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CABINET – 6 DECEMBER 2006 PORTFOLIO : POLICY & RESOURCES 
 
THE LOCAL GOVERNMENT WHITE PAPER STRONG AND 
PROSPEROUS COMMUNITIES 
 
 
1. INTRODUCTION 
 

1.1 The Government has recently published a White Paper setting out a wide 
range of proposals for the future of local government. 

 
1.2 Although it is not formally a consultation document, its general approach is to 

seek “a new relationship with local government based on a mature 
conservation about what is best for local people”.  Many of the proposals will 
be developed in consultation with local government and where necessary be 
the subject of further guidance or legislation (for which provision was made in 
the Queen’s speech). 

 
1.3 There is therefore time for New Forest elected members to explore the 

proposals in the document and contribute to the “conversation”.  In order to 
begin this process a session on the implications for the authority will be held 
before the next Council meeting on 18 December.   

 
1.4 There is however one part of the White Paper that requires a more urgent 

response.  The White Paper contains an invitation to all Councils to submit 
proposals for unitary structures or to be pathfinders for pioneering new two-
tier models of working by 25 January 2007. 

 
 

2. MAIN FEATURES 
 

2.1 A summary of the White Paper prepared by the Local Government 
Association is attached as Appendix 1.  In general it welcomes the document 
as a positive step towards greater localism, and one which reflects its own 
influential report, “Closer to People and Places”.  It does see the proposal as 
only a first step, and presses for much greater devolution of power to local 
government.  It is to be welcomed that the White Paper recognises and seeks 
to build on the success of local councils.  

 
2.2 The headlines include: 

 
• a new performance framework with less targets and streamlined 

inspection 
 

• councils to be “strategic leaders and place-shapers” 
 

• stronger political leadership with elected mayors or Council leaders in 
place for four years 

 
• stronger role for “front-line” councillors and scrutiny 

 
• a push for efficiency and transformation 

 
• empowerment of neighbourhoods 

 
• an economic focus on cities and strategic regions 
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2.3 It should be noted that the report does not cover major financial issues.  The 
forthcoming Lyons Report (expected early in the new year) and the 
Comprehensive Spending Review 07 will have a great impact on the ability of 
councils to deliver an enhanced role. 

 
 
3. UNITARY/TWO TIER PIONEER INVITATION 
 

3.1 The White Paper argues for the benefits of unitary local government and 
indeed much of it presupposes a unitary and, arguably, urban model.  It does 
not however propose a general restructuring because of the difficulties and 
costs involved.  Instead it looks for a limited number of volunteers. 

 
3.2 There is no doubt that New Forest District Council could provide a very 

powerful case for unitary status.  In the last national structural review in 1994 
the Local Government Commission proposed that the New Forest should be a 
unitary council alongside Southampton and Portsmouth.  It concluded that the 
New Forest was “a distinct area with clear community identity and interests, 
while also capable of providing convenient and effective local government”. 

 
3.3 The New Forest district has the second highest population of any district in 

the country (c170,000), higher than many existing unitaries.  It was found to 
have one of the strongest senses of community identity of any area.  It has 
been rated “excellent and improving” in its Comprehensive Performance 
Assessment and has one of the highest scores nationally for prudent use of 
resources.  Last time public support for a separate New Forest Authority was 
80%.  As one of the biggest and best district councils in the country, a unitary 
New Forest Council, working closely with the New Forest National Park 
Authority, would be well placed to give the leadership and quality services this 
unique area deserves. 

 
3.4 And yet.  Any proposal to bid for unitary status would be of itself expensive 

both for the council and for those who would undoubtedly argue against it.  It 
could also distract the council from the provision of efficient services 
potentially for a lengthy period.   The Government has also made it clear that 
it is only looking to accept a limited number of bids, and the fashion for 
unitaries is, for the moment, to have larger populations than those accepted in 
1994.  The tight timescale and tough conditions for acceptance make any bid 
highly risky.  Unlike last time there will be no Central Government financial 
support.  Perhaps the most compelling case against a bid is that it would be 
divisive at a time when the Council is working hard with Hampshire County 
Council and other Councils and bodies to deliver better services without the 
need for structural reform.  In the end what matters most to people is the 
quality and cost of services they receive rather than who they receive them 
from. 

 
 3.5 If Members do not decide to bid for unitary status at this time, the other 

decision is whether or not to bid to become a pathfinder for improved two-tier 
working.  Again the Council would be well placed to submit an attractive 
proposal alongside Hampshire County Council.  New Forest has taken a 
leading role in the sub-region of Hampshire and the Isle of Wight in promoting 
joint working.  The Leader chairs the HIOW Improvement Board and is a 
member of the LAA Board.  Other members and senior officers are playing 
leading roles in a wide range of partnerships. 
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 3.6 It is very clear that partnership working, including promoting and engaging in 
shared services where a case can be proven, will be vital to the authority’s 
future.  This is a key theme of the Procurement Strategy currently being 
considered by Members.  What is not clear is the benefit to be gained from a 
Pathfinder bid.  There is no money attached to the status and the privilege of 
periodical special evaluation/inspection by Central Government is at best 
dubious.  The invitation also seems unduly restrictive in that while the County 
is an important partner, it is far from the only one.  Relationships with the 
Local Strategic Partnership, Town and Parish Councils, with the National 
Park, with Test Valley and other neighbours, with the Partnership for Urban 
South Hampshire, are all important.  Finally it is very unlikely that all of the 
other 10 District Councils in Hampshire would agree to make a united bid.  

 
 
4. FINANCIAL IMPLICATIONS 
 

4.1 A bid for unitary status would require a supplementary estimate of the order of 
£50,000 which would establish the longer term financial case. 

 
 
5. ENVIRONMENTAL IMPLICATIONS 
 
 5.1 None directly from the paper.  The proposals for sustainable community 

strategies will require the Council to play a lead role in determining the 
environmental, economic and social future for the area.  

 
 
6. CRIME AND DISORDER IMPLICATIONS 
 
 6.1 None directly.  The paper confirms and strengthens local authorities’ key role 

in community safety issues, including the new powers of community calls for 
action. 

 
 
7. PORTFOLIO HOLDER COMMENTS 
 
 7.1 The Portfolio Holder supports the general principles of working with 

Hampshire County Council and other partners. 
 
 
8. RECOMMENDATIONS 
 
 8.1 That Cabinet notes that a workshop will be held for all Members on 18 

December. 
 
 8.2 That Cabinet recommends to Council whether or not the authority should 

accept the invitation to bid for unitary status and/or to bid for pioneering two-
tier working. 

 
 
For Further Information Contact: Background Papers: 
 
Dave Yates Local Government White Paper 
Chief Executive Strong and Prosperous Communities 
Tel (023) 8028 5477 
E-mail dave.yates@nfdc.gov.uk 










