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1.

2.

Recommendations 3

That Council notes:

the report outlining the key elements of the English
Devolution White Paper;

the proposed devolution framework within the White Paper,
and attached as annex 1, including the significantly
increased resources and powers that a Mayoral Strategic
Authority will receive compared to a Foundation Authority;

That Council agrees:
. for the Leader of the Council to work with other local

authority leaders to develop a proposal for a Strategic
Authority in line with the criteria in the White Paper;

that discussions should, in principle, assume an elected
Mayor for the new Strategic Authority in order to secure the
best outcomes and investment for the residents and
businesses of Reading.

that Council will consider the matter again when further
information is available to endorse the preferred option.

1. Executive Summary

1.1.  On 16 December 2024 the Government published the English Devolution White
Paper. This wide-ranging paper set out a range of Policies that the Government
is proposing for Local Government. The most significant of these are proposals
for devolution to Strategic Authorities covering all areas of England, and for
reorganisation of local government to “deliver sustainable and high quality

services”.

1.2.  The Local Government Association has stated that the reforms within the White
Paper ‘will have a significant impact on every council and community’.




1.3.

2.2.

2.3.

24.

This report seeks to provide councillors with a summary of the proposals in the
White Paper and recommendations are set out specifically in relation to
devolution proposals, seeking support for the Leader of the Council to work with
other local authority Leaders to develop a Strategic Authority proposal that
includes Reading, in order to secure the benefits and devolved powers proposed
within the White Paper for the benefit of Reading’s residents and businesses. It
is also recommended that, in principle, this includes a Mayor for the Strategic
Authority to secure the widest benefits from devolution.

Policy Context

The Council has no current policy seeking the creation of a Strategic Authority or
local government reorganisation.

However, the Council recognises the importance of working across the wider
economic area to deliver growth for the benefit of residents and businesses and
is a member of the Berkshire Prosperity Board, which brings all local authorities
in Berkshire together to achieve this ambition. This activity is delivered through
a formal Joint Committee, which all six Berkshire local authorities are members
of.

The Berkshire Prosperity Board has six key workstreams which form the basis
for the joint Economic Strategy which was formally submitted to Government in
December 2024. The workstreams align strongly with the proposed mandate for
Strategic Authorities included in the White Paper:

Berkshire Prosperity Board Proposed Strategic Authority

Workstreams Mandates

Employment and skills Skills and employment support

Net zero Environment and climate
change

Social, accessible and Housing and strategic planning

affordable housing

Strategic infrastructure Transport and local
infrastructure

Sector development Economic development and
regeneration

Health and Wellbeing Health, wellbeing and public

service reform

Public safety

The English Devolution White Paper is wide ranging but set within the overall
policy aims of devolution by default and in turn enabling local areas to deliver
economic growth and prosperity.



3.

3.1.

4.2

English Devolution White Paper

The White Paper includes the following sections:

Section 1 Facing the Future: sets out the Government’s vision for
devolution, seeking devolution by default in all areas of England, with
more directly elected Mayors, and providing powers to Council Leaders
to make strategic choices that drive economic growth.

Section 2 Devolution in England: sets out the Government’s plans for a
new devolution architecture with Strategic Authorities and a statutory
Devolution Framework.

Section 3 Powers, Functions and Funding: outlines in greater detail the
proposed Devolution Framework and the wide range of areas where
Strategic Authorities would have a mandate.

Section 4 Delivering Devolution at Every Scale: sets out the proposals
for local government reorganisation, changes to audit and standards and
workforce development.

Section 5 Upgrading the System: proposes an Integrated Settlement for
some Strategic Authorities and changes to Scrutiny.

Section 6 Delivering our Plans: gives proposed timescales for delivering
the changes and confirms the Government’s intention to bring forward
an English Devolution Bill.

Further details regarding key proposals are set out below and the full version of
the White Paper is available here:
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/english-devolution-white-paper-

power-and-partnership-foundations-for-growth/english-devolution-white-paper

Devolution architecture and local government structures

The White Paper states that to “deliver a permanent shift of power from
Westminster, with consistent powers at the right level across all of England” a
new architecture is required.

Strategic Authorities will be introduced for all areas of England. These will fall
into three categories:

Foundation Strategic Authorities: these will include existing non-
mayoral Combined Authorities and Combined County Authorities, plus
any new Strategic Authorities that do not include a Mayor.

Mayoral Strategic Authorities: these will include the Greater London
Authority, existing Mayoral Combined Authorities and Mayoral
Combined County Authorities, plus any new Strategic Authorities that
include a Mayor.

Established Mayoral Strategic Authorities: these will be Mayoral
Strategic Authorities that meet specific criteria. Being designated as an
Established Mayoral Strategic Authority “unlocks further devolution,
most notably an Integrated Settlement”.


https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/english-devolution-white-paper-power-and-partnership-foundations-for-growth/english-devolution-white-paper
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/english-devolution-white-paper-power-and-partnership-foundations-for-growth/english-devolution-white-paper

4.3.

4.4.

4.5.

4.6.

The White Paper is clear that the Government’s strong preference is for
partnerships that bring together multiple local authorities over a large geography
and the ambition for Strategic Authorities to include a Mayor.

In agreeing geographical areas for the new Strategic Authorities, the White
Paper sets out the following principles, although it recognises not all will be met
in every location:

Scale: Strategic Authorities should be of comparable size to existing
institutions. The default assumption is for them to have a combined
population of 1.5 million or above. The Berkshire population is
currently circa 970,000.

Economies: Strategic Authorities must cover sensible economic
geographies with a particular focus on functional economic areas,
reflecting current and potential travel-to-work patterns and local labour
markets. Strategic Authorities may cover multiple travel to work areas.

Contiguity: Any proposed geography must be contiguous across its
constituent councils (either now or with a clear plan to ensure continuity
in the future through agreed local government reorganisation).

No ‘devolution islands’: Geographies must not create devolution
‘islands’ by leaving areas which are too small to go it alone or which do
not have natural partners.

Delivery: Geographies should ensure the effective delivery of key
functions including Spatial Development Strategies, Local Transport
Plans and Get Britain Working Plans.

Alignment: The Government will seek to promote alignment between
devolution boundaries and other public sector boundaries.

Identity: A vital element of successful devolution is the ability for local
residents to engage with and hold their devolved institutions to account
— and local identity plays a key role in this.

The criteria for being designated as an Established Mayoral Strategic Authority
is set out as having:

Been in existence, with a directly elected Mayor, for at least 18 months.
A published Local Assurance Framework.

Not been the subject of a Best Value Notice, MHCLG commissioned
independent review, or statutory inspection or intervention in the
preceding 18 months.

Not been subject to any ongoing recommendations from an externally
mandated independent review.

No material accounting concerns which relate to the ability to manage
public money.

In addition to establishing Strategic Authorities, the White Paper outlines
proposals to improve the partnership working between central and local
government. This includes requiring many national bodies to work with local
government on key issues such as transport, infrastructure and growth.



4.7.

4.8.

4.9.

4.10.

4.11.

5.2.

5.3.

Councils will be represented by their Leaders on their respective Strategic
Authority, with a simple majority vote for decisions, including the Mayor where in
place. Mayoral authorities would be invited to join the Council of the Nations
and Regions, which would provide direct engagement with Government.

The White Paper sets out an ambition to align other public service boundaries to
those of the new Strategic Authorities, including police, probation, fire and health
services.

The preference is for local areas to bring forward agreed proposals for Strategic
Authority areas. However, the White Paper also states that legislation will be
introduced to provide for Ministerial directive powers to create Strategic
Authorities “where local leaders have, after due time has been allowed, not been
able to make progress”. It is therefore essential that Reading is proactive in
working with surrounding areas to develop proposals for a Strategic Authority
that best meet local needs and priorities.

The White Paper proposes a programme of local government reorganisation,
with an expectation that Councils will bring forward agreed proposals for
reorganisation in two tier areas and for unitary councils where there is “evidence
of failure or where their size or boundaries may be hindering their ability to
deliver sustainable and high-quality services”. This reorganisation will run
alongside the devolution proposals and the White Paper suggests that new
unitary principal authorities should have a population of at least 500,000.
Further details are expected to be sent to local authorities in January.

A summary of the proposed structure of local government going forward is
attached as Appendix 1.

Devolution Framework

The White Paper sets out the objective to move away from devolution through
deal to devolution by default, with a statutory Devolution Framework in place to
devolve more powers and funding to more places.

The proposed Devolution Framework is wide ranging and covers:
¢ Funding and Investment
e Strategic Leadership
e Transport and Local Infrastructure
e Skills and Employment Support
e Housing and Strategic Planning
e Economic Development and Regeneration
e Environment and Climate Change
e Health, Wellbeing and Public Service Reform
e Public Safety

A full summary of the proposed Devolution Framework is attached as Appendix
2. Inline with Government’s ambition for Strategic Authorities to include a
Mayor, the Framework includes far more devolved functions, powers and



5.4.

6.2.

6.3.

6.4.

6.5.

6.6.

6.7.

6.8.
6.9.

funding for those that include a Mayor, with further devolution for Established
Mayoral authorities.

In recognition of the proposal within the White Paper, and the significant powers
and funding being proposed within the Devolution Framework it is recommended
that the Leader of the Council work with other local authority Leaders to develop
a proposal for a Strategic Authority that includes Reading. This would need to
demonstrate how the proposed Strategic Authority meets the criteria (outlined in
paragraph 4.4 above) and offers significant benefits for the residents and
businesses of Reading, and for the economic strategy for the wider area.

Audit and Standards

In addition to the changes to the structures of local government in England, the
White Paper sets out proposals to maintain high standards across the sector.
This relates to both conduct and how taxpayer money is spent.

The Government has confirmed that the local audit system will be reformed.
Whilst this will not include a return to an Audit Commission style system, it does
intended to strengthen assurance mechanisms, particularly in relation to early
warnings for council’s in financial difficulty. This will be achieved by
implementing recommendations from the Redmond Review for a simpler
system. The proposals are subject to further consultation with the sector and a
report setting out the proposals in more detail is on the agenda for Audit and
Governance Committee on 21 January.

Government will bring forward a mandatory code of conduct to establish a higher
minimum standard of expected behaviours and incorporate aspects such as the
use of social media. Councils will be required to convene formal Standards
Committees, which is already in place at Reading.

The White Paper proposes that a national body be established to deal with the
most serious Standards cases and appeals, similar to the previous Standards
Board for England. Government is also considering powers to disqualify after
multiple offences, as well as exploring immediate disqualification in certain cases
of serious misconduct. This will also be subject to further consultation with the
sector.

Enforcement powers will be strengthened, including allowing local authorities to
impose premises and facilities bans on Councillors and ultimately suspend and
withhold allowances for up to six months.

The White Paper proposes that all Code breach investigation outcomes will be
published to enhance transparency.

There are also proposals to support workforce development and to enable wider
involvement in local government by allowing Councillors to attend meetings
remotely and to vote via proxy. Reading already supports virtual attendance at
some meetings but legislative changes, as proposed, are required to enable
Councillors not physically attending the meeting to count as part of the quorum
and to vote.

Councillors will no longer be required to publish their home addresses.

In line with the restrictions on holding the office of Member of Parliament and
Police and Crime Commissioner, elected Mayors will not be able to hold the
office of Member of Parliament.



7.2.

8.2.

10.
10.1.

10.2.

10.3.

10.4.

10.5.

Timetable for Implementation

The exact timetable for implementing the proposals will be subject to the
Government bringing forward primary and secondary legislation. In advance of
this legislation, the Government has committed to consultation and engagement
on many aspects of the White Paper.

However, next steps indicated in the White Paper include

e A phased approach in relation to devolution. Some areas will be invited
to join the Devolution Priority Programme. This will be for areas that can
come together on a proposed geography and deliver Mayoral Strategic
Authorities at pace. Elections for Mayors in these areas are expected to
take place in May 2026. A Strategic Authority including Berkshire is not
expected to be part of the priority programme.

e Similarly, Local Government reorganisation is intended to be delivered in
phases, with the first set of new unitary authorities to be in place by April
2027, with a second wave in April 2028.

Contribution to Strategic Aims

As set out above, the proposed areas for which Strategic Authorities will have a
mandate align with the workstreams of the Berkshire Prosperity Board and
Berkshire Economic Strategy.

Therefore the approach aligns with the areas that the Council has identified as
key to achieving our economic aims and ambitions for Reading.

Environmental and Climate Implications

There are no environmental or climate implications arising from this report.

Community Engagement

The White Paper states that any reorganisation will need to show stronger
community arrangements, with engagement at a neighbourhood or area level so
that citizens are empowered. Similarly, any Strategic Authority must provide the
ability for local residents to engage with and hold the organisation to account.

Therefore any proposal will need to demonstrate how this will be achieved
across the Strategic Authority area.

If a Mayoral Strategic Authority were implemented which covered Reading an
election would be held with voters selecting the new Mayor.

Similarly, any new Unitary Councils created through local government
reorganisation would require elections for voters to select Councillors for the new
Council(s).

There are also proposals within the White Paper to strengthen the existing
community ‘Right to Bid’ with a ‘Right to Buy’ assets of community value. This
will include a “more robust pathway to community asset ownership”.
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11.1.

12.
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12.2.

12.3.

12.4.

13.
13.1.
13.2.

13.3.

13.4.

13.5.

13.6.

Equality Implications

There are no equality implications evident at this stage.

Legal Implications

The existing local government structures in Berkshire result from (i) the Local
Government Act 1992 (which abolished Berkshire County Council and
transferred its powers to the current six Berkshire local authorities, including
Reading and (ii) the Local Government Act 1974, which established the local
authority boundaries.

In order to implement all the policies within the English Devolution White Paper,
the Government will need to introduce new legislation.

When detailed proposals for any new Strategic Authority or new principal
authority (local government reorganisation) come forward there will be significant
legal implications, but these will be the subject of subsequent reports as
required.

It is important to note that whilst approving the Leader’s role in working with
other leaders at this formative stage, this is in a representative capacity, since no
decision is contemplated at this stage. If the Council wishes to endorse a formal
position to recommend to the Secretary of State, then this would require a
decision from a future Council meeting.

Financial Implications
There are no direct financial implications arising from the White Paper.

The proposed Devolution Framework indicates significant powers and funding
being transferred to the new Strategic Authorities, particularly where these are
Mayoral Authorities.

However, the case for reorganisation of local government is based on achieving
efficiencies and creating more sustainable local authorities. Page 102 of the
English Devolution White Paper sets out the Government’s case for local
government reorganisation. This draws on a 2020 PwC report that suggested
savings of £2.9 billion could be achieved over five years by replacing two tier
local government with unitary councils. In addition, it states that unitary councils
create opportunities for transformation and service improvement. The PwC
report focused on two tier areas and not existing unitary councils such as
Reading.

Therefore, the White Paper does not address the underlying pressures within
the social care systems, which have been a key driver of demand and budget
pressures in many councils, including Reading.

The Government has stated that funding will be provided to support the elections
and implementation costs for Strategic Authorities established under the
Devolution Priority Programme. It is not clear if subsequent phases will also be
funded.

Existing staff resources will be deployed to support the Council to respond to the
White Paper and no direct costs are anticipated at this time.



13.7. As and when detailed proposals for a Strategic Authority incorporating Reading,
or local government reorganisation within Berkshire come forward there will
potentially be significant implications, including financial. These will be the
subject of subsequent reports as necessary.

14. Background Papers

14.1. There are none.

Appendices

1. Proposed tiers of government from White Paper
2, Devolution Framework summary table
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Appendix 1: Proposed tiers of government from White Paper

Tiers of government

Representation

.

National Government
Delivery and coordination of national level services, such as defense and macroeconomic policy, and services where
national consistency is crucial, such as health

w

r

Strategic Authorities
Coordination of levers relating to local growth and issues crossing council boundaries, such as infrastructure planning,
transport, and spatial planning, while convening partners for public service refarm

Greater London
Authority

Combined County

Combined Authorities -
Authaorities

L

N

7

Principal Authorities
Delivery of local public services, place shaping and local public service reform

e e e—
’I County Councils I
1 District Councils ]

Unitary Councils

Mayoral and Enhanced
SAs are represented
through the Council of
Nations and Regions and
the Mayoral Council

Local authorities are
represented through the
Leaders Council




Appendix 2: Devolution Framework summary table

Key

(**) refers to functions for which funding will be included in Integrated Settlements for
Established Mayoral Strategic Authorities

(") refers to functions which apply to Combined and Combined County Authorities only

Detail Foundation | Mayoral Established

Funding and investment

Access to a multi-departmental, long-

term integrated funding settlement** X

Long-term investment fund, with an

. X X
agreed annual allocation

Removal of gateway review from
investment fund, after Gateway One X
complete

Ability to introduce mayoral precepting X X
on council tax*

Consolidation of local growth and place
funding in a single pot**

Strategic leadership

A statutory duty to produce Local
Growth Plans

Membership of the Council of Nations
and Regions

Membership of the Mayoral Data
Council

Transport and local infrastructure

Local Transport Authority and public
transport functions, including bus
franchising and responsibility for an
area-wide Local Transport Plan

Simplification and consolidation of local
transport funding**

Removal of certain Secretary of State
consents, e.g. on lane rental schemes

Duty to establish a Key Route Network
on the most important local roads”

Mayoral Power of Direction over use of
constituent authority powers on the Key X X
Route Network”

Priority for strategic rail engagement
(including mayoral partnerships) with X X X
Great British Railways

Statutory role in governing, managing,
planning, and developing the rail X X
network

An option for greater control over local
rail stations

X

A ‘right to request’ further rail devolution

Priority for support to deliver multi-modal
ticketing




Detail

Foundation

Mayoral

Established

A clear, strategic role in the
decarbonisation of the local bus fleet

X

X

Active Travel England support for
constituent authority capability”

X

X

Formal partnership with National
Highways

Skills and employment support

Joint ownership of the Local Skills
Improvement Plan model, with Employer
Representative Bodies

Devolution of the core Adult Skills Fund

Devolution of non-apprenticeship adult
skills functions through a consolidated
skills funding pot**

Central convening of youth careers
provision including greater flexibility for
Careers hubs

A clear role in relation to 16-19
education and training

Responsibility for developing local Get
Britain Working Plans

Devolution of supported employment
funding**

Co-design of future employment support
that is additional to core Jobcentre Plus
provision

Delegated delivery or commissioning of
employment support that is additional to
core Jobcentre Plus provision

Alignment of Jobcentre Plus boundaries
with Strategic Authorities

Housing and strategic planning

A duty to produce a Spatial
Development Strategy

Strategic development management
powers (once the Spatial Development
Strategy is in place)

Ability to raise a Mayoral Community
Infrastructure Levy to fund strategic
infrastructure (once the Spatial
Development Strategy is in place)

Ability to make Mayoral Development
Orders

Ability to establish Mayoral
Development Corporations

Homes England compulsory purchase
powers (held concurrently)

Devolution of wider grant funding to
support regeneration and housing
delivery**

Ability to set the strategic direction of
any future programme to support




Detail

Foundation

Mayoral

Established

affordable housing provision in their
area

Strategic Place Partnership with Homes
England

Support to establish a public sector land
commission

Economic development and
regeneration

Partnership working with Department for
Science, Industry and Technology and
UK Research and Innovation to explore
opportunities for closer long-term
collaboration in strengthening local
research and innovation capacity

Develop joint innovation action plans
with Innovate UK to shape long-term
strategies and investments

Embed UK Research and Innovation
lead points of contact for enhanced
collaborative working on innovation with
Mayoral Strategic Authorities that are
committed to work collaboratively on
innovation

Responsibility as the accountable body
for the delivery of Growth Hubs

Devolution of Growth Hubs funding**

A Strategic Partnership with the
Department for Business and Trade
focused on domestic growth, exports,
investment, and delivery of local growth
priorities.

Partnership working with Department for
Culture, Media and Sport Arm’s Length
Bodies to maximise culture, heritage,
and sport spending in place

Environment and climate change

Devolution of retrofit funding this
parliament subject to a successful
transition period (see 3.7)**

Heat network zoning coordination role

Coordinating local energy planning to
support development of regional
network energy infrastructure

Green jobs and skills coordination role

X X |X| X

A strategic role on net zero in
collaboration with government, including
on Great British Energy’s Local Power
Plan and Warm Homes Plan

Responsibility for coordinating delivery
and monitoring of Local Nature
Recovery Strategies”




Detail

Foundation

Mayoral

Established

Health, wellbeing and public service
reform

A bespoke statutory health improvement
and health inequalities duty”

Mayors engaged during the Integrated
Care Boards chair appointment process

Mayors as members of local Integrated
Care Partnerships, and consideration for
position of chair or co-chair

A role in convening partners and driving
cross-cutting public service reform,
including looking at areas such as
multiple disadvantage

Public safety

Mayors accountable for the exercise of
Police and Crime Commissioner
functions where police force and
mayoral boundaries align®

Mayors accountable for the exercise of
Fire and Rescue Authority functions
where fire and rescue service and
mayoral boundaries align

A clear and defined role in local
resilience, working with the Local
Resilience Forum to embed resilience
into broader policy and delivery”




