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1 Purpose of the Report 

1.1 The English Devolution White Paper published on the 16 December 2024, outlined the 
government’s plans to reset the relationship with local and regional government.  The 

government stated that rebuilding and reforming local government would be the 
foundation of devolution, with a focus on getting the basics right.  

1.2 On the 5 February, the government wrote to the Leaders of all two-tier councils (the five 

district councils and the county council) in Oxfordshire.  This was a formal invitation to 
those Leaders to develop a proposal for local government reorganisation and to provide 

guidance on the development of proposals. The government invited the submission of 
full proposals by the 28 November and has indicated that Interim Plans should be 
submitted by 21 March. Only Councils in Oxfordshire can make a submission of an 

interim plan to explore options. 

1.3 This report details the development of an Interim Plan for local government 

reorganisation in response to the government’s invitation, that would see the option for 
the creation of a new unitary council covering the existing districts of West Berkshire, 
South Oxfordshire, and the Vale of White Horse, referred to in the Appendix as 

‘Ridgeway Council’. 

1.4 This report recognises that the creation of ‘Ridgeway Council’ is not the only potential 
option for West Berkshire under the government’s proposals for local government 

reorganisation.  The Council will therefore continue to assess alternative options to 
ensure that any final proposal will deliver the best outcome for the residents and 

communities of West Berkshire. 

2 Recommendation   

It is recommended that Executive approve the submission of an Interim Plan by South 
Oxfordshire and Vale of White Horse Councils, indicating an intention to develop 
proposals for the creation of a new unitary council in the terms outlined in Appendix A. 
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3 Implications and Impact Assessment 

Implication Commentary 

Financial: Any plans for new councils will need to demonstrate improved 

value for money and clear financial sustainability.  There are 
also requirements that will need to be considered in light of the 
grant of Exceptional Financial Support to West Berkshire 

Council.  At this stage, it appears that the financial case can be 
made, but further work and analysis will be required over the 

coming months.   

Human Resource: The development of a plan for local government reorganisation 
will require officer support.  It may be possible to recover some 
or all of the costs of doing so from government.   

Legal: The government have invited any principal authority in the area 
of the county of Oxfordshire, to submit a proposal for a single 
tier of local government proposals under Part 1 of the Local 

Government and Public Involvement in Health Act 2007 (‘the 
2007 Act’)  

Risk Management: There is a risk that the detailed engagement work will not 

support the creation of a new council as indicated.  However, 
if West Berkshire Council fails to participate in this exercise 
now to submit an Interim Proposal, there would be a risk that 

the option of creating a new council with South Oxfordshire and 
Vale of White Horse will no longer be an option.  It is therefore 

important to progress this now, in order to explore the available 
options, given the relatively rare opportunity by Government to 
do so.    

Property: None from the submission of an Interim Plan. 

Policy: This paper is in accordance with the plans set out in the 

governments Devolution White Paper and Plan for Change. 
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Equalities Impact:     

A Are there any aspects 

of the proposed decision, 

including how it is 
delivered or accessed, 
that could impact on 

inequality? 

 X   

B Will the proposed 

decision have an impact 

upon the lives of people 
with protected 
characteristics, including 

employees and service 
users? 

 X   

Environmental Impact:  X   

Health Impact:  X   

ICT Impact:  X   

Digital Services Impact:  X   

Council Strategy 
Priorities: 

 X   

Core Business:  X   

Data Impact:  X   

Consultation and 
Engagement: 

This is set out in the report 

4 Executive Summary 

4.1 The English Devolution White Paper indicated that the government would work closely 
with areas to deliver an ambitious first wave of reorganisation in this Parliament.  The 

implications of the English Devolution White Paper for West Berkshire were considered 
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at Executive on the 13 February 2025 and will be at the Scrutiny Committee on the 13 
March 2025. 

4.2 This report details a proposal to submit an Initial Plan to government, confirming that 
West Berkshire Council intends to work with colleagues and Members from South 

Oxfordshire Council and Vale of White Horse Council to explore the benefits of creating 
a new unitary council covering the geographical area of those three districts.   

4.3 It is also key that the Council continues to engage with other Councils on future options 

for Local Government Reorganisation and especially Councils in Berkshire. 

5 Supporting Information 

Background 

5.1 On the 5 February, a letter was sent to the Leaders of all principal authorities in 
Oxfordshire to formally invite those Leaders to work with other Leaders in their area to 

develop proposals for local government reorganisation.  This was sent to the Leaders 
of: 

 Cherwell District Council 

 Oxford City Council 

 Oxfordshire County Council 

 South Oxfordshire District Council 

 Vale of White Horse District Council 

 West Oxfordshire District Council. 

5.2 The White Paper indicated that new unitary councils should be the right size to achieve 
efficiencies, improve capacity and withstand financial shocks. It was stated that for most 
areas this would mean creating new councils with a population of 500,000 or more, but 

there may be exceptions to ensure new structures make sense for an area, including 
for devolution.  It was stated that decisions would be on a case-by-case basis.  

5.3 On the 10 February, West Berkshire Council received a formal request on behalf of 

South Oxfordshire and Vale of White Horse Councils to consider the option of a new 
unitary council covering the three areas.  Work has taken place following that to 

explore this opportunity, and it is considered that a full proposal should be developed 
to consider this as an option for the future of local government in West Berkshire. 

5.4 It is considered that there are clear demographic and economic similarities between the 

three districts.  It is also of note that prior to local government reorganisation in 1974, 
the geographical boundary of Berkshire extended into the areas that are now within the 

districts of South Oxfordshire and Vale of White Horse in the County of Oxfordshire.  
This is shown in Map 4, at Appendix A.   

5.5 It is considered that a single unitary council covering the area proposed, has the clear 

potential to deliver against the governments criteria for new unitary counci ls, but also to 
ensure that the communities living, working and learning in these areas are supported 

by a council which will be best placed to meet their local needs.   
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5.6 A proposal is being developed for a Thames Valley Strategic Authority consisting of at 
least Berkshire and Oxfordshire.  It is considered that the three districts will support that 

devolution plan, with clear transport infrastructure and gateways being located in these 
areas.   

5.7 The Initial Plan at Appendix A, contains details of the significant stakeholder 
engagement that is planned over the coming months to ensure that our residents and 
communities can contribute their views on the merits of any proposal. 

5.8 The timetable set by government for the development of the Initial Plan has meant that  
there has been limited opportunity to engage in meaningful consultation to date.  

However, correspondence has been sent to key stakeholders on 10 and 11 March, and 
a cross-party Devolution Advisory Group of West Berkshire Councillors met on the           
4 March to consider options for devolution and local government reorganisation.  That 

Group were supportive of the proposal to consider reorganisation and agreed that the 
creation of a Ridgeway Council was a viable proposal to explore. 

5.9 Officers and members from all council are also meeting regularly, and terms of 
reference have been drafted to ensure that appropriate governance is in place to 
support the further detailed development of these proposals. 

Proposals 

5.10 It is therefore proposed that Executive approve the submission of an Interim Plan by 

South Oxfordshire and Vale of White Horse Councils, indicating an intention to develop 
proposals for the creation of a new unitary council in the terms outlined in Appendix A. 

5.11 Given the governments timetable that has been indicated for the abolition of the two-

tier system of local government in Oxfordshire, it is important that we undertake this 
work now to consider in more detail the opportunities that would arise from the creation 

of a new local authority as suggested.  

6 Other options considered  

6.1 The other option for West Berkshire Council to meet the government’s plans for 

reorganisation, would be the potential to merge with a number of the existing Berkshire 
unitary councils.   

6.2 This proposal does not preclude the consideration of other options for local government 
reorganisation in West Berkshire, and the benefits of looking to those councils will be 
considered further prior to any decision to submit a final proposal in November. 

7 Conclusion 

7.1 The foreword to the White Paper noted that: “We must end the top-down micromanaging 

of individual decisions and approaches by local leaders and replace it with a principle 
of constitutional autonomy and partnership. Everyone – from frontline councillors 
convening their communities, to regional Mayors leading strategic economy policy – 

needs the tools and trust to deliver change. There must be a genuine relationship of 
equals, mutual respect, and collective purpose built around the missions to transform 

the UK, with clear outcomes local people will see and feel.  
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7.2 The executive summary of the English Devolution White Paper also states that,  
“Devolution across England is fundamental to achieving the change the public expect 

and deserve: growth, more joined-up delivery of public services, and politics being done 
with communities, not to them.”   

7.3 It is considered that there are clear potential benefits that would arise for the 
communities in the 3 districts, and it is important that the opportunity is fully considered 
to enable full Council to make an informed decision on behalf of our residents and 

communities, regarding the proposal prior to submission of any full and final proposal 
on the 28 November.   

8 Appendices 

8.1 Appendix A – Interim  

Subject to Call-In:  

Yes:  No:  

The item is due to be referred to Council for final approval  

Delays in implementation could have serious financial implications for the 
Council 

Delays in implementation could compromise the Council’s position 

Considered or reviewed by Scrutiny Commission or associated Committees, 
Task Groups within preceding six months  

Item is Urgent Key Decision 

Report is to note only 

 

 
 

 

 
 

 

 

Wards affected: All 

Officer details: 

Name:  Sarah Clarke 

Job Title:  Interim Executive Director, Resources 
Tel No:  01635 519 596 
E-mail:  Sarah.clarke@westberks.gov.uk 
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APPENDIX A 

 

Ridgeway Interim Proposal 


