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YOUR REGION, YOUR CHOICE WHITE PAPER

1.

INTRODUCTION

11

1.2

The White Paper, which runs to over 100 pages, was published in
May 2002. A summary is attached as Appendix 1.

The White Paper does not include specific consultative requirements in
terms of a deadline or views on individual proposals. General comments
are invited. This report is intended to give Cabinet the opportunity to
debate the White Paper and decide what views it wishes to make.

THE PROPOSALS

2.1

2.2

2.3

The Government intends to move gradually to an elected system of
regional government in England. Eventually they intend there to be 8
assemblies based on the existing Government Office areas, in our area
the GOSE boundaries. However, no region will be forced to have an
elected assembly.

Before an elected regional assembly can be established, a referendum
must be held and a ‘yes’ vote by a simple majority obtained. The
Government will determine in each region when the time is right by
‘assessing the level of public interest’. In two tier local government areas,
a review of the structure of local government will be undertaken in
advance to determine the appropriate form of ‘unitary’ local government to
be implemented upon the successful outcome of the regional assembly
referendum. The number of members to be elected to the new Assembly
will range between 25 and 35. They will be elected partly by geographical
representation topped up with a form of proportional representation
(Additional Member System).

The main functions of the assemblies are envisaged to be:

economic development

skills and employment

land use and regional planning

housing

transport

arts, toursim and sport

public health

rural policy

environmental protection, biodiversity and waste
crime reduction



3.1

3.2

3.3

3.4

SOME ISSUES
DEVOLUTION OR CENTRALISATION?

The White Paper states that, “Almost all the elected assemblies’ functions
will be taken from central government and not from local government”.
However, this does not seem to be consistent with the insistence that any
regional assembly must be preceded by a review of the local government
structure. There is also evidence from other recent proposals, eg on
planning to support the view that powers will actually be taken from local
government.

DEMOCRACY AND ACCOUNTABILITY

Generally the addition of a democratic element to the current regional
structures, which already exercise control over large and growing budgets,
appears something to be welcomed. However, there must be severe
doubts as to whether a regional assembly of 35 members for a population
of 8m, combined with a possible reduction in local government
accountability, really does address the issue of a ‘democratic deficit’.

SCALE AND TIMING

The White Paper envisages that there will be at least one ‘yes’ referendum
held during the current parliament. This is generally expected to be held
in the North East where there is a largely unitary structure and a measure
of popular support. However, even if this is the case, the earliest date for
an assembly to be up and running is probably 2006 or 2007. Early
discussions in the South East, with a population of 8m compared to the
North East’'s 2.6m and a largely two-tier structure, do not indicate any
widespread support for a regional assembly. This appears to be
supported by a Mori survey canvassed by Hampshire County Council
which indicates that only 35% of residents support the idea. Although
some commentators expect this to change if regional assemblies are
successfully implemented elsewhere, there appears little prospect of a
regional assembly in the South East in this decade.

THE UNITARY QUESTION

New Forest District Council has a very strong argument to be a unitary
council. It was recommended to be so in the last reorganisation review. It
is the second largest district in the country. It shares boundaries with
other important public agencies, not least the Primary Care Trust. It has a
very strong identity. It is a key player in the emerging Local Strategic
Partnership. However there is certainly no guarantee that it would be
granted unitary status in any future structure in the South East. There will
also be considerable disruption and cost attributable to any overall review
of the government structure prior to a regional assembly. Therefore, given
the likely timetable above, there is perhaps an even stronger argument for
building a current good relationship with other local members of the local
government family, particularly Hampshire County Council, the Town and
Parish Councils of the New Forest and neighbouring authorities, and
making these relationships work rather than being distracted by
hypothetical structural debates.



4.

FINANCIAL CONSIDERATIONS

4.1 There are no immediate financial implications for the District Council. If
approved, regional assemblies are to be funded primarily by Central
Government grant to meet their direct funding costs estimated to be
around £25m pa. This will be in addition to the programme expenditure
they will supervise (estimated at £349m for the North East and covering
items such as housing capital allocations).

4.2 The white paper also states that, “people in any region with an elected
assembly should make some contribution towards its running costs” and
“will expect (by precept on local authorities) council tax payers to
contribute the equivalent of around five pence per week for a Band D
council tax payer”. An elected assembly will also be allowed to set a
higher precept within the region to fund additional spending if it is
considered desirable, although some capping regime will be put in place.
Capital expenditure will generally be funded by central government grant
although borrowing powers will be given “to fund capital expenditure where
they (the Assembly) can afford to finance it from their revenue budgets.”

A PARISH COUNCIL VIEW

51 The District Council has formally received one comment on these
proposals, from Lyndhurst Parish Council. The Parish Council is not in
agreement with the proposals, feels they are a retrograde step for local

democracy and believe the opportunity for local input will be removed from
the grass roots community.

ENVIRONMENT AND CRIME AND DISORDER IMPLICATIONS

6.1 None immediate although the Government believes these proposals will
have significant benefits in these areas.

PORTFOLIO HOLDER COMMENTS

7.1 Will be made in the Cabinet debate.

RECOMMENDATIONS

8.1 It is recommended that Cabinet debates the White Paper proposals and
decides what comment it wishes to make to Central Government.

For further information Background papers
Dave Yates None

Chief Executive
Tel: (023) 8028 5477

E-mail: dave.yates@nfdc.gov.uk
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