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FOURTH REPORT 

12 FEBRUARY 2003 

By the Select Committee appointed to examine the constitutional implications of all public bills 
coming before the House; and to keep under review the operation of the constitution. 

ORDERED TO REPORT 

REGIONAL ASSEMBLIES (PREPARATIONS) BILL 

1. A bill has been introduced into this House to make provision for the holding of referendums 
about the establishment of elected assemblies for the regions of England (except London); for 
reviewing the structure of local government in regions where the holding of a referendum is under 
consideration; for implementing the recommendations of such reviews; for the Electoral Commission 
to give advice in connection with the establishment of assemblies; for payment of grant in connection 
with the activities of regional chambers; and for incurring expenditure in preparation for assemblies 
and in connection with the transfer of functions to them. The Regional Assemblies (Preparations) Bill 
was brought from the House of Commons on 27th January 2003 (HL Bill 25). 

2. The Deputy Prime Minister, the Rt Hon. John Prescott MP, wrote to the Committee on 23rd 
January drawing attention to the constitutional implications of the bill. Annexed to his letter were a 
short summary of the bill, and further details of the Government’s position on three areas of 
constitutional significance: referendums; local government reorganisation; and regional boundaries. 
This letter, together with its annexes, is printed with our report as Appendix 1. 

3. We found the Deputy Prime Minister’s letter very helpful in our deliberations on the bill.  We are 
grateful to him for taking this proactive approach, and consider it to be an excellent example of good 
practice in relation to Parliamentary scrutiny. 

4. We considered that the bill raised significant constitutional issues which we wished to explore 
further.1 We therefore invited the Rt Hon. Nick Raynsford MP, Minister of State for Local 
Government and the Regions, to a public evidence session on the bill. The transcript of that meeting is 
at Appendix 2. 

5. During the meeting we raised the following matters which were of concern to us: 

• the asymmetrical model of regional government which the bill implies, and the ensuing 
different levels of accountability in local government; 

• the proposal to hold referendums at different times in different regions; 

• the criteria which would have to be met to trigger a referendum in a particular region; 

• public participation in consultation, and the provision of information to voters before a 
referendum; 

• the lack of a turnout threshold in any referendum; 

• the potential for changing boundaries and the independence and powers of the Boundary 
Committee; and 

• the funding of Regional Assemblies and their independence from central government. 

6. We draw these matters to the attention of the House as raising questions of principle about 
principal parts of the constitution. 

                                                                                                                                                                     
1  Our normal practice is only to report on public bills which raise an important question of principle affecting a principal part 

of the constitution. We consider that this bill meets these criteria. 
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APPENDIX 1 

Letter from the Deputy Prime Minister, the Rt Hon. John Prescott MP, to Lord Norton of 
Louth, Chairman of the Constitution Committee 

 

REGIONAL ASSEMBLIES (PREPARATIONS) BILL 

I am writing to you to draw your attention to the Regional Assemblies (Preparations) Bill, which was 
taken through its House of Commons Committee stage before Christmas and had its Report and Third 
Reading in the House of Commons on 23 January. It is due to be introduced into the House of Lords in 
the week commencing 27 January. 

The Bill and its Explanatory Notes are enclosed. A short summary of the Bill is at annex A. 

The Bill paves the way for the establishment of elected regional assemblies, in accordance with 
policies set out in the White Paper, Your Region, Your Choice: Revitalising the English Regions. Once 
established, elected assemblies will be responsible for setting priorities, delivering regional strategies, 
allocating funding, economic development, skills and employment, spatial planning, housing, 
transport, environmental protection, tourism, culture, sport and public health. Assemblies will be 
based on the existing administrative boundaries used by the Government Offices of the Regions and 
Regional Development Agencies. They will have between 25 and 35 members, including a leader and 
a cabinet of up to six members chosen by, and wholly accountable to, the full assembly. The voting 
system will be the Additional Member System form of proportional representation, which is also used 
for the Scottish Parliament, the National Assembly for Wales and the Greater London Authority. 

The purpose of the current Bill is to allow the Government to call referendums on the establishment of 
elected regional assemblies, and to ask the Boundary Committee for England to carry out structure 
reviews of two-tier local government in those regions where a referendum is to be held. In introducing 
the Bill, we are following the precedents of the Bills setting up the Scottish Executive, the National 
Assembly for Wales and the Greater London Authority. As in those cases, the Government set out the 
policy in a White Paper and has introduced legislation to enable referendums to be held. Where the 
people in the regions vote in favour of directly elected assemblies, we will take the first opportunity to 
introduce legislation to create them. 

Clauses 1-4 of the Bill were considered to be of ‘first class constitutional importance’ and so the 
Committee stage of these clauses was taken on the Floor of the House of Commons. (The other 25 
clauses and the schedule were taken in Standing Committee.) We consider that the Bill has a number 
of constitutional implications, either directly or in the way that it prepares the ground for elected 
regional assemblies, and we thought you would find it helpful if we were to set these out. They are: 

(a) Although the constitutional principle is now enshrined in the Political Parties, Elections and 
Referendums Act 2000, this Bill makes specific provision for regional referendums. Not all 
English regions will have a referendum at the same time. The Bill also contains the referendum 
question and preamble, which we are amending to take account of Electoral Commission 
comments. As a consequence, the Bill implies a potentially asymmetric model of regional 
government: that is, regional assemblies will not necessarily be established at the same time 
across England; 

(b) The Bill makes provision for the Government’s intention that there should be a single tier of 
local government in a region where an elected assembly has been established; 

(c) The Bill gives an additional statutory status to regional boundaries. The existing English 
regions are defined in the Regional Development Agencies Act 1998. They form the 
boundaries of the Government Offices of the Regions, the regional chambers and other 
regional bodies, including Government agencies. 

More detail on the Government’s position on (a) to (c) is at annex B. 

Clearly, it will be for you and your Committee to decide the extent to which you wish to examine this 
Bill. Nick Raynsford would be very happy to meet you to discuss the Bill before you decide the scope 
of any inquiry or during the course of an inquiry. 

Copies of this letter go to the Chief Whips and Leaders of both Houses.  

23 January 2003 
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Annex A: Summary of Bill 

The Regional Assemblies (Preparations) Bill was published on 14 November 2002. It takes forward 
the Government’s commitment to establish elected regional assemblies in the English regions (outside 
London) that want them. 

Part 1 provides, amongst other things  the Secretary of State with the power to order referendums 
to be held on whether a region should have an elected assembly (clause 1), sets out the question to 
be asked (clause 2) and defines those eligible to vote (clause 3). It also provides, for example, a 
power for the Electoral Commission to encourage voting and, in the absence of designated “yes” or 
“no” campaigns, the Commission with the power to raise voters’ awareness of the arguments for 
and against an elected assembly.  

 

Part 2 provides the mechanism for local government reviews to be conducted by the Boundary 
Committee for England and for their implementation by the Secretary of State. Clause 1 requires 
such a review of a region before a referendum is held there. The Committee would seek to 
determine the best unitary structure of local government for those parts of a region that currently 
have both county and district councils. The changes could go ahead if, but only if, following a 
referendum, it was proposed to establish an elected assembly. 

 

Part 3 requires the Government to seek the Electoral Commission’s advice on electoral matters for 
an elected regional assembly, where a referendum has been held and where the Government 
proposes to establish an assembly. It also sets out the procedure for obtaining that advice and how 
the Commission is to go about formulating it. 

 

Part 4 provides a power for the Government to pay grant to regional chambers.  

 

Part 5 contains provisions as to commencement, the definition of “region”, orders and regulations 
and expenditure.  

 

 

Annex B 

 

REFERENDUMS 

• The Labour Party’s manifesto commitment said elected regional assemblies would be 
introduced in regions where the people demonstrated in referendums that they wanted them.  

• The White Paper, Your Region, Your Choice, published on 9 May 2002, put the flesh on that 
commitment by outlining the Government’s plans to take soundings in each region and on the 
level of interest in holding a referendum. The ‘soundings’ exercise was launched before 
Christmas. A copy of the soundings exercise document is enclosed.   

• No decisions on first referendums have yet been taken. But interest is likely to vary and the 
Government’s expectation is that referendums will be held in one, two or three regions at the 
first opportunity. The level of interest will be the primary factor in deciding whether to hold a 
referendum.  

• The Government believes that if there is little interest in a particular region in holding a 
referendum, it would not make sense to undergo the expense and distraction of a local 
government review of the region (which is a precondition to holding a referendum), or the 
cost of a referendum.   

• Regions which did not hold referendums in the ‘first wave’ would be able to hold them in the 
future. A region which had a “no” vote in a referendum would have an opportunity to hold 
another referendum after five years.   
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LOCAL GOVERNMENT REORGANISATION 

• During Committee Stage, both Opposition Parties argued that there should be two questions 
on the referendum ballot paper, one on whether people wanted an elected assembly, the other 
on the local government changes. The Government is not proposing a separate referendum 
question on local government reorganisations. No previous local government reorganisation 
has been subject to a vote by those affected. It believes that it is right that the people in the 
regions are allowed to vote for the whole package. The preamble in Clause 2 explains that, 
where it is proposed to establish an elected regional assembly, it is also intended that local 
government should be reorganised into a single tier in those parts of the region that currently 
have both county and district councils.   

• In ‘two-tier’ local authority areas, regional government would add a third tier of elected 
government below the national level.  The Government believes this is one tier too many.  

• The removal of one tier of local government is an integral part of the regional assembly 
package. This would not be the case if a review and any reorganisation were to take place 
afterwards. Voters will know the implications for local government of opting for a regional 
assembly when they vote at a referendum. 

 

REGIONAL BOUNDARIES 

• In 1994 the previous Government established the Government Offices of the Regions (GOs) 
comprising staff from the Department of Environment, Department of Transport, Education & 
Employment, and the Department of Trade & Industry.  

• In 1998 the then Merseyside and north-west regions were amalgamated to pave the way for 
the RDAs to be established. More recently, following publication of a Cabinet Office report, 
Reaching Out, staff have also joined the GOs from the Home Office, Department of Culture, 
Media and Sport and other Departments.   

• A key aim of elected regional assemblies is to draw together the work of other regional 
bodies.  A significant number of these regional bodies, including the Government Offices, 
Regional Development Agencies and other parts of central government, operate to these 
boundaries.  And these regions appear to be a reasonable size, in terms of population, 
geography and economic weight, to justify the creation of an elected assembly. The 
Government’s aim is that regional assemblies are, above all, strategic.  That means ensuring 
that the spatial and demographic size of the regions enable them to adequately perform such a 
role. 

• The Government believes that to enter a debate on regional boundaries would generate a lot 
of argument, but with no obvious prospect that more practicable or more widely acceptable 
boundaries would result.  
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APPENDIX 2 

Meeting with the Rt Hon. Nick Raynsford MP 

Minister of State for Local Government and the Regions 

 

[The transcript of the oral evidence session will be printed here]. 

 


