ESSEX COUNTY COUNCIL: LGR CONSULTATION RESPONSE
This response sets out Essex County Council’s assessment of the three unitary proposal that we (along with Epping Forest District Council and Braintree District Council) have submitted to Government.  It is one of four LGR proposals that have been submitted to Government for Greater Essex, all of which the Government is consulting on. 
The response comprises an overview response to the questions the Government has asked in its public consultation document, plus thematic annexes on the following topics:
· Finances
· Social care and education
· Economy and housing growth
· Neighbourhoods and localism
· Deprivation
 The overview responses are below. The additional annexes can be found here LGR consultation response.docx
CONSULTATION QUESTIONS
Q1	To what extent do you agree or disagree that the proposal suggests councils that are based on sensible geographies and economic areas?  
Strongly agree: The three unitary model creates the most sensible geographies for new councils by:
· Sticking to well-established economic geographies: for example, in the South it maintains the coherence of the Thames Gateway, which is a recognised economic corridor.  All other LGR proposals split it up in different ways.  Maintaining the coherence of the Thames Gateway is particularly important to maximise the benefits of the Thames Freeport and ensure that the new skills and jobs it creates benefit surrounding communities including those with high levels of deprivation.  The model also aligns well with existing transport corridors, both on road and rail.

· Aligning each area to dynamic growth drivers: economic growth in each area will be driven by a dynamic new city (Colchester in the north, Chelmsford in mid, and Southend-on-Sea in the south), as well as by other urban areas, and other growth drivers (universities, airports, freeports etc).   The three economic areas are well balanced not only in terms of growth drivers but also in terms of total GVA and jobs. This means that our LGR model, working with a Mayor, will support a more even and inclusive pattern of economic growth, with no area being left behind.  

· Balancing deprivation and affluence: Greater Essex is a generally affluent region, but the latest IMD data show that deprivation continues to increase.  The number of Greater Essex residents living in areas of high deprivation is now 220,000 – a figure that has doubled since 2004, and which calls for urgent action to reverse this trend.  Our three unitary model ensures a more even distribution of affluence and deprivation, with no council having more than 18% of its population living in areas of higher deprivation.  This is not true of the other models.  This more even balance helps to manage demand pressures in public services, and it is also creates councils that will have more capacity to take action to reduce deprivation.  By contrast, the five unitary model creates concentrated clusters of deprivation in three new authorities (North-East, South-West and South-East) while creating two new authorities (West and Mid) with very low levels of deprivation - creating a very unequal arrangement in Greater Essex

· Balancing housing growth: In aggregate, Greater Essex is not currently meeting its housing targets and the problem is particularly acute in the South, where some councils have only achieved 35% of their housing targets in recent years.  Our LGR proposal addresses this by having three councils that will have more flexible availability of land to build new homes.  It also balances housing growth more equitably than other models, with 64,000 new homes needed in the North over the next 15 years; 67,000 needed in Mid; and 77,000 in the South.         

Q2	To what extent do you agree or disagree that the proposed councils will be able to deliver the outcomes they describe in the proposal?
Strongly agree: The current two-tier model of local government is outdated, costly and ineffective.  Our three unitary model will serve residents much better for decades to come and will secure the delivery of vital services that are currently unsustainable.   Our LGR document sets out a clear vision for more effective and efficient public services, that are closer to the residents they serve, and with councils able to play a stronger role, working with a Mayor, in promoting economic and housing growth.  We are confident that our model will deliver the outcomes described because:
· Our model is based on robust evidence: unlike some other proposals, we commissioned and assessed the evidence first before choosing our preferred LGR model based on the evidence.  The evidence we have used is very robust and has been tried and tested in previous rounds of LGR.  This includes PwC analysis of the financial costs/benefits of different numbers of unitaries; Newton Europe analysis on the impact of LGR on people services; and CIPFA analysis on debt.

· Our model is based on cautious assumptions: we have been careful not to promise more than we can be confident we can deliver.  For example, our headline rate of savings is based purely on money to be saved through re-organisation.  It does not include extra savings to be generated through transformation, which will be additional, but which take longer to come through and are inevitably less certain.  We believe this is more realistic and also significantly de-risks the process of LGR in a complex system like Greater Essex, helping to provide protections for local taxpayers and national taxpayers. Other models have not done this and have included highly optimistic transformation benefits in their headline savings figure to enable their sums to add up.

· It is based on what our residents and our partners tell us they want: residents are very clear what they want – better public services that offer better value for money.  For example, 85% of our residents, in a survey, told us that they will support LGR if it leads to better services.  Our partners – the NHS, the Police, businesses, the voluntary sector and others – tell us that they want councils that will have the strategic and financial capacity to drive improvements in public services; and the ability to work effectively at a neighbourhood level and invest in communities.  They also tell us that they want a simpler system – with fewer boards, fewer overlapping strategies and less bureaucracy.  Our three unitary model delivers this.
Q3	To what extent do you agree or disagree that the proposed councils are the right size to be efficient, improve capacity and withstand financial shocks? 
Strongly agree: our three unitary LGR model achieves this by:
· Delivering significant financial savings: our three unitary model will deliver net savings of £86m over five years compared to the status quo, with an ongoing net financial benefit of £38m. This does not include additional transformation savings, which would be a further opportunity.   The four unitary model will cost £21m more than the status quo over the same period; and the five unitary model £114m more.  These savings are important not only to demonstrate value for money to the public, but also to create additional financial headroom that is needed to manage the rising demand pressures we are seeing across statutory services.

· Balancing deprivation and affluence: as explained above, our model creates councils that will have a more even balance of deprivation and affluence.  This means that no one council will be over-exposed to rising statutory demand that is closely linked to deprivation, and all councils will have revenues that are well balanced against costs.

· Benefiting from size and scale: all councils will be between 560,000 and 730,000 people, consistent with the Government’s guidance that new councils should be above 500,000 people.  This means they will benefit from economies of scale – for example in procurement – and they will also have larger budgets and therefore greater capacity to absorb financial shocks.    

· Ensuring a more equitable disaggregation of ECC’s current budget: Essex County Council’s current budget, at £1.2bn, accounts for two-thirds of net spend in Greater Essex.  The impacts of disaggregating its budget are therefore an important component in understanding the resilience of new councils.  The three unitary model best achieves this equity, with only an 8.5% range between net budget surpluses and deficits arising from disaggregation.  By comparison, the five unitary model has double the spread, with a 17.4% range between surpluses and deficits.      

· Better spreading and managing debt: a number of current authorities in Greater Essex (not just Thurrock) have relatively high levels of debt, with the combined external debt for Greater Essex councils standing at £4.124bn on 31st March 2025.  Debt levels and therefore debt servicing costs are significantly higher in the south and west of the area.  By creating three east-west authorities, our LGR model best spreads this debt across the geography and avoids new councils starting off on day one with a crippling position on inherited debt.

Q4	To what extent do you agree or disagree that this proposal will put local government in the area as a whole on a firmer footing, particularly given that some councils in the area are in Best Value intervention and in receipt of exceptional financial support? 
Strongly agree: Thurrock Council is currently in receipt of Exceptional Financial Support.  It has been agreed with Thurrock Commissioners that all Greater Essex business cases should be modelled on the assumption that at least 50% of the Thurrock stranded debt is resolved with Government, and that Thurrock Council will continue to take robust measures to pay down remaining debt in advance of the vesting of new authorities in 2028.  Our three unitary proposal will put the local government system on a firmer footing in this context by being the most effective model at managing debt and building resilience (as described above).  Our LGR proposal document also sets out a range of measures for providing enhanced training and support for elected councillors.  This will help to ensure effective democratic leadership and oversight, reducing the risk of future councils getting into difficulties and needing Exceptional Financial Support. 

Q5	To what extent do you agree or disagree that the proposed councils will deliver high quality, sustainable public services?
Strongly agree: Our three unitary LGR model will deliver high quality, sustainable public services by:
· Supporting critical services for vulnerable people: like other places, Greater Essex is facing rising demand and cost across critical services such as adult social care, children’s services, special educational needs, and homelessness.  Our model generates savings and creates councils that will have the scale and the financial resilience to be able to manage these rising demands and costs without being overwhelmed by them. The three unitary model avoids unnecessarily fragmenting services that are rated as Good or Outstanding; avoids creating additional senior management and director roles by not creating more social care authorities than already exist; and avoids creating additional regulatory burdens on Care Quality Commission and Ofsted.

· Integrating county and district services: bringing together existing services under one authority will enable services to be better designed around the needs of service users, and to be more accessible, based where people need them.  Sharing data and insight will also enable better targeting of prevention and early intervention, for example to prevent homelessness or to address mental health needs.  Our three unitary model will enable this integration to happen both at a strategic level and at a local level, through the Neighbourhood Delivery Committees.

· Enabling prevention, localism and transformation: however, it is not enough merely to manage demand.  We need to shift to a model that is more preventative and more community based, as set out in the NHS 10 Year Plan and the recent report of the Essex Caring Communities Commission.  Our three unitary model will enable this shift because it will create the financial headroom for new councils to invest in prevention and early intervention.  This will be married with a strong emphasis on locality working that will see neighbourhood health and care teams operating in communities, a focus on the role of community hubs and assets, and new Neighbourhood Delivery Committees influencing the shape of local service delivery.

· Reducing the risks around transition: our model will be simpler to implement because it will avoid creating additional new social care, highways and public health authorities.  This will make it quicker and easier to disaggregate existing services and set up new service models, reducing the risk that the transition to LGR will impact on the many vulnerable people who depend on these services.    

· Facilitating system collaboration: a three unitary model will be simpler to work in and with.  This will facilitate strong collaboration with the NHS, Police, the voluntary sector and other partners, helping to ensure that public services in Greater Essex operate as an integrated system towards common objectives, rather than in separate siloes.
 
Q6	To what extent do you agree or disagree that the proposal has been informed by local views and will meet local needs? 
Strongly agree: Greater Essex authorities carried out a joint survey of local residents inviting their views on their priorities for LGR.  The results were clear.  Above all else, residents want LGR to deliver better services and better value for money.  Our proposal delivers this.  It is the only model that will deliver financial savings within the first five years, which is what the public expects.  These are savings that can be reinvested in improving public services and in keeping tax as low as possible, rather than the money being spent on more councils, more offices, more bureaucracy.  As outlined earlier, our LGR proposal will also deliver better services and also support economic growth.  The strong measures on localism in our proposal (see further below) will ensure that our LGR model will meet the needs of residents not just at the aggregate level, but in each and every neighbourhood across the area.  

Q7	To what extent do you agree or disagree that establishing the councils in this proposal will support devolution arrangements, for example, the establishment of a strategic authority?
Strongly agree: Our plan fully supports the new devolution arrangements. The three unitaries represent coherent economic geographies and ensure that the key economic engines of growth are distributed across the new authorities. The population and economic size of these unitaries is reasonably coherent. For instance there is a 26% difference between the largest and smallest unitary by population size in our business case as opposed to a nearly 60% difference in population size between the smallest and largest authorities in the five unitary configuration. Our business case takes the view that building the new Combined Authority on the basis of constituent members that are reasonably well matched will ensure the greatest chance for success.

Q8	To what extent do you agree or disagree that the proposal enables stronger community engagement and gives the opportunity for neighbourhood empowerment?
Strongly agree: Our plan will enable stronger community engagement and delivers genuine neighbourhood empowerment. Whether there are three, four or five councils in Essex, we will be creating large unitary authorities and therefore there is a premium on the importance of the local working arrangements that we put in place to ensure people feel even more connected and able to influence and shape the decisions that affect their lives and their communities. 
We are confident that the proposals that we have set out in our proposal based on  Neighbourhood Delivery Committees, backed by a comprehensive framework of powers and responsibilities and underpinned by an endowment to ensure that capacity funding is guaranteed into the medium-term - creates a system of local government that is more local than the current system and that extends the agency that people can exert over the issues that matter most to them.
Community empowerment initiatives can sometimes fall foul of other pressures on statutory services. That creates a zero-sum dynamic in which public services do not have the capacity to work with the assets that already exist in communities to support themselves and thus to secure the prevention and resilience that in turn would release more capacity from public services. Financially secure local authorities are the bed-rock of this system. Our three unitary model creates the most solid foundation on which we can be confident that investing in community and neighbourhood empowerment can be secured. 
And we have committed, in our proposal, to approach LGR in accordance with the principles set out in the Joint Statement from the Essex Community Foundation and the Local Infrastructure Organisations – that means involving our VCS partners fully in the design and build of the new authorities.

For questions 1 – 8, the following answers can be selected from:
· Strongly agree.
· Agree.
· Neither agree nor disagree.
· Disagree.
· Strongly disagree.
· Don’t know.
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