Thus, the 
experience of any one Assembly, as reported to us, may not be representative of the 
Assemblies as a whole. 

88.  Detailed research carried out into the subject on behalf of the Office of the Deputy 
Prime Minister in 2005 concluded that the effectiveness of Assembly scrutiny was 
improving, and made the following points: 

• Most Regional Assemblies had adopted a ‘critical friend’ approach to RDA 
scrutiny, mixing formal scrutiny exercises and informal scrutiny (through 
liaison with the RDA); 

• Formal scrutiny exercises had the benefit of transparency and supporting 
public engagement, but their impact had been limited by a failure, in some 
cases, to focus recommendations clearly and to follow up progress in their 
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recommendations’ implementation. This failure was attributed to models of 
scrutiny where ad hoc committees disbanded  at the end of an inquiry, and to 
a lack of in-house expertise in policy and scrutiny, and 

• Informal scrutiny ‘behind the scenes’ at the RDA lacked transparency but was 
often more timely and enabled Assemblies to influence emerging policy.143 

The evidence we received indicated that the Assemblies have begun to develop responses to 
the points made in this research: for example, Alan Clarke of One North East (the North 
East RDA) told us that the North East Assembly had engaged consultants to check on the 
RDA’s  progress in implementing the recommendations of its three most recent reports.144 
It remains the case, however, that the Assemblies are constrained in their ability to look 
beyond the RDAs’ implementation of policy to the detail of their expenditure and financial 
management.  

Scrutiny and accountability 

89. While regional scrutiny may have been judged by the Government to be increasingly 
effective as a collaborative exercise, we observed some unease about the relationship 
between the Assemblies and the RDAs. Although the ‘critical friend’ approach works well 
for the purpose of collaboration and integration of strategy, some witnesses believed that 
the arrangements were less suitable when it came to holding the RDA formally to account 
in the public interest. For example, Mr James Paton wrote that “exceptionally light touch 
scrutiny of the RDA by the Assembly means the RDA does very much as it likes.”145  
Graham Pearce and Sarah Ayers noted that the effectiveness of the scrutiny process in 
calling the RDA to account was hindered by the fact that “both sets of bodies are 
dependent on one another to achieve collective goals”.146 CURDS noted that the capacity of 
the Assemblies to carry out scrutiny was limited, and predicted that resource constraints 
would “leav[e] a vacuum in the exercise of the regional public interest”.147    

90. These comments are supported by the Interim Review’s conclusions. The Review found 
that the Assemblies were least successful at formal scrutiny and far more influential when 
working informally. If the Assemblies are proving most effective when working ‘behind the 
scenes’ it is arguable that the system is, from the point of view of securing  accountability, 
failing.  

Increasing accountability 

91.  The Assembly scrutiny system, as a means of securing accountability, would appear to 
be flawed in the following ways: 

• It was not designed primarily for the purpose of holding the RDA formally to 
account; and 
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• The Assemblies lack formal powers to  support the process of holding the 
RDAs to account.    

CPRE regretted that Assemblies had not been given stronger, and better resourced, 
scrutiny powers and felt that making the RDAs “properly accountable” to the Assemblies 
would lead to greater public confidence in both bodies.148 The Assemblies themselves take  
their role as scrutineers very seriously, as demonstrated by the production in 2004 of a 
Regional Scrutiny Handbook designed to inform both officers and members of the Regional 
Assemblies about methods of scrutiny and best practice. This handbook acknowledges 
that, in spite of the unique policy-related design of Assembly scrutiny,   

“it is important to emphasise the crucial relationship between scrutiny and 
accountability.  At their heart all scrutiny systems are concerned with accountability; 
ensuring that organisations are publicly held to account.”149 

The West Midlands Regional Assembly has drawn attention to the absence of formal 
powers in its recent report on Regeneration Zones.150 

92. The reasons why the Regional Assemblies were not given formal scrutiny powers 
remain unclear. It may be that, in view of the intended collaboration between the Assembly 
and the RDA, such powers were considered inappropriate; it may be in part that there was 
some sensitivity over granting such powers to bodies which are themselves only indirectly 
accountable. Certainly, it is unlikely that the Government will transfer full ‘democratic’ 
accountability for the RDAs to the Regional Assemblies until such time as the Assemblies 
are directly elected. Nonetheless, in the absence of a directly elected model there is scope 
for the Government to enhance the effectiveness of the Assemblies in serving the 
regional public interest through their scrutiny work, while also increasing public 
understanding of, and confidence in, the existing system.   

93. While the Assemblies have successfully secured effective collaborative relationships 
with the RDAs we are concerned that the lack of formal scrutiny powers available to the 
Assemblies could be a barrier to their work if these constructive relationships break 
down. Our own experience suggests that the possession of powers to send for persons, 
papers and records need not be a bar to the formation of “critical friend” relationships with 
others; very rarely, the existence of such powers is helpful and indeed necessary to ensure 
public accountability is maintained. Although it has proved very valuable for the 
Assembly/RDA relationships to have been established through consensus and co-
operation, we believe that the subsequent addition of formal powers would give the 
Assemblies a firmer foundation for their work. The fact that such powers have been 
provided for the Greater London Assembly, together with the current Government 
proposal to give local authority scrutiny committees powers to require information 
from the Regional Development Agencies, adds strength to this argument.151 
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94. We recommend that the Regional Assemblies be given equivalent scrutiny powers 
to those held by local authority scrutiny panels, to compel the appearance of witnesses 
and the production of papers.  We look to the Government to consult on the provision 
of such powers within the next twelve months. 

95. In our view public understanding of Assembly scrutiny operations is also hampered, to 
a degree, by the variance in the scrutiny models and protocols operating on a region by 
region basis. This adds to the complexity of the system. While a continuing focus on best 
practice may lead, over time, to close alignment of the different models,  we believe that it 
would be advantageous for the Assemblies and RDAs to agree and publish a joint 
statement setting out the basic principles of regional assembly scrutiny and common 
elements of procedure, such as the agreement between each Assembly and RDA on the 
timing of a formal response to recommendations. 

96. There were wider frustrations about the constraints on public scrutiny in the regions.  
These arose from the continuing awareness that there has not been democratic 
endorsement of the current arrangements, and that it remains difficult for those outside 
the system to understand why it is there, how it works, and how its efficiency and 
effectiveness is ensured. Not only are the inter-relationships of the main bodies complex, 
but the lines of accountability are different in each case and may be described briefly as 
follows: 

• The Government Offices are an offshoot of central Government and 
accountable, through Ministers, to Parliament—although they are rarely 
directly scrutinised by Parliament. They are not directly accountable to the 
Regions themselves; 

• The RDAs are partially accountable to the Regional Assemblies for the 
development of integrated and appropriate regional strategies, but for 
democratic purposes are accountable through Ministers to Parliament. 
Potentially (as noted at paragraph 93 above) they will be partially accountable 
to local authority scrutiny committees, and they are also now subject to 
performance assessment by the National Audit Office;152 

• The Regional Assemblies are voluntary, representative bodies of the regions 
but, in the absence of direct elections, are only indirectly accountable to the 
regions themselves, and 

• There are a number of other public bodies operating and spending 
Government money in the regions which are accountable only to Ministers 
and not to the regions (see also paragraphs 97-100 below). 

Accountability of agencies within the regions 

97. There was a clear sense of urgency in a number of submissions about the need to 
improve the accountability of non-departmental public bodies and other institutions active 
within the regions. The concern arose partly as a matter of principle, with individuals 
arguing that regional bodies should be directly accountable to the regions, and partly from 
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a sense that the current accountability arrangements were so “complex and often opaque” 
as to be largely ineffective.153 Councillor Jill Shortland of the South West Assembly 
expressed particular concern about the lack of accountability of organisations beyond the 
‘three pillars’, noting that 

“At the moment there does not appear to be anybody other than a single 
Government minister who has the power to [hold organisations accountable] but I 
do not think they are doing that scrutiny work. Certainly they are not challenging 
those bodies to say how they are aligning their delivery to the Regional Spatial 
Strategy or the Regional Economic Strategy”.154  

98. The accountability of these organisations is complicated by their sheer quantity. While 
it is difficult to establish precisely how many agencies are operational in “the regional 
quango state”155 we received varying estimates from different regions: 174 bodies in the 
North-East, of which over 100 were said to be non-departmental public bodies (NDPBs) 
accountable to Government;156 130 in the East of England;157 169 in the South West.158  
DCLG told us that 83 Government agencies were operational across the whole of the UK, 
while the official number of NDPBs across the UK was 506, excluding NHS bodies.159  
Inevitably, with such high numbers of organisations involved it is difficult to track the 
activity of each body, increasing the likelihood of duplicated initiatives, and consequent 
inefficiency: for example, Bolton Council raised concerns about “overlapping work” by 
housing agencies in the North West region.160 

99. The major importance of making these organisations accountable rests in their 
spending power: while some of these organisations may be small, others have significant 
budgets. For example, in the East of England, the Regional Learning and Skills Council has 
a budget six times that of the RDA.161 Stephen Speed of DTI noted that the RDA budget 
“represents only a fraction of total public sector expenditure on economic development 
and regeneration in each region”; 162 yet this fraction is the only portion of public sector 
expenditure which is currently scrutinised in any way by the region, through the Regional 
Assembly. When we met representatives of the West of England Partnership informally at 
Bristol, they impressed upon us the importance of clarifying the budgets and expenditure 
plans of the wider group of agencies. It was claimed that a significant amount of local 
authority time and resources was spent lobbying for funding and ‘fighting through layers 
of bureaucracy’ in pursuit of funds where expenditure plans had not been made clear.163  
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100. The Government’s recent action in merging certain organisations, and pooling 
multiple budgets through initiatives such as the Regional Skills Partnerships indicates that 
it recognises the value in simplifying current structures.164 A reduction in the number of 
agencies should of itself help to increase the simplicity of the system; however, the formal 
issue of accountability also remains a concern. Graham Pearce and Sarah Ayers noted a 
need to “secure a degree of alignment between the activities” of NDPBs which currently 
“work to separate parent departments, different timetables, funding regimes and 
geographical boundaries”.165 The English Regions Network similarly believed that 
increasing accountability within the regions would lead to “more effective and more 
aligned strategies”.166 

101. A number of witnesses argued that the way to increase agency accountability was to 
enhance and extend the scrutiny powers of the Assemblies. The Local Government 
Association concluded that “local authorities acting individually have little prospect of 
effective scrutiny”, but working collectively through the Regional Assembly a difference 
could be made.167 Chris Foote-Wood, a councillor and Assembly member from the North 
East, told us that the effectiveness of regional strategy development could be significantly 
enhanced if the Assembly were given the power to approve the budgets and business plans 
of all quangos in the region: with that level of oversight, the Assembly would be much 
better placed to identify “major developments with a regional impact” upon strategy.168  

102. A certain level of increased transparency can be achieved without alteration to existing 
structures: the East of England Regional Assembly noted that it had successfully extended 
its scrutiny role, on a voluntary basis, to include other regionally significant bodies such as 
the Environment Agency and the Regional Cultural Consortium.169 If it should be decided, 
however, that there is value in strengthening the scrutiny capacity of the Regional 
Assemblies, there might equally be advantages in bringing certain key regional agencies—
for example, the Regional Learning and Skills Council—formally within their remit.  

Scrutiny at Westminster 

103. One of the reasons for the ‘no’ vote in the North East referendum was said to be the 
public perception that there already existed sufficient elected representatives—MPs, MEPs 
and councillors—to give the region a voice.170 Correspondingly, some witnesses have 
argued that Members of Parliament should be doing more to secure the accountability of 
regional government institutions. Chris Leslie, former MP and Minister and now Director 
of the New Local Government Network, argued that “regional activity” should be held to 
account at both local and national level because 
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 “[…] parliamentarians can add value because you have a constituency base, because 
within your own home regions you will know the priorities that your constituents 
want, and I would like that accountability to inform the decisions taken at a regional 
level.  I think that would add value”.171 

104.  The Campaign for the English Regions noted that the regions are “poorly 
represented” at Westminster in comparison with the scrutiny offered to Northern Ireland, 
Scotland and Wales. There exist ‘Grand Committees’ for Northern Ireland, Scotland and 
Wales in which all constituency members for the respective region who have taken the 
Oath are included. While the Grand Committees do not have direct control of their agenda 
(matters for debate are referred to them by a motion in the House), they are empowered to 
meet in the regions they represent, and have the opportunity to debate issues of concern, 
including legislation, and to question Ministers. They normally meet several times a year. 

105.  The nearest modern-day equivalent for the English regions is the Regional Affairs 
Committee.172 This, like the Grand Committees, is empowered to meet to consider matters 
referred to it by the House but, unlike the Grand Committees, has a formal membership of 
only thirteen members to represent the whole of England—less than 1.5 Members for each 
Government Office region. Other Members may attend its meetings but may not vote or 
count towards its quorum.173 Since its creation in 2000, this Committee has met only four 
times, the last occasion being on 15 June 2004. In the last full Parliamentary session, 2005-
06, its membership was not even appointed.  It is effectively dormant. 

106. When we asked Ministers about the operation of the Regional Affairs Committee we 
were told that this was properly a question for the House of Commons to answer rather 
than the Government. The Minister for Local Government, who had previously worked in 
the office of the Leader of the House of Commons, noted that a survey of Members about 
regional affairs had had only a low response rate suggesting little enthusiasm for regional 
scrutiny among English members.174 

107. Technically Ministers were correct to say that the operation of the Regional Affairs 
Committee is a matter for the House. However, it is disingenuous of the Government to 
claim it has no role: it is, after all, a Government motion which normally triggers meetings 
of both the Grand Committees and the Regional Affairs Committee.175 Members of the 
governing party are also represented on the Committee of Selection, the body responsible 
for nominating the Regional Affairs Committee’s membership for consideration by the 
House. The Government could therefore have encouraged, and communicated the 
desirability of establishing, the Regional Affairs Committee had it so chosen. 

108. Nor do we believe that it is true that Members have no enthusiasm for regional issues; 
there may, however, be little enthusiasm for a scrutiny mechanism—the Regional Affairs 
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Committee—which, by virtue of its very limited membership and powers and its lack of 
focus on specific regions, seems unfit for purpose. 

109. Various witnesses had practical suggestions for how Westminster might be better 
involved in the regional scrutiny process. Mr Peter Martin Kaye and New Northern Future 
suggested regional select committees, which might meet in the regions “perhaps half a 
dozen times a year”.176 The Campaign for the English Regions and Forum for the Future 
wanted regional powers vested in the reformed House of Lords.177 Yorkshire Forward 
suggested regional Question Times, perhaps using the existing mechanism for ‘cross-
cutting questions’ (attended by Ministers from multiple departments) which take place in 
the Commons’ second chamber, Westminster Hall.178 An alternative to the latter 
suggestion would be to give Ministers regional as well as subject portfolios, on which they 
might be questioned: we were reminded of the precedents for regional Ministers, including 
the appointment of the Deputy Prime Minister as Minister for the Northern Way.179 

110. The most detailed suggestions for improvements to Westminster scrutiny came from 
the New Local Government Network in its recent report, Devolution and Evolution in 
England. This proposed the following options: 

• Regional select committees which would be able (as existing select committees 
do) to set their own agenda and take evidence from both Government 
departments and key regional bodies; 

• Extending the remit of our own committee (the Communities and Local 
Government Committee) to include scrutiny of the regional bodies; 

• A new ‘quadripartite’ committee—analogous to the Commons Committees 
on Strategic Export Controls—drawn from the membership of the existing 
Trade and Industry, Communities and Local Government, Education and 
Skills and Treasury select committees with a remit to examine the operation 
of the regional agencies and their sponsoring departments; 

• Amendments to the rules of the House to enable select committees to hold 
joint meetings with Regional Assembly scrutiny panels, as the Welsh Affairs 
Committee is empowered to meet in conjunction with the Welsh Assembly. 

The NLGN additionally perceived a role for regular regional debates and question times, 
and like other witnesses pointed to the opportunity provided by House of Lords reform for 
strengthening a regional presence at Westminster. It noted that these proposals would have 
the extra virtues of minimum cost, making best use of existing structures, and providing a 
strong media platform for increasing awareness of, and debate about, regional concerns.180  

111. Of the options presented, we do not believe that effective scrutiny would be achieved 
by simply extending the remit of our own or other departmental select committees:  
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realistically, we could not hope to achieve consistent and rigorous scrutiny of each of the 
eighteen Government Offices/RDAs on a regular basis in addition to our existing 
responsibilities. Nor do we think that the appointment of regional Ministers is a guarantee 
of improved accountability: as the NLGN points out, such appointments in past decades 
have tended to lead to “more regional press releases but little effective scrutiny or 
accountability, let alone decentralisation or devolution”.181 

112. However, we accept the argument that, given the existence and increasing 
importance of regional governance structures in determining policy, there should be 
more thorough and consistent scrutiny of the regions at Westminster. We are pleased 
that Ministers also expressed their willingness for such scrutiny to take place.182 We 
should stress that we do not see this as a substitute for the scrutiny carried out by the 
Regional Assemblies, but as an adjunct to it, making use of the different powers which 
Westminster committees hold for examining central government activity and linking it to 
the realisation of policy at the regional level. 

113. We believe that the most effective way of securing such scrutiny would be to 
appoint a select committee for each region, which might meet a limited number of 
times each year (perhaps in conjunction with the relevant Assembly) in order to 
examine the work of key regional bodies and to call Ministers to account for their 
performance. We can also see merit in the suggestion of additional regional debates or 
question times in Westminster Hall. Such options might be instituted on an experimental 
basis, with their effectiveness reviewed after one or two Parliamentary sessions. 

114. Consideration of changes in the way the House of Commons operates is formally a 
matter for the select committees on Procedure and Modernisation of the House of 
Commons; and, ultimately, for the House itself. We shall write to these Committees 
upon publication of this Report, asking them if they will examine the effectiveness of 
the current Regional Affairs Committee and the detailed implications of improved 
Parliamentary scrutiny for the regions. We hope that Ministers will continue to 
support any proposals for scrutiny reform at Westminster which might arise as a 
consequence of such inquiries.  
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4 Regional Economic Performance 

Public Service Agreement 2 

115. The thrust of the Government’s current regional policy is expressed by Public Service 
Agreement 2 (Regional Economic Performance). This target, which is shared by DCLG, 
the Department of Trade and Industry and HM Treasury, requires the Government to 
“make sustainable improvements in the economic performance of all English regions by 
2008 and over the long term reduce the persistent gap in growth rates between the regions, 
demonstrating progress by 2006”. 

116. In other words, the Government is committed to: 

• Ensure that the economic performance of every region improves, sustainably and 
in its own terms, by 2008, and 

• At the same time, ‘level the playing field’ by ensuring that the North, the Midlands 
and the South West perform better relative to the Greater South East.183 

117. There is an unavoidable tension between the two parts of the PSA: if London and the 
South East are to be encouraged to grow further, will it ever be possible for the remaining 
regions to catch up? Yvette Cooper MP, the Minister for Housing and Planning; argued 
that it was both possible and important to achieve the twin aspirations set out in the PSA: 

“The reason that the PSA target was set up like that was exactly in order to prevent 
taking the easy way out of trying to do one rather than the other […] we want all the 
regions to grow, but it is not enough to simply have economic growth in every 
region; we actually want to narrow the gap as well. It was deliberately done to put the 
two elements of the target in. If we had thought one was more important than the 
other we could have just picked one”.184 

118. There are also difficulties with the target as expressed by the PSA.  Public Service 
Agreements are meant to “articulate and drive forward the Government’s highest priorities 
and ambitions for delivery” and to provide a means by which progress can be measured.185  
Yet the measurement of regional economic performance has proved very difficult, both in 
terms of accuracy and timeliness. A review by Professor Christopher Allsopp concluded in 
2004 that the primary data used to measure progress—termed regional gross value added 
data (GVA)—“are not of sufficient quality to support analysis of the Government’s 
objectives”; further, there is a twelve- to eighteen-month time lag in the publication of 
regional GVA. This means that the Government is constantly in difficulty when seeking to 
determine whether policy is proving effective, and whether it is making sufficient progress 
to achieve its goal.   

119. Ultimately, we were told, it will not be possible to assess whether the Government has 
met its objective until the end of the current economic cycle. When we pressed officials to 
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explain to us when this would be, we were told that “there is not always a simple answer. 
The Treasury indeed themselves have had to revise not only the endpoints of economic 
cycles but the start points” as well.186  It was conceded that current plans were to review 
performance over the period 2003 – 2012. However, when allowance is made for the 
current 18-month time lag in reporting data, it will not be possible to conclude finally 
whether the Government has achieved the aspirations in the Public Service Agreement 
until 2014. The Department’s PSA technical note, which sets out how the target will be 
measured, goes so far as to state that the annual reports of GVA data should be viewed 
“with extreme caution”.   

120. If it is not possible to assess performance against a target until two years after a 
programme’s completion, it must be questionable whether the target is actually useful. We 
pursued the questions of data quality and timeliness with officials during our inquiry into 
the Departmental Annual Report 2006. The Department’s Permanent Secretary, Mr Peter 
Housden, conceded that the data had “limitations” and “may not be helpful” within the 
lifetime of the PSA.187 However, he confirmed that steps were being taken to improve the 
measurement of Regional Economic Performance “through improved analysis and other 
sorts of data”, so that in the second half of the target period there would be “more 
immediate, closer to real-time indications” of the Government’s progress.188 We welcome 
the Government’s commitment to strengthen the evidence base for measurement of 
regional economic performance. 

The development of city regions. Example 3: The West of England Partnership 

The West of England Partnership is centred on Bristol and covers four unitary authority 
areas: Bath and North East Somerset; Bristol; North Somerset and South Gloucestershire.  
The sub-region has a population of over 1 million, and includes the urban centres of 
Bristol, Bath and Weston-super-Mare. It is a voluntary partnership. 

Facilities in the area include four universities, Bristol Airport and the seaport.  Bristol has 
been designated one of six ‘science cities’ by the Government. It has significant industry 
clusters relating to aerospace and defence (including Rolls-Royce and BAe); ICT (Orange 
and Hewlett-Packard); Semiconductor design (STMicroelectronics) and the media and 
creative industries (BBC and Aardman). The sub-region generates 24% of GDP in the 
South West, and 24% of the region’s employment.  Per capita GDP in Bristol is 23% above 
the national average, and the city has the lowest unemployment rate in the eight core 
cities. 

The partnership’s priorities are transport, housing, economic competitiveness and 
inclusion, culture, leisure and tourism. It is managed by a Partnership Board on which the 
four unitary authorities are represented together with a number of social, economic and 
environmental partners and the County Councils of Gloucestershire, Somerset and 
Wiltshire. The Regional Assembly, Government Office South West and the South West 
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Regional Development Agency have observer status. The Partnership published in 2005 a 
twenty year vision for the sub-region, together with a spatial strategy and action plans.  
Work is taken forward by partnership sub-groups on which cabinet members from each 
unitary authority, the chief officer of each unitary authority and the social, economic and 
environmental partners are represented. The chairmanship of each sub-group rotates on 
an annual basis between the unitary authorities and suggestions made by the sub-groups 
have to be endorsed by the cabinet of each unitary authority. 

Representatives of the Partnership recognised concerns over accountability both in 
relation to the city-region and also in relation to the large number of agencies working 
and investing public money in the region.  The Partnership was trying to incorporate 
some of these agencies into its structures in order to increase accountability. 

Source: www.westofengland.org; Annex 3 

The role of public expenditure in tackling regional disparities 

121. Figures for overall spending on services by region are published in the Public 
Expenditure Statistical Analyses (PESA) by HM Treasury.  The most recent statistics were 
published on 16 May 2006 and were analysed for us by the Committee Office Scrutiny 
Unit.  

122. In this analysis we looked at changes in spending and spending per head in each 
region in 2000-01 and 2004-05 (the latest year for which out-turn figures are available), by 
expenditure area, to see if there were any discernible trends. Rankings of the English 
regions were then produced for overall spending, overall spending per head and change in 
both between the two financial years examined.  Rankings were also produced for regional 
spending, and spending per head in: enterprise and economic development; ‘productive’ 
spending—on transport, culture and housing—which might be expected to contribute 
most to regional development; and on policy areas where spending might be expected to be 
more closely related to need (health, education and social protection).  

123. The analysis suggests that whilst regional public expenditure as a whole ensures that 
regions with a higher concentration of problems receive more per head, percentage 
changes in regional expenditure per head between 2000 and 2005 have tended to be more 
favourable to the Greater South East than to the other six ‘lagging’ regions. This is the case 
both for ‘productive’ spending  and in policy areas where spending might be expected to be  
more closely related to need .189 

124. The period concerned is the same period in which the Government committed itself, 
through PSA2, to reducing the gap in growth rates between the regions. Yet it would 
appear that, in terms of public expenditure, the Government’s allocations of funding to the 
regions over the period contribute to a widening of the gap rather than its reduction. It 
seems likely that the demands for investment in the Greater South East to support the 
development of the Growth Areas, and the 2012 Olympic Games may increase this 
tendency in future spending rounds. 
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125. Other action taken by the Government over this period, not least the relocation of 
numbers of staff and offices outside the Greater South East, indicates that the Government 
recognises a role for public expenditure in influencing patterns of development. The 
Government should consider the impact of current patterns of regional public expenditure 
on its efforts to achieve a reduction in the gap in growth rates between the regions as part 
of the Comprehensive Spending Review 2007.  

Current progress on PSA2 

126. While the current data on regional economic performance has significant 
shortcomings, it is nonetheless the only available indicator of progress in regional 
development. The Government measures progress towards the target by reviewing changes 
in the GVA data for each region on an annual basis. The most recent progress report was 
published with the pre-Budget Report in early December 2006. This suggests that: 

• “There is emerging evidence of progress on narrowing the gap in growth rates 
between the regions. GVA per head data for 2003 and 2004 show that the North, 
Midlands and South West regions narrowed the gap in growth rates with London 
the South East and Eastern regions; 

• Progress is underpinned by stronger employment performance in the North, 
Midlands and South West regions than in London, the South East and East of 
England, and there is evidence of a narrowing in the skills gap, and 

• Further progress in the North, Midlands and South West regions is required on the 
other drivers of productivity to reduce the persistent gap in growth rates between 
the regions.”190  

127. During our Annual Report hearing the Permanent Secretary told us that while the 
narrowing of the gap in growth rates was “encouraging” there was no room for 
complacency. The Treasury’s progress report notes that the current reduction in the gap 
appears to be driven by employment:  Mr Housden explained that this meant  

“higher participation rates and some improvements in skills at the lower level but, if 
you look at the differences in productivity, innovation, enterprise and those higher-
level skills, you see really not much progress […] in terms of what will really drive 
progress towards this PSA”.191 

The Treasury encapsulates this conclusion when it states that “employment [is] a driver of 
growth, but not of productivity”: productivity itself is said to be driven by skills, 
investment, enterprise, competition and innovation.192 In the last few years Government 
interest has focused on how to encourage productivity in the regions. More specifically, 
there has been a growing debate about the role which major cities may play as regional 
hubs driving economic development, which may in turn release benefits to outlying areas.  
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This renaissance of interest in the concept of the powerful ‘city-region’ is considered in the 
second half of our report.  
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5 City-Regions 

The rationale for city-regional policy and governance 

128. The concept of the ‘city-region’, even for its proponents, is a ‘fuzzy’ one. Recent work 
completed for DCLG suggests that various definitions of the term exist but they are not 
mutually consistent and none are easily translatable into clear, hard and unambiguous lines 
on maps.193 The reason that the term has come back into vogue is less to do with the 
precision with which it can be applied but more a recognition of the fact that current 
administrative boundaries—be they based on districts, counties or regions—do not capture 
the complex geographies of urban development very effectively. Neither do they relate to 
the way modern life is lived and the tendency of a significant proportion of the population 
to cross boundaries on a regular basis as they travel to work, shop, travel, be entertained 
and be educated. The term city-region is used in an attempt to depict the functional areas 
within which the bulk of these day-to-day movements take place.  

129. The advantages of the notion of the city-region in distinguishing complex, functional 
areas from more standard, administrative definitions of cities and metropolitan areas were 
described to us by Mark Kleinman, Director of Urban Policy at ODPM, as follows: 

“[W]e have a very clear idea of what we mean by a city region, and our thinking is to 
separate at least three distinct meanings of the word “city”. One is what you might 
call the municipal city, which is the local authority boundary, so in the case of 
Manchester that would be Manchester City Council which is clearly only a part of 
the built-up area. We would then talk about the metropolitan city, which is the built-
up boundary, the area covered in the case of Manchester by the Association of 
Greater Manchester Authorities, and then a third concept, the city region, which is 
the economic footprint, if you like, of the city which is much larger, and which in the 
case of Sheffield spreads out into Derbyshire and in the case of Manchester spreads 
out into Cheshire”.194  

130. Interest in the notion of city-regions has recently been re-awakened by a series of 
reports, some of them commissioned by DCLG and its predecessors, arguing that the 
Government should consider developing a city-regional policy framework and/or 
encouraging forms of city-regional governance. These reports continued to emerge 
throughout the course of our inquiry.195  

131. There are a number of arguments for taking the city-region seriously as an instrument 
for policy-formation, delivery and governance. The first focuses on subsidiarity and 
includes a recognition that the prospect of further moves towards directly elected regional 
government receded following the ‘no’ vote in the North East referendum. On this view, 
the Government’s interest in devolution in England and its commitment to better strategic 
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policy-making at the most appropriate geographical scale can now be most realistically  
taken forward by the creation of directly elected city-regional authorities.196 The perceived 
success of the new London governance arrangements, which currently provide the UK’s 
only model of a directly elected strategic authority for a complex, cross-district urban area, 
has added impetus to the argument that city-regions provide a potential solution to the 
English devolution dilemma. This argument gathered further strength last year when 
DCLG agreed to give additional powers to London’s Mayor.197 

132. Another, more technocratic, case for city-regions builds upon arguments rehearsed in 
the 1970s at the time of the last major structural re-organisation of local government.198 
Essentially, this argument is that existing, administratively fragmented arrangements for 
strategic policy-making are inefficient and that governance and policy co-ordination at the 
city-regional scale would enable some of the inefficiencies to be overcome. In contrast to 
the case for city-regional ‘devolution’, this rationale for city-regions is not necessarily 
associated with a call for new, directly elected authorities, given that greater co-ordination 
could feasibly be achieved through other means. Nor, given that it is possible to consider 
not only London but also the other larger and more complex urban areas in England as 
‘special cases’, does it assume that all areas of the country would necessarily need to be 
covered by new arrangements.  

133.  A third argument for city-regions is economic. According to this perspective, 
England’s largest urban centres and their hinterlands have been the key driving forces in 
the UK’s adjustment to a more globally integrated, knowledge-rich economy. Hence, they 
make increasingly important contributions to regional and national economic prosperity. 
The implication of this, for some, is that better co-ordination of policies that impact upon 
economic change at the city-regional scale would maximise the chances of delivering the 
Government’s commitment, set out in the Regional Economic Performance (REP) PSA, to 
‘make sustainable improvements in the economic performance of all English regions.’  

134. Proponents of the economic advantages of city-regional policy frameworks and 
governing arrangements placed particular emphasis on their potential to improve the 
economic performance of the northern and midland regions. This, they argued, would also 
ensure the greatest feasible progress towards the longer term goal of the REP PSA which is 
to ‘reduce the persistent gap in growth rates between the regions’. For example, the Leeds 
city-region partner authorities argued that: 

“If the Leeds city region fails to achieve its full potential, there is little prospect of 
achieving local, regional or national job and wealth creation targets, and just as 
crucially there is no serious and sustainable counterbalance in England to London 
and the South East”.199 
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135. Economic arguments for city-regions again entail no assumption that directly elected 
city-regional authorities are the only way forward, or that city-regional arrangements are 
needed in all areas of the country.  

136.  In practice, different versions of these justifications were bundled together in different 
ways in the evidence we received. What united most of the proponents was a belief that the 
city-region represents a more appropriate scale at which to ‘join up’ strategic policy-
making than the territories covered either by current local authorities or the standard 
administrative regions. The former are invariably smaller than the ‘functional economic 
areas’ at which labour and housing markets and transport systems operate, which means 
that decisions taken at the local authority scale can fail to fully appreciate the larger context 
within which a particular authority’s area sits. Reading Borough Council argued, for 
example, that: 

“Reading has the sixth highest Gross Added Value per head in the UK. It is the 
economic driver for growth in the South-East region, with an impact that is national 
and international. However, because of the current local government boundary 
arrangements it is unable to take the strategic infrastructure decisions which are 
necessary to underpin and support this key role”.200 

137. In her oral evidence, the council’s Chief Executive described how the different 
priorities pursued by Reading and neighbouring authorities in areas such as transport and 
housing prevented the broader area from addressing key problems and reaching its full 
economic potential:  

“The concerns are around two specific things, and they both relate to economic 
growth: for those on the outside ring of a city region gaining the benefit from 
economic growth without having to carry many of the costs of it; and those on the 
inside of the city region carrying many of the costs and having to bear them 
disproportionately. The voluntary arrangements around things like key-worker 
housing, the voluntary sector, et cetera are not a problem because everybody thinks 
those are a good thing to do. As soon as it comes to crucial things like housing 
numbers to facilitate economic growth or road-building schemes or other transport 
infrastructure arrangements that might lead to more congestion, or traffic being 
routed differently, then each authority looks to the interests of its own local area, 
quite legitimately obviously. What we have not got is a view across that wider region 
that transcends administrative boundaries. It is stifling strategic planning”.201 

138. A similar argument can be applied, at a larger scale, in the case of the London, South 
East and East of England regions where the core functional economic area centred upon 
the capital is effectively ‘carved up’ between three administrative regions. Elsewhere, the 
standard regions tend to contain a number of distinct functional economic areas rather 
than comprise, or be contained by, a single one.  While we heard little to suggest that, in 
southern England, there has been outright conflict between regional agencies, it is clear 
that attempts to address cross-regional issues, for example the shortage of affordable 
housing that has resulted from sustained economic growth in the south of England, have 
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been led primarily by national departments rather than the regions or local authorities. 
Similarly, in the north of England it has taken what some critics perceive to be a ‘top down’ 
initiative—the Northern Way—to promote greater recognition of the importance of key 
northern cities and their hinterlands and the relationships between them, across regional 
boundaries, to future prosperity and quality of life. 

139. Over the course of our inquiry it became evident that there was increasing, if still 
somewhat patchy, interest on the part of local authorities and regional agencies in 
exploring the city-regional approach as advocated by a variety of pressure groups, think 
tanks and academics. We noted a growing consensus among local and regional agencies 
that more could be achieved by understanding the relationships between key cities and 
their hinterlands, within and across regional boundaries, and by employing such 
knowledge for the purposes of policy-making and delivery. However, while understanding 
of these inter-relationships may be increasing, it would appear that further progress on 
delivery under current arrangements is likely to be slow: greater freedom and flexibility to 
act ‘city-regionally’ may be needed. The key questions on which we sought to form a view 
were: 

• on what grounds, and in what circumstances, the development of city-regions 
would be sensible, and 

• if city-regions are to develop,  what incentives and mechanisms may be 
instrumental in making them effective.  

The case for developing city-regions 

140. On the first of these questions, whilst the rationales for city-regions set out within the 
evidence varied in their emphases, the economic case was clearly dominant. It was 
particularly apparent that the economic argument for city-regions was seen as central 
within Government. Thus Mark Kleinman of DCLG told the Committee that: 

“[W]e are responding both to the developments which have occurred from the 
RDAs and […] from the cities themselves, and also from the overwhelming bulk of 
the academic and research evidence”. 

Neil Kinghan, also of DCLG, added that “We start from the premise that city regions are 
an essentially economic proposition”.202  

141. The evidence base to which Mr. Kleinman referred includes three key pieces of 
Government-supported research whose results were reported in 2006: the State of the 
English Cities report, the Framework for City Regions study, and the joint-HMT, DTI and 
ODPM paper on ‘the importance of cities to regional growth’ which was published 
alongside the 2006 budget statement. Taken together, these documents demonstrate:  

• The crucial role that large metropolitan areas in England have played within the 
recent, sustained period of national economic growth; 
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• Fluctuations in the economic cycle notwithstanding, the growing dominance, 
overall, of the ‘super-region’ centred upon London,203 and 

• The importance of accelerated economic growth in key city-regions beyond 
southern England to any reduction in the gap in growth rates between regions. 

142. There were other views. The Centre for Rural Economy (CRE) at the University of 
Newcastle argued that: 

“The idea that city regions are at the cutting edge of a new age of urban economic 
competitiveness in a globalising world is open to question, not least because the 
technologies that are playing such a key role in current socio-economic changes can 
be seen as fundamentally decentering technologies. ICT allows people to live, work 
and run businesses in polymorphic urban forms”.204  

143. We also heard from the Minister for Local Government and Community Cohesion, 
Phil Woolas MP, that the economic performance of key urban areas is seen as critical to 
realisation of the longer term aspiration set out in the Regional Economic Performance 
PSA target. When we asked him how important cities were in reducing inequalities in 
regional economic performance he confirmed that: 

“The answer to that question is very. The policy that we are pursuing is based on two 
underlying principles. The first is that it is desirable for local authorities and their 
partners to have a greater role in economic leadership and economic regeneration 
and obviously because economies do not follow local authority boundaries, the 
multi-area arrangements around what have come to be known as city regions 
obviously become important […] The second principle […] is that the city region's 
potential to maximise growth through collaboration on those matters which are 
clearly economic—skills and transport are two examples that come to mind—are the 
second pillar of our policy”.205  

144. The Minister’s position was subsequently reinforced within the Local Government 
White Paper, which noted that: 

“City regions have generally led regional growth in the last decade […] it is city 
regions that have delivered the greatest increase in productivity and Gross Value 
Added […] The growth of the knowledge economy will increase the importance of 
cities and wider city-regions still further […] It is only through collaboration across 
boundaries that places can realize their economic potential […] Further devolution 
needs to encourage and reinforce […] co-ordination and collaboration and so ensure 
maximum impact by better aligning decision making with real economic 
geographies such as city regions… as we address the performance of city regions it is 
important to do so in a way that minimizes the risks of greater disparities between… 
regions.206  
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145. Our consideration of the arguments in favour of city-regions leads us to agree with 
the Minister that the economic case for city-regions is the most compelling. Further, we 
believe that the role which could be played by city-regions as drivers of economic 
growth can be achieved without the need for wholesale re-organisation of existing 
administrative structures, which would be both costly and slow.  

146. Whilst we see the economic case for city-regions as being the most compelling of the 
arguments put to us, we also recognise that related proposals for the future development of 
city-regional policy and governance—and the lack of clarity in the Government’s emerging 
policy in this regard—cause significant concern for sceptics and critics. Such concerns were 
reflected in the different views offered to us about how city-regions are or might be 
defined, what powers and resources might be devolved to—or co-ordinated at—the city-
regional scale, what governance models are most appropriate for city-regions, and what 
impact a focus upon city-regions might have upon ‘peripheral’ urban and rural areas.   

Defining city-regions in practice 

147. Definitions of city-regions, appear to depend upon whether the primary purpose of 
those using the term has been to understand the inter-relationship between urban centres 
and their hinterlands, to mobilise (or at least identify) stakeholders within a particular 
territory with a view to pursuing common ‘city-regional’ purposes, or to find a workable 
balance between these two goals.  

148. A key concept commonly employed for analytical purposes was the ‘urban footprint’. 
This was used to describe an area containing one or more urban centres together with the 
surrounding areas over which they have significant influence. A number of witnesses 
confirmed that the size and shape of ‘urban footprints’ can vary significantly, depending 
upon what sort of relationship between urban centres and surrounding areas are analysed. 
The English RDAs, for example, reported that: 

“The term city-region refers to a recognition that the functioning geographies of city 
economies and societies, including travel-to-work areas, retail catchment areas, 
housing market areas, global markets and strategic transport links, are not 
constrained by local administrative boundaries”.207  

149. Similarly, in its written evidence, the Northern Way noted that: 

“Our employment of the concept looks at ‘real-world’ economic geographies that 
operate outside neatly drawn administrative boundaries. The interface between 
economic flows—including travel-to-work areas, retail catchment areas, housing and 
labour markets, etc.—provides the spatial analysis that helps decision-makers target 
delivery programmes in ways which accelerate growth […] In this context, the 
boundaries of [our] city regions can change depending on what issue is under 
scrutiny, and the corresponding datasets. Different issues have different parameters 
and the way we use city region analysis needs to be flexible enough to embrace these 
variable geographies. For example, an analysis of travel to work data overlaid with 
retail catchments might have a different boundary and tell you something different 
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about economic opportunity than, say, an overlay of housing markets and labour 
markets”.208  

150. The Leeds City Region Partner Authorities told us that the extent of their city region, 
encompassing ten local authority districts, was “defined following extensive research 
carried out over the last five years”.209 The Leeds city region area they have identified differs 
substantially from that covered by the former West Yorkshire County Council and extends 
into parts of north and south Yorkshire. In the case of other large cities, however, we heard 
of much closer correspondence between the geography of city regions—at least in terms of 
their local authority ‘membership’—and former metropolitan county council areas.  

151. The Birmingham, Coventry and Black Country city region, for example, covers the 
seven local authority districts that made up the area served by the former West Midlands 
County Council along with Telford and Wrekin, an area dominated by the former New 
Town originally created to cater for population overspill from Birmingham. Similarly, even 
though the relevant ‘urban footprint’ area is acknowledged to be more extensive, the core 
local authority ‘membership’ of the Manchester city-region is limited to the ten districts 
that made up the former Greater Manchester County Council area. In these cases there is 
evidence of the influence of  city-regional partners who already have experience of working 
together in a variety of joint-boards and co-operative arrangements. Potential city-regions 
appear to be as much  ‘coalitions of the willing’ as coherent economic or social entities. 

152. Outside of those areas that are linked most closely to the larger cities, however, 
concerns were expressed about the way city regions are being defined. First, there were 
worries about the potential implications of city-regional policies or governance 
arrangements for areas that appear to fall between or on the fringes of city-regions. 
Durham County Council, for example, could see “no case for an assumption that a city 
region driven approach is necessarily appropriate in all regions of England”: the Council 
argued that County Durham’s important role as a ‘bridge’ between the Tyne- and Tees-
focused city-regions in the North East, defined as part of the Northern Way initiative, 
risked being ignored or marginalised if attention was focused primarily upon the two city-
regions as currently understood.210 Similarly, we received representations from Crewe and 
Nantwich Borough Council whose area, according to evidence assembled by consultants, 
has strong labour market links with the ‘footprint’ area focused upon Manchester and 
should therefore, in its view, ”be integrated into the Manchester City Region” .211 

153. Concerns were also expressed that smaller, freestanding towns and cities which could 
be argued to have economic ‘footprints’ similar in type, if not in size, to those of the bigger 
cities, were being bypassed by the city-region debate. The Chief Executive of Carlisle City 
Council, for example, argued that: 

“To some extent we believe we are already a small city region. We are the principal 
city in Cumbria. We would see ourselves, and so would most of Cumbria, and south-
west Scotland, as the principal commercial admin, retail and cultural centre for the 

 
208 Ev 108-9, HC 977-II 

209 Ev 185, HC 977-II 

210 Ev 136, HC 977-II 

211 Ev 168, HC 352-II 



Is there a future for Regional Government?    53 

 

sub-region. That, together with Carlisle Renaissance—we believe we can start 
pushing for city region status for Cumbria”.212  

154. It was also argued that the city-region concept was not relevant to those areas of the 
country in which there is no obvious dominant urban centre:  at the very least, it needed to 
be substantially re-interpreted if it were to ‘fit’ their circumstances. The East of England 
Regional Assembly, for example, noted that: 

“In the particular circumstances of the East of England the City Region model would 
need very careful adaptation, both in concept and scale. While we have a number of 
small and medium sized urban settlements in the 80,000 – 120,000 population range 
none are in the same league as say Manchester, Newcastle, Leeds or Birmingham. 
However […] we are supportive of initiatives which maximise the importance of 
such urban centres within their natural footprint […] In many ways the East of 
England is a region of shire sub-regions rather than natural city regions, and of 
course in many parts of the East of England the only city which really matters is 
London”.213  

155. Similarly, we heard from the Cornish Constitutional Convention about efforts made 
to adapt the notion of the city-region to Cornwall’s particular characteristics: 

Whilst Cornwall and the IoS [Isles of Scilly] includes a large component of rurality it 
is far more complex than that. Sectoral benchmarking shows that manufacturing, 
knowledge-based SMEs, aspects of niche tourism .. and a strong media base all 
resemble a more metropolitan profile. The scattered settlement pattern and sparse 
population spread, mixed with the spread of small, economically driving towns, offer 
a spatial and cosmopolitan enigma which might be characterised as a “distributed 
city”.214  

However we also learned of the irritation that the process of ‘bending’ a concept that was 
assumed to be attracting interest within Government can cause: 

“We have got five Cornish towns […] being lumped together as an urban unit in 
order to fit into a model of how to make policy that Cornwall does not quite fit into 
[…] Sometimes it is seven, sometimes it is 15, sometimes it is 18 […] What it means 
is we have artificially created a principal urban area in order to fit in with a model 
that has got nothing whatsoever to do with us […] we are being moulded like 
plasticine to fit into a standard model that does not apply to us”.215   

156. This dispute amongst Cornish stakeholders provides an important insight into the 
progress that has been made with defining city-regions so far. We can see value in both the 
analytical and pragmatic approaches. An analytical approach potentially brings benefits in 
terms of understanding inter-relationships between areas and improving the quality of 
evidence that can underpin strategic decision-making related to economic development. A 
pragmatic approach, on the other hand, can help encourage closer relationships between 
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stakeholders who are committed to working together for the greater economic good of an 
area that is not defined administratively. The danger that can be detected in the ‘border 
disputes’ put to us, however, is that the time and energy that is being spent in determining 
a definition of city-region which works locally—in the hope that by doing so the area may 
receive additional Government support—could be better spent in making sense of how to 
run those areas most effectively and efficiently.  

157. In an early piece of written evidence, the Department told us that “the boundaries of 
city-regional areas are fluid, and will evolve through a ‘bottom-up’ process of discussion 
[…] It is not for ODPM to impose city-regional boundaries”.216 However, when 
subsequently questioned on the particular issue of how the boundaries of city-regions 
might be decided formally, and how any disputes might be resolved, the Minister for Local 
Government and Community Cohesion noted that: 

“Ultimately, of course, the Government makes the decision. That is one of the 
squares that you have to circle in this whole debate”.217  

He then later qualified this statement when, in response to a hypothetical question, he 
added that: 

“I would guess that if Cheltenham were to propose that it wanted to be part of the 
city region of Birmingham and the authorities of Birmingham and the surrounding 
area said they did not want Cheltenham then I guess that view would prevail”.218  

158.   From one perspective, the Government’s stance on the development of city-
regions might be described as encouraging and permissive: the success of this approach 
is illustrated by the number of submissions which we received from authorities in 
developing city-regions outside the ‘Core Cities’; these included Stoke-on-Trent, 
Carlisle, and Hull and the Humber Ports (one of the eight city-regions linked by the 
Northern Way).219 However, this encouragement has yet to be matched by the 
specification of powers or resources which will enable city-regions to act corporately in 
new and more effective ways. In his oral evidence the Minister for Local Government and 
Community Cohesion was asked when the Government would provide clarity about its 
preferred approach to city-regions. He replied: 

“The answer […] will in large part be in the Local Government White Paper which 
will be published in the next few weeks […] The policy that we are pursuing is one to 
ask the areas themselves what powers and what proposals they think they can best 
take forward. What is very, very clear […] is the policy of not having one-size-fits-all 
is very, very necessary. It is difficult to answer the question in advance of the areas 
themselves coming forward with the proposals and, of course, the criteria that they 
will be judged by will be a part of the White Paper”.220  
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159. The White Paper did not provide the answer. Instead, it sets out a permissive 
framework which appears to extend further the possibility of dialogue with Government to 
any area of the country in which local authorities and other stakeholders signal an interest 
in working together across geographical boundaries in pursuit of economic benefits. This 
approach risks confusion. The Government needs to be much more explicit about  
where, and in what circumstances, it considers the development of city-regions would 
be valuable and about how the boundaries of city-regions are to be determined.   

Models of city-regional governance 

160. Clarity about boundaries becomes more necessary once issues relating to city-regional 
governance—the powers, resources and accountability arrangements which are required—
need settling. The evidence we received on these themes was less developed, largely because 
there are still relatively few areas of the country in which specific models of city-regional 
governance are actively being explored, and because proposals were still being developed 
during the period of our inquiry pending the further guidance that was expected in the 
Local Government White Paper. This rather uncertain situation was seen as unsatisfactory 
by some critics. The Centre for Rural Economy, for example, argued that “city regions 
currently have the air of a poorly thought-through fad”.221 The North West Regional 
Assembly also urged caution and called for further clarity about purpose as well as 
structure if the sorts of difficulties that were seen as having beset the stalled move towards 
elected regional assemblies were not to be repeated:   

“[T]he experience of the North West provides important lessons on the dangers of 
proceeding at pace towards a policy goal that is not clear as was the case with Elected 
Regional Assembly (ERA) powers. The lack of clarity on the Government’s part 
hindered the development of substantive debate on the issues. As opinion differed 
both within and between political parties, the combined result was that the facts 
about ERAs were difficult to communicate to the public, something which is unlikely 
to have helped foster a positive public attitude to devolution and sub-national 
governance in the longer term. The NWRA takes the view that it would be 
regrettable indeed if the Government failed to learn the lessons from this policy”.222  

Others, however, were more comfortable with the idea that proposals for city-regional 
models of governance were developing incrementally and at different paces in different 
places. In its evidence, for example, Hull City Council reported that:  

“Partners and stakeholders in the Hull and Humber Ports City Region are aware that 
a typology or hierarchy of city regions is developing in England. Major city regions 
such as Leeds and Manchester may well want (and need) to explore more formal 
arrangements for city region working. Hull City Council would be relaxed about the 
development of any such asymmetrical sub regional governance arrangements […] 
One size really does not fit all.”223  
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161. The developing consensus seems to be that new, formal models of city-regional 
governance would be appropriate in those areas where there is both significant ‘bottom-up’ 
interest in creating them and congruity with Government aspirations, but that in others 
there were no compelling arguments to force the pace of change. 

162. On the issue of powers and resources, evidence from proponents and sceptics alike 
suggested, overall, that new models of city-regional governance should concentrate upon 
economic development and related issues and make strategic choices and investments 
rather than engage in routine service delivery. For example, Lancashire County Council 
argued that: 

“A distinction needs to be made between the effective delivery of services and the co-
ordination of strategic decision making. The two are not the same although they are 
inter related, and the same boundaries will not always be appropriate. Trying to 
develop a model that fits all circumstances and geographies will not necessarily be 
possible and would not reflect the diversity and needs of different areas”.224 

Bolton Council suggested that: 

“The benefit of the city region approach is a stronger identity to promote to inward 
investment and compete within the European and global market. Other benefits of 
the city region are to provide a strategic overview of transport, spatial planning and 
housing. This is the principle benefit of the city region—a city region can look at the 
bigger picture yet with its partner organisations understand the priorities needed on 
the ground; a powerful and representative city region can make a stronger case for 
essential schemes or areas in need of investment. A city region approach is also 
appropriate in spatial planning where there is the challenge of preventing urban 
sprawl and utilising greater proportions of previously developed land. With housing 
new guidance states that authorities should work together to examine needs and 
demand. This is necessary as housing markets do not follow local authority 
boundaries; there are a number of flows throughout the city region; so joined up 
working is already seen as best practice”.225  

163. Yorkshire Forward, the regional development agency for Yorkshire and the Humber, 
broadly agreed:  

“We are in favour of city regional work to bring together a wide range of issues. At 
the very least they should cover the economy, skills, transport, planning and housing, 
but would also advocate the inclusion of health, culture and the environment”.226  

164. The Centre for Cities at ippr, similarly, argued that regeneration, transport and skills 
should be the main functional responsibilities of city-regions and calculated that, in the 
cases of Birmingham and Manchester, the pooling of existing budgets in these policy areas 
would create an investment ‘pot’ of around £600m per annum. This could be spent most 
effectively if it supported a limited number of priorities across the city-region rather than 
the larger set currently being pursued by individual local authorities and other public 
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bodies. The Centre went further, however, in arguing that certain city-regions should have 
their own, independent sources of funding: 

“As well as gaining control over funding for regeneration, transport and skills, city-
regions should be able to raise their own revenues—for example, through a partial 
relocalisation of business rates […] The revenues would be ring-fenced for 
investment in strategic infrastructure projects […] Financial devolution should be 
selective. We recommend “asymmetric devolution” with different places having 
different degrees of financial autonomy, proportionate to their economic importance 
[…] We propose a priority focus on our biggest city-regions, with substantial new 
spending and revenue-raising powers for Greater Manchester and Greater 
Birmingham […] Only they have the scale, tax base, maturity of joint working and 
business buy-in to take on radical financial devolution. Over time 5 other city-
regions could follow—Liverpool, Newcastle, Leeds, Sheffield and Bristol”.227  

Governance 

165. Proposals such as those made by the Centre for Cities, which anticipate city-regional 
bodies being made responsible for sizeable pooled budgets and receiving independent 
revenue-raising powers, inevitably raise the issue of accountability for the use of public 
money. The Centre’s view on this was clear: there should ideally be elected city-regional 
mayors along the lines of the London model. Significantly this proposal was not popular 
with existing authorities in those areas where support for city-regional arrangements was 
highest. In such areas, executive boards, with members drawn from constituent local 
authorities, other public bodies and the private sector, were the favoured option. For 
example, Mr Hawkins, from the Association of Greater Manchester Authorities, told us 
that: 

“It is not only in the North West where there does not seem to be much appetite for 
elected mayors. The experience within Greater Manchester has been that we have 
had an association AGMA, which has been operating for twenty years, with some 
degree of success. I would not pretend it is perfect, but the view of the leaders has 
been that we should build on that structure for two or three reasons. First, if you can 
develop city regions without having primary legislation, which you would need for a 
city region mayor, then that ought to have some attraction in Whitehall. Second, the 
ten local authorities within Greater Manchester are still going to be the statutory 
bodies with responsibility for delivering and commissioning services in their area; 
and the view of the leaders within Greater Manchester has been that they do not 
want to lose that direct link and democratic accountability between what we develop 
at city regional level and what will still happen at local authority level”.228 

166. We also heard mixed messages from witnesses familiar with the new London 
governance arrangements about whether ‘the London model’ was entirely appropriate for 
other major urban areas. Mr. Lunts from the Greater London Authority told us, on the one 
hand, that those elements of the London governance arrangements that had worked best 
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were consistent with the idea of a strategic and economic development-focused model for 
city-regions: 

The clarity and distinction in terms of roles within the governance structure is one 
reason why it has been successful. I think another is that the GLA has been correctly 
set up as a strategy body. Compared with the old GLC, for instance, its role, remit 
and responsibilities are at a much more strategic level. By and large it does not get 
involved in detailed matters of service delivery. I think a third reason it has been 
successful is that there has been a strong demarcation line between the GLA itself 
based at City Hall and the functional bodies which the Mayor is responsible for, 
particularly Transport for London and the London Development Agency…. [T]hey 
are at arms' length, they are not part and parcel of the corporate body called the GLA. 
I think the roles are clear.229 

At the same time, however, he noted that:  

The circumstances in London are quite different in many respects from the 
circumstances in other cities […] London has a very specific identity and […] that is 
why Londoners by and large welcomed their own city government. Some of the 
factors that I have mentioned are factors in other cities, but many of them are not. 
London has 32, and if you include the City of London 33, separate boroughs. There 
is no other city in England that has a comparable arrangement of really quite small 
scale boroughs. There are issues in other cities about neighbouring authorities 
beyond the major component part—Manchester, Birmingham and other places—
but I think the parallels are by no means exact.230  

167. The Government’s position on models of governance and, specifically, leadership, has 
changed in the course of our inquiry. In June 2006 the Secretary of State made a speech at 
the Core Cities summit in which she attributed London’s successfulness to its directly 
elected mayor; at the time of the Labour party conference in September, however, the 
Secretary of State was reported to have said that the Government recognised the difficulty 
in gaining acceptance for directly elected mayors, although it still sought some kind of 
formal leadership as part of city-region development proposals.231 The Minister for Local 
Government told us in October that: 

“We see the hierarchy between powers being linked to accountability.  You have to 
have clear strategic leadership if you are to devolve power, particularly over 
significant sums of public money.  We believe that the accountability arrangements 
for that executive power are as important as the executive power itself.  Therefore, we 
will be waiting for proposals from areas themselves and we will link the devolution of 
powers to the strength of the accountability. […] We see this as an evolution and a 
debate that will have conclusions drawn in the White Paper. […] Crudely put, the 
greater the direct accountability, the greater the powers that will be available”.232 
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While accountability should be a fundamental part of any new governance 
arrangements, any formal requirement for city-regions to be governed by directly-
elected mayors would require enacting legislation, which can take years to achieve.  For 
this reason, we welcome the softening of the Government’s stance on directly elected 
mayors and its new willingness to build on existing governance arrangements.  

168. The White Paper on Local Government was, however,  no more illuminating on the 
favoured models for city-regional governance than it was on the problems of how they 
might be defined. It contains no blueprint for city-regional governance and neither any 
commitment to devolve significant new sums of public money to city-regions nor any 
statement of the specific arrangements which would be required for such devolution to 
take place in the future.   

169. Instead, it sets out a number of ways in which city-regional arrangements can be 
forged from the bottom up. Principally these are: ‘multi-area agreements’, whereby co-
operation between adjacent local authorities on key economic development issues is 
expected to involve the pooling of resources, to be managed by a single accountable body 
nominated by the relevant partners; City Development Companies, which are intended to 
bring together market intelligence, economic strategy and analytical and co-ordination 
functions at either the city or city-regional scale; and skills and employment boards, which 
are intended to assess current and future skills needs across local labour market areas and 
enable relevant partners to plan more effectively to meet them. 

170. The lack of clear detail in the Local Government White Paper on the future 
development of city-regions was disappointing. While the Government’s 
determination to allow governance models to evolve from the ‘bottom up’ is, in one 
sense, laudable, it has failed either to set clear parameters for, or to express a specific 
vision of, what is achievable within the constraints of national policy and available 
resources. This failure is impeding realisation of the policy. Unless further statements 
clarifying the potential for, and limits on, city-regions are made soon, the city-region 
movement will again lose momentum.   

The role of Government 

171. The proposals set out in the White Paper are permissive rather than prescriptive. They 
appear to leave the next stage in the development of city-regional policy and models of 
governance largely in the hands of those groups of local authorities that wish to take city-
regional and other cross-district strategy-development and governing arrangements 
forward. This stance, eschewing commitments to explicit devolution of powers or models 
of governance is unlikely to satisfy the stronger proponents of city-regions. In particular, it 
appears to fall short of the hopes expressed by some of our witnesses that city-regional 
policy and governance would have clear implications for the behaviour of Government 
departments and place more exacting expectations upon them. 

172. These concerns were expressed particularly strongly by the partners involved in what 
has since been titled the Birmingham, Coventry and Black Country City-Region. They 
argued that:  

“Our local authority capital programmes are small compared with those in some 
similar sized city regions in Western Europe. Yet it is capital investment in particular 
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that will enable us to provide the infrastructure to attract investment and workers in 
the knowledge economy […] The progress we have made together since 2003 shows 
that we have the commitment and capacity to take the City Region forward, 
provided we have sufficient powers and resources, and have the support of national 
and regional programmes that are explicitly aligned to our City Region Development 
Plan […] This alignment of national and regional funding streams must cover the 
key competitiveness issues that we still need to address—regional airports policy, 
strategic road and rail infrastructure, integrated transport within the City Region 
itself, innovation strategy and the Science City initiative, skills development, major 
facilities, City Region housing strategy, etc. National investment criteria—for 
example on transport infrastructure and the location of public R&D—often focus 
upon responding to existing demand or centres of excellence. They fail to give 
sufficient weight to the role of public investment in influencing the location of future 
demand and excellence by stimulating economic growth, development and 
modernisation”.233  

173. Bolton at Home put these concerns in different way when it argued that: 

City Regions should not be an excuse for cost cutting and starving the region of 
national funds. Some of the rationalisation created as a dynamic of forming a City 
region may result in savings due to eradicating waste and duplication; but this should 
not overshadow the need for resourcing support to enable ambitious programmes to 
prosper. Greater efficiencies in line with Gershon recommendations should be an 
achievable long term outcome but resources are needed now to ensure that the City 
Region establishes deep roots at a local level in the manner previously outlined”.234  

174. Bolton Council, similarly, argued that: 

“If there is to be a change to a new style of sub regional working there needs to be an 
awareness of the shortcomings of the Metropolitan Counties that were abolished in 
1986 so that they are not repeated. If city regions are to be successful they need to be 
well resourced otherwise it will be difficult to foresee any benefits that will be derived 
from forming them; if the rationale is to cut costs by sub regional working then city 
regions will fail to deliver any additional benefits causing cynicism with the process 
and local leadership in general. City regions should be about better use of resources 
and Gershon efficiencies not cuts”.235  

175. Our visit to Lille allowed us to explore the benefits of a strong but voluntary 
amalgamation of 85 local authorities covering a major industrial city and its hinterland.  
We were struck by the way in which the French national government appeared to have 
been able to create incentives that enabled greater collaboration between a host of local 
authority partners across the broader metropolitan area, the development of significant 
strategic and executive capacity, and significant funding to be channelled into key 
economic development and related projects. It is also arguable that our own Government 
is taking an active and co-ordinated approach to the development of the London super-
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region, for example through support for the 2012 Olympics, emerging plans for Crossrail, 
and investment in the Thames Gateway and other growth areas. It is unlikely that the 
proposals set out in the White Paper will have a similar, galvanising effect if emphasis 
continues to be placed upon the devolving of responsibility to city-regional partners rather 
than the creation of more effective partnerships between national government and sub-
national authorities. 

The development of city regions. Example 4: Lille Metropole 

Lille is the fourth largest metropolitan area in France.  It has a population of 1.2 million 
and geographically is the closest foreign city to the UK. It is the capital of the Nord Pas-de-
Calais (NPDC) region which contains 6.6% of the French population (4 million). 

The area’s main industries were formerly coal-mining and steel-making.  Over the last 30 
years restructuring of the regional economy has resulted in a wide mix of industrial 
activity including engineering, vehicles, electronics, printing and food processing.  Lille is 
a hub for mail order distribution.  The development of services has been stimulated by the 
opening in 1993 of the hub station for the Eurostar service linking London, Paris and 
Brussels.  Lille also constructed the world’s first fully automatic underground railway 
system, which came into operation in 1983. 

The Lille city-region (Lille Metropole) was created under laws passed in 1966 to enable 
joint working of communes (municipal councils) in metropolitan areas.  It brings together 
85 such communes. Prime Minister Mauroy, president of the Communaute Urbaine and 
former Prime Minister of France (1981-1984), told the Committee that he had been 
working on the development of the Lille Metropole area since the early 1990s. The 
decentralisation of powers in France had begun in the 1980s and it had taken twenty years 
to achieve the merging of communes. Decentralisation therefore needed to be viewed as a 
process rather than as an event. 

In 2007 the city-region has a budget of €1,489 million. The strategic priorities for the city-
region are regeneration, economic development, the promotion of a sustainable transport 
strategy, improvements to the local environment and quality of life for Lille’s inhabitants 
and the development of the social and cultural life of the region.  

Improvements to the area’s transportation and communications links – including success 
in winning the competition for a Eurostar terminal – have been particularly significant in 
making the area attractive to industry and have enabled the creation of a number of jobs.  
It is hoped that in future there will be increased co-operation with those parts of the 
metropolitan area under Belgian governance. 

Source: Information gathered during Committee visit; www.lillemetropole.fr 

City-regions and ‘peripheral’ areas 

176. The Local Government White Paper notes that the economic development of cities 
and city-regions risks the creation of greater disparities both within and between regions.  
At the same time, however, it recognises that the interdependence of rural areas and/or 
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small towns on the edges of our larger conurbations means that an acceleration of 
economic growth in the latter should lead to greater prosperity in the former.236 This 
certainly appears to be true in the case of London, whose area of influence has expanded 
consistently over the years, spreading economic benefits over a steadily enlarged 
geographical area.   

177. Nonetheless a number of witnesses remained to be convinced that they would, in the 
longer term, benefit from a new (and, some feared, exclusive) focus on economic 
development within major cities.  These were both witnesses representing predominantly 
rural areas, such as Cornwall, and in one very particular case—Crewe and Nantwich—a 
smaller conurbation which believed it had been unjustly excluded from developing 
arrangements and feared the long-term consequences for Government investment  of 
becoming an “isolated policy island” unwanted by the city-regions of Manchester, 
Liverpool and central Lancashire.237 The Centre for the Rural Economy argued that: 

Any potential that the concept [of city-regions] may have for delivering 
improvements in local and sub-regional development is likely to be undermined 
unless a much clearer and stronger statement about how the risks of 
marginalising what have been cast as peripheral areas and their problems 
accompanies the city region approach”.238   
 

The continuing lack of clarity about the extent to which the Government is prepared to go, 
both in terms of numbers of city-regions and in terms of the powers they may hold, has 
done little to assuage concerns about marginalisation. 

178. In Councillor Chris Foote-Wood’s view, the critical issue for peripheral areas was the 
distribution of public funding and the need, at the very least, to retain current allocation 
methods and spending patterns. He told us that:   
 

“Cities already have a built-in advantage through having concentrated 
populations and the consequent economies of scale, as opposed to the difficulties 
of sparsely-populated areas […] With most funding being on a “per capita” 
basis, the rural and semi-rural areas need their own additional dedicated sources 
of funding”.239  

 
179. A quite different perspective was offered by Mr Crawford of the Mersey Partnership.  
He argued that the guiding principle for the allocation of scarce resources which aim to 
improve economic performance should be the potential return on public investment and 
the contribution made to achievement of the Government’s growth targets. Using the 
North West as an example, he told us that: 

“[I]f you align an arc through the [region], [it] would run through Merseyside, 
especially the City of Liverpool, through the area around Preston and back 
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into Manchester.  The key issue is that private sector capital mobilisation is 
occurring within that arc, and the simple challenge in the North West, and for 
that matter in all the regions of the United Kingdom is how you mobilise 
capital at a faster rate, private capital, than we have been able to do for a 
generation? [...] [T]he long-run challenge, which is probably overdue, is how 
you get more private capital.  Private capital typically migrates into city 
regional areas”.240  

 
He went on to argue that, following the next spending review: 
 

“There will be a limited amount of public capital going into these areas.  It 
should go to those areas where it is more likely to lead to mobilisation of 
private capital; and that requires a significant degree of specific investment 
around productivity drivers from the physical in the form of infrastructure, 
through to skills drivers, through to mobilisation of things like technology 
centres built around universities and so on. […] [C]ity regions, almost 
regardless of what government does—but it can happen faster with particular 
kinds of government intervention—will be core economic drivers for the 
United Kingdom as they are for every other developing country.  The danger 
is that one ignores that reality by seeking to diversify and spread resources too 
thinly across wider areas.  However laudable and understandable that is, it will 
not work”.241  

 
It would appear that the multi-area agreement (mentioned in paragraph 169 above) is 
perceived by Government as the main instrument which will enable areas unsuited for or 
unwilling to adopt city-regions to achieve similarly effective collaborative approaches.  The 
Government has stated clearly on a number of occasions that, in its view, a ‘one-size-
fits-all’ approach to sub-regional governance will not work. The emerging city-regions 
policy is an attempt to tailor arrangements to meet specific sub-regional requirements. 
Having got this far, however, it is essential that the Government should give real 
assurances to those for whom a city-regional style of governance is inappropriate that 
the development of the policy will not result in a reduction of support for other areas.  
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6 Conclusion 
180. In this report we have focused on an analysis of the existing structures of regional 
governance and on the single emerging policy—city-regions—which appears to have the 
potential to provide a credible alternative to the current arrangements. 

181. While individual local authorities are essential for the implementation of strategy and 
for service delivery, the evidence we have received both from those supporting the existing 
regional structures and from proponents of city-regions is that strategy is often best 
determined on a regional or sub-regional basis. This is particularly the case in relation to 
issues such as environment, resilience and strategic planning for housing, industry and 
transport.  

182. There remains a question as to whether the existing regional arrangements are the 
right ones. They are clearly not perfect. In this report we have suggested a number of 
recommendations which, together with the plans already announced by the Government, 
should go some way towards improving the existing arrangements. Our recommendations 
are particularly focused upon improving accountability of the ‘three pillars’ within the 
regions—which we believe is fundamental to their credibility—and on providing for more 
comprehensive dialogue between the regions and the centre.  In the short to medium term 
the further development of relationships between the reformed Government Offices, the 
RDAs and more confident Regional Assemblies, coupled with a greater willingness by the 
Government to involve these bodies in strategic decision-making (for example, through 
the Regional Funding Allocations), may make for a more effective and responsive 
approach to the specific needs and requirements of each region. 

183. Whether the existing arrangements have a place in the national structures in the long 
term appears to depend in large part upon the Government’s willingness to enable the 
development of powerful city-regions. At present, the Government is proving extremely 
cautious about the devolution of real powers to the emerging city-region partnerships.  
Nonetheless, advocates of the city-region policy such as the ippr have expressed visions of a 
future in which city-regions could exercise considerable control over sub-regional 
expenditure in fields such as transport, economic development, culture and skills training; 
the possibility that city-regional authorities might be afforded local tax-raising powers has 
also been mooted.  Examples of city-regions such as Lille, in France, are testament to the 
fact that such city-regions can work very effectively although they may take many years in 
which to become fully established. 

184. If city-regions are to be granted such powers, and such resources, this will in the long 
term impact upon the existing regional governance structures—for the powers and budgets 
which city-regions will seek will logically be drawn down from the regional level.  This is 
likely to affect the RDAs most strongly, as any loss of strategic oversight and budgetary 
control in relation to sub-regional economic development may diminish their capacity to 
support other parts of the region as they now do. Concern about the potential implications 
of city-regions for the RDAs has clearly influenced the NLGN publication on the future 
course of English devolution and, it may be speculated, the same thinking may have 
influenced the eventual (and rather disappointing) contents of the Local Government 
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White Paper on this subject.242 The Government now needs to determine how the 
specific powers,  resources and governance structures of each city-region can be best 
designed whilst avoiding undermining the capacity of the Regional Development 
Agencies to support and promote prosperity in surrounding areas. 

185. Taking the argument further it may be suggested that if city-regions should be 
successful in delivering economic development, and particularly in extending the benefits 
of that greater competitiveness to outlying areas, the need for the RDAs would in any case 
be diminished. In the decades which it might take for such city-regions to come to fruition 
it might well be determined that RDAs had in any case outlived their usefulness. For both 
these reasons, any desire upon Government’s part to act currently with a specific view to 
secure the long-term future of the present structures may seem over-protective.   

186. There is potentially a greater danger facing the Government than the eventual demise 
of the RDAs. This is that, having encouraged significant numbers of authorities to explore 
the potential for establishment of city-regions, it is failing either to clarify its vision of how 
such arrangements would work (either extensively or as exceptions to the general rule), or 
to provide sufficient incentives by means of powers or budgets to give the policy real 
momentum. The encouragement of local partnerships and co-operative working is a good 
place to start; but this in itself is not going to deliver the improvements in competitiveness 
which are required by PSA2.   

187. Real change will require the devolution of real power. If steps are not taken soon 
which mark out clearly the direction of the Government’s policy on powers for the city-
regions there is a clear risk of inertia setting in to those partnerships and cities, or even 
disillusionment that the apparent promise of the city-regions has been denied. In our view 
the potential for disengagement of so many key players is also worth taking seriously:  we 
hope that the 2007 Comprehensive Spending Review will provide some of the answers 
which were missing from the Local Government White Paper. 

188. The city-region policy is at an early stage of development (as, indeed, the regional 
governance structures are still relatively new). There is, therefore, the capacity for both 
policies to evolve side by side for a number of years to come, and even to establish the 
means by which regional and sub-regional bodies can co-exist beneficially in many areas.  
We would encourage the Government to commit itself to a clear city-regions policy, 
indicating the extent of city-region feasibility, and the powers and resources which will 
be made available, so that this alternative to regional governance can be properly 
explored.   

 
242 Ed Balls MP, John Healey MP and Chris Leslie, Devolution and evolution in England, (NLGN London July 2006) 
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Recommendations 

The Government Offices for the Regions 

1. Public accountability, and confidence in the Government Offices, would be 
increased if more of the communications between Government Offices and central 
government upon the direction of policy could be placed in the public domain and 
thus open to scrutiny. We urge the Government and the GOs to consider how 
progress in this direction might be achieved, with a view to implementing changes by 
December 2007. (Paragraph 28) 

The centre and the regions 

2. There is an urgent need for central Government to take responsibility for 
streamlining and co-ordinating its own requirements of the Government Offices. It 
is neither sensible nor reasonable for each Government department to continue to 
press its own agenda on the Government Offices without regard to the requirements 
of others, and without consideration of the GOs’ own strategic agenda. We look to 
DCLG’s Ministerial team to provide the necessary leadership in Whitehall to ensure 
a more coherent, joined-up approach to the mandates of the Government Offices. 
The range of PSA-related targets being implemented by the Government Offices 
should also be reviewed in order to ensure that resources are being directed 
effectively to deliver the most important outcomes. (Paragraph 39) 

3. There is a clear lack of strategic oversight of the requirements and messages issuing 
from Whitehall in respect of the Government Offices. The regional co-ordination 
unit should, through Ministers, have the authority to initiate review of Departmental 
requirements where they are in conflict with, or diverge from, the framework set out 
for the Government Offices in the recent review. (Paragraph 43) 

4. The regional co-ordination unit should be integrated into the main DCLG estate. 
(Paragraph 44) 

Performance of the RDAs 

5. The Government should take account of strong local concerns about the poor 
transparency and accountability of the Regional Development Agencies and should 
take steps to improve both. Accountability would be greatly assisted if the 
Government clarified that the Regional Assemblies had the right to scrutinise fully 
the expenditure budgets of the RDAs. (Paragraph 55) 

Sustainable development 

6. Environmental sustainability is critical and without it economic and social progress 
will be impossible. It is too soon to tell if the Government’s approach to regional 
action on sustainable development will lead to positive, measurable outcomes. As a 
starting point, the Government should ensure that the requirements it has set for the 
regional institutions in Securing the regions’ futures (which we have summarised in 
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paragraph 62) are fully met.  It should also take further steps to encourage and 
disseminate best practice in sustainability appraisal, and to ensure that lines of 
accountability for performance against sustainable development targets and actions 
are clear. (Paragraph 65) 

Regional funding allocations 

7. We welcome the Government’s initiative in developing the Regional Funding 
Allocations exercise. Although the success of the exercise in influencing Government 
expenditure has yet to be proved, we note that the trial was widely supported and 
support the calls both for the exercise to be repeated, and for the second trial to 
include allocations for skills and for rail expenditure. Once the relevant allocations 
have been agreed the Government should publish its decisions together with the 
advice submitted by the regions, so that the effectiveness of the process can be 
properly assessed.  (Paragraph 71) 

The Regional Assemblies 

8. There is scope for the Government to enhance the effectiveness of the Assemblies in 
serving the regional public interest through their scrutiny work, while also increasing 
public understanding of, and confidence in, the existing system. (Paragraph 92) 

9. While the Assemblies have successfully secured effective collaborative relationships 
with the RDAs we are concerned that the lack of formal scrutiny powers available to 
the Assemblies could be a barrier to their work if these constructive relationships 
break down. (Paragraph 93) 

10. Although it has proved very valuable for the Assembly/RDA relationships to have 
been established through consensus and co-operation, we believe that the subsequent 
addition of formal powers would give the Assemblies a firmer foundation for their 
work. The fact that such powers have been provided for the Greater London 
Assembly, together with the current Government proposal to give local authority 
scrutiny committees powers to require information from the Regional Development 
Agencies, adds strength to this argument. (Paragraph 93) 

11. We recommend that the Regional Assemblies be given equivalent scrutiny powers to 
those held by local authority scrutiny panels, to compel the appearance of witnesses 
and the production of papers.  We look to the Government to consult on the 
provision of such powers within the next twelve months. (Paragraph 94) 

12. We believe that it would be advantageous for the Assemblies and RDAs to agree and 
publish a joint statement setting out the basic principles of regional assembly 
scrutiny and common elements of procedure, such as the agreement between each 
Assembly and RDA on the timing of a formal response to recommendations. 
(Paragraph 95) 

Scrutiny at Westminster 

13. We accept the argument that, given the existence and increasing importance of 
regional governance structures in determining policy, there should be more 
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thorough and consistent scrutiny of the regions at Westminster. We are pleased that 
Ministers also expressed their willingness for such scrutiny to take place. (Paragraph 
112) 

14. We believe that the most effective way of securing such scrutiny would be to appoint 
a select committee for each region, which might meet a limited number of times each 
year (perhaps in conjunction with the relevant Assembly) in order to examine the 
work of key regional bodies and to call Ministers to account for their performance. 
We can also see merit in the suggestion of additional regional debates or question 
times in Westminster Hall. (Paragraph 113) 

15. Consideration of changes in the way the House of Commons operates is formally a 
matter for the select committees on Procedure and Modernisation of the House of 
Commons; and, ultimately, for the House itself. We shall write to these Committees 
upon publication of this Report, asking them if they will examine the effectiveness of 
the current Regional Affairs Committee and the detailed implications of improved 
Parliamentary scrutiny for the regions. We hope that Ministers will continue to 
support any proposals for scrutiny reform at Westminster which might arise as a 
consequence of such inquiries. (Paragraph 114) 

Public Service Agreement 2 

16. We welcome the Government’s commitment to strengthen the evidence base for 
measurement of regional economic performance. (Paragraph 120) 

City Regions 

17. Our consideration of the arguments in favour of city-regions leads us to agree with 
the Minister that the economic case for city-regions is the most compelling. Further, 
we believe that the role which could be played by city-regions as drivers of economic 
growth can be achieved without the need for wholesale re-organisation of existing 
administrative structures, which would be both costly and slow.  (Paragraph 145) 

18. The Government’s stance on the development of city-regions might be described as 
encouraging and permissive: the success of this approach is illustrated by the number 
of submissions which we received from authorities in developing city-regions outside 
the ‘Core Cities’; these included Stoke-on-Trent, Carlisle, and Hull and the Humber 
Ports (one of the eight city-regions linked by the Northern Way). However, this 
encouragement has yet to be matched by the specification of powers or resources 
which will enable city-regions to act corporately in new and more effective ways. 
(Paragraph 158) 

19. The Government needs to be much more explicit about where, and in what 
circumstances, it considers the development of city-regions would be valuable and 
about how the boundaries of city-regions are to be determined. (Paragraph 159) 

20. While accountability should be a fundamental part of any new governance 
arrangements, any formal requirement for city-regions to be governed by directly-
elected mayors would require enacting legislation, which can take years to achieve.  
For this reason, we welcome the softening of the Government’s stance on directly 
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elected mayors and its new willingness to build on existing governance 
arrangements.  (Paragraph 167) 

21. The lack of clear detail in the Local Government White Paper on the future 
development of city-regions was disappointing. While the Government’s 
determination to allow governance models to evolve from the ‘bottom up’ is, in one 
sense, laudable, it has failed either to set clear parameters for, or to express a specific 
vision of, what is achievable within the constraints of national policy and available 
resources. This failure is impeding realisation of the policy. Unless further statements 
clarifying the potential for, and limits on, city-regions are made soon, the city-region 
movement will again lose momentum. (Paragraph 170) 

22.  The Government has stated clearly on a number of occasions that, in its view, a 
‘one-size-fits-all’ approach to sub-regional governance will not work. The emerging 
city-regions policy is an attempt to tailor arrangements to meet specific sub-regional 
requirements. Having got this far, however, it is essential that the Government 
should give real assurances to those for whom a city-regional style of governance is 
inappropriate that the development of the policy will not result in a reduction of 
support for other areas.  (Paragraph 179) 

23. The Government now needs to determine how the specific powers,  resources and 
governance structures of each city-region can be best designed whilst avoiding 
undermining the capacity of the Regional Development Agencies to support and 
promote prosperity in surrounding areas. (Paragraph 184) 

24. We would encourage the Government to commit itself to a clear city-regions policy, 
indicating the extent of city-region feasibility, and the powers and resources which 
will be made available, so that this alternative to regional governance can be properly 
explored. (Paragraph 188) 
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Annex 1: Visit note—meeting on rurality 
and peripherality, 6 June 2006 

On 6-7 June 2006, the Committee visited Exeter, Exmouth and Bristol for its inquiry, Is 
there a future for Regional Government? The following notes were made at an informal 
meeting held at Exeter County Hall with individuals concerned about issues of rurality 
and peripherality 

 
Councillor Brian Greenslade (Devon County Council) 
 
Devon was an excellent place to visit to examine issues of rurality and peripherality, 
North West Devon in particular. Exeter was a good example of a successful city which 
was reliant on its hinterland. 
 
Professor Michael Winter (University of Exeter, Chair of the South West Rural Affairs 
Board) 
 
Regional bodies were changing— and the RDA was expanding in response. He was not 
sure if it would work – it would need excellent co-operation between the new Natural 
England and RDA, for example. Democratic accountability was essential—reform was 
needed to combat the current quasi-democracy of the Assembly and the RDA—the 
current situation was not sustainable. 
 
Tim Jones (Devon and Cornwall Business Council) 
 
From a business perspective, a major problem for the South West was its economic 
diversity. The GDP was very uneven, not just over large distances, but even locally— 
Exeter for example had a GDP of 112% of the national average, yet nearby Torridge 
district had just 55%. The National Spatial Strategy had begun to address this, as had 
other initiatives. 
 
Councillor Bert Biscoe (Cornwall and Isles of Scilly Economic Forum) 
 
The Regional Assembly was irrelevant and needed to go. City regions were a real 
opportunity to resolve the issue of a democratic deficit. In order to find regions that 
actually worked, city regions could reconfigure existing regional arrangements. The new 
Chair of SWERDA had called it a ‘region of regions’—clearly a new arrangement was 
necessary. As an example of the problems with the Regional Assembly, subscribing 
members (eg the local authorities) could not attend AGMs or have proper input into 
consultation, as you would expect in a membership organisation. Councillor 
Humphrey Temperley (Devon County Council) disputed this, saying that the RA had 
an AGM, elected a Chair and had its accounts scrutinised. He said that any debate 
surrounding the RA needed to be based in fact. 
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John Varley (Clinton Devon Estates) 
 
The problem came when people tried to convert the strategies into tactical action. The 
Regional Spatial Strategy provided ‘air cover’ for plans, but on a local level it did not 
work. The opportunity for economic and business growth existed in the South West— 
before the Industrial Revolution, the area had been full of successful cottage industries 
and this small business model could be used for the future. However, planning strategies 
were not yet joined up to the RSS. East Devon District Council had an area of great 
potential but planning was driven by local factors and not regional strategy. Planning 
needed to be approached more professionally. 
 
Ms Rachel Thomas (South West Forest Partnership) 
 
Looking at rurality, the first problem was to define ‘rural’. When the RDA was first set 
up, there had been almost a denial of specific rural needs. Many rural areas were open 
countryside and the use of the land needed attention—it could, for example, be used for 
its natural resources to create renewable energy. City regions looked at the potential 
assets of the city, but not the assets of the rural areas. Bodies such as the South West 
Chamber of Rural Enterprise were attempting to analyse rural land use and worked 
closely with the RDA, and were developing initiatives. Working on rural issues was 
however still hard—Jonathan Porrit had resigned as Chair of the Rural Group in 
frustration. The South West region was ‘massive’ and there were too many strategies 
over the wrong scale. County or district level working was better. 
 
Sir Harry Studholme (South West of England Regional Development Agency 
(SWERDA) and Chair of the South West Chamber of Rural Enterprise (SWCORE)) 
 
The democratic deficit was most noticeable not in structures but in different processes 
and strategies etc. The RDA should play a leading or co-ordinating role, as it did in the 
Rural Enterprise Gateway, in which lots of bodies had been brought together. SWCORE 
had brought together representatives from across the region to look at rural issues, and 
consulted stakeholders. The establishment of DEFRA had complicated matters – the 
debate was now on ‘rural policy’ which was a very wide agenda, rather than the former 
split between agriculture and regions. As an example of co-ordination, when there had 
been underspend on Objective 2 funding, the Government Office had set him up as 
Chair of a body of councils which had devised a useful spending programme. 
 
Mr Jeremy Filmer-Bennett (Devon and Cornwall Business Council) 
 
One area where transparency needed to be improved was in knowing where to go for 
assistance. There were too many little bits of government. The Regional Assembly could 
be useful if the Government supported your action, but not otherwise. One level of 
government needed to go. The city region concept would not work in Devon and 
Cornwall and there were so many differences.  
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Professor Michael Winter 
 
The Government Offices were the eyes and ears of the Government, but were also 
honest brokers. A Secretary for Rural Affairs would help, as an advocate in Westminster. 
 
Mr Mark Harold  (National Trust) 
 
The National Trust was a big landowner with tourism and environmental interests, and 
properties often situated in rural areas. The significance of property in rural areas and 
the difference of the South West to the rest of the UK should be celebrated. The city 
regions concept was driven by the comparison of economic growth and did not 
celebrate the regions enough, or the importance of rurality and the environment. 
 
John Lee (South West Farming and Food Futures Group) 
 
The Government Office provided good regional support, especially in rural areas. There 
were too many complicated government strategies unconnected with those on the 
ground. The RDA had started out as the Rural Development Agency—this had never 
been accurate. However recently the RDA had seemed more focussed towards rural 
issues, for example the Rural Enterprise Gateway, which enabled farmers and other 
interested parties to change how they worked and developed their businesses. He gave 
the example of a farmer who had been quite militant against supermarkets and the 
government, who had now turned his business around. The Regional Enterprise 
Gateway delivered 96% of SWERDA’s knowledge transfer output. 
 
Councillor Brian Greenslade 
 
It was bad that there was such a widespread perception of democratic deficit—a directly 
elected Regional Assembly would counter this. There was also a deficit of identity with 
the South West region; it was so large that Haskins had described it as 22 regions in one. 
There were no cities large and self sufficient enough to be city regions. County regions 
might be more feasible, or at least dividing the South West into the ‘far South West’ and 
‘Wessex’. Mr Betts queried whether an elected Assembly was on anyone’s agenda. 
Councillor Greenslade agreed that there was little public support, but there was no other 
way to make the Assemblies accountable. It would need public support, but regional 
reform was really needed, maybe using the EU model. 
 
Tim Jones 
 
The city regions concept was ‘alien’ to the South West. The business community was fed 
up of the ‘tinkering’ with structures that seemed constant. The government should 
realised that it was appropriate for different levels to different things. It would be useful 
to have hypothecation in regional funding. 
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Sir Harry Studholme 
 
The Government Office did a good job. Regional government worked well for some 
things, having a ‘de-siloing’ effect. Others were better dealt with at other levels. The 
creation of the GO had been a successful initiative: it had the choice to be Whitehall in 
the regions, or the South West in Whitehall, and at the moment was the former, even if 
some might wish otherwise. 
 
Ms Jane Henderson (Chair, South West of England Regional Development Agency) 
 
As the new Chair of the RDA, she wanted to alleviate tension with the GO. There were 
issues which did not confine themselves to smaller boundaries, and she could not see 
how they could be administered without RDAs. 
 
Ms Rachel Thomas 
 
In the South West, the problem of peripheral areas was the sheer distances involved. 
This created problems of access to all sorts of services, even e-government. 
 
Councillor Bert Biscoe 
 
Cornwall as an Objective 1 area had worked very well with the GO, and they were 
anxious not to lose expert capacity as jobs went at the GO. Cornwall needed to be given 
the ability to self-regenerate. 
 
John Varley 
 
There was no ‘right’ answer. The speed of change meant the region had adapted ‘despite 
the structures around them’. Too much change was confusing and some stability was 
needed. 
 
Tim Jones 
 
Business also needed stability. In rural areas, the district council would always been the 
most important body, and the main employer. 
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Annex 2: Visit note—meeting with South 
West Regional Assembly Social Partners, 6 
June 2006 

On 6-7 June 2006, the Committee visited Exeter, Exmouth and Bristol for its inquiry, Is 
there a future for Regional Government? The following notes were made at an informal 
meeting held at Exeter County Hall with the Social Partners of the South West Regional 
Assembly. 
 
Assembly Social Partners – List of Participants 
 
Ms Helen Scadding (Voluntary and Community Sector) 
Mr Ian Ducat (Business and Economic Sector, Trade Unions) 
Ms Cate le Grice Mack (Environment Sector) 
Mr John Matthews (Business & Economic Sector, Trade Unions) 
Mr Ian Munro (Learning, Skills & Business Support) 
Mr John Wilkinson (Business & Economic Sector, CBI) 
Ms Heather Pencavel (Faith Community) 
Ms Sheila Johns (Business and Economic Sector, Trade Unions) 
 

 
Mr Wilkinson argued that scrutiny at a regional level was working and had been 
assessed as such. The Regional Assembly carried out its work and functions reasonably 
well. He thought that Regional Assemblies were necessary, and if they didn’t exist they 
would have to be created. There was an issue however with the attendance levels at 
regional assemblies, as a number of local authority representatives did not attend as 
frequently as they could. 

Ms Scadding stated that the SEEPs were working together effectively at a local, sub-
regional, national and now regional level. The formation of Regional Assembly and the 
SEEP group has been useful in providing a regional discussion forum. She argued that 
there was an issue about the lack of regional leadership that needed to be addressed; this 
included addressing the role of GOSW, which currently had a strict remit. 
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Ms le Grice Mack explained that much debate had taken place within the Regional 
Assembly about the principles for decision-making within the RA, in particular agreeing 
that there was a need to compromise in the interests of the greater good. An example of 
this approach was the RA’s recognition that the transport and economic development of 
the Bristol area was beneficial for the whole of the South West. This had been 
recognised by most RA members. 
 
Ms Pencambel explained that she was appointed on an annual basis to represent the 
faith community on the Regional Assembly. She explained that she was accountable to 
the specific bodies that she represents, including the SW Council for Faith and Churches 
Regional Forum. This body was composed of all the religious leaders within the region 
and on these grounds could be seen as holding democratic legitimacy. 
 
Mr Matthews explained that he had been appointed to represent the agricultural sector 
by a number of bodies and that he reported back to them. 

 
Mr Matthews expressed some concern that the debate in regard to the city-regions 
would detract focus from rural areas. Those that lived in rural areas had fought for their 
business economic role to be recognised. An example of this in practice was agricultural 
farm workshops that made an important contribution to the economy. He felt that there 
was a risk that the city-regions focus moves away from a focus on small-scale 
developments that are more sustainable. 
 
Mr Wilkinson stated that counties were currently working, so did not see the basis for 
setting up city-regions, and was not clear how the boundaries would be set. 
 
Ms le Grice Mack stated that it was difficult to debate city-regions without clarity and 
details of what the definition and proposals were. She stated that she was not convinced 
that new structures would add any value, given that partnership working was already in 
place. 
 
Ms Scadding explained that she was elected by the SW Voluntary Forum. She stated 
that current partnership working was effective within the region, and there was not a 
case for the establishment of a new structure, such as a city-region, within the area. 
 



76    Is there a future for Regional Government? 

 

Mr Matthews welcomed the possibility of a minister with a regional remit for the South 
West. 
 
Ms Scadding stated that a regional minister would fill a vacuum, by championing 
regional issues and improving accountability. The participants were receptive to 
suggestions from the Chair in regard to the possibility of debates on regional issues 
within Westminster Hall, and the possible establishment of regional committees within 
the House of Commons. 
 
Mr Wilkinson argued that although regional assembly members were not elected they 
were accountable to their relevant bodies, and that in particular the SEEPs add value to 
the RA through their social and economic focus. 
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Annex 3: Visit note—meeting with the 
West of England Partnership, 7 June 2006 

On 6-7 June 2006, the Committee visited Exeter, Exmouth and Bristol for its inquiry, Is 
there a future for Regional Government? The following notes were made at an informal 
meeting held at the Government Office for the South West with the West of England 
Partnership. 
 
Participants: 
 
Cllr Simon Cook, Executive Member, Bristol City Council 
Terry Wagstaff, Assistant Chief Executive, Bristol City Council 
Sonia Mills, Chief Executive, North Bristol Health Trust 
Professor David Clarke, Pro Vice Chancellor, University of Bristol 
Simon Birch, Chief Executive, West of England Partnership 
Cllr John Crockford-Hawley, Executive Member, North Somerset Council 
Cllr Paul Crossley, Leader, Bath and North East Somerset Council 
Cllr Malcolm Hanney, Executive Member, Bath and North East Somerset Council 
Cllr Ruth Davis, Leader, South Gloucestershire Council 
Amanda Deeks, Chief Executive, South Gloucestershire Council 
Cllr Roger Hutchinson, Deputy Leader, South Gloucestershire Council 
 
Liz McCarty, Assistant Director for the West of England, Government Office for the 
South West (Observer) 
 
The Chair opened the meeting by explaining the two main themes of the Committee’s 
inquiry, as follows: 

• How the current system of regional governance actually works, and 

• What role would city-regions play in the future development of regional policy? 

Paul Crossley said that the fundamental reason for failure of the 2004 referendum in the 
North East had been the lack of powers offered to the elected Assembly. The South West 
was a diverse region, and there would be no great demand in the region for an assembly 
without powers. The Assembly had proved effective in its scrutiny role. 

The sub-regional agenda was important, and had led to the creation of the West of 
England partnership. The four unitary authorities within the partnership were working 
together on housing, jobs and regeneration. The partnership included all political 
groupings, and had worked well in addressing challenges such as proposed increases in 
housing. The partnership needed Government to work in partnership with it to deal with 
issues such as the infrastructure deficit, and meet the costs of developing improved 
transport systems.  The South West was one of the most dynamic English regions and the 
Government would be likely to achieve its objectives in the region. 
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Councillor John Crockford-Horley said that the key factor in the current partnership was 
trust:  this was vital. Trust had not been present  under the governance arrangements for 
the county of Avon, which had been perceived to be focused heavily upon the urban centre 
of Bristol. The same trust would not exist if the partnership area were brought formally 
under one authority. 

Councillor Malcolm Hanney said that the West of England partnership had been one of 
the first coalitions to look jointly at questions of housing. Its effectiveness had been 
recognised through its comments on the Regional Spatial Strategy. It also needed to work 
together on other issues such as health, social services and transport. There was a need for 
co-terminosity of health service structures with local authority areas, for the sake of 
efficiency. This need had been widely recognised by local authorities, Members of 
Parliament and public commentators, with the result that there was now one Primary Care 
Trust for each unitary authority, including a single Trust for the entirety of Bristol. 

Councillor Roger Hutchinson said that the authorities are and have been working 
together well from the start. The Regional Spatial Strategy (RSS) had been one of the 
biggest issues facing local authorities in a long time. There was significant cross-party 
consensus on the way forward. 

Councillor Simon Cooke said that the concept of a Bristol ‘city-region’ carried the same 
connotations as the former county of Avon: this was unfortunate, as there remained 
considerable sensitivity over the establishment of Avon. It had never been the intention of 
the partnership that Bristol City should dominate. 

The South West region was a strangely structured entity. It was long and thin with one city 
at the top. As a region, the South West did not work and this was why four authorities 
needed to work together, as a functioning unit in a wider body. The West of England 
partnership needed (and was able) to address certain issues immediately, but others—such 
as an increase in cultural capital—would evolve more gradually. It was not possible to build 
what the Government would call a ‘city-region’ as fast as the Government, perhaps, 
thought that it should; however, the partnership could build sustainable communities. 

Sonia Mills said that the primary care trusts and hospitals were significant employers in 
the sub-region, having 24,000–25,000 thousand employees. They were major spenders and 
contributors to regeneration of the area, and major service users for the city-region. The 
Health Service had difficulty engaging on a unitary basis. While it found a stronger 
planning partnership at the sub-regional level to be very useful, it was in difficulties with 
how to respond structurally, as it was not a sub-regional level organisation itself. Three 
health authorities had now merged. 

Professor David Clarke said that Bristol University was the third largest employer in the 
sub-region.  Its employees lived across all four unitary authority areas. As an organisation, 
the University welcomed the West of England partnership, but felt it needed to go further.  
It was sad that there were no funds for public transport, as there were real difficulties 
getting people to and from the University. There was a need for a clearer regional 
perspective. 
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The lack of a formal city-region approach was felt because Bristol had been designated a 
science city. This science city was perceived to encompass the whole of Greater Bristol, 
including all four universities in that area. The universities were keen to develop the 
science city but to do so needed participation of all four unitary authorities. It was clear 
that the development needed support from the universities, government and industry in 
order to provide an effective challenge to science bases elsewhere in the world. 

There was a lack of central organisation. The partnership needed to build on the existing 
relationships of trust, and to generate investment of capital. He did not have views on a 
name for the partnership, although the name Bristol was a globally-recognised brand. 

The Government had not given a clear definition of what constituted a city-region. His 
personal definition was of the economic city-region; the West of England partnership 
generally represented the sub-region around Bristol. This area was a driver for the South 
West region. The region also drew on the economic power of the South East; Bristol’s 
proximity to the South East was important to its success. 

Terry Wagstaff said that the partnership was looking to reduce the complications arising 
from the large number of agencies working in the region, and to improve multi-agency 
working. The RDA had recognised the importance of the sub-region in its plans. The 
partnership wanted the local Learning and Skills Council to share its skills agenda, and 
progress was being made. 

The possibility of establishing an executive for the partnership had so far been resisted.  
However, executive member boards had been set up to think through issues such as 
housing on a partnership basis; suggestions made by these boards had to be endorsed by 
the cabinet of each unitary authority.  Delivery vehicles would be found to take forward 
these plans. Although the partnership was voluntary, it was serving the area well and could 
deliver real outcomes. 

Councillor Malcolm Hanney said that voluntary working could be effective where there 
were common interests, for example, promoting sustainable growth, employment, and the 
role of the West of England and South West in the 2012 Olympics. These issues needed co-
operation within the West of England and South West region. It was necessary to recognise 
also the existence of intra-regional competition. Some people had concerns that the 
creation of an additional ‘city-region’ tier of governance, with formal powers, would lead to 
a return of the problems encountered by the county of Avon. It was necessary to ensure 
that the process remained bottom-up, and continued to work as it did now. 

Councillor Paul Crossley said that the former ODPM Minister, David Miliband, had been 
open to innovation and experimentation with different models of governance. The 
partnership model used in the West of England—including 4 unitary authorities and 4 
political parties—had proved effective. The partnership was building trust across its work 
on priorities, and working on strategic areas. 

Some of the major strategic facilities in the area were the airport and seaport. These had 
been controversial. There remained social concerns which it was important to address co-
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operatively. The seaport had the potential to be one of the biggest in the country.  The area 
also had four universities.   

The partnership was trying to ensure equality and accountability, over which it recognised 
there were concerns. It was trying to incorporate agencies into the Partnership, in order to 
increase accountability. He believed that the governance model operated by the 
Partnership was transferable. 

If the formal South-West region were abandoned as a governance concept, a region of sub-
regions would be worth exploring. However, the regional Assembly had a clear purpose:  
there were many agencies operating in the area, such as South West Tourism and the 
Learning and Skills Council; the Assembly’s scrutiny function was important. He would 
personally prefer that the Assembly were directly elected and had stronger powers; 
however, he recognised that this was not on the Government’s agenda. Therefore he 
believed that the Assembly should be given stronger powers of scrutiny at the regional 
level. 

Councillor Simon Cook said that within Bristol there was less respect for the Regional 
Assembly, which was perceived as inefficient. It was also perceived that the South West as 
an administrative region did not work. It was noticeable that major private sector 
organisations such as Lloyds structured their business at the sub-regional level because they 
saw these areas as distinct. 

Amanda Deeks said that in South Gloucestershire the debate was not about the 
effectiveness of the Regional Assembly but about how to direct funding held by quangos 
towards local priorities. This was particularly an issue with the Learning and Skills 
Councils. It took a huge amount of time and resources for councils to lobby regionally. The 
Regional Funding Allocations had allocated £320 million for the area, but the lack of 
certainty about access to the funds prevented effective planning and capacity building.  
Money was also available through DEFRA’s Rural Renaissance programme. If there were 
certainty about the specific allocation to South Gloucestershire the council could do much 
more. 

Sonia Mills said that the National Health Service had also organised itself on a sub-
regional basis. The partnership had learned how to deal with issues, but the next challenge 
would be to bring other organisations into the partnership. Broader issues such as health 
had still  to come to the table. The agenda needed to be widened. 

Councillor Ruth Davis  said that the funds held by quangos were far in excess of what 
local authorities were given to spend. The money should be allocated according to greatest 
need. The RDA tended to focus on Bristol, and other areas had to fight this tendency.  
South Gloucestershire included very diverse communities: no one community was quite 
like another. Across the South West, Devon and Cornwall had very different problems.  
Councils could not easily be champions of their communities if they had to compete and 
fight their way through so many different layers of bureaucracy to fight for an equitable 
allocation of resources. At the moment, they did not even know how much money was 
available. 
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Councillor John Crockford-Horley said that there was no ideal model, but the current 
system of unitary authorities gave smaller communities an effective voice: for example, 
Weston-super-Mare was a small town, but within the unitary authority was a significant 
contributor: thus, when the unitaries came together in the West of England Partnership, 
that voice was sustained. The South West region was purely an administrative construct:  a 
sub-region based on the economic footprint of Bristol was more logical. 

Councillor Roger Hutchinson said that the West of England partnership was more 
transparent, had a public profile and was working from the bottom up. Mechanisms such 
as Local Area Agreements could be used to provide accountability for its operations. The 
biggest difference which could be made would be the joining-up of different funding 
routes. 

The partnership had sought to draw in its own social, economic and environmental 
partners, who included the universities, the health sector, the Avon Wildlife Trust, the 
TUC, and voluntary and business sector representatives. There was a vacancy for a 
transport representative. The partnership was looking for a 66% : 33% balance similar to 
that of the Regional Assembly. It was also looking to provide a geographical balance. In 
time it was thought the SEEPs would begin to have a constituency of their own. 

Terry Wagstaff said that the business case for Bristol had gone to the Secretary of State for 
Communities for approval. There were five core priorities in the plan. The authority 
wanted to anticipate the impact of economic growth on the city’s infrastructure, and 
wanted to have more say in how policy is formulated, and how national priorities are 
modified to take account of local priorities and solutions. The Regional Assembly’s 
processes were attenuated; the West of England partnership needed to move faster. 

Professor David Clarke said that he had been impressed by the attitude and lack of politics 
within the Partnership. The Government Office had been very helpful. He noted that the 
South West had a GDP above the European average. 

Councillor Paul Crossley  said that he did not see the Government Office as a quango. It 
was an arm of Government, and accountable through Whitehall. In Bath and Somerset 
they were working with the Government Office in a way they had not been able to five 
years previously. The Government Office had been very helpful in developing local area 
agreements. 

Terry Wagstaff agreed. The Government Office had now to achieve the balance of being a 
critical friend to the region in Government. Two departments in the Government Office—
DfES and DWP—were more difficult to work with than others, and found it difficult 
working across boundaries. However, DWP had improved, and a new agenda was 
emerging of openness to local areas. 

Councillor Paul Crossley noted that the Environment Agency sometimes struggled 
between its twin roles of enforcement and policy development.  Composting organisations 
in the region had had to close down because the seasonal nature of green waste had led to 
limits being temporarily exceeded. As one facility had closed the transfer to others started a 
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domino effect.The cross-party waste group in the partnership had been set up in response 
and the situation did not repeat this year. 

Councillor Ruth Davis said that the Highways Agency would not engage with local 
authorities, and there had also been difficulties trying to engage the railway authorities with 
local policies and priorities. 

Councillor Malcolm Hanney said that all the unitary authorities were aware of the 
hinterlands within them.  He agreed that the establishment of an elected city-region 
authority would cause significant controversy in these areas. 

Professor David Clarke said that he did not believe the remainder of the South West 
region would be concerned about the establishment of a Bristol city-region, as it would be 
simply too far away. However, the region would draw strength from  greater levels of 
economic activity in Bristol.  
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Annex 4: Visit note—Lille, 21-22 June 2006 

Summary of the Committee’s Visit to Lille, 21-22 June 2006 
 
Meeting with CEOs/senior representatives of the business community 
 
Meeting with Marc Roquette, Roquette Frères (one of France’s top 60 companies), 
Gonzague Mulliez, Saint Maclou (UK subsidiary is Allied Carpets), Aude Dumenil, 
SNCF (French railways), François Bourgin, EDF (electricity company) 
 
Topics discussed:   
 
The economic development of the Lille-Metropole area and the role of local and 
regional government; the rationale for business investment in the area; the ease of 
gaining planning permission for developments; taxation levels on businesses; the 
effectiveness of decentralisation and tiers of government. 
 
 
Meeting with the Préfet de Region and other state representatives 
 
Meeting with the Préfet de Region, Deputy Préfet and a number of other state officials.   
 
Topics discussed:  
 
The changing role of the Préfet; the ability to hold public refendums; the relationship 
between state departments at regional level; the proposal for a new road between Lille 
and Paris; the accessibility of information to the public. 
 
Meeting with the Regional Economic and Social Committee 
 
Meeting with M. Delannoy (Vice-Presidents of Trade Union bloc), M. Macé 
(Employers’ Federation bloc), M. Abdelatif (Civil Society bloc).   
 
Topics discussed:  
 
The effectiveness of the Communauté Urbaine; the funding of capital infrastructure 
developments; the role of the Préfet; views on the expansion of Lille-Metropole area; the 
role of local authorities in race relations. 
 
Meeting with minority ethnic community leaders 
 
Meeting with Mr Lasfar, Imam of the Lille Mosque, Mr Mameche and a number of 
representatives from the Muslim community in Lille. 
 
Topics discussed:  
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The establishment of a school by the Muslim community, including causes and role; the 
causes and political response to the 2005 riots. 
 
Meeting with Prime Minister Mauroy  
 
Meeting with Prime Minister Mauroy and a number of Communauté Urbaine 
representatives. 
 
Topics discussed:  
 
The history and development of decentralisation in France since the 1980s; the changing 
economy in the Lille area; the expansion of Lille-Metropole; the nature of 
decentralisation as a long-term process. 
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Witnesses 

Monday 13 March 2006 (HC 977-i) 

Neil Kingham, Director-General, Local Government and Fire Group, Mark Kleinman, 
Urban Policy Unit, and Andrew Campbell, Director, Regional Co-ordination Unit, Office 
of the Deputy Prime Minister  

Bob Linnard, Director of Local & Regional Transport, Department for Transport, and 
Stephen Speed, Director–Regions, Department for Trade and Industry 

 
Monday 20 March 2006 (HC 977-ii) 

Mark Lloyd, Chief Executive, Durham Country Council 

Roger Howes, Regional and International Manager, Nottingham County Council 

Councillor Angus Campbell, Deputy Leader, Dorset County Council 

Councillor Ken Thornber, CCN Chairman and Leader, Hampshire County Council 

Tim Byles, Association of Country Council Executives, and Lead Adviser and Chief 
Executive, Norfolk County Council 

Trish Haines, Chief Executive, Reading Borough Council 

Ken Foote, Assistant Chief Executive, Hull City Council 

Laird Ryan, Corporate Policy Officer, Stoke-on-Trent City Council 

Jo Boaden, Chief Executive, Councillor Dave Ledger, Vice Chair, Rob Worrall, 
Assistant Director, Scrutiny and Policy Development, and Kevin Rowan, Member (Trade 
Unions) and Regional Secretary TUC, North East Assembly 

Councillor Tony Newman, Vice Chair of the ALG, and Leader of Croydon Council, 
Councillor Edward Lister, Vice Chair of the ALG (Conservative), and Councillor Steve 
Hitchens, Vice Chair of the ALG (Liberal Democrat), Association of London Government 
(ALG) 

 
Monday 27 March 2006 (HC 977-iii) 

Stephanie Hilborne, Chief Executive and Paul Wilkinson, Head of Conservation 
Policy, East of England, The Wildlife Trusts 

Dr Mike Clarke, Director of Regional Operations and Chris Organ, Regional Director, 
South East England, Royal Society for the Protection of Birds (RSPB) 
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Monday 27 March 2006 (continued) (HC 977-iii) 

Andrew Cogan, Chief Executive, Keith Bennett, Regional VCS Advice interests, and 
Jenny Kartupelis, Regional VCS Faiths interests, COVER (East of England Regional 
Voluntary Sector Network and European funding advice in the East of England 

Sally Low, Director of Policy and External Affairs and Charlotte Moore-Bick, Policy 
Adviser, British Chamber of Commerce 

Jane Thomas, former Director of the Campaign for Yorkshire 

Councillor Foote-Wood, Vice Chair of the North East Assembly 

Bob Neill, Deputy Chair (and Conservative Assembly Member for Bexley and Bromley) 
and Richard Derecki, Director of Studies (Senior Scrutiny Manager), Commission on 
London Governance 

 

Monday 15 May 2006 (HC 977-iv) 

Councillor John Joyce, Chair, North West Regional Assembly 

John Hawkins, Head of Policy and Research, Association of Greater Manchester 
Authorities 

Robert Crawford, Chief Executive, The Mersey Partnership 

Neil Scales, Chief Executive and Director General, Merseytravel 

Keith Barnes, Regional Director, Government Office for the North West 

Maggie Mooney, Town Clerk and Chief Executive, Carlisle City Council 

Jane Henderson, Chief Executive, South West RDA, Alan Clarke, Chief Executive, One 
North East, and Pam Alexander, Lead RDA Chief Executive, English Regional 
Development Agencies 

David Cragg, Regional Director: West Midlands, and David Hughes, Regional Director: 
London, Learning and Skills Council 

 

Wednesday 7 June 2006 (HC 977-v) 

Bronwyn Hill, Regional Director, South West Regional Assembly 

Bryony Houlden, Chief Executive, and Councillor Jill Shortland, Deputy Chair, 
South West Regional Assembly 

Christopher Irwin, Chair, South West Public Transport Users Forum 

Councillor Bert Biscoe, Chair, Cornish Constitutional Convention 
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Wednesday 7 June 2006 (continued) (HC 977-v) 

Professor Neil Ward, Director, Centre for Rural Economy, University of Newcastle 

 
Monday 12 June 2006 (HC 977-vi) 

David Lunts, Executive Director of Policy and Partnerships, Mayor of London 

Paul Rogerson, Chief Executive, and Nicole Brock, Head of Regional Policy, Leeds City 
Council 

Dermot Finch, Director, Centre for Cities 

 

Monday 19 June 2006 (HC 977-vii) 

Sir Michael Lyons, Chairman, and Ms Sally Burlington, Lyons inquiry into Local 
Government 

 

Monday 16 October 2006 (HC 977-viii) 

Chris Leslie, Director New Local Government Network 

Yvett Cooper MP, Minister for Housing and Planning,  Department for Communities 
and Local Government  

Phil Woolas MP, Minister for Local Government and Community Cohesion, 
Department for Communities and Local Government 

Rt Hon. Margaret Hodge MBE, MP, Minister of State for Industry and the Regions, 
Department for Trade and Industry 
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List of written evidence 
The following written submissions were published on 15 March 2006 in Is there a future 

for Regional Government?: Written Evidence, HC 977-II, Session 2005–06 
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Commander Bryan G Smalley RD DL RN   
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Mark Robins, Chair of the South West Regional Environment Network (SW REN)  

Mayor of London (Greater London Authority)  

South West Public Transport Users Forum (SWPTUF)  

Cornish Constitutional Convention  

National Executive Committee of Mebyon Kernow, the Party for Cornwall  

West Midlands Constitutional Convention (WMCC)  

Institution of Economic Development (IED)  
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Supplementary written evidence 

The following written submissions were received after the publication of Is there a future 
for Regional Government?: Written Evidence, HC 977-II, Session 2005–06.  They are 
reproduced in Is there a future for Regional Government?: Oral and Supplementary 

Written Evidence, HC 352-II, Session 2006-07 
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Professor Paul. C. Cheshire, London School of Economics (LSE)  

Environment Agency  

English Nature and Natural England  

National Audit Office  

East Midlands Development Agency (EMDA)  
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Supplementary memorandum by Dorset County Council  
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Supplementary memorandum by the Department for Communities and Local Government  

Supplementary memorandum by the Department for Communities and Local Government  

House of Commons Scrutiny Unit analysis of data provided by the Department for 
Communities and Local Government in supplementary memorandum RG 32(b)  

House of Commons Scrutiny Unit analysis of data provided by the Department for 
Communities and Local Government in supplementary memorandum RG 32(d)  

Supplementary memorandum by the North West Regional Assembly (NWRA)  
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List of unprinted papers 

Additional papers have been received from the following and have been reported to the 
House but to save printing costs they have not been printed and copies have been placed 
in the House of Commons Library where they may be inspected by Members. Other copies 
are in the Record Office, House of Lords and are available to the public for inspection. 
Requests for inspection should be addressed to the Parliamentary Archives, House of Lords, 
London SW1. (Tel 020 7219 3074). Hours of inspection are from 9:30am to 5:00pm on 
Mondays to Fridays. 

The Committee received the following correspondence in relation to its inquiry, Is there a 
future for Regional Government?: 
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Peter Worsley 
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Peter Davies 

Fred Bishop 

Beverly Johnson 

Mark Starr 

Chris Cooke 

Dane Clouston MA (Oxon) ACIB 

Val Manchee 

Judith Longman 

Sue Doughty 

Nigel Kenyon 

Dr D R Cooper 

Michael Plumbe 

Andrew McBride 

Robert Theobald 

Jane Acton 

Dr K.J.George 

Ben Potter 

David Willmott 

John Davey 
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Rollo Reid 

Sue Doughty 

Alan D Crowhurst 

Mr Robert Craig 

Mr Allan S Tallett 
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Formal Minutes 

Monday 5 March 2007 

Members present: 

Dr Phyllis Starkey, in the Chair 

Mr Clive Betts 
John Cummings 
Martin Horwood 
Anne Main 
 

 Mr Bill Olner 
Dr John Pugh 
Emily Thornberry 
David Wright 

 
Is there a future for Regional Government? 
 
Draft Report (Is there a future for Regional Government?), proposed by the Chairman, 
brought up and read. 
 
Ordered, That the draft Report be read a second time, paragraph by paragraph. 
 
Paragraphs 1 to 9 read and agreed to. 
 
A paragraph—(Martin Horwood)—brought up, read the first and second time, and 
added (now paragraph 10) 
 
Paragraphs 10 and 11 (now paragraphs 11 and 12) read and agreed to. 
 
Paragraph 12 (now paragraph 13) read, as follows: 
 
“The development of regional governance in the current phase can be described as 
incremental. Following the establishment of the Government Offices (GOs) the 
Government perceived other institutions to be necessary in the regions “to exploit 
indigenous strengths and to address weaknesses”. Regional assemblies—which were at 
their inception intended by the Government to become elected bodies—were created in 
1998-99 as “inclusive strategic bodies ‘of the region’ [bringing] together representatives 
from key sectors across the region […] in an ideal position to contribute to and ensure 
consistency across regional strategies”. The assemblies are closely involved, as 
consultees, in the work of the Regional Development Agencies, which were established 
in 1999 to develop and co-ordinate regional economic development and regeneration.  
Since 2004 the assemblies have also had responsibility for preparing a regional spatial 
strategy, and in 2006 they took over the work of the regional housing boards 
(themselves established in 2003 to prepare regional housing strategies). Regional skills 
partnerships were created between 2003 and 2005.” 
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An Amendment made. 
 
Another Amendment proposed, in line 13, after “strategies).” to insert the words: 
 
“The model of regional authority which has emerged involves the transfer of powers up 
from local authorities as much as down from central government.  The Regional 
Assemblies could have been an opportunity to redress the over-centralisation of 
Government in the United Kingdom.  This would have avoided some of the concerns 
mentioned at paragraphs [??-??] of our report, below”.—(Martin Horwood). 
 
Question put, That the Amendment be made. 
 
The Committee divided. 
 

Ayes, 2 
Martin Horwood 

John Pugh 
 
 
 

 Noes 5 
Mr Clive Betts 

Anne Main 
Mr Bill Olner 

Emily Thornberry 
David Wright 

 
 
Another Amendment made. 
 
Paragraph 12, as amended, divided and agreed to (now paragraphs 13 and 14). 
 
Paragraphs 13 to 23 (now paragraphs 15 to 25) read and agreed to. 
 
Paragraph 24 (now paragraph 26) read, amended and agreed to. 
 
Paragraphs 25 to 34 (now paragraphs 27 to 36) read and agreed to. 
 
Paragraph 35 (now paragraph 37) read, amended and agreed to. 
 
Paragraph 36 (now paragraph 38) read and agreed to. 
 
Paragraph 37 (now paragraph 39) read, as follows: 
 
“We welcome the main conclusions of the Government’s Review of the Government 
Offices, and we believe that a stronger focus on strategy and analysis—reflected in a 
revised staffing complement—will enable the Government Offices to work more 
effectively alongside other regional and local partners. However, there is an urgent need 
for central Government to take responsibility for streamlining and co-ordinating its 
own requirements of the Government Offices. It is neither sensible nor reasonable for 
each Government department to continue to press its own agenda on the Government 
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Offices without regard to the requirements of others, and without consideration of the 
GOs’ own strategic agenda. We look to DCLG’s Ministerial team to provide the 
necessary leadership in Whitehall to ensure a more coherent, joined-up approach to the 
mandates of the Government Offices. The range of PSA-related targets being 
implemented by the Government Offices should also be reviewed in order to ensure that 
resources are being directed effectively to deliver the most important outcomes.” 
 
Amendment proposed, at the end to add the words: 
 
“As Ms Hill of the Government Office South West noted, part of the Government 
Office’s role is to mediate between local and national views. It should be possible for the 
Government Offices to act as a better conduit for regional opinion to central 
Government, through research with the public, stakeholders and elected 
representatives.”.—(Martin Horwood). 
 
Question proposed, That the Amendment be made:—Amendment, by leave, withdrawn. 
 
Paragraph agreed to. 
 
Paragraphs 38 to 45 (now paragraphs 40 to 47) read and agreed to. 
 
Paragraph 46 (now paragraph 48) read, amended and agreed to. 
 
Paragraphs 47 to 50 (now paragraphs 49 to 52) read and agreed to. 
 
Paragraph 51 (now paragraph 53) read, amended and agreed to. 
 
Paragraph 52 (now paragraph 54) read and agreed to. 
 
Paragraph 53 (now paragraph 55) read, amended and agreed to. 
 
Paragraph 54 (now paragraph 56) read and agreed to. 
 
Paragraph 55 (now paragraph 57) read, amended and agreed to. 
 
Paragraph 56 (now paragraph 58) read and agreed to. 
 
Paragraph 57 (now paragraph 59) read, amended and agreed to. 
 
Paragraphs 58 to 62 (now paragraphs 60 to 64) read and agreed to. 
 
Paragraph 63 (now paragraph 65) read, as follows: 
 
“Sustainable development is critical to our continued economic, social and 
environmental well-being, and is most likely to be achieved by paying close attention to 
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local circumstances. It is too soon to tell if the Government’s approach to regional 
action on sustainable development will lead to positive, measurable outcomes.  As a 
starting point, the Government should ensure that the requirements it has set for the 
regional institutions in Securing the regions’ futures (which we have summarised in 
paragraph 62) are fully met. It should also take further steps to encourage and 
disseminate best practice in sustainability appraisal, and to ensure that lines of 
accountability for performance against sustainable development targets and actions are 
clear.” 
 
Amendment proposed, to leave out paragraph 63 and insert: 
 
“Sustainability should be the top priority without which economic and social progress 
will be impossible. It should therefore be the top priority of RDAs and should be clearly 
understood as sustainability in environmental terms relating for instance to the use of 
water, protection of biodiversity and the reduction of greenhouse gas emissions.”.—
(Martin Horwood) 
 
Question, That the Amendment be made, put and negatived. 
 
An Amendment made. 
 
Paragraph, as amended, agreed to. 
 
Paragraphs 64 to 72 (now paragraph 66 to 74) read and agreed to. 
 
Paragraph 73 (now paragraph 75) read, amended and agreed to. 
 
Paragraphs 74 to 85 (now paragraphs 76 to 87) read and agreed to. 
 
Paragraph 86 (now paragraph 88) read, amended and agreed to. 
 
Paragraphs 87 to 90 (now paragraphs 89 to 92) read and agreed to. 
 
Paragraph 91 (now paragraph 93) read, amended and agreed to. 
 
Paragraphs 92 to 103 (now paragraphs 94 to 105) read and agreed to. 
 
Paragraph 104 (now paragraph106) read, amended and agreed to. 
 
Paragraphs 105 to 116 (now paragraphs 107 to 118) read and agreed to. 
 
Paragraph 117 (now paragraph 119) read, amended and agreed to. 
 
Paragraphs 118 to 137 (now paragraphs 120 to 139) read and agreed to. 
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Paragraph 138 (now paragraph 140) read, amended and agreed to. 
 
Paragraphs 139 to 180 (now paragraphs 141 to 182) read and agreed to. 
 
Paragraph 181 (now paragraph 183) read, amended and agreed to. 
 
Paragraphs 182 to 184 (now paragraphs 184 to 186) read and agreed to. 
 
Paragraph 185 (now paragraph 187) read, amended and agreed to. 
 
Annexes read and agreed to. 
 
Resolved, That the Report be the Fourth Report of the Committee to the House. 
 
Ordered, That the Chairman make the Report to the House. 
 
Ordered, That embargoed copies of the Report be made available, in accordance with the 
provisions of Standing Order No. 134. 
 

[Adjourned till Monday 19 March at twenty past Four o’clock. 
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Reports from the Communities and Local 
Government Committee in the current 
Parliament 

The following reports have been produced by the Committee in the current Parliament. The 
reference number of the Government’s response to each Report is printed in brackets after the HC 
printing number. 
 
On 27th June 2006, by Order of the House, the ODPM Committee was succeeded by the Communities 
and Local Government Committee and all proceedings of the former Committee were deemed to be 
proceedings of the latter.  

Session 2006–07 

First Report The Work of the Committee in 2005–06 HC 198 

Second Report Coastal Towns HC 351 

Third Report DCLG Annual Report 2006 HC 106 

Session 2005–06 

First Report ODPM Annual Report and Accounts HC 559 (HC 1072) 

Second Report Re-licensing HC 606 (Cm 6788) 

Third Report Affordability and the Supply of Housing HC 703–I (Cm 6912) 

First Special Report Government Response to the Committee’s Fourth 
Report of Session 2004–05, on the ODPM Annual 
Report and Accounts 2004 

HC 407 

Second Special Report Government Response to the Committee’s Eleventh 
Report of Session 2004–05, on the Role and 
Effectiveness of The Local Government Ombudsmen 
for England 

HC 605 

Third Special Report Government Response to the Committee's Seventh 
Report of Session 2004–05, on the Role and 
Effectiveness of the Standards Board for England 

HC 988 

Fourth Special Report Government Response to the Committee’s First 
Report of Session 2005–06, on the ODPM Annual 
Report and Accounts 2005. 

HC 1072 

Fourth Report The Fire and Rescue Service HC 872–I (Cm 6919)  

Fifth Report Planning-gain Supplement HC 1024–I (Cm 7005) 

 


