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Summary
1. The Committee of Public Accounts has a responsibility to follow expenditure, 
scrutinise the value for money, the economy, efficiency and effectiveness of public 
spending and hold the Government, and its civil servants, to account for the delivery 
of public services. As delivery models for public services change, so the attention of 
the Committee has gone beyond government departments to examine those public 
bodies and private companies providing public services on behalf of government. As 
devolution in England progresses, it is important to take stock of where accountability 
lies, as responsibility for holding devolved public spending to account will move away 
from the centre. Parliament and the public must be absolutely assured that all devolved 
spending is subject to effective scrutiny.

2. Responsibility for the oversight and co-ordination of the Government’s devolution 
agenda lies with the Cities and Local Growth Unit together with HM Treasury. The unit 
is made up of officials from the Department for Communities and Local Government 
(the Department) and the Department for Business, Energy and Industrial Strategy. 
Together with HM Treasury, they have recently overseen the negotiation and 
implementation of twelve bespoke devolution deals,1 which devolve powers, funding 
and responsibilities to local areas.

3. The broad objectives for devolution deals have not been set out in specific terms: 
however, they are broadly rooted in localism with the professed aims of supporting 
economic growth, encouraging public service reform and improving accountability.

4. Following the Committee’s inquiry into Cities and Local Growth on 25 April, and 
the publication of our report on 1 July,2 the Committee organised a series of discussions 
on devolution in England, specifically in relation to governance, financial accountability 
and following the taxpayer pound.

5. Discussion events were held on Tuesday 12 July and Friday 21 October, at the City 
of Westminster and City of Wolverhampton respectively, and included eight panels of 
speakers from academia, local government, businesses and local stakeholders. Each of our 
panels covered broad themes relating to devolution including financial accountability, 
local scrutiny, the devolution of health and how devolution might facilitate economic 
growth. A summary of each of these discussions is provided in an annex to this report.

6. Following those discussions and our evidence sessions on this topic we have drawn 
some broader conclusions covering our concerns on accountability and scrutiny of 
public expenditure related to the devolution agenda.

1 Although three have broken down
2 Committee of Public Accounts, Cities and Local Growth, Sixth Report of the Session 2016–17, HC 296, July 

2016

http://www.publications.parliament.uk/pa/cm201617/cmselect/cmpubacc/296/296.pdf
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Conclusions
7. Attendees at both our City of Westminster and City of Wolverhampton discussions 
were concerned that the programme of devolution had been undertaken via ‘deals’ rather 
than legislation, with negotiations on the deals often taking place behind closed doors. 
The Committee of Public Accounts has a role in ensuring the accountability of public 
expenditure and in a recent report we concluded that accountability to Parliament for the 
use of public funds has been weakened by the failure of the Government’s accountability 
arrangements to keep pace with increasingly complex ways of delivering policies and 
services.3

8. The Government needs to be far more specific about what it is trying to achieve 
by devolving services to local areas so that the Committee of Public Accounts is able 
to assess the economy, efficiency and effectiveness of public spending. It is vital that the 
Department has a list of expected outcomes of devolution and what metrics they expect 
to use to measure its success.

9. The Government response to our recent Cities and Local Growth report 
recommendation that the Department “be specific and clear about what it is trying to 
achieve by devolving services to local areas [and] set out how it will monitor progress 
against these goals”, was to report that devolution proposals “are subject to rigorous 
negotiation between Government and places” and places need ‘to make the case to central 
government’.4 5 It surely follows from both of these statements that central government 
must have its own objectives and requirements, and yet the Government continues to say it 
has no intention of expressing them more clearly. Earlier than this, the Communities and 
Local Government Committee made similar calls for the Department to state the long-
term objectives for devolution, the mechanisms needed to achieve these and the means by 
which it will measure success.6 The Department has refused to define these in any way.7

10. Even in the recent published Annual Report on Devolution, the Department simply 
rehearses what has happened in the last year rather than providing the strategy, vision and 
detail requested by both the Commmittee of Public Accounts and the Communities and 
Local Government Committee.8

11. Conclusion: The Department of Communities and Local Government (the 
Department) needs to be clearer about what it is trying to achieve through the 
devolution agenda. If it is not clear to elected representatives, how can it be clear to 
local citizens and service users who are the ones directly affected by these reforms?

3 Committee of Public Accounts, Accountability to Parliament for Taxpayers’ Money, Thirty-ninth Report of the 
Session 2015–16, HC 732

4 Committee of Public Accounts, Cities and Local Growth, Sixth Report of the Session 2016–17, HC 296, July 2016
5 HM Treasury, Treasury Minutes: Government responses to the Committee of Public Accounts on the Thirty 

Seventh and the Thirty Ninth reports from Session 2015–16; and the First to the Thirteenth reports from Session 
2016–17, Cm 9351, November 2016

6 Communities and Local Government Select Committee, Devolution: the next five years and beyond, First Report 
of Session 2015–16, HC 369, February 2016

7 Department for Communities and Local Government, Government Response to CLG Select Committee Report: 
“Devolution: the next five years and beyond”, Cm 9291, May 2016

8 Department for Communities and Local Government, Secretary of State’s Annual Report on Devolution 2015–16, 
Autumn 2016

http://www.publications.parliament.uk/pa/cm201516/cmselect/cmpubacc/732/732.pdf
http://www.publications.parliament.uk/pa/cm201617/cmselect/cmpubacc/296/296.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/565426/57448_Cm_9351_Treasury_Minutes_Accessible.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/565426/57448_Cm_9351_Treasury_Minutes_Accessible.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/565426/57448_Cm_9351_Treasury_Minutes_Accessible.pdf
http://www.publications.parliament.uk/pa/cm201516/cmselect/cmcomloc/369/369.pdf
https://www.parliament.uk/documents/commons-committees/communities-and-local-government/CM9291-Select-Comittee-Response.pdf
https://www.parliament.uk/documents/commons-committees/communities-and-local-government/CM9291-Select-Comittee-Response.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/573518/Annual_Report_on_Devolution_2015-16__Print.pdf
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12. Very broad devolution deals will see cities and regions having increasing influence over 
more and more public services and this will inevitably be unequal across the devolution 
areas. Whilst this may reflect local need, the public may not be effectively informed of 
these changes and be unaware of who is responsible for decision-making in each of these 
spheres. There is also considerable scope for tension between local government, required 
to deliver and maintain services within a devolved budget, and central government 
which provides funding. This could result in both institutions claiming that the other is 
responsible for any policy failure or misspending, and neither having full accountability 
and oversight.

13. In our Cities and Local Growth report, we recommended that the Government must 
clearly set out accountability processes and relationships at all levels and should share draft 
accountability system statements, which set out the broad framework of accountability, 
responsibility and governance relationships, with the Committee before they are finalised.9 
However, the Government response failed to address this recommendation at all.10

14. In the Communities and Local Government Committee’s report on the issue, they 
state that “careful thought needs to be given to determining the division of responsibility 
in a way that provides a coherent set of powers and makes sense to the public; this should 
be an integral part of the deal-making process with the division of responsibilities written 
into the deal”.11

15. Conclusion: Taxpayers must be able to understand who is spending their money, 
how that money is allocated and where responsibility lies if the system fails to deliver 
good value or things go wrong.

16. A number of attendees at our discussions did not believe that the Government had a 
grasp on how devolution and economic growth were linked. Whilst deals to devolve power 
from central government to local areas in England offered opportunities to stimulate 
economic growth, the Government should be clearer about how it envisages these deals 
will achieve the benefits intended.

17. Devolved powers in tax, such as pilots for retaining additional business rate growth 
beyond forecasts, pilots of full business rate retention and enabling mayor-led combined 
authorities to raise business rates by up to 2% to support local infrastructure projects are 
specific ways where devolution looks to support growth. We have seen no evidence of who 
is measuring whether these policies achieve value for money in a wider context.

18. To achieve economic growth, the Government needs to consider the wider issues that 
can impact this such as access to housing and addressing skill shortages in local areas.

19. We strongly believe that devolution should not be considered in isolation. We are 
moving in two directions at the same time: for example, on housing, local authorities are 
limited in their freedom to accept planning applications, based on rules set by central 
government. Making sure there is a sufficient supply of homes, transport to link homes 
and infrastructure to support communities is of critical importance. A speaker at our 
9 Committee of Public Accounts, Cities and Local Growth, Sixth Report of the Session 2016–17, HC 296, July 2016
10 HM Treasury, Treasury Minutes: Government responses to the Committee of Public Accounts on the Thirty 

Seventh and the Thirty Ninth reports from Session 2015–16; and the First to the Thirteenth reports from Session 
2016–17, Cm 9351, November 2016

11 Communities and Local Government Select Committee, Devolution: the next five years and beyond, First Report 
of Session 2015–16, HC 369, February 2016, Page 35

http://www.publications.parliament.uk/pa/cm201617/cmselect/cmpubacc/296/296.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/565426/57448_Cm_9351_Treasury_Minutes_Accessible.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/565426/57448_Cm_9351_Treasury_Minutes_Accessible.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/565426/57448_Cm_9351_Treasury_Minutes_Accessible.pdf
http://www.publications.parliament.uk/pa/cm201516/cmselect/cmcomloc/369/369.pdf
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Wolverhampton conference said that the West Midlands Land Commission considered 
that to deliver target growth, the land available needed to be in the right condition, well 
situated and in a range of sizes.

20. The Association of Colleges also reported that approximately £1bn of £3bn skills 
budget is currently planned to be devolved. However, 16–18 funding is not to be 
devolved, nor are Department of Work and Pensions budgets to support the unemployed. 
Accountability and transparency of local governance requires strong evidence base based 
on labour market intelligence, not measures set by Local Enterprise Partnerships which 
could be subject to special interests.

21. Conclusion: The Department needs to more demonstrably understand the link 
between devolution and economic growth. Devolution is being considered in isolation, 
with less importance placed on housing, land, education and skills, which play key 
roles in promoting economic growth.

22. In our Cities and Local Growth report, we highlighted that we were not confident 
that existing arrangements for the scrutiny at local level of devolved functions are either 
robust enough or well supported.12 The opportunity exists, through the mechanism of 
the governance review in particular, to ensure that governance systems are grounded in 
the principles of accountability and local democracy. Fundamentally, meaningful local 
scrutiny and accountability is needed for the needed for the interaction between those in 
the wider public sphere and those taking decisions.

23. In terms of structural models, combined authorities will be responsible for setting up 
these overview and scrutiny committees but at our discussions there were concerns that 
these structures might only meet sporadically and be prevented from undertaking work 
of practical value, without access to required information. Therefore combined authorities 
should be prepared to set out how they will make policy, from beginning to end, how 
performance management will work and how the public and a strong, independent 
overview and scrutiny function will scrutinise these processes.

24. Local Enterprise Partnerships (LEPs) are designed to bring together the public and 
private sector, and identify economic priorities in their local areas. When first established, 
they were non-resource intensive strategic partnerships, but they are now negotiating local 
growth deals funded by a £12 billion fund over a five year period. LEPs have signed up 
to local authority accountability frameworks: but their functions and structures are very 
different to local authorities and accountability for their activities is opaque.

25. Several witnesses to the Communities and Local Government Committee inquiry 
and attendees at our devolution conferences highlighted the issue of resourcing for 
overview and scrutiny. Professor Colin Copus of De Montfort University commented 
that local authority scrutiny receives less resources and support than executives. Cllr Sue 
Jeffrey said:

12 Committee of Public Accounts, Cities and Local Growth, Sixth Report of the Session 2016–17, HC 296, July 2016

http://www.publications.parliament.uk/pa/cm201617/cmselect/cmpubacc/296/296.pdf
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What makes overview and scrutiny work is resources. It has to be properly 
resourced. The thing that concerns me about the combined authorities is the 
level of resource that is going to be available to them to do jobs like overview 
and scrutiny going forward. If it is going to be expected to do it on a shoestring, 
it is going to make that very difficult.13

26. Conclusion: The Department has not fully addressed our concerns about local 
scrutiny and accountability and the resources and capacity needed to rigorously 
oversee spending.

27. Ultimately, central government should not devolve problems to local areas without 
the resources required to manage them. The devolution of health has potentially significant 
implications for the NHS and local government, and presents both opportunities and 
risks for clinicians. We have heard in our devolution discussions how those in support 
of the move consider that it will enable local areas to reshape health and social care 
according to the needs of local people, however, at a time of severe financial pressure 
on the health service, devolution of health may not offer the answers the Department 
believes it can deliver in the timeframe needed. Unless government addresses the rising 
demand, spiralling costs, the structural issues and ensures that public health is delivering 
on reducing demand, the NHS will continue to face impossible financial pressures.

28. Conclusion: The devolution of health and social care must not allow central 
government to absolve itself of its responsibility to ensure that devolved areas receive 
adequate funding for sustainable services. With budgets stretched increasingly thin, 
local bodies must ensure value for money when delivering vital services.

29. It is vital that devolution works for all local areas and not just central zones or key 
cities. At our discussions focusing on the case study of the West Midlands, which took 
place in Wolverhampton, local councillors from authorities in the region expressed their 
concern that some of the regeneration and infrastructure projects may not be of equal 
benefit to all. Public support for devolution rests on understandable and clear structures 
for local areas, showing the benefits. At the moment, the devolution offers may not be 
easily understood by local citizens and the Department, in tandem with local areas, needs 
to define the ultimate benefits of devolving money and services.

30. Conclusion: The Department must ensure that the benefits derived from devolution 
are for all local areas and that we do not see a form of ‘local centralism’ where power 
and decision making sits in the dominant city heart of a combined authority.

13 Communities and Local Government Select Committee, Devolution: the next five years and beyond, First Report 
of Session 2015–16, HC 369, Page 34; Q 185

http://www.publications.parliament.uk/pa/cm201516/cmselect/cmcomloc/369/369.pdf
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Annex 1: Devolution discussions at the 
City of Westminster
Professor Tony Travers opened discussions at the City of Westminster by stating that the 
move towards devolution in England was on a much different scale to Scotland and Wales, 
especially in relation to the amount of powers being granted. The process of arriving at 
devolution for local areas was also different as these were done via ‘deals’ rather than 
legislation, and this had naturally presented issues because these had often taken place 
behind closed doors. Unusually, the process of how devolution had arrived had therefore 
needed to be interpreted by outside observers such as the National Audit Office.

In structural terms, Professor Travers cited the devolved administration of London as 
a useful example to start an analysis; as the London Assembly was considered to be a 
relatively weak accountability mechanism to hold the Elected Mayor to account. Whilst 
devolved areas would not have an assembly and Mayors would ‘co-run’ regions alongside 
elected representatives, there was a fundamental challenge in relation to who would 
hold whom to account. It was also highlighted that an Elected Mayor would pose an 
accountability challenge to democratically elected local government leaders.

Professor Travers posted two significant questions for the Committee of Public Accounts’ 
further work in this area: firstly, what are the expected outcomes of devolution and 
secondly, what would be the metric by which the Government can measure success?

Panel One: Following the Pound: The Financial Accountability of 
Devolution

Wide devolution deals, such as that agreed with Manchester, will see cities and regions 
take on increasing responsibility for providing public services. There is considerable 
scope for tension between local government, required to deliver and maintain services 
within a devolved budget, and central government which provides funding.

When things go wrong, it must be clear who will be held to account. Taxpayers must 
understand who is spending their money, how that money is allocated, and where 
responsibility lies if the system fails to deliver good value.

Alexandra Jones, Centre for Cities, said that the aims for devolution were broad, as 
different areas have different levels of ambition, using Greater Manchester as an example. 
Regional disparity contributes to inequalities, therefore we should be looking at devolution 
as an opportunity to correct potentially poor outcomes as a result of centralisation.

It was seen as necessary for accountability measures not to be centrally set as the Civil 
Service was not currently set up to manage a project of this type. Reform of Whitehall 
would be needed, hand-in-hand, with the move towards devolution. The criteria for 
success should therefore be set from the bottom up.

Jan Britton, Chief Executive of Sandwell MBC and Chief Operating Officer of West 
Midlands Combined Authority, reported that Brexit suggested a wider desire for local 
control and devolution. However there would be a tension between central funding and 
local accountability. The solution would be to devolve financial accountability as well.
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The first stage of devolution deals may not have delivered perfect outcomes, but they were 
a key first step. Mayors would be the key to the success of English devolution and the 
standards regime in the Localism Act would prove inadequate here. Further to this, local 
accountability frameworks would need to be truly local, and not a back door attempt to 
maintain central control.

Mike Emmerich, Metro Dynamics, considered that in other countries (such as within 
Europe and the United States) devolution, as a concept, would not be in question, as regions’ 
powers are often enshrined within the system. Devolution for the North East under a 
previous administration had been a waste of time and money. There was a prescriptive 
list of demands from central government, which was then narrowed down as the policy 
progressed through Whitehall.

The present administration had been less ‘hands-on’ but through this mechanism had 
achieved results. Devolution ultimately creates a separate power base, or ‘control group’ 
away from Whitehall to challenge the conventional wisdom of central government. As 
such, there needs to be experimentation where local authorities can spend money to 
demonstrate that they can do it better than the core.

Lord Bob Kerslake agreed that a deal-based approach had been a sensible response to 
the failed attempt at devolution in the North East of England. Lord Kerslake believed that 
there were six points to consider in relation to devolution:

Devolution was part of a wider constitutional challenge epitomised by Brexit. It is difficult 
to see devolution in isolation. We are moving in two directions at the same time, for 
example, on housing, local authorities are limited in their freedom to accept planning 
applications, based on rules set by central government.

• Are we at the limit of the deal-based approach? It is important to consider 
whether post-Manchester deals have built on their success.

• Is central government’s approach flexible enough? Do mayors work everywhere 
and should accountability arrangements vary?

• The Department must go further on devolution as business rates alone are not a 
broad enough base of income.

• The Department needed be clear on what aspects of accountability matter. 
Transparency and accountability to residents would be vital at a local level.

• Local Enterprise Partnerships can be seen as talking shops, as businesses are not 
getting the power they expected.

Panel Two: Driving economic growth through devolution

Devolution deals to devolve power from central government to local areas in England 
offer opportunities to stimulate economic growth, but the arrangements are untested 
and government could do more to provide confidence that these deals will achieve the 
benefits intended.

Devolved powers in tax, such as pilots for retaining additional business rate growth 
beyond forecasts, pilots of full business rate retention and enabling mayor-led combined 
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authorities to raise business rates by up to 2% to support local infrastructure projects 
are specific ways where devolution looks to support growth. However, who measures 
the impact of whether these policies achieve value for money in a wider context?

Ian Ashman, Association of Colleges, reported that approximately £1bn of £3bn skills 
budget is currently planned to be devolved. However, 16–18 funding is not to be devolved, 
nor are Department of Work and Pensions budgets to support the unemployed. However 
some would suggest that this would be far more effective. Colleges would have three 
principles for further devolution:

• devolution must add value;

• devolution must make better use of public funds and money must not come out 
of administration of funds;

• accountability and transparency of local governance requires strong evidence 
base based on labour market intelligence, not measures set by Local Enterprise 
Partnerships which could be subject to special interests.

Professor Henry Overman, London School of Economics, supported the concept of 
devolution, but stated that more evidence was needed to see how it would drive growth. 
An evaluation of growth schemes was weak as it was not known what was working. Half 
of evaluations suggest schemes have no impact against economic goals. This should worry 
those working on devolution in England.

Looking at a very local level, displacement activity was often observable, e.g. a transfer of 
benefits from one part of an administrative area to another. There were pros and cons to 
devolution and a need to look at things through lens of public service transformation. This 
necessarily requires experimentation and learning, but this is difficult when local actors 
are in a competitive mind-set, and when they are mindful of the centre watching over 
them and interfering.

Martin McTague, Policy Director for the Federation of Small Businesses, noted the 
rhetoric towards small businesses about their importance, but was concerned that they 
can often be left out of negotiations, which are primarily between central and local 
government. Nevertheless, small businesses are generally supportive of devolution. 
FSB shared the Public Accounts Committee’s concerns about a lack of how to measure 
devolution’s success. There is a worry amongst FSB members about a return to the 1980s, 
where councils saw businesses as a cash resource. Mr McTague believed that there was not 
much evidence that business rate retention would be a great incentive and there may be 
rural neglect as a result.

Charlie Parker, Westminster City Council, considered that growth programmes had 
all been very centralised, despite very different economies. Only Bristol and London 
productivity out performed the United Kingdom’s average, so many of our cities are 
not where they should be. Economic areas needed to be of the right size to benefit from 
agglomeration effects, so there is a need for the Department to think about the right spatial 
configuration to maximise economic productivity and output.

Centralisation constrains an areas ability to invest in growth but local growth is not a 
zero-sum game. Devolution may inevitably improve resource distribution and close 
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the productivity gap. However, growth areas have challenges too, as an example, in 
Westminster there are high numbers of older non-working age men in affordable housing, 
yet high land values make building new affordable housing them more difficult.

Philip Cox, Cheshire and Warrington LEP, reported that devolution had engendered 
cooperation between local government and business, and a mutual interest in the success 
of areas, in a way that did not previously occur. There have been higher levels of ambition, 
more commitments to release land and new cooperation with colleges. Devolution has 
allowed local actors to tailor policies to conditions. Mr Cox used the example of Crewe 
shows, which will benefit from HS2 but not if it is just a rail link, as it will need to be 
accompanied by schools, leisure facilities and a number of other things.

A national system is a constraint as there are an innumerable amount of local contexts. 
As a result, central government can only really be experts on central-level policy, because 
they will not have experience of how those policies interact with local systems.

Panel Three: Effective local scrutiny and accountability of devolution

All areas will be planning a constitution or other governing document to set out the 
plans for accountability, and a formal mechanism for establishing what systems are 
necessary. Indeed, for the establishment of a combined authority, a requirement is that 
a governance review be undertaken.

The opportunity exists, through the mechanism of the review in particular, to ensure 
that governance systems are grounded in the principles of accountability and local 
democracy. Fundamentally, meaningful local scrutiny and accountability is needed 
for the transmission of views and opinions between those in the wider public sphere, 
and those taking decisions.

Professor Robin Hambleton, University of the West of England, said that from an 
international perspective we are currently living in a super-centralised era, even after the 
Cities and Local Government Devolution Act 2016. Recently published LGA research 
concluded that there were six principles of good governance at the sub-national level, 
gleaned from international comparative work. These principles are good proxies with 
which to measure and evaluate what is taking place in devolution in the UK:

• civic leadership

• effective decision making

• transparency and efficiency

• accountability

• public involvement

• business engagement

The report’s research showed that there are different ways to organise sub-national 
governance which are as good as each other. Professor Hambleton argued that to impose 
one model of governance would be misguided on the basis of this evidence. Whilst 
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the mayoral model had its advantages, it would not necessarily lead to positive results 
everywhere. As a consequence, the governance model surely required further thought. 
The case studies from the research had the following distinguishing features:

• Auckland, New Zealand—which transformed its local government from seven 
districts into one: a ‘super-unitary authority’. The Auckland model has a robust, 
strong executive in the form of a directly-elected mayor and local boards, which 
boost involvement with general public.

• London, United Kingdom—Prof Hambleton reported that this was one of the 
best models of metropolitan governance in the world as London has strong 
visible leadership, despite the multi-tiered model.

• Portland Metro, Oregon, US. has twenty-eight local governments, above which 
there is an additional level, in the same manner as London. However, there is no 
elected mayor. It is led by a President and six councillors. The President has no 
executive power but does possess soft influence and is able to reach out to the 
public concerning strategic issues. Voters also directly elect a Metro Auditor 
who is responsible for scrutiny of the executive.

• The Association of the Region of Stuttgart, Germany has no directly elected 
mayor but it is an area that has been able to boost economic growth. The 
directly elected regional assembly covers a city region with a population of 2.6 
million. Citizens vote for members of this regional assembly via proportional 
representation and these members then chose the executive leadership for the 
metropolitan area.

Cllr Sir Steve Houghton, Sheffield City Region Combined Authority, said that there 
were two key parts to a governance review; the first being internal, and the relationships 
between the mayor, the Combined Authority and the Local Enterprise Partnership and 
the second being external, and the ability of partners and the public being able to hold to 
account.

The role of the private sector has also shifted over time, as central government discovered 
that Local Enterprise Partnerships couldn’t be given powers or money and Combined 
Authorities had to be created as a result. The power base then shifted from the private 
sector to the public sector as a result. In the Sheffield City Region it has prompted questions 
over what is the role of the private sector, as the introduction of elected mayors could shift 
devolution further to the public sector from the private sector. Sheffield City Region’s 
governance model would be intending to pick this up as an issue.

Another issue is that governance reviews need to pick up the issue of effective systems 
and processes, as it is impossible to scrutinise something if it is difficult to pick out who 
is making the decisions and ultimately responsible. This is very important in relation to 
the relationships between the mayor, the Combined Authority and the LEPs as one needs 
to know who should be held to account. Devolution deals do split responsibility, so may 
result in these types of issues.

Good performance management is also vital for governance, as if it is not known how 
well things are working, how will anyone else know whether value for money is being 
achieved. Further to this, how will partners and the public be involved in the scrutiny 
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of devolution? It is necessary to develop new structures to incorporate people into a new 
scrutiny function. In Sheffield City Region, it was reported that they were looking to 
forward plans and ‘pre-scrutiny’ to circumvent some of these issues. Local overview and 
scrutiny functions of local councils would also need to be engaged and understand how 
things worked in order to hold the figurehead and wider partners to account.

Ed Hammond, Centre for Public Scrutiny stated that four issues need to be considered 
when looking at the governance and accountability of devolution:

• the principles of what governance and scrutiny will need to look like at Combined 
Authority level.

• the broad frameworks in place to give partners and the public the assurance that 
it is working properly.

• structural models that will need to be applied. The legislation provides for 
overview and scrutiny committees and audit committees, but what does this 
mean?

• who would be responsible for leading on this and clarifying governance here? 
Should local areas should be making their own decisions on this?

Specifically around local overview and scrutiny models, based on the Centre for Public 
Scrutiny’s research, the arrangements will need to proportionate, as devolution should not 
creating a new tier of accountability. Overview and Scrutiny will need to fulfil a specific, 
defined role and, as such, it should not be a broad, general scrutiny function.

Devolution will evolve and therefore governance and scrutiny will also need to develop 
to meet that challenge, so structures need to be flexible. Scrutiny will also need to be a 
blend of informal and formal mechanisms, because there will be a lot of quick decisions 
and Overview and Scrutiny will need to respond to these. Overview and Scrutiny will 
also need to reflect the concept of subsidiarity; not all scrutiny matters will be at the 
Combined Authority level. Local services need to be accountable to local people and the 
role of councillors is central to this, alongside other partners (such as businesses).

Echoing the concerns of the Public Accounts Committee, combined authority areas would 
need to establish governance frameworks that will define how accountability is going to 
work. This would not need to show the accountability route upwards, but downwards 
towards local people. A Combined Authority should be prepared to set out how they 
would make policy, from beginning to end, how performance management would work 
and therefore how the public would have a stake in these processes.

In terms of structural models, local combined authorities are to be responsible for setting 
up these overview and scrutiny committees, but there is a worry that these structures 
might meet a few times and not do anything of practical value. One of the ways to overcome 
this is to have local public accounts committees to review local public expenditure. The 
idea has traction and it does give a clear focus on value for money. Governance, however, 
should be for local areas to determine rather than set centrally.
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Cllr John Fuller, South Norfolk District Council said that scrutiny must follow on from 
what devolution actually is setting out to achieve. Devolution in East Anglia has faced a 
number of issues as a simple result of geography, given the sheer size of the area covered 
and the number of authorities involved in multiple county areas and tiers. Contrasted 
with Manchester on tight boundaries, all as unitaries, East Anglia was complicated. One 
of the key issues facing all devolution deals was that the level of ‘gainshare’ financial 
resource is vital and especially the proportion between revenue and capital. Ultimately, if 
the Government is serious about building the national economy through devolution, there 
needs to be resources to invest in housing and infrastructure to support the individual 
functional economic areas within.

Building the national economy through devolution is difficult, as there are multiple 
discrete individual local functional economies within a larger Combined Authority areas 
such as East Anglia. Having a single large scale Combined Authority that also recognised 
the individual discrete local economies, each with its own fiscal ressources as part of a 
larger federation in larger, complex areas seemed to be a sensible way forward.

Panel Four: The Devolution of Health: high-risk or vital opportunity?

As part of the UK Government’s devolution agenda, English regions are being given 
the opportunity to bid for full control of their health and social care budgets. This 
may have significant implications for the NHS and presents both opportunities and 
risks for clinicians. The Government and NHS leaders in support of the move say it 
will enable local areas to reshape health and social care according to the needs of local 
people. However, at a time of financial pressure, how does devolution of health offer 
value for money?

Warren Heppolette, Greater Manchester Health and Social Care Partnership, said 
that rising demand for health and social care can be wired back to fragmentation and 
reactive policy-making rather than preventative models. Devolution offers an opportunity 
to reverse this trend, tackle fragmentation and make new models mainstream. These 
models are able to intervene through understanding drivers of poor health and causes of 
vulnerability. Current models isolate health bodies, such as hospitals, and require them 
to be a whole solution alone. This is not a very people-focused approach because they may 
not be very collaborative.

Local approaches help to understand what sits behind demand for health services in an 
area. It isn’t just about GPs or A&Es, as we need to connect wider public services to aid 
prevention. Having a local approach forces us to create a comprehensive understanding of 
‘the economies of prevention’. In Manchester there is one plan and a collective responsibility 
across services. This introduces standards of healthcare provision as a ‘binding moral 
currency’ across the region.

The plans in Manchester are required to be integrated and formalised in locality plans 
and there is a cost benefit analysis to this work. Greater Manchester cannot just tighten 
the operation of formal medical services, as instead we must bring on board wider public 
services. At the start of this year, a plan was published for Greater Manchester to engage 
people in understanding factors affecting their own health, such as living with long-term 
conditions.
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Richard Humphries, King’s Fund, reported that people in this debate can be divided 
into three groups: devophiles, devophobes and devosceptics (the ‘don’t knows’). Mr 
Humphries reported that he was somewhere between first and third (-phile and -sceptic). 
It was reported that there should be a need for caution when devolving health because 
local government may not want to take on the financial issues of the NHS. It may be more 
preferable for them to work in partnership with health bodies.

Fiscal devolution is also not on the table for all, as central government is devolving the 
problems but not the resources required to manage them. The major sticking point of the 
Cities and Local Government Devolution Act 2016 was where responsibility for the NHS 
would lie. There are provisions included to ensure that the Secretary of State remains 
accountable. The NHS and central government culture has solidified during the history 
of the NHS and this may have created obstacles which devolution alone will not airbrush 
out.

Duncan Selbie, Public Health England, talked of the factors affecting the health of 
the people. Closing the health gap between those most affluent and otherwise, depends 
essentially on creating jobs that local people can get, decent homes and social cohesion, 
and for children, the importance of a good start to life. The NHS is a vital contributor 
to securing good health, including mental health, but even more so, are these wider 
determinants. Essentially a focus on people living in places rather than conditions and 
diseases, professions and statutory services, as important as these can be. Economic 
development and economic prosperity are the primary drivers for improving the public’s 
health and closing the health gap flows from ensuring that local people benefit from that 
prosperity.
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Annex 2: Devolution discussions at the 
City of Wolverhampton
Tom Walker, Director, Cities and Local Growth at the Department of Communities 
and Local Government (the Department) opened the discussions at the City of 
Wolverhampton. Mr Walker considered that the whole devolution agenda was trying to 
reconcile the image of central government being obstructive alongside achieving value 
for money. The Department therefore had to respond to the call for devolution in a more 
tailored way. There were four stated ambitions for devolution:

• ensuring clear objectives for the deals;

• assessing impact on the ground;

• ensuring good value for money;

• and ensuring clear accountability.

Panel One: The Economics of Devolution and Growth

How will devolution lead to economic growth in the West Midlands? The West 
Midlands stands at a moment of great economic potential, as it performs increasingly 
strongly on growth, inward investment and exports and looks forward to the game-
changing investment in High Speed 2 (HS2) over the next decade. On the 10th June 
2016, the three Local Enterprise Partnerships (LEPs) launched an ambitious single 
Strategic Economic Plan to provide a strong foundation for economic growth.

Professor Diane Coyle, University of Manchester, stated that the country is not as well 
off as it should be and centralised control of decision-making had been a cause. Exiting the 
European Union was soon to be a cause for limited resources and it should be considered 
that city and regional devolution would be a necessity in closing the productivity gap. 
Infrastructure wires and shapes an economy and given that London often dominates 
central concerns, the knowledge of what is needed locally, through devolution, would be 
essential.

Katie Trout, Director, Greater Birmingham and Solihull LEP, reported that since 2010 
there had been the creation of 170,000 private sector jobs in the West Midlands. With 
the advent of High Speed 2, the West Midlands was positioned to grow much further. 
Local Enterprise Partnerships are often trying to maximise opportunities afforded by 
central government and had used ‘city deals’ to good effect. With the introduction of the 
Combined Authority , there will be scale and a formalised, statutory structure.

The key barriers to economic growth at a local level are employment, skills and housing. 
Step changes in these areas will only come through greater devolution.

Sarah Whitney, Founding Director, Metro Dynamics reported that there the role 
of land and property was vital to consider. Making sure there is a sufficient supply of 
homes, transport to link homes and infrastructure to support communities was of critical 
importance. The West Midlands Land Commission considered this in detail. In order 
to deliver target growth, the land available also needs to be in the right condition, well 
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situated and in a range of sizes. The Strategic Economic Plan from the three LEPs has been 
well received and the Combined Authority can help share of greater skills set across the 
region.

John Poole, FSB Regional Chairman for Staffordshire and the West Midlands reported 
that the FSB was supportive of decentralisation as it levelled the playing field for small 
and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs). Under devolution there is an opportunity to get 
involved. However it is essential to its success that devolution doesn’t create fragmented 
and complicated rules for employers.

Panel Two: Regeneration and Devolution

The Combined Authority will have a fully devolved funding programme covering all 
domestic budgets for devolved functions. The fund will operate as a single programme, 
bringing together resources for economic growth, skills and employability, 
regeneration, transport and housing. The Government also plans to work together 
with the West Midlands on an appropriate portfolio of investable urban regeneration 
projects which government would help promote to appropriate international investors 
(through the Regeneration Investment Organisation), potentially as part of a new 
Midlands Engine proposition. What are the opportunities for regeneration arising 
from devolution?

Paula Deas, Operations Director, Coventry and Warwickshire LEP, stated that the LEP 
had worked collaboratively among private and public sector to target skills, north-south 
rail services, constructing stations, investment into further education centres and growth 
hubs to support SMEs to create new jobs. Devolution will allow us to continue working 
collaboratively across public, private and the academic sectors. There is a now build on 
the opportunities afforded by devolution and West Midlands now has more ‘rising star’ 
momentum.

Sarah Middleton, Chief Executive, Black Country Consortium Ltd stated that devolution 
in the West Midlands could improve over four million lives as there was an opportunity 
for regeneration through the sheer scale of the proposition. High Speed 2 also offered a 
number of opportunities.

The Midlands Engine, through the Combined Authority, could see decisions that could 
benefit the whole region and transcend traditional boundaries. The move would also 
support the regions moves to be competitive on infrastructure, skills and business to 
attract global investment. Devolution, as a whole, will see cities themselves become even 
more competitive with each other. There is a need to use the Combined Authority to 
attract mainstream service funds as well as private fiscal devolution, above and beyond 
business rates.

Rachel Egan, Employment & Skills Programme Lead, West Midlands Combined 
Authority considered that it was an exciting time because funding was being devolved 
for local infrastructure. There was also a need for the devolution of skills funding to bring 
benefit to local people. Work and health programmes will support those who have long-
term conditions and those support those who are unemployed back into work.
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There needs to be a shared understanding of what the deal means and an understanding 
of the practicalities of legislation involved in transferring powers to an elected mayor. The 
opportunities for change are huge and this is only the start of the journey in the West 
Midlands. The larger commissioning role of London and Manchester demonstrate the 
potential benefits. More devolution will mean gains in employment and skills .

Panel Three: High Speed 2 and Devolution

The Midlands HS2 Growth Strategy sets out the opportunities that the arrival of HS2 
affords the region. It aims to leverage the benefits delivered by HS2 to drive local 
growth on a nationally significant scale over and above the construction of HS2, 
through targeted packages of interventions that are tailored to the local context. It 
will ultimately drive job creation, increase productivity and generate net national 
growth, such that the investment will pay for itself over time. How can devolution take 
advantages of the opportunities afforded by the High Speed 2 project?

Cllr Roger Lawrence, Leader of the City of Wolverhampton, reported that transport 
planning needed to be on a bigger scale and could result in connectivity right across East 
and West Midlands. HS2 will immediately have a beneficial impact on the North and could 
see Birmingham competing with London for international airport traffic. The traditional 
West Coast Main Line are now running trains three or four times faster than predicted 
when it was built. HS2 will need to be future proof as it could exceed expectations. There 
are real opportunities afforded by this infrastructure project. The Government could even 
have called it the ‘Western Powerhouse’ and the ‘Eastern Machine.’

Liz Peace CBE, Chairman, Curzon Urban Regeneration Company stated that the HS2 
project and the devolution agenda represented two significant forces that were coming 
together and which together would bring benefits greater than the sum of the individual 
parts. HS2 would create growth, economic activity and improve people’s lives although 
it was imperative to look more widely at the project to realise the benefits and how they 
can be pushed out beyond Birmingham into the West Midlands as a whole. Up to 36% 
population will be upskilled, the project will create £1.3 billion and two million people 
will be connected.

Devolution, if properly implemented, would enhance the economic impact of HS2 by 
encouraging foreign investment and introducing West Midland wide solutions to the 
sorts of problems that threatened economic growth. Indeed, foreign investors are often 
surprised by the high level of centralisation in UK and see it as a barrier to growth.

The Combined Authority will need to use the powers that it will have to improve transport 
integration. It will need more powers to make a difference in areas such as housing where 
there are currently too many barriers to cross border allocation of housing need. There is 
also a need to go further on skills training particularly through Further Education, and 
financial mechanisms, particularly the ability to borrow and to enter into Joint Ventures 
with the private sector. Overall, the Combined Authority needed to show political bravery 
and use good communications to win the hearts and minds of the people in the West 
Midlands by showing them how these big policy changes could affect their lives.

James Betjemann, Curzon Programme Manager, Birmingham City Council said 
that there would be a master plan of regeneration around the HS2 station alongside an 
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extension of the Metro. Without the devolution deal they West Midlands might not have 
had this. The key to unlocking the master plan is the investment programme. An example 
of this is the Steamhouse Project, a creative hub for small businesses.

Panel Four: The Changing Nature of Centre-Local Relations

Devolution may prove to be a challenge for local government around England. Seen 
from the local level devolution can easily resemble centralisation. Functions may get 
pulled up to the new devolved institutions. And new targets, new forms of regulation 
or financial constraints which limit the autonomy of local government may emerge 
from the new devolved ‘centre’. How will centre-local working relationships change 
in relation to increased devolution and what is happening in the area of public sector 
reform in relation to this agenda?

Colin Copus, Professor of Local Politics, De Montfort University stated that the current 
policies of devolution to local government had emerged as a way of offering England some 
form of involvement in the overall process of devolution that was occurring across the 
UK with the devolved chambers in Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland. The devolution 
agenda was however, a missed opportunity to fundamentally alter the relationship 
between central and local government and to do so on a permanent footing. While local 
government was experiencing the decentralisation of certain tasks, functions and budgets, 
there was no real devolution of political and governing power from Westminster to the 
town halls. Moreover, Professor Copus stressed that any decentralisation that has so far 
taken place, including the formation of combined authorities, could be reversed by this or 
a future government.

Professor Copus commented that devolution, while trying to address the English 
question, was also predicated on an economic rationale and is forming a central part of 
the government’s economic and growth agenda policies. That basis to devolution means 
that the creation of devolution deals and combined authorities sees the reshaping of local 
government for a single policy objective–economic regeneration. Devolving to local 
government for a single purpose, while an important one, means that the commitment at 
the centre is not to localism and providing local government with additional powers for 
local self-government, but to shaping it and using it for economic purposes. At the point 
when the economy moves out of economic turmoil local government remains set up for 
a single purpose and the centre will again reshape, reorganise and reallocate tasks and 
functions appropriate to any new policy objective. Professor Copus commented that what 
was needed was a devolution of political and governing power–primary legislative power 
in some cases–and then for local government to no longer be seen as the vehicle through 
which the centre implements its policies.

Professor Copus argued that directly elected mayors were an essential political office 
to ensure that the new combined authroties did not become simply new, artificial and 
anonymous entities to which local people had little affinity, concern or knowledge. 
Elected mayors could personify and make the combined authorities real and meaningful 
to communities, businesses and other organisations as well as add transparency, 
accountability and a clear line of responsibility to decision-making. Without an elected 
mayor the danger was that combined authorities would not develop to their full potential 
for governing a city region area. Rather than too much power, he was worried that the 
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new elected mayors had insufficient powers to effectively shape the policy agenda of the 
combined authority area and deliver growth. Moreover, he was concerned that in some 
cases it appeared that the constitutions of combined authorities had been designed to neuter 
the mayor rather than empower that office. Professor Copus stated that the reluctance 
among many councillors to accept the office of elected mayor had seen the delaying and 
derailing of devolution deals and that local government had lost out of receiving many of 
the powers and functions that it had been demanding for some time because of antipathy 
towards the direct election of the mayor.

Dr Arianna Giovannini, Lecturer in Local Politics, De Montfort University reported 
that devolution deals will foster economic growth and the opportunities are there for 
the taking. Devolution deals focus on city regions understood as the best functional 
geography to foster economic development. This might be true but it they are often the 
areas that are already performing well, the ‘core cities’ are the ones which will most benefit 
from devolution deal. However the areas that are already struggling to compete will now 
be struggling with a race for devolution deals. The paradox here is that devolution deals 
conceived as ideas to foster economic growth may in fact create a wider gap of inequality. 
Local authorities have been set to compete against each other, as only a handful of deals 
have been signed, there will be a market of competition and inequality.

The process is also still strongly led by central government and the control of budget 
still remains at the discretion of central government. In most cases, the local authorities 
that have been at the negotiation table have had very little leverage and they have had 
to take a pragmatic approach and accept was offered to them. The stronghold of central 
government can be problematic. Dr Giovannini also questioned what would happen in 
Combined Authorities didn’t perform. Could and would the Government take money 
back?

The geography of Combined Authorities were also often artificial. Yorkshire had not been 
able find an agreement on the geography, apart from Sheffield, and there are parts of the 
region which cannot sign the deal. Citing Professor Copus’ comments, some areas are not 
happy with the idea because they fear there would be an elected figure operating above 
them who could take powers away. There are also feelings that the public have been left 
at the margins of the process. A survey in Yorkshire found that 55% know nothing about 
devolution deals or plans for an elected mayor. Turnout for local elections is already low, 
so new elected mayors could have a low mandate. Local democracy needs to be improved 
from the bottom up.

Martin Reeves, Chief Executive, Coventry City Council and Chief Executive of 
the WMCA said that there have never before been circumstances which have created 
such a compelling case for devolution. The notion of disconnect, disillusionment and 
disenfranchisement that has come through the vote for Brexit, and the notion of where 
power is brokered. Devolution therefore must be about an opportunity for inclusive 
growth and reforming our public services on a scale which gives people the quality of life 
which they deserve.
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The truth is that there are incredibly exciting developments going on in the West 
Midlands and there are ambitions beyond economic health. This really is an opportunity 
for functional devolution. If there is limited or no fiscal devolution, what does real fiscal 
autonomy and devolution look like? There is a need to move from a central perspective to 
a local perspective and fundamentally understand how people lead their lives. There are 
big issue of powers and how power is exercised, alongside how people understand power.

Devolution offers a chance to work in collaboration rather than competition with other 
areas. Whilst it needs to be right for our region and also in consonance with other regions, 
we will never find these conditions again to rebalance the relationship between local 
people and the state. Devolution is now or never.
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