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1.
PURPOSE AND SUMMARY OF REPORT

1.1 To advise the Cabinet of the process for securing a review of a local authority area and the procedures for a review, and inviting the Cabinet to urge the Secretary of State to invoke his powers to request a review of the boundaries of the Borough of Reading.

2.
RECOMMENDED ACTION

In the event that Members wish to request a boundary review, I recommend the 


following as a possible course of action:

2.1 That meetings be arranged as soon as practicable with neighbouring authorities, in order to ascertain whether there are any expansions to Reading's boundaries which could be recommended to the Secretary of State by mutual consent.

2.2 That, following these meetings, a proposal for an early and limited set of boundary extensions be prepared and the Deputy Prime Minister be asked to request a review on that basis by the Electoral Commission in accordance with section 13(1) of the Local Government Act 1992 (as amended) with a view to the Commission following the alternative procedure under section 15A of the Act.

2.3 That, following the submission of these limited proposals, the Deputy Prime Minister be urged to request a full review of the boundaries of the Borough of Reading, under section 13(1) of the 1992 Act.

2.4
That a report on progress on this three-part approach be submitted to Cabinet at its meeting in November 2002.
3.
POLICY CONTEXT

3.1 Seeking a review of the boundaries of the Borough, designed to secure boundaries more reflective of the modern community of Reading, would be consistent with the Council’s policies over the past 20 years.  These were most notably demonstrated in connection with the review of local government in the 1990s.

3.2 In 1994, the Council supported the boundary adjustments in the preferred option upon which the Local Government Commission consulted.  Had that option been adopted by the Commission, and accepted by the Government, areas such as land south of the existing boundary but north of the M4 and contiguous built up areas to the east and west would have been incorporated into the Borough.

4.
THE PROPOSAL

4.1
The only natural boundary of Reading is the River Thames in the north.  That was “breached” in 1911.  On the east, south and west there are no clearly defined limits to the areas that may be urbanised – no range of hills, no dramatic escarpment, no major river or fault line, no boundary that has been defined by man or technologically determined, save, perhaps, in the south and south west by the M4 Motorway, opened in 1971.  

4.2
The present boundaries of the Borough were, effectively, established in 1911, except for some minor adjustments to the north in 1977, and no longer reflect the social and economic entity of the Borough.  This is despite a number of reviews in the latter half of the 20th century.  Certainly, today, the boundary bisects residential roads in the west of the Borough and, in the east of the Borough, for instance, divides the Whiteknights campus of the University of Reading.  


History of present boundaries

4.3
The present southern and eastern boundaries of the Borough were effectively established in 1886 when, under a local Act of Parliament, parts of the then parishes of Earley and Tilehurst, and the whole of the then Parish of Whitley, were transferred into the Borough.  

4.4
Subject to the minor adjustments of 1977, the present northern and western boundaries of the Borough were settled by a confirmatory Act of Parliament which received the Royal Assent in July 1911.  This provided for the transfer of the then Urban District of Caversham and a further part of the Parish of Tilehurst into the Borough.

4.5
Finally, following the re-organisation of local government in 1974, the Secretary of State adopted recommendations of the Local Government Boundary Commission to transfer into the Borough, from Oxfordshire, the built-up part of the Parish of Mapledurham, the Highdown and Crawshay Drive/The Ridings areas of Emmer Green, Caversham Park Village and the Micklands Estate, with effect from April 1977.

4.6 The Local Government Commission, established under the Local Government Act 1992, consulted, in April 1994, on draft recommendations on 2 “greater Reading” unitary authorities.  The Commission recognised that a major issue was defining an appropriate boundary for the Reading-based authority and the issue was discussed in some detail in the draft recommendations of the Commission.  In the event, the Commission decided not to pursue its draft recommendations, as there was clear opposition in the “expansion” areas, supported by the then relevant local authorities, to an enlargement of the boundaries.


Achieving alterations to boundaries

4.7 The process for achieving boundary alterations is set out in the Local Government Act 1992, as amended, and is set out fully in Section 6 of this report.  Briefly put, alterations can only be achieved by order of the Secretary of State.  The order would be made in response to recommendations, following a public review, by the Electoral Commission (or the Boundary Committee for England on behalf of the Commission).  The basic tenets of the review would be

a
the need to reflect the identities and interests of local communities, and

b
the need to secure effective and convenient local government.

In the first instance, such a review may only be requested by the Secretary of State.

4.8
Presently, the Electoral Commission and the Boundary Committee for England are heavily committed to periodic electoral reviews.  Some 54 reviews are to be initiated in the current financial year alone.  A Parliamentary Under Secretary of State in the Department for Transport, Local Government and the Regions has suggested that the Government would be unlikely to involve the Electoral Commission (or the Boundary Committee) in any additional work until the current periodic electoral review programme is completed.

4.9
On the other hand, the Secretary of State can request a boundary review at any time, if he considers such a review to be merited.  The Parliamentary Under Secretary of State suggested, as an example, if 2 or more local authorities jointly submitted suggestions for mutually agreed boundary changes.

Conclusions

4.10
In the wide spread reviews of local authority structures and boundaries in the 1990s in England, the boundary of only 1 authority – the City of York – was altered, to take in parts of the districts of Harrogate, Ryedale and Selby.  The creation of the unitary County of Herefordshire also led to some adjustment to the boundaries of the Malvern Hills District Council.  There are known to be a number of other authorities, like Reading, which have outgrown their present boundaries – the City of Nottingham is a case in point.  However, there must be doubt that any other major urban area still suffers from the constraints of Victorian and Edwardian boundaries, in the way Reading does.

4.11
If the Council wishes to secure an alteration of the boundaries, it needs, in the first instance, to urge the Secretary of State to a request a review of the boundaries, under section 13(1) of the Local Government Act 1992, by the Electoral Commission.

5.
CONTRIBUTION TO STRATEGIC AIMS

5.1 The proposal would assist towards the promotion of effective consultation and communication and help secure the most effective use of resources in the delivery of high quality, best value public services.

6.
LEGAL IMPLICATIONS


6.1
The process for achieving boundary alterations is set out in the Local Government Act 1992.  The Act has been amended with effect from 1 April 2002 by the Local Government Commission for England (Transfer of Functions) Order 2001.  

6.2
Under Section 13(1) of the Act, the Secretary of State may request the Electoral Commission to recommend in respect of a specified area in England

a
whether a structural change should be made;

b
whether a boundary change should be made.

6.3
When the Electoral Commission receives a request from the Secretary of State, they may direct the Boundary Committee for England

a
to conduct a review of the area, and

b
to recommend whether a change of the kind specified in the request should be made.

6.4

In undertaking such a review, the Committee must have regard to:

a
the need to reflect the identities and interests of local communities, and

b
the need to secure effective and convenient local government.

6.5
The procedure for a review is set out in Section 15 of the Act.  As soon as reasonably practical after being directed to conduct a review, the Boundary Committee for England shall take steps to inform interested parties of the direction and the period within which representations about the review may be made.

6.6
In conducting a review, the Boundary Commission shall:

a
take into account any representations made within the period provided;

b
prepare draft recommendations and ensure that they are advised to interested parties;

c
deposit copies of the draft recommendations for public inspection for a specified period;

d
take into consideration any representations made within that period.

6.7
The Boundary Committee of England will then:

a
submit a report to the Electoral Commission together with recommendations;

b
notify interested parties of those recommendations and deposit copies for inspection.

6.8
There is now also an alternative procedure on a review, under Section 15A of the Act.  Where the Electoral Commission consider it appropriate, they may direct the Boundary Committee for England not to follow the procedure above, but 

a
to take sufficient steps to secure that persons who may be interested in the matters which are the subject of the review are informed of them and of the period within which representations about them may be made;

b
to take into consideration any such representations made to them within that period; and

c
to inform any person who has made representations of the recommendations which are made to the Electoral Commission. 

6.9
The Parliamentary Under Secretary of State (see paragraph 4.8 above) gave an indication of the likely use of the “alternative procedure”. It is designed to allow small-scale boundary changes to be made more easily, for instance, when new development straddles a current local authority boundary.  

6.10 Finally, where the Electoral Commission make recommendations to the Secretary of State in response to a request for him, the Secretary of State may, by order, no earlier than 6 weeks following receipt of the recommendations, give effect to all or any of the recommendations, with or without modifications. 

7.
FINANCIAL IMPLICATIONS

7.1 There are no significant financial implications in seeking to persuade the Secretary of State to exercise his powers under Section 13(1) of the Act of 1992.

7.2
If the Secretary of State decided to request a review, expenditure, at present unquantified, would be incurred, largely in respect of officer time, in making representations to the Electoral Commission, or the Boundary Committee for England, in the course of the review.
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