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Full Council 19th April 2018

 

Proposals for a single tier of Local Government in Northamptonshire 

 
SYNOPSIS BOX 

To update Full Council on the Secretary of State’s invitation to submit proposals for a single 
tier of Local Government and to recommend a way forward. 

1. Relevant Background Details  

Members are aware of the financial and governance issues at Northamptonshire County 
Council (NCC) that have been the subject of a Best Value report by a Government appointed 
Inspector, Max Caller.  

The Inspector’s report issued in March 2018 found that NCC has failed to comply with its 
duty under the Local Government Act 1999 (as amended) to provide best value in delivery of 
its services.   

The report’s Executive Summary is given at Appendix 1.  Members should note in particular 
paragraphs 1.9 and 1.10.   

Paragraph 1.9 recommends the creation of two new Unitary Councils across 
Northamptonshire, with the abolition of the County Council and all seven of the Districts and 
Boroughs.  The report proposes that Corby forms part of one unitary with Wellingborough, 
Kettering and East Northants, the “North”.  Northampton, Daventry and South Northants form 
the other, the “West”.  The report advises that the new arrangement should be established 
following elections in May 2020. Members should be aware that the Secretary of State 
cannot simply impose this new structure but must respond to any such proposal from one or 
more of the county’s Districts and Boroughs, and also the County Council. 

In paragraph 1.10 the report advises that the Secretary of State for Housing Communities 
and Local Government, “give serious consideration to whether Commissioners take over the 
running of all services save Planning, currently provided by Northamptonshire County 
Council….” 

2. Report 

i. Leader’s letter to the Secretary of State 

After the Inspector’s report was issued, and before the Secretary of State responded to it, the 
Leader of the Council wrote to the Secretary of State giving Corby’s own unique response to 
the report. The letter is shown at Appendix 2.  No response as yet has been received from 
the Secretary of State.  

The letter explains how we have been performing well for a number of years both in terms of 
service delivery and financial management, in stark contrast to the County Council. It states 
the Council does not willingly accept the Inspector’s recommendation that two new Unitary 
Authorities be formed to serve the whole county.  It points out that the Districts and Boroughs 
are being unjustly penalised for the County’s failure.  It queries how locally accountable the 
new unitaries will be. It states that the Council will undertake public consultation on the 
Inspector’s unitary recommendations.  It raises concern that the new unitaries will be saddled 
with County Council debts and its under resourced services, which the people of Corby 
neither want or deserve.   

Whilst this remains our position we are, as the letter advises, working with the other county 
Districts and Boroughs on a collective response to the Inspector’s Report and the response 
to it by the Secretary of State. 
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ii. Secretary of State’s letter to District and Boroughs 

On the 27 March 2018 the Secretary of State wrote to all the District and Boroughs in the 
county asking for proposals from them in respect of restructuring local government in the 
county.  The letter and its appendix is given at Appendix 3. 

The Districts and Boroughs have until Friday, 27 July to submit proposals either individually 
or collectively. 

The letter advises that a proposal for a single unitary authority covering the entirety of 
Northamptonshire is not an option under the invitation.   Given the imminent appointment of 
Commissioners to run the County Council retaining the status quo is not an option. 

The Government are looking for proposals that are likely to: 

 Improve local government and service delivery across the area; 
 Be based on a credible geography; 
 Command a good deal of local support. 

 
Other factors to be considered include the recommendations of the Inspector’s report on 
Northamptonshire County Council and wider regional issues such as boosting housing 
delivery and contributing to the Cambridge-Milton Keynes-Oxford growth corridor. 

The letter’s appendix gives some Secretary of State guidance on proposals.   

The detail includes that a unitary should have a substantial population that at a minimum is 
substantially in excess of 300,000 (Corby’s current estimated population is around 70,000). 

Other factors to be taken into account include: 

 How local government will be improved;  
 The Inspector’s report and its North and West unitary recommendation; 
 Wider regional and national growth plans;  
 The level of public consultation on any proposal prior to it being submitted, and;  
 A good amount of public support. 

Using this guidance and other information gleaned from discussion with the Secretary of 
State’s civil servants, the county’s District and Boroughs are preparing a proposal for 
consideration.  This will be the subject of a further report to Members in June/July and prior 
to any proposal being submitted.  The County Council are to be invited to participate in the 
preparation of any proposal. 

iii  Secretary of State’s letter to Northamptonshire County Council 

On the 27 March the Secretary of State also wrote to NCC, copied to the District and 
Boroughs, about the Inspector’s report, requesting representations on it and the Secretary of 
State’s proposal for an intervention package.  These need to be with the Secretary of State 
by Thursday, 12 April.  The letter and its annex are given at Appendix 4. 

An annex to the letter gives details of the Proposed Intervention Package.  It proposes that 
two Commissioners be appointed, the Lead Commissioner to look at governance and 
scrutiny and the other, strategic financial planning and budgetary control. 

Functions to be exercised by the Commissioners fall under three categories: 

i. those associated with the governance and scrutiny of strategic decision making by the 
Authority; 

ii. those associated with the strategic financial management of the Authority, and; 
iii. all non-executive functions relating to the appointment and dismissal of statutory 

officers.  

The Commissioners will remain until it is anticipated, by the Secretary of State, that a long-
term solution such as the re-structuring process is complete. 
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The District and Boroughs were also invited to make representations on the letter and the 
following was agreed and forwarded to the Secretary of State: 

‘Your proposal to send commissioners into Northamptonshire County Council is the 
necessary next step to for the authority and the people it serves.  We look forward to working 
with the commissioners to create a sustainable future for public services in 
Northamptonshire’. 

3. Options to be considered (if any) 

1. To not submit our own single tier proposal to the Secretary of State; 
2. To not join a collective proposal, for a single tier; 
3. To submit our own single tier proposal; 
4. To join a collective single tier proposal; 
5. To submit our own proposal for a non-single tier of local government across the county; 
6. To join others in a collective non single tier proposal for submission.  

 
Under 1 and 2, Corby Borough Council will not have any opportunity to influence the 
governance and structure of any new unitary authority. 
 
Under 5 and 6 it is very likely that the Secretary of State will ignore such proposals as they 
do not comply with his invitation to submit proposals for “establishing unitary authority across 
the county”. 
 
Under 3 we could submit our own proposal but why not share the work, and potential costs, 
with other Districts and Boroughs that we currently work closely with in the North of the 
county, and also those in the West, as we are all similarly affected. 

4. Issues to be taken into account:- 

Policy Priorities  

Any single tier proposal submitted and accepted by the Secretary of State will lead to the 
abolition of Corby Borough Council.  Our Corporate Plan will be replaced by a new one for 
any new unitary authority that Corby becomes part of. 

Financial  

As work on any proposal progresses it is likely that there will be a need for some funds in 
respect of external consultants to help formulate the implementation of the new unitary 
authority if agreed by the Secretary of State.  No funds are however requested at this time. 

Risk 

There is the risk of the new unitary authority being hamstrung financially by the lack of 
revenue resources and debts of the County Council.  Government assistance will be sought 
to mitigate this. 

Legal 

New national legislation will be required to be passed by parliament in respect of any new 
single tier authority.  Corby Borough Council would have to be formally abolished too.  

Best Value 

It is the outcome of a Best Value report on Northamptonshire County Council that has 
brought up the question of a single tier of local government for the county. Any such new 
arrangements should improve Best Value but it is considered that this cannot be ensured 
without government assistance on the funding for service provision and debt payments, ie 
the financial legacy of Northamptonshire County Council and in particular the growing burden 
of providing health and social care. 
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Performance Indicators, Human Rights, Equalities, Sustainability and Community 
Safety 

None with this report. 

5. Conclusion 

The Council has given its position to the Secretary of State via the Leader’s letter of the 
26 March.  That letter remains unanswered and our position remains the same. 

The Secretary of State’s invitation for proposals for a single tier of Local Government in 
Northamptonshire advises that a single unitary across the county is not an option.   

Any such proposal will be judged against the guidance issued by the Secretary of State.  The 
guidance includes that there be for any unitary authority a minimum population of 
substantially more than 300,000, and a requirement that any proposal takes into account the 
Inspector’s recommendation on the preferred way forward involving the two unitaries (West 
and North model). 

Discussions are underway between all the Districts and Boroughs at Leader and Chief 
Executive level about a single collective proposal being submitted.  Through this 
arrangement the work required and any costs, can be shared. 

All the Districts and Boroughs are in a position they have not sought nor want, but all are of 
the same mind in respect of putting forward a proposal that seeks to ensure the best 
outcome for the people of the County.  

It is recommended that this Council continue to participate in these discussions and in the 
work required on a proposal in keeping with the Secretary of State’s invitation and guidance. 

The Secretary of State’s letter about his proposed intervention at NCC, and the combined 
response from all the Districts and Boroughs is given for completeness and information only. 

6. Recommendation 

It is recommended that: 

i. the Council continues to work with the other county Districts and Boroughs on a unitary 
proposal submission to the Secretary of State, and; 

ii. there be a further report to all Members when that proposal is in a full draft form to 
agree or not agree its submission to the Secretary of State by the deadline of Friday, 
27 July 2018. 
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1. Executive Summary 

1.1 Northamptonshire County Council (NCC) has failed to comply with its duty 

under the Local Government Act 1999 (as amended) to provide best value in 

the delivery of its services. 

 In essence, the road to failure has a simple cause. 

1.2 Following the Ofsted inspection report published in August 2013 which 

resulted in an ‘inadequate’ judgment and the subsequent Statutory Direction, 

NCC lost tight budgetary control and appeared to abandon strong and 

effective budget setting scrutiny. Instead of taking steps to regain control, the 

Council was persuaded to adopt a ‘Next Generation’ model structure as the 

solution. There was not then and has never been any hard edged business 

plan or justification to support these proposals, yet Councillors, who might well 

have dismissed these proposals for lack of content and justification in their 

professional lives, adopted them and authorised scarce resources in terms of 

people, time and money to develop them. This did not and could not address 

the regular budget overspends which were covered by one off non-recurring 
funding sources. 

1.3 When the use of capital receipts to fund transformation was introduced by 

central government, this was seized on as a way of supporting revenue spend 

by classing some expenditure as transformative. Until this budget cycle, there 

had been no report to full council, or anywhere else, which set out the specific 

transformation that was to be achieved, on a project by project basis, as 

required, nor has there been any report to full council which sets out the 

actual outcome compared to the prediction. This means the Statutory 

Guidance has not been complied with putting in doubt the use of capital 

receipts for this purpose. The first comprehensive report that addresses the 

requirements of the Direction and Guidance will be reported to Cabinet on 13th 

March 2018. 

1.4  Appropriate advice in setting and managing budgets and the necessary 

control mechanisms to ensure that the Council complied with the law and 

good practice are only just now being introduced.   

1.5  Even following the issue of the Section 114 notice in February 2018 and the 

KPMG Advisory Notice on the Budget also in February 2018, the Council still 

appears to struggle to take the necessary decisions at both member and 

officer level to control and restrain expenditure to remain within budget 

constraints. 
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1.6  Each one of the concerns highlighted above would require determined 

intervention from both members and officers. Taken together they 

demonstrate the failure to comply with the best value duty. 

1.7  NCC employs many good, hardworking, dedicated staff who are trying to 

deliver essential services to residents who need and value what is offered and 

available. The problems the council faces are not their fault. 

1.8  In Local Government there is no substitute for doing boring really well. Only 

when you have a solid foundation can you innovate. 

1.9  The Inspection team believe that a new start is required for the residents of 

Northamptonshire which can deliver confidence and quality in the full range of 

Local Government services. This can best be achieved by the creation of two 

new Unitary Councils, one covering the area of Daventry, Northampton and 

South Northamptonshire and the other encompassing Corby, East 

Northamptonshire, Kettering and Wellingborough. These should be 

established following elections to be held in May 2020 and be in operation 

commencing at their first annual meeting. 

1.10  In the meantime the Secretary of State should give serious consideration to 

whether Commissioners should take over the running of all services save 

planning currently provided by Northamptonshire County Council and on what 

basis.  



The Corby Cube 
Parkland Gateway, George Street 
Corby, Northamptonshire, NN17 1QG 
Tel:  01536 464000 
Web:  www.corby.gov.uk 

           Working together to deliver PRIDE in Corby 

 
 
    Appendix 2 – The Leader’s letter to the Secretary of State 
 
 
 
 

 

Date: 26 March 2018 
Our ref: 138-26Mar18 
Contact: Cllr Tom Beattie 
Phone: 01536 464648 
E-mail: tom.beattie@corby.gov.uk 

 
The Rt Hon Sajid Javid MP 
Secretary of State for Housing, Communities and Local Government 
Department for Communities and Local Government 
2 Marsham Street 
London 
SW1P 4DF 
 
 
Dear Secretary of State 
 
As you are aware Corby Borough Council is working with the other Districts and Boroughs in 
Northamptonshire on how we collectively respond to your Inspector’s Report on 
Northamptonshire County Council. 
  
However as Leader of the Borough Council I want to give you Corby’s own unique response 
direct. 
  
Corby is a rapidly improving and growing Borough. It has been successfully regenerating 
through growth since the turn of the century with hundreds of million pounds of public and 
private investment, and with more planned.  It is well set to fulfil its long held ambition of 
doubling its population by 2030.  The Office of National Statistics estimate we have grown 
from 53,500 in 2001 to 70,000 in 2018.  We are the fastest growing Borough in the country 
outside London. Over 7000 new homes, including over 200 new Council let social houses, 
have been built since 2000. 
  
Corby’s many recent achievements are a source of great local pride and Corby people have 
a new confidence about the Borough and its future. 
  
Given what we have achieved, how we are performing, and what we have planned for  
the future benefit of Corby, Corby Borough Council does not willingly accept the Inspector’s 
recommendation that two new Unitary Authorities be formed to serve the whole of the 
county. 
  
 
 
 



  2 

 
The Council has been performing well for a number of years both in terms of service 
delivery and, crucially, financial management.  This has been achieved through careful 
planning and the considered decisions and consequent actions of both Members and 
Officers, at the behest of local people. There are external and internal audit and other 
reports that clearly evidence this.  A very different picture to the one portrayed of the 
County Council by your Inspector. 
  
Yet the Inspector recommends the removal of not just the County Council but also all the 
county’s Districts and Boroughs all of whom are performing well.  The abysmal performance 
of the County Council potentially results in the ultimate sanction of abolition being imposed 
on those well run and solvent District and Boroughs.  Your Inspector makes the point that 
the County Council should not be “rewarded” for its failure but the Districts and Boroughs 
are being unjustly penalised for it. 
  
Corby Borough Council’s hard working and committed councillors provide much needed 
and cherished local accountability within a council that meets in Corby, and makes 
decisions focussed on, and for the benefit of, Corby.  A new North Northants unitary 
authority as recommended by your Inspector will see Corby subsumed into a much larger  
entity with a different focus and a geography that stretches tens of miles across Corby, and 
the separate communities of Wellingborough, Kettering and East Northants.  Local 
accountability should remain just that, local. 
  
Corby Borough Council provides very good statutory services and it remains a council house 
provider.  Non-statutory services are also provided which are very much to the benefit of 
local people, and at their request, eg Neighbourhood Management, a service that has 
helped dramatically reduce crime and anti social behaviour; Culture and Leisure, a service 
looking after the Council’s sports and community facilities which are vital to the Health and 
Wellbeing of a community in which there remains pockets of deprivation and poor health 
that otherwise would not be directly tackled.  These services and facilities are provided by 
the Council as it has listened to local people and sought to satisfy their wishes. 
  
In line with its listening culture this Council will conduct its own consultation on the 
Inspector’s Unitary recommendations and I am confident that local people will want Corby 
to remain as a discrete local authority with its own unique identity. 
  
There is already being displayed by the Corby public a real concern that the commitment 
the Borough Council has consistently given to maintain and improve all its services will not 
be fully honoured by a new Unitary Authority saddled with County Council debts and its 
failing under resourced services. This is not what the people of Corby want or deserve. 
 
Yours sincerely  
 

 

Councillor Tom Beattie 
Leader of the Council 
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