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FOREWORD 

Residents say “Northumberland is… a great community… full of great people… 
England’s best kept secret… stunning countryside, beaches and heritage… simply 
the best place to live.” 
 
There’s a real pride in Northumberland: 87% of people in the county feel strongly 
about belonging to the county, compared to 83% who feel strongly about belonging 
to their local neighbourhood. 
 
But people also recognise that while they love to live here, there are of course always 
things that could be improved for their community “... I’d like to have the opportunity 
to make my voice heard… to be clearer about who is responsible for what…. more 
money spent on services that matter….a council more in touch with the people..” 
 
The sense of place is the same whether in the towns and villages of the former 
coalfield where communities are being regenerated, or in the sparsely populated rural 
north and west, where people in remote farming communities can often also face real 
hardships. The ultimate desire is the same across the whole of the county: to all be 
part of a confident and prosperous community with the quality of life that is part of 
Northumberland’s uniqueness. 
 
It is this uniqueness that brings with it the challenge for local government in 
Northumberland – the vast geographical area, diversity of people and places, and 
different needs of the varied communities; with a growing interdependence between 
the more urban and the more rural parts as mobility and commuting increase. 

This opportunity for change brings the chance to deliver what residents want and to 
truly get the best for all of Northumberland’s communities. These proposals aim to: 
 
• Put communities at the heart of local democracy  

• Raise standards of services and of living 

• Ensure everyone, wherever they are, gets equitable treatment 

• Make the best possible use of taxpayers money 

• Give residents a real say in what matters 

• Support and work effectively with all partners to achieve the same goals 
 
We want to harness the pride and resilience of all of our communities and work 
together to make Northumberland the best possible place to live, work and visit. 
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PRINCIPLES  

 This proposed reorganisation is a way of fundamentally transforming how 
local government operates in Northumberland. The need for a seamless 
transition is important to minimise disruption to service users and staff but 
equally important is the need to reform ways of working that are driven by the 
following principles:  

• Affordable and accessible and customer focused services: matching the 
needs of local communities. 

• Efficient and value for money: making much better use of resources and 
reducing duplication, taking advantage of technology to reorganise 
services behind the scenes and to provide better frontline services. 

• Fair and equitable: ensuring services are fairly distributed according to 
need and regardless of where you live. 

• Strong and accountable leadership: with transparent decision making and 
strong scrutiny of performance. 

• Involved: having your say in how services are delivered in your belonging 
community and neighbourhood, working with elected councillors to ensure 
that your views are acted on. 

• Supported by a cross section of stakeholders and partners. And to keep 
our promise we will establish an external commission, drawn from local 
residents, to ensure the new council delivers on these expectations. 

1. INTRODUCTION 

1.1. This proposal responds to the Government’s invitation to local authorities in shire 
areas to make proposals for unitary local government. It presents the blueprint for a 
single local authority, covering the whole of Northumberland; describes how the new 
council will function when it starts by April 2009 (in accordance with the 
Government’s timetable or earlier as this permits) and how it will develop by 2012 
and beyond. The proposal addresses the Government’s insistence that ‘the status 
quo is not an option’  and is based on a set of principles. 

1.2. The proposal explains why such a fundamental change is needed and how a single 
council option is the only sustainable solution, compared to the alternative, offered by 
the Government of an ‘enhanced two tier’ system or indeed two separate councils for 
Northumberland.  It sets out the main service improvements that would result, 
outlines how decision making would be strengthened, the financial and value for 
money rationale for the changes, how the transition would be managed, how 
residents’ and stakeholders’ concerns and wishes will be met and how the learning 
from the process would be shared with other councils for the benefit of local 
democracy as a whole. 
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2. STRATEGIC AIMS 
 

2.1. Although this submission is made by the Northumberland County Council (NCC), this 
proposal sets out an entirely new approach to managing local government in 
Northumberland. The money and resources wasted in having ‘six plus one’ councils 
will be spent on service delivery instead of bureaucracy. This proposal is about 
making a new start with citizens in the driving seat. 

2.2. The aim is to transform public services and democratic engagement in 
Northumberland; responding to the government’s challenge to deliver more efficient 
and responsive public services but above all to ensure the social and economic 
well being of the county.  

2.3. The spread of political and managerial accountabilities across the county is 
becoming increasingly problematic, exacerbated in part by other public services in 
the North East becoming centred on the region. Health in particular has restructured 
– although with a recognition that the Northumberland Care Trust needs to remain. 
This proposal identifies a means of achieving much stronger strategic leadership 
providing a voice in the sub region, ensuring that resources reach the rural as well as 
the urban communities, as well as providing visible political accountability at the 
very local level. 

2.4. The current structure of Northumberland’s local government - 6 districts and one 
county (‘six plus one’) - is unsustainable. An affordable, accountable, efficient and 
modern local government needs a single council - ‘The Northumberland Council’. 
This submission demonstrates that there is no viable alternative to a single unitary 
council. Closer working between the county and the district, or splitting 
Northumberland into two new councils, simply could not offer best value services to 
the Northumberland community. 

2.5. The new Northumberland Council will be a connected council that provides the 
network of efficient public services that people deserve, whilst also punching its 
weight in the region and ensuring Northumberland communities do not miss out on 
opportunities for further prosperity.  

2.6. Northumberland’s residents have the right to expect services to be organised in the 
most accessible and cost efficient way - this proposal shows that savings of 
around £17 million can be realised and reinvested in modern public services without 
additional rises in council tax.  

2.7. When looking ahead over the next three years – we can see all councils within 
Northumberland will face a challenging financial position as a consequence of 
service pressures and a government requirement to keep council tax rises at no 
more than 5%. For example there is an expectation that the County Council alone will 
deliver efficiency savings of £28 million in the next three years. This would protect 
front line services and keep council tax down whilst reducing the costs of 
bureaucracy. 

2.8. If on the other hand there were to be two councils - one in the North and West and 
one in South East Northumberland, this would be up to £21 million more expensive. 
This is because two separate councils would require resources to be diverted from 
frontline services to fund two bureaucracies.  Savings would still have to be made in 
key areas such as Children’s Services, Adult Care and Fire; presenting serious risks 
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that the full range services would not be able to reach residents in the rural areas.  
Even if joint arrangements were set up for running Children’s Services, there would 
still be unnecessary additional costs, and most importantly unnecessary risk and 
duplication. 

2.9. Even the system of council decision making meetings is wasteful, time consuming 
and slow. In the current year alone, district committee timetables say that there are 
due to be 536 different meetings. Many of our public service partners have to travel 
to the same meetings in different places several times over before decisions can be 
made, often wasting unnecessary car mileage as well as valuable time. But it does 
not have to be like this. 

2.10. The new council will set out a new route map for integrated service delivery with 
our public service, private, voluntary and community sector partners, who can all see 
the benefits of working in a more coherent way providing it meets the very locally 
identified needs. We have identified real, tangible service delivery improvements in 
every single service managed by local government. These are outlined in Section 5. 

2.11. Understandably some residents may fear that local government in Northumberland 
will be too remote with just one council.  That is why this blueprint proposes new 
ways of working that recognise the diversity of the natural communities that 
exist, and make these the basis of how services are designed and delivered as 
locally as possible. Northumberland’s  very particular demographic – 50% of the 
population in 5% of the area – with very distinct settlements or ‘belonging 
communities’ means that one size does not fit all.  It is vital that services are 
customised to local needs. 

 

2.12. This blueprint for the future responds to this challenge through recognising the 
different levels of ‘natural communities’ in Northumberland and proposing: 

• Services delivered in 25 local ‘belonging’ communities – joined-up, 
accessible and meeting users’ needs; with local elected councillors engaging with 
local residents to shape and improve those services, through community forums 
and parish meetings within the local communities and neighbourhoods  

 NATURAL COMMUNITIES IN NORTHUMBERLAND 

 Belonging communities – places that local people regard as where they 
come from if asked by others who had some knowledge of their patch (i.e. 
townships, rural areas associated with a particular valley or river). These 
include neighbourhood communities - places where local people have a very 
local affinity with as forming part of their home (i.e. villages, hamlets and 
estates within towns; with a network of parish councils, neighbourhood forums 
and development trusts operating at this level). 

Characteristic communities – places that have similar socio-economic and 
geographical characteristics and as such bind local people together (urban, 
former coalfield area; rural north; Tyneside commuter belt and rural west). 

 Association communities – places that people are traditionally happy to 
associate themselves with or be associated with e.g. “I live in 
Northumberland”. 
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• Services designed and planned at the strategic county level – with a 
strengthened leadership role for the unitary council (the Northumberland Council) 
in the city region 

• Responsibility for operational services delegated to the three characteristic 
communities of South East Northumberland, North Northumberland and 
West Northumberland delivered locally in those communities and even more 
locally the belonging communities 

• Working in partnership with local community and voluntary organisations and 
other public service partners to improve public service delivery across the piece. 

 
2.13. This proposal makes the business case for change and describes how the new 

council will operate; the detailed supporting papers are contained in Part Two of this 
submission.  
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3. DELIVERING THE GOVERNMENT’S PRIORITIES 

3.1. The new Northumberland Council (NC) will translate the aspirations set out in the 
Government’s White Paper Strong and Prosperous Communities into reality, giving 
people more say in running council services with local elected members supporting 
community calls for action if they are not satisfied. This submission builds on the 
work started two years ago by Northumberland Strategic Partnership with County 
and District partners to develop the concept of the ‘natural communities’ outlined in 
Section 2.11, which aims to ensure that public services are working at the right level 
as naturally defined by our communities… building on a shared belief that this will be 
more efficient and increase public satisfaction with our services. 

3.2. This proposal resonates completely with the Government’s determination to 
strengthen strategic leadership in local government. The Government’s invitation 
to Northumberland to build a unitary council provides a major opportunity for 
introducing transformational approaches to democratic engagement and service 
delivery. This vision for the NC is based on the following: 

• A new approach to Cabinet Government with a leader elected for a four year term 
who will appoint and be part of a 10 member cabinet; individual cabinet members 
will have personal accountability for core service areas as well as cross cutting 
issues.  

• The new council will have the capacity to increase performance across the full 
range of services, bringing performance across the county to that of the best as 
measured against the Government’s new Comprehensive Area Assessment.  

• The leadership of the single unitary council will work in a much more integrated 
way with the NSP to realise the potential of the Government’s aspirations on 
‘place shaping’ – given the communities’ strong identification with 
Northumberland ‘the place’ but combining this with tackling the realities of 
unrealised economic performance. 

• The Leader will publish a leadership action plan each year, and be held to 
account for its delivery via a strengthened scrutiny function. 

3.3. There will be one Sustainable Community Strategy, a single Local Development 
Framework and a strengthened strategic focus for the Northumberland LSP - 
recognising its importance as a delivery body for the Local Area Agreement. The 
NSP will be a focal point for driving forward economic prosperity alongside the city 
region, with three area partnerships bringing together health, police and other 
partners. The proposals for the new council include: 

• A new corporate management team (CMT) of the unitary council with two major 
roles; providing both strategic direction to improving service delivery ‘on the 
ground’ and secondly providing the leadership for the transformational and 
cultural change of the council itself. The Chief Executive’s and CMT‘s targets will 
also be made public and be subject to scrutiny review. 

• Delegated decision making to three area delivery committees, at the level of the 
three characteristic communities of South East, North and West Northumberland, 
operating alongside three planning and other regulatory committees. 

• A more substantive role for scrutiny, working at the three characteristic 
communities and at association level and encouraging more citizen involvement 
in holding services to account. 
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3.4. The proposal also proposes much further devolution and direct influence to 

neighbourhoods through: 

• Investment in the 25 ‘belonging communities’ through the sponsorship of local 
community forums working with their local councillors to give more direction to 
local services - supported by a team of ‘Choice and Voice Managers’- with 
increased support to parish councils, the voluntary and community sector and the 
very local neighbourhoods located within the belonging communities; 

• Councillors in each of the belonging communities, working with local community 
organisations, development trusts, neighbourhood police teams to draw up 
neighbourhood charters or parish plans and ensuring that they inform and guide 
the community planning process from the bottom up; and 

3.5. Working jointly with public service / delivery partners to create a ‘single door’ to 
access services, co-locating with primary health, police and other partners whenever 
possible. 
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4. CONSULTING STAKEHOLDERS ON THESE ARRANGEMENTS 

4.1. The Government expects there to be a broad cross-section of support for these 
proposals. We have consulted residents, business and public service delivery 
partners and have modelled the new council in the light of what they have told us. 

What our partners say 

4.2. Outlined below are just some of the comments we have had from our public, 
community and business sector partners. 

4.3. “It is clear that your proposals seek to tackle a number of issues important to us, local 
responsiveness to services, choice and engagement of local communities in shaping 
the place where they live, and ensuring governance arrangements which achieve a 
proper balance between this and the need for wider strategic leadership.” 

The Ven R Langley, Chair, Community Council of Northumberland  

4.4. "The key issue for Northumbria Police is successful partnership with Local 
Authorities.  To this end I have engineered a significant restructuring of the Force in 
recent years.  One of the critical elements of this was to move towards coterminosity 
with Local Authority partners as far as possible.  I am quite clear that the Northumbria 
Police preference is for a one to one relationship at this level.  This is in my view the 
optimal position and is a position that your proposals appear to meet to a high 
degree.  In terms of enhancing the joint provision of the community safety agenda 
your proposal has my support."      

Mike Craik, Chief Constable, Northumbria Police 

4.5. "One of our key objectives is to work towards an integrated system of urgent health 
care, spanning all forms of activity from ambulance services through to social care.  
We believe that these proposals for future governance, reorganisation and service 
delivery are very compatible with our own ideas for delivering healthcare to the 
patient."  

Tony Dell, Chairman, North East Ambulance Service 

4.6. "The Community Foundation would welcome the greater involvement of local people 
and voluntary organisations in managing their communities at a local level in a way 
which would build social capital and promote civil society."  

George Hepburn OBE, Chief Executive, Community Foundation 

4.7. “The North East Chamber of Commerce has a membership that spans an area from 
the Scottish Borders to the North Yorkshire border.   It is the only regional Chamber 
of Commerce and represents around 5,000 businesses spread across a wide cross 
section of industry.  Traditionally, the Chamber has supported proposals that will see 
increased efficiency in public services and elimination of confusion over which 
authority is responsible for various functions.  Based on recent feedback from 
members, the Chamber is supporting in principle a single unitary authority in the 
county.” 

North East Chamber of Commerce  



�

$�!�$� � � � � �� �

4.8. "Following the introduction of Care Trust status, we have transferred social care staff 
from the County Council. To make this arrangement work we have strong partnership 
arrangements that we would be most concerned would be lost if the outcome were a 
shift away from a county wide body responsible for children's and adults' services.   A 
single body for the county is most likely to maximise efficiencies and ensure a match 
with county partners including ourselves for strategic planning as well as 
reconfiguration and delivery of services.  We must also have a strong locality 
structure to cope with the significant social and health variations around the county 
and the geographical remoteness of many local communities.  It is clear to us that 
the only outcome that makes sense for the NHS in Northumberland is a single unitary 
Local Authority for the county, built on solid local foundations and clear county-wide 
strategic management." 

Richard Houlden, Chairman, and Chris Reed, Chief Executive, Northumberland Care 
Trust 

4.9. “The Trust has reviewed the proposals for the formation of a single unitary 
Northumberland Authority and welcomes the radical approach behind the key 
principles for re-organisation. Service delivery and access for local people is key, 
with these proposals recognising the need for choice, utilising credible local 
structures for service delivery and co-ordination. Effective governance, accountability 
and reduced bureaucracy must result in real efficiencies and community 
engagement. These proposals appear to address those key issues however real 
assurances will be required at a local level to engender support for a structure 
operating remotely from its core communities.” 

Amble Development Trust  

4.10. "These are well thought out proposals which take a sensible and appropriate 
approach to making local government in Northumberland more efficient and 
effective.  I believe that the business-like plans Mark Henderson has tabled would 
simplify and speed up decision making and also minimise the confusion and time 
wasted with the current layers of bureaucracy.  I see these as very positive changes 
for Northumberland and I applaud the leadership mindset that underwrites this new 
and customer-focussed concept.”   

Bill McGawley - Regional Chairman, Institute of Directors North East Region. 

4.11. "I believe a single unitary authority would reduce bureaucracy, improve services, 
save money and be much more efficient, which as a business man I have to fully 
endorse. It would also help address the current high cost of the public sector in this 
region. I am also keen to see support for regeneration of communities, and am happy 
to see that these plans also address this by proposing to work hand in hand with 
local communities and other partners to understand and tackle issues at a very local 
level."   

Sir Peter Vardy 

4.12. “Newcastle International strongly supports the proposal for a single unitary authority 
for the entire county of Northumberland. Our main reasons for this support are :-  

• Newcastle International Airport sits on the edge of the County of Northumberland. 
The Airport would benefit from the strategic focus a single authority would bring 
across issues such as planning and transport, removing parochialism and 
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encouraging the making of decisions based upon the wider good of the County 
and region; 

• a single authority would bring real benefits in terms of lower costs, removing 
unnecessary layers and other inefficiencies 

• the proposals for local service management overcome any concerns that a large 
County level organisation would be too detached from its customers, the people.” 

John Parkin, Newcastle International Airport 

4.13. “The proposal for a single unitary authority would streamline decision making in 
Northumberland and provide clearer accountability. I believe this would result in less 
bureaucracy and free up resources for frontline services.  More efficient, effective 
and accountable local government can only be a positive for residents and for those 
partner organisations that work with councils.”   

John Cuthbert, Managing Director, Northumbrian Water 

4.14. “In the case of Northumberland, plans for one single council could speed up recycling 
rates, cut through red tape and offer a more cost effective service for residents. 
Having a single unitary council could offer better value for money for 
Northumberland's taxpayers by ensuring that refuse collection services are fully 
dovetailed with recycling and disposal arrangements. This would make it easier for 
the county to meet its recycling and landfill diversion targets, avoiding costly 
penalties.”                                                      Charles Dupont, PFI Director, SITA UK.  

 

4.15. “I am confident that a single unitary council would be best placed to deliver services 
required by the private sector.  A single unitary council would be more streamlined 
and efficient, with less red tape - definitely making life easier for private employers. 
Also the £17million a year savings to be made from having one unitary council for 
Northumberland offers some very exciting possibilities for the private sector as well 
as residents in terms of how it's reinvested." 

Wyn Jones, Managing Director, Alcan 

4.16. “I am adding my support to the proposal for a single unitary authority for 
Northumberland both as a business person in this fabulous region and as a resident 
of one of the six split authorities. I am greatly encouraged by the impact that these 
proposals will have on cost efficiencies, strategic capacity and above all quality 
service. The business fraternity will find it easier to navigate around a single structure 
and anything that reduces red tape will be welcomed with open arms in an 
environment that is often confused by boundaries. This proposal presents the best 
interest of Northumberland for its future and for the future of individual communities.” 

Carole Beverley, Chief Executive, Entrepreneurs Forum�

4.17. “Small businesses can receive a lot of help from local government to develop their 
business. A single unitary council with a one stop shop would cut through the red 
tape and be much more straightforward. It would be easier for me and people like me 
to get on with what is important to us - developing our business. Two unitary councils 
would mean two different organisations I'd have to deal with, and therefore twice as 
many meetings.”                           Mark Robinson, Northumberland Cheese Company 
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4.18. “CBI North East supports the proposal suggested by Northumberland County Council 
to move from the current position to a single Unitary Authority.  Businesses within the 
region believe this would provide a simpler system with clearer accountability and 
would reduce cost, creating a more efficient approach to public service delivery.  
When the private sector faces the challenges of increasing competition from 
globalisation, it is critical that local government is considering its own efficiency and 
therefore we welcome the opportunity for Northumberland County Council to create 
annual cost savings of £17 million through the proposed Unitary Structure. We also 
believe that by improved economies of scale Northumberland will be able to secure 
better quality services and will have more opportunity to influence the regional and 
national policy agenda.” 

Sarah Green, Regional Director, CBI North East 

4.19. "The Regional Learning and Skills Council has met and discussed the county 
council's proposals.  With the current arrangements we deal with one local authority 
for post 16 education and training issues. With any change we would be looking for 
simplified, streamlined and cost effective ways of working. We haven't seen any other 
options for changes in Northumberland but the proposals we have seen from the 
county council could fit with the needs of our new agenda."    

Chris Roberts, Regional Director, Learning and Skills Council 

4.20. "Speaking as senior partner of a law firm in Alnwick, I fully believe that a single 
unitary council would meet the needs of both rural and urban Northumberland. It 
would be a great shame for the county if party politics prevented Government from 
being able to consider what is truly in the interests of the people of Northumberland." 

Michael Smithson, Senior Partner of law firm Smithson Clarke 

4.21. "As far as the university is concerned, we want a strong body which can represent 
the interests of Northumberland and be prepared to have a strategic relationship with 
the university. We already have relationships with Newcastle City Council and 
Gateshead Council and this structure would enable us to relate much more closely to 
Northumberland. I am particularly attracted to the possibility that we could develop 
stronger links in relation to the rural economy and business development in 
Northumberland." 

Professor Christopher Edwards, Vice Chancellor, Newcastle University 

4.22. "Northumberland Tourism supports the bid for a single unitary council for 
Northumberland. We feel one local authority would take a more strategic view of 
tourism right across the county than two separate councils could. For those of us 
seeking to promote tourism to national and international customers and support a 
tourism infrastructure, being able to deal with just one single organisation would allow 
greater efficiency and less duplication.  We have confidence in the commitment to 
tourism of a county-wide council from our dealings with Northumberland County 
Council, and although this would be a brand new authority, we believe tourism would 
continue to be a key priority." 

Mike Parker, Chairman, Northumberland Tourism 
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What residents say 

4.23. Two related pieces of work have been carried out.  Firstly, Ipsos MORI were 
commissioned to undertake a two part research study. Secondly we have drawn on 
our own recent research undertaken with local residents. 

Key findings from the Ipsos MORI Research 

4.24. Ipsos MORI undertook a telephone survey and held three half day ‘workshop’ 
discussion sessions with residents from across the county1.  The main aim of the 
research was to measure and understand current views about local government in 
Northumberland and issues about local services. It was designed to inform the 
development of proposals which would address key issues and concerns and reflect 
what residents want. 

4.25. There is strong satisfaction with the area as a place to live, but some confusion about 
current delivery of services in the county: 

• 90% are satisfied with the area as a place to live 

• 40% say they know very little or nothing about local councils and the services 
they provide 

• 35% believe there is currently just one council providing the main services in 
Northumberland 

 

4.26. People feel a strong sense of belonging to Northumberland  

• 87% feel they belong fairly or very strongly to the county of Northumberland 

• 83% feel they belong fairly or very strongly to their neighbourhood or village 

• 73% feel they belong fairly or very strongly to their district 

 

4.27. There is a lack of awareness about the possible reorganisation of local government 
in Northumberland  

• 76% say they do not know very much or know nothing about proposals for local 
government reorganisation 

• 87% agreed they would need more information on any proposals before making 
their minds up on how positive or negative change may be 

 

���������������������������������������

1 Ipsos MORI’s telephone survey was conducted between 27th November and 4th December 2006, with a 
representative sample of 1001 Northumberland residents aged 18+.  The data have been weighted by gender, age, 
working status and district to reflect the known profile of Northumberland. 

Ipsos MORI also conducted three ‘mini workshop’ discussion sessions involving a broadly representative cross-
section of residents from across the county. Further details about the workshops and their findings are available 
separately.  
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4.28. Opinion is divided about the need to change but agreement that one council would 
be less confusing and be a strong voice nationally 

• 36% feel there is a need to change from the existing two tier system to a unitary 
one 

• 34% believe there is no need to change 

• 59% strongly or tend to agree that the current system of local government is 
confusing 

• 74% agree that with a single council it would be clearer who was responsible for 
local services 

• 62% agree a single council is needed to provide a strong voice for 
Northumberland and represent the county nationally 

 

4.29. Residents think high quality services, cost of services, and responding to local 
people’s wishes are important considerations for any new structure of local 
government  

• 99% think it very/fairly important to consider the quality of services 

• 98% think it very/fairly important to consider the cost of services 

• 98% think it  a very/fairly important to consider responding to local people’s 
wishes 

 

4.30. Two key priorities for any new structure are a single point of contact and additional 
powers for councillors 

• 86% say they would like to have a single point of contact where all of their council 
queries can be answered 

• 80% would like councillors to have new powers to take up issues on behalf of 
local communities 

 

4.31. People say they would be more likely to get involved in local decision making if 
councillors had more power to get things done 

• 73% say they would be more likely to get involved if their local councillors had 
more power 

Key Findings from the People’s Panel and Belonging Communities research 

4.32. Research has also been undertaken by Northumberland County Council’s 
Consultation Team, through a postal survey issued to its People’s Panel2 (referred to 
���������������������������������������

2 The People’s Panel is comprised of 957 citizens from across Northumberland, representing all geographical areas, 
age groups, and genders. Members of the panel were mailed a survey form to complete and return.  A total of 340 
questionnaires were returned, providing a return of 36%. 

During November and December consultation staff took the council’s Mobile Information Unit out to 16 of the areas 
identified as ‘belonging communities’.  During face to face interviews, a total of 219 questionnaires were completed 
by residents who visited at the MIU.�
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below as PP) and via a  face to face survey carried out in the areas which have been 
identified as ‘belonging communities’ (referred to below as BC). The aim was to focus 
on the key issues around involvement and local decision making to help inform 
proposals for improvements or change in these areas. 

4.33. Most people are not members of any local or community groups 

• 76% of PP respondents are not members of any local groups 

• 74% of BC respondents are not members of any groups 

 

4.34. Most people do not attend any council related meetings 

• 89% of PP respondents do not attend any meetings 

• 79% of BC respondents do not attend meetings 

 

4.35. The most common current methods of involvement and feedback are written and 
phone surveys and contact with councillors 

• 30% of BC respondents had taken part in postal surveys 

• 33% of PP respondents and 25% of BC respondents had taken part in phone 
surveys 

• 20% of PP respondents and 20% of BC respondents had contact with a councillor  

 

4.36. People were most keen to get involved to an extent i.e. be informed about what is 
happening in their area and be asked about important decisions 

• 52% of PP respondents would like to be involved to this extent 

• 44% of BC respondents would like to be involved to this extent 

 

4.37. Many people would like to become more involved in the future 

• 42% of BC respondents and 37% of PP respondents would like to be more 
involved in decision making in the future 

 

4.38. The most common barriers to getting more involved were time constraints, 
uncertainty of whether it would make a difference and lack of awareness of how to 
get involved 

• Not enough time – BC 26%; PP 23% 

• Not sure it makes a difference – PP 20%; BC 15% 

• Unsure how to get involved – PP 15%; BC 14% 

 

4.39. Most people felt strongly that they would like to get involved in deciding how money 
should be spent in their local area 
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• 51% of BC respondents would like to have a say on spending money 

• 46% of PP respondents would like to have a say on this 

 

4.40. The most favoured methods for accessing council information would be a local office 
or through information points at local places e.g. shop or post office 

• 52% of PP respondents and 42% of BC respondents would like to get information 
or speak face to face to someone in a local office 

• 40% of BC respondents and 38% of PP respondents would favour provision of 
information points in local locations e.g. shop, post office, leisure centre. 

 

4.41. All of these views have fed into the service delivery model outlined in Section 5. 

 



�

$����$� � � � � �� �

5. TRANSFORMING SERVICE DELIVERY 

A set of shared ambitions – common to all services 

5.1. A unitary approach to service delivery will have significant advantages to 
customers, clients and partners as well as making it possible to achieve ‘best 
value’ outcomes.  

The single unitary council will:  

5.2. Ensure that service users benefit from consistent minimum service standards (but 
which allow for local choice and diverse needs) to ensure equality, quality, access 
and availability for all communities. Service improvement will be driven by a strategic 
approach to performance, focusing on value for money, contract management and 
procurement.  

5.3. Put an end to silo-based working; reducing duplication and risk. Services will be 
managed locally, responding to the needs and aspirations of the belonging 
communities, bringing services closer to communities. This will result in 
improvements across services – both those currently delivered by the County Council 
and by District Councils.  

5.4. Provide a ‘single door’ to services, both through an integrated customer care centre 
(dealing with the primary preferred mode of access – the telephone) and a network of 
customer centres (including through mobile and outreach facilities), ending the 
confusion on the part of the public and indeed elected members about ‘who does 
what’ and ‘who to go to for what’. The joint customer care centres initiated in the 
towns of Alnwick and Morpeth across the belonging communities, are already 
integrated within a single customer service facility. 

5.5. Support joint service delivery at both belonging and neighbourhood/area level 
through a team of ‘Choice and Voice’ managers working with locality-based service 
managers working together to plan and deliver services.  

5.6. Commission services which are sensitive to peoples’ needs. The new council will 
introduce a strong strategic focus at the heart of the single organisation that includes 
evidence - gathering resources to ensure services are planned and provided on both 
geographically and client-specific evidence of need. This will mean regional and sub-
regional partners, particularly health, are working with the council to ensure that the 
needs of rural communities do not lose out in the ‘urban dominated’ focus of the city 
region.  

5.7. Work with partners in the voluntary and community sector to reach out to 
communities who are isolated, both in the most rural areas and within the new 
migrant communities, and to develop an integrated approach to equality. 

5.8. Develop and implement strategies to raise ambition and narrow the gap, tackling 
the significant disparities in the access to housing, further education and well paid 
work.  

5.9. Develop and implement joint strategies for accessing all available funding 
streams.  A coherent and integrated policy team will dramatically enhance the new 
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Council’s prospects through accessing the regeneration funding vital to the 
revitalisation of Northumberland’s economy.  

5.10. Provide high quality expert advice on particular issues that the existing system 
cannot afford to provide, for example on planning and the conservation of buildings. 
The seven different authorities responsible for planning and regulation will be 
combined to pave the way for more effective services, making maximum use of 
technology so that applications and queries can be dealt with quickly and accurately.  

5.11. Invest in developing staff; providing more opportunities for council officers to 
develop new skills, to progress and develop both service specialisms and 
management experience; recognising the Council’s role as one of the largest 
employers in the sub region. 

5.12. Eliminate costly duplication and protracted negotiations arising from separate 
services or services dependent on complex delivery arrangements. Existing joint 
district working and inter-district working is overly dependent on goodwill. Political 
alignment is piecemeal and unable to deliver an integrated package that makes best 
use of expert knowledge and the resources available.  

5.13. Rationalise current partnership arrangements to ensure that partners can engage 
more effectively. Currently, all public sector partners are shrinking their core 
resources and are committed to partnership working, yet are hampered by seeking to 
be represented at all partnership initiatives, many times over.  

5.14. Drive service improvement through a strategic approach to performance, VFM, 
contract management and procurement ending the serious mismatch between the 
resources available and demand pressures because resources are spread absurdly 
thinly. The new council will assemble services around a single focus and then test 
the market for the most appropriate delivery models; setting a tight time frame to 
ensure that these service transformations operate in the shortest possible time 
without compromising current service quality. 

Service transformations 

5.15. Every single service will benefit from some of the changes outlined above but there 
are very specific advantages for those services that directly impact on individuals and 
their families. The new council will be able to combine corporate functions to make 
real savings that can be directed to these services. Nine examples are given below, 
with samples of detailed service statements for the major services given in Part 2 the 
Detailed Business Case. 

Transforming Adult Care 

5.16. The key strategic relationship that needs to be retained by a new unitary council is 
the relationship with the single Adult Care Trust - the first in the country. Clarity of 
accountability through a single point of access is vital. Despite some services being 
integrated a major outstanding obstacle to integration is the fragmented 
accountabilities on housing. For example friction exists around funding for 
adaptations, and processes for arranging them; reluctance among some districts to 
transfer responsibilities to the new home improvement agency.  
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5.17. A single unitary authority will address these obstacles by developing a fully integrated 
home improvement agency offering improved and streamlined services for disabled 
people; an integrated housing benefit and welfare rights function; and a single 
housing needs strategy for Supporting People. 

Transforming Children’s Services 

5.18. Obstacles currently existing to the effective delivery of Children’s Services include a 
potential risk of all seven separate councils contributing to the Safeguarding Children 
Board; current complex partnership arrangements on ‘raising attainment’ which fail to 
maximise full potential in the former coalfield areas; and planning authorities missing 
opportunities to negotiate with developers on the county’s ‘Putting the Learner First’ 
programme of capital enhancement in schools.  

5.19. Schools in Northumberland are changing and adapting to 21st century requirements 
and demands and the Northumberland Council will provide a local environment to 
significantly aid this process.  As well as the obvious management and operational 
benefits of a unitary council in terms of better service co-ordination for all children's 
services, the unitary arrangements at local level will be able to give schools an 
enhanced role in shaping their local communities and being shaped by them in turn.  
For example, the development of the all service extended school would be developed 
through the belonging community arrangements.   

5.20. Children’s Services will benefit from local integrated FACT services working closely 
with ‘Choice and Voice Managers’ to provide flexible services responsive to 
community needs in every belonging community. The streamlined use of planning 
regulations and negotiation with developers will result in the creation of additional 
community facilities in schools across the county. 

5.21. The County Council has emphasised the importance of engaging children and young 
people in the design and delivery of services.  This is achieved through the County 
Youth Forum and more recently through the election of a Young Leader and will be 
extended through the existing networks and forums envisaged in the belonging 
community areas. 

5.22. The gap between student’s performance in the former coalfield and other areas 
would be reduced and outcomes for homeless young people improved alongside 
increased access to leisure and cultural activities for looked after children. 

Transforming environmental services 

5.23. Considerable confusion exists among the public regarding the split responsibilities of 
the environmental services, for example waste collection and waste disposal. 
Moreover, the legislative frameworks of the Environmental Protection and Highways 
Acts inhibit joint working in two-tier areas.  

5.24. The two tier system has inhibited opportunities for combining cleansing and 
environmental services, with inconsistent approaches having been taken towards 
health and safety and legislative changes.  

5.25. Under a single unitary authority improvements will be made to the delivery of 
environmental services. Combined services, such as a single branded environmental 
service combining the highways service and other street scene functions, alongside 
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streamlined management and operational costs will reduce duplication and 
inefficiency. Belonging communities will be used to help influence the shape and 
timing of street and locality based services. 

Transforming highways and transport 

5.26. Highways and transportation is a key strategic issue for Northumberland. Community 
consultation consistently suggests issues of connectivity and accessibility are very 
high priorities for residents and businesses.  The strategic role of transport within 
Northumberland and the wider city region is much more likely to be successfully 
delivered by a single unitary council that has the capacity, capability, and influence to 
deliver significant change throughout the region.  The deregulated bus market 
creates particular issues in Northumberland in terms of rurality and these issues will 
be addressed as a priority by the new council by adopting a more coherent policy 
framework and integrated procurement.  The council would support this approach by 
seeking to create a network of community transport companies designed to increase 
accessibility for service users and provide best value across Northumberland. 

5.27. Multiple providers within highways and transport have led to inefficient management 
arrangements and operational inefficiencies resulting in inconsistent policies for 
subsidised transport (an issue recognised in the new transport bill, which proposes to 
deal with the problem by transferring responsibilities to counties) and confusion 
amongst the public as to who does what in a range of areas including basic issues 
such as road repairs.  The new council would create a single customer responsive 
highways and transportation service heavily integrated with environment and street 
scene services which will reduce service management and operational costs. 

Transforming planning 

5.28. Despite extensive collaboration within the planning system, under existing 
arrangements there is a level of variable performance across the 8 Local Planning 
Authorities (LPAs) (6 districts, the county and the national park). This has been the 
result of a combination of thinly spread resources, recruitment and retention 
difficulties, and concerns that collaboration equates to a loss of independence, with 
reluctance to co-operate holding back improvements that could have been made 
between districts and the county and between the districts themselves. 

5.29. Under a single unitary authority political and delegated decision making will become 
more transparent with increased speed and accountability defined. The transition to 
an efficient planning system will considerably enhance the current highly variable 
performance.  

5.30. Coherent policies that are compatible with, and influenced by, the expressed needs 
of the belonging communities will run throughout the planning system. This approach 
is in harmony with central government’s reformed proposals for the planning system. 

Transforming housing 

5.31. Under existing arrangements there has been insufficient collaboration between local 
housing authorities. This has been exacerbated by a piecemeal knowledge of the 
‘whole stock’ and a multiplicity of governance arrangements which also means that 
there is a lack of overall democratic overview or strategy.  
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5.32. A single unitary authority will create better links between housing, economic 
development and strategic planning, alongside the provision of a strategic client that 
will contribute sub-regionally; the assessment of stock management options that will 
ensure value for money; and progress made on affordable housing.  

Transforming economic development 

5.33. Strong and Prosperous Communities and the interim report of the Lyons Inquiry both 
place economic prosperity firmly at the centre of the council’s place shaping role.  
The County Council already plays a significant role in economic regeneration as both 
a strategic and delivery partner, encompassing a range of services including the 
provision and management of employment sites and premises, business support and 
inward investment services.  The County Council has a strategic relationship with the 
county’s top 100 employers. 

5.34. However, there is considerable variation in the resources, capacity and performance 
of the local authorities delivering economic regeneration across the County, partly as 
economic development is a non-statutory service. In some parts of the County, 
peripherality and the small size of the business stock limit opportunities for 
economies of scale and effective service delivery. There is also some duplication of 
activity - for example in the provision of financial and other support for new and 
existing businesses. 

5.35. The creation of a single unitary authority will provide integrated leadership and 
capacity to: 

• Strengthen local government’s leadership role in economic regeneration and 
underpin place shaping. It will transform efforts to integrate economic 
regeneration with the 14-19 agenda; with adult skills and worklessness 
programmes; and with housing, transport and spatial planning; 

• Provide a coherent framework to strengthen the relationship between local 
government and regional stakeholders including One NorthEast and GONE; and 
be ready to respond to multi-area agreements and the development of the city 
region; 

• Enable the role of the local authority as a single employer to develop local 
partnership strategies; and 

• Create and develop conditions within which the knowledge economy can flourish. 

 

5.36. A single authority will be able to use the Local Authority Business Grants Initiative 
(LABGI) much more effectively as a single pot with a concerted focus on results. 

Transforming the use of assets  

5.37. A single unitary authority will enable the most efficient provision of services through 
initiating a target driven approach to the use of assets. This will reduce overall spend, 
rationalise space in administrative buildings; reduce property running costs; and 
reduce the use of non-operational assets. £139 million will be generated in receipts 
over 5 years and opportunities for community ownership of assets in belonging 
communities will contribute to improvements in the use of assets. 
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Transforming corporate services  

5.38. There currently exists no shared approach to corporate services including the 
administration of revenue and benefits. This has been identified as an important 
issue in recent CPA reports. By eliminating duplication, a single unitary authority will 
significantly enhance corporate capacity and provide a corporate resource at the 
local level through ‘Choice and Voice’ managers; responsible for ‘convening’ the 
range of service providers in localities and co-coordinating effort, identifying 
opportunities for further efficiencies locally and at the centre. 

5.39. The principal efficiencies that will be delivered are: the roll out of electronically 
enabled government; the exploration of shared services and outsourcing including 
formal procurement to determine the extent of further achievable efficiency savings; 
for example bringing together the revenue and benefits system which will create 
efficiency savings. We estimate that around £6 million in efficiencies will be achieved 
by, for example, centralising corporate ‘back-office’ services such as human 
resources, payroll and finance as well as by improving arrangements for customer 
access to services. 
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6. TRANSFORMED ARRANGEMENTS FOR DECISION MAKING 
AND ACCOUNTABILITY 

6.1. The current governance arrangements in the county are costly, fragmented and 
confusing. The County Council has been seen as remote yet on the other hand 
district councils lack the resources to improve services. These proposals pave the 
way for much stronger leadership combined with greater accountability to, and 
connections with, local communities. There will be greater rather than less 
engagement and accountability via these new proposals. 

6.2. Local people’s views have been taken into account in designing and recommending 
these arrangements. 

Transforming decision making: 

6.3. There are five key elements: 

• Stronger and more accountable leadership through a leader with a  four year 
term; 

• Delegated responsibility for key operational services e.g. street scene, to three 
area delivery committees plus three regulatory committees for planning and 
licensing functions at the three characteristic communities level; 

• Enhanced roles for 67 front line councillors, each with a delegated budget and 
working with local community forums in the belonging communities to determine 
local priorities, supported by Choice and Voice Managers;  

• Overview and scrutiny committees at both corporate level reviewing Executive, 
county wide and sub regional issues and three area scrutiny committees 
reviewing local service delivery; and 

• Integrating partnership working so that partners’ time is best spent and focused 
on joint delivery, replacing the six district LSPs with three area partnerships with 
greater capacity to help the NSP to deliver the LAA. 

 
6.4. These arrangements sweep away a plethora of confusing forums - including the 

meetings of seven different councils. They also tackle the inefficiencies of the current 
partnership arrangements. 

The proposed governance arrangements 

The leader and cabinet 

6.5. The leader, deputy and cabinet will be appointed for a four year term. Cabinet 
members will have personal responsibilities for specific areas of service, e.g. 
children’s services, as well as cross-cutting responsibilities including service access. 
Local people will be in no doubt about who is making the decisions or representing 
their needs within the region and nationally. Cabinet members, as champions for 
particular issues, will actively seek to work with individuals with expertise to offer the 
council on specific issues for example working with a Chamber of Commerce 
representative on small business interventions.  
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6.6. The leader and cabinet will be responsible for proposing the budget and driving 
forward the policy priorities of the new council, ensuring that the transformed 
organisation delivers to its potential. They will make decisions between competing 
choices; listening to the priorities coming forward from the belonging and 
characteristic communities before resolving issues fairly. The Cabinet will work 
closely with the other partners in the public and voluntary sector via the 
Northumberland Strategic Partnership to ensure that everyone is pulling in the same 
direction, that money is not wasted and that the county is getting a fair share of 
resources from regional and central government. The NSP will continue to manage 
the effective delivery of Northumberland’s LAA. 

6.7. The cabinet will be accountable to a single council of 67 members, elected on the 
existing county council divisional boundaries. This will replace seven different elected 
local authorities and 306 councillors The number of council members enables two to 
three councillors to represent each belonging community. This proposal can be 
implemented speedily because it is based on existing county boundaries.  However, 
it would be perfectly possible at a later stage to request the Boundary Commission to 
undertake a review of councillor numbers and divisional boundaries of the new 
authority. 

6.8. This will enhance accountability via greater clarity of who is responsible and by 
better, more accessible decentralised services.  Councillors will be better at their job 
given the extra support they anticipate providing.  The Council will provide political 
leadership, a key role in developing the vision for the county; including an annual 
‘How is Northumberland doing?‘ debate and ensuring that the Cabinet is delivering to 
this vision. The Full Council will have ultimate responsibility for the council’s 
constitution, budget and policy framework and the cabinet for executive functions. 

6.9. We  envisage the new council seeking to build on the county council’s campaign to   
involve young people and children more actively in local democracy; including 
nominations for the county’s first ever Young Leader.  This post was open to 
teenagers who showed themselves committed to acting as the voice of the county’s 
children and young people.  Young people were invited to nominate themselves and 
submit manifestos on issues of importance to them, and children and young people 
voted in their thousands ‘Big Brother’ style online and by text.  The 15 year old Young 
Leader was elected in a formal event.  The Young Leader will be invited to work with 
a team of young people who will actively shadow the cabinet.  

Transforming decision making at the characteristic community 

6.10. But strong political leadership at the county-wide level alone is not enough.  The 
proposed decentralisation of decision making will address this.  

6.11. Each characteristic community will have an area partnership comprising councillors 
drawn from the area, key partners and community representatives. The role of the 
area partnership will be to:  

• Develop strategies for the characteristic area – e.g. on culture and young 
people’s services 

• Determine community safety priorities 

• Consider and help develop strategies for the community management of assets 

• Receive the plans and proposals from the belonging communities 
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• Stimulate community action in any parts of the belonging communities where 
there is no developed infrastructure 

• Deliver delegated aspects of the LAA 

 

6.12. To further enhance the Council’s capacity to work at a local level we propose the 
establishment of three area committees responsible for a range of services including: 

• Open spaces, parks, play areas, rights of way 

• Street services, clean, green traffic management 

• Young peoples services and community facilities – village halls, libraries, 
community centres 

• Housing management 

 

6.13. Local management of these services will be overseen by an area committee of up to 
10 councillors representing the area. They will be supported by one of the three 
executive directors, area service managers and Choice and Voice Managers. 

6.14. Councillor representatives will be expected to interface with other local members to 
ensure local concerns are brought to the attention of the area delivery committee and 
to the Cabinet as needed. 

Transforming decision making in the belonging communities 

6.15. Representative and community based democracy will go hand in hand in 
Northumberland’s belonging communities. 

6.16. Front line councillors will also be supported in their ward based work through the 
network of representation in the community forums of the 25 belonging 
communities working closely with representatives from partner agencies, the 
voluntary and community sector and local residents.  

6.17. Frontline councillors will be the advocates and brokers for their belonging 
community. They will each have a small investment budget that can be used to 
match fund initiatives being developed with residents and community bodies in the 
locality to meet specific local needs and in a way that empowers local people. 

6.18. The other main focus for partnership governance at the belonging communities level 
will be a network of Community Forums, using existing networks where they exist. 
These will vary in structure and scope to reflect the needs and characteristics of each 
area and also so they could build on existing structures that might already be there 
such as the Community Action Partnerships (CAPs) in Wansbeck or North Tyne and 
Redesdale Partnership. 

6.19. There is no ‘one size’ for a community forum but they will all: 

• Consult and involve residents and produce a community plan, that identifies local 
issues, agree priorities and propose action feeding proposals into the LAA 

• Provide an opportunity for residents and community organisations to work with 
their Ward Councillors in tackling local priorities 
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6.20. The community forums in belonging communities, linking with the work of the three 

area committees at characteristic level will be supported by a team of Choice and 
Voice Managers who are responsible for providing a link between the corporate 
centre and characteristic and belonging communities and for supporting local 
engagement and service integration. 

6.21. We will also support the existing network of parish and neighbourhood governance 
arrangements including existing parish councils and neighbourhood management. 

6.22. Where there is local support we will encourage the creation of town and parish 
councils in areas which are currently unparished.  We believe that in south-east 
Northumberland there is great potential for the development of town councils which 
are co-terminous with our proposed belonging communities.  In these areas we 
envisage that Quality Parish Councils could assume responsibility for shaping and 
delivering a range of local services and provide an opportunity for more local people 
to become involved in the democratic process.  In such areas town councils would, in 
effect, be the local community forum. 

Transforming regulatory services  

6.23. Responsibility for planning will be held at two levels. The cabinet will be responsible 
for ensuring that there is real integration between the strategic planning and the local 
development frameworks to produce a single community plan aligned with the 
council’s corporate plan and a single LDF. The Cabinet would be in a position to 
enact the changes being proposed by Government in the White Paper and the 
Barker review, for example for cabinet to have a role in determining major planning 
applications, drawing on the involvement of local councillors in the characteristic 
communities. Each characteristic community will have a regulatory committee 
covering planning, development control and licensing (replacing the highly 
inefficient system of six district planning committees).  

6.24. The new council will embrace the proposed reforms to the planning white paper 
being developed nationally as a result of the White Paper and the Barker review. The 
explicit intention is to ensure that the rights of local residents to represent their 
concerns (and for local councillors to make a case on behalf of residents on 
applications that do not directly affect their own wards) are matched with the need for 
clear accountability and speedy decisions. 

Transforming scrutiny 

6.25. Effective scrutiny is needed at all levels of decision making. Scrutiny committees will 
exist at both association and characteristic level and membership of all committees 
will include community representatives. 

6.26. Three scrutiny committees are proposed at Association level responsible for 
overseeing decisions of the Council Executive and key public sector partners. The 
functional responsibilities of these committees will reflect the proposed management 
structure based on ‘people’, ‘place’ and ‘performance’. Health scrutiny will be 
interpreted into the remit of the ‘people’ scrutiny committee  

6.27. Each characteristic community will have a scrutiny committee which will both present 
the long term needs of the characteristic communities to the cabinet as well as 
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championing the needs of diverse communities. They will review issues that are of 
top significance in those communities, holding the council and other public agencies 
to account for improvements; examples might range from ensuring adequate access 
to maternity care in rural Northumberland to improving access to well paid work 
opportunities in the South East. 

Transforming partnership working 

6.28. The Northumberland Strategic Partnership is recognised as having been a success. 
The new Council will strengthen multi-agency working through its support to the NSP 
as the single LSP for Northumberland. The potential of the LAA will be maximised 
through effective partner engagement.  In particular a strengthened NSP can 
respond to the regionalisation of key partners to secure a more effective engagement 
of business.  The Partnership is already chaired by a business leader and the 
proposed Business Forum would enable the skills, enthusiasm and networks of those 
currently involved in business support and skills and those involved in the North East 
Chamber of Commerce and other business led organisations to work jointly with the 
NSP on key strategic issues; as well as helping to ensure that Northumberland’s 
voice is heard in regional and national arenas. The stronger links between Leader 
and Cabinet of the new council will further strengthen the strategic focus of the NSP.  

6.29. The current confused picture of six district based LSPs trying to deliver aspects of the 
Local Area Agreement has resulted in most experiencing severe capacity issues. 
They have not had the capacity to talk directly to local people or had the resources to 
drive through real change. Partner agencies have struggled to try to service so many 
different partnerships.  There are notable exceptions particularly in those areas 
benefiting from neighbourhood renewal funding (e.g. the Wansbeck Initiative) and the 
intention is to build on their success but focus the effort primarily in the belonging 
communities (e.g. Newbiggin Life)   

6.30. The partnership and elected member decision making will be closely synchronised. 
Councillors from the area committee will convene, but not necessarily chair, the Area 
Partnership. 

Transforming corporate management 

6.31. There are currently seven chief executives and 37 director posts across the county 
council and the 6 district councils. This cumbersome and costly structure will be 
replaced by a single corporate management team, headed by a Chief Executive and 
comprising three Executive Directors, one of whom will have deputising status. 
These will each be responsible for one of the three strands of the new corporate 
management model: Performance, Place and People. Each executive director will 
also have responsibility for ensuring service transformation in one of the three 
characteristic communities.  

6.32. The Corporate Management Team (CMT) will be completed by the appointment of a 
Strategic Advisor – Transition on a fixed term basis. This person would have 
responsibility for developing and implementing the organisational and cultural change 
strategy for the new organisation.  

6.33. The jointly appointed Director of Adult Services will sit on the Management Team.  



�

$�� �$� � � � � �� �

6.34. The team will be supported by ten Divisional Directors will collectively form a senior 
Leadership Team whose roles will be specifically to deliver change management 
strategies in the following functional areas of :  

• School and family support 

• Special needs and community support 

• Adult care services 

• Fire and community safety 

• Local services 

• Customer and Library services 

• Strategic services 

• Policy and partnerships 

• Business management 

• Shared services  

 

6.35. The new council will be much better equipped to attract, retain and develop the 
necessary expertise and capacity to be innovative. The council will from the outset, 
invest in a significant culture change strategy, building on work already underway 
with the IDeA and through the Leadership Centre for Local Government, to ensure 
that all council staff understand their role to be citizen focused not provider focused 
and to support elected members in their community leadership role. 
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Cost base

Duplicated systems / 
interfaces

Multiple costs of being 
in business

Multiple customer 
interfaces

Multiple locations

Status quo

Cost base
Cost base

Cost base

Enhanced 2-tier Multiple unitaries Single unitary

Customer experience

Shared services
Some shared locations
Some shared ‘admin’
functions
Common front office

Multiple costs of being 
in business

Duplicated systems / 
interfaces

Residual costs from 
partial solutions

Shared services
Some shared locations
Some shared ‘admin’
functions
Common front office
Consolidate district 
services 

Shared services –
front & back office 
Shared locations
Shared ‘admin’
functions
Common front office
Consolidate all district 
services 
Eradicate duplicated 
cost of being in 
business

Multiple costs of being 
in business

Duplicated systems / 
interfaces

Residual costs from 
partial solutions

Requirement to 
implement medium to 

long term solutions

7. AFFORDABILITY  

Risk Assessments  

7.1. County Council officers have undertaken a risk assessment of potential options 
(single unitary, two unitaries and enhanced two-tier) against the White Paper’s 
criteria for reorganisation.  This clearly concluded that the single unitary council best 
meets the Government’s requirements for structural change.  A chart summarising 
the risk assessments can be found in Part 2 the Detailed Business Case. 

Value for Money 

7.2. Moving from seven separate authorities to one unitary council will lead to both 
financial and non-financial benefits which will provide an opportunity for a step 
change in service provision and value for money in Northumberland. 

7.3. The chart below demonstrates that the creation of a single unitary offers more value 
for money than any other option. 

 

�
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7.4. The risks and benefits of integration and transition activity needed to deliver a single 
unitary authority have been analysed.  The financial and non-financial benefits are 
set out in the table below. 

 Impact 

Key improvement area Financial Non-financial 

Reduced costs of being in 
business 

Reduced cost of political 
management structures 

One chief executive and 
management team in place 
of seven 

More focused leadership 

Greater focus on what 
matters to communities 

Clearer accountability and 
more transparency about 
who is responsible 

Enhanced ability to 
represent Northumberland 
regionally and nationally 

Consolidation of district 
services 

Reduced management 
overhead 

Reduced need for formal 
forums and partnerships 
which currently drive cross-
district work 

Standardisation of 
processes across the 
county, focusing on what 
works, to drive up 
performance 

Greater equity and 
consistency in provision 
across the county 

Better customer experience 

Realisation of synergies 
between district and county 
services 

Ability to operate more 
efficiently, such as joined 
up street cleansing and 
environmental services 

Reduced management 
overhead and operational 
inefficiencies due to 
multiple providers 

Reduced need for formal 
forums and partnerships 
which currently drive cross-
district work 

Joined up delivery with 
clearer leadership and 
public accountability for 
success 

Shared investment and 
best practice accelerate 
performance improvement 

More coherent response to 
legislative and social 
change, such as on 
recycling and planning 
issues 

Sharing back office 
functions 

Economies of scale, with 
resources and capacity 
released to the front line. 

Back office services which 
are proportionate to front 
office delivery 

Efficient procurement Ability to use purchasing 
power to leverage more 
efficient provision 

Use of standard 
procurement approaches 
which work and reduce 

More co-ordinated client 
side will ensure a clearer 
focus on delivering 
improved performance 
across Northumberland 
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 Impact 

Key improvement area Financial Non-financial 

costs, such as procurement 
cards 

A single client monitoring 
purchasing, in place of 
seven 

Rationalisation of property Capital receipts to fund 
future investment 

Ending duplication of 
accommodation provided 
for back office services 

Optimised value through 
procurement of estate 
management and repair 

Reduced running costs and 
liabilities 

Contact points at the most 
appropriate level, whether 
that is in communities or at 
a central location 

Improved access to 
services 

�

7.5. We have used our financial model to fully evaluate the costs and benefits of unitary 
government.  We have benchmarked our costs against comparators to ensure that 
our estimates are achievable and realistic.  Some of the key financial efficiencies we 
anticipate generating through unitary government are: 

• A reduction in the costs of being in business by 10% compared to two tier 
working, equivalent to a saving of over £4 million per annum.  This is net of the 
cost of additional innovations which will strengthen leadership and communities. 

• Further efficiencies of 10% in environment, planning and housing through 
consolidation of district services and synergies with existing county services: this 
is equivalent to an annual saving of almost £3 million. 

 
7.6. The costs of transition are estimated to be around £18 million.  Our model indicates 

that these transition costs will be recovered within three years.  These costs 
comprise: 

• Redundancy costs of around £13 million, related to delivering being in business 
savings and employee related efficiencies across services; 

• Transition costs of around £5 million, including the costs of recruitment and 
project management. 

 
7.7. In addition, moving to a single unitary council will provide the opportunity to review 

the level of Council Tax in Northumberland.  In 2006/07, the gap between the highest 
and lowest Council Tax level was £64 for a Band D property.  A unitary authority 
would, by delivering services more efficiently, equalise Council Tax at the lowest 
level without compromising services to local communities. 
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The Financial Case for Change  

7.8. This proposal argues that the County can deliver the proposed blueprint for unitary 
local government, whilst simultaneously providing a more cost efficient service. 
This will be achieved by streamlining management functions and combining back 
office services through shared service arrangements. 

7.9. The council has costed the impact of creating a single corporate centre and focusing 
service delivery at the belonging communities level. It has also factored in related 
partnering costs, as well as the extra investment required to bring the current 
‘weak’ District functions up to national standards.  

7.10. Significant economies of scale will be achieved in the delivery of services by 
bringing the six District and County Council functions into one anticipated 
management structure, with ‘front office’ services delivered at the level of belonging 
communities. Further extensive economies will be obtained through shared back 
office functions such as IT, payroll and finance.  

7.11. The expectation is that net savings will be achieved, excluding transition costs, of 
around £9m by year 2 increasing to annual net savings of about £17m by year 4.  

7.12. Transition costs to be incurred between the base year (2007/08) and the end of Year 
1 (2009/10; transition year being 2008/09) are estimated to be approximately £18m. 
These costs include project management costs, set up costs and shadow running 
costs. It should be noted that the level of this cost is very sensitive to the age and 
service profile and displaced staff, which is not known at this stage. 

7.13. Based on the assumptions made, the payback on moving to a single County Unitary 
is expected to be achieved in under three years from commencement of the new 
authority with significant annual savings after this period. 

7.14. All transition costs can be met from current reserves and extra central government 
funding will not be required.  

7.15. The aim is to ensure that the new Unitary’s tax band is no higher than the current 
lowest total Council tax in Northumberland. The current District Council tax rates 
are broadly similar and the significant overall savings expected to be achieved 
through the creation of a single Unitary, enable the new Council to ensure that this is 
an attractive and affordable solution for the Northumberland public. 
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8. ENSURING A SMOOTH TRANSITION   

8.1. Our proposals reflect a commitment to use reorganisation to create a new council for 
Northumberland that is efficient, effective and responsive to communities. 

8.2. Consequently our transition plan is designed both to enable a seamless transition 
and to transform the way the council works and delivers its services.  To guide this 
process we have 4 key objectives: 

• To create a totally new council which is different and better than what went 
before; 

• To have a clear long-term vision of what we want to achieve in order to influence 
short term decisions; 

• To develop political and management structures that can deliver modern local 
government; and 

• From the outset to have clear proposals on how we will transform working 
practice and service delivery. 

 

8.3. The most effective transition from two tier to unitary local government in 
Northumberland will be achieved with a single unitary council.  Incorporating current 
district council services and activities with county council functions into the one 
council with a decentralised structure will be more straightforward than 
disaggregation of major services such as Childrens and Adults, without the need for 
joint boards. 

8.4. The main phases will be as follows: 

Creating the Vision Transition Delivering 
Transformation 

Government announces 
outcome of review 
 
Joint implementation 
Groups established 
 
Prepare transition plan 

Shadow elections 
Approve transition plan 
Appoint Chief Executive 
and Senior Management 
Prepare staff and asset 
transfers, decentralisation 
programme and service 
transformation plans 
Renegotiate contracts 
Set first year budget 

New  council established 
Staff and asset 
transferred 
Prepare corporate 
strategy 
Implement new contracts 
Establish ‘external 
commission’ 

        2007                                          2008                                        2009 
�

8.5. A key element to the transition process will be the operation of collaborative forums. 

8.6. Overall responsibility for guiding the process will rest with the Member Steering 
Group chaired by the Leader of the County Council, it will include leaders of the 
Opposition and District Council Leaders.  The Steering Group will oversee the 
development of the transition plan prior to the election of the Shadow Cabinet. 

�
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• The Joint Implementation Group, chaired by the County Council’s Chief Executive 
will involve District Council Chief Executives and key public sector partners and 
will produce the Transition Plan; 

• Once the Shadow Cabinet has approved the Transition Plan, it will direct the 
Chief Executive of the County Council to implement the Plan; 

• The table below summarises the anticipated transition timetable. 

 

October 2006 – 
January 2007 

Development of proposals 
Preparation and submission of bid 

March – June 2007 Transition Planning 

May 2007 District Council Elections 

July 2007 Final announcement 

July 2007 Transition period commences 

May 2008 Shadow elections 

June – December 2008 Appointment of Chief Executive and Chief Officers 

Dec – March 2009 Close down of district and county councils 

April 2009 Implementation of new arrangements 
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9. SHARING THE LEARNING 

9.1. This proposal is based on a commitment to ensure that all aspects of the service and 
decision making transformations are best in class; the new council’s leadership team 
will: 

• Learn from best practice in Northumberland’s existing communities, drawing on 
those initiatives which have gained national recognition e.g. through the Beacon 
council scheme; 

• Learn from existing unitary models. The Council will seek to find a ‘service buddy’ 
from progressive unitaries who might advise and support individual service 
transformations. We will also participate in a national learning programme that 
might exist to share strategies as planning and implementation get under way. 
There is no point in reinventing the wheel on a range of issues from modern 
employment practices to integrating street management and highways services to 
name but two; and 

• Learn from previous reorganisations and design the transition strategy taking into 
account the known pitfalls and the anticipated risks. 

 
9.2. Above all, the new Council’s leadership team will take into account the messages 

received from local residents that the ‘proof‘ is in the doing and assuring that services 
are genuinely community led. So this submission will close by repeating the offer 
made at the start of this proposal. The new Northumberland Council will appoint a 
panel of local residents who will take us to account if we do not deliver. 
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10. EXPLORING OTHER OPTIONS 

10.1. The Government has made it clear that ‘the status quo is not an option in two-tier 
areas’. The alternatives to a single unitary model for the county have been explored 
through a risk analysis exercise, and the NCC is convinced that neither a 2-unitary 
model nor an enhanced 2-tier model will deliver the same level of benefit or produce 
a sustainable solution. Indeed our costings show that a two council model would cost 
up to £21 million more than a single council option. 

10.2. There has been progress on joint service delivery between districts and between the 
county and districts; however as the service transformations included in part 2 
demonstrate, they are slow, cumbersome, overly dependent on good will and do not 
enable the service redesign that is required to take place. 

10.3. A key strength of a single council for Northumberland is that it recognises the 
interdependence of the belonging communities. It is our view that as far as 
practicable, local authority areas should be socially and economically coherent, 
matching the way of life in a mobile society. This is particularly important for effective 
planning and transport, but applies equally to other services.  Whether an authority is 
resolving people’s housing problems, settling the pattern of schools or providing care 
for families and individuals, it is more likely to meet people’s requirements and make 
most effective use of resources if its responsibility extends over the whole area that 
includes people’s homes, their schools and work places, their shopping destinations 
and the places they go to for entertainment and recreation.  A single unitary council 
would have the capacity to respond to the various communities of Northumberland 
created by the complex pattern of people’s working and social lives. 

 
 

 


