
 

REPORT TO COUNCIL 
Date of Meeting: 9th January 2025 

Report of: Chief Executive  

Title: Council's initial response to the English Devolution White Paper 

Is this a Key Decision?  

No  

Is this an Executive or Council Function? 

Council 

1. What is the report about? 

1.1 This report sets out the council’s initial response to the English Devolution White 

Paper with reference to Combined Authorities and Local Government Reorganisation and 

seeks agreement from Council to indicate this council’s intention to seek unitary status for 

Exeter.  

2. Recommendations:  

That Council agrees:  

 

1) To support the submission of a Letter of Intent to government by 10 January 2025 

which indicates this council’s opposition to any future proposal for one unitary council for 

Devon and expresses Exeter’s intention to submit interim plans for unitary status for 

Exeter once we receive the Invitation from Government.  

2)  To support work with other neighbouring authorities to bring forward a Mayoral 

Strategic Authority which may cover the areas of Devon and Cornwall with a unitary 

Exeter as a constituent member.  

That Council notes: 

3)  That the geography of the proposed unitary council for Exeter will be set out in the 

interim plan to be submitted to government in March 2025, after due consideration and 

agreement by Council. 

4) That the Leader of the Council will work collaboratively with the Leaders of the other 

political groups on the Council as plans develop, ahead of proposals being brought 

formally to members. This Council will also work collaboratively, as much as is possible, 

with other local councils on the development of proposals going forward in the interest of 

Exeter and Devon as whole.  

3. Reasons for the recommendation: 

3.1 To advise Government of Exeter’s intention to submit plans to become a unitary 

council to enable Exeter to better co-ordinate public service delivery, drive regeneration 



and economic growth and strengthen community leadership and identity, in service of the 

city and wider region. 

4. What are the resource implications including non-financial resources 

4.1 If the recommendations in this report are agreed, the Strategic Management Board 

will lead the development of interim plans for the creation of a unitary Exeter council, to 

be submitted in March 2025.  

Previous experience suggests that this would involve very substantial effort in data 

collection, research, analysis, and case preparation to ensure the robustness of the case 

being submitted. 

Members are asked to note that there will be an impact on existing work and priorities, 

and these will be identified by the Strategic Management Team, with any possible 

mitigation, for discussion with the relevant portfolio holders and members more widely.  

5. Section 151 Officer comments: 

5.1 There are no financial implications arising from approval of the recommendations. If 

the Council is invited to submit a bid, then any funding required to support the delivery of 

a bid will be assessed and a further request made to Council for a budget to support that 

work. 

6. What are the legal aspects? 

6.1 The statutory provisions for the creation of unitary authorities is set out in the Local 

Government and Public Involvement in Health Act 2007 which provides for the Secretary 

of State to invite or allow county or district authorities to submit proposals for restructuring 

into unitary authorities. Reorganisation can involve the reorganisation of a county council, 

a district council, or a group of district councils into one or more unitary authorities. The 

process involves consultation with affected parties and may also include taking advice 

from the Local Government Boundary Commission for England in appropriate cases. Any 

restructuring order must be approved by both Houses of Parliament. 

The white paper makes it clear that reorganisation of local government should not delay 

devolution, and both processes are seen as complementary. 

7. Monitoring Officer’s comments: 

7.1 Members will note the proposals set out in this report concerning the submission of an 

expression of interest to government by 10 January 2025. The urgency of this report is 

due to the fact that the Government has invited those local authorities interested in 

quickly progressing devolution and local government reorganisation to express their 

interest in doing so by 10 January 2025 with the intention of postponing this year’s local 

elections to 2026. Given that Devon County Council has indicated publicly that they 

intend to do so, it is essential that Exeter City Council expresses its own interests in 

bidding for unitary status, provided members wish to do so, so that the Government is 

aware of the ambitions of Exeter City Council.  



8. Report Details: 

8.1 On 16th December 2024, all council Leaders received a letter from Jim McMahon, 

Minister of State for Local Government and English Devolution. The letter announced the 

publication of the English Devolution White Paper and set out the Government’s 

ambitions to transfer power out of Westminster through devolution and to fix the 

foundations of Local Government. The full content of the letter can be found at Appendix 

A and the full White Paper can be found on the Government’s website (English 

Devolution White Paper - GOV.UK).     

The key points are set out below:  

Devolution 

In the new devolution framework, all combined authorities will be referred to as Strategic 

Authorities. There will be three types of Strategic Authority:  

1. Foundation Strategic Authorities – non-mayoral Combined Authorities (CA), Level 2 

County Combined Authorities (CCA), or any local authorities designated as a 

Strategic Authority without a mayor.  

2.  Mayoral Strategic Authorities – Greater London Authority, Mayoral Combined 

Authorities (MCA) and Mayoral Combined County Authorities (MCCA).  

3. Established Mayoral Strategic Authorities – any Mayoral Strategic Authorities that 

meet specific criteria, having had a directly elected mayor for at least 18 months. 

Initially these will be North East, South Yorkshire, West Yorkshire, West Midlands, 

Greater Manchester, and Liverpool City Region Strategic Authorities.  

The White Paper restates Government’s ambition that all areas will ultimately have a 

Mayoral Strategic Authority. In two-tier areas, government will only establish CCAs for an 

interim period. This will mean the end of two-tier areas. 

The Secretary of State will be given the power to create a Strategic Authority by 

ministerial directive where local consensus cannot be achieved. 

Local Government Reorganisation 

Councils in all 21 two-tier areas will be expected to reorganise over this Parliament and 

the next. The Government intends reorganisation to happen in a phased approach, with 

the first new unitary councils expected before the end of this Parliament. 

The Government has set an expectation that new unitary councils should be based on a 

population size of at least 500,000 but has indicated it will consider smaller unitary 

councils on an exceptional basis where there is evidence that this would make sense for 

a local area. 

The Government has indicated that it will prioritise areas where reorganisation can unlock 

devolution. The Government will not impose reorganisation on any areas but it will write 

to all principal councils imminently and encourage initial proposals to be submitted 

quickly. 

Other announcements 

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


The White Paper sets out the Government’s intention to reform local audit and rebuild the 

wider assurance and early warning system for local government. This will include closing 

the Office for Local Government (Oflog). 

There will be a mandatory code of conduct for councillors to ensure consistency and 

establish a higher minimum standard across all local authorities. The White Paper also 

includes several measures intended to support and develop elected members including 

seeking views on proposals to enable elected members to attend council meetings 

remotely and removal of the requirement to publish an elected member’s home address.  

Timing of elections  

The Minister of State has recognised that for some areas, the timing of elections will 

affect their planning for devolution, particularly alongside devolution. In response to this, 

he is minded to lay secondary legislation to postpone local council elections from May 

2025 to May 2026. He has stated that he will only do this where it will help an area to 

deliver both reorganisation and devolution within the most ambitious timeframe. 

In order to lay the relevant legislation to postpone elections, he has asked upper tier 

councils to submit their request to postpone elections on or before Friday 10th January 

2025. The request must set out how postponing the election would enable the council to 

make progress with reorganisation and devolution as quickly as possible.  

Exeter’s position and proposed way forward 

Until the announcement of the White Paper, the council had been working with Devon 

County Council and Devon District Councils to pave the way towards the creation of a 

Devon and Torbay Combined County Authority. A Statutory Instrument was laid in 

parliament (‘Devon and Torbay Combined County Authority Regulations 2024) to 

bring this into force.   

Following the publication of the White Paper, Devon County Council has indicated that 

they will be applying to Government to postpone elections due to take place in May in 

order to develop plans for devolution and local government reorganisation – with 

reference to a single unitary council for Devon.  

Exeter City Council considers that the potential creation of a unitary Devon council would 

not be in the best interests of the residents of Exeter nor the wider area. The needs and 

priorities of an urban area like Exeter is likely to be lost amongst the range of issues 

facing the largely rural county of Devon which could potentially lead to a reduction in 

Exeter’s ability to continue to drive growth for Exeter and Devon.  

Subject to the agreement of members, the council will send a letter of intent to 

Government expressing our intention to submit plans for a Unitary Exeter within a 

potential Devon and Cornwall Strategic Authority. As part of this process, there will be 

opportunities for the council to proactively engage with neighbouring authorities and the 

County Council, to demonstrate a joined-up strategy to articulate the clear benefits of 

working together as a cohesive area to address strategic opportunities and challenges. 

The letter of intent will set out the council’s significant achievements to date and the 

opportunities provided by unitary status for enhancing the city’s status as a regional 

https://eur02.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.legislation.gov.uk%2Fukdsi%2F2024%2F9780348266184%2Fcontents&data=05%7C02%7Cmike.bomford%40devon.gov.uk%7C1f6ee6e51e00439b298208dd0ee1d34d%7C8da13783cb68443fbb4b997f77fd5bfb%7C0%7C0%7C638683085293206579%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJFbXB0eU1hcGkiOnRydWUsIlYiOiIwLjAuMDAwMCIsIlAiOiJXaW4zMiIsIkFOIjoiTWFpbCIsIldUIjoyfQ%3D%3D%7C0%7C%7C%7C&sdata=ylwdMrR3NaajY5rC8IHKqSpTpPd3TegXD0gcifpka30%3D&reserved=0


economic driver that will drive the Industrial Strategy in Devon to both generate growth 

and more effectively connect with citizens and communities. 

The letter will set out the council’s clear commitment to work, as much as possible, with 

other Devon councils to develop proposals that are in the best interests of residents, the 

city of Exeter and the wider region of Devon.  

Timetable 

Ministers intend to formally invite unitary proposals in January 2025, asking for interim 

plans to be submitted in March 2025. The timescale for submission of the final plans will 

be confirmed when the invitation for unitary proposals is issued by the Government later 

this month.  

New unitary will go live in April 2027 or April 2028  and will be dependent on the capacity 

and timelines for delivery. 

9. How does the decision contribute to the Council’s Corporate Plan? 

9.1 Approval of this recommendation will contribute to leading a well-run council.  

10. What risks are there and how can they be reduced? 

10.1 Devon County Council will be asking the Government to cancel county elections this 

May so that that a deeper devolution deal for Devon can be explored and the County can 

lead local discussions about Local Government Reorganisation.  

If Exeter City Council does not set out its intentions to Government at the same time as 

Devon County Council, the Government may consider that Devon’s proposal is the only 

option on the table.  

In turn, this would mean that it would be less likely that the economic benefits of the city 

could be shared more widely across rural and coastal communities.  

11. Equality Act 2010 (The Act)  

11.1 Under the Act’s Public Sector Equalities Duty, decision makers are required to 

consider the need to: 

• eliminate discrimination, harassment, victimisation, and any other prohibited conduct; 

• advance equality by encouraging participation, removing disadvantage, taking 

account of disabilities and meeting people’s needs; and 

• foster good relations between people by tackling prejudice and promoting 

understanding. 

11.2 In order to comply with the general duty, authorities must assess the impact on 

equality of decisions, policies, and practices. These duties do not prevent the authority 

from reducing services where necessary, but they offer a way of developing proposals 

that consider the impacts on all members of the community. 

11.3 In making decisions the authority must take into account the potential impact of that 

decision in relation to age, disability, race/ethnicity (includes Gypsies and Travellers), sex 

and gender, gender identity, religion and belief, sexual orientation, pregnant women and 



new and breastfeeding mothers, marriage, and civil partnership status in coming to a 

decision. 

11.4 In recommending this proposal no potential impact has been identified on people 

with protected characteristics as determined by the Act because the report is stating the 

council’s intent at this stage.  

12. Carbon Footprint (Environmental) Implications:   

12.1 No direct carbon/environment impacts arising from the recommendation. The 

recommendation is stating the council’s intent at this stage.  

13. Are there any other options? 

13.1 The alternative option is that the council does not set out its intentions to 

Government by 10th January 2025. However, Devon County Council has stated that they 

will be asking the Government to postpone elections in May so that they can develop 

plans for devolution and local government reorganisation. Other local district councils are 

also submitting letters to the Government by 10th January. 

 

 Bindu Arjoon, Chief Executive    

Local Government (Access to Information) Act 1972 (as amended) 

Background papers used in compiling this report:- 

English Devolution White Paper 

Letter from Minister of State for Local Government and English Devolution 

Contact for enquires:  
Democratic Services (Committees) 
Room 4.36 
01392 265275 
 


