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GOVERNING OXFORDSHIRE: WHAT WILL LOCAL GOVERNMENT REFORM DELIVER?

Position Statement: local government reorganisation and devolution debate in
Oxfordshire, as at November 2025

On November 1t Oxford Civic Society held a meeting to explore the challenges for Oxfordshire of
a current double governance agenda: local government reform (LGR) and the introduction of
regional devolution. Following this meeting, this Position Statement sets out where we are in the
process of transforming our local government arrangements in Oxfordshire and the region and
our priorities for attention in the coming months, up to and including the Spring of 2026.

1. What was discussed at the OCS meeting on November 1st
1.1. Local government reorganisation

Central government’s 2024 White Paper proposes the abolition of the remaining 21 two-tier
English shire counties. In their place unitary authorities would deliver all services currently
divided between districts and counties. The government also plans to extend devolved regional
authorities to all areas, eventually headed by a directly elected mayor.

The timetable for LGR is tight. Final proposals are due by 28 November. Between them, the five
Oxfordshire districts and the county council will submit three distinct proposals. They will be
described in detail at the meeting by leaders of the councils which have designed them. In
summary, they entail:

e asingle unitary covering the entire county;

e twounitaries, one inthe north covering the areas of three current districts (Cherwell, West
Oxfordshire, and Oxford City) with a second in the south (“Ridgeway”) including South
Oxfordshire, the Vale of White Horse, and the current West Berkshire unitary authority;
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e three unitaries, under which “Greater Oxford” would, along with most of the green belt
surrounding it, become a third unitary taking in some adjacent territory from the northern
and southern parts of the two-unitary proposal.

" Greater Oxford
Proposal

Presentations on the 3 proposals were made at the OCS event on November 1. These are
available at https://www.oxfordfutures.org.uk/category/local-government-reorganisation-and-
devolution-2025/

1.2. Devolution

The timetable for regional devolution is more open-ended. Oxfordshire will be part of a “Thames
Valley” devolved regional authority, almost certainly alongside Berkshire. Buckinghamshire and
even Swindon have also been discussed as possible members, but this remains uncertain.
Eventually devolved authorities will be headed by directly elected mayors, though the progression
from so-called non-mayoral foundation authorities through to fully-fledged elected mayoral
strategic authorities will take time. The process is set out in the English Devolution and
Community Empowerment Bill, published in July.

Devolved regional authorities will take over responsibility for some strategic functions, including
transport planning and spatial development, so itis difficult to exclude their eventualimpact from
discussion of unitarization under LGR. However, given the uncertainties of regionalisationitis not
be possible at this stage to be precise about its effect on LGR. Some have argued that the two
need to be planned together, rather than in sequence, but central government takes a different
view. Regionalisation will certainly arise during our meeting, but substantial analysis of its impact
will have to await further detail on how it is to operate. The Society expects to hold a further
meeting on LRG and regionalisation in the first half of 2026.

2. What comes next?
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The proposals made by councils now go to central government, which will decide which to take
forward to consultation. For Oxfordshire, this could be one, two, or all three proposals.
Consultation will occur over the coming winter with a wide range of participants. Central
government will keep tight control of the process, including the detailed questions consultees
must answer. Note that there will be no confirmatory referendums. The final decision rests with
central government. Note also that because central government is reserving the right to make
modifications, it is possible that whatever formula is finally chosen could look significantly
different from any of the three currently being put forward.

Once a final decision has been taken Parliament will pass a structural change order (SCO)
establishing the new unitary authority or authorities for Oxfordshire. The SCO will define
councillor numbers, the electoral process, and the complex transitional arrangements needed
as functions are transferred from existing to new authorities. Elections to a shadow authority are
likely to take place in 2027, with vesting day, the moment when the newly elected authority goes
live, likely to be 1 April 2028.

From SCO to vesting day there will be a formidable amount of work to ensure continuity of key
services, fair treatment of staff, and a generally safe and legal handover. An idea of the different
work streams involved can be obtained by accounts from shire authorities in earlier rounds of
unitarization. (see for example the recent North Yorkshire Council and LGR webinar,
https://youtu.be/ohrDcWgSQHw?si=GrXkj3GXblVIlaWd). The feasibility and cost of an effective
handover is one of the criteria by which central government will judge proposals.

3. November 28 is not the end of the debate in Oxfordshire

This means that the debate in Oxfordshire does not end with the deadline for submissions on 28
November. On the contrary, if the Secretary of State chooses to consult on two or all three
Oxfordshire proposals, the debate seems set to intensify. Although there is no requirement for
formal public ratification by public vote, the range of interested organisations which by statute
must or can be consulted before a final decision is taken is very broad. In the case of Surrey,
whose timetable is a few months ahead of Oxfordshire’s, and where the Ministry of Housing,
Communities and Local Government has decided to take forward two of three proposals
submitted, it involves no fewer than twelve county, district and borough authorities within Surrey
itself, together with fifteen neighbouring principal councils, eleven health bodies, three police,
fire and rescue bodies, and twenty-seven other public-sector, voluntary-sector and business
bodies.

The Civic Society meeting of November 1° did not therefore deliver the definitive verdict of what
LGR will or should bring. Too much depends on how central government responds to the
proposals going forward. Rather, the goal was, and remains, to improve understanding of what is
happening, and more importantly, to clarify the implications, costs and benefits of the
fundamental choices between consolidation and disaggregation which the county faces.

4. Issues to be discussed further by Oxford Civic Society

Among the critical issues to be discussed will be the impact on community identity of larger,
potentially more remote unitary authorities. Central government talks of its requirement for the
establishment neighbourhood committees, and the importance it attaches to borough and
parish councils, as well as to historic community identities. But details of what this means or
should mean are sparse to non-existent in the existing legislative proposals.
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Some potential solutions to alleviate these risks involve committees covering parliamentary
constituencies. Others seek to establish committees covering former district-authority
territories. Some involve sub-groups of elected unitary-authority councillors, reinforced by non-
elected appointees from functional services like health, social care, police etc.

It would be highly undesirable, and politically destabilising, if the benefits of a single front door to
all local government services were undermined by a growing sense of remoteness of large
monolithic authorities. Civic Societies like OCS have a strong interest in protecting the social
capital of community identity and civic participation. The Society will press hard to ensure that
channels of local representation do not get abandoned as LGR proceeds, and that further thought
is given to how the risks can be alleviated.

At the other end of the scale, there is an opposite concern. This is that some at least of the
boundaries proposed in Oxfordshire LGR cut across a rational and planned approach to
economic development and the spatial distribution of resources. Elevating key strategic
decisions to the regional authorities may be a partial answer to this, but it carries its own risks. If
the geographic boundaries of new unitaries cut across homogenous economic areas, but a
higher-tier authority over-rules the demands of the new unitaries, this will not produce high-
quality governance and may discourage those same unitaries from the duty to cooperate
enshrined in law. Oxfordshire has experienced this issue quite extensively in the past, and the
combination of LGR and regional devolution could yet reproduce it in the future.

These are just two of the many issues discussed at the Society’s November 1% event. November
is anything but a conclusion to the process of local government reform. On the contrary, as the
government moves to the consultative stage, public involvement, hitherto lacking as councils
have worked hard, at pace, on the details of their proposals, will become more important than
ever.

Chairman, Oxford Civic Society
November 2025

Please contact me if you are interested in working with us on our further work on local
government reorganisation and devolution.

Please contact: chairman@oxcivicsoc.org.uk
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