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News Service

20 October 2008  

EDDC LEADER’S FORECAST OF SINGLE UNITARY DEVON OUTCOME...
It will all end in tiers
THE LATEST downturn in the economy is yet another reason why the Government should – and might – scrap the idea of reorganising local government in Devon and retain the present two-tier structure, EDDC’s leader said this week.
“The proposals simply won’t work,” said Councillor Miss Sara Randall Johnson, “and with all the problems that the country and the people have on their plates at present, the Government should abandon the unitary idea right now”.

Miss Randall Johnson was speaking shortly after the Chancellor and the Financial Services Authority had announced a £37 billion rescue package for three of the UK’s major banks and just a few days after dozens of local authorities admitted they had funds frozen in Iceland.

Rumours

Communities and Local Government Secretary Hazel Blears fuelled rumours that the review might be scrapped when she told council chief executives at a recent conference in Belfast that all options were on the table and refused to rule out cancelling the current round of re-organisations.
The Department of Communities and Local Government is seen, along with the Ministry of Defence, as a prime target to make cuts after more than 100 councils saw millions of pounds frozen up in collapsed Icelandic banks.
EDDC is fighting on a number of fronts the Boundary Committee’s draft proposal to scrap the eight district councils in Devon and replace the current ‘two-tier’ system with a huge single Devon unitary authority.

These include:

· A well-argued formal submission to the Boundary Committee
· An application for a Judicial Review

· A massive public opinion survey

· Comparisons with other unitary areas

· Working together with like-minded Devon districts

The Council is currently waiting to hear whether the High Court is to carry out a Judicial Review into technical aspects of the reorganisation process.

In the meantime, the deadline for public comments has passed and Boundary Committee Chairman Max Caller has received thousands of East Devon responses, most of them against the single Devon unitary council.

‘Unaffordable’
Miss Randall Johnson said: “The experience in Cornwall, which is currently preparing to ‘go unitary’ in 2009, shows what a disaster it would be if Devon were forced down the same route. Cornwall has funds frozen in Iceland, which will make life even tougher for them. With spending of half a million pounds on re-branding and delays in the holding of elections, it’s already clear that big is not beautiful. Instead, it is unwieldy, clumsy and undemocratic – with real doubts as to whether it will even deliver the main benefit the Government wants – significant savings in spending”.
Miss Randall Johnson said the financial case for the change had always been weak and unsubstantiated; in the latest financial climate, with talk of a world recession, it was quite simply “unaffordable”.
Part of her reasoning is that many councils, including several in Devon, have suffered setbacks in their financial position due to investing in Icelandic banks, with uncertainty as to whether millions of pounds would ever be seen again.

Game’s up

This will only exacerbate other financial considerations caused by the downturn in the economy, such as the need to top up pension funds hit by reduced share values, less income from Business Rates, and the likely impact of fewer shopping journeys on car park revenue, for example.

Suggesting that Communities Secretary Hazel Blears would be far better off retaining the two-tier system, Miss Randall Johnson said: “The Government have got enough on their plate already, without taking Devon into a chaotic and expensive local government reorganisation that will cause a great deal of hassle for a lot of people, with no visible gain. They might as well admit it now – the game’s up”.

ends
For information, please contact:

Nick Stephen, Communications Officer on 01395 517559

East Devon District Council, Knowle, Sidmouth, Devon EX10 8HL
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