
 
  

REPORT OF Leader of the Council and Chief Executive 

To: Full Council 

Subject: Local Government Reorganisation 

Date: 17 March 2025 Reference:  

 
 
 

PURPOSE OF REPORT:     
To present to Full Council an update of progress made responding to the Government’s Devolution 
White Paper and subsequent invitation letter from the Secretary of State on Local Government 
Reorganisation. 

 
 
 
1. INTRODUCTION 
 

The government’s English Devolution White Paper, titled Power and Partnership: 
Foundations for Growth, published on 16 December 2024, stated that the government wants 
all remaining two-tier areas in England to be eventually restructured into single-tier unitary 
authorities. 
 
Then, on 5 February 2025, the government invited all the remaining two-tier areas in 
England, together with small neighbouring unitary councils, to make interim proposals for 
new unitary councils by 21 March 2025, followed by full proposals by 28 November 2025. 
 
The letter from The Minister of State for Local Government and English Devolution Jim 
McMahon MP set out the timeframe and expectations for the proposals which is attached as 
Appendix 1. 
 
This report sets out the latest position and work that has been done in the extraordinary 
short timeframe which we were given to respond to the initial deadline of the 21 March 2025.  
 

 
2. REPORT 

 
During the period between 5 February 2025 and now there have been numerous webinars, 
meetings with Ministers and Officials in addition to those held locally between Leaders and 
CEXs across the Devon, Plymouth and Torbay area. 
 
Full Council was updated on 9 January 2025 following the publication of the White Paper 
where Members approved amongst other matters the following that is pertinent to this 
process: 
 

• They do not support a proposal that a single Unitary Council for Devon is the right 
option.  This is notwithstanding that at this stage, no evaluation, analysis, 
consultation, and, or proper consideration has been taken into account of the impacts 
that such a proposition would have on our residents, communities, staff, businesses 
and visitors. 

 
• Recognise the Government’s ambitions for reforming and restructuring Local 

Government especially in two tier areas.  However, full and proper consideration of 
the options and opportunities for Devon would need to be based on data, evidence, 
analysis, evaluation and the impact on our residents, communities, staff, businesses 
and visitors. 



 
  

 
 
• The Leader and Chief Executive to continue to work with the other Devon Districts’ 

Leaders and Chief Executives to explore options for change in light of the 
Government’s direction of travel for Local Government reform outlined in the White 
Paper.  This may also involve Local Authorities wider than the current Devon and 
Torbay CCA geography.  Any proposals will be subject to Full Council approval. 

 
At this point in January neither the timetable nor the process were known. 
 
Group Leaders have been kept updated with progress and discussions that have taken 
place during this period. 
 
The letter itself provided more detail around the Government expectations, although the 
quantum of information and data especially for this March deadline were relatively vague 
until recently.  It has now become clear, and this is an extract from a communication from 
MHCLG received Friday 14 March 2025: 
 

• It is entirely up to each area how they wish to present their initial thinking in interim plans, 
recognising that the time between March and [May/September/November] will be spent 
refining and finalising proposals for the Government to formally consider. 

 

• We recognise that each area will be at different stages of developing plans for LGR. The 
interim plan is simply an opportunity for you to provide us with an update on your 
progress. Some interim plans may be more detailed than others. Some will provide 
competing and differing options within the interim plan. That is completely fine, the 
important thing is that your submission reflects the discussions being held locally so that 
we can fully understand your proposed approach.  

 

• It is our preference that each area submits one interim plan   – and that where there isn’t 
yet consensus on a proposal, the interim plan sets out the options under consideration, 
including the plan for local partners to work together to get to the proposal stage. For 
example, it could cover discussions on shared service models or other service 
innovations to be explored which we understand is being considered in some places. 

 

• On population size, we are clear that new councils must be the right size to achieve 
efficiencies, improve capacity and withstand financial shocks.   

 

• As set out in the English Devolution White Paper, for most areas this will mean creating 
councils with a population size of 500,000 or more – this is a guiding principle, not a hard 
target - we understand that there should be flexibility, especially given our ambition to 
build out devolution alongside LGR. The Statutory Invitation also set out; “There may be 
certain scenarios in which this 500,000 figure does not make sense for an area, including 
on devolution, and this rationale should be set out in a proposal.” In discussions with 
individual councils, to parliamentarians, and in interviews given throughout the process 
we have reinforced this position to aid local discussions. Equally it may be decided that 
population sizes around this figure or greater than it is the best fit locally, and we 
maintain flexibility is the best approach, where there is a clear rationale.  

 

• The interim plans are not a decision point; decisions will be taken following final 
submissions in May/September/November. At this stage, we intend to use the 
information you provide to tailor our engagement with you going forward, to best support 
you in developing your full proposals. The more information you feel able to provide at 
this stage, the easier it will be for us to provide feedback.  

 



 
  

It is fair therefore to highlight and recognise that during this short space of time discussions 
have centred around developing a proposal that has: 
 

• A level of consensus across the Devon area as far as a consensus can be achieved. 
 

• Was able to broadly meet the objectives set out in the 5th February letter. 
 

• Has some element of rationale, albeit recognising the limited scope for any detailed data 
collection, analysis and evaluation to support an substantiate any proposal. 

 
Clearly as indicated above the 21st March 2025 is a very early indication which sets out what 
discussions have been held locally around proposals and it is clearly recognised and 
understood that things might change as more detailed work is carried out before the 28th 
November 2025 when final business cases are due for submission.  This work will also 
involve a lot more resident, community and stakeholder engagement and consultation as 
well as input from all Councillors. 
 
All Members will be aware that discussions locally where Torridge are involved have 
collaborated on what has been termed the 1:4:5 model, which proposes the creation of two 
new unitary councils in Devon in addition to the Plymouth City Council (already a unitary 
council).  The make up of the Councils being: 
 

• Torridge, North Devon, Mid Devon, East Devon and Exeter 

• South Hams, West Devon, Teignbridge and Torbay 
 
These are all based on current Council boundaries and a map illustrating this is attached as 
Appendix 2. 
 
Members were provided with a detailed briefing of this proposal and the background to the 
current work undertaken on Thursday 6th March 2025.  
 

3. IMPLICATIONS 
 
Legal Implications 
 
None directly related to this report. 
 
Financial Implications 
 
None directly related to this report, although it should be noted that there will likely be 
significant costs associated with the process leading up to the 28th November, which will not 
be funded by Government.  Costs can be shared where and if groups of Councils are 
working together. 
 
If Torridge decides to submit our own proposal then the costs of doing so will need to be met 
entirely by Torridge and could be in excess of £100k  
 
Human Resources Implications 
 
None directly related to this report, although the resources required to meet the next stage 
will be significant in officer time.  At this point the impact has generally been on the Leader, 
CEX with some input from the wider management team. 
 
Sustainability/Biodiversity Implications 
 



 
  

None directly related to this report 
 
Equality/Diversity 
 
None directly related to this report 
 
Risk Management 
 
None directly related to this report 
 
Compliance with Policies and Strategies 
 
None directly related to this report 
 
Climate Change 
 
None directly related to this report 
 
Ward Member and Lead Member Views 
 
Is a Council-wide report and plan so Ward member views not applicable 
 
Comment from Leader of the Council Cllr Ken James 
 
There has been considerable time spent by the CEX and myself over the period since the 
White Paper was published just before Christmas. 
 
I am pleased that we have been able to work together with other District Leaders and CEXs 
to produce some initial thoughts around what LGR might look like for Devon.  However, 
without the detailed work necessary and of course wider engagement and consultation I 
cannot say that this will be what the final picture looks like. 
 
We do need to submit something to Government outlining our early thoughts and the 1:4:5 
model is the best possible proposal that could be demonstrated at this time with the 
information we currently have available 
 
Date of Consultation – 14 March 2025 
 
 

4. CONCLUSIONS 
 
 Much has been said and written about the short timeframes for submitting proposals for such 

as significant change in Local Government and Democracy.   
 

However, in responding to the Government’s invitation work has been done at pace to reach 
an early idea of what form LGR could take for Torridge and Devon and the 1:4:5 model is 
concluded to be the best position in the absence of the additional work and information that 
will be needed before we  settle on a final proposal in November 2025.  
 
 

5. RECOMMENDATIONS 
 
 That Members: 
 
 Note: 
 



 
  

• The report and progress made,  which is highlighted in the report to meet the 21 March 2025 
deadline for interim submission to Government as required by the Ministers’ letter of 5 
February. 

 

• That much more work is required between March and the 28 November when a final 
proposal and business case is due for submission to Government. 
 

• That the model (1:4:5) proposed in this report could and can be changed between now and 
November in light of the further work that is necessary to produce a full business case for 
LGR in Devon. 
 
Approve to: 
 

• Delegate to the Leader and Chief Executive to submit the interim proposal to be submitted 
by the 21 March 2025 based on the 1:4:5 model. 
 
 

SUPPORTING INFORMATION 
 
 Consultations: Date of Consultation – 14 March 2025 

 
Officers Consulted –  
Staci Dorey, Head of Legal and Governance 
Sean Kearney, Head of Communities and Place 
 

 Contact Officer: Steve Hearse, Chief Executive 

 Background Papers:  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


