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A stronger Devon:
Four Councils, One 
Connected Devon 
“The two-tier system has failed Devonians.  This is a once-in-a-generation opportunity 
to reshape how local government works - not just for Plymouth, but for every corner of 
Devon. Our proposal puts people first, with a model that reflects how communities live, 
connect, and thrive across the region.

“This isn’t just about redrawing boundaries, it’s about building a smarter, fairer future.  
It brings together the ambition of our cities, the strength of our towns, and the character 
of our rural and coastal communities.

“With four focused councils working together, we can deliver better public services, 
unlock investment, and give every part of Devon a stronger voice. We’re asking the 
government to back a vision that works for everyone - from Barnstaple to Brixham, 
Exeter to Ivybridge.

“For Plymouth, this proposal secures our future as a thriving, resilient city - not in 
isolation, but as a driving force within a vibrant, connected region. It gives us the scale to 
lead, the flexibility to respond, and the partnerships to grow, while staying rooted in the 
communities that make Plymouth unique. For us it’s about; realising national significant 
growth opportunities such as the defence dividend, that decisions are made closer to the 
communities they directly affect - not miles away - and it’s also about value for money in 
how services are delivered through innovation and cultural change.”

Councillor Tudor Evans
Leader of Plymouth City Council

“

See our full draft proposal here: www.plymouth.gov.uk/lgr



Introduction and vision

What you have told us? 
From our engagement with over 1,300 people in Plymouth and the 13 parishes in South Hams, we can see that 
people want:
n Culture and identity to be protected  n Decisions that are made locally and services that reflect local needs
n Services that are joined-up, fair and fit for the future  n Fairness, transparency and value for money 
n Planning that protects what matters  n To be part of the process

Our proposal
What we’re proposing
Similarly to Exeter and Torbay councils, Plymouth City Council is asking the Government to in asking the 
Government to create four unitary councils for Devon, aiming to simplify local government and deliver better 
services for residents. Plymouth City Council’s proposal includes:
n	 An expanded Plymouth: Plymouth plus 13 parishes from South Hams, expanding to serve communities 

across the city and surrounding areas that already rely on Plymouth for employment, education and 
healthcare. A council with the scale to compete nationally and drive growth.

n	 An expanded Exeter: Exeter plus surrounding parishes from Teignbridge, East Devon, and Mid Devon, 
unlocking the potential of one of Britain’s fastest-growing cities, giving it the coherence and capacity to plan 
strategically for housing, transport and economic development across its natural economic area

n	 An expanded Torbay: Torbay plus nearby parishes, as a continuing council, with  proven success in 
delivering integrated services, from acclaimed children’s services to innovative health partnerships.

n	 Devon coast and countryside: A new council - specifically designed for rural and coastal communities, 
with services tailored to the challenges of dispersed populations, market towns and isolated areas.

This structure recognises that Devon is not one homogenous place. Urban centres drive economic growth and 
innovation. Rural and coastal areas require specialist understanding and tailored services. This model delivers 
for both.

Why change is needed
In early 2025, the Government invited councils 
across Devon to bring forward proposals for Local 
Government Reorganisation (LGR). This invitation 
was part of a national effort to simplify local 
government structures in areas that currently operate 
under a two-tier system - where responsibilities are 
split between district and county councils.

The Government’s expectation is clear: proposals 
must cover the whole of the two-tier area, not just 
individual council boundaries. 

Devon’s current structure - with 11 councils 
including a county council, eight districts, and 
two unitary councils - is complex and outdated. 
It creates confusion for residents, duplication in 
services, and barriers to growth. People often don’t 
know which council to contact, and services like 
transport, housing, and social care are split across 
administrative boundaries that don’t reflect real life.

In response to the Government’s invitation, 
Plymouth City Council has developed a proposal 
for a new model of local government across Devon. 
Our vision is to replace the current system with 
four new unitary councils that are simpler, stronger, 
and better aligned with Devon’s geography, economy 
and communities.

Our vision
n	 We want to create a future where:
n	 Every resident has access to high-quality services 

from a single council
n	 Communities are empowered to shape their own 

neighbourhoods
n	 Growth is sustainable, inclusive, and strategically 

planned
n	 Local government is financially resilient and 

future-ready
n	 This is not just about changing boundaries -  

it’s about building a better Devon for everyone.

See our full draft proposal here: www.plymouth.gov.uk/lgr



Why are we proposing an expanded footprint for Torbay?
The only difference between our LGR proposal and Torbay Council’s is the boundary.  Torbay is proposing to 
retain its existing boundary, while we are advocating for an expanded footprint.
We believe that a broader boundary would create a strategically coherent unitary authority that better 
reflects natural economic patterns and travel-to-work areas. By integrating Torbay’s tourism and hi-tech 
sectors with the retail, industrial, and heritage strengths of the surrounding areas, the expanded footprint 
would support a more diversified and resilient year-round economy.

Will this affect local identity?
No. Our proposal celebrates Devon’s diversity – from the moors to the coast, from market towns to cities. 
Each new council will:
n	 Reflect local strengths and priorities  		  n Preserve existing boundaries and identities
n	 Work closely with communities to shape services

What are the benefits of our proposal?
There are many benefits in our proposal, including: 
n Local services, locally delivered  			   n Smarter use of resources
n Financial resilience					     n Protected local democracy
n Responsive and agile governance			   n Safeguarded vital services
n Stronger, more stable workforce			   n Better partnerships with NHS, police, and others
n Respect for local identity				    n Empowered communities
n Managed transition with minimal disruption

See our full draft proposal here: www.plymouth.gov.uk/lgr
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Why is our proposal stronger than the  
alternative models?

There are two alternative models being proposed by other councils in Devon. 

n	 Devon County Council’s three unitary council model – keeping Plymouth and Torbay as they are and 
merging the rest of the county into one new, large Devon-wide council. 

n	 The district council’s 4-5-1 model – consisting of three unitary councils: where Plymouth remains 
unchanged; however, Torbay merges with South Hams, Teignbridge, and West Devon; and Exeter joins East, 
Mid, North Devon, and Torridge.

While both aim to simplify governance, these proposals risk creating councils that are too large, too remote, 
and too disconnected from the communities they serve.

Our proposal offers a smarter, more balanced solution: four focused unitary councils that reflect Devon’s 
real-life geography, economic links, and community identities. It builds on the proven success of Plymouth and 
Torbay as unitary authorities and proposes expanding and strengthening these models - including Exeter - to 
create councils that are fit for the future.

Unlike the single unitary model, our approach avoids over-centralisation and ensures local decision-making 
remains close to the people it affects. And unlike the 4-5-1 models, it also includes the creation of an expanded 
unitary Exeter - creating four councils that are fit for the future. 

Our model:
n	 Keeps decision-making local and responsive, with councils that understand their communities
n	 Protects rural voices and urban capacity, giving each area the focus it deserves
n	 Delivers better services and stronger partnerships, with joined-up teams and clearer accountability
n	 Offers real value for money, reducing duplication and freeing up resources for frontline services
n	 Strengthens parish governance, with dedicated support for local priorities.
It’s a smarter, fairer way to run local government - one that works for every part of Devon, not just the  
biggest centres.

What it means for local people?
All services - from waste collection to adult social care - will be delivered by one council in your area, with 
joined-up teams, clear accountability, and local leadership.

This means:
n	 No more confusion between county and district roles  
n	 No more duplication of services and inefficiency
n	 Faster decisions, smarter delivery, and better outcomes  
n	 More funding directed to frontline services, not bureaucracy

For residents in wider Devon
It means:

n	 One council contact in each area - no more confusion between district and county
n	 One council that can focus on the delivery of services to rural and coastal communities
n	 Three councils that can focus on the delivery of services to urban communities and their hinterland
n	 Continuation of social care through integrated services like Livewell Southwest

See our full draft proposal here: www.plymouth.gov.uk/lgr



n	 Better education planning and SEND support, tailored to local needs
n	 Infrastructure that reflects real life - commuting patterns, housing needs, and service access
n	 Parish councils protected and empowered, with stronger local representation

n	 Fairer investment across urban, rural, and coastal communities

n	 Joined-up services that are easier to access, quicker to respond, and better value for money.

For Plymouth residents
It means: 

n	 More resources to invest in services, infrastructure, and innovation

n	 A stronger voice in regional decisions through a strategic mayoral authority

n	 Better coordination of transport, housing, and employment across the Greater Plymouth area

n	 Support for key sectors like defence, marine, and green innovation

n	 Access to wider services through joined-up delivery with neighbouring communities

n	 A city that leads - not in isolation, but as part of a connected, thriving region.

To see more detail of what the proposal would mean, go to: www.plymouth.gov.uk/lgr

Will local communities still have a voice?
Absolutely. Our proposal strengthens local democracy by:

n	 Protecting town and parish councils

n	 Creating new Neighbourhood governance arrangement which reflect local priorities

n	 Ensuring rural and coastal areas are not left behind.

The financial case
Independent financial modelling shows this plan is both sensible and bold. It will cost around £70 million to 
deliver across Devon, with about half going to workforce changes and redundancies. But the return is quick 
and significant.

By year three, the initial costs are repaid, and over the following decade, the new unitary councils could save 
more than £400 million. These savings come from streamlining services, cutting duplication, reducing senior 
management costs, and ending the inefficiencies of running eleven separate councils. 

Critically, the proposal creates four financially sustainable councils with balanced tax bases. Each council will 
have the resources it needs to deliver quality services while building resilience for the future. No area is 
disadvantaged. No community is left behind.

For extended Plymouth specifically, the investment of £4.9 million delivers an annual return of over £6 million 
in improved viability, demonstrating the strong financial case for expansion. Similar analysis shows positive 
returns for each of the proposed councils.

See our full draft proposal here: www.plymouth.gov.uk/lgr



See our full draft proposal here:  
www.plymouth.gov.uk/lgr

Milestone Date

Proposal submitted November 2025

Government consultation Early 2026

Elections      Spring 2026

Decision announced Summer 2026

Elections May 2027

New councils go live April 2028

Timeline and next steps

The Local Government Boundary Commission for England (LGBCE) has paused its electoral review of 
Plymouth pending the outcome of the Local Government Reorganisation process. Consequently, until further 
notice from the Government, the current election cycle remains - with elections being held in 2026 and 2027.
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Foreword 
 
Plymouth City Council strongly supports the Government’s approach to devolving powers from 
Westminster and streamlining local government to a model based on unitary councils. Whilst 
devolution will bring greater powers and funding to our region, local government reorganisation will 
bring clarity and simplicity for local people and local businesses.  
 
For far too long we have been held back because our existing city boundary cuts through 
communities and creates inefficiencies and delays in how we can work with local people to solve 
their problems and issues. This challenge is not unique to Plymouth. Exeter faces similar boundary 
constraints that prevent effective strategic planning, whilst Devon's rural and coastal communities are 
poorly served by the current two-tier fragmentation. It is why we are proposing to replace the 
duplication and waste of the existing two-tier system of local government in Devon with four unitary 
councils. By creating authorities that reflect how people live, work and access services, we can 
develop resilient local councils that deliver improved outcomes while maintaining the distinct 
identities that make this part of the world so special. 
 
We have worked closely with Exeter and Torbay to develop a bold and imaginative proposal for four 
unitary councils to replace the county council and districts in Devon. Our proposal will provide four 
unitary councils that will have clearer lines of accountability, a stronger focus on the urban and rural 
communities they serve, stronger voices for local people and financial sustainability.  
 
Plymouth is the powerhouse and growth hub of the South West and is relentlessly ambitious for its 
people and for its businesses. We are in a truly unique position to drive growth because of our 
nationally significant defence assets, our status as the national centre for marine autonomy, and our 
track record of delivering large scale award-winning regeneration and housing projects. Similarly, 
both Exeter and Torbay have ambitious plans for their areas and strong track records in delivering 
housing and regeneration initiatives. Together, Plymouth, Exeter and Torbay can be greater than the 
sum of their parts when it comes to using the new powers and funding arising from devolution. But 
this requires the modifications to all three areas set out in this proposal if the growth aspirations of 
the Government are to be realised. 
 
Following the invitation from Government, Plymouth, Exeter and Torbay have taken a proactive 
approach and spent a lot of time talking to local residents, businesses, and other important 
stakeholders. We have given significant weight in developing our proposal for an expanded Plymouth 
to the character and identity of the communities which surround the city, so that they may share in 
the prosperity that is coming to city. Many residents in these communities already work in the city, 
some will have friends and family here, many if not most, will be frequent visitors to our theatres, our 
events, the hospital, and city centre shops. Again, this will be the same for the communities that are 
close to Exeter and Torbay. 
 
Our proposal offers the best of both worlds – we want to create vibrant urban areas set within 
beautiful rural environments with thriving towns and communities with the highest quality of services 
across the whole area. Our proposal for Devon is therefore based strongly on the principle of 
subsidiarity, with decisions being made close to the communities affected and which protects the 
culture and identity of all the communities. 
 
Plymouth is uniquely positioned to drive growth and deliver better public services across an 
expanded area. To realise its substantial development pipeline and help the Government meet its 



P a g e  | 5 
 

OFFICIAL 

national missions, Plymouth needs to operate at a larger scale. Expanding the boundary of Plymouth 
will require a one-off transition investment of approximately £4.9 million. However, this will 
strengthen Plymouth's financial resilience considerably, generating over £6 million in annual benefits. 
This represents excellent value for money and will underpin the council's financial sustainability for 
years to come, recognising that there are many future decisions that councillors need to make to 
achieve all the longer-term benefits we have identified in our proposal. 
 
Plymouth's proposal is for four unitary councils because we believe this is the right answer for 
Devon. 
 
A single, remote "mega-council" would fail to recognise the distinct needs of urban Plymouth, urban 
Exeter, coastal Torbay, and rural Devon. 
 

• Two unitaries would leave some areas with fragmented governance. 
 

• Three unitaries would force incompatible areas together. 
 

• Four unitaries, including an expanded Plymouth, enable each area to have governance that 
matches its unique character and needs. 

 
This is one of the most crucial periods in Plymouth’s history. Together, we can build a brighter future 
for our great city, and for Exeter and Torbay.  
 
We invite the Government to undertake a statutory consultation on our proposal. 
 
 
Councillor Tudor Evans OBE 
Leader, Plymouth City Council 
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Introduction 
 

1.1. This submission presents Plymouth City Council's proposal for local government 
reorganisation across Devon, creating four unitary councils that will deliver transformational 
public service reform through the removal of administrative duplication, improved service 
integration, and more efficient use of resources.  

 
1.2. The four unitary model comprises an expanded Plymouth City Council, an expanded Torbay 

Council and two new unitary councils; an expanded Exeter City and the ‘Devon Coast and 
Countryside’ authority. Together, these authorities will establish a single tier of local 
government that reflects the natural economic geography and functional relationships of this 
important region. 

 
1.3. Our base proposal partially meets the requirements of the Local Government and Public 

Involvement in Health Act 2007 and meets some of the Government's six criteria set out in 
its legal invitation. However, the Ministry of Housing, Communities and Local Government 
(MHCLG) has confirmed that councils may wish to consider a proposal with modified 
boundaries including if existing boundaries would not meet the criteria or changes to 
boundaries would better meet the criteria. 

 
1.4. Our modified proposal fully meets the Government’s criteria because it aligns even better 

with how people actually live their lives, reflects travel to work and housing market areas, 
and enables services to be provided in ways that more proactively support growth, 
regeneration, access to health and social care. Critically, the modified proposal delivers 
genuine public service reform by creating coherent geographies for service delivery that 
avoid fragmentation, reduce administrative duplication, and enable place-based models of care 
that integrate health and social care services around the needs of communities rather than 
administrative convenience. It is on this basis that we invite the Secretary of State to use the 
powers in Section 11 of the 2007 Act to modify our base proposal to achieve even better 
outcomes for the whole of Devon. 

 
1.5. Public service reform sits at the heart of our four unitary proposal. The current two-tier 

system creates inefficiencies through divided responsibilities between county and district 
councils, leading to confusion for residents, duplication of back-office functions, and barriers 
to integrated service delivery. By establishing four unitary authorities, we will remove these 
barriers and create the conditions for transformational change in how services are delivered, 
particularly in crucial areas such as children's social care, Special Education Need and 
Disabilities (SEND) provision, adult social care, and preventative services. As a continuing 
authority, Plymouth will be uniquely positioned to seamlessly integrate services across the 
extended area from day one, bringing proven excellence in children's services, adult social 
care, and integrated health partnerships to a wider community. 
 

1.6. Plymouth's innovative strategic planning approach through the Plymouth and South West 
Devon Joint Local Plan already demonstrates the successful collaboration which is possible 
across Plymouth and the communities of the South Hams. The expanded council will deliver 
integrated and effective local governance to the people of Plymouth and the surrounding 
areas that already naturally function as part of the Plymouth housing and economic area.  
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1.7. The four unitary model reflects the distinct needs of different parts of Devon. Plymouth and 
Torbay face the highest levels of deprivation, with significant concentrations of areas in the 
most deprived national deciles, coupled with higher levels of child poverty and lower life 
expectancy. This requires tailored, intensive support models. Meanwhile, the new Devon 
authority will focus on the distinct challenges of dispersed rural communities, including rural 
poverty, low wages, and pressures around housing affordability and connectivity. This 
differentiated approach ensures that public services can be designed and delivered in ways 
that genuinely respond to local circumstances rather than applying uniform models that work 
nowhere well. 

 
1.8. The four unitary model creates a robust local government structure that serves both current 

and future generations, with the agility to embrace innovation whilst adapting to changing 
priorities. By eliminating artificial administrative boundaries that currently divide naturally 
connected communities, this proposal creates clear accountability, improves service delivery, 
and unlocks significant opportunities for housing growth and economic development. 

 
1.9. Plymouth City Council has an excellent track record of sustained improvements to critical 

statutory services including adult and children's social care services. This is down to a 
relentless focus on putting outcomes for residents first, using transformative and innovative 
approaches to make the city's services better. We work at pace, with high energy and a 
mindset of continual improvement. 

 
1.10. The expanded Plymouth will be equipped to provide enhanced service delivery achieved 

through the integration of services currently divided between county and district councils, 
leading to more cohesive and efficient operations. 

 
1.11. This is a historic moment for Plymouth. Our vision is a future where the expanded Plymouth 

unitary authority delivers quality, cost effective public services to residents whilst maintaining 
strong community connections through innovative neighbourhood governance arrangements. 

 
Current Challenges 

 
1.12. The existing two-tier structure of local government creates artificial barriers in areas that 

naturally function as part of Devon's principal urban settlements. The division of 
responsibilities between county and district councils fragments service delivery, particularly 
for vulnerable residents who require coordinated support across multiple services. Families 
with children who have special educational needs, older people requiring both health and 
social care, and young people transitioning from children to adult services all face 
unnecessary complexity navigating between different tiers of local government. These 
administrative boundaries frustrate residents and delay solutions to cross-boundary issues 
such as housing delivery, transport planning, and economic development. 

 
1.13. Businesses struggle to identify the right council to engage with on economic development 

matters across the economic area, whilst residents face confusion about service 
responsibilities between different tiers of government. The artificial division of naturally 
connected communities like Sherford, Cranbrook and Exminster and other urban fringe areas 
undermines effective strategic planning and service delivery. Meanwhile, the duplication of 
corporate services across 11 separate councils represents a significant waste of public 
resources that could be redirected to front-line provision. 

 



P a g e  | 8 
 

OFFICIAL 

Strategic Opportunity 
 

1.14. Plymouth has established itself as a successful unitary authority with a strong track record of 
innovation, and continued improvements in critical services such as social care. The city's 
strategic location, world-class assets including the waterfront and naval heritage, and growing 
knowledge economy position it as a natural focal point for the wider economic region. 

 
1.15. Expanding Plymouth represents a coherent economic geography with shared transport 

networks, housing markets, and employment patterns. Extending the unitary governance to 
encompass this natural area will unlock significant benefits for residents, businesses, and 
communities across both urban and rural settings. 

 
1.16. Expanding Exeter and Torbay will similarly allow better sub-regional coordination of 

transport infrastructure and the delivery of accelerated levels of housing and employment. 
Together with Plymouth, these three growth-orientated authorities will provide a strong 
urban voice within the South West Peninsula Mayoral Strategic Authority whilst the new 
Devon authority can focus resources on the distinct challenges of delivering quality services 
across dispersed rural communities. This differentiated approach, unified by collaborative 
working at the strategic level, represents genuine public service reform that places the needs 
of residents and communities at its centre providing a strong basis for the early preparation 
of the Spatial Development Strategy to achieve the Government’s national growth ambitions. 

 
Our Local Government Reorganisation Principles 

 
1.17. Whilst we recognise that Government has set out its own criteria for local government 

reorganisation, and we support those; we developed our own set of principles for local 
government reorganisation in our Interim Plan submitted in March 2025 which reflected the 
unique position of Plymouth and its planned modest boundary extension. In the time we have 
had to discuss these proposals with key stakeholders since March 2025, and to reflect 
observations by Plymouth City Council’s Scrutiny Management Board, we have considered 
local government options against updated principles which reflect the Government's 
requirement to bring forward a proposal that relates to the whole area of Devon: 

  
1. Any boundary changes for Devon will be appropriate for continuing and new 

unitary authorities to be financially viable and be of a population size that can 
deliver sustainable high-quality services to residents.   
  

2. Any boundary change will retain the character and identity of the existing 
neighbourhoods across the whole Devon area.    
  

3. Any boundary change will respect existing unitary county boundaries.  
  

4. Any boundary change will minimise organisational impacts on National Park 
Authorities and National Landscapes. 
  

5. Any boundary change will be based on existing parish boundaries. 
  

6. Any boundary change will have regard to the requirements for future 
sustainable growth reflecting the unique growth opportunities in each of the 
proposed unitary authorities. 



P a g e  | 9 
 

OFFICIAL 

The Current Situation in Plymouth 
 

2.1. Plymouth has been an incorporated council since 1439 and became a municipal borough in 
1836. In 1914, it absorbed the towns of Devonport and Stonehouse and was granted city 
status in 1928. In 1951, there was a northward extension to the city boundary to 
accommodate the rehousing the population devastated by massive enemy bombing during the 
Second World War. 

 
2.2. On 1 April 1967, the suburbs of Plymstock and Plympton were included within a revised 

boundary as part of planned growth to meet housing needs. It is 58 years since the boundary 
of the city has been changed to reflect the reality of growth on the ground. 

 
2.3. Continuation of the city's outdated boundaries would mean continued reliance on co-

operation and shared priorities with surrounding authorities. This would deliver inefficient 
government and sub-optimal strategic place-shaping leadership for Plymouth and the sub-
region. This is particularly concerning as district authorities will be absorbed into a model of 
larger unitary local government to be confirmed for the rest of Devon. In these 
circumstances, the understanding that existing neighbours have of the relationship between 
the city and sub-region, and the close working relationship this has fostered is likely to be 
undermined. 

 
2.4. Plymouth is an ambitious city with a lot to offer. We have a resident population of around 

270,000, making it the most significant urban area southwest of Bristol, with plans to grow to 
over 300,000 by 2034. The city has a radical and ambitious vision to be one of Europe's 
finest, most vibrant waterfront cities.  

 
2.5. Plymouth is one of the 22 authorities that make up the Key Cities Group and has been 

identified as one of the country’s key locations for meeting national housing needs through 
the provision of sustainable communities.  

 
2.6. Plymouth has been identified as one of Homes England’s priority places “because of its 

visionary local leadership and unique geographic position. This offers an exceptional opportunity to 
make the most of existing Government defence investments, which will help transform the city's built 
environment and improve life opportunities for both the city and the wider region, all while directly 
supporting national defence in support of the Government’s agenda” (Letter dated 14 February 
2025, Homes England Interim Chief Executive). The City and Homes England signed a 
Memorandum of Understanding in June 2025 to commit building 10,000 homes in the city 
centre. 

 
2.7. The Council has developed a variety of long-term strategic investment frameworks with 

funders over the past decade and pioneered some nationally significant work with the Local 
Enterprise Partnerships, Arts Council England, the National Lottery, the National Defence Gs 
Team and MHCLG, the National Trust and many others. We have taken a lead role in 
developing strong partnerships such as with Peninsula Transport, the sub-national transport 
body who we host, and in relation to bus provision the Plymouth Enhanced Bus Partnership 
with local operators. 

 
2.8. Plymouth’s economy is worth £7.3 billion and supports approx. 117,000 jobs and 120,000 

dwellings. Through proactive approaches to planning and regeneration the City has approved 
£2.7 billion of development in the last few years. Plymouth also has a nationally and regionally 
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significant pipeline of growth, which has strong cross-party support, estimated at £9 billion. 
Additional investment of £700 million is being made into strategic and sustainable transport 
infrastructure to support planned growth, and the Bus Services Improvement Plan seeks to 
bring forward a further £311 million to meet the needs of a growing population.  

 
2.9. Plymouth has continued to attract Foreign Direct Investment (FDI). Over the last five years, 

£332 million worth of FDI came to Plymouth, securing 1,460 new jobs. The city is home to 
one of only 12 Freeports in the country and the only one in the South West. The Plymouth 
and South Devon Freeport has received £25m of government funding, which will be matched 
with £31m of private investment and is forecasted to deliver over 3,500 jobs. the city 
launched the UK's first National Marine Park with a £11.6 million funding from the National 
Heritage Lottery Fund, aiming to actively engage 264,000 people, contribute £20.2m in Gross 
Value Added (GVA) and collaborate with 200 businesses  

 
2.10. Plymouth’s marine and defence economy is at the heart of its economic identity: 20,110 jobs 

which is 18% of Plymouth’s total employment and providing 21% of Plymouth’s GVA. 
Plymouth is a global centre of excellence for marine science and technology and has recently 
been recognised in the Industrial Strategy as the National Centre for Marine Autonomy. This 
is underpinned by the fact that Plymouth is home to three universities and one-in-four 
knowledge jobs are in its universities. 

 
2.11. Plymouth is also home to the largest naval base in Western Europe, HMNB Devonport. The 

dockyard contributes 14% of Plymouth’s economic output and sustains about £511m local 
supply chain spend per annum across 400 businesses. HMNB Devonport is a crucial support 
base for the Continuous-At-Sea-Deterrent (CASD) and Plymouth has been named as one of 
the first five Defence Growth Deals in the recent Defence Industrial Strategy. Plymouth City 
Council, the Ministry of Defence and Babcock International have launched Team Plymouth – 
an ambitious partnership with a Ministerial Oversight Group, jointly chaired by MOD and 
MHCLG – to maximise the opportunity for defence investment to support CASD whilst 
driving sustainable and inclusive growth, innovation and opportunities for Plymouth and the 
region. This will support: 

  
• £4.4 billion of investment in defence with a confirmed programme of work that 

extends to 2070. 
• 5,500 new recruits needed over the next ten years to sustain Babcock’s current 

workforce and more than 2,000 construction jobs in addition. Current projections 
show that by 2035, Plymouth will have 25,000 more jobs than people in the 
workforce to fill them. 

• Unprecedented long term demands for skills and housing. 
 
2.12. The city’s plans are in line with the aims set out in the Government’s “Plan for Change: 

Milestones for a Mission-Led Government” to:    
  

• Establish stronger foundations for national renewal.  
• Kickstart economic growth. 
• Building an NHS for the future. 
• Create safer streets. 
• Break down the barriers to opportunity. 
• Make Britain a clean energy superpower.  
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2.13. Achieving these ambitions will require strong local leadership with vision and a relentless 
commitment to delivery. Plymouth offers exactly that; however, success demands a city 
region approach which: 

  
• Unlocks Plymouth’s potential for transformational growth. 
• Raises prosperity across the sub region. 
• Addresses housing need, with a focus on affordable housing. 
• Develops comprehensive infrastructure to support our communities. 
• Responds and develops functional relationships between the city and surrounding 

settlements. 
• Maintains the cherished world class environment in which the city is set.  

 
Why Plymouth City Council would be a “Continuing Authority” 

 
2.14. Plymouth is 28th most populous authority out of 255 unitary authorities based on mid-year 

2024 population data. Continuing on its existing geographical unitary footprint, Plymouth City 
Council would meet the Government’s 6 criteria set out in its legal invitation, being unitary in 
nature, able to continue to deliver efficiencies in operation, able to continue to innovate and 
deliver high quality public services, continue partnership working, support devolution and 
enable future neighbourhood working.  

 
2.15. As the proposal from the City Council is to remain on its existing unitary boundary this 

meets the “starting point” requirement of Government set out in a letter dated 21 August 
2025 from the Co-Deputy Director for Local Government Reorganisation to the Chief 
Executive of Plymouth City Council that it would be, by definition, a “continuing authority”. 

 
2.16. Plymouth City Council's preferred approach is for the Secretary of State to modify its local 

government reorganisation proposal. Under this modification, Plymouth would remain on its 
existing unitary boundary and include 13 parishes currently within South Hams District 
Council's area. This expanded Plymouth area would be a "continuing authority" for the 
following reasons - 

 
• The extended authority area would represent a modest increase of around 10% in the 

population served by the authority and therefore be a moderate change. 
• As a Continuing Authority, the implementation costs would be around £5 million. As a 

new authority, this could rise to c. £7.5m because of the impact of potential redundancy 
costs, ‘parallel running’ costs for a shadow authority, and additional programme 
management costs. 

• As a minimal numbers of staff would need to be transferred from Devon County Council 
and South Hams District Council who currently provide services to local people in the 
extended area, there would be no need for wide-ranging TUPE arrangements to be put in 
place covering all staff currently within Plymouth City Council, again maximising continuity 
of service delivery and minimising disruption arising from the local government 
reorganisation process for local people and businesses.  

• Continuity of service provision in the areas of SEND, children’s social care, adult social 
care, planning, waste, homelessness would be achieved by adding the relatively small 
number of additional service users in the extended area to the City Council’s existing 
operational delivery arrangements. 
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• Existing contractual arrangements within the extended area would be novated to the City 
Council, thus minimising disruption, and cost. 

• There would be no need for complex land transfer arrangements to be put in place which 
would be required if any new authority was created. 

• This would allow a faster mobilisation in relation to the preparation of new-style Local 
Plans and a Sustainable Development Strategy for the wider devolution area of Devon 
envisaged under the Planning and Infrastructure Bill currently before Parliament, thereby 
allowing the Government's wider growth and accelerated housing missions to be achieved.  

 
This would provide a firmer foundation to drive forward the Government’s Defence Industrial 
Strategy objectives arising from the identification of Plymouth as the UK's national centre for marine 
autonomy, ensuring no disruption to the emerging Defence Growth Deal. 
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Why Plymouth Needs to Expand 
 
3.1. We are clear that we should only suggest boundary changes where we believe this will assist 

in delivering the vision for the city and sub-region more effectively. We believe that there is 
an exceptional case for a modest boundary extension based on just 13 existing parishes 
surrounding Plymouth. This would unlock further growth opportunities, respect local identity, 
and create a more coherent and efficient administrative structure. By basing the boundary 
change on Plymouth City Council being a continuing authority this will facilitate the delivery 
not only of the proposal for four unitary councils across Devon but also the foundations for 
the creation of a South West Peninsula Mayoral Strategic Authority.  

  
3.2. Any changes to the structure of local government in Devon will inevitably impact upon 

Plymouth. When radical change takes place in the rest of the county, new structures in Devon 
are unlikely to make sense without reconsidering of Plymouth’s boundaries. Not to do so 
would be a significantly regressive step and damaging to competitiveness of the city and its 
city-region, risk the delivery of the regional economic growth agenda for the South West and 
would not deliver the most effective strategic leadership, value for money or neighbourhood 
empowerment.  

 
3.3. The need for considering a boundary change for Plymouth as part of the wider local 

government reorganisation is borne out by the critical relationships between the city and the 
surrounding city-region. For example - 

  
• Plymouth’s economic performance can only sensibly be measured and 

planned for at a sub-regional level. Key sites for Plymouth’s prosperity, such as 
Langage Business and Energy Parks and part of the Freeport extend beyond the city’s 
current administrative area. A balanced strategy for economic growth is required 
throughout the sub-region to ensure that prosperity is shared, growth is sustainable and 
sensible spatial and infrastructure planning will help drive economic growth. To put 
Plymouth’s economy in perspective, it is 50% of the size of Cornwall’s economy and 32% 
the size of Devon’s economy. 

 
• Plymouth’s housing needs cannot be met entirely from within the city’s 

current boundaries. This has been acknowledged for many years through the 
development of previous Structure Plans for Devon and Cornwall, and most recently in 
the Plymouth and South West Devon Joint Local Plan which establishes a “Plymouth 
Policy Area” for the wider sub-region around the city. The Sherford new town and 
planned Woolwell and Plympton urban extensions (located in South Hams District 
Council) have been required primarily to meet housing needs in the city, but even with 
this development there remains significant unmet need in the sub-region. Sherford, 
Woolwell and the urban extension east of Plympton are physically attached to the city 
and there is more potential still to be delivered. Under the Government’s Standard 
Method, Plymouth has a housing target of 1,280 dwellings per annum (compared to 660 
dwellings per annum in the current adopted plan) and South Hams has a target of 922 
dwellings per annum.    

 
• Plymouth’s cultural offer is of significant importance to the entire sub-region. 

365 creative and cultural enterprises are located in Plymouth and the city hosts an array 
of regionally and nationally significant venues. For example, the Theatre Royal Plymouth is 
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the largest and best attended regional producing theatre in the UK and the leading 
promoter of theatre in the South West, achieving annual audiences of over 300,000 
annually. The Box is now also a nationally significant museum and cultural centre and has 
attracted over 1 million visitors. The immersive 360-degree dome at Market Hall is the 
only one of its kind in Europe. 

 
• Plymouth is home to three universities, which cater for about 23,000 

students, many from the region. For example, 73% of Plymouth Marjon University’s 
undergraduate students originate from the South West region. With 2 Gold and 1 silver 
Teaching Excellence Framework ratings across all three universities, Plymouth’s academic 
sector provides a high quality and nationally recognised higher education teaching. Arts 
University Plymouth is not only the UK’s newest specialist arts university, but has also 
won the title of University of the Year for South West England. Plymouth Marjon 
University is ranked third in the UK for teaching quality and joins Arts University 
Plymouth with both institutions ranked exceptionally high within Student Satisfaction 
surveys. Finally, University of Plymouth consistently makes significant strides within 
marine studies research and has been ranked among the world’s top 100 universities for 
sustainability. University of Plymouth is linked with Derriford Hospital, the largest 
specialist teaching hospital in the South West Peninsula and also offers exceptional clinical 
learning with world class research through its Peninsula Dental School. 

 
• Areas outside the city’s boundaries also look to Plymouth for a range of 

services such as education and health. Plymouth’s GP surgeries have just over 
300,000 registered patients, in comparison to Plymouth’s current population of about 
270,000. Approximately 1,000 children commute for secondary education both to and 
from Plymouth with a significant number of young people also travelling to further 
education opportunities. Aligning administrative boundaries with these actual service 
delivery patterns would enable more coherent commissioning and planning of public 
services, improve coordination between health, education and social care, and create 
clearer accountability for outcomes across the functional area that residents already rely 
upon for essential services. 

 
• The sustainability of growth in Plymouth is dependent to a large degree on 

infrastructure outside of the current administrative area. This is in part a 
consequence of the tightness of the city’s current boundaries, but also the strong pattern 
of commuting to the city from surrounding settlements.  

 
3.4. Since 2016 the Council has secured over £450 million in external grants to support the 

delivery of net zero infrastructure and other decarbonisation projects. This has resulted in 
total investment of over £662 million. Plymouth City Council was identified as one of the six 
pilots for the district heating Advanced Zoning Pilot which has huge potential to be 
expanded to areas outside the city. 

 
3.5. Plymouth plays a fundamental role in our country’s defence, made even more significant 

considering the announcements by the Prime Minister on 25 February 2025 in relation to 
the strategic need to increase overall defence spending in the face of global threats and 
uncertainties. HMNB Devonport provides a crucial support base for both the surface fleet 
and submarines. It is the only place with the capacity and capability for the comprehensive 
maintenance for Continuous at Sea Nuclear Deterrent. The Ministry of Defence’s 
investment of £4.4 billion in HMNB Devonport will kickstart a confirmed programme of 
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work that extends to 2070 and which is of unique national importance, as demonstrated in 
the Government’s Defence Industrial Strategy. 

 
3.6. However, with structural challenges around city productivity, 21.7% of the working age 

population being economically inactive, and being in the top 20% of deprived wards, the city 
is dragging an anchor of legacy issues. Team Plymouth – a partnership between the Ministry 
of Defence, Babcock International and Plymouth City Council – will address these skills and 
capacity gaps and deliver economic growth with a focus on regeneration, business innovation 
and technology, building on the announcement of Plymouth as one of the first five Defence 
Growth Deals.  

  
3.7. Figure 7.1 is evidence of the strong functional relationship between Plymouth and much of its 

hinterland in terms of employment and commuting. 
  
Figure 3.1. 
 

 
 

3.8. Effective local democracy in England works best when council boundaries match how people 
actually live their lives. People need to access their homes, workplaces, and the community 
and family networks they depend on, all within one clear democratic area. 

 
3.9. There is a strong case for changing Plymouth's boundaries because of how the city has grown 

and how services are delivered. 
 

3.10. Significant existing and planned developments already sit directly on Plymouth's boundaries 
(see Figure 3.2). The "Plymouth Policy Area" is a planning concept in the Plymouth and South 
West Devon Joint Local Plan (2014 to 2034), adopted in March 2019. This plan allows for the 
city's growth, but the new development sits within South Hams District Council's 
administrative area. 

 
3.11. Running services for these areas from a different authority is inefficient. It means governance 

and accountability are tied to a more distant centre. Any solution for local government in 
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Devon that does not fix these problems will deliver poor value for money and weaker 
neighbourhood empowerment. 

  
Figure 3.2 

 

 
  

3.12. Plymouth has a long track record of planning on a sub-regional basis for transport. This is 
best exemplified by the “Plymouth Metro” concept shown in Figure 3.3. The “Plymouth 
Metro” provides a strategic opportunity to grow Plymouth’s travel to work area using rail 
stations and rail services and has the support of Network Rail and the Train Operating 
Company Great Western Railway.  

 
3.13. “Plymouth Metro” will ensure that investment in rail supports delivery of growth for 

Plymouth, maximising benefits from the investment in Devonport Dockyard and creating 
sustainable transport options for the location of new housing developments. It will kick start 
growth, tackle deprivation, reduce costly congestion and reduce carbon emissions from 
transport. It will deliver a package of measures that will create high quality, frequent rail 
services in and around Plymouth, south east Cornwall, and South West Devon. It will 
transform productivity of the city region, creating an attractive, wider travel to work area for 
a growing city region. Work is already underway with Network Rail leading a strategic study 
investigating what infrastructure improvements are needed to accommodate greater train 
frequencies, alongside timetable and economic analysis and an assessment of current station 
facilities. 
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 Figure 3.3

 
 

3.14. Finally, expanding Plymouth’s boundaries will support the resilience, viability and sustainability 
of the City Council and deliver significant efficiency savings through economies of scale.  

 
3.15. At the core of our strategic vision lies an extraordinary opportunity underpinned by an 

unprecedented national investment in defence. This represents a pivotal “Why now 
moment?” for Plymouth and its surrounding area, and a “once in a generation” opportunity 
to reshape our local economic landscape.  

 
3.16. Plymouth, based on an expanded city boundary, can offer: 

  
• Ambition  

 
o We have a long-standing commitment to deliver growth through our adopted local 

plans and building upon our national specialisms in defence, advanced manufacturing 
and have the UK’s highest proportion of marine jobs. 

  
• A Track Record of Delivery  

 
o The natural environment is one of Plymouth’s greatest assets. For many years we have 

developed innovative approaches to environmental planning and have a track record of 
working with communities and partners to deliver natural infrastructure 
improvements.  
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o Plymouth’s land area is 43% green spaces, we have three national landscapes, the UK’s 
first National Marine Park, nine Sites of Special Scientific Interest, 28 County Wildlife 
sites, 13 Local Nature Reserves and 109 natural spaces managed by community groups 
we support. Through our work on the Plymouth and South West Devon Joint Local 
Plan we have already developed planning policies that support the protection of 
cherished and important landscapes.  
 

o Having retained our planning, place-making and regeneration capacity, we have 
committed £300 million capital over the last ten years to regeneration, levering in over 
£600 million of investment. We created a £200 million Property Regeneration Fund, 
delivered 11 direct developments and pioneered creative approaches to models of 
delivery. This includes innovative programmes such as our Market Recovery Scheme, 
Get Plymouth Building programme and our award-winning Plan for Homes initiative, as 
well as forward funding, land assembly and estate renewal. 
 

o Recently completed investments in Plymouth include the Derriford District Centre, 
Crownhill Court, Plymouth International Medical and Technology Park, Oceansgate, 
ABP port investment and Tinside Lido refurbishment. 

 
o We have an ambitious pipeline of ongoing and future investments, including HMNB 

Devonport, University Hospital Derriford New Hospital programme, Brickfields sport 
facilities, Mount Batten, ABP shore power, Community Diagnostic Centre and a 
transformative £50m public realm regeneration project across the city centre. 

 
o We not only excel in direct delivery but also have a successful track record of 

delivering government funds as Accountable Body. We were one of the first Freeports 
in the country to draw down all our allocation of seed funding and we received our full 
final year allocation of UK Shared Prosperity Fund (UKSPF) due to our successful 
delivery of previous years. 

  
• A Pipeline of Growth  

 
o We see the provision of natural infrastructure as an integral part of our wider growth 

ambitions for the city and surrounding area. The success of our economic strategy 
relies on our natural environment being the absolute best it can be. We have delivered 
many initiatives over the years working closely with local communities using innovative 
techniques such as “Appreciative Enquiry” to deliver our Stepping Stones to Nature 
scheme, the Green Minds initiative, the Building Resilience in Communities flood 
protection programme and most notably our Plymouth and South Devon Community 
Forest which has already seen over 500 hectares of new woodlands planted, much of 
this within the proposed expanded Plymouth area, which will see tree canopy cover 
increase by 3% by 2050 and a total of 3,000 hectares of new trees and woodland 
created. 
 

o Our commitment to growth comprises 30,000 sqm of commercial space, 8,000 jobs 
and the creation of over 1,000 new businesses.  
 

o We are delivering 10,000 new homes in and around the city centre as part of a 
programme of £9 billion of public and private investment, creating 7,000 jobs linked to 
our regeneration programme.  
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o We are also developing a delivery strategy to meet the housing target for Plymouth 

and the expanded area, estimated to be in the range of 1,876 to 2,909 homes per 
annum.  
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Why Devon Needs Fundamental Public Service Reform 
 
4. The 1974 Settlement No Longer Fits 
 

4.1. Devon's current governance structure dates from the Local Government Act 1972, 
implemented in April 1974. That reform was designed for a different world. Despite the clear 
benefits identified in the 1969 Radcliffe-Maud Royal Commission on Local Government in 
England (Cmnd. 4040) of the benefits of a system of unitary government in England the 
recommendations were set aside largely for political reasons. The Act aimed to end the 
artificial separation of towns from their surrounding areas, creating standardised two-tier 
structures across England. Fifty years later, the world that reform addressed has 
fundamentally changed – 

 
• The economic base has shifted from manufacturing to services.  
• The population has aged dramatically.  
• Digital technology has transformed how people live and work.  
• Travel patterns, housing markets, and economic geography bear little resemblance to 

1974.  
 

4.2. The boundaries drawn then increasingly fail to match how Devon functions today. 
 

4.3. More significantly, further change is inevitable. Devon faces ongoing demographic pressure as 
the population continues to age, with those aged 65 and over projected to grow significantly. 
Digital transformation will continue reshaping service delivery whilst raising expectations for 
responsive, integrated services. Economic geography will keep evolving as Exeter grows and 
Plymouth expands, whilst rural and coastal areas face distinct challenges around seasonal 
employment, housing affordability, and service accessibility. Health and social care integration 
demands will intensify as the NHS Long Term Plan embeds Integrated Neighbourhood 
Teams. 

 
4.4. The opportunity to complete this transformation is now, whilst these systems are in flux and 

can be designed to work together from the start. Disruption and risk are coming regardless, 
the question is not whether Devon experiences this disruption, but whether Devon shapes it 
or is shaped by it. Acting now means building governance that matches how communities 
actually function, that operates at the right scale to deliver complex statutory services whilst 
maintaining genuine accountability, and that creates the capacity for genuine public service 
reform from the foundation rather than attempting it through boundaries designed in a 
different era. 

 
Why the Two-Tier System Fails Across Devon 
 

4.5. We recognise that the case for local government reform applies across all of Devon and the 
proposal for Plymouth's expansion sits within a four-unitary model because we believe this is 
the only configuration that serves all parts of Devon effectively. Understanding the challenges 
facing Exeter, Torbay, and rural Devon is essential to demonstrating why four unitaries is the 
right answer for the county. A four-unitary model allows for three growth-orientated urban 
authorities to drive economic development and regeneration, working closely with a South 
West Peninsula Mayoral Strategic Authority, alongside a strong rural focussed Devon Coast 
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and Countryside unitary authority that can develop place-based bespoke models of service 
delivery for dispersed communities. 

 
4.6. Fragmented strategic planning is perhaps the most visible failure of the current system. 

Housing, transport, and economic development decisions are split between multiple tiers and 
multiple authorities, making coherent delivery almost impossible. The difficulties experienced 
with the Greater Exeter Strategic Plan provide a stark illustration. Despite genuine 
commitment from all parties to work together, the existing dynamics of local government 
ultimately frustrated the very collaboration it needed. When well-intentioned councils find it 
structurally impossible to plan together effectively, the system itself is the problem. A four-
unitary model is the most optimal to achieve the strategic planning benefits from the 
Government's planning reforms, which will see the introduction of Spatial Development 
Strategies to drive growth. 

 
4.7. The duplication inherent in two-tier governance wastes money at precisely the time when all 

councils face severe budget pressures. Multiple sets of elected members, multiple 
management teams, multiple corporate functions, and multiple separate back-office 
operations exist for services that could and should be integrated. Residents pay for this 
duplication through their council tax whilst receiving a more complicated, less responsive 
service. The confusion about which council is responsible for what service weakens 
democratic accountability. When residents do not know whether to contact the county or 
the district about a problem, civic engagement suffers and councils become more remote 
from the communities they serve. 

 
Different Places, Fundamentally Different Needs 
 

4.8. Local government reform must recognise that Devon is not one uniform place. The current 
Devon County Council area masks profound variations in need and circumstance beneath 
county-wide averages. Income deprivation stands at 17.1% across the Devon County Council 
area, compared to 24.4% in Plymouth and 26% in Torbay. But these averages conceal 
extreme variations. Exeter contains wards with health deprivation ranking 287th nationally, 
whilst rural areas like Monkleigh and Putford rank first nationally for barriers to housing and 
services. Some market towns enjoy substantial affluence whilst coastal communities face 
concentrated deprivation and isolation. 

 
4.9. Services designed at county scale for populations of 800,000 cannot respond effectively to 

this granular variation. Commissioning based on county averages systematically under-
provides in areas of highest need whilst potentially over-providing elsewhere. True equity 
means tailoring services to distinct patterns of need, not imposing uniform approaches that 
work nowhere well. 

 
The Challenge Facing Exeter 
 

4.10. Exeter faces a particular set of challenges that the current system cannot address. The city is 
experiencing rapid population growth, driven by Exeter's success as a knowledge economy 
hub, home to a world-class university, the Met Office, and thriving digital and professional 
services sectors. Yet the city is constrained by a boundary defined decades ago that bears no 
relation to how modern Exeter actually functions. Exeter has been held back by Devon 
County Council as highway authority by not having direct control over the ability to align 
transport policy and transport infrastructure with its significant growth plans. 
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4.11. The reality of Exeter extends far beyond its administrative boundary. Some 37,000 people 

commute into the city daily for work. The Exeter Housing Market Area closely matches the 
local economic market area, and both align with what has become the second-largest travel-
to-work area in England after Cambridge. Current development strategies already recognise 
this functional reality.  

 
4.12. The Exeter Plan includes 14,000 new homes within the city boundary by 2041, whilst 

Teignbridge and East Devon have designated areas on the city's outskirts for 30,500 more 
homes.  These neighbouring developments functionally extend the city. Many residents living 
in these new homes will consider Exeter their home, work in the city, use its services, and 
identify with it. Yet governance remains fragmented across multiple authorities, none of 
which can plan coherently across the area that actually matters. 

 
4.13. This fragmentation has real consequences for housing delivery and strategic planning. Exeter 

needs the ability to coordinate planning, transport, and infrastructure across its functional 
economic area. It needs to be able to invest in the capacity and connectivity that will support 
continued growth.  

 
Why Torbay Should Expand Its Unitary Authority 
 

4.14. Torbay provides crucial evidence for the four-unitary model whilst demonstrating why 
modest expansion strengthens rather than changes a successful approach. The authority has 
operated successfully as a unitary for over two decades, proving that focused governance of 
coherent communities delivers excellent services. Children's Services rated Good by Ofsted, 
innovative health and social care integration, and performance on delayed transfers of care 
dramatically better than the national average all demonstrate what a dedicated unitary 
authority can achieve. The authority's distinct identity as the English Riviera creates a clear 
sense of place that residents recognise and value. 

 
4.15. However, Torbay's current compact geography of just 63 km² and population of 

approximately 140,000 creates constraints that expansion would address. With a significant 
growth agenda focussed on photonics and micro-electronics, fishing and tourism, health care 
and creative industries the existing boundary represents a major constraint on strategic 
planning to provide land to support these key economic sectors. 

 
4.16. With approximately 27% of its population aged 65 or over, the authority faces sustained 

demand for adult social care and health services that will intensify as the population continues 
to age. The area experiences high deprivation levels in some coastal wards whilst 
simultaneously managing a tourism sector that operates across a wider functional economic 
area than the current boundary contains. Balancing regeneration investment with service 
provision for vulnerable populations requires both the local knowledge Torbay possesses and 
the financial resilience that a larger tax base provides. 

 
4.17. Expanding Torbay to approximately 220,000 population through modest boundary 

modifications into neighbouring areas with strong functional connections would maintain 
everything that works about the current model whilst building capacity for future challenges. 
The expansion would increase the tax base by approximately 67%, providing the enhanced 
revenue capacity needed to sustain innovative approaches to integrated care without 
requiring unsustainable efficiency gains. The larger scale enables continued investment in 
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prevention and early intervention whilst managing demographic pressures. Critically, 
expansion preserves Torbay's distinct coastal character and focused governance model. 

 
4.18. The authority maintains the proximity to communities that enables its proven service 

delivery approach whilst gaining the financial resilience necessary for long-term sustainability. 
This validates the principle that unitary authorities should serve communities with genuine 
shared identity, expanded to their natural functional extent rather than constrained by 
boundaries that no longer match economic and social reality. 

 
The Distinct Challenges of Rural and Coastal Devon 
 

4.19. Devon's rural and coastal areas face fundamentally different challenges than the urban centres 
of Plymouth, Exeter, and Torbay. With a population density of just 124 people per square 
kilometre compared to Plymouth's 3,311, these areas require service delivery models 
designed explicitly for geographic dispersion rather than urban concentration. Every service 
becomes inherently more expensive to deliver when populations are scattered across vast 
distances rather than concentrated in towns and cities.  

 
4.20. Rural areas face particular challenges where service delivery must overcome fundamental 

geographic constraints. Market towns like Barnstaple, Tiverton and Tavistock serve as 
centres for surrounding villages and dispersed communities, yet current governance 
fragments service delivery and prevents integrated place-based planning. Adult social care 
services must reach an older demographic across enormous distances, with over 25% of 
residents aged 65 or over in many rural areas, whilst a road network stretching to 24,556 
kilometres requires constant maintenance across challenging terrain. This geography 
demands sophisticated workforce planning to manage staff across wide areas whilst 
controlling significant mileage and travel costs, making environmental services, waste 
collection, planning and economic development inherently more expensive per head. Current 
arrangements add complexity and expense rather than enabling strategic commissioning at 
the right scale for these dispersed communities. 

 
4.21. Rural Devon has a distinct economic base built around agriculture, food production, rural 

tourism and small businesses, with workforce patterns and skills needs that bear little 
resemblance to urban Plymouth or Exeter. Market towns, villages and dispersed communities 
each require different approaches to service delivery than suburban areas, with economic 
development priorities shaped by their particular geography and circumstances. Devon's 
geography creates profound variations across these rural and coastal communities, and they 
deserve governance that understands and responds to their specific needs rather than 
imposing urban models or treating them as an afterthought. 

 
4.22. A purpose-designed Devon Coast and Countryside authority would enable locality-based 

delivery through market town hubs, strong partnerships with parish councils, and 
commissioning strategies that work with small and medium-sized local providers who 
understand rural communities.  

 
Creating the Right Scale for Modern Service Delivery 
 

4.23. The question of scale matters, but not in the way traditional arguments suggest. Recent 
research on adult social care analysed performance across all English upper tier authorities 
and found no correlation between authority size and service quality. Authorities serving 



P a g e  | 24 
 

OFFICIAL 

populations from 100,000 to 300,000 achieve outcomes across the full range of performance, 
as do authorities above 500,000. 

 
4.24. The research identifies that scale provides advantages in managing fixed costs, data systems 

and specialist commissioning, but these benefits plateau rapidly. Beyond that threshold, size 
introduces diseconomies through bureaucracy and the loss of local knowledge that enables 
effective prevention. 

 
4.25. Critically, the research identifies that local connection is a prevention superpower. 

Authorities operating at appropriate scales demonstrate particular strengths in community-
based prevention, housing and neighbourhood integration, and working with voluntary 
organisations. 

 
4.26. The NHS 10 Year Health Plan proposes Integrated Neighbourhood Teams delivering care. 

Making this work requires local authorities operating at scales that enable both strategic 
commissioning and neighbourhood delivery which can be delivered in a four unitary model. 

 
Why Four Unitaries Is the Right Answer 
 

4.27. Having considered the distinct challenges facing different parts of Devon, Plymouth has 
concluded that four unitary authorities is the only model that delivers effectively for all areas. 
Four unitaries recognises that Plymouth, Exeter, Torbay, and rural Devon have fundamentally 
different service needs, economic drivers, and demographic profiles that require tailored 
governance rather than one-size-fits-all approaches. The model aligns with functional 
economic areas and travel-to-work patterns, enabling coherent strategic planning rather than 
the current fragmentation. It builds on the proven success of Plymouth and Torbay as 
existing unitary authorities, extending these benefits to Exeter whilst creating a purpose-
designed authority for rural and coastal communities. 

 
4.28. Four unitaries with modest boundary modifications enables each authority to focus on its 

distinct priorities whilst collaborating through the South West Peninsula Mayoral Strategic 
Authority on regional issues. Plymouth can serve its growth area effectively. Exeter gains the 
governance structure it needs to manage rapid growth. Torbay continues its proven model. 
Devon Coast and Countryside provides purpose-designed rural governance. Each authority is 
large enough to deliver complex statutory services, withstand financial shocks, and achieve 
economies of scale, yet small enough to maintain genuine accountability to local communities. 

 
Aligning with Public Service Partners 
 

4.29. The Devon Integrated Care Board is transitioning into a cluster with Cornwall. This creates a 
genuine opportunity to demonstrate how local care partnerships, neighbourhood health 
models and family-focused working can deliver better outcomes. Plymouth has already 
demonstrated the value of this approach through its Wellbeing Hubs and Family Hubs, 
operating a "no wrong door" model through locality networks that provide seamless, 
integrated support across health, social care and community services. The move to place-
based working across the Devon and Cornwall cluster gives us the chance to build on this 
foundation and as the system reconfigures, there is a real opportunity to anchor this work in 
place-based delivery that responds to local need rather than organisational boundaries. 
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4.30. In policing there is opportunity to ensure that local authorities can work effectively with 
Devon and Cornwall Police in ways that genuinely reflect how communities function. Devon 
sits within the Devon and Cornwall Police area, which covers 1.82 million residents across 
the largest road network of any force in England. Policing priorities need to connect directly 
with the issues people raise most often, whether that is antisocial behaviour in town centres, 
rural crime or safeguarding vulnerable people. Four unitary authorities create the right scale 
for effective partnership working, where police resources and neighbourhood teams can 
work with councils, health services and voluntary organisations to tackle repeat offending, 
support repeat victims and address problem locations. The reorganisation gives us the chance 
to create governance that enables place-based collaboration on community safety. 

 
4.31. Devon and Somerset Fire and Rescue Service already operates through 83 fire stations 

organised into clear geographical areas, so the local government reorganisation will have 
limited impact on their operational model. Their existing geographical structure and strong 
partnership working with local authorities, health services and community organisations 
means they are well positioned to continue their work regardless of boundary changes.  

 
Seizing the Moment for Transformation 
 

4.32. This rare alignment of transformation across multiple public services creates a window that 
will not reopen. Designing these systems together now means they can work as an integrated 
whole from the start, whilst delay condemns Devon to years of attempting to retrofit 
neighbourhood teams onto governance that does not match functional communities. The 
disruption and risk are coming regardless through NHS transformation, police governance 
changes and employment programme implementation, so the opportunity is to complete this 
transformation properly whilst the systems are in flux and choice remains about how they fit 
together. 

 
4.33. This is Plymouth's answer to Devon's local government challenge because it is the only model 

that works for all parts of the county. It replaces artificial boundaries from 1974 with 
structures that match how Devon actually functions in 2025, creating authorities at the right 
scale to be responsive to communities whilst large enough to deliver statutory services 
effectively. It recognises that different places need different approaches rather than imposing 
county-wide uniformity on incompatible geographies. Most importantly, it provides Devon 
with governance structures designed for the next fifty years of change, built on the 
foundation of genuine public service reform and delivered through the moment of 
transformation when creating the right structures is still possible. The moment to act is now. 
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The Base Proposal for Local Government in Devon 
 

5.1. It is a requirement under the 2007 Act to base a proposal on whole district building blocks. 
This section sets out our base case in response to the Secretary of State’s invitation issued 
on 05 February 2025 (and taking account of the feedback on the Plymouth’s Interim Plan set 
out in the letter of 15 May 2025). 

 
5.2. Our base case for local government reorganisation in Devon is as follows: 

 
• Plymouth City Council as a continuing unitary authority with a population of 

approximately 270,000 based on its existing unitary council boundary. 
• Exeter City Council as a new unitary authority with a population of approximately 

135,000 based on its existing administrative boundary. 
• Torbay Council as a continuing unitary authority with a population of approximately 

139,000 based on its existing unitary council boundary. 
• Devon as a new unitary council with a population of approximately 697,000 based on 

its existing county boundary, excluding the City of Exeter. 
 

How the Base Proposal Meets the Government’s Criteria 
 

5.3. This option represents the current local government structure, serving as a legally compliant 
baseline for comparison. However, the analysis demonstrates it is a fundamentally suboptimal 
arrangement, characterised by a profound imbalance between a single, dominant rural 
authority (Devon) and three geographically constrained urban unitary authorities (Plymouth, 
Torbay, and Exeter). This structure perpetuates existing constraints on growth and creates 
an imbalanced partnership for devolution purposes.  
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Figure 5.1 
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 Table 5.1 
 
Government 
Criteria 

Assessment Rationale 

1. Single tier of local 
government 

Met • Creates 4 unitary councils using the existing 
principal authorities as building blocks.  

• Meets the Government’s invitation to set out a 
base case on whole districts. 

• Removes the existing two-tier county and 
districts currently in Devon. 

2. Right size and 
financial resilience 

Not Met • Creates authorities of uneven population size 
and financial resilience.  

• Risk pooling is unevenly spread across the 
region. 

3. High-quality, 
sustainable services 

Partially Met • Maintains service continuity, but uneven 
population sizes may make collaboration more 
variable. 

• Does not maximise opportunities for growth in 
Plymouth. 
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4. Local collaboration 
and responsiveness 

Partially Met • Provides for recognised and legally coherent 
administrative boundaries but does not respond 
to concerns and issues raised during the 
Plymouth’s Big Conversation engagement or 
Exeter and Torbay’s local government 
reorganisation engagements.  

• This option is not supported by any of the 
Devon local authorities 

5. Support for 
devolution 

Partially Met • Creates a group of constituent authorities across 
Devon to link into a South West Peninsula 
Mayoral Strategic Authority (to which Cornwall 
Council could be added). 

• The absence of Ministerial modifications for 
Plymouth, Exeter and Torbay would place 
significant pressure upon any future Mayoral 
Strategic Authority who will be responsible for 
bringing forward the Spatial Development 
Strategy and growth options. 

• Potential perceived imbalance at the Mayoral 
Strategic Authority due to variations in unitary 
council size. 

6. Community 
engagement 

Met • Maintains a foundation of existing governance 
and neighbourhood engagement arrangements in 
each of the unitary authorities. 

 
Our Principles for Local Government in Devon 
 
1. Financial viability 
and population 

Not Met • Whilst as continuing authorities Plymouth and 
Torbay are viable unitary councils, their current 
populations are insufficient to generate the 
financial base required for long-term viability and 
resist financial shocks.  

• Exeter is not viable as a unitary council on its 
existing boundary.   

• The new Devon Coast and Countryside unitary 
council would be of a sufficient size to be 
financially viable, but disproportionately large 
compared with the three other unitary councils 
in this option. 

2. Character and 
identity 

Met • The Base Case preserves the distinct, compact 
urban character, which is reflected in high 
population density of the urban centres of 
Plymouth, Exeter and Torbay with a rural 
authority based upon the existing county council 
area (excluding Exeter). 

3. Respect for 
boundaries 

Met • This option respects the boundaries of existing 
unitary authorities. 
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4. National 
Parks/National 
Landscapes 

Met • The existing boundaries of Plymouth, Exeter and 
Torbay do not impinge National Parks or create 
governance complexities for the Park Authority. 
 

5. Parish boundaries Met • This option proposes no changes and therefore 
does not alter any existing parish boundaries. 
 

6. Sustainable growth 
and strategic role 

Not Met • The geographic constraint of 79.9 square 
kilometres prevents strategic growth 
opportunities, inhibiting Plymouth's capacity to 
fulfil its strategic regional and national role.  

• Similarly in Exeter, at just 47.0 square kilometres, 
there are already severe spatial limitations on its 
strategic hub role. At 62.9 square kilometres, 
Torbay’s future capacity to grow is significantly 
constrained. 
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The Modified Proposal for Local Government in Devon 
 

6.1. We request a Ministerial modification to our base case proposal because this will deliver 
longer-term benefits in proactively working with the South West Peninsula Mayoral Strategic 
Authority to drive growth. Our proposal, which reflects our vision for local government, is 
for there to be 4 unitary councils covering the Devon area as follows: 

  
• An expanded Plymouth Council – comprising the unitary council of Plymouth City 

Council as a continuing authority with a population of approximately 270,000 with a 
ministerial modification to include 13 parishes all within the current district of South Hams 
District Council of resulting in a population of approximately 300,000.  

  
• An expanded Exeter Council – comprising a new unitary council based on the current 

Exeter City Council boundary with population of approximately 135,000 with a Ministerial 
modification to extend this with 15 parishes from within Teignbridge District Council, 28 
parishes from within East Devon District Council and 6 parishes from within Mid-Devon 
District Council resulting in a population of approximately 260,000.  
 

• An expanded Torbay Council – comprising the unitary council of Torbay as a 
continuing authority on its existing boundaries with a population of approximately 139,000 
with a modification comprising of 23 parishes from within Teignbridge District Council 
and South Hams District Council resulting in a population of 220,000. 

  
• A Devon Coast and Countryside Council – comprising a new unitary council 

covering the rest of the former Devon County Council area, resulting in a population of 
approx. 460,000. 

 
6.2. The proposal for 4 unitary councils to replace the existing county council and 8 district 

councils is shown on the map below: 
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Figure 6.1 
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The Case for an expanded Plymouth Authority 

 
6.3. Plymouth and the surrounding parishes share many challenges and opportunities which have 

been understood and developed through collaborative strategic planning, demonstrated 
through the successful Joint Local Plan which demonstrates existing, effective partnership 
working across Plymouth and the communities of the South Hams.  

 
6.4. The future council will maintain Plymouth's commitment to protecting the most vulnerable 

whilst ensuring consistent quality standards for all residents and businesses. Building on our 
mission to make Plymouth a fairer, greener city where everyone does their bit, the expanded 
authority will help realise our shared ambition for a city region that tackles inequality, drives 
prosperity and growth, maintains safety and attractiveness, promotes health and wellbeing, 
supports independence for older residents, and creates opportunities for children, young 
people, and families to thrive.  

 
6.5. We want the expanded Plymouth Authority to be a place where everyone has a great start 

to life, people live healthy and fulfilling lives, are enabled to achieve their full potential and 
contribute to their community, with an ambition that no one is left behind. 

 
6.6. This means that for the residents in the expanded Plymouth area - 
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• Children and young people are safe and feel safe and confident. 
• Everyone benefits from education, skills and employment opportunities that help 

them succeed in life. 
• Everyone lives healthy, active, and fulfilling lives, and makes good choices about their 

wellbeing. 
• Everyone gets the health and social care support and information they need at the 

right time and place. 
• Communities are welcoming and supportive, especially of those most in need, and 

people feel able to contribute to community life. 
  
6.7. Our ambitions for our place are that: 

  
• Plymouth is at the heart of the national defence, marine autonomy and wider growth 

ambitions for the South West region delivering long-term opportunities for young 
people. 

• Rural heritage is recognised and cherished. 
• Residents live in clean, safe, and green communities, where people and organisations 

embrace their environmental responsibilities. 
• Journeys across the area are easier, more predictable, and safer. 
• Everyone has a place they can call home, with appropriate housing for all. 
• Businesses in the area start up, thrive, and grow. 
• Well-connected communities, with effective infrastructure, grow sustainably. 
• The unique character and identity of both urban Plymouth and rural parishes is 

maintained and celebrated. 
 

6.8. Unitary local government provides a stronger foundation for delivering on these ambitions. It 
will enable us to bring the functions currently divided between different authorities together. 
We will transform how we work and use of convening power with other public services, 
enabling us to focus more effectively on the delivery of our shared ambitions. 

  



P a g e  | 33 
 

OFFICIAL 

How the Four-Unitary Model Delivers 
 

7.1. We propose to deliver four councils and one connected Devon which: 
  

• Delivers genuine high-quality and effective strategic leadership of place, recognising the 
role of urban settlements as regional centres and economic hubs. 

  
• Delivers accessible, efficient, effective, and responsive services to people that seeks to 

tackle inequalities and deprivation. 
  

• Delivers a system of local governance that acknowledges the relationship and 
interdependencies between city and surrounding towns and villages and ensures that this 
governance still remains genuinely local to where people live. 

  
• Delivers high quality services that addresses the specific needs of individual 

neighbourhoods and parishes, empowering local people and their representatives to 
inform the design and delivery of services and the setting of policies and priorities. 
  

 
The future of the Devon and Torbay Combined County Authority 

 
7.2. As set out in our joint letter of July 2025 from the Leaders of Plymouth City Council, Torbay 

Council, Devon County Council, and district councils across Devon we propose that the 
Devon and Torbay Combined County Authority should be retired and replaced by a new 
South West Peninsula Mayoral Strategic Authority (MSA). This MSA would encompass 
Plymouth City Council, Torbay Council, and the successor unitary authorities in Devon 
following local government reorganisation.  

 
7.3. The proposed four unitary councils, including the expanded Torbay unitary council and the 

new Coast and Countryside unitary council, will continue to exist and deliver local services, 
preserving their sovereignty, culture and identity. The MSA would provide strategic 
governance for the region of 1.2 million people and £25 billion economy, enabling us to 
maximise our exceptional environmental assets, coordinate our £2 billion tourism economy, 
address housing pressures, create integrated transport networks, and support critical 
national infrastructure at Devonport dockyard. 

 
7.4. The functions currently held by the Combined County Authority would transition to the new 

MSA, ensuring continuity of strategic coordination while enabling the enhanced devolution 
powers and funding associated with a mayoral model. As stated in our July 2025 joint letter, 
we believe the Combined County Authority should be retired in advance of the new MSA 
being established. This approach ensures that local government reorganisation and devolution 
proceed in a coordinated manner that maximises the potential of our combined region. 
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Why Boundary Modifications in Devon Are Essential 
 
 

The Strategic Role of Medium-Sized Cities in National Economic Growth  
 

8.1. City size alone does not guarantee economic success. Many of the UK's largest cities outside 
London have underperformed economically demonstrating that prosperity stems from 
factors such as leveraging local assets, creating strategic connections, and developing 
approaches tailored to unique strengths. 

 
8.2. A recent report by Inner Circle (September 2025) entitled “A Case for Cities in Local 

Government Reorganisation and English Local Government” advocates for a multi-hub 
approach to growth by focussing on a connected network of high-performing cities on 
expanded boundaries more capable of driving delivery and shaping strategy from the ground 
up. 

 
Strategic Importance Through Specialisation 

  
8.3. Medium-sized cities can create distinctive economic advantages that larger urban centres 

cannot easily replicate. This is exemplified by specialised assets like Devonport dockyard, a 
crucial national defence installation that demonstrates how focused development around 
core competencies can elevate a city's importance far beyond that which its population size 
might suggest. The recent designation of Plymouth as the National Centre for Marine 
Autonomy equally demonstrates this. 
 

Figure 8.1 South West Travel to Work Area 
 

 

 



P a g e  | 35 
 

OFFICIAL 

8.4. Such strategic assets serve dual purposes, anchoring regional economic systems while 
simultaneously fulfilling critical national priorities. This dual role makes them particularly 
valuable in balanced regional development strategies. 

 
Administrative Boundaries and Economic Reality 

 
8.5. Current administrative structures often fundamentally misalign with functional economic 

areas, creating significant inefficiencies in governance and service delivery. Boundary 
extensions represent a strategic approach to addressing these challenges, offering more 
coherent frameworks for spatial planning, infrastructure coordination, and public service 
delivery. 

 
8.6. This approach aligns with progressive thinking in urban development, which emphasises 

understanding cities as interconnected systems rather than isolated entities. Effective 
governance and economic growth depend on aligning administrative structures with the 
actual economic and social relationships that define a region or sub-region. 

 
A Model for Regional Development 

 
8.7. Strategic boundary realignment delivers - 

  
• Strategic decisions about new housing and employment over a wider geographical area, 

delivering more sustainable larger-scale solutions to drive the ambitious growth agenda 
for the city. 

• The ability to protect and enhance nationally important landscapes while delivering 
growth. 

• Enhanced support for key economic sectors. 
• More strategic investment attraction. 
• Responsive, integrated public services. 
• Improved regional connectivity and transportation planning. 
• Overcoming barriers to growth caused by different policy environments. 

  
8.8. Medium-sized cities with specialised assets offer a compelling model. Strategic boundary 

changes are not about expansion for expansion's sake, but about creating more effective, 
responsive, financially sustainable, and economically vibrant urban systems that better serve 
communities and drive regional prosperity. 
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Creating the Right Solution for All Devon 
 

9.1. Plymouth's boundary extension delivers benefits for the city and surrounding communities, 
but it forms part of a wider solution that must work for all of Devon.  

 
Why Exeter Needs Unitary Status 

 
9.2. Exeter faces challenges that parallel Plymouth's in important ways yet reflect the city's distinct 

character and circumstances. As Devon's fastest-growing urban area, Exeter is constrained by 
a boundary that no longer reflects the city's functional reality. The numbers tell a compelling 
story. Population growth of 5.9% compared to the national average of 3.8% demonstrates 
Exeter's success as an economic centre, but this growth creates pressures that current 
governance structures cannot address effectively. With 37,000 people commuting into Exeter 
daily, the city's economic footprint extends far beyond its administrative boundary. The 
Exeter travel-to-work area has become the second largest in England after Cambridge, yet 
governance remains fragmented across Exeter City Council and three surrounding district 
councils. 

 
9.3. The housing challenges facing Exeter provide perhaps the clearest illustration of why the city 

needs unitary status with boundary extensions. The Exeter Plan proposes 14,000 new homes 
within the city boundary by 2041, but Teignbridge and East Devon have designated areas on 
Exeter's outskirts for a further 30,500 homes. These are not separate developments - they 
are functional extensions of Exeter where residents will work in the city, use its services, and 
consider it their home. Yet planning these developments requires coordination between 
multiple authorities with different priorities, timescales, and democratic mandates. The 
difficulties experienced with the Greater Exeter Strategic Plan demonstrate that even well-
intentioned collaboration cannot overcome the structural barriers inherent in two-tier 
governance. 

 
9.4. Exeter needs the ability to plan strategically across its functional economic area, coordinating 

housing, transport, and infrastructure investment coherently. The city needs to be able to 
invest in the capacity and connectivity that support continued growth as a knowledge 
economy hub. As home to a world-class university, the Met Office, and thriving digital and 
professional services sectors, Exeter has strengths that benefit all of Devon. However, 
realising this potential requires governance structures that match the city's ambitions. 
Creating Greater Exeter Council with modest boundary extensions would enable strategic 
planning across the area that matters, accelerating housing delivery and supporting the 
economic growth that Devon needs.  

 
Why Torbay Should Expand its Unitary Authority 

 
9.5. Torbay has operated successfully as a unitary council for over two decades, demonstrating 

that smaller authorities can be effective, but its potential is constrained by its current size. 
Expanding the unitary area would allow an authority serving coherent communities with a 
broader shared economic and geographical identity to deliver even more efficient and robust 
services. Torbay's compact geography of just 63 square kilometres and its small population of 
approximately 140,000 creates challenges of scale when delivering major infrastructure 
projects and complex strategic services. Expansion into neighbouring areas with strong 
functional ties would unlock significant administrative and financial efficiencies. 
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9.6. Torbay faces distinct challenges that require governance at a larger, more resilient scale. An 

ageing demographic with approximately 27% of residents over 65 creates sustained demand 
for adult social care and health services, which would benefit from a larger pooled resource 
base achieved through expansion. The tourism sector, supporting 8,000 jobs, operates as 
part of a wider "English Riviera" economic area that transcends the current unitary boundary; 
expanding the authority would allow for coordinated, strategic management of the entire 
regional tourism economy. Coastal deprivation in some wards sits alongside more 
prosperous areas, and larger-scale governance could better implement comprehensive 
regeneration strategies by pooling business rates and attracting greater external investment. 
Torbay's existing innovative approaches, particularly in health and social care integration, 
would be strengthened and more efficiently scaled by expanding the authority to serve a 
wider population base alongside its strong existing partnerships. 

 
9.7. Torbay should expand for compelling reasons. First, while Torbay’s current track record 

validates the principle of effective unitary governance, expanding it validates the principle that 
strategic scale is critical for modern public service delivery and resource management. 
Second, expansion would build upon Torbay's established governance and innovative 
approaches, allowing them to be applied across a wider, functionally connected region, 
delivering significant economies of scale that are currently unavailable. Third, expanding the 
authority to reflect the true functional economic and geographic extent of the "English 
Riviera" would create a more robust authority that can better advocate for and fund its 
distinct coastal and demographic profile. Torbay should expand its unitary status because it is 
the logical next step to maximise its existing success and secure its long-term financial and 
service resilience. 

 
Why Devon Coast and Countryside Needs Purpose-Designed Governance 

 
9.8. Devon's rural and coastal areas have needs that differ fundamentally from Plymouth, Exeter, 

or Torbay. Population density of just 124 people per square kilometre compared to 
Plymouth's 3,311 means that every service costs more to deliver per head. Market towns like 
Barnstaple, Tiverton, and Tavistock serve as centres for surrounding villages and dispersed 
communities across vast distances. An older demographic with over 25% of residents aged 65 
or over creates sustained demand for adult social care delivered across challenging 
geography. The economic base built on agriculture, food production, rural tourism, and small 
businesses requires different support than urban economies focused on services and 
knowledge sectors. 

 
9.9. These communities deserve governance designed explicitly for their needs rather than having 

urban models imposed or being treated as an afterthought in larger authorities dominated by 
urban populations. A purpose-designed rural authority can develop locality-based delivery 
through market town hubs, working closely with parish councils that are vital partners in 
rural governance. It can commission services from predominantly local small and medium-
sized providers who understand rural communities rather than large national contractors 
better suited to urban contexts. It can focus investment on rural priorities including 
transport connectivity, supporting market towns, preventing costly residential care 
placements through community-based support, and maintaining the landscape and 
environment that defines rural Devon. 
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9.10. The scale of Devon Coast and Countryside enables strategic commissioning and specialist 
capacity whilst maintaining genuine connection to local communities. The authority will be 
large enough to deliver complex statutory services efficiently, employ specialist staff, and 
withstand financial shocks.  Yet through locality working and strong parish partnerships, it 
can maintain the local responsiveness that rural communities rightly expect. This balance, 
scale where it matters for efficiency and resilience, locality focus where it matters for 
responsiveness and connection is why Plymouth's proposal creates a dedicated rural 
authority rather than attempting to incorporate rural areas into urban authorities or creating 
a structure that cannot serve either urban or rural needs effectively. 

 
How Four Authorities Work Together Through Regional Collaboration 

 
9.11. The four-unitary model creates authorities that are individually effective and collectively 

capable of addressing regional priorities. Each authority will focus on its distinct challenges 
and opportunities, Plymouth on defence-led growth and urban regeneration, Exeter on rapid 
growth management and knowledge economy development, Torbay on coastal regeneration 
and age-friendly services, Devon Coast and Countryside on rural sustainability and dispersed 
service delivery. This focus enables tailored governance that reflects genuine differences 
across Devon rather than imposing standardised approaches that serve no area well. 

 
9.12. However, some challenges require collaboration beyond individual authority boundaries. 

Strategic transport infrastructure, economic development, skills provision, and major housing 
growth all benefit from coordination across larger geographies. This is where the South 
West Peninsula Mayoral Strategic Authority becomes crucial to the model's success. Four 
balanced constituent councils, each serving coherent communities with distinct identities, can 
work together effectively on regional priorities whilst maintaining genuine local 
accountability. The four-unitary model provides the optimal foundation for Peninsula 
devolution because it creates constituent councils that are neither too large and remote nor 
too small and lacking capacity but appropriately sized for both local delivery and regional 
collaboration. 

 
9.13. The proposal for four unitary authorities represents a solution that works for all of Devon, 

not just Plymouth. It recognises that different parts of the county have different needs that 
require tailored governance. It builds on proven success where it exists, particularly in 
Plymouth and Torbay's experience as unitary authorities. It addresses critical failures in 
current arrangements, particularly the boundary constraints affecting Plymouth and Exeter 
and the fragmentation hindering rural service delivery. Most importantly, it creates 
authorities that can work together on regional priorities whilst maintaining the local 
connection and accountability that effective democracy requires. This is why Plymouth 
recommends four unitaries with boundary modifications - because it is the only model that 
serves all of Devon effectively. 
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Comparing the Options 
 

Options Considered at Interim Plan Stage 
  

10.1. In March 2025, Plymouth City Council submitted an Interim Plan to the Ministry of Housing, 
Communities and Local Government in response to the formal legal invitation issued on 05 
February 2025. This initial submission was required by 21 March 2025, with final proposals 
due by 28 November 2025. The interim plan explored options for extending the city's 
boundaries to achieve the scale required for future sustainability under local government 
reorganisation. 

  
Interim Plan Options Evaluated 

  
10.2. The interim plan considered four main options to address the Government criteria for an 

extension of the city boundary. 
 

Option 1: Extended City Boundary Based on Plymouth Growth Area 
(Recommended) 

  
10.3. This option was recommended to Cabinet and endorsed by Council as the preferred 

approach. The option proposed a modest boundary extension based on the Plymouth 
Growth Area geography. This was considered to best meet the principles for local 
government reorganisation whilst balancing the need for scale with preservation of 
Plymouth's identity and neighbouring community identities. 

 
10.4. The Growth Area approach focused on functional economic relationships and growth 

potential, creating a coherent geography for strategic planning and service delivery. This 
option was selected as the basis for submission to Government as Plymouth City Council's 
preferred approach. 

  
Option 2: Extended City Boundary Based on Local Care Partnership Western 
NHS Locality (Rejected) 

  
10.5. This option would have aligned the city boundary to the provision of health care services by 

the Local Care Partnership. The option was assessed as having potential to meet the 
Government's six criteria for unitary government. However, further work would have been 
required to demonstrate this potential as the option conflicted with known proposals for 
local government reorganisation in the rest of Devon. 

 
10.6. The option was rejected on the basis that it conflicted with some of the principles for local 

government reorganisation and with proposals emerging from other Devon authorities. 
  

Option 3: Extended City Boundary Based on Plymouth Housing Market Area 
(Rejected) 

  
10.7. This option was based on the part of the Housing Market Area identified through 

preparation of the Plymouth and South West Devon Joint Local Plan, adopted in March 2019. 
The option was assessed as having potential to meet the Government's six criteria for unitary 
government, but again further work would have been required to demonstrate this as it 
conflicted with known proposals for local government reorganisation in the rest of Devon. 
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10.8. The option was rejected because it would have created an unwieldy area for service delivery 

and was assessed as being in conflict with the principles for local government reorganisation. 
  

Council Decision 
  

10.9. On 17 March 2025, Plymouth City Council endorsed Option 1 as the preferred approach 
and approved submission of the Plymouth Local Government Reorganisation Interim Plan to 
Government. The Council also agreed to commission expert advice and support to develop 
the detailed evidence base for the final proposals due in November 2025. 

  
Subsequent Development 

  
10.10. Following submission of the Interim Plan in March 2025, the Government responded with a 

letter dated 15 May 2025 providing feedback. This feedback informed the development of the 
detailed options analysis presented in the final proposal, which refined and expanded on the 
Growth Area concept to create what became the Expanded Plymouth option in the Four 
Unitary option. 
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Option One:  Four Unitaries on District Boundaries (Base Case) 
 
Figure 11.1 
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11. Summary Assessment 
 

11.1. Whilst this option meets the Government's minimum legal criteria, it is not designed for 
long-term success. The proposed structure is highly imbalanced, with Devon's population of 
690,000 more than double that of Plymouth at 270,000. Three dense urban authorities 
operate with over 2,200 people per square kilometre, whilst one large rural authority has 
just 104. This option perpetuates existing barriers to growth and creates an unequal 
foundation for any future devolution partnership.  
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Option One: Plymouth 
 
Figure 11.2 

 
 

Key Statistics 
 

11.2. Plymouth is a densely populated urban authority. It accommodates 270,000 people within a 
compact 79.9 km² area, resulting in a population density of 3,311 people per square 
kilometre. The council's responsibilities include managing a 1,046 km road network and a tax 
base of 76,557 Band D equivalent properties. 

  
Demographic Profile 

  
Children (0-15 years) 17.4% 
Working age (16-64 years) 64.1% 
Older people (65+ years) 18.5% 
Home ownership rate 57.7% 
Social rented 20.5% 
Private rented 21.8% 

  
11.3. Compared to Torbay and Devon, Plymouth has a younger age profile, with a higher 

proportion of both children (17.4%) and working-age residents (64.1%). The city's lower 
home ownership rate of 57.7% is characteristic of its urban housing market. 

 
11.4. At 3,311 people per square kilometre, Plymouth has the highest population density of any 

authority considered in this option, a direct result of its compact geography being 
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constrained by administrative boundaries. This small area of just 79.9 km² constrains spatial 
planning capacity and limits the tax base available to fund regional strategic development. 

  
Indices of Deprivation 2025 

 
11.5. Plymouth has a population-weighted IMD rank of 15,067 (43.2% most deprived), ranking 68th 

out of 153 upper-tier authorities nationally, placing it in the more deprived half of English 
unitary authorities. 

 
Category Ward Name National Rank 
   

Most Deprived St Peter and the Waterfront 88  
Devonport 575  
St Budeaux 706 

   
Least Deprived Plymstock Dunstone 32,078  

Plymstock Radford 32,068  
Southway 31,856 

   
Domain Ward National Rank 
   
Employment Deprivation St Peter and the Waterfront 83 
Health Deprivation Devonport 193 
Crime St Peter and the Waterfront 455 
Barriers to Housing & 
Services 

St Budeaux 1,221 

 
 

11.6. The city's current boundary imposes a structural constraint on its capacity to address 
concentrated need. With a Weighted IMD Rank of 15,067 (43.2% most deprived), Plymouth 
contains significant pockets of acute deprivation alongside more affluent areas. St Peter and 
the Waterfront ranks 88th most deprived in England, with Employment Deprivation at rank 
83. Nearby Devonport holds the city's worst Health Deprivation position at rank 193. This 
pattern of concentrated challenges within a constrained tax base restricts the authority's 
ability to fund sustained intervention in priority wards whilst maintaining services across the 
whole city. 

  
Service Implications 
  

11.7. The city's compact urban geography enables efficient service delivery through established 
structures and consistent models. While the authority operates with known capacity, its 
small scale is a major disadvantage and the limited tax base severely restricts investment. 

 
11.8. This lack of resources is compounded by substantial service pressures, which are driven by 

high levels of health deprivation (decile 3) and child poverty (IDACI decile 4). The city's scale 
also makes it difficult to maintain a full specialist workforce, further limiting its ability to 
respond. 

 
11.9. These pressures are felt across numerous key services. Children's services face high demand 

from child poverty, and adult social care must manage health deprivation alongside an ageing 
population. At the same time, SEND provision operates at a constrained scale, public health 
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teams must address deep health inequalities, and housing services are forced to manage 
intense urban pressures. 

 
11.10. Ultimately, the city's small geographic area of 79.9 km² prevents strategic growth and leaves 

it vulnerable to demographic and financial shocks. 
 
Financial Analysis 
 

11.11. Plymouth's financial position is characterised by structural constraints. The tax base of 76,557 
Band D equivalent properties serving 270,000 people must support higher than average 
service demands. The combination of health deprivation, child poverty, and compact urban 
geography creates service cost pressures that cannot be offset through economies of scale. 
The constrained boundary prevents access to growth areas that could expand the tax base, 
creating long-term sustainability concerns. 

Critical Assessment 
 

11.12. The small geographic area of 79.9 square kilometres prevents strategic growth and leaves 
Plymouth vulnerable to demographic and financial shocks. This option fails to address the 
city's fundamental requirement for expansion into its functional economic area. 

 
  



P a g e  | 45 
 

OFFICIAL 

 

Option One: Torbay 
 
Figure 11.3 

 
 
Key Statistics 
 

11.13. Torbay is a compact authority with a population of approx. 139,000 living within a 62.9 km² 
area, giving it a high population density of 2,215 people per square kilometre. The council is 
responsible for a 651 km road network and a tax base of 49,254 Band D equivalent 
properties. 

 
Demographic Profile 
 

Children (0-15 years) 16.0% 
Working age (16-64 years) 57.3% 
Older people (65+ years) 26.7% 
Home ownership rate 64.0% 
Social rented 19.8% 
Private rented 16.2% 

 
11.14. Torbay has the oldest age profile in this option, with over a quarter of its population (26.7%) 

aged 65 or over. This creates significant demand for adult social care and health services, a 
challenge compounded by a smaller working-age population (57.3%) that constrains economic 
capacity. The area's character as a coastal resort is also reflected in its moderate home 
ownership rate of 64.0%. 
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11.15. The authority's population density of 2,215 people per km² is second only to Plymouth's. This 
density, combined with its small geographic footprint of 62.9 km² the smallest in this 
arrangement severely limits its capacity for growth and strategic development. These 
limitations are intensified by the natural constraints of the bay's geography. 

 
Indices of Deprivation 2025 
 

11.16. Torbay has a population-weighted IMD rank of 12,484 (35.8% most deprived), ranking 39th 
out of 153 upper-tier authorities nationally, placing it in the most deprived third of English 
unitary authorities. 

 
Category Ward Name National Rank 
   
Most Deprived Roundham with Hyde 404  

Tormohun 672  
Tormohun 811 

   
Least Deprived Cockington with Chelston 29,902  

Preston 28,570  
Churston with Galmpton 28,222 

   
Domain Worst Ward/Area National Rank 
   
Crime Tormohun 127 
Employment Deprivation Roundham with Hyde 255 
Health Deprivation Roundham with Hyde 330 
Income Deprivation King's Ash 1,186 

 
11.17. Torbay faces an acute mismatch between service need and financial capacity. With a 

Weighted IMD Rank of 12,484 (35.8% most deprived), the authority shows the highest 
concentration of deprivation among the urban unitaries. Wards like Roundham with Hyde 
(rank 404) and Tormohun contain some of England's most deprived areas, including the 
nation's 127th worst ranked LSOA for Crime Deprivation. The authority's small scale of 
139,000 people and 49,254 Band D equivalent properties means these proven service models 
operate without the financial resilience needed to address persistent challenges or withstand 
demographic pressures. 

 
Service Implications 

 
11.18. Torbay demonstrates remarkable capability, delivering high-quality outcomes through 

innovative strategies and strong partnerships. Key strengths include: 
 

o Children's Services rated Good (only one in Devon area) 
o Integrated partnership with NHS for health and social care 
o Proactive approach to improving employment, health, and wellbeing 

 
Financial Analysis 
 

11.19. Torbay's financial position reflects the challenges of operating at small scale with high service 
needs. The tax base of 49,254 Band D equivalent properties serving 139,000 people must 
support significant adult social care demands from an ageing population (26.7% over 65), 
alongside health and employment deprivation both at decile 3. The compact 62.9 square 
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kilometre geography prevents expansion that could increase the tax base, whilst the coastal 
setting constrains development options. 

 
Critical Assessment 
 

11.20. Whilst Torbay delivers high-quality outcomes through innovation, the authority's small scale 
creates long-term financial pressures. Sustainable delivery will require either enhanced 
resources or continued exceptional efficiency gains that may not be maintainable. 

 
  



P a g e  | 48 
 

OFFICIAL 

 

Option One: Exeter 
 
Figure 11.4 

 
  
 
Key Statistics 
 
11.21. Exeter is a densely populated city, accommodating approx. 135,000 residents within a 

compact 47.0 km² area, which results in a population density of 2,782 people per square 
kilometre. As a future unitary authority, its responsibilities would include maintaining a 508 
km road network and managing a tax base of 39,852 Band D equivalent properties. 

  
Demographic Profile 
 

Children (0-15 years) 14.8% 
Working age (16-64 years) 68.6% 
Older people (65+ years) 16.6% 
Home ownership rate 57.2% 
Social rented 15.7% 
Private rented 27.1% 

  
 

11.22. Exeter's character as a university city is clear from its demographic profile. It has the 
youngest population, the highest proportion of working-age residents (68.6%), and the most 
professional and managerial jobs (34.6%) in this proposal. This creates a knowledge-focused 
economy but also shapes the housing market; lower home ownership (57.2%) and a high rate 



P a g e  | 49 
 

OFFICIAL 

of private renting (27.1%) reflect the student and young professional population, which can in 
turn impact the availability of family housing. 

 
11.23. The city's geography is its primary constraint. At just 47.0 km², Exeter is the smallest 

authority of any option considered, and its population density is high at 2,782 people per 
square kilometre. These severe spatial limitations restrict strategic planning and prevent the 
city from accommodating the growth needed to support its regional role and university 
partnerships. 

 
Indices of Deprivation 2025 
 

11.24. Exeter has a population-weighted IMD rank of 19,949 (57.2% most deprived), currently 
ranking 187th out of 296 lower-tier authorities nationally, making it one of the least deprived 
districts in England. 

 
  

Exeter (57.2%) (Rank 19,949)  
  
Category Ward Name National Rank 
  
Most Deprived Priory 4,236  

St David's 4,425  
Priory 5,114 

Least Deprived Pennsylvania 33,044  
Duryard and St James 31,782  
Pennsylvania 31,569 

   
Domain Worst Ward/Area National Rank 
  

 

Health Deprivation St David's 287 
Education, Skills & Training Priory 458 
Crime St David's 755 
Employment Deprivation Priory 3,579 
Barriers to Housing & Services Exwick 6,695 

 
11.25. Exeter faces the most severe spatial constraint of any urban authority in this proposal. At just 

47 square kilometres, the boundary is inadequate for a city. With a Weighted IMD Rank of 
19,949 (57.2% most deprived), Exeter is the least deprived urban authority overall, yet it 
contains significant challenges in specific areas. St David's ward holds the city's worst Health 
Deprivation position at rank 287. The fundamental problem is not deprivation levels but the 
inability to plan strategically. The tight boundary prevents the city from capturing its 
functional economic area or accessing growth opportunities necessary to support its 
knowledge economy and university partnerships. 

 
11.26. The city's high skill levels and strong university partnerships are key drivers for economic 

development. However, the small population of 135,000 is a significant constraint, limiting the 
authority's capacity to deliver specialist services. 

 
Financial Analysis 
 

11.27. Exeter's financial position is the most constrained of the urban authorities. With a tax base of 
only 39,852 Band D equivalent properties serving 135,000 people, the authority has the 
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smallest financial base. Whilst low deprivation reduces some service cost pressures, the 
compact 47 square kilometre geography prevents access to growth areas that could expand 
the tax base. This creates a fundamental mismatch between Exeter's regional role and its 
financial capacity. 

 
Critical Assessment 
 

11.28. Exeter faces the most severe spatial constraint of any urban authority. The 47 square 
kilometre boundary is inadequate for a city and prevents the strategic growth planning 
necessary to support its knowledge economy and university partnerships. 
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Option One: Devon Coast and Countryside 
 
Figure 11.5 

 
 
Key Statistics 
 

11.29. Devon is a large, rural authority with a population of approx. 690,000 spread across a vast 
6,522.2 km² area, resulting in a very low population density of just 104 people per square 
kilometre. The future council would manage an extensive 16,894 km road network and a tax 
base of 277,975 Band D equivalent properties. 

 
Demographic Profile 
 

Children (0-15 years) 16.0% 
Working age (16-64 years) 56.5% 
Older people (65+ years) 27.6% 
Home ownership rate 70.2% 
Social rented 12.3% 
Private rented 17.5% 

 
11.30. Devon has the oldest age profile of any option, reflecting its character as a rural retirement 

destination. With the lowest proportion of working-age residents (56.5%) and the highest 
proportion of those over 65 (27.6%), the authority has one of the highest old-age 
dependency ratios. This imbalance places significant pressure on both public services and the 
local economy. 
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11.31. While the area has the highest rate of home ownership (70.2%), indicating settled 
communities, its economy is constrained by its demographics. Despite a solid rate of 
professional employment (30.9%), the small working-age population limits potential for 
growth. The authority's primary challenge, however, is the combination of an ageing 
population and a vast rural geography, which creates considerable and widespread demand 
for adult social care across its 6,522 km² area. 

 
Indices of Deprivation 2025 
 

11.32. Devon Coast and Countryside has a population-weighted IMD rank of 17,542 (50.3% most 
deprived). Devon County Council currently ranks 101st out of 153 upper-tier authorities 
nationally, with a moderate overall position that contains significant internal variation. 

 
Category Ward Name National Rank 
  
Most Deprived Barnstaple Central 1,570  

Ilfracombe East 1,868  
Barnstaple with Westacott 2,387 

Least Deprived Woolwell  31,970  
Tavistock South East 31,956  
Honiton St Michael's 31,352 

   
Domain Worst Ward/Area National Rank 
   
Barriers to Housing & 
Services 

Monkleigh & Putford  1 

Living Environment Ashburton & Buckfastleigh 220 
Health Deprivation Barnstaple Central 572 
Employment Deprivation Barnstaple Central 1,717 

 
11.33. This vast authority demonstrates how averaging across large geographies masks extremes. 

Whilst the overall position appears moderate, the authority contains England's most isolated 
rural area, with the Monkleigh & Putford LSOA ranking 1st nationally for Barriers to Housing 
and Services. Urban market towns like Barnstaple Central face Health Deprivation at rank 
572 and Employment Deprivation at rank 1,717. The structure creates a fundamental 
problem: rural isolation and urban coastal deprivation require distinct service models, yet this 
configuration forces a single approach across incompatible geographies. The separation of 
urban resources from rural need prevents effective targeting of support where it matters 
most. 

 
Service Implications 
 

11.34. The service delivery model is complex, reflecting the area's geography. It combines locality-
based teams in market towns with mobile and outreach services for dispersed communities, 
supported by investment in digital and remote access. This approach requires sophisticated 
workforce planning to manage staff across a wide area and to control significant mileage and 
travel costs. 

 
11.35. This option represents the current local government structure, serving as a legally compliant 

baseline for comparison. However, the analysis demonstrates it is a fundamentally suboptimal 
arrangement, characterised by a profound imbalance between a single, dominant rural 
authority (Devon) and three geographically constrained urban unitary authorities (Plymouth, 
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Torbay, and Exeter). This structure perpetuates existing constraints on growth and creates 
an imbalanced partnership for devolution purposes.    

  
Financial Analysis 
 

11.36. Devon's financial position reflects economies of scale offset by rural service delivery costs. 
The tax base of 277,975 Band D equivalent properties serving 690,000 people provides 
substantial financial resources. However, these must be spread across 16,894 kilometres of 
roads and numerous dispersed communities. Moderate deprivation (IMD decile 6) creates 
predictable service demands, but geographic dispersion significantly increases unit costs, 
particularly for adult social care serving an ageing population (27.6% over 65) across the vast 
rural area. 

 
Critical Assessment 
 

11.37. This option represents the current structure, serving as a legally compliant baseline. The 
authority operates at sufficient scale for financial resilience, but vast geography and dispersed 
population create service delivery challenges that offset some benefits of scale. 
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Option One: Assessment Against Criteria 
  
Table 11.1 
Government Criteria Assessment Rationale 
1. Single tier of local 
government 

Met • Creates 4 unitary councils using the existing 
principal authorities as building blocks.  

• Meets the Government’s invitation to set out 
a base case on whole districts. 

• Removes the existing two-tier county and 
districts in currently in Devon. 

 
2. Right size and financial 
resilience 

Not Met • Creates authorities of uneven population size 
and financial resilience.  

• Risk pooling is unevenly spread across the 
region. 

3. High-quality, 
sustainable services 

Partially Met • Maintains service continuity, but uneven 
population sizes may make collaboration 
more variable.  

• Does not maximise opportunities for growth 
in especially in Plymouth and Exeter. 

4. Local collaboration 
and responsiveness 

Partially Met • Provides for recognised and legally coherent 
administrative boundaries but does not 
respond to concerns and issues raised during 
the Plymouth’s Big Conversation engagement 
or Exeter and Torbay’s local government 
reorganisation engagements.  

• This option is not supported by any of the 
Devon local authorities 

5. Support for 
devolution 

Partially Met • Creates a group of constituent authorities 
across Devon to link into a South West 
Peninsula Mayoral Strategic Authority (to 
which Cornwall Council could be added). 

• The absence of Ministerial modifications for 
Plymouth, Exeter and Torbay would place 
significant pressure upon any future Mayoral 
Strategic Authority who will be responsible 
for bringing forward the Spatial Development 
Strategy and growth options. 

• Potential perceived imbalance at the Mayoral 
Strategic Authority due to variations in 
unitary council size. 

6. Community 
engagement 

Met • Maintains a foundation of existing governance 
and neighbourhood engagement 
arrangements in each of the unitary 
authorities. 

Our Principles for Local Government in Devon 
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1. Financial viability and 
population 

Not Met • Whilst as continuing authorities Plymouth 
and Torbay are viable unitary councils, their 
current populations are insufficient to 
generate the financial base required for long-
term viability and resist financial shocks.  

• Exeter is not viable as a unitary council on its 
existing boundary.   

• The new Devon Coast and Countryside 
unitary council would be of a sufficient size 
to be financially viable, but disproportionately 
large compared with the three other unitary 
councils in this option. 

2. Character and identity Met • The Base Case preserves the distinct, 
compact urban character of Plymouth, Exeter 
and Torbay, which is reflected in high 
population densities. 

 
3. Respect for 
boundaries 

Met • This option respects the boundaries of the 
existing unitary authorities of Plymouth and 
Torbay. 

4. National 
Parks/National 
Landscapes 

Met • The existing boundaries of Plymouth, Exeter 
and Torbay do not impinge National Parks or 
create governance complexities for the Park 
Authority. 

 
5. Parish boundaries Met • This option proposes no changes and 

therefore does not alter any existing parish 
boundaries. 

 
6. Sustainable growth 
and strategic role 

Not Met • The geographic constraint of 79.9 square 
kilometres prevents strategic growth 
opportunities, inhibiting Plymouth's capacity 
to fulfil its strategic regional and national 
role.  

• Similarly in Exeter, at just 47.0 square 
kilometres, there are already severe spatial 
limitations on its strategic hub role. At 62.9 
square kilometres, Torbay’s future capacity 
to grow is significantly constrained. 
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Option Two: Four Unitaries (Modified Case) 
 
Figure 12.1 

 
 

Expanded 
Plymouth  

National Parks 

 
Expanded Torbay 

 
National Marine Park 

 
Expanded Exeter 

 
National Landscapes 

 
Devon Coast and 
Countryside ------ 

Existing District Boundaries 

 
12. Summary Assessment 
 
12.1. This is the preferred option as it meets all Government criteria and Plymouth's principles. It 

establishes four balanced and financially resilient authorities with populations ranging from 
approx. 220,000 to 450,000. The structure respects community identities, creates a clear 
distinction between urban and rural areas, and enables strategic capacity for growth and 
devolution. 

 
12.2. The configuration succeeds because each new authority is strengthened: 
 

• Plymouth gains strategic capacity with a population of 300,000 while maintaining its 
urban character. 

• An expanded Torbay solidifies financial sustainability through a 67% increase in its 
tax base. 

• An expanded Exeter can accommodate city-region growth with a balanced urban 
and suburban character. 

• Devon Coast and Countryside remains a viable authority scaled appropriately for 
effective rural service delivery. 
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Option Two: Expanded Plymouth 
 
Figure 12.2 

 
 
Key Statistics 
 

12.3. Under this option, the Plymouth authority would have a population of approx. 300,000 
across an expanded area of 358.7 km², resulting in a new population density of approx. 
830 people per square kilometre. Its responsibilities would cover a council tax base of 
90,449 Band D equivalent properties and a road network of 1,800 km. 

 
12.4. Compared to the Base Case, this represents a significant change in scale: 

 
• Population An increase of approx. 30,000 (+12.4%) 
• Area An increase of 278.8 km² (+349%) 
• Tax Base An increase of 13,891 Band D equivalent properties (+18.15%) 
• Population Density A decrease from 3,311 to 830 people/km² 

 
Demographic Profile 
 

Children (0-15 years) 17.3% 
Working age (16-64 years) 63.5% 
Older people (65+ years) 19.2% 
Home ownership rate 59.5% 
Social rented 17.3% 
Private rented 21.8% 

 
12.5. Under this option, Plymouth maintains its young demographic profile. The proportion of 

children remains stable at 17.3%, and the working-age population is strong at 63.5%. 
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12.6. Although the older population (19.2%) and home ownership (59.5%) increase slightly due 

to the new extension areas, these figures remain well below those of neighbouring 
authorities. The key outcome is that this expansion adds valuable capacity without 
changing Plymouth's core character as a young, working-age city. 

 
Indices of Deprivation 2025 
 

12.7. Expanded Plymouth has a population-weighted IMD rank of 16,000 (45.9% most 
deprived). The absorption of less deprived areas improves the rank by 933 places (from 
15,067) and provides enhanced financial capacity through an 18% increase in the tax base. 
This configuration would rank approximately 98th out of 153 upper-tier authorities 
nationally, moving towards the less deprived end of the spectrum compared to 
Plymouth's current 68th position. 

 
Category Ward Name National Rank 
  
Most Deprived St Peter and the Waterfront 88  

Devonport 575  
St Budeaux 706 

  
Least Deprived Plymstock Dunstone 32,078  

Plymstock Radford 32,068  
Woolwell 31,970 

   
Domain Worst Ward/Area National Rank 
   
Employment Deprivation St Peter and the Waterfront 83 
Health Deprivation Devonport 193 
Crime St Peter and the Waterfront 455 
Barriers to Housing & Services Ermington & Ugborough (S Hams) 632 
Living Environment Bickleigh & Cornwood (S Hams) 403 
 

12.8. The expansion aligns governance with the city-region's economic and social geography. 
The Weighted IMD Rank improves to 16,000 (45.9% most deprived), representing a gain 
of 933 places through the absorption of less deprived areas. The most deprived ward 
remains St Peter and the Waterfront at rank 88, which confirms the expansion increases 
capacity without diluting focus on the city's most urgent needs. The new boundary 
integrates planning across the functional economic area, allowing the authority to address 
acute urban challenges alongside specific rural access issues. Areas like Ermington & 
Ugborough face Barriers to Housing at rank 632, requiring targeted intervention that 
benefits from being governed alongside urban employment centres rather than separately. 

 
Service Implications 
 

12.9. A population increase from 270,000 to 300,000 expands the authority's service base 
while maintaining its core deprivation profile (IMD decile 4, IDACI decile 5). This larger 
population also strengthens the workforce, improving capacity to deliver specialist 
services tailored to the area's needs. 
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12.10. Although the proportion of residents aged 65 and over increases slightly (from 18.5% to 
19.2%), the authority's larger scale is a key advantage. It enables better commissioning of 
services and more effective planning for specialist provision across the entire area. 

 
12.11. Health deprivation of decile 3 indicates a clear need for focused intervention. The 

expanded authority is better positioned to address this by supporting integrated health 
improvement programmes and coordinating with NHS partners for the combined 
population. 

 
12.12. More broadly, the larger population base enables more effective strategic planning. This 

supports a coordinated approach to the functional housing market, employment, skills 
development, and infrastructure across the combined geography. 

 
Financial Analysis 
 

12.13. The expansion further improves Plymouth's financial sustainability. The increase in tax 
base to provides enhanced revenue capacity whilst spreading fixed costs across a larger 
population. One-off transition investment of £4.9 million generates over £6 million in 
annual benefits, representing excellent value for money. Enhanced financial resilience 
enables the authority to withstand demographic shocks, invest in preventative services, 
and fund strategic infrastructure necessary to accommodate defence sector growth and 
housing delivery. 

Critical Assessment 
 

12.14. This option addresses Plymouth's fundamental constraint by providing geographic space 
and financial capacity necessary for sustainable long-term service delivery. The expansion 
into the Plymouth Growth Area aligns with functional economic relationships and creates 
a coherent authority capable of fulfilling its role as the region's principal city. 
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Option Two: Expanded Torbay 
 
Figure 12.3 

 
 
Key Statistics 
  

12.15. The proposed expanded Torbay authority would have a population of approx. 220,000 
across an area of 263.2 square kilometres, resulting in a new population density of 
approx. 835 people per square kilometre. This new authority would be responsible for a 
council tax base of 82,356, Band D equivalent properties and a 1,526-kilometre road 
network. 

 
12.16. Compared to the Base Case, this new option represents a significant expansion in scale 

and resources for Torbay. The population increases by 80,329 (a 57.7% growth), while 
the tax base grows by 133,101 Band D equivalent properties (a 67.2% increase). The 
authority's land area expands by 200.3 square kilometres (318%), which reduces the 
overall population density by 62%. 

  
Demographic Profile 

  
Children (0-15 years) 16.0% 
Working age (16-64 years) 57.5% 
Older people (65+ years) 26.5% 
Home ownership rate 66.8% 
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12.17. The expanded Torbay proposal maintains the area's essential coastal character. The age 
profile remains very similar to the Base Case, with only slight improvements in home 
ownership and professional employment that reflect the inclusion of the extension areas. 

 
12.18. While the older population remains substantial at 26.5%, creating significant demand for 

adult social care, the 62% increase in the tax base provides the enhanced financial capacity 
required to meet these challenges effectively. 

  
Indices of Deprivation 2025 

 
12.19. Expanded Torbay has a population-weighted IMD rank of 15,024 (43.1% most deprived). 

The absorption of less deprived areas improves the rank by 2,540 places (from 12,484), 
which provides enhanced financial capacity through a 62% increase in the tax base. This 
configuration would rank approximately 106th out of 153 upper-tier authorities 
nationally, moving from the most deprived third (current 39th position) to the mid-range 
alongside authorities like Bournemouth and Essex. 

  
Category Ward Name National Rank 
  
Most Deprived Roundham with Hyde 404  

Tormohun 672  
Tormohun 811 

  
Least Deprived Buckland & Milber 30,691  

Ambrook 30,513  
Cockington with Chelston 29,902 

  
Domain Worst Ward/Area National Rank 
   
Crime Tormohun 127 
Employment Deprivation Roundham with Hyde 255 
Health Deprivation Roundham with Hyde 330 
Barriers to Housing & 
Services 

Ashburton & Buckfastleigh (Teign) 1,126 

Living Environment Dartmouth & East Dart (S Hams) 325 
 
 

12.20. Expanded Torbay addresses a fundamental capacity crisis. The Weighted IMD Rank 
improves dramatically by 2,540 places to 15,024 (43.1% most deprived), reflecting the 
absorption of less deprived areas. Core areas of concentrated need remain clear 
priorities: Roundham with Hyde at rank 404 and Tormohun containing the LSOA with 
England's 127th worst Crime Deprivation. However, these challenges are now supported 
by a sustainably enhanced resource base through a 62% increase in the tax base. Including 
wealthier adjacent areas like Buckland & Milber from Teignbridge allows the authority to 
manage its dual challenge of coastal deprivation and an ageing population (26.5% over 65) 
without requiring unsustainable efficiency gains or service reductions. 

 
Service Implications 

 
12.21. The expanded authority maintains and enhances Torbay's proven service delivery model. 

The larger scale provides resources to sustain innovative approaches to integrated care 
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and children's services whilst building resilience against demographic pressures of an 
ageing coastal community. 

Financial Analysis 
 

12.22. The 62% increase in tax base transforms Torbay's financial sustainability. Enhanced 
revenue capacity enables sustained investment in preventative services and integrated 
care partnerships without requiring unsustainable efficiency gains. The authority gains 
financial resilience necessary to manage demographic challenges of an ageing population 
whilst maintaining service quality. 

Critical Assessment 
 

12.23. This option provides Torbay with the financial capacity and geographic scope necessary 
to sustain its proven service delivery model long-term. The expansion addresses the 
fundamental mismatch between service demands and available resources in the Base 
Case. 
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Option Two: Expanded Exeter 
 
Figure 12.4 

 
  
 

Key Statistics 
  

12.24. The proposed Expanded Exeter authority would have a population of approx. 260,000 
across a significantly larger area of 605.6 square kilometres, resulting in a new, much 
lower population density of approx. 411 people per square kilometre. The authority 
would be responsible for a council tax base of 88,439 Band D equivalent properties and a 
road network of 2,351 kilometres. 

 
12.25. Compared to the Base Case, this represents a transformation in scale for Exeter. The 

population grows by approx. 90%, while the council tax base more than doubles. The 
most dramatic change is the geographic expansion of 1,188%, which adds 558.6 square 
kilometres to the authority's area. 

  
Demographic Profile 

  
Metric Value 
Children (0-15 years) 15.7% 
Working age (16-64 years) 63.0% 
Older people (65+ years) 21.4% 
Home ownership rate 63.8% 
Professional and Managerial occupations 33.8% 
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12.26. The expanded Exeter model creates a balanced city-region authority by blending the 
young university city core with its surrounding suburban and rural areas. 

 
12.27. This expansion broadens the demographic profile to include more families and older 

residents, all while maintaining the city's strong professional employment base. A key 
result of incorporating these surrounding communities is a substantial increase in the 
home ownership rate, which rises from 57.2% to 63.8%. 

  
Indices of Deprivation 2025 
 

12.28. Expanded Exeter has a population-weighted IMD rank of 19,609 (56.3% most deprived), 
showing modest improvement from the base case (19,949). As a new unitary authority, 
this configuration would rank approximately 58th out of 153 upper-tier authorities 
nationally, positioning it in the less deprived third. 

 
Category Ward Name National Rank 
   
Most Deprived Priory 4,236  

St David's 4,425  
Priory 5,114 

   
Least Deprived Pennsylvania 33,044  

Duryard and St James 31,782  
Pennsylvania 31,569 

Domain Worst Ward/Area National Rank 
  

 

Barriers to Housing & Services Mid Devon 009D 4 
Health Deprivation St David's 287 
Education, Skills & Training Priory 458 
Crime St David's 755 
Employment Deprivation Priory 3,579 
 

12.29. The expansion provides geographic and planning capacity necessary for Exeter to fulfil its 
regional role. The authority gains responsibility for areas with severe rural challenges, 
notably one LSOA ranking 4th in England for Barriers to Housing and Services (Mid 
Devon 009D). The Weighted IMD Rank of 19,609 (56.3% most deprived) shows 
moderate improvement, but the real benefit is strategic. The integrated structure enables 
coherent governance over the city's functional economic area, allowing targeted 
infrastructure development to address both acute urban challenges like Health 
Deprivation in St David's ward (rank 287) and distinct service access issues in rural 
communities now under its mandate. 

 
Service Implications 
 

12.30. The expanded authority gains capacity to deliver specialist services at appropriate scale. 
Strategic planning capacity for housing growth, employment sites, and transport 
infrastructure aligns with city-region needs.  

Financial Analysis 
 

12.31. The transformation is dramatic. Tax base more than doubles, providing financial 
resources commensurate with Exeter's regional role. The increase in geographic area 
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provides access to growth areas and commuter zones that expand the tax base. This 
creates capacity for strategic infrastructure investment, coherent transport planning, and 
effective housing delivery. 

Critical Assessment 
 

12.32. This option addresses Exeter's most severe spatial constraint. The expansion provides 
planning capacity to accommodate city-region growth whilst maintaining the knowledge-
economy character. The expanded authority gains resources and space to fulfil its 
regional role without compromising service quality or democratic accountability. 
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Option Two: Devon Coast and Countryside 
 
Figure 12.5 

 
 
Key Statistics 
  

12.33. The proposed 'Devon Coast and Countryside' authority would have a population of 
approx. 450,000 distributed across an area of 5,486.0 square kilometres. This option 
results in a very low population density of approx. 82 people per square kilometre. The 
new authority would be responsible for a council tax base of 182,395 Band D equivalent 
properties. 

 
12.34. This new entity is formed from the Base Case Devon by transferring its urban/suburban 

areas to other authorities. As a result, its population decreases by 231,414 (a 34.0% 
reduction) and its tax base is reduced by 95,580 Band D equivalent properties (a 34.3% 
reduction). While the land area also decreases, the reduction is smaller at 15.9%, making 
the new authority more consistently rural with its lower population density. 

  
Demographic Profile 
  

Children (0-15 years) 15.8% 
Working age (16-64 years) 56.0% 
Older people (65+ years) 28.3% 
Home ownership rate 69.5% 

  
12.35. The removal of urban areas from the Base Case creates the 'Devon Coast and 

Countryside' authority, which is a more consistently rural entity.  
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12.36. The authority now has the oldest population, with 28.3% of residents aged over 65, and 

the highest rate of home ownership at 69.5%. 
  

Indices of Deprivation 2025 
 

12.37. Devon Coast and Countryside has a population-weighted IMD rank of 16,274 (46.7% 
most deprived), showing increased deprivation compared to current Devon County 
Council (17,542, 50.3%). This worsening reflects the deliberate transfer of less deprived 
suburban areas to urban unitaries, leaving a more consistently rural authority with 
concentrated challenges. This configuration would rank approximately 96th out of 153 
upper-tier authorities nationally, compared to Devon's current 101st position. 

 
Category Ward Name National Rank 
  
Most Deprived Barnstaple Central 1,570  

Ilfracombe East 1,868  
Barnstaple with Westacott 2,387 

  
Least Deprived Tavistock South East 31,956  

Honiton St Michael's 31,352  
Sidmouth Town 29,670 

  
Domain Worst Ward/Area National Rank 
   
Barriers to Housing & Services Monkleigh & Putford (Torridge 008E) 1 
Living Environment Ashburton & Buckfastleigh (Teignbridge 003C) 220 
Health Deprivation Barnstaple Central 572 
Employment Deprivation Barnstaple Central 1,717 
Crime Barnstaple Central 1,532 
 

12.38. This configuration creates a deliberately focused rural authority. The Weighted IMD Rank 
of 16,274 (46.7% most deprived) reflects the transfer of more affluent suburban areas to 
the urban unitaries, which allows the authority to concentrate entirely on rural service 
challenges. The core mission centres on managing extreme rural isolation, retaining 
governance over the Monkleigh & Putford LSOA (rank 1 for Barriers) whilst addressing 
coastal deprivation in areas like Barnstaple Central. This focused model targets resources 
at developing cost-effective solutions for dispersed populations and older demographics 
(28.3% over 65) without competing urban priorities diluting attention or investment. 

 
Service Implications 

 
12.39. The focused rural authority can concentrate entirely on distinct challenges of dispersed 

service delivery, rural poverty, connectivity, and ageing demographics without managing 
dense urban cores with fundamentally different needs. 

 
Financial Analysis 

 
12.40. The 34% reduction in population and tax base creates a more coherent rural authority. 

Whilst resources decrease, the authority maintains appropriate scale for financial 
resilience and specialist services. The more consistently rural character enables focused 
investment in rural service delivery models without competing urban priorities. 
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Critical Assessment 

 
12.41. This option achieves appropriate scale for rural governance: large enough for financial 

resilience and specialist services, but coherent enough for genuine local accountability and 
tailored service models. 

Option Two: Assessment Against Criteria 
 
  Table 12.1 

Government Criteria    
1. Single tier of local 
government 

Met • Creates four unitary councils in Devon, 
removing the existing two-tier 
arrangements in the expanded area. 

2. Right size and financial 
resilience 

Met • Creates four unitary authorities with 
broadly comparable populations with 
sustainable tax bases of sufficient size 
to resist financial shocks. 

• Creates a nationally significant, growth-
orientated unitary council for Plymouth 
with a population of over 300,000.  

• Creates expanded unitary authorities 
for Exeter and Torbay able to realise 
regionally significant growth potential. 

3. High-quality, sustainable 
services 

Met • Creates a coherent service geography 
for school admissions, transport, skills, 
and social care.  

• Maximises opportunities for growth 
and simplifies residents' access to 
services. 

4. Local collaboration and 
responsiveness 

Met • A four unitary model is supported by 
two existing unitary authorities and 
Exeter City Council. 

• Provides for recognised and legally 
coherent administrative boundaries 
which reflect settlement patterns and 
functional economic relationships 

• The proposed expansion areas are 
based on the building blocks of Parish 
and Town Councils with settlements 
that are functionally linked to the 
principal urban areas.  

5. Support for devolution Met • Creates a group of balanced 
constituent authorities to link into a 
South West Peninsula Mayoral Strategic 
Authority, allowing retained expertise 
to support a regional strategy. 

6. Community engagement Met • New neighbourhood governance 
arrangements to be developed.  
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• Protects existing parish and town 
council arrangements. 

• Our Principles for Local Government in Devon 
1. Financial viability and 
population 

Met • Financial modelling demonstrates that a 
four unitary model is viable. 

• The 12.4% increase in population and 
the 16.3% increase in the council tax 
base provide the necessary scale and 
financial capacity for long-term viability 
for Plymouth. 

2. Character and identity Met • The four unitary model maintains the 
character and identity of the expanded 
urban authorities by being based on 
functionally linked settlements within 
parish areas. 

• In the case of the expanded Plymouth 
unitary authority, despite a 349% 
increase in land area the proposal sets 
out how we will preserve the character 
of all communities in the area. 

• In the case of the Devon Coast and 
Countryside unitary authority, 20 of 
the 28 larger towns which are the focus 
of growth and service provisions are 
retained from the former county area. 

3. Respect for boundaries Met • The proposed boundary extensions are 
logical and evidence-based, reflecting 
the functional geography of the 
Plymouth, Exeter and Torbay  housing 
market areas, and travel-to-work 
patterns. 

4. National Parks/National 
Landscapes 

Met • The proposed new boundaries have 
been designed to be minimise impact 
on  National Park Authorities. 

5. Parish boundaries Met • The principle of using whole, undivided 
parishes as the building blocks for the 
extension is a cornerstone of this 
option to reflect the importance of 
character and identity. 

6. Sustainable growth and 
strategic role 

Met • The expansion of the urban areas 
provides the "planning capacity for 
sustainable growth" that is critically 
absent in the Base Case, unlocking the 
growth potential of the three urban 
areas. 
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Option Three: Three Unitaries (New Devon) 
 
 Figure 13.1

 
 

Plymouth 
 

National Parks 

 
Torbay 

 
National Marine Park 

 
New Devon 

 
National Landscapes 

 
Summary Assessment 
  

13.1. This option creates three unitary authorities of significantly different scales, which presents 
challenges for balanced regional governance and strategic coordination. Whilst each authority 
can deliver core services within their existing boundaries, the arrangement does not optimise 
the opportunities for strategic growth, partnership working, or balanced devolution. The 
arrangement faces challenges in supporting:  

 
• Strategic growth planning across functional economic areas. 
• Balanced partnership working between authorities of different scales. 
• Effective coordination of regional priorities. 

 
13.2. The population distribution shows substantial variation. Devon (811,000) would be 

considerably larger than both Torbay (140,000) and Plymouth (270,000), which creates 
complexity in establishing balanced partnership arrangements and devolution structures that 
give each authority appropriate influence in strategic decision-making. 

 
13.4. Torbay would be below 200,000 population, though many authorities across England 

successfully deliver services at this scale. Plymouth's existing boundaries limit opportunities 
for strategic planning across its wider economic area. Devon would become one of the larger 
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unitary authorities in England, creating some challenges around maintaining local connection 
across its extensive geography. This option maintains administrative clarity through 
established boundaries but does not fully create the foundation for optimised strategic 
growth or balanced regional partnership.   
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Option Three: Plymouth 
 
Figure 13.2 

 
 
The impact on Plymouth is as expressed in the base case. 
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Option Three: Torbay 
 
Figure 13.3 

 
  
The impact on Torbay is as expressed in the base case. 
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Option Three: Devon County Council Area 
 
Figure 13.4 

 
 
Key Statistics 
 
13.6 Devon would be a large rural authority encompassing approximately 811,000 people across 

6,569 km², creating a population density of 124 people per square kilometre. The council 
would manage an extensive 24,556 km road network serving numerous towns, villages, and 
dispersed rural communities across Devon's varied landscape.  

 
Demographic Profile 
  

Children (0-15 years) 15.8% 
Working age (16-64 years) 58.4% 
Older people (65+ years) 25.8% 
Home ownership rate 68.2% 
Social rented 11.5% 
Private rented 19.0% 

  
13.7. New Devon has a settled rural population with over a quarter of residents aged 65 or over. 

The working-age population supports both resident population and diverse rural economy 
spanning agriculture, tourism, market towns, and coastal communities. At 124 people per 
square kilometre, the population is much more dispersed than urban authorities. Communities 
range from substantial market towns to small villages and isolated farms. 
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Indices of Deprivation 2025 
 
13.8. New Devon has a population-weighted IMD rank of 17,935 (51.5% most deprived), a moderate 

overall position that results from combining incompatible urban and rural geographies. 
  
Category Ward Name National Rank 
   
Most Deprived Barnstaple Central 1,570  

Ilfracombe East 1,868 
  
Least Deprived Pennsylvania 33,044 
  
Domain Worst Ward/Area National Rank 
   
Barriers to Housing & Services Monkleigh & Putford (Torridge 

008E) 
1 

Health Deprivation St David's (Exeter 008G) 287 
Education, Skills & Training Priory (Exeter 013E) 458 
 
13.9. This configuration combines incompatible geographies within a single authority. With a 

Weighted IMD Rank of 17,935 (51.5% most deprived), the authority must simultaneously 
address urgent Health challenges in Exeter's urban core, such as St David's ward at rank 287, 
alongside extreme rural isolation where Monkleigh & Putford ranks 1st nationally for Barriers 
to Housing and Services.  

 
13.10. The structure fails because urban coastal deprivation and rural isolation require fundamentally 

different service models, yet this arrangement forces a single approach across an authority of 
811,000 people. The result is ineffective resource deployment and a democratic deficit where 
Exeter (Devon's fastest-growing city) becomes a minority voice within a vast rural authority. 

 
Service Implications 
 
13.11. The primary challenge is managing fundamentally different service models within one 

authority. Exeter requires dense urban service delivery for a young, knowledge-economy 
population, whilst rural areas require dispersed delivery models for an ageing population across 
vast geography. The scale at 811,658 population may compromise local connection and 
democratic accountability. 

 
Financial Analysis 
 
13.12. New Devon would be financially sustainable at this scale, with good capacity for strategic 

investment and service development. However, the key consideration is ensuring that extensive 
geography and dispersed population do not create inefficiencies that offset benefits of scale, and 
that partnership arrangements with Plymouth and Torbay enable balanced regional governance. 

 
Critical Assessment 
 
13.13. This option creates a fundamental democratic deficit by submerging Exeter (Devon's fastest-

growing city) within a vast authority where the City becomes a minority voice. Exeter's distinct 
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growth challenges and urban service needs become subordinated to rural priorities, hindering 
the city's development and regional role. 

 
 

Option Three: Assessment Against Criteria 
  
Table 13.1 
Criterion Assessment Rationale 
1. Single tier of local 
government 

Partially Met • Creates three legally recognised unitary 
authorities, removing the two-tier structure. 
However, extreme size variation (6:1 ratio) 
undermines equality between authorities and 
creates an unbalanced foundation for 
partnership working. 

2. Right size and financial 
resilience 

Not Met • Plymouth, at 270,000, lacks strategic growth 
capacity.  

• New Devon, at 811,658, may be too large for 
effective local democracy and could exhibit 
dis-economies of scale. 

• Torbay, at 139,000, may be vulnerable to 
future financial shocks. 

3. High-quality, sustainable 
services 

Partially Met • Torbay potentially lacks long-term resilience 
at its existing scale to develop future 
sustainable service delivery. 

• Plymouth is severely constrained from future 
strategic development. 

• The extreme size variations make 
collaboration and standardisation of service 
delivery very difficult. 

4. Local collaboration and 
responsiveness 

Not Met • This option is supported by only one local 
authority. 

• Devon's dominance risks marginalising 
Plymouth and Torbay in partnership working.  

• The Integrated Care System, Police, Fire 
Service and devolution arrangements all face 
challenges from size imbalances. 

5. Support for devolution Not Met • Creates unequal partners for devolution, with 
Devon dominating at 66.8% of population.  

• Plymouth cannot represent its functional 
economic area.  

• Provides an extremely difficult foundation for 
a balanced Mayoral Strategic Authority.  

6. Community engagement Partially Met • Uses established principal authority 
boundaries with clear democratic legitimacy.  

• New Devon's scale (with a population of 
811,000) risks weakening local democratic 
connections.  
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• Residents in large rural wards may feel distant 
from decision-making. 

• Our Principles for Local Government in Devon 
1. Financial viability and 
population 

Not Met • All three principal urban centres cannot grow 
tax base or capture development value.  

• The unitary authority of Plymouth remains at 
a constrained 270,000 population, and 
benefits from the Freeport accrue to New 
Devon rather than to Plymouth. 

• The unitary authority of Torbay remains 
constrained at 139,000 population. 

• Exeter does not achieve unitary status and 
remains constrained at 135,000 population. 

• Long-term financial sustainability of the three 
urban centres (including the existing unitaries 
of Plymouth and Torbay) fundamentally 
undermined. 

2. Character and identity Not Met • Plymouth cannot maintain its identity as a 
strategic regional centre when locked at 
current boundaries. The city's functional 
economic area extends well beyond 79.9 km², 
and this option prevents recognition of those 
natural relationships. 

• Exeter is subsumed within a huge rural 
authority and its potential for growth 
undermined. 

• Torbay cannot maintain its identity and 
potential for growth. 

3. Respect for boundaries Partially Met • Respects existing principal authority 
boundaries, but these boundaries are 
precisely the problem. They do not reflect 
functional economic areas or how people live, 
work and travel. 

4. National Parks/National 
Landscapes 

Met • No major implications on the Dartmoor 
National Park Authority from this option. 

5. Parish boundaries Met • No changes to parish boundaries as no 
boundary extensions proposed. 

6. Sustainable growth and 
strategic role 

Not Met • Opportunities would be lost for Plymouth, 
Exeter and Torbay to plan strategically for 
significant levels of growth to reflect their 
housing market areas and functional 
economic areas. 

• Effective delivery of the Plymouth Freeport 
and sub-regional infrastructure, such as the 
Plymouth Metro proposals, would be more 
challenging.  Fundamentally fails to enable 
Plymouth's growth and regional role. 
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Option Four: Three Unitaries (District Grouping) 
 
Figure 14.1 

 
 

Plymouth 
 

National Parks 

 
District 4 

 
National Marine Park 

 
District 5 

 
National Landscapes 

 
Summary Assessment 
 

14.1. This option presents significant governance challenges as it fails to meet Government criteria 
and Plymouth's principles. It creates unitary authorities based solely on old administrative 
boundaries, failing to reflect current functional economic relationships. The result is an 
imbalanced structure that favours rural areas, undermines Plymouth's ability to fulfil its role 
as the region's principal city, and leaves it as the smallest and most constrained authority. 
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Option Four: Plymouth 
 
Figure 14.2 

 
 
The impact on Plymouth is as expressed in the base case.  
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Option Four: Four District Unitary 
 
Figure 14.3 

 
 
 
Key Statistics 
  

14.2. The proposed Four District Unitary would have a population of 420,000 across a vast area of 
2,785.3 square kilometres, resulting in a low population density of approx. 151 people per 
square kilometre. The authority would be responsible for a council tax base of 167,275 Band 
D equivalent properties and an extensive 7,569-kilometre road network. 

 
 
Demographic Profile 
  

Children (0-15 years) 15.7% 
Working age (16-64 years) 56.9% 
Older people (65+ years) 27.4% 
Home ownership rate 68.6% 

  
Indices of Deprivation 2025 
 

14.3. The Four District Unitary has a population-weighted IMD rank of 16,389 (47.0% most deprived), 
combining concentrated urban deprivation with affluent rural hinterlands. The overall Weighted IMD 
Rank of 16,389 (47.0% most deprived) obscures significant internal variation. 

 
Category Ward Name National Rank 
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Most Deprived Roundham with Hyde 404  
Tormohun 672 

  
Least Deprived Woolwell 31,970 
  
Domain Worst Ward/Area National Rank 
:--- :--- :--- 
Crime Tormohun  127 
Employment Deprivation Roundham with Hyde 255 
Health Deprivation Roundham with Hyde 330 
 

14.4. This configuration lacks geographic coherence, combining Torbay's concentrated urban 
deprivation with large affluent rural hinterlands. The resulting Weighted IMD Rank of 16,389 
(47.0% most deprived) misleads by averaging extremes. Wards like Tormohun, containing 
England's 127th worst Crime Deprivation LSOA, sit alongside some of Devon's wealthiest 
rural areas. This structure prevents effective prioritisation. Resources and attention become 
spread across fundamentally different needs without an obvious service centre or pre-
existing administrative logic to guide delivery. 

 
Service Implications 
 

14.5. The proposed district is exceptionally large and predominantly rural. It covers an area 35 
times greater than Plymouth but with very low population density of 151 people per square 
kilometre. This vast, sparsely populated area combines many distinct communities without an 
obvious single service centre or pre-existing administrative structure, posing significant 
challenges for cohesive governance and effective service delivery. 

Financial Analysis 
 

14.6. A key concern is the significant imbalance this creates with Plymouth. The district has a 
population 58% larger than Plymouth and a council tax base 117% greater. However, its 
population has lower levels of deprivation, indicating comparatively lower need for intensive 
public services. This arrangement concentrates greater financial resources in a less deprived 
district whilst leaving Plymouth with higher concentration of service demand and more 
constrained budget. 

Critical Assessment 
 

14.7. This option creates an authority that lacks coherence, combining Torbay's dense coastal 
urban character with vast rural hinterlands without a unified service delivery logic or 
established administrative structure. 
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Option Four: Five District Unitary  
 
Figure 14.4 
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Key Statistics 
  

14.8. The Five District Unitary covers an area of 3,846.8 square kilometres and has a population of 
approx. 530,000, resulting in a density of 138 people per square kilometre. Compared to 
Plymouth, the district is 48 times larger, yet its population density is 24 times lower than 
Plymouth's 3,311 people per square kilometre. The local authority maintains 10,483 
kilometres of roads and has a council tax base of 199,805 Band D equivalent properties, 
which is 160% larger than Plymouth’s. 

  
Demographic Profile 
  

Children (0-15 years) 15.9% 
Working age (16-64 years) 59.3% 
Older people (65+ years) 24.8% 
Home ownership rate 66.7% 
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Indices of Deprivation 2025 
 

14.9. The Five District Unitary has a population-weighted IMD rank of 17,741 (50.9% most 
deprived), combining fundamentally incompatible urban and rural needs within a single 
authority. 

 
   
   
Category Ward Name National Rank 
   
Most Deprived Barnstaple Central 1,570  

Ilfracombe East 1,868 
   
Least Deprived Pennsylvania 33,044 
   
Domain Worst Ward/Area National Rank 
   
Barriers to Housing & Services Monkleigh & Putford 

(Torridge 008E) 
1 

Health Deprivation St David's (Exeter 008G) 287 
Education, Skills & Training Priory (Exeter 013E) 458 
 

14.10. This arrangement forces governance of incompatible needs within a single authority. With a 
Weighted IMD Rank of 17,741 (50.9% most deprived), the configuration averages urban 
challenges in Exeter wards against extreme rural isolation in Monkleigh & Putford (rank 1 for 
Barriers). St David's ward faces Health Deprivation at rank 287 whilst northern rural areas 
struggle with access to basic services across vast distances. The structure fails to deliver 
appropriate service models for either geography, creating a fundamentally flawed 
arrangement that serves neither urban nor rural communities effectively. 

 
Service Implications 
 

14.11. Five District Unitary would have population density of 138 people per square kilometre, 
comparable to Devon's 104 in the Base Case. The primary concern is not density but lack of 
established service infrastructure and transition costs of creating new delivery models, unlike 
Devon which has decades of established rural service delivery systems. 

Financial Analysis 
 

14.12. This option creates profound disparity between resources and service demands. The district 
possesses a council tax base 160% larger than Plymouth's, granting substantially greater 
financial capacity. However, its population has lower deprivation profile, indicating 
proportionally smaller need for intensive public services. This arrangement concentrates 
immense resources in a district with comparatively fewer needs, leaving Plymouth to manage 
greater concentration of service demand with severely constrained financial base. 
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Critical Assessment 
 

14.13. This option is presented as fundamentally flawed and inequitable, failing to meet core tests of 
good governance. It creates artificial groupings without functional economic rationale or 
established administrative structures, whilst perpetuating and exacerbating regional 
imbalances. 

 

Option Four: Assessment Against Criteria 
 
Table 14.1 

Government Criteria Assessment Rationale 
1. Single tier of local 
government 

Met • The model adheres to the principle of 
creating single-tier authorities. 

2. Right size and financial 
resilience 

Not Met • Creates authorities of uneven 
population size and financial resilience. 

• Risk pooling is unevenly spread across 
the region. 

• In this option Plymouth remains at a 
non-resilient size, and this failure is 
magnified by the creation of hugely 
advantaged neighbours with tax bases 
117% and 160% larger. 

3. High-quality, sustainable 
services 

Not Met • Allocates vastly superior resources to 
new unitary councils with more affluent 
areas.  

• Population sixes make collaboration 
more variable. 

• All service sustainability challenges of 
the Base Case remain for Plymouth, 
and therefore unresolved. 

4. Local collaboration and 
responsiveness 

Not Met • This option is supported by 7 of the 8 
districts authorities in Devon. 

• The unitary authority of Torbay is 
included within this option but do not 
support it. 

• The proposed boundaries slice through 
existing urban extensions such as those 
surrounding Exeter and Plymouth, 
paying no regarding to the functional 
relationships between communities in 
proximity.  

5. Support for devolution Not Met • This option would create an even more 
imbalanced partnership for devolution.  

• Plymouth would be a minor partner, 
dwarfed by the two new super-
districts, yet be responsible for the 
delivery of nationally significant growth 
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proposals such as the investment in 
HMNB Devonport. 

6. Community engagement Not Met • The creation of vast, artificial districts 
with "no established structures or 
relationships" would fundamentally 
undermine meaningful community 
identity across the wider region. 

• Our Principles for Local Government in Devon 
1. Financial viability and 
population 

Not Met • This option fails for the same reasons 
as the Base Case, with the added 
inequity of Plymouth being left behind 
while surrounding areas are 
strengthened. 

2. Character and identity Met • Plymouth's own distinct urban 
character is preserved, but in a state of 
isolation. 

3. Respect for boundaries Not Met • The option creates arbitrary 
boundaries with an unclear rationale 
based only on former district council 
boundaries.  

4. National Parks/National 
Landscapes 

Partially Met • The creation of vast new super districts 
bordering the National Park would 
likely introduce new and complex 
governance relationships for the 
Dartmoor National Park Authority. 

5. Parish boundaries Met • As amalgamations of former district 
council areas parish boundaries would 
be protected.  

6. Sustainable growth and 
strategic role 

Not Met • This option would prevent Plymouth 
and Torbay driving forward significant 
complementary growth agendas by 
permanently restricting their areas for 
growth.  

• Exeter would be combined into a wider 
largely rural area which does not reflect 
their travel to work area and is likely to 
result in a loss of focus for their growth 
agenda. Plymouth and Torbay would be 
surrounded by with larger, richer 
authorities. 

  
  



P a g e  | 86 
 

OFFICIAL 

Rejected Options 
  

• Option 3 (1-4-5 Model) is not recommended due to significant disadvantages would create a 
severe regional imbalance by concentrating service needs in Plymouth while allocating a 
disproportionate level of resources elsewhere. 

  
• The Base Case (Option 1) is also not recommended. While proposing a district building block 

option which is legally compliant, it would hinder the city's long-term growth prospects by 
constraining its geographic and financial capacity, leading to a future of diminished regional 
influence. 
 

• The New Devon option is not recommended. It creates a fundamental democratic deficit by 
submerging Exeter City within a vast authority where it has a minority voice. Exeter's distinct 
growth challenges and urban service needs become subordinated to rural priorities, hindering 
the city's development and regional role. 

  

Recommended Preferred Option 
  
The modified four unitary model emerges as the most logical, evidence-based, and 
strategically sound path forward. It is the strongest option for providing Devon with a 
framework for a sustainable future, including sufficient land for growth, a resilient tax 
base to fund high-quality services, and a coherent urban identity.  

 
This configuration would create a more balanced regional structure that respects 
community identities and enables the strategic development needed to position Devon 
and the wider region for future success. 
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Democracy and Community Empowerment 
 

15.1. The four-unitary model enables genuine democracy across Devon because each authority is 
sized to maintain meaningful connection with residents. Councillors can know their wards and 
communities. Residents understand which council is responsible. Each authority can develop 
engagement approaches tailored to its context, whether urban Plymouth and Exeter, compact 
Torbay, or dispersed rural Devon. 

 
15.2. The expanded authority represents more than administrative change. It offers the 

opportunity to fundamentally reshape the relationship between local government and the 
communities it serves, moving from traditional consultation models to genuine 
empowerment where residents have real influence over the decisions that affect their lives. 

 
15.3. Our recent, extensive public engagement has provided a clear mandate for this new 

approach. We have heard the heartfelt desire from residents, particularly in the South Hams 
parishes, to preserve their strong rural and local identities. We also acknowledge the 
significant concerns raised about being absorbed into a larger, urban-led authority. This 
proposal is our response, designed to build trust by embedding localism and co-design into 
the fabric of the new council. 

 
Redefining the Role of Councillors 

15.4. This reorganisation provides a crucial opportunity to evolve the role of councillors, building 
on their existing strengths as community advocates. While the demands of casework are an 
essential part of their offer, this new model will empower and equip them to further develop 
their roles as proactive community leaders, facilitators, and conveners. This shift in emphasis 
from reactive service delivery to strategic community-building represents a significant 
development in our approach to 21st-century local democracy. 

• Leading - Councillors will provide clear community leadership, bringing together diverse 
stakeholders around shared challenges and opportunities. They will have the authority and 
resources to respond decisively to local priorities whilst maintaining strong connections to 
strategic decision-making. 

• Facilitating - Councillors will convene partnerships between residents, businesses, 
voluntary organisations, and public services. They will create spaces for dialogue and 
collaboration, helping communities identify their own solutions whilst ensuring access to 
necessary support and resources. 

• Advocating - Councillors will serve as strong voices for public interests, ensuring 
community perspectives reach strategic partnerships and decision-making forums. They 
will champion local needs whilst contributing to place-based leadership across the 
authority. 

15.5. This approach builds on Plymouth's existing strengths whilst extending democratic 
engagement across the enlarged authority. Councillors will maintain their essential casework 
function whilst developing enhanced capacity for community leadership and partnership 
building. 
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Building on Proven Excellence in Community Engagement 
 

15.6. Plymouth City Council already demonstrates exceptional practice in community engagement 
across multiple service areas. This foundation provides the platform for extending our 
empowerment approach across the enlarged authority. 

 
• Strategic Commissioning has pioneered co-production through the Plymouth All-Age 

Unpaid Carers Strategy, developing comprehensive co-production toolkits and training 
programmes. 

• SEND Services operates a structured, inclusive approach to co-production, ensuring 
young people's lived experience directly informs strategic decision-making. 

• Public Health employs Asset-Based Community Development principles through the 
city's Community Builders programme, training 90 professionals citywide in strength-based 
approaches. 

• The Plymouth Health Determinants Research Collaboration embeds research 
expertise within the council to support evidence-based service design grounded in real-
world needs. 

• Youth Services has worked directly with unaccompanied asylum-seeking children to 
understand their experiences and co-create solutions, leading to service improvements 
praised by Ofsted. 

• Natural Environment programmes have transformed relationships with 
environmental groups through practical volunteering and co-designed delivery. 

• Net Zero Delivery engages communities through innovative approaches and facilitates 
Plymouth Climate Ambassadors with young people to ensure their voices shape the city's 
action plan. 

 
Enhanced Engagement Framework for the expanded Plymouth 
 

15.7. The expanded authority will implement a comprehensive Engagement and Consultation 
Framework that moves beyond traditional consultation to genuine empowerment. This 
framework recognises that engagement sits on a spectrum from informing and consulting to 
collaborating and empowering, with clear explanation of where each activity sits and why. 

 
Core Principles 
 

• Respect means treating everyone with dignity and fairness, listening without judgement, 
and celebrating community diversity. 

• Transparency involves being open about what we are doing, why we are doing it, and 
how decisions are made. 

• Inclusion requires actively removing barriers to participation and reaching 
underrepresented voices. 

• Responsiveness means listening carefully, acting meaningfully, and providing timely 
feedback. 

• Partnership involves working collaboratively with residents, striving to co-design 
solutions and share power where possible. 

 
Democratic Arrangements for the expanded Plymouth Authority 
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15.8. The democratic arrangements for the expanded Plymouth Authority will establish effective 
representation for both existing Plymouth residents and the 29,000 people in the 13 parishes 
joining from South Hams through a unified structure that respects local identity whilst 
enabling strategic coordination. 

 
Respecting Heritage 
 

15.9. Plymouth City Councillors have elected and chosen a Lord Mayor annually since receiving its 
Royal Charter in 1439. In 1935, King George V conferred the dignity of Lord Mayoralty upon 
the city by Letters Patent. This history of self-governance matters to our identity, and we 
would like to extend that principle of distinct representation to our new communities. 

 
15.10. Effective and successful reorganisation must address matters of civic identity alongside 

administrative changes. The significance of place-based identity matters, as its neglect has led 
to difficulties in comparable reorganisations elsewhere. Accordingly, our proposal creates a 
model of ceremonial governance that formally recognises and coherently links the distinct 
civic roles across the new authority. 

 
15.11. This framework includes: 
 

• The Lord Mayor of Plymouth as First Citizen - The Lord Mayor, a role granted by 
Royal Letters Patent, will represent the entire expanded authority at city-wide and 
national events, providing continuity and a unifying figurehead. 

• Formal Recognition of Town Mayors - Existing statutory civic roles, such as the 
Town Mayor of Ivybridge, will be formally recognised in the city's official civic protocol. 
Under the Local Government Act 1972, these roles have their own local mandate. They 
will be the civic head of their community, with precedence at events within their town, 
and will have a place of honour at city-wide civic functions. 

• Civic Agreements - Written agreements will establish how these separate civic roles 
work together and appear at each other's events. These will guarantee each community's 
right to hold its own ceremonies and commit the authority to respecting local traditions, 
documenting clearly that historic identities are valued and protected. 

 
Council Size and Representation 
 

15.12. The challenge of democratic representation in local government reorganisation reflects the 
fundamental geography and settlement patterns of Devon. The proposed Rural Devon 
unitary authority, covering approximately 455,000 to 550,000 residents and an electorate of 
approximately 340,000 depending on configuration, would serve a vast and sparsely 
populated area. The Local Government Boundary Commission for England (LGBCE) 
recommends a maximum of 100 councillors for any unitary authority, and analysis suggests 
Rural Devon would require between 70 and 100 councillors depending on the representation 
ratio adopted. 

 
15.13. At 90 councillors, this would result in a representation ratio of approximately 1:3,754 

electors per councillor, closely aligned with Northumberland (1:3,755 electors per 
councillor). At 70 councillors, the ratio would be approximately 1:4,826 electors per 
councillor, approaching Cornwall Councils model (1:4,956 electors per councillor). These 
ratios reflect the practical realities of serving extensive rural geographies within the 
Commission's recommended parameters. 
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15.14. Our proposal, alongside the other proposed expanded urban authorities, offers a different 

democratic settlement that reflects urban / sub-urban geography. Each urban authority brings 
distinct characteristics that will inform their eventual council size, which should properly be 
determined through the Local Government Boundary Commission for England's electoral 
review process following reorganisation. 
 

15.15. The expanded Plymouth authority, with a population of approximately 300,000 and an 
electorate of 222,213 (using 2024 LGBCE data), would likely require between 60 and 75 
councillors, subject to the Local Government Boundary Commission's electoral review. 
 

15.16. This range applies the LGBCE's three-criteria methodology (strategic leadership, 
accountability, and community leadership) and CIPFA benchmarking of comparable urban 
authorities. Plymouth's electoral review, paused by the Local Government Boundary 
Commission pending this reorganisation process, had agreed a council size of 60 councillors 
for the existing authority based on detailed analysis of CIPFA comparators. The expanded 
authority, incorporating additional communities, requires additional representation to 
maintain effective democratic accountability. At 60 councillors, the ratio would be 
approximately 1:3,704 electors per councillor; at 72 councillors, approximately 1:3,086; at 75 
councillors, approximately 1:2,963. All ratios within this range provide effective 
representation across both the urban core and incorporated parishes. The exact number 
should be determined through proper electoral review. 

 
15.17. Greater Exeter, with a population of approximately 260,000 and an electorate of 177,350, 

would be expected to operate with a council size in the region of 60 to 75 councillors, 
subject to the Local Government Boundary Commission's electoral review. 

 
15.18. This range applies the LGBCE's three-criteria methodology (strategic leadership, 

accountability, and community leadership) and CIPFA benchmarking of comparable 
authorities. The expanded authority's distinctive mixed urban-rural geography, combining the 
city centre with market towns and extensive rural hinterlands, requires sufficient capacity for 
both intensive urban casework and dispersed rural community engagement. Exeter City 
Council currently has 39 councillors, whilst East Devon District Council has 60 councillors. 
At 60 councillors, the ratio would be approximately 1:2,956 electors per councillor; at 72 
councillors, approximately 1:2,463; at 75 councillors, approximately 1:2,365. All ratios within 
this range provide effective representation, the exact number should be determined through 
proper electoral review. 
 

15.19. Expanded Torbay, with a population of approximately 220,000 and an electorate of approx. 
118,763, would be expected to operate with a council size in the region of 40 to 52 
councillors, subject to the Local Government Boundary Commission's electoral review. 

 
15.20. This range applies the LGBCE's three-criteria methodology and CIPFA benchmarking of 

comparable coastal authorities. Torbay Council currently has 36 councillors, established 
through the LGBCE's 2017 electoral review. The expanded authority, incorporating 
neighbouring communities would require additional representation to reflect its larger 
population and geography. At 40 councillors, the ratio would be approximately 1:2,969 
electors per councillor; at 48 councillors, approximately 1:2,474; at 52 councillors, 
approximately 1:2,284. These ratios are aligned with those of Plymouth and Exeter, 
maintaining the intensive local accountability characteristic of coastal urban authorities whilst 
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providing capacity for strategic leadership across the expanded area. The specific council size 
should be determined through electoral review following reorganisation. 

 
15.21. This approach recognises that different settlement patterns naturally result in different 

representation ratios across the four proposed authorities. Critically, the precise council size 
for each authority should be determined by the Local Government Boundary Commission 
through its established electoral review process, informed by local consultation and the 
specific characteristics of each area. Whilst we have outlined expected ranges based on 
current council sizes, LGBCE methodology, and CIPFA benchmarking, the people of each 
area should have the final say on their own representation through a proper review process. 

 
15.22. Urban authorities with compact geographies typically operate effectively at lower ratios than 

extensive rural authorities, reflecting intensive casework demands and complex partnership 
working. However, the exact balance between democratic accountability and council 
efficiency is a matter for each community to determine through the electoral review process. 
 

The Path Forward 
 

15.23. We note that the Local Government Boundary Commission for England (LGBCE) paused its 
electoral review of Plymouth pending the outcome of this reorganisation process. We 
therefore strongly recommend that the Government invites the LGBCE to complete a 
comprehensive electoral review across all four proposed unitary authorities once the new 
boundaries are confirmed. This would ensure: 

 
• Fair and consistent application of electoral equality principles across Devon 
• New warding arrangements that reflect both existing and newly incorporated 

communities 
• Appropriate councillor numbers determined in line with the Commission's established 

methodology. 
 

15.24. The indicative ranges outlined above are intended to illustrate the anticipated scale of 
representation. However, the final determination of council sizes and ward boundaries 
should rightly rest with the LGBCE through its established review process. This approach 
upholds democratic legitimacy and ensures that decisions are made independently, without 
prejudging the outcome of the Commission's assessment. 

 
Electoral and Governance Model 
 

15.25. The strong Leader and Cabinet model will continue, with the Leader retaining authority to 
appoint up to nine Cabinet members. Cabinet portfolios may be adjusted to reflect the 
Council’s expanded responsibilities, with discretion to introduce new roles - for example, 
Rural Affairs or Parish Council Liaison. 

 
15.26. Scrutiny arrangements will be strengthened and expanded to provide effective oversight of 

services across the enlarged area, ensuring robust accountability and attention to both urban 
and rural priorities. 
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Neighbourhood Networks for Community Empowerment 
 

15.27. This model is a direct response to extensive community engagement. The creation of 
innovative Neighbourhood Networks is designed to position the expanded Plymouth at the 
forefront of community-led governance. This approach is not a top-down imposition, this 
initial starting point is proposed following consultations with councillors and parish councils 
and is grounded in the findings of the comprehensive public engagement process. 

 
15.28. That extensive engagement delivered a clear message: there is an unequivocal demand for 

governance that is responsive, transparent, and "rooted in local knowledge". Our proposal 
addresses this directly by creating a structural guarantee for local influence. 

 
15.29. We have built this framework to address the key themes from our consultations: 

 
• Strengthening Parish Councils: Our approach is founded on the feedback that 

residents view their parish councils as "trusted, accessible, and deeply embedded in the 
fabric of local life". Acknowledging that the number one preference for future 
engagement is "Through my local parish council", our model is designed to strengthen 
their role, not diminish it. 

• Our Commitment to Fair Representation: A recurring concern was the potential 
for a "diluted rural voice". Our model provides a structural guarantee that rural 
communities will be fairly and effectively represented. 

• A Desire for Genuine Engagement: Residents made a clear distinction between 
meaningful engagement and "tokenistic or 'tick-box' exercises". This model is built on the 
principle of being "ongoing, not episodic, and rooted in a genuine commitment to co-
design and collaboration". 

• A Preference for Incremental Development: Following feedback from councillors, 
we will adopt an incremental approach—building on what works, testing for progress, 
and positively growing the model over time. 

• The Importance of Partnership: In line with community feedback, the networks will 
ensure statutory partners like the police and health services are fully involved, enabling 
residents to have the right conversations with the right people. 

 
Framework for Future Community Governance 
 

15.30. The Neighbourhood Networks represent our proposed response to evolving expectations 
for local democracy. They will operate as collaborative forums bringing together ward 
councillors, parish representatives, community organisations, and key service partners. While 
this is our vision, we are clear that the final form and function of these networks must be 
determined through the community-led 'Test, Learn, Grow' process outlined below. They 
are not talking shops or another layer of bureaucracy. They are a practical enabler to 
enhance existing democratic structures. 

 
Operating Principles 
 

15.31. Each network will be designed around natural community areas, recognising that rural 
parishes and urban neighbourhoods have different needs. This flexible approach directly 
responds to the strong emotional attachment residents have to their local identity and the 
fear of becoming "just another suburb". Ward councillors will chair the networks, providing 
democratic leadership and community coordination. 
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Our Co-Design Process: A ‘Test, Learn, Grow’ Approach 
 

15.32. This proposal intentionally avoids a rigid, pre-defined model for Neighbourhood Networks. 
We recognise that the tight timescale for submitting this proposal have not allowed for the 
significant, deep consultation required to develop a final model. Therefore, our approach is 
not to present a finished solution, but to outline a clear, community-led process to discover 
and build what works for each unique area, in line with the ‘Test, Learn, Grow’ methodology. 

 
15.33. Phase 1: Discover and Test - This initial phase is about listening and experimentation, not 

imposing solutions. 
 

• Listen Before Designing: We will start with extensive community listening sessions. 
These will be informal conversations in community spaces where people already gather—
coffee shops, community centres, school pickup points, and local markets. The goal is to 
understand how people experience local issues and what governance means to them in 
practical terms. 

• Map Existing Networks: Every community has informal leadership. We will identify the 
people others naturally turn to as our potential bridge-builders. 

• Pilot Small Experiments: We will test lightweight approaches before committing to 
formal structures. This could be a resident-led working group on a specific shared 
problem (like local green spaces or community safety), a community budgeting exercise 
for a small pot of money, or informal monthly "community coffee" sessions where the 
agenda emerges from what people bring. 

 
15.34. Phase 2: Learn and Refine - We will capture not just data, but the stories and narratives 

that explain why certain issues matter so much to communities and how current systems fall 
short. We will work with residents to rigorously evaluate the pilots and experiments, 
creating a shared understanding of what works locally and why. This learning will be the 
foundation for the next phase. 

 
15.35. Phase 3: Design & Grow - The rich learning from the pilots will directly inform the formal, 

co-designed structure of the mature Neighbourhood Networks. This ensures the final model 
is not imposed but is built from the ground up, owned by the community, and tailored to the 
unique character of each area. This iterative process allows us to scale up successful 
elements and create a truly responsive and enduring model for local democracy. 

 
Parish Partnership Agreements 
 

15.36. This approach is founded on the clear feedback from residents who view their Parish 
Councils as "trusted, accessible, and deeply embedded in the fabric of local life". Our 
agreements are therefore designed to empower and build upon this existing democratic 
foundation. Our model is built on strengthening, not supplanting, the first tier of local 
government. Enhanced partnership agreements will provide a framework for collaboration 
with parish councils that respects their local autonomy and established democratic processes. 
This includes opportunities for devolved responsibility for community-level service delivery 
and asset ownership, backed by support and training. 
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Training and Capacity Building 
 

15.37. The authority will implement comprehensive training programmes for both staff and 
councillors to embed community empowerment principles. Support will be provided for 
community organisations, parish councils, and resident groups to engage effectively through 
training on committee skills, project management, and partnership working where this is 
desired.  

 
Implementation Timeline 
 

15.38. Networks will be active from vesting day and will develop to achieve mature operational 
capability soon after. 

 
 
 
Figure 15.1 
 

 
   Exeter 

 
15.39. Exeter is proposing a multi-layered community neighbourhood governance model that 

builds on the proven success of its thirteen-year Wellbeing Exeter programme. At its heart 
are Local Area Neighbourhood Committees where partners use data and community 
insights to develop local strategies that inform budget and service delivery decisions. The 
model creates a bridge between hyper-local needs and strategic authority, with data and 
engagement flowing between the Strategic Mayor Authority, new unitary councils, Local 
Neighbourhood Area Committees, and Town and Parish Councils where actual delivery 
happens.  

 
15.40. Since Exeter is currently an unparished area, the proposal includes conducting Community 

Governance Reviews to establish these new local governance arrangements, ensuring no 
democratic deficit and that the city's thriving VCSE sector continues to thrive through 

Year One 

Dedicated to the 'Test & Discover' phase: conducting the deep 
community listening and launching the first small-scale pilots and 
experiments.

Year Two 

Focus on the 'Learn & Refine' phase: evaluating the initial pilots and 
beginning to co-design the formal network structures based on 
that learning.

Year Three 

The 'Design & Grow' phase, seeing a wider, flexible rollout of the 
co-designed models to achieve full operational capability.
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evidence-based, co-produced structures that give neighbourhoods genuine power over 
how services are delivered 

 
      Torbay 
 

15.41. Torbay intends to deliver enhanced community governance by building on its long-
established network of successful Community Partnerships, which have demonstrated 
effectiveness in local engagement and service delivery. The authority will maintain and 
strengthen these existing structures as foundations for neighbourhood-level engagement 
under the new arrangements.  

 
15.42. Torbay's approach also includes the Place Leadership Board, which provides strategic 

place leadership and harnesses the power of anchor institutions locally, regionally, 
nationally and internationally. The council will use networks of Community Builders 
employing strengths-based approaches to help communities help themselves, alongside 
frameworks for Friends of Groups working in parks and green spaces. Torbay's model 
emphasises the need to preserve the distinct identities of "The Bay" and its three coastal 
towns, ensuring that community engagement reflects the strong sense of place and pride 
residents have in Torbay as a distinct sub-region.  

 
                 Devon Coast and Country 

 
15.43. We would recommend that Devon Coast and Country adopts a similar 'Test, Learn, 

Grow' approach which would be undertaken in Plymouth,  to ensure that neighbourhood 
governance arrangements reflect residents' understanding of their neighbourhood, rather 
than imposing predetermined structures.  

 
15.44. Devon County Council has proposed a neighbourhood governance model that shares 

many similarities with Plymouth's approach. Both proposals recognise the importance of 
collaborative forums bringing together ward councillors, parish representatives, 
community organisations, and key service partners including police, health, the voluntary 
sector and emergency services. Both models propose annual action plans based on local 
data and insight. 

 
15.45. However, the key difference between the two approaches lies in how these structures 

would be established. While Devon prescribes fixed numbers, Plymouth's model uses a 
community-led 'Test, Learn, Grow' co-design process where the number, operation and 
size of neighbourhoods would be developed through genuine community consultation, 
ensuring local arrangements reflect the diverse needs and identities of different 
communities.  

 
15.46. Given the geographic scale of Devon Coast and Country, where NACs would cover 

significantly larger areas than in more compact urban authorities, this flexible, community-
led approach becomes even more important to address the challenges of meaningful local 
engagement, particularly in the more dispersed rural and coastal communities. 

 
Our Commitment to the Future 
 

15.45. Ultimately, this proposal is about more than just governance structures. It is about building 
trust and delivering the future that residents told us they want to see. The work of the 
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Neighbourhood Networks will be directly aimed at creating the Plymouth of 2050 that 
emerged from the consultation: a city that is greener and more sustainable, safer for all 
residents, and built upon a "strong, inclusive community". By empowering communities to 
shape their own neighbourhoods, we can collectively build a city where everyone feels proud 
to live, work, and learn. 
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Better Services Across Devon 
 

Our Commitment to Safeguarding and Service Continuity 
 
16.1. The safety and safeguarding of all people receiving services is our absolute priority 

throughout this reorganisation and beyond. We are unequivocally committed to ensuring 
that no individual, whether a vulnerable child, adult at risk, or any person receiving care and 
support, will experience any reduction in the quality, safety, or continuity of their services 
during transition or in the new unitary structures. 

 
16.2. Safeguarding duties under the Children Act 1989, the Care Act 2014, and all related statutory 

frameworks will be maintained without interruption. Robust safeguarding arrangements, 
oversight mechanisms, and multi-agency partnerships will remain in place and be 
strengthened throughout the reorganisation process. The protection of vulnerable people is 
non-negotiable and will take precedence over all other considerations in our implementation 
plans. 

 
Services are local 

 
16.3. The delivery of high-quality public services that are responsive to, and shaped by, local needs 

is the bedrock upon which good local government is built. Residents and businesses rightly 
expect their local council to get the basics right and provide services that are reliable and 
efficient. This includes regular waste collections, timely consideration of planning applications, 
well-maintained roads, high quality education and childcare, and the vital care and support for 
vulnerable children and adults. 
 

16.4. Both Torbay and Plymouth's experience as a unitary authority demonstrates that authorities 
of this scale can deliver excellent services. The four-unitary model extends these benefits 
across Devon-   

 
o Plymouth and Exeter can focus on urban service challenges including housing, 

regeneration, and young populations  
o Torbay continues tailored services for its coastal community and ageing demographic 
o Devon Coast and Countryside can design services explicitly for dispersed rural 

geography rather than imposing inappropriate urban models   
 

16.5. This tailored approach delivers better outcomes than any single large authority attempting to 
serve incompatible urban and rural needs. 

 
16.6. Rising demand, cost and complexity in critical public services such as Adult and Children's 

Social Care and SEND is creating financial pressure for many councils. Reorganisation offers 
an opportunity to do things differently and to inject new ideas and localised, place-based 
approaches. 

 
16.7. Our current landscape of unitary and two-tier councils, while home to areas of excellence, is 

a product of history. It creates artificial barriers that prevent the truly joined-up services that 
modern public service delivery requires and that our residents deserve. This is a moment of 
opportunity, and we must be structured to seize it. 
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16.8. This proposal outlines a vision to build on the county's considerable strengths by creating 
four unitary councils, each designed to unlock the full potential of the communities they 
serve: 

  
• An expanded Plymouth - Extending a proven model of integrated service delivery 

across its natural community and economic area. 
 

• An expanded Torbay - Scaling up a track record of innovation and nationally 
recognised excellence. 
 

• An expanded Exeter - Creating a strategic authority to build sustainable, thriving 
communities. 

 
• Devon Coast and Countryside - Providing a dedicated champion for the unique needs 

of our rural and coastal areas. 
  

16.9. This reform will create simpler, stronger, and more strategic local government. It will allow 
us to extend our best and most innovative services to more people, delivering better 
outcomes and creating a healthier, more prosperous future for every resident in Devon. 

  
 A Foundation of Strength and a Vision for the Future 

  
16.10. The case for reorganisation is not about fixing what is broken but about unlocking what 

works. Across Devon there is outstanding service delivery, innovative partnerships, and 
nationally recognised success, however, these strengths are often constrained by a 
fragmented local government structure. 

  
Recognising the Models of Excellence 

  
16.11. As a unitary authority, Plymouth has developed sophisticated, integrated services that are 

already delivering for residents. Plymouth has created a social care model where users report 
levels of 'control over their daily life' Adult Social Care Outcome Framework (ASCOF 
Measure 4A) that are significantly higher than the national average. This is complemented by 
an award-winning planning service that determines 100% of major applications on time and a 
highways service that maintains local roads to a standard better than the regional average. 
This demonstrates a clear capacity for high-quality, strategic delivery. 

 
16.12. Torbay Council provides definitive proof of what a focused unitary authority can achieve. 

Its Children's Services are rated 'Good' by Ofsted, a testament to a successful transformation 
that now delivers strong outcomes. In adult services, its innovative model for managing the 
interface with the NHS has resulted in performance on 'delayed transfers of care' that is 
dramatically better than the national average. 

 
16.13. Within the two-tier system, Devon County Council has established a clear strategic 

success in supporting older people. Its adult social care service achieves significantly lower 
rates of permanent admissions to care homes than the national average (ASCOF Measures 
2A & 2B), demonstrating a successful focus on helping people to live independently in their 
own homes for longer. 
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16.14. The challenge is that this excellence is contained by administrative boundaries. The 
reorganisation will break down these barriers, allowing us to build a future for all of Devon 
based on our best and most successful models. 

  
  A foundation built on what works 

  
16.15. As a unitary authority, Plymouth has developed sophisticated, integrated services that are 

already delivering strong outcomes for residents. The Council's approach demonstrates how 
unified structures create the conditions for innovation and high-quality service delivery. 
Planning services have achieved national recognition through multiple Royal Town Planning 
Institute awards, including three Silver Jubilee Cups, a distinction no other authority has 
matched, whilst the joint health and social care model with Livewell Southwest has received 
positive assessments in recent Care Quality Commission (CQC) reviews. 

 
16.16. The challenge Plymouth faces is one of geography, not performance. Administrative 

boundaries currently constrain the Council's ability to extend these proven models across 
the natural community and economic area. The reorganisation addresses this fundamental 
issue, creating a geography that reflects how people live their lives, access services, and 
engage with their local economy. 

  
Children Services and Education 

 
Protecting the Improvement Journey 

 
16.17. Plymouth's children's services are progressing well following the January 2024 Ofsted 

assessment, which recognised strengthened practice. Once Government has decided the 
pattern of government, the subsequent implementation plan will demonstrate how we will 
protect this improvement trajectory, and those in wider Devon, ensuring that the Director 
of Children's Services can maintain focus on completing the transformation programme.  

 
16.18. Detailed implementation planning will include ring-fenced governance to protect the 

Improvement Board's work, clear timelines that avoid disruption to critical improvement 
milestones, and measurable performance targets covering workforce stability, caseload levels, 
and statutory compliance rates. 

  
Delivering Stable Homes, Built on Love 

 
16.19. The expanded Plymouth authority will be structured to deliver the Government's Stable 

Homes, Built on Love vision through fully integrated, multi-agency Family Help services that the 
National Framework demands. 

 
16.20. Plymouth's Children's Transformation and Improvement Project implements five key design 

principles including workforce stability, with the new Target Operating Model supporting 
reduced social worker turnover, localities structures integrating education and social care 
services, and targeted work to address adolescent care issues. Ofsted's January 2024 
assessment confirmed services "require improvement to be good", recognising strengthened 
practice in case summaries, supervision, visits, and plans. The Council has established a clear 
transformation plan to develop, sustain and embed good practice across all areas of service 
delivery. 
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16.21. Extending Plymouth's boundary will create greater consistency in children's services across 
what is functionally a single community. The expanded area will enable a more unified 
approach to family hubs and preventative services directly addressing one of the key 
improvement priorities identified by Ofsted, whilst ensuring families receive seamless support 
regardless of historical administrative boundaries.  

 
Manageable Demand Integration 

 
16.22. Middle Super Output Area (MSOA) level analysis reveals that the extension area contributes 

negligible additional demand across all key children's social care metrics. The area's low 
population density and demographic characteristics result in substantially lower service 
demand compared to Plymouth's urban core, confirming that the expansion can be managed 
within existing operational capacity. 

 
16.23. Plymouth's established children's social care infrastructure, workforce, and systems can 

effectively absorb this minimal additional demand without requiring significant structural 
changes or service disruption. The extension represents an opportunity to extend proven 
practice and quality standards across a natural community area whilst maintaining service 
continuity for all families. 

 
Family Hubs and Early Help 

  
16.24. Plymouth's existing Family Hubs, delivered in partnership with Barnardo's, Lark, and Action 

for Children, provide an established platform for integrated family support. The unified 
structure will enable strategic coordination across service boundaries that currently hinder 
effective delivery. Plymouth's Family Hubs already demonstrate integrated approaches 
through "no wrong door" access and "tell my story once" assessments. 

 
16.25. Extension across the enlarged area will provide seamless family support services that 

currently require navigation across multiple authorities, bringing high-quality integrated 
services to all families. Plymouth's Family Hubs already provide a fully integrated offer to 
families, enabling early support from the first point of contact and ensuring families only need 
to tell their story once to access a range of support services. 

  
SEND Services Strategic Enhancement 

 
16.26. The analysis showing higher reliance on expensive independent sector provision in the 

extension area represents a genuine opportunity for strategic improvement but requires 
careful development to ensure any changes improve outcomes rather than simply reduce 
costs. Strategic SEND planning will be developed in close partnership with parents, schools 
and health partners to strengthen the support available to children with SEND and their 
families. 

 
16.27. Once Government has decided the pattern of government, the subsequent implementation 

plan will include meaningful engagement with service users, including documented 
consultation with care leavers, foster carers, and young people with SEND.  

 
16.28. A single authority can more effectively address identified SEND provision challenges through 

comprehensive strategic coordination across the functional catchment area. Unified 
arrangements enable more coherent SEND provision planning, eliminating boundary issues 
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that currently complicate service delivery and creating opportunities to reduce high-cost 
placements through strategic sufficiency planning whilst ensuring all children can access 
appropriate provision closer to home.  

 
Workforce and Multi-Agency Coordination 

 
16.29. Ofsted praised Plymouth's highly effective recruitment and retention, which created a stable 

permanent workforce with manageable caseloads. Once Government has decided the 
pattern of government, the subsequent implementation plan will set out specific 
commitments to maintain this stability, including protection of terms and conditions for 
transferring staff and measures to sustain current caseload levels throughout transition.  

 
16.30. Given Devon County Council's ongoing intervention under a commissioner appointed in June 

2025, the implementation plan will also demonstrate how Plymouth will engage constructively 
with the Commissioner's mandate and how the boundary change will be managed within 
existing multi-agency partnerships. 

 
Adult Social Care and Wellbeing 

  
Extending the "Gloriously Ordinary Lives" Vision 

 
16.31. Plymouth's joint delivery model with Livewell Southwest, established in 2015, represents 

mature leadership in integrated health and social care. The current vision of "Gloriously 
Ordinary Lives" provides a framework for people to live "their best life doing the things that 
matter to them, in a place they call home and supported by their own thriving connected 
community, able to access high quality advice, information and timely local services and 
support, where appropriate, in a way that they choose." 

 
16.32. Performance data demonstrates the effectiveness of this approach. Plymouth residents report 

levels of 'control over their daily life' (ASCOF Measure 4A) that are significantly higher than 
the national average. The service also achieves strong performance in reablement (Measure 
1E), helping older people return home from hospital, whilst the integrated model supports 
effective delayed transfers of care (ASCOF Measure 2C). 

 
Strategic Service Integration 

 
16.33. Analysis of MSOA-level demographic and service usage data confirms that the extension area 

represents a modest increase in adult social care demand. The extension area's population 
characteristics, age profile, and existing service patterns indicate that additional demand will 
be minimal and well within Plymouth's established operational capacity. 

 
16.34. Plymouth's established adult social care infrastructure can absorb the additional demand 

whilst extending proven integrated health and social care delivery models to benefit all 
300,000 residents of the expanded area. Many of the service providers operating in this area 
have an existing relationship with the Plymouth Commissioning Team as there is a natural 
flow of individuals between the areas when they access support. The extension represents an 
opportunity to eliminate service fragmentation caused by arbitrary administrative boundaries 
whilst maintaining high-quality provision for all residents. The expanded area aligns neatly to 
the footprints of Primary Care Networks that currently straddle administrative areas and 
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supports the development of natural neighbourhoods being developed under local Integrated 
Neighbourhood Team development. 

 
16.35. Plymouth has a long history of integrated commissioning with NHS partners, and has 

operated a joint market position statement, single integrated contracts with social care 
providers and joint market engagement. Plymouth is the only area in Devon where this is 
fully embedded, and this approach has reduced fragmentation and duplication between health 
and social care commissioning. This approach ensures care providers experience a ‘single 
Plymouth commissioning voice’ and residents receive seamless care provision as they move 
between health and social care funding. In conjunction with our integrated Health and Social 
Care provider (Livewell) residents in the expanded area would receive truly joined up, 
person centred care. 

 
Comprehensive Improvement and Innovation 

 
16.36. A comprehensive improvement plan addresses all aspects of adult social care through five 

distinct programmes: improving waiting times and experience, vision and strategy 
development, people and practice enhancement, The Meadow View development, and direct 
payment services enhancement. 

 
16.37. The £27 million investment in The Meadow View project consolidates The Vine and Colwill 

services into a purpose-built centre for people with learning and physical disabilities. 
Scheduled for completion in July 2026, this facility will serve the entire extended area as a 
flagship resource providing innovative care approaches and community integration 
opportunities. 

 
Improvement in Reablement Services 

 
16.38. Plymouth is implementing a comprehensive reablement programme, starting October 2025, 

that aims to transform how Adult Social Care supports people to regain their independence. 
The programme vision focuses on remaining independent and effective self-led life 
assessment, moving away from traditional service-dependent models towards community-
based approaches that prevent escalation of need and reduce reliance on statutory services. 

 
16.39. The programme places strong emphasis on recovery, rehabilitation, and outcome-focused 

support, ensuring that individuals are empowered to regain independence and live well in 
their communities. Through collaboration working between Livewell Southwest, Plymouth 
City Council's Place Directorate, and other partners, the programme strengthens 
connections between what services can do for people and what individuals can see they 
could do differently. This approach aims to maximise independence and the efficiency of 
existing services whilst improving long-term outcomes across reablement, community 
outreach, independence at home service, and technology-enabled care. 

 
16.40. Key milestones include achieving 80% of people aged 65 and over remaining at home 91 days 

after discharge from hospital, with reablement capacity increased by 20% through workforce 
and referral pathway redesign. The programme targets a 25% reduction in long-term care 
packages through accelerated reviews of existing packages, with an anticipated annual saving 
of around £500,000 alongside a 10% improvement in independence outcomes at the point of 
reviews. The service aims for a 15% improvement in independence outcomes at the point of 
review, with a 10% reduction in response times and 20% increases in outreach coverage. 
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16.41. The programme encompasses strategic reduction in long-term care dependency through a 

robust and proactive system for reviewing existing care arrangements and making timely 
interventions. This supports system sustainability, reduces demand pressures, and improves 
individual outcomes. The pathway to independence at home service focuses on building 
networks for enhanced community-based support through targeted operational 
improvements, ensuring timely interventions, reduced delayed discharges, and step service 
delivery pathways. 

 
16.42. Innovation through technology-enabled care represents a careful and measured approach. 

The programme will implement and evaluate technology solutions that support independence 
including artificial intelligence applications where appropriate. These tools aim to enhance 
service efficiency, enable early identification of needs, and support timely interventions. 
Operational excellence in community outreach focuses on redesigning and streamlining how 
the service responds to enquiries, providing easier access and place-based delivery through 
wellbeing hubs, enhanced access routes, reduced waiting times, and strengthened local offer. 
This strategic shift empowers people to live independently, reduces service dependency, and 
positions the service as a pivotal entry point across front door services that helps individuals 
reframe their needs and engage with community assets. 

 
Wellbeing Hubs and Integrated Support 

 
16.43. Plymouth's Wellbeing Hubs received strong ratings during Local Government Association 

peer review, with clear recognition of their potential to reach more residents across 
communities. The "no wrong door" approach through locality networks aligned to wellbeing 
hubs and family hubs provides seamless, integrated support across health, social care, and 
community services. 

 
16.44. Many commissioned care providers and voluntary sector partners including Age UK and 

YMCA already operate across the current Plymouth-Devon boundary, including care homes, 
domiciliary care agencies, supported living providers, residential children's homes, foster care 
and supported accommodation providers. This existing cross-boundary working provides a 
foundation for seamless service extension whilst the Older Persons Strategy incorporating 
adult social care, housing, leisure, social inclusion, and transport issues can be extended to 
support the growing older population across the expanded area. 

 
Housing and Planning 

  
Strategic Response to the Housing Crisis 

  
16.45. By setting the Local Planning Authority (LPA) across a larger area, an expanded Plymouth 

authority will deliver a far more effective and strategic response to the region's housing crisis 
than is possible through the current arrangements.   

 
16.46. Decisions about the form and location of new development will be able to be made in the 

context of understanding the city’s functional area and its relationship to surrounding rural 
settlements and the countryside.  This will help the new LPA to meet the area’s housing 
requirement in a manner which is the most sustainable, safeguarding the special 
characteristics of the rural environment and optimising the use of land in the city. Through 
coordinated planning and delivery across area more sensible planning area, there will be 
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considerable opportunities a more strategic approach to infrastructure delivery, supporting 
the provision of services to ensure that new and existing homes have the facilities and 
accessibility they need. 

 
16.47. Plymouth's Homelessness Recovery Programme features seven dedicated action plans that 

successfully address complex housing challenges across the prevention spectrum. The 
programme has delivered 78 new units of temporary accommodation for homeless families 
since 2023 with 95 more in the pipeline, whilst implementing strategic approaches that have 
we achieved a 66% reduction in 2024/25 from the previous year of the number of families in 
Bed and Breakfast accommodation through innovative planning and partnership working. 

  
Highways and Transport 

  
Highway Service Excellence and Innovation 

  
16.48. Plymouth's highway service manages two distinct categories of assets: the resilience network 

which carries most of the traffic that affects the economy, and the unclassified network for 
local access. The authority has successfully implemented cost-effective maintenance 
strategies, with surface dressing reducing resurfacing costs from approximately £50 per 
square metre to £10 per square metre whilst delivering substantial improvements. The 
expanded area will provide economies of scale for highway maintenance activities such as 
surface dressing and velocity repair systems. 

 
16.49. Residents will benefit from the extension of a best-in-class highways service, which already 

maintains local A, B and C roads to a standard better than the regional average. The 
expansion of Plymouth presents significant opportunities for highways and transport 
integration through strategic coordination and economies of scale. 

 
16.50. Key highway assets including condition monitoring systems, emergency response capabilities, 

and technical expertise can be extended across an expanded Plymouth, providing enhanced 
service delivery to rural communities whilst maintaining Plymouth's established standards for 
the resilience network that supports the city's economic functions. 

 
16.51. Plymouth's highway service has demonstrated innovation through development of 

commercial opportunities, including CCTV monitoring services. With the current Southwest 
Highways contract period ending in 2027, there are opportunities to adopt more dynamic 
approaches including potential trading company models that could reduce costs whilst 
increasing commercial opportunities.  

  
Strategic Transport Investment 

  
16.52. Plymouth's role hosting the sub-national transport body positions the council as a regional 

leader in transport planning and delivery. The authority will build on the area's high bus 
usage, which currently stands at 15.5 million passenger journeys a year, using its £311.4 
million Bus Services Improvement Plan to improve connectivity for all. Combined with the 
£706.3 million strategic transport infrastructure investment, this demonstrates the scale of 
transport transformation already underway. 
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16.53. The Enhanced Bus Partnership with local operators creates a proven model for public 
transport coordination that can be extended across the enlarged area, improving connectivity 
whilst reducing car dependency and supporting sustainable development patterns. 

 
Environment and Waste 

  
Waste Collection and Recycling 

  
16.54. Plymouth currently operates comprehensive environmental services including domestic waste 

collection for residual waste, recycling, and garden waste, with food waste collection planned 
to commence in late April 2026 which will add nine additional rounds.  

 
16.55. Whilst no changes to rounds will be made on or immediately after vesting day, there will be a 

future opportunity to integrate including the redesign and optimisation of collection routes 
across the combined areas, which could deliver cost savings whilst improving service delivery. 

 
Environmental Infrastructure 

  
16.56. The delivery and coordination of environmental infrastructure is illustrated by Plymouth’s 

leadership of the Plymouth and South Devon Community Forest a new project that will see 
thousands of new trees planted across the city. It will stretch from the heart of the city to 
the edge of the moor, encompassing 1,900 hectares of land to form a mosaic of different 
forest habitats. The City Council is also leading on other environmental programmes working 
closely with the National Trust, the Environment Agency, and South West Water. 

 
Grounds Maintenance and Environmental Management 

  
16.57. The authority manages extensive grounds maintenance operations covering 20,000 individual 

grass areas, play parks, and sports pitches, alongside arboriculture services. Environmental 
planning services will be integrated with grounds maintenance and arboriculture to form a 
unified service structure, providing opportunities for coordinated approach to environmental 
management across the expanded area. 

 
16.58. Plymouth's highly proactive approach to supporting a more sustainable and net zero city will 

be able to be rolled out across the wider area, enabling it to benefit from being part of 
Plymouth’s Net Zero Partnership and wider initiatives to deliver environmental and 
decarbonisation outcomes.  Since 2016, the Council has secured over £450m in external 
grants for net zero infrastructure and other projects, delivering a total investment of over 
£662m (and this excludes substantial grants for major highways projects that also deliver 
improved active travel and public transport opportunities).   

 
16.59. The integrated approach to environmental management supports coordinated climate action 

implementation across the natural geographic area, enabling more effective resource 
management and environmental protection that recognises ecological boundaries rather than 
administrative divisions. The strategic approach includes comprehensive environmental 
monitoring, coordinated biodiversity enhancement, and integrated approaches to sustainable 
development that support both environmental protection and economic growth. 

 
16.60. The proposed expansion creates a unified structure that eliminates service fragmentation 

whilst extending Plymouth's proven capabilities across crucial services to benefit all residents. 
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Plymouth's leadership in social care innovation, children's services development, SEND 
provision, homelessness prevention, planning, and economic development creates substantial 
opportunities for the extended area. 

  
A Cohesive and Ambitious Future for All of Devon 

 
16.61. The creation of an expanded Plymouth authority is the cornerstone of the proposal, but the 

vision for a better Devon is incomplete without tailored plans for the rest of the county. 
 

Expanding Torbay - Balancing Opportunity with Risk Management 
 
16.62. The expanded Torbay authority presents significant opportunities to build on the council's 

impressive track record of innovation and high performance, offering the potential to scale a 
proven model of integrated service excellence across a wider South Devon geography, whilst 
requiring careful management to preserve the achievements that make Torbay a national 
exemplar. 

 
Preserving Integrated Care Excellence 

 
16.63. Central to Torbay's success is its nearly twenty-year pioneering approach to integrated 

health and social care. The Integrated Care Organisation (ICO) has been described as "a 
pathfinder and national leader" in delivering seamless services maintaining exceptional delayed 
transfer of care performance that ranks among the best nationally.  

 
16.64. Whatever the outcome of reorganisation, this model must be protected. Expansion offers 

opportunities to extend this nationally recognised approach across a wider coastal geography 
facing similar demographic challenges. The ICO model's integrated neighbourhood approach, 
community support model which diverts residents from statutory services, and close 
relationships with the voluntary sector could benefit a larger population whilst maintaining 
the localised delivery that has been fundamental to its success. 

 
16.65. However, expansion would require careful planning to ensure the model remains coherent 

and effective at larger scale. The authority would need to maintain strong NHS partnership 
arrangements whilst extending them to cover additional Primary Care Networks, creating 
seamless care pathways across the enlarged area without diluting the integration that 
characterises Torbay's achievement. 

 
A Centre of Excellence for Children's Services 

 
16.66. As the only authority in the area rated 'Good' by Ofsted, the expanded Torbay could 

become a recognised centre of excellence for children's services. The council's 
transformation journey, built on restorative practice and workforce engagement, has 
achieved remarkable results with notably low social worker vacancy rates.  

 
16.67. In February 2023, Torbay became the first UK local authority awarded Registered 

Restorative Organisation status by the Restorative Justice Council. The Learning Academy's 
"grow your own" approach to recruiting and developing social workers offers potential to 
benefit children and families across a wider South Devon geography. 
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16.68. The opportunity to extend this excellence requires balanced consideration. Expansion would 
enable Torbay's restorative practice framework to benefit a larger cohort of children and 
families, with the Learning Academy model creating career development pathways across the 
enlarged area. However, protecting current performance during any expansion requires 
careful transition planning, maintaining workforce stability, and ensuring the restorative 
culture can be embedded across new teams. The authority would need to preserve the 
focused leadership and clear accountability that has been fundamental to Torbay's 
improvement journey. 

 
16.69. The authority demonstrates strong cost control in children's services despite high demand 

pressures. Through the Safety Valve intervention programme, Torbay is successfully 
addressing High Needs Block pressures with a clear deficit recovery plan, progress that could 
be maintained within stable boundaries. Strategic SEND planning across a larger geography 
could create additional opportunities for sufficiency planning and local provision 
development, whilst requiring coordination to maintain progress on deficit reduction. 

 
Environmental Leadership 

 
16.70. Torbay demonstrates exceptional environmental stewardship with zero municipal waste 

going to landfill compared to regional and national averages, alongside significantly lower 
greenhouse gas emissions per capita than both the Southwest and England averages, 
performance that could be extended across an expanded area. The unified authority could 
develop comprehensive environmental strategies addressing coastal erosion, flood risk and 
biodiversity protection at a scale matching ecological boundaries 

 
Exeter - A Strategic Hub for Sustainable Communities 

 
16.71. Greater Exeter would bring together Exeter's strategic role as a major transport hub and 

UNESCO City of Literature with the surrounding market towns and communities across East 
Devon, Mid Devon and Teignbridge that form its natural catchment. 

 
Integrated Service Delivery Model 

 
16.72. The Greater Exeter authority would operate through a multi-level service delivery model 

combining strategic functions at authority level with place-based delivery through locality 
teams. This structure addresses the area's diverse characteristics, from the dense urban core 
of Exeter to market towns and rural communities. The authority would develop clear 
neighbourhood governance arrangements in line with the English Devolution and 
Empowerment Bill, building on existing parish and town council structures whilst creating 
new capacity for community engagement in urban areas. 

 
Strategic Housing and Growth Coordination 

 
16.73. A unified authority could accelerate delivery of significant housing growth, coordinating the 

Liveable Exeter programme within the city with strategic growth sites east and southwest of 
Exeter. By bringing housing, planning, transport and infrastructure under single strategic 
control, the authority could overcome the fragmentation that has hindered the Greater 
Exeter Strategic Plan, ensuring new communities receive the schools, health services and 
transport connections needed from day one. 
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16.74. The authority's unified planning powers enable strategic infrastructure delivery across the 
entire functional area. Major transport corridors, strategic drainage, education provision and 
healthcare facilities can be planned holistically, creating conditions for sustainable growth that 
meets housing need whilst protecting environmental assets. The Housing Delivery Test 
confirms Greater Exeter's strong recent performance at 108% delivery against target for 
2020/21 to 22/23, providing a foundation for continued delivery at scale. 

 
Opportunities to Address Critical Service Gaps 

 
16.75. Greater Exeter has significant opportunities to develop adult social care strategically through 

integration of housing, planning and commissioning powers in adult social care that a unified 
authority would be well-positioned to address. The area requires substantial additional care 
home capacity to support older people with complex needs and dementia, with the majority 
of this need concentrated in East Devon and Exeter. The area also faces considerable Extra 
Care housing deficits. A new authority could integrate housing, planning and social care 
powers to strategically commission and deliver Extra Care housing, embedding provision 
within city regeneration schemes and brownfield developments. 

 
16.76. The authority could leverage Wellbeing Exeter and established community infrastructure to 

develop neighbourhood-based adult social care aligned with NHS Primary Care Network 
boundaries, addressing current over-reliance on residential care placements. Through 
integrated commissioning with NHS partners, the authority could strengthen hospital 
discharge pathways and expand reablement services focused on maintaining independence. 

 
16.77. Greater Exeter's projected population growth in older age groups, particularly those aged 75 

and over, requires proactive investment in Extra Care housing, enhanced domiciliary care 
capacity and specialist dementia services. The unified authority's integrated housing and 
planning powers enable strategic provision embedded within new developments from the 
outset rather than as an afterthought. Working with developers, housing associations and 
care providers ensures new housing growth includes appropriate care infrastructure. 

 
A Catalyst for Children's Services Transformation 

 
16.78. Devon County Council's children's services have been rated Inadequate by Ofsted since 

2020, with recent reinspection in September 2024 finding the authority still inadequate. The 
creation of Greater Exeter authority would provide a necessary catalyst for transformation, 
enabling a fresh start with new leadership and clear accountability.  

 
16.79. Local government reorganisation offers the opportunity to build transformation capacity, 

with the authority able to leverage the University of Exeter and Exeter College to create 
structured pipelines into social care careers. Using local housing and economic development 
powers to provide affordable housing for social workers, educational psychologists and 
SEND caseworkers could directly address the workforce retention challenges that have 
hampered improvement. 

 
16.80. By aligning education, housing, health and employment services under single strategic control, 

the authority would be well-placed to deliver the integrated "Family Help" services and Best 
Start Family Hubs mandated by the new Children's Social Care National Framework, ensuring 
comprehensive early intervention support. 
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Locality-Based Children's Services 

 
16.81. The authority would implement locality-based children's services integrating early help, 

children's social care, youth services and SEND provision. These locality teams would create 
accessible local presence across the authority's geography whilst maintaining sufficient scale 
for specialist expertise and management oversight. Working in partnership with schools, 
health services and voluntary sector organisations, locality teams would deliver coordinated 
multi-agency support with clear accountability. 

 
16.82. The authority's access to the University of Exeter, Exeter College and other educational 

institutions creates opportunities for structured social work pipelines and workforce 
development. Strategic use of integrated housing and economic development powers can 
support affordable accommodation for key workers, addressing retention challenges where 
high housing costs create recruitment barriers. 

 
SEND Service Development 

 
16.83. Greater Exeter requires strategic SEND planning to ensure appropriate local provision and 

reduce reliance on expensive independent sector placements. The unified authority enables 
comprehensive planning across education, social care and health, developing specialist 
resourced provision in mainstream schools, expanding local special school capacity where 
needed, and creating appropriate post-16 pathways. 

 
16.84. Working in partnership with schools, parents and health colleagues, the authority would 

strengthen universal and targeted support whilst ensuring appropriate specialist provision 
where needed. Unified planning enables effective quality assurance, strategic workforce 
development for SEND specialisms, and coordinated transitions between education phases 
and into adulthood. 

 
Devon Coast and Countryside - Tailored Services for a Unique Landscape 

 
16.85. This new authority would provide a bespoke solution for Devon's vast rural and coastal 

communities, designed to address the distinct challenges of an aging population across 
dispersed geography while building on established strengths in adult social care and 
environmental services. 

 
Locality Model for Rural Delivery 

 
16.86. The authority would operate through a locality model explicitly designed for dispersed rural 

and coastal geography. Locality teams based in key market towns would provide accessible 
local presence for residents whilst maintaining the scale needed for specialist capacity and 
resilience. These teams would integrate services currently split between county and district 
councils, creating coherent delivery across housing, planning, adult social care, children's 
social care and community services. 

 
16.87. The locality structure enables services to be shaped by and responsive to local communities 

rather than imposed from distant centres. Working extensively with town and parish 
councils, voluntary sector partners and community organisations, the authority would 
harness local knowledge and community connections that are essential for effective rural 
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service delivery. Each locality would develop place-based approaches flexing to meet the 
varying needs across different communities, from coastal towns to moorland villages, from 
commuter settlements to agricultural heartlands. 

 
16.88. Strategic authority-wide functions would provide consistency, specialist services that benefit 

from scale, and infrastructure supporting local delivery. This includes commissioning of 
specialist adult social care and children's placements, strategic workforce development, 
emergency planning, and major infrastructure projects that serve the whole authority area. 

 
Responding to Demographic Realities 

 
16.89. The authority would serve a substantial population with significant projected growth in older 

age groups, particularly among the oldest residents. This aging profile, combined with higher 
dementia prevalence in coastal districts and higher long-term residential care admission rates 
in more rural districts, requires a service model fundamentally different from urban areas. 
The authority could focus investment on preventing costly residential placements by 
expanding Extra Care Housing, reablement, and community support that enable people to 
live independently longer, with potential for significant annual savings. 

 
Building on Devon's Adult Social Care Strengths 

 
16.90. Devon County Council's adult social care performs strongly, with comprehensive CQC self-

assessment underway and strong satisfaction measures. The council has achieved consistent 
financial performance with a clear practice model emphasising quality of life, strengths-based 
approaches, and early prevention. Any future Devon Coast and Countryside authority should 
build on these foundations, minimising disruption whilst realising benefits of integrating 
district council housing and community services functions. 

 
16.91. The authority's scale enables strategic commissioning working effectively with Devon's 

predominantly small and medium-sized care providers who offer essential hyper-local 
knowledge and community connections. Rather than favouring large national providers, the 
authority can develop the local care market through strategic partnerships, quality 
development support, and fair pricing recognising genuine costs of rural delivery. 

 
Hyper-Local Service Delivery Model 

 
16.92. A "hub-and-spoke" model could ensure specialist services reach key market towns while 

deep partnerships with town and parish councils deliver truly local responsiveness. The 
authority could develop place-based commissioning strategies that work with Devon's 
predominantly small and medium-sized care providers, who offer hyper-local knowledge, to 
build market resilience and ensure the right care is available close to home. 

 
16.93. The locality model would integrate housing, social care, and community services with NHS 

and voluntary sector partners where beneficial. This approach would address the reality that 
domiciliary care costs in Devon are among the highest in the Southwest due to rurality and 
travel distances, requiring innovative solutions like expanding Shared Lives placements, which 
offer substantially lower costs compared to residential care while promoting independence. 
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Children's Services Improvement 
 
16.94. For children's services, local government reorganisation provides an essential opportunity to 

address the sustained failure that has persisted in Devon County Council's provision.  
 

16.95. A rural-focused authority could concentrate on building the necessary capacity for 
improvement without the distraction arising from the higher levels of need and demand in 
urban centres. This would enable implementation of the National Framework's preventative 
approach adapted specifically to rural community contexts. 
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Devon’s Financial Resilience 
 

Financial Resilience – Context 
 

17.1. Our proposal will lead to ongoing savings in the cost of running local government across 
Devon, delivering significant efficiencies and value for money for taxpayers through a 
reduction in the number of councils from 11 to 4. The financial case prepared in 
collaboration with Exeter City Council, is presented in detail in the appendix. where we 
have set out the cost data, assumptions, evidence, and methodology in detail.  
 

17.2. Plymouth's expansion is financially robust, yielding an annual benefit of £6 million against a 
one-off transition cost of £4.9 million. For all four unitary authorities in Devon, the overall 
financial case for our modified proposal is highly compelling – 

 
• The total investment is £70.1 million (Transition Costs). 
• This investment quickly pays for itself, with a full payback achieved by Year 3. 
• The new structure generates £58 million in Net Annual Benefit by Year 4  

 
17.3. This plan represents excellent value for money and significantly strengthens the financial 

resilience of the entire Devon region. This section summarises the financial case for our base 
proposal (and our modification) across Devon, and demonstrates, for the modification 
proposed, that each of the four authorities created will be financially viable – putting local 
government in Devon on a firmer financial footing. The financial case for a modification of the 
base proposal is explained through a comparison of the viability of four local authorities on 
existing district boundaries with the (more sustainable) modification proposed, which 
improves financial sustainability significantly.  

 
17.4. This section also reviews the balance sheet position of Devon’s local authorities, examining 

risks relating to council debt and financial resilience. Implementation costs are estimated and 
broken down for each of the four new councils, and the cashflow and financing implications 
of implementing a new model of local government are explained across a medium-term 
transition period, showing how implementation costs are repaid over time through efficiency 
savings and the release of capital receipts. Finally, this section summarises the position 
relating to inherited council tax rates for each of the proposed four new council areas. 

 
Viability and financial sustainability 

 
Overall resources: comparing the financial size of new proposed unitary councils 

 
17.5. Figures 17.1 and 17.2 below show how the size, in overall resource terms, of the proposed 

unitary councils compares to existing English single-tier councils.  Whilst in the base proposal 
(figure 17.1), the proposed Torbay and Exeter unitaries are relatively small in overall 
resource terms, figure 17.2 shows how the modified proposal puts all of the proposed 
councils into the middle quartiles when compared to existing English unitaries. 
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Figure 17.1 

 
 
Figure 17.2 

 
 

Viability: estimated costs compared to estimated income 
 

17.6. We have used detailed financial modelling to compare estimated costs with estimated income 
for the proposed unitaries.  This analysis uses reported RA return and taxbase data as the 
basis for modelling cost and council tax income at current prices, with specialist forecasts of 
Business Rates and Revenue Support Grant income (together, the estimated Settlement 
Funding Assessment) provided by PIXEL, expert consultants in local government finance and 
funding. The Settlement Funding Assessment forecasts for each proposed unitary have used 
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the formula funding approach proposed in the Government’s recent Fair Funding Review 2.0 
consultation, which is anticipated to have a significant impact on local authority funding in 
Devon as a whole and for each proposed council.  The Estimated Net Cost of Service shown 
table 17.1 below includes the assumed savings detailed in table 17.4 (though not the ‘stretch’ 
savings, where there is less assurance over delivery).  Forecast costs and taxbase use a 
2025/26 baseline position, and SFA income has been scaled back to a 2025/26 price base to 
ensure comparability.  The methodology and approach is explained in more detail in the 
appendix; the position on Dedicated Schools Grant and Housing Revenue Account ring-
fenced funding is explored separately below. 

 
17.7. Tables 17.1 and 17.2 below summarise the modelled position for the base and modified 

proposals: 
 

Table 17.1 

 
  

Table 17.2 

 
 

17.8. Our modelling forecasts that an Exeter Unitary on current district boundaries (the base case 
proposal) is likely to have costs that exceed its income – with a large funding gap which will 
pose a significant financial challenge.  On current boundaries the changes to formula funding 
modelled by PIXEL suggest that both Plymouth and Torbay are likely to face financial 
challenges (though less significant).  Under the modified proposals, Exeter, Torbay and 
Plymouth authorities our analysis shows an improved financial position when comparing costs 
with income for an expanded Exeter, Torbay and Plymouth unitaries, with the rural / coastal 
Devon council still showing a healthy surplus in funding.  Analysis suggests that the modified 
proposal would create four viable unitary councils, with a modelled surplus providing some 
resilience against demand pressures or other financial shocks.    

 
Dedicated schools grant & SEND  

 
17.9. In common with other areas in England, the structural imbalance of costs and income for 

Special Educational Needs and Disabilities services poses the most significant threat to 
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financial viability for local government in Devon.  All current top tier councils face growing 
deficits on the Dedicated Schools Grant (DSG) high needs block, with Devon County 
Council’s cumulative DSG deficit standing at £127.2m as at the end of 2024/25.  Councils 
across the country await details of the Government’s proposed reforms to the SEND system 
and DSG funding.  We have not attempted to predict or forecast how reforms and changes 
to funding would impact the position for councils in Devon by April 2028 (when the current 
statutory override ends).  Our analysis assumes that the issue of SEND deficits will be 
addressed in a way which ensures the viability of other council services is protected as far as 
possible from financial impact.  The size of Devon County Council’s SEND deficit means that 
any alternative assumption would pose fundamental challenges to viability, whatever the 
structure of unitary local government proposed for Devon. 

 
Housing Revenue Account  

 
17.10. There are three Councils in Devon that have retained their Council Housing stock.  The 

three Councils have adjoining boundaries and under our base and modified proposals, the 
functions would move across to two of the proposed Unitary Authorities.  In the base 
proposal, the current East and Mid Devon Housing Revenue Account (HRA) functions would 
merge within the Devon Coast and Countryside proposal.  In the modified proposal, some 
stock from the current East and Mid Devon would fall within the boundary of an expanded 
Exeter unitary, with other East and Mid Devon stock falling within the Devon Coast and 
Countryside unitary.  The current number of properties are set out in the table below: 
 

Table 17.3 
 

Council Number of Properties 
East Devon District Council 4,129 
Exeter City Council 4,789 
Mid Devon District Council 2,975 
Total 11,893 

 
17.11. It is anticipated that under the modified proposal, approximately 7,000 properties would be 

consolidated within the Expanded Exeter unitary with the balance (close to 5,000 properties) 
consolidated within the Devon Coast and Countryside council. 

 
17.12. Transitional costs that impact the HRA have been built into the wider financial proposal.  The 

main transitional costs that will impact the HRA are as follows: 
 

• Redundancy; 
• Programme delivery team; 
• External communication and branding; 
• Workforce onboarding, culture and development; 
• ICT set up and consolidation. 

 
17.13. Whilst many of the transition costs will be relatively low, it is anticipated that there is the 

potential for reasonable redundancy costs and ICT consolidation costs.  The funding of the 
transition costs will be managed in the same manner as the wider transition costs for the 
proposal. 

 



P a g e  | 116 
 

OFFICIAL 

17.14. Reducing from three HRAs to two will enable reasonably significant management savings of 
around 15-20% within the initial years of the new Councils operation.  The three Councils 
currently spend close to £20m on management and supervision, which means there is an 
opportunity to deliver around £4 million a year in savings to fund the transitional costs and 
invest in the existing stock.  Longer term savings will be realised from contract and ICT 
consolidation allowing further investment in stock and the potential to invest in additional 
social house building. 

 
17.15. The Regulator of Social Housing's Rent Standard will continue to apply to individual 

properties in the new Unitary Authorities and therefore it will be essential that the new 
Councils ensure that the standards have been followed appropriately in the previous 
Authorities. 

 
17.16. In summary, the re-configuration of existing Housing Revenue Accounts and the reduction of 

the number of HRAs from three down to two poses opportunities and risks relating to both 
the base and modified proposals: 

 
• Managing Transitional costs will be challenging as most capital receipts associated with the 

HRA are derived from Right to Buy sales which have certain restrictions meaning they 
cannot be used to fund Transitional Costs.  This will mean a greater reliance on revenue 
reserves; 

• Exeter City Council’s HRA has a healthy level of revenue reserves, which can fund 
transition in the modified proposal for an expanded Exeter unitary.  These reserves could 
subsequently be replenished by the saving arising from a reduction in management costs 
over the first few years; 

• The other two HRAs have weaker revenue reserves, which will put pressure on the 
Devon Coast and Countryside HRA when managing transition costs in both the base case 
and modified proposals. 

• Commissioning a stock condition survey, ensuring there is an asset management plan in 
place for housing and developing a 30-year business plan will be resource intensive and 
costly, but essential to the understanding of the future resource requirements in all 
scenarios. 

• Both HRAs would be of a manageable size to allow for effective management in all 
proposed scenarios.  Under our modified proposal, the smaller HRA (Devon Coast and 
Countryside) would be of a similar size to the existing Exeter City Council HRA. 

 
The Financial Case for four Unitary Councils - costs, savings, and payback period 

 
Savings and improved viability  

 
17.17. Across the Devon area (including Plymouth and Torbay), we estimate that our proposals will 

deliver annual, ongoing efficiency savings of around £50m-£70m per annum for both the base 
case and modified proposals. These figures are estimates based on detailed modelling and a 
range of assumptions.  Table 17.4 below sets out a summary breakdown of the areas where 
savings will be achieved; full details of the methodology and assumptions used are set out in 
the appendix.  After implementation costs are paid back, we estimate that the modified 
proposal would deliver a total cumulative saving of over £400m across a 10-year period 
following the creation of new Unitary councils.   
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17.18. These savings will improve the viability of local government in Devon, at a point where 
Devon is likely to see an overall reduction in the level of Government grant and business 
rates relative to other parts of the country due to the impact of the Fair Funding Review.  
Tables 17.1 and 17.2 above show how our modified proposal ensures that the financial 
dividend of Local Government Reorganisation in Devon is distributed more evenly to create 
four viable unitary councils.   

 
17.19. Looking at the extended Plymouth proposal alone, our modelling suggests that the viability of 

an extended Plymouth council would be improved by over £6m per annum when compared 
to the base proposal (which maintains Plymouth City Council on its current boundaries).  
This represents a strong payback for Plymouth in viability terms – a £6m annual return on an 
initial investment of £4.9m. 

 
Table 17.4: estimated savings (base and modified proposal): 
 

 
 

17.20. The total estimated annual saving of £64.5m / £58.4m (for the base / modified proposal) has 
been included in our viability modelling.  This is a net figure, with savings from the 
consolidation of lower tier and corporate services offsetting the additional costs of creating a 
fourth set of upper tier services.  A brief explanation of each category of saving is set out 
here – further detail (including detail on assumptions and methodology used) is set out in the 
appendix.  

 
17.21. Service disaggregation costs are the additional fixed costs of setting up a fourth set of 

upper-tier services – an addition to existing costs for management, systems and specialist 
fixed cost functions in education, social care, highways, public health and other ‘top tier’ 
service areas across the two existing unitary councils and Devon County Council.  These are 
estimated to be lower in the base proposal, because the small size of Exeter would drive a 
lower cost for core services, whereas the much larger size of the Devon Coast and 
Countryside base case authority would benefit from economies of scale.  

 
17.22. Service consolidation savings are savings to fixed costs for lower-tier services, delivered 

by reducing the level of duplication in systems, management costs and specialist functions for 
planning, waste collection, environmental health, parks, street cleaning and other functions 
that are currently carried out by 10 different councils (which would reduce to 4 under our 
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proposals).  As with service disaggregation costs, the base proposal would have lower fixed 
costs overall due to the much larger size of the Devon Coast and Countryside council and so 
the savings are greater in this category under the base proposal. 

 
17.23. Corporate service consolidation savings are savings to fixed costs for corporate 

services, delivered through a reduction in the number of corporate functions (HR, Finance, 
Asset Management, ICT etc.) across local government in Devon from 11 to 4.  Again, 
because of economies of scale the savings in this category are greater in the base proposal. 

 
17.24. Optimising senior leadership savings will be delivered through a reduction in the number 

of senior leaders across local government in Devon.   
 

17.25. Optimising costs of democracy savings relate to a reduction in the number of elected 
councillors across Devon, and a reduction in the number of local government elections held, 
because of reducing the number of councils from 11 to 4. 

 
17.26. Property rationalisation is anticipated as a result of local government re-organisation – as 

in previous local government reorganisation (LGR) exercises elsewhere in the country, there 
will be buildings that become surplus to requirements because of the merger of councils and 
a re-distribution of staff work bases.  The saving has been estimated based on the costs of 
main office accommodation only. 

 
17.27. Service transformation savings relate to further reductions in the cost of delivering 

frontline services (over and above the service consolidation savings) because of changes to 
delivery models that deliver efficiencies.  There are likely to be many opportunities for 
service transformation savings; the estimated figures included here relate mainly to 
anticipated reductions in the cost of waste collection services and social care work because 
of a more localised approach to service delivery, cutting down on travel time and optimising 
processes.  Savings in this category will be significantly larger in the modified proposal, which 
will create coherent and balanced service delivery geographies that allow for localised, 
efficient service delivery models. 

 
17.28. Harmonisation of fees and charges will be required where councils merge – new 

authorities will have to set consistent policies and prices for charging for services like 
licensing, leisure and parking.  The experience of previous LGR exercises elsewhere in the 
country is that harmonising charges results in a more efficient service, with higher levels of 
overall income.  Savings in this category are larger in the modified proposal, primarily due to 
modelling by Exeter District Council on how charging policies would be harmonised across 
an Extended Exeter Unitary. 

 
‘Stretch’ savings – further savings that might be delivered through our proposal 

 
17.29. In addition to the savings categories described above, Table 16.4 also sets out a possible 

additional saving (of £11.3m in the modified proposal), modelled on a reduction in the cost of 
social care packages through ‘right sized’, localised delivery models.  This additional saving has 
not been included in the wider financial modelling of financial viability and payback periods 
because there are differing views on how local government reorganisation in Devon (and 
other two-tier areas) might impact on the cost of commissioned social care services.   
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17.30. Currently, the unit costs of providing social care packages in the County Council area are 
observably higher than similar unit costs in the Unitary council areas of Torbay and Plymouth.  
It is arguable that some of this difference relates to the benefits of providing social care 
through a more localised, responsive delivery model in a smaller geographical area.  The 
£11.3m saving is based on a modest (2-3%) reduction in the cost of commissioned social care 
packages across the current county area – based on an assumed reduction in unit costs that 
are currently higher than the unit costs of councils in Devon which operate more localised 
social care services.  However, we feel that this assumed reduction is more uncertain than 
other assumptions used in our financial modelling, and so we are taking a prudent approach 
by excluding this saving from our financial viability calculations. 

 
The cost of implementing our proposals 

 
17.31. Implementation costs will vary significantly for the different new council areas proposed, and 

between the base and modified proposals. We have assumed that – for the modified proposal 
– Plymouth / expanded Plymouth and Torbay / expanded Torbay will be created through a 
continuing authority model, whereas for both the base proposal and the modified proposal 
the other two new councils will be created through a more complex transition, with the 
operation of a shadow authorities and a need to set up new infrastructure, policy 
frameworks and operating models for each new council. In the base proposal Plymouth and 
Torbay would remain unchanged, and therefore there would be zero cost of implementation 
for these areas.  The tables below set out a breakdown of estimated implementation costs 
across Devon for the base and modified proposal, and also a breakdown of implementation 
costs estimated for the extended Plymouth proposal alone. 

 
Table 17.5: Estimated Devon-wide implementation costs (base proposal): 
 
(Note: this table does not include any costs relating to Torbay or Plymouth as these councils would be unchanged in the base proposal.) 

Cost category 

Estimated cost for Base proposal  - £m 

Comments / explanation Year -1 
(2026/27) 

Year 0 
(2027/28) 

Year 1 
(2028/29) 

Year 2 
(2029/30) TOTAL 

Redundancy / 
workforce exit 0.0 5.0 12.0 5.0 22.0 

Workforce exit costs would 
be significant in the re-
organisation of the County 
Council and 8 district 
councils. 

Programme delivery 
team 1.6 4.1 0.7 0.5 6.9 

Two separate 
implementation teams and a 
cross-cutting programme 
team. 

External 
communication and 
branding 

0.0 0.6 0.6 0.0 1.2 

Limited re-branding exercise 
(signage, website) assumed 
for two new councils; 
branding and 
communications post vesting 
day within BAU capacity 

Workforce 
onboarding, culture 
and development 

0.0 0.5 0.5 0.0 1.0 

Induction and training for 
transferring staff; culture 
programmes for new 
councils. 

ICT set up and 
consolidation 2.0 7.5 3.5 1.0 14.0 

Establishing new ICT 
infrastructure and systems 
for two new councils; 
transferring / interfacing data 
from legacy systems. 
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Cost category 

Estimated cost for Base proposal  - £m 

Comments / explanation Year -1 
(2026/27) 

Year 0 
(2027/28) 

Year 1 
(2028/29) 

Year 2 
(2029/30) TOTAL 

New council 
establishment - 
policy & process 

0.3 0.3 0.3 0.0 0.9 
Establishing policy and 
constitutional frameworks 
for two new councils. 

Shadow authority 
costs 0.7 1.9 0.0 0.0 2.6 

Shadow / parallel running 
costs for Devon C & C and 
Exeter unitary councils.  

Property 
rationalisation 0.0 0.5 0.7 0.7 1.9 

Cost of adapting and re-
configuring office 
accommodation to release 
longer term savings. 

Programme 
contingency 0.0 2.0 1.8 0.7 4.5 Contingency for 

unanticipated costs 

TOTAL 4.2 21.8 20.1 7.9 55.0   

 
Table 17.6: Estimated Devon-wide implementation costs (modified proposal): 
 

Cost category 

Estimated cost for Modified proposal  - £m 

Comments / explanation Year -1 
(2026/27) 

Year 0 
(2027/28) 

Year 1 
(2028/29) 

Year 2 
(2029/30) TOTAL 

Redundancy / 
workforce exit 0.0 5.0 14.0 6.0 25.0 

Most redundancy costs would fall 
to Exeter / ‘Devon Coast and 
Countryside’ councils. 

Programme 
delivery team 2.4 5.1 1.7 0.9 10.1 

Four separate implementation 
teams + 1 Devon wide 
programme team. 

External 
communication and 
branding 

0.0 1.0 0.6 0.0 1.6 

Limited re-branding exercise 
(signage, website) assumed for all 
councils; branding and 
communications post vesting day 
within BAU capacity 

Workforce 
onboarding, culture 
and development 

0.0 0.8 0.9 0.0 1.7 
Induction and training for 
transferring staff; culture 
programmes for new councils 

ICT set up and 
consolidation 2.4 8.7 5.0 1.0 17.1 

Default approach will be data 
transfer into existing systems for 
Plymouth & Torbay, other 
councils would face far more 
significant costs 

New council 
establishment - 
policy & process 

0.3 0.3 0.3 0.0 0.9 

Continuing authority model for 
Torbay and Plymouth, costs all 
relate to Devon C & C and 
Exeter. 

Shadow authority 
costs 0.7 1.9 0.0 0.0 2.6 Shadow / parallel running costs 

for Devon C & C and Exeter only 

Property 
rationalisation 0.0 0.9 1.0 0.7 2.6 

Mainly Devon C & C and Exeter 
where more significant 
rationalisation will take place 

Programme 
contingency 0.0 4.0 3.8 0.7 8.5 Contingency for unanticipated 

costs 

TOTAL 5.8 27.7 27.3 9.3 70.1   
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Table 17.7: Estimated implementation costs for extended Plymouth Council modification only: 
 

Cost category 

Estimated cost for Modified proposal (Extended Plymouth only) - 
£m 

Comments / explanation 
Year -1 

(2026/27) 
Year 0 

(2027/28) 
Year 1 

(2028/29) 
Year 2 

(2029/30) TOTAL 

Redundancy / 
workforce exit 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 

No Redundancy costs 
anticipated for Expanded 
Plymouth implementation – 
TUPE only applies where 
there is a transfer of role. 

Programme delivery 
team 0.3 0.5 0.5 0.2 1.5 

Expanded Plymouth 
programme team stood up 
from 2026 – 2029 
(supplemented from BAU 
capacity).  

External 
communication and 
branding 

0.0 0.1 0.0 0.0 0.1 

Limited re-branding exercise 
(signage, website); branding 
and communications post 
vesting day within BAU 
capacity 

Workforce 
onboarding, culture 
and development 

0.0 0.1 0.1 0.0 0.2 
Induction and training for 
transferring staff; culture 
programme for new council 

ICT set up and 
consolidation 0.1 0.4 0.5 0.0 1.0 

Default approach will be 
data transfer into existing 
systems 

New council 
establishment - 
policy & process 

0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 

Continuing authority model 
– new policies and 
processes would be 
developed within BAU 
capacity over time 

Shadow authority 
costs 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 

Continuing authority model 
– no shadow authority 
parallel running costs, 
elections to new council 
within BAU capacity 

Property 
rationalisation 0.0 0.1 0.0 0.0 0.1 

Limited rationalisation for 
Plymouth, some costs to 
develop workspace for 
transferring operational staff. 

Programme 
contingency 0.0 1.0 1.0 0.0 2.0 

Contingency for 
unanticipated costs (e.g. 
redundancy, data 
configuration) 

TOTAL 0.4 2.2 2.1 0.2 4.9   

 
Financing implementation costs and payback periods 

 
17.32. It is anticipated that implementation costs would be financed from a combination of Capital 

Receipts Flexibilities and reserves.  Colleagues at Exeter City Council have indicated that 
there is a level of useable capital receipts (together with a receipts pipeline) that would be 
sufficient to finance the more significant implementation costs arising from the formation of 
our proposed Exeter and ‘Devon Coast and Countryside’ based unitaries in both the base 
and modified proposals.  Plymouth City Council has sufficient Usable Capital Receipts in hand 
to fund the more modest £4.9m implementation costs for the modified proposal for an 
Extended Plymouth council; similarly, Torbay Council has a reasonable level of useable 
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reserves (c. £69m as at the end of 2024/25) which could be utilised to finance the 
implementation costs for an extended Torbay council. 

 
17.33. Our financial modelling has been used to estimate the profile of expenditure and savings over 

a 10-year period the base and modified proposals across the whole of Devon.  The financial 
profile up to and including Financial Year 2032/33 is set out in table 17.8 below: 

 
Table 17.8 

 
 
 
17.34. It can be seen that both the base and the modified proposals are estimated to have strong 

payback periods (paying back all estimated implementation costs by the third year after 
vesting day). Over a 10-year period following the creation of new councils, our modelling 
suggests that both proposals would deliver cumulative savings (after the payback of transition 
costs) of over £400m. 

 
Debt and other financial resilience issues 

 
17.35. We have commissioned independent consultants LG Improve to provide financial resilience 

benchmarking information on our base and modified proposals.  LG Improve have used 
published 2024/25 statement of accounts information to estimate the value of assets, 
liabilities and reserves that proposed unitary councils would inherit (based on shares of 
population within current / predecessor council areas).  This section examines some key 
financial resilience issues for Devon as a whole, and also for the proposed unitary councils 
under our base and modified proposals. 

 
17.36. Firstly, figures 17.3, 17.4 and 17.5 below set out key financial resilience ratios for the 

combination of 11 local councils in Devon and compares these to other shire areas that have 
been invited to submit proposals for re-organisation.  Figure 17.3 compares the level of 
Usable Revenue Reserves as a proportion of Core Spending Power and shows that 
collectively, councils in Devon have a relatively low level of reserves for their size.  Figure 
17.4 shows how this position is exacerbated by the impact of Devon County Council’s large 
cumulative DSG deficit, which when set against reserve levels, leaves Devon in the least 
financially resilient position of all reorganising areas when viewed through this measure.  
Figure 17.5 examines the relative level of financing requirement (a measure of underlying 
debt) in Devon which is slightly above the average for all reorganising areas – noting that the 
average position is skewed by exceptionally high levels of debt in two Surrey District 
Councils.  
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Figure 17.3: Usable Revenue Reserves as a proportion of Core Spending Power – Devon compared to other 
re-organising shire areas: 
 

 
 
Figure 17.4: Usable Revenue Reserves + cumulative DSG deficit as a proportion of Core Spending Power – 
Devon compared to other re-organising shire areas: 
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Figure 17.5: Capital Financing Requirement : Core Spending Power ratio – Devon compared to other re-
organising shire areas:  
 

 
 

17.37. The inherited financial resilience position illustrated in figures 17.3-5 above will be a challenge 
for any new combination of councils in Devon.  In particular, figure 17.4 underlines the 
importance of reducing the level of cumulative DSG deficit for local government in Devon 
prior to any reorganisation taking effect, in order to launch new councils with a relatively 
financially sustainable position.  The size of Devon County Council’s SEND deficit poses a 
fundamental challenge to viability, whatever the structure of unitary local government 
proposed for Devon. 

 
17.38. Figures 17.6 and 17.7 below explore similar ratios for the base proposal, this time comparing 

against existing English Unitary councils. Our analysis assumes that the issue of SEND deficits 
will be addressed or substantially mitigated through Government reform prior to the launch 
of new councils, so only Usable Revenue Reserves and Capital Financing Requirement ratios 
are considered here: 
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Figure 17.6: Usable Revenue Reserves as a proportion of Core Spending Power – Base proposal unitaries 
compared to existing English Unitary councils: 
 

 
 
 
Figure 17.7: Capital Financing Requirement to Core Spending Power ratio – Base proposal unitaries compared 
to existing English Unitary councils: 
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Finally, figures 17.8 and 17.9 below explore these ratios for the modified proposal:  
 
Figure 17.8: Usable Revenue Reserves as a proportion of Core Spending Power – Modified proposal unitaries 
compared to existing English Unitary councils: 
 

 
 
Figure 17.9: Capital Financing Requirement to Core Spending Power ratio – Modified proposal unitaries 
compared to existing English Unitary councils: 
 

 
 

17.39. It can be seen that, as with the comparison of costs and income and overall resources set out 
above, this analysis of financial resilience shows an improved, more resilient position for 
councils proposed in our modified proposal.  On the key ratios of Usable Revenue Reserves: 
Core Spending Power (a measure of relative financial resilience) and Capital Financing 
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Requirement : Core Spending Power (a measure of relative exposure to long term 
borrowing need), the modified proposal moves all councils closer to the average position for 
existing unitaries. 

 
Council Tax Harmonisation 

 
17.40. All eleven councils in Devon currently set different rates of council tax. Any local 

government reorganisation would require harmonisation so that new unitary councils levy a 
consistent rate across their area. This has been standard practice in previous reorganisations 
and should not present significant challenges, provided Government offers continuing and 
shadow authorities similar flexibility to that granted previously. 

 
17.41. Decisions on harmonisation would be taken by democratically elected shadow and continuing 

authorities in February 2028, assuming new councils commence in April 2028. We are not 
proposing how this should be done. That will be a matter for future political decision makers 
based on local circumstances and priorities. 

 
17.42. For financial modelling purposes, we assume harmonisation to the average point in the first 

year of each council. This represents a modest impact of around £2 per month, either 
upwards or downwards depending on previous district, for a typical Band B Devon 
household before accounting for any underlying increase councils may choose to apply. 
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Building the Foundations for the South West Peninsula 
Devolution 
 

18.1. Plymouth's proposal for four unitary councils provides the optimal foundation for the South 
West Peninsula Mayoral Strategic Authority. Four balanced constituent councils each serving 
coherent communities with distinct identities, can work together effectively on regional 
priorities whilst maintaining genuine local accountability.   

 
18.2. Our ambition is for the creation of a South West Peninsula Mayoral Strategic Authority 

(MSA) to be created at the earliest opportunity so that we can drive change particularly with 
respect to aligning public services and deploying more effectively devolved funding and 
powers to the benefit of local people and businesses. 

 
18.3. We want to grasp the huge opportunities this will create linked to the ambitious growth 

agendas of the constituent authorities by requesting Government proceeds with a South 
West Peninsula Strategic Authority comprising an expanded Plymouth, an expanded Exeter, 
an expanded Torbay, and a reconfigured Devon, leaving the door open for Cornwall.  

 
18.4. A South West Peninsula Mayor promoting at the Council of Nations and Regions how 

Plymouth, Exeter, Torbay, and Devon could play a greater role in helping to deliver national 
growth will play a significant part in delivering on the Government’s objectives set out in the 
“Power and Partnership: Foundations for Growth” White Paper. Equally, a South West 
Peninsula Mayor will promote the interests of the South West, including cross-regional 
working on strategic issues such as connectivity and infrastructure as well as advocating for 
more powers, decision-making, and funding to be devolved closer to local communities. 

 
18.5. Creating a South West Peninsula Mayoral Strategic Authority presents an opportunity to 

unify public services across the wider region. The South West is a robust economic area with 
a Gross Value Added (GVA) of £47.597 million as at 2023. Initially the South West Peninsula 
Mayoral Strategic Authority would bring enhanced powers and responsibilities for local 
transport, strategic planning, housing, infrastructure coordination, climate change, skills and 
driving economic development. 

 
Local Transport 

 
18.6. A South West Peninsula MSA would become the Local Transport Authority for public 

transport functions enabling better strategic management of the whole network which is 
currently spread across 4 authorities with differing priorities. It would also be responsible for 
public transport provision, including bus and rail services. By developing a single, peninsula-
wide Local Transport Plan greater integration and inter-operability is possible, with multi-
ticketing and other service enhancements such as introducing electric buses and other 
decarbonisation measures. 

 
Strategic Planning 

 
18.7. With the provisions of the Planning and Infrastructure Bill likely to receive Royal Assent in 

late 2025/early 2026, the South West Peninsula MSA would become responsible for Spatial 
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Development Strategies which will set the strategic patterns and scales of development, 
provide a spatial strategy that guides Local Plans and enables growth, identify strategic 
locations for development, include policies on the use and development of land that are of 
strategic importance to the area,  and identify key infrastructure requirements to enable the 
spatial strategy to be implemented (e.g. transport, energy and economic infrastructure).  

 
18.8. A South West Peninsula Spatial Development Strategy, digitally enabled with a 30-year time 

horizon, and linked in with the National Infrastructure Strategy produced by National 
Infrastructure and Service Transformation Authority, could be prepared over a 24-month 
period to drive the nationally significant scale of growth envisaged for the area. 

 
Housing 

 
18.9. The housing crisis facing England is particularly acute in the South West region due to the 

attractiveness of the area to second homeowners and the impact of tourism. This manifests 
itself in acute shortages of affordable housing, especially social-rented accommodation, and 
significant increases in homelessness.  The seriousness of this situation is compounded by 
new affordable housing completions decreasing in the South West by 8.9% since the 
introduction of the National Planning Policy Framework in 2012 and 2023/2024. 

 
18.10. Total supply of new affordable housing in Cornwall, Devon, Plymouth, and Torbay in 2023/24 

was 1,487. With high levels of new housing required across the whole area from the 
Government’s Standard Method, the South West Peninsula MSA will be able to take a more 
strategic approach to housing, working closely with Homes England and its Strategic Partners. 
The MSA would have control over grant funding for housing deliver and regeneration 
allowing more effective use of these resources to target local housing needs as set out in the 
Spatial Development Strategy, including, where appropriate setting up Mayoral Development 
Corporations and using acquired Compulsory Purchase Order powers. 

 
Health and Well-Being 

 
18.11. Local government devolution in the UK has increasingly included health-related powers, with 

the aim of integrating services, addressing health inequalities, and linking health outcomes to 
economic growth.  

 
18.12. Greater local government involvement in health point to several potential benefits: 

 
• Tackling wider determinants of health - Local authorities already hold powers related to 

areas like housing, education, employment, and transport, which are critical determinants of 
public health. Devolution allows for a ‘health in all policies’ approach, integrating health goals 
into these wider policy areas. Having public health embedded in Plymouth City Council allows 
for this cross-council approach to tackling core determinants of health and address 
inequalities that impact upon health.  

 
• Addressing health inequalities - Evidence suggests that enhancing localised control can be 

more effective at reducing regional health inequalities, particularly by investing in preventative 
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initiatives and shifting resources towards primary and community care. 
 

• Service integration - Closer alignment between local government (which manages social 
care and public health) and the NHS (which runs clinical services) can lead to a more seamless 
and integrated experience for patients. Plymouth is already on this journey.  

 
• Innovation - Devolution can create "innovation zones" and allow local leaders the freedom 

to experiment with new models of care that are better suited to their specific population 
needs. This is already being addressed through the Plymouth approach to our neighbourhood 
health model and participation in the national Test, Learn, Grow programme. 

 
Infrastructure Coordination 

 
18.13. There are some fundamental strategic weaknesses in relation to the transport infrastructure 

of the South West derived in large measure from its peninsula geography: resulting in single 
points of potential failure in both the Strategic Road Network and the rail network into and 
out of the region. A Peninsula Strategic Mayoral Authority will be able to raise these strategic 
connectivity issues with Government and National Infrastructure and Service Transformation 
Authority NISTA to ensure the objectives of the National Infrastructure Strategy are aligned 
so that it supports the delivery of growth in the region. 

 
Climate Change 

 
18.14. The South West Peninsula MSA will be responsible for developing the Local Environmental 

Improvement Plan which will support the Government’s Environmental Improvement Plan.  
A South West Peninsula Strategic Mayoral Authority will be able to also use the Spatial 
Development Strategy to continue to address decarbonisation legislative and local 
commitments, strengthen resilience, address the decline in biodiversity, and ensure new 
infrastructure responds to the latest evidence on climate change. 

 
Skills 

 
18.15. The South West Peninsula MSA will be able to coordinate the delivery of skills across a 

wider-than-local basis through its Local Growth Plan. This will enable more targeted strategic 
interventions in skills bespoke to each constituent authority. For example in Plymouth, the 
focus will be on developing defence, marine, green/blue and digital technology, construction, 
civil engineering, and health care skills reflecting the Government's investments in HMNB 
Devonport, Derriford Hospital and the designation of Plymouth as the National Centre for 
Marine autonomy.  

 
18.16. The MSA will be able to maximise opportunities while directing interventions and initiatives 

to areas where the demand is greatest and which ties in with the Government’s “Plan for 
Change” missions. 
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Driving Economic Development 
 

18.17. By developing a peninsula-wide Local Growth Plan, the MSA will be able to use its enhanced 
devolved powers and funding resources to drive growth and innovation, market the region 
nationally and internationally, tackle known areas of economic inequality, specifically by 
developing inclusive growth initiatives, and ensure that benefits from major projects such as 
the defence investments at HMNB Devonport and Derriford Hospital can be felt across the 
region. 

 
Policing 
 

18.18. The Government has confirmed its commitment to creating Mayors of Strategic Authorities 
with policing functions across England in this Parliament. The intention to transfer significant 
functions to these Mayors makes clear that devolution will involve substantive powers, not 
symbolic arrangements. Strong, coherent unitary authorities position Devon's councils to 
engage effectively in these discussions. The current two-tier system, with divided 
responsibilities and unclear accountability, makes it difficult to present a credible case for 
taking on devolved powers. Four unitary authorities provide the foundation from which 
Plymouth, Exeter, Torbay and Devon Coast and Countryside can participate as genuine 
partners in a Strategic Authority, each bringing clear accountability and capacity to deliver. 
 

18.19. Alternative models would undermine effective devolution. A single mega-council would 
replicate problems of remote governance and the district proposal with Exeter submerged 
would create an unbalanced MSA. The four-unitary model creates the balanced partnership 
needed for effective regional governance. 
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Stakeholder Engagement and Support 
 

Our Approach to Engagement: The “Big Community Consultation” 
 

19.1. Between 29 May 2025 until 04 August 2025, the Council undertook the “Big Community 
Consultation” on its proposals for local government reorganisation. Further events and 
meetings were held with local businesses and public sector partners between 28 August 2025 
and 08 October 2025. This consultation was designed to meet the 4 “Gunning Principles” and 
respond to the requirements of the Government set out in the letter to the Devon 
authorities dated 15 May 2025, particularly in relation to Criterion 6a and 6b. The Council 
adopted a multi-channel strategy to reach a wide and diverse audience. This included a 
dedicated project website, tailored surveys, facilitated conversation events, stakeholder 
briefings, and a targeted media campaign. The engagement was structured to allow meaningful 
input before the final business case is submitted to Government.  

 
19.2. The full Local Government Reorganisation Engagement Report is shown in the appendices. 
 

Application of the “Gunning” Principles  
 
19.3. The engagement was carried out in line with the Gunning Principles:  
 

• It took place at a formative stage, while the proposal was still being developed.  
• Clear and accessible information was provided throughout, including FAQs and 

updates.  
• Residents had adequate time to respond, with events and surveys running over 

several weeks.  
• Feedback was conscientiously considered and has directly informed the 

development of the final proposal.  
 

How the engagement was delivered  
 
19.4. To ensure that we could reach as many people as possible, we:  

 

• Held 19 facilitated conversation events across Plymouth and South Hams, attended 
by 489 people.  

• Two tailored surveys which received 824 responses.  
• The project website attracted over 11,000 unique visitors and 816 subscribers.  
• Launched a social media campaign which generated over 2.1 million impressions 

and reached more than 100,000 individuals.  
• Distributed posters, flyers and newsletters to community venues, schools, GP 

surgeries and libraries across both Plymouth and South Hams.  
• Held 17 stakeholder meetings and 1:1 briefings with MPs, universities, emergency 

services, housing, and business groups.  
 
19.5. The engagement process was designed to ensure that Plymouth City Council’s proposals for 

LGR were shaped by the views of residents, stakeholders, and community groups across 
Plymouth and the 13 South Hams parishes. The approach was inclusive, transparent, and 
responsive, with a strong emphasis on listening and co-design.  
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19.6. A full summary of the approach to engagement and feedback, is available in the appendix.  
 

Our Findings   
 

South Hams residents  
 
19.7. 489 Residents expressed strong opposition to joining Plymouth City Council, citing concerns 

about losing rural identity, planning pressures and infrastructure strain. There was high praise 
for existing local services and a strong desire to retain local decision-making through 
empowered parish councils. Confusion about current governance structures was common, 
and many called for better transport, youth services and road maintenance. 

 
Plymouth residents  

 
19.8. Feedback was more optimistic, with residents sharing a vision for a greener, safer, and more 

inclusive city. Key priorities included improved transport, affordable housing, cultural 
vibrancy, and stronger community involvement. There was a clear desire for more meaningful 
engagement and trust-building. Young people highlighted the need for youth-led spaces, 
better mental health support and involvement in city-wide decisions.  

 
Similarities across both areas 

 
19.9. Across both areas, there was pride in local identity and a strong emphasis on protecting 

green spaces. Residents valued responsive governance and called for improved engagement 
and transparency. Transport, infrastructure and healthcare were common concerns, though 
South Hams residents focused more on preserving rural character, while Plymouth residents 
emphasised growth and opportunity.  

 
Stakeholder feedback  

 
19.10. Stakeholders broadly welcomed the engagement process and recognised the potential 

benefits of a more strategic governance model. Whilst there were concerns about 
representation for rural communities, service equity, financial transparency and planning, 
there was strong support for ongoing engagement, youth inclusion and protecting the distinct 
identities of different areas. Feedback from MPs, universities, emergency services and 
business groups reflected a mix of cautious optimism and calls for clarity on delivery and 
impact. 

 
What We Heard from Stakeholders and How it has Informed Our Proposal for 
the Devon Area 

 
19.11. The main issues raised during the engagement and our response to these comments are 

shown below: 
 
Governance and representation: The proposal must outline how rural communities will be 
represented within the expanded authority. This includes exploring models such as preserving parish 
councils, dedicated rural wards, or advisory panels.  
 
Our response: We will progressively move from informing and consulting towards collaborating and 
empowering, building community confidence and capacity along the way. Our approach recognises 
that empowerment looks different in different places within unitary model of Government across 
England, and it will be consistent with Clause 58 of the English Devolution and Empowerment Bill 
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currently before Parliament. In adopting a phased approach, and whilst awaiting the detailed 
regulation (see Clause 58 (3) of the bill we will work flexibly to support locally appropriate 
neighbourhood governance solutions whilst maintaining consistent standards and values across the 
enlarged area.  
  
Service equity: The proposal should demonstrate how services will be maintained or improved 
across all areas, with particular attention to rural needs, transport connectivity, healthcare access, 
and waste management.  
 
Our response: Our reorganisation proposal extends proven excellence across Devon while ensuring 
no community experiences reduced service quality. The four-authority model specifically addresses 
rural needs through dedicated structures that eliminate current fragmentation. 
 
The dedicated ‘Devon Coast and Countryside’ authority is purpose-designed for dispersed 
populations through Neighbourhood Area Teams integrating housing, social care, NHS and voluntary 
services. Plymouth's integrated health and social care model with Livewell Southwest will serve all 
300,733 residents of the expanded area, while Torbay's nationally recognised Integrated Care 
Organisation excellence benefits South Devon's wider geography. Plymouth's Homelessness 
Recovery Programme, delivering 78 new temporary accommodation units with 95 more in pipeline, 
extends across the enlarged area. Greater Exeter authority addresses substantial unmet adult social 
care needs through integrated housing and planning powers. Our unequivocal commitment ensures 
safeguarding duties and service continuity for vulnerable children and adults throughout transition, 
with robust oversight mechanisms strengthened across all new unitary structures. 
 
Financial transparency: Concerns regarding council tax harmonisation, funding allocations, and 
debt inheritance must be addressed clearly and credibly. Residents want to understand how 
resources will be managed and whether the reorganisation will deliver value for money.  
 
Our response: decisions to set financial plans, budgets and council tax for the extended Plymouth 
area will be taken in formal committee meetings, open to scrutiny by the public and elected 
councillors.  All financial matters will be subject to external audit and assurance, with value for money 
assessed annually as is the case currently.  We hope and anticipate that decisions on inherited assets, 
liabilities and debt will follow national guidance and, again, will be reported transparently and subject 
to public scrutiny and external audit where appropriate.  
 
Planning and development: The proposal must include safeguards against overdevelopment and 
urban sprawl. It should promote strategic planning that respects local character, protects green 
spaces, and ensures infrastructure keeps pace with growth to meet the needs of the expanded 
authority.  
 
Our response: We will commit to the early commencement of a new local Plan for the expanded 
Plymouth area that will address the planning and development concerns raised. We also commit to 
an extensive programme of community and stakeholder engagement as part of preparing the new 
plan. 
  
Community engagement: Ongoing engagement must be built into the governance model. 
Residents want to be part of the decision-making process, not just consulted at key milestones. 
Mechanisms for feedback, participation, and accountability should be embedded in the proposal.  
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Our response: Our proposal embeds ongoing engagement as a structural guarantee through 
innovative Neighbourhood Networks operating from vesting day. These collaborative forums bring 
together ward councillors, parish representatives, community organisations, and service partners, 
providing continuous dialogue rather than episodic consultation. 
 
The 'Test, Learn, Grow' co-design process ensures communities shape their own governance model 
through extensive listening sessions, pilot experiments, and rigorous evaluation. This iterative 
approach creates mechanisms for continuous feedback, participation, and accountability embedded 
throughout the authority's operations, ensuring democratic legitimacy and genuine community 
ownership. 
 
Youth inclusion: The views of young people must be reflected in the final proposal: their priorities 
for housing, transport, education, and wellbeing are essential to shaping a future-ready city.  
 
Our response: In addition to committing to continued direct engagement with the Youth Council on 
Local Government Reorganisation and service design issues, our new Community Engagement 
Framework will ensure the voice of young people is heard. We also commit to holding bespoke 
sessions with young people on the new Local Plan for the expanded Plymouth. 
 
Digital inclusion: The Council must commit to maintaining non-digital service options and investing 
in digital literacy and infrastructure. Accessibility must be a core principle of service design. 
 
Our response: The Council has an approach to the service design that includes the principle of 
designing for digital first as well as providing alternative accessible services for those that are digitally 
excluded. Accessible services include both phone support and in person, primarily through our 
network of libraries. For example, we have registered the phone numbers of residents who are 
digitally excluded, and their calls are prioritised over other customers when they need to call 
Plymouth City Council. This is coupled with a focus on improving digital inclusion in the city through 
supporting network providers to deliver infrastructure (1Gbps broadband and 4 and 5G mobile 
services) and helping residents with the skills and providing access to equipment that will allow them 
to get online. Recent survey results show that only 3% of Plymouth residents never use the internet 
and a further 2% are insufficiently confident in their use of the internet. We are using these results 
including both age and geography splits of this data to help us target interventions to help overcome 
this level of digital exclusion. 
 
Learning from Neighbouring Authorities' Engagement 
 
19.12 Following a review of the published engagement results from neighbouring authorities, several 

remarkably consistent themes emerge that are worth noting: 
 

• Distance and democratic deficit - The most significant pattern is the widespread concern 
about remoteness from decision-making. Residents repeatedly expressed anxiety that larger 
or centralised councils would be too distant from their communities, creating what many 
described as a democratic deficit where local voices go unheard. This was particularly 
pronounced in areas like North Devon, where people already feel overlooked and cite 
specific examples of underfunded local services and infrastructure. 

• Place-based identity - Across all the engagement processes, people demonstrated a strong 
emotional attachment to their local identity and place, with clear preferences for governance 
structures that enable genuinely local decision-making rather than simply managing services 
from a distance. 
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• Transparency and participation - The desire for transparency, accessible councillors, and 
early involvement in decisions came through consistently in every authority's consultation 
work. 

• Practical service concerns - Alongside governance principles, residents highlighted 
practical concerns about infrastructure, transport connectivity (particularly in rural areas), and 
environmental protection. 

 
19.13 It is worth noting that Devon County Council's consultation showed 69% support for their 

single Devon unitary model despite these concerns about remoteness being clearly articulated. 
However, this figure should be understood in context, the specific question testing support for 
the single authority option was inserted into the engagement with only 19 days remaining 
before close, and received just 432 responses compared to the 7,470 responses gathered during 
the broader three-month consultation phase. This represents approximately 5.8% of the total 
engagement response. 
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Implementation Plan 
 
Assumptions   
 

• Devon local authorities will work together to put into place interim governance and delivery 
mechanisms that enable joint working. 

• This implementation plan outlines the arrangements for the integration of 13 parishes within 
the Plymouth Authority, the creation of an Exeter Unitary Authority, the continuation of 
Torbay Council and the creation of a new unitary to cover the Coast and Countryside of 
Devon. 

• In this scenario, Plymouth and Torbay have continuing authority status,   
• Exeter City Council and the ‘Devon Coast and Countryside’ authority are granted new 

authority status,  
• The transition also includes a workstream to support devolution arrangement under the 

English Devolution and Community Empowerment Bill 2025 and the creation of a Strategic 
Authority in Devon.  

  
Rationale for implementation   

 
20.1. The proposal involves the consolidation of 11 existing local authorities (comprising 2 Unitary 

Authorities, 1 County Council, and 8 District Councils) into 2 new unitary authorities and 2 
continuing authorities. This structural reform is designed to reduce institutional complexity, 
streamline decision-making across the county and unlock future Devolution by central 
Government.   

 
20.2. By simplifying governance structures and rationalising service delivery arrangements, the 

proposal aims to eliminate friction between tiers of government, improve coordination, and 
enhance the consistency and accessibility of services. It will also establish clearer lines of 
democratic accountability by aligning local representation with service responsibility and 
establish Neighbourhood Networks. The proposal seeks to establish financially sustainable 
unitary authorities that are better equipped to deliver strategic priorities, respond effectively 
to local needs and are ready for Devolution. 

 
20.3. Ahead of the transition, we will put in place interim governance and delivery mechanisms 

that enable joint working with our local authority partners. Throughout the transitional 
period, our focus will be on realising benefits, addressing potential challenges proactively, 
and keeping disruption to a minimum; ensuring all legal obligations are met. We are 
dedicated to maintaining seamless service provision in collaboration with neighbouring 
local authorities, with the overarching aim of achieving meaningful improvements for our 
communities. 

 
LGR Implementation key dates and delivery phases  
 

20.4. The timings provided below, including election dates, reflect those outlined by MHCLG. The 
impact on Plymouth would have to be confirmed once a decision is made by MHCLG on the 
proposals. 
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Figure 20.1 

 
 
Strategic governance and oversight 
 

20.5. This section outlines the governance arrangements for the transition period under local 
government reorganisation, distinguishing between authorities with continuing status and 
those designated as new authorities. The dual-pathway approach ensures that both types of 
authorities meet statutory requirements and transition safely and legally to the new 
arrangements. The table below sets out the key governance components and how they vary 
across the two pathways.  

 
Table 20.1 

Governance 
component 

Continuing Authorities 
Plymouth 

Torbay 

New Authorities 
Exeter 

‘Devon Coast and Countryside’ 
Legal status  The current local authority retains 

existing legal identity and absorbs new 
areas. The Structural Changes Order 
can:  

• legally expand boundaries, 
• designate the authority as the 

continuing authority  
• transfer assets, liabilities, and 

staff,  
• set out transitional governance 

arrangements (e.g. 
implementation executive)  

A new legal entity is created via 
Structural Changes Order (SCO), to:  

• legally define boundaries,  
• transfer assets, liabilities, and 

staff,  
• and set out transitional 

governance arrangements (e.g., 
shadow council) 

Transition 
governance body  

Establishment of an Implementation 
Executive to oversee the transition. 

A Shadow Executive or Joint 
Committee is established to oversee 
the transition.  
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Existing Chief Executive of the 
continuing authority to act as 
programme sponsor.  

The programme sponsor is appointed 
from among senior officers or elected 
members of predecessor councils.  

Decision-making 
powers  

The existing council takes 
responsibility for transitional 
governance, overseen by a dedicated 
Implementation Executive.  

The transition body is granted powers 
via SCO to prepare for vesting day.  
  

Electoral 
arrangements  

Existing councillors to continue in 
office  
Elections to take place in May 2027  

New elections are required under 
SCO; transitional arrangements are 
specified in the SCO.   

Staffing and 
TUPE  

TUPE applies to incoming staff; HR 
harmonisation led by existing HR 
function.  

TUPE applies across all predecessor 
councils; new HR structures are 
established.  

Service 
harmonisation   

CSC/Education  
ASC  
Highways  
Waste  
Planning  
Housing  
Leisure  

CSC/Education  
ASC  
Highways  
Waste  
Planning  
Housing  
Leisure  

Assets  Full asset transfer  Full asset transfer  

Contracts  Contract novation required  Contract novation required  

Branding and 
identity  

Existing branding to be retained and 
extended.  

New branding and identity developed 
for the new authority.  

Monitoring and 
Evaluation  

M&E is embedded within existing 
performance frameworks.  

A new M&E framework developed 
from scratch, aligned with the SCO 
and MHCLG expectations.  

Risk 
management  

Builds on risk registers and 
governance assurance of existing 
council.  

A new risk management framework is 
required, covering all predecessor 
councils.  

   
Implementation Framework for Local Government Reorganisation in Plymouth  
  
Assumptions  
 

• Plymouth retains continuing authority status.  
• This implementation plan covers the arrangements for the integration of 13 parishes within 

the Plymouth Authority.  
  
Transition in Plymouth  
 

20.6. This implementation framework is underpinned by a strategic case which sets out how the 
proposed reorganisation of local government in Plymouth will deliver improved 
outcomes. The programme will deliver a unified governance structure, service delivery 
arrangements, and local democratic framework across the expanded area.   

 
20.7. These outputs are expected to lead to measurable outcomes:   
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• single council responsible for all services (no service user confusion), 
• enhanced local accountability, 
• and greater operational efficiency.   

 
20.8. In the longer term, the programme aims to achieve a financially sustainable local authority 

capable of delivering on strategic priorities and responding effectively to local needs across 
the expanded area. The strategic case is supported by a set of assumptions, including the 
granting of continuing authority status, Government support, constructive stakeholder 
engagement and sufficient delivery capacity.   

  
Strategic governance and oversight  
  
20.9. Overall governance will be established in June 2026 to prepare for the transition phase.  
  

• Programme Sponsor: Leader of the Council  
• Senior Responsible Officer (SRO): Chief Executive  
• Governance Body: Implementation Executive   
• Programme Management Office (PMO): Established to coordinate delivery across 

workstreams, following best practice set out HM Treasury’s Teal Book Guidance on 
Project Delivery in Government.   

• Legal Framework: Transition governed under the Local Government and Public 
Involvement in Health Act 2007, with oversight from MHCLG. Consideration of the 
English Devolution and Community Empowerment Bill 2025.   

  
Implementation phases and timeline (indicative)  
  
Table 20.2 
 

Milestone  Description  Target Date  
Proposal submitted to 
MHCLG  

Formal submission of LGR case  28 November 2025  

MHCLG consultation  MHCLG Consultation  January 2026 to early May 2026 
(indicative times)  

MHCLG decision  Decision to implement a proposal 
communicated to stakeholders  

June 2026 (indicative times)  

Statutory Change Order 
and Parliamentary Process  

Structural Change Order (SCO)  
Parliamentary process   

Starts after the summer recess in 
Autumn 2026 for 6 to 9 months 
(indicative times)  

Transition Authority 
operational  

Structural Change Order is in place 
and outlines arrangements for 
elections, councillor numbers and 
governance of the transition are 
provided in the SCO.   
This begins the process of 
transition, where existing councils 
prepare the transfer of assets, 
functions and staff but continue to 
function and deliver services until 
vesting day.   

First trimester of 2027 for at least 
one year. (indicative times)  



P a g e  | 142 
 

OFFICIAL 

Elections  First elections to transition 
authority  

06 May 2027  

Local Government 
Boundary Review  

Electoral boundaries review 
process  

This process will take place at a 
currently indeterminate date after 
the elections to the transition 
authority  

Vesting Day  New unitary authority goes live  01 April 2028  
 
Programme structure and workstreams 
 
Figure 20.2 

 
 
A structured implementation programme is provided as an appendix to this report.   
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Managing Transition Risks 
 

21.1. We will apply our corporate risk management framework principles and approaches to 
support the transition from the existing structure of local government in Devon to the 
creation of the 4 unitary authorities. This approach will allow functional areas of risk (in 
areas such as SEND, adult social care, children's services, planning, highways etc.) to be 
planned for leading up to the implementation stage. It also allows for cross-cutting risks to 
be captured to ensure proper assessment, mitigation, review, and scrutiny. 

 
21.2. At this stage we have identified the following key risks:  

 
Table 21.1 

Risk description Mitigation 

Delayed decision by the Secretary of State and/or 
delayed parliamentary approval for the Structural 
Change Order delays the start of the transition 
and compresses timescales.  

Mobilise the transition programme team and start 
preparation work as soon as the proposal is submitted. 
Maintain regular liaison with MHCLG and monitor 
legislative developments. Build flexibility into 
programme timelines to manage uncertainty.  

Difficulties collaborating or engaging with other 
Councils, resulting in poor coordination ahead of 
vesting day.  

Establish a cross-authority LGR Governance Board with 
agreed terms of reference and clear decision-making 
process. 

Risk to operational continuity and seamless 
delivery of services due to disruption in 
processes, systems, or staff readiness during 
transition. 

Develop detailed operational transition plans for all 
service areas, including staff training, ICT and data 
alignment, and harmonisation of service delivery and 
performance models across legacy authorities. Ensure 
that each service has effective leadership, statutory 
systems, and local delivery infrastructure fully in place 
for vesting day. 

Risk that reorganisation affects service delivery in 
Adult Social Care, resulting in failure to meet 
statutory obligations in these critical service 
areas. 

Establish a dedicated transition workstream for Adult 
Social Care services. Engage early with Livewell 
Southwest and other partners. Develop detailed 
operational plans covering staff training, ICT and data 
alignment, safeguarding protocols, and service delivery 
models. Harmonise commissioning with neighbouring 
authorities and align with Integrated Care Boards. 
Prioritise these services to ensure leadership, statutory 
systems, and local delivery infrastructure are fully in 
place for vesting day. 

Risk that reorganisation affects service delivery in 
children's services, including safeguarding, 
Children and Adolescent Mental Health Services 
and Special Educational Needs and Disabilities, 
resulting in failure to meet statutory obligations 
in these critical service areas.  

Establish a dedicated transition workstream for 
Children Social Care services and engage early with 
commissioned and partner providers. Develop detailed 
operational plans covering staff training, ICT and data 
alignment, safeguarding protocols, and service models. 
Harmonise commissioning with neighbouring authorities 
and align with Integrated Care Boards. Prioritise these 
services to ensure leadership, statutory systems, and 
local delivery infrastructure are fully in place for vesting 
day. 
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Complexities in aggregating and disaggregating IT 
systems and data. Risk of failure or delay in data 
migration, including data loss and system 
incompatibility. 

Audit ICT systems across critical services and key 
providers to ensure compatibility, data protection, and 
continuity. Establish dedicated workstreams with clear 
plans and contingencies. Prioritise key systems for 
vesting day, aligning others based on contract timelines. 
A unified contract register will support this process. 

Risk of service continuity issues due to contract 
termination, novation challenges, or supplier 
disputes. Some existing contractual arrangements 
may be difficult to transfer, renegotiate, or exit. 

Develop a procurement transition strategy that includes 
a contract audit, a unified contract register, and early 
supplier engagement. Plan for novation and continuity 
clauses in line with the National Procurement Policy 
Statement. Review existing contracts early to identify 
long-term commitments and work with providers to 
ensure flexibility and value for money. 

Risk that actual transition costs exceed 
projections, reducing the savings achieved and 
impacting the overall financial case. 

Close monitoring of transition costs, contingencies have 
been built into the budget and adjusting plans where 
necessary to ensure delivery remains within budget. 

Failure to realise anticipated savings, resulting in 
continued demand and budgetary pressures, 
adversely affecting service delivery. 

Prudent and phased approach to delivering efficiencies, 
supported by robust financial oversight and regular 
monitoring by the programme team.  Tracking of 
financial benefits and alignment with Medium Term 
Financial Planning across transition period.  

Risk of diminished staff morale due to 
uncertainty, organisational change, and perceived 
job insecurity during transition. Risk of loss of 
key personnel and corporate memory. 

Ensure a change-management programme is established. 
Continue the staff engagement and wellbeing strategy 
and extend it to new personnel. Provide regular 
updates on progress during the transition.  

Resistance to organisational change, cultural 
misalignment, and reduced productivity during 
restructuring. 

Develop change-management programme and People 
Strategy for the new organisation. Conduct early 
engagement with Trade Unions. Plan for a structured 
approach to onboarding and induction.  

Risk of stakeholder disengagement or opposition 
during the transition period. 

Prepare a transition engagement strategy and plan, 
tailored to the stakeholders. Continue inclusive 
engagement that began with our ‘Big Conversation’ 
throughout the process, applying the Gunning 
Principles.  
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Our Asks of Government 
 
In our Interim Plan, we requested clarification from Government on a number of key issues. These 
have been revised and updated to reflect the feedback from MHCLG set out in its letter of 15 May 
2025, and subsequent updates of guidance on the MHCLG web site. We would welcome the 
opportunity to discuss this face to face with Government after our submission. 
 
We would like Government to confirm: 
 

1. That Plymouth City Council is a “continuing authority” with a modest boundary extension to 
enable a smooth process for the implementation of unitary government by April 2028. This 
will minimise the risk to critical top tier services and the cost of implementation as the vast 
majority of affected staff and functions will already be in place, thereby allowing service 
continuity to be maintained over this period of reorganisation. 

 
2. The transitional flexibilities that have been previously applied regarding council tax capping to 

facilitate council tax equalisation are able to be applied to support council tax harmonisation 
in Devon, if required.  

 
3. National guidance is provided for the division and re-distribution of balance sheet assets and 

liabilities arising from the reorganisation of council boundaries and resultant absorption of 
balances, assets and liabilities from predecessor authorities. 
 

4. To what extent any further work is required in the implementation phase of local government 
reorganisation in relation to the Government’s health system reforms insofar as they relate to 
the creation of the proposed four unitary council’s and the devolution plans for a Peninsula 
Strategic Mayoral Authority. 
 

5. That the Structural Changes Order contains all the standard provisions used in other 
reorganisations including precise ward and parish schedules, clear maps, transfer of property 
rights, liabilities, and staff, the actual vesting date and any necessary provisions on Section 24 
controls and electoral arrangements. 
 

6. That standard flexibilities will apply in relation to the use of capital receipts for transformation 
that will allow the 4 new unitary councils to deliver the transitional arrangements at pace. 
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Conclusion 
 

22.1. Our plan for local government reorganisation for the Devon area is transformative, 
innovative, growth-orientated, and evidence-led. By moving from an outdated and inefficient 
two-tier system of local government to a modernised system based on four unitary councils 
we can deliver a sustainable and more resilient future for the people of Plymouth, Exeter, 
Torbay, and Devon. Our proposal will minimise disruption to local service delivery during the 
transition period because our base proposal is centred on two continuing authorities. Our 
proposals therefore meet criterion one of the White Paper. 

 
22.2. Our base proposals for local government in Devon comply with the Government’s criteria to 

be based on whole district boundaries but we are clear that this is not the optimal future 
arrangement to achieve the Government’s wider objectives set out in its White Paper in the 
Devon area. To achieve these wider objectives, we consider that modifications to our 
proposal should be supported by the Secretary of State and be the subject of the statutory 
consultation. 

 
22.3. Our modified proposal creates four financially viable unitary councils all of sufficient size to 

withstand financial shocks and which are projected to make savings from the third year.  Our 
proposal therefore meets criterion two of the White Paper. 

 
22.4. Our modified proposal for the Devon area meets criterion three of the White Paper because 

it creates a coherent geography for service delivery by simplifying access to services for 
residents and removing administrative duplication, taking account of the community 
consultations that have been held and providing a foundation to respond to the 
Government’s planned neighbourhood structures. The proposed four modified unitary 
authorities strike the right balance between sufficient scale to be financially viable but well-
related to functional economic geographies to maintain a grip on service delivery. 

 
22.5. Plymouth, Exeter and Torbay have collaborated closely in creating an aligned proposal for a 

modified four-unitary model in Devon which recognises and responds to issues of community 
identities as well as reflecting on the ground cultural and historic context. Through data 
sharing protocols and working on functions of mutual interest we have been able to show in 
our proposal for Devon how we have met criterion four of the White Paper. 

 
22.6. Our proposal with modifications provides the optimal arrangements to support the 

Government’s objectives in relation to devolution thus meeting criterion five of the White 
Paper. We have demonstrated that a four-unitary model for Devon is the best structure to 
accelerate housing delivery, especially in growth-orientated urban based authorities such as 
Plymouth, Exeter, and Torbay. 

 
22.7. Plymouth, Exeter and Torbay have all undertaken extensive community consultation 

exercises to engage local communities and businesses. Each authority is responding positively 
with proposals for stronger community engagement and neighbourhood empowerment 
arrangements as part of these local government reorganisation proposals, drawing upon 
these community consultations and therefore meeting criterion six of the White Paper. 
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22.8. Plymouth has proposed four unitary councils for Devon because we believe this is the only 
model that serves all of Devon effectively. Our expanded boundary into South Hams is 
essential to our growth ambitions, but it only makes sense within a wider Devon solution 
that gives Exeter the governance it needs, maintains Torbay's proven model, and creates 
purpose-designed rural governance. Our proposal represents a forward-thinking approach 
that will modernise local government in the Devon area for decades to come ensuring a 
resilient and sustainable future for the communities and businesses of the area. 
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