(27.01.25) DEVOLUTION: WHAT THIS MAY MEAN FOR WEST SUSSEX

Purpose of the report: A briefing for information as to the Government White Paper released on
16" December and the WSCC/ESCC/Brighton and Hove Council decision of 9" January

Background

1. The white paper was published 16" December 2024 and can be accessed via this link. English
Devolution White Paper - GOV.UK

2. “..growth, more joined-up delivery of public services, and politics being done with
communities, not to them. These are all key aspects of this government’s Plan for Change. We
believe it is only by redistributing political, social and economic power that we will rewire
England and allow everyone everywhere to realise their full potential.” - Executive Summary

3. The paper talks of more areas for Directly Elected Mayors (such as London and Brimingham
have) and an integrated settlement to fund local priorities and far greater powers for Mayors

4. Regarding Local Authorities it says: This White Paper announces that we will facilitate a

programme of local government reorganisation for two-tier areas, and for unitary councils
where there is evidence of failure or where their size or boundaries may be hindering their
ability to deliver sustainable and high-quality public services. We will invite proposals for
reorganisation from all these areas.

West Sussex County Council

1.

3.

West Sussex is a two-tier authority having both a County and District Council administration.
Beneath both of these sits the Town and Parish Councils, there is no reference in the white
paper as to Town and Parish Councils of which there are over 10,000 in England and Wales.
We are not directly affected by the paper, but will be impacted by the changes in West Sussex
should the upper tiers achieve permission for their proposals.

On 9% January, West Sussex County Council, Cabinet met to agree a proposal to submit to the
Government for a joint Unitary Council for the upper tiers of East, West Sussex and Brighton
and Hove.

The papers from the WSCC meeting agenda are here (Public Pack)ltem 3 - to follow report
Agenda Supplement for Cabinet, 09/01/2025 10:30

Secondary Tiers

1.

The secondary tiers are the District and Borough Councils. As the unitary bid from East and
West Sussex and Brighton and Hove speaks of a unitary council with strategic responsibility
and an elected Mayor for all Sussex it is not clear what this may mean for a District Council.
The Paper makes this statement: “In areas with two tiers of local government, before moving
to a single tier, the government will establish Combined County Authorities but not Combined
Authorities. In those cases, while districts will not be constituent members, the government
expects effective levels of collaboration to be demonstrated between constituent members and
district councils, especially where the district council covers the primary city or economy in that
county.”

Time Lines

The deadline to submit interest was 10" January, the government will seek greater details as to what
this may look like by March 2025. During 2025 there will be approval of reorganisation plans and
legislation to change the administrative landscape. It is expected The Mayoral election will take place
May 2026 and the shadow elections for the new Council in May 2027 with the new unitary Councils

May 2026 and the shadow elections for the new Council in May 2027 with the new unitary Councils

being in place for 2028. It is not known whether the County Council elections will take place in May



2025, West Sussex CC will be proposing to the Government that they are not held, in lieu of the
timeline for new organisation elections following so quickly.

Conclusion

This is a very brief update for members as so little is known at this time but it will mark significant
change to the Local Government structure in Sussex, more will follow as the effect on the District and
Boroughs comes forward and their own potential plans emerge.

West Sussex LGR Interim Submission
21 March 2025

Dear Minister,

We are writing to you as requested with an update on our interim plans for Local
Government Reorganisation (LGR) in West Sussex.

We are pleased to be part of the priority programme for devolution and we are all
committed to the opportunities which we believe that devolution will bring to the region. We
are working closely together to develop plans which will maximise opportunities for growth
as well as creating new unitaries which will offer the very best outcomes for our citizens.
We are making good progress towards the planned September submission for which we are
asking for some specific guidance to help us stay on that track.

You will note that these are options for the West Sussex footprint in line with the invitation
letter you sent. We know from our discussions with Brighton and Hove that they are
considering their options and while we acknowledge their need to make a decision as to
what is best for the city, this does have a potentially material impact on West and/or East
Sussex councils. Therefore, one of the questions we would like guidance on is whether
Brighton & Hove will be compelled to grow or whether it can stay at its current size? Should
Brighton & Hove stay the same size, there is an impact on the design of the Mayoral
Combined Authority (MCA) and the need to have a balanced set of unitaries in order to have
sensible representation.

The timing of any preference emerging from Brighton & Hove is critical to the pace at which
West Sussex authorities can proceed and the shape of the proposal that will emerge.
Representations are being made to ensure the implications of this dependency are
understood whilst seeking to be respectful of Brighton & Hove's right to explore such
options.

We would also note that Crawley is considering its options with respect to LGR in Surrey,
something that we expect will be resolved by May 2025 but has meant that progress with
options for West Sussex are dependent on this as well as the Brighton & Hove question. If
Crawley is included in the Surrey submission then we will need guidance as to how this
impacts our decision making and timetable.



We are keen to continue to engage with the department and the wider government and we
look forward to your visit to the region where you will find out more about what makes
Sussex so special.

Yours sincerely

Leader, Crawley Borough Council on behalf of all the West Sussex Leaders

Feedback from Ministry of Housing, Communities
and Local Government

7 May 2025

LOCAL GOVERNMENT REORGANISATION

INTERIM PLAN FEEDBACK: WEST SUSSEX

To the Chief Executives of: Adur District Council Arun District Council Chichester District
Council Crawley Borough Council Horsham District Council Mid Sussex District Council
West Sussex County Council

Worthing Borough Council

Overview:

Thank you for submitting your interim plans. The amount of work from all councils is
clear to see across the options being considered. For the final proposals, each council
can submit a single proposal for which there must be a clear single option and
geography and as set out in the guidance we expect this to be for the area as a whole;
that is, the whole of the area to which the 5 February invitation was issued.

Our aim for the feedback on interim plans is to support areas to develop final proposals.
This stage is not a decision-making point, and our feedback does not seek to approve or
reject any option being considered.

The feedback provided relates to the following documents submitted by West Sussex
councils:

. the West Sussex Local Government Reorganisation interim submission
submitted by Crawley on behalf of all West Sussex Leaders

. the letter with the subject, maximising the growth of the Gatwick area through
Devolution and Local Government Reorganisation, submitted by Crawley Borough
Council and Reigate and Banstead Borough Council

2



We have provided feedback on behalf of central government. It takes the form of:

1. A summary of the main feedback points; 2. Our response to the specific barriers and

challenges raised in your plans; and 3. An annex with more detailed feedback against

each of the interim plan asks.

We reference the guidance criteria included in the invitation letter throughout, a copy of

which can be found at Letter: West Sussex — GOV.UK. Our central message is to build

on your initial work and ensure that the final proposal(s) address the criteria and are
supported by data and evidence. We recommend that final proposal(s) should use the
same assumptions and data sets or be clear where and why there is a difference.

We welcome the work that has been undertaken to develop local government

reorganisation plans for West Sussex. This feedback does not seek to approve or

discount any option, but provide some feedback designed to assist in the development
of final proposals. We will assess final proposals against the guidance criteria provided
in the invitation letter and have tailored this feedback to identify where additional
information may be helpful in enabling that assessment. Please note that this feedback
is not exhaustive and should not preclude the inclusion of additional materials or
evidence in the final proposals. In addition, Chris Lowry has been appointed as your

MHCLG point person and will be ready to engage with the whole area and able to

support your engagement with government.

We recognise that all final proposals will need to consider the implications of any model

of unitary government for the proposed Sussex and Brighton Mayoral Strategic Authority

(MSA). We are providing written feedback to each invitation area individually, but we will

be led by you on how verbal feedback is best delivered and who is most appropriate to

attend a feedback meeting.

Summary of Feedback:

We have summarised the key elements of the feedback below, with further detail

provided in Annex A.

1. We recognise that you are considering generic options at this stage, given
interdependencies with Brighton and Hove and Crawley/Reigate and Banstead plans
in particular. Further detail would be welcome on how the preferred new
structures would support arrangements for the proposed Sussex and Brighton
Mayoral Strategic Authority (MSA) (as per criterion 5), in terms of how benefits of
mayoral devolution will be achieved for local communities. In this regard, it will be
helpful for proposals to have regard to the model of unitary government that is
proposed across the whole Sussex and Brighton area, and we welcome your
intention to collaborate with partners to create proposals that will enable a sensible
solution for both areas in the context of the MSA.



As included in the feedback to Reigate and Banstead, the Crawley and Reigate and
Banstead proposal does not outline a suggested devolution geography for the new
proposed unitary. Under criterion 5, if taking this forward, we would ask for information
on how the proposal would unlock devolution for the wider area, particularly in the
context of Surrey, and of the proposed Sussex and Brighton MSA.

1. The criteria ask that consideration should be given to the impacts for crucial services
such as social care, children’s services, SEND and homelessness, and for wider
public services including for public safety (see criterion 3). For any options where
there is disaggregation, further detail will be helpful on how the different
options might impact on these services and how risks can be mitigated.

2. In some of the options you are considering populations that would be below 500,000.
As set out in the Statutory Invitation guidance and in the English Devolution White
Paper, we outlined a population size of 500,000 or more. This is a guiding principle,
not a hard target — we understand that there should be flexibility, especially given our
ambition to build out devolution and take account of housing growth, alongside local
government reorganisation. All proposals, whether they are at the guided level,
above it, or below it, should set out the rationale for the proposed approach
clearly.

We welcome steps taken to come together to prepare proposals, as per criterion 4:
Effective collaboration between all councils across the invitation area and wider
proposed Sussex and Brighton MSA will be crucial; we would encourage you to
continue to build strong relationships and agree ways of working, including
around effective data sharing. This will support the development of a robust
shared evidence base to underpin final proposals.

It would be helpful if final proposal(s) use the same assumptions and data sets.
It would be helpful if your final proposal(s) set out how the data and evidence
supports all the outcomes you have included and how well they meet the
assessment criteria in the invitation letter.

You may wish to consider an options appraisal that will help demonstrate why
your proposed approach best meets the assessment criteria in the invitation
letter, compared to any alternatives.



Response to specific barriers and challenges raised Please see below our response
to the specific barriers and challenges that were raised in your interim plans:
1. Population size criterion

You asked for clarity around the 500,000 population size criterion and whether there is
an upper or lower limit for population size for proposed new unitary councils. As set out
in the Statutory Invitation guidance and in the English Devolution White Paper, we
outlined a population size of 500,000 or more. This is a guiding principle, not a hard
target — we understand that there should be flexibility, especially given our ambition to
build out devolution and take account of housing growth, alongside local government
reorganisation. All proposals, whether they are at the guided level, above it, or below it,
should set out the rationale for the proposed approach clearly.

1. Interactions with neighbouring invitation areas

We welcome the collaborative approach taken to the interim plan by councils in West
Sussex. We also welcome the approach to data sharing set out in your interim plan with
a view to aligning options with neighbouring areas as they evolve. We note the request
in your letter for guidance on the implications of proposals from neighbouring invitation
areas that may impact West Sussex, and the assumptions that you are using for
Brighton and Hove listed in your barriers and challenges. As you rightly note, any council
within the invitation area may submit a proposal for unitary local government across that
area that it believes is in the best interest of the whole area.

A) Brighton and Hove

You asked whether Brighton and Hove would be compelled to grow. As set out above, in
terms of population size and boundaries, proposals should set out what makes sense for
that area and provide a rationale for that.

Where a proposal is put forward that has an impact on a neighbouring invitation area,
we would recommend that the impacts of the proposals for both areas are set out. For
example, you mention the consideration from Brighton and Hove of the potential to
extend the city boundary into West Sussex. Should there be any impacts on West
Sussex of any final proposals from Brighton and Hove, we would recommend that the
implications for West Sussex are considered and set out in those proposals.

Further information on boundary changes is set out in the response to 4 below. 5



B) Crawley and Reigate and Banstead

Should Reigate and Banstead put forward a proposal that includes part of West Sussex,
then that decision would be taken to a Surrey timetable. Where a proposal is put forward
that includes the disaggregation of services in West Sussex, the implications of this
would be considered.

Under criterion 5, we would ask for information on how the proposal would unlock
devolution for the wider area, particularly in the context of Surrey and of the proposed
Sussex and Brighton MSA.

1 Interaction with wider government policies and reforms

2 Local Government Finance Reforms

You asked when more clarity on the nature of the local government funding review will
be available.

Government recently consulted on finance reforms and confirmed that some transitional
protections will be in place to support areas to their new allocations.

Further details on finance reform proposals and transition measures will be consulted on
after the Spending Review in June.

We will not be able to provide further clarification on future allocations in the meantime
but are open to discussing assumptions further if we can assist in financial planning.
Implementation of planning changes

You asked for further clarity on government’s expectations with respect to the design of
the mayoral strategic authority, new unitaries and the implementation of the new
planning regime.

We remain committed to ensuring universal coverage of up-to-date local plans as quickly
as possible, so strategic planning reform proposals should not be used as a reason to
delay the preparation of local plans.

The legal status of local plans is not impacted by local government reorganisation.
Where reorganisation occurs, new unitary authorities are expected to promptly prepare a
local plan covering the whole of their area. Until that new local plan is adopted, existing
constituent local plans remain in force as part of the development plan for their area.
New unitary authorities have the discretion to progress any emerging constituent local
plans.

We are aware that for areas undergoing local government reorganisation and devolution
there will be a period of transition where responsibility for spatial 6



development strategy might transfer between different authorities. We are seeking
powers in the Planning and Infrastructure Bill to complement existing powers to make
regulations for transitional arrangements when scenarios such as this occur.

English Devolution Bill

You asked about the potential impacts of the English Devolution Bill on planning for local
government reorganisation. The landmark English Devolution Bill will deliver changes to
the law to make the devolution framework a reality and ensure local leaders across the
country have the levers they need to make a difference. The Bill will be introduced when
Parliamentary time allows. Once published if you feel there are any impacts, we
encourage you to discuss them with Chris Lowry, as your MHCLG point person.

1. Changes to Borough and District Boundaries

You asked about capacity for the LGBCE to support any potential boundary changes
and the level of boundary change that will be acceptable.

As the Invitation sets out, boundary changes are possible, but that “existing district areas
should be considered the building blocks for proposals, but where there is a strong
justification more complex boundary changes will be considered.”

The final proposal must specify the area for any new unitary council(s). If a boundary
change is part of your final proposal, then you should be clear on the boundary
proposed, which could be identified by a parish or ward boundary, or if creating new
boundaries by attaching a map.

Proposals should be developed having regard to the statutory guidance which sets out
the criteria against which proposals will be assessed (including that listed above).

If a decision is taken to implement a proposal, boundary change can be achieved
alongside structural change. Alternatively, you could make a proposal for unitary local
government using existing district building blocks and consider requesting a Principal
Area Boundary Review (PABR) later. Such reviews have been used for minor
amendments to a boundary where both councils have requested a review — such as the
recent Sheffield/Barnsley boundary adjustment for a new housing estate. PABRs are the
responsibility of the Local Government Boundary Commission for England who will
consider such requests on a case-by-case.

1. Preparatory phase funding

You asked for further information on capacity funding associated with local government
reorganisation. £7.6 million will be made available in the form of local government
reorganisation proposal development contributions, to be split across the 21 areas.
Further information will be provided on this funding shortly. 7

ANNEX A: Detailed feedback on asks Feedback
for interim plan Ask - Interim Plan



Identify the likely options for the size and
boundaries of new councils that will offer
the best structures for delivery of high-
quality and sustainable public services
across the area, along with indicative
efficiency saving opportunities.

Relevant criteria:

1c¢) Proposals should be supported by
robust evidence and analysis and
include an explanation of the outcomes
it is expected to achieve, including
evidence of estimated costs/benefits
and local engagement.

&

2 a-f) - Unitary local government must
be the right size to achieve efficiencies,
improve capacity and withstand financial
shocks.

& 3 a-c) Unitary structures must
prioritise the delivery of high quality and
sustainable public services to citizens.

We welcome the initial thinking on the
options for local government
reorganisation in West Sussex and
recognise that this is subject to further
work. We note the local context and
challenges outlined in the proposals and
the potential benefits that have been
identified for the options put forward.
Your plans set out your intention to
undertake further analysis, and this
further detail and evidence, on the
outcomes that are expected to be
achieved of any preferred model, would
be welcomed.

We also recognise the dependencies
outlined in the plan, with proposals
being considered by Brighton and Hove
and Crawley and Reigate and Banstead.
You may wish to consider an options
appraisal against the criteria set out in
the letter to provide a rationale for the
preferred model against alternatives.
For the final proposals, each council can
submit a single proposal for which there
must be a clear single option and
geography and, as set out in the
guidance, we expect this to be for the
area as a whole; that is, the whole of the
area to which the 5 February invitation
was issued.

We welcome the approach to data
sharing set out in your interim plan with
a view to aligning options with
neighbouring areas as they evolve and
in the context of devolution for the wider
area.

Where there are proposed boundary
changes, the proposal will need to
provide strong public services and
financial sustainability related
justification for the change.

Proposals should be for a sensible
geography which will help to increase
housing supply and meet local needs,
including future housing growth plans.
All proposals should set out the rationale
for the proposed approach.



