Briefing on Regional Assembly re-organisation.

For clarity this briefing concentrates on regional structural changes currently in process – and proposed future regional planning. Simplifying where possible. 

Background

Apparently in the 2006 Budget the Government announced it would carry our a sub-nation review (SNR) looking sub national development and regeneration.  The review was published in July 2007, and two of its four objectives was 1) the streamlining of the regional tier (Regional Assemblies (RAs) and Regional Development Agencies(RDAs) which are government funded, both these bodies were set up in 1998 under the Regional Agencies Development Act 2) reforming central governments relations with regions and localities.  Note RAs produced the Regional Spatial Strategies (RSS) i.e. the SE Plan, EE Plan that focussed on housing development, and the RDAs produced Regional Economic Strategies (RES). Neither regional bodies were of course elected.

On the 31st March 2008 the Government published a consultation document Prosperous Places: taking for the review of sub-national economic development and regeneration. (Ed.this government does like to obscure things) which put forward detailed proposals on the structure and process for developing new combined Regional Strategies integrating RSS with RES.  The Government proposed that the Regional Assemblies be abolished by 2010, with their powers being transferred to the Regional Development Agencies who would then work closely with local authorities etc.  It was proposed that local authorities would work though a new Local Authority Leaders Board, which would input into the process, scrutinise and sign off the strategies. 

Needless to say this did not go down very well with local authorities and other stake holders  – in fact there was quite strong resistance to what the Government was proposing. Quite understandably so. 

The Government published its response to the public consultation on the 25th November 2008.  

(If members want to read the totality of what is proposed it may be found on the Department of Communities and Local Government’s web site at:  

http://www.communities.gov.uk/citiesandregions/thesubnationalreview/takingforwardsnr
entitled  25 November 2008 Government response to consultation.)

In this document the Government proposes that there will be joint responsibility for the new integrated regional strategy between the Local Authority Leaders Board, and the Regional Development Agency. How the structure to achieve this joint working is for the regional bodies to decide with the Government stepping in if no agreement can be reached with the expectation that the Regional Development Agencies would be given the lead in strategy development. Needless to say this restructuring would need repeal of the 1998 Regional Agencies Development Act and new legislation to legalise the new structure.

Some time in the 2008/9 session of parliament, probably around November 2008 the Department of Communities and Local Government tabled a Bill entitled Local Democracy, Economic Development and Construction Bill. A plethora of documents were issued in January 2009 – these may be found at:

http://www.communities.gov.uk/citiesandregions/thesubnationalreview/takingforwardsnr

Additionally Regional Assemblies were required to provide their new working arrangements by Spring 2009. 

Current Position – somewhat of a haram scaram muddle

1. Legislation – the 1998 Act is still in force. The new bill is still going through Parliament and whilst the Government hoped to have it in place before the summer, due to the high number of issues raised by the Lords, it is unlikely to be in place until the Autumn at least, possibly later.

2. Regional Assemblies in general – some regional assemblies have already dissolved replaced with different structures, that have had to have some interim measures in place to comply with the 1998 legislation, 

· North West Regional  Assembly dissolved in July 2008, the North East Regional Assembly, South East Regional Assembly and Yorkshire and Humber Regional Assembly dissolved at the end of March 2009

3. Regions in Particular:

· The South East England Regional Assembly dissolved on 31st March 09 and is replaced by the South East England Partnership Board, consisting of 4 member of the South East England Development Agency (one of whom chairs the Board) and 8 members of  from the Leaders  Board (consisting of cross party representatives from district unitary and county councils). The Partnership Board holds its first meeting in July. The Board is supported by the South East England Councils consisting of representatives of all 74 councils) and the South East England Development Agency.  The web site for the new Partnership Board is still under construction, so it would appear that since dissolution, on the 31st March, there has been a complete hiatus and this will continue until at least their first meeting in July. The SE Plan was of course published in May 2009 by the Government Office of the South East.

· The East of England Regional Assembly is still in place and appears to intend to be in place until April 2010, to allow a) a seamless transition to the new way of working, b) to await the final details of the Local Democracy, Economic Development and Construction Bill and c) to complete the EE Plan review, which it is hoped will be completed by March 2010. This last will of course be superseded by the new joint single strategy.  The Assembly have consulted widely with local authorities and Stakeholders in respect of the future structure and a possible model goes to the Executive Committee in June, and if passed the full Assembly in July.  The full report and appendices that went to the Executive Committee on June 12 – Item 2 can be found at 

http://www.eera.gov.uk/meeting-and-events/executive-committee-meetings
The possible model contained in these papers  is for a Regional Strategy Board consisting of 12 voting members from the Leaders Board (a regional grouping of leaders of the principle councils in the region plus the Broads Authority), 6 voting members from the East of England Development Agency,  and 5 non voting members from the key public sector agencies and a non voting member the Chair of the East of England Stakeholder Partnership.  (Ed. It would appear that the East of England Regional Assembly is determined not to be “bounced” by this Government into something that local authorities will not support) However there is a risk that the Government would intervene if agreement is not reached with the East of England Development Agency.  

