
Local opportunity, local choice 
More influence and control for parishes and 
town councils in a unitary Oxfordshire 
 



Purpose of this workshop 

• Consider the opportunity for a completely new 
relationship between parishes and towns, and 
councils in Oxfordshire 

• Explain why local government reorganisation 
could make this possible 

• Understand the appetite for parishes and towns 
having greater influence on services  

• Discuss ways for parishes and towns to play 
bigger role in their communities 

 



Why a local government shake-up now? 

• Government is inviting ‘devolution’ bids  

• Areas offered powers and funding in return for 
economic growth eg ‘northern powerhouse’ 

• Oxfordshire councils and NHS submitted a 
devolution bid to government in February  

• We asked for more control over infrastructure 
investment, skills and health and care spending 



Unitary local government for Oxfordshire? 

• Government is doing deals, but areas must 
have mayor, or possibly go ‘unitary’ without 
mayor 

• Oxfordshire councils are now looking at 
different unitary options 

• A real opportunity for parishes and towns to 
have a bigger voice, influence or control 

 



Simplifying public service delivery  
• Three tiers of local government in Oxfordshire: 

– Parishes and town councils – community amenities, 
planning consultation, footpath maintenance and 
recreation 

– Districts – local planning, bin collection and street 
cleaning, leisure and housing  

– County –social services, education, transport 
planning, highway maintenance, libraries and waste 
disposal 

• Unitary local government is simpler – your parish 
or town and one council working together 



What are the unitary options? 

• All unitary options means county and district 
councils dissolved, with creation of new council(s) 

• Districts initially proposed 4 unitaries with parts 
of Gloucestershire and Northamptonshire 

• Now looking at 3 or 4: South & Vale; Oxford; 
Cherwell and West – separately or combined 

• All district options have ‘combined authority’ to 
manage county-wide strategic services  

• County council: independent study of 1, 2, 3 or 4 
unitaries, or status quo 

 



Our vision for unitary local government 

• Communities have real influence over decisions 
that directly affect them 

• Join up strategic services such as housing, 
transport and social care 

• ‘One Oxfordshire’ – new unitary for the whole 
county that is more joined up, efficient and 
effective  

• Delivers economies of scale and real local 
influence to meet needs of Oxfordshire people 

 



What are the benefits of one unitary? 

• Fewer councillors, but more locally accountable 
(280 district/county; < 100 for county unitary) 

• Combine strategic functions such as housing, social 
care and transport in single council for Oxfordshire 

• Economies of scale and less ‘back office’ 
duplication, so cheaper to run  

• Independent study in 2014 showed ‘One 
Oxfordshire’ council saves £30m per year 

• Fewer cuts to services; keep council tax down 



What could community led services 
look like? 

• Grants and funding 
• Transport and groups 
• Local youth network and activities 
• Health and wellbeing 
• Volunteers and support 
• Older people’s champions 
• Campaigns, activities and events 
• Digital literacy 
• Asset transfer 



Example of this working in Wiltshire 

• 18 community areas 

• 3 Hubs 

• Devolved powers 

– Local impact 

– No wider impact on council resources 

– In line with council policy 

– Not regulatory 



Do parishes have the right powers? 

• Parish and town councils have powers to deliver 
services (parish meetings have far fewer) 

• Parish powers include: maintenance of verges and 
open spaces; road safety, markets and community 
enhancements 

• County and districts can already delegate powers in 
different ways (i.e. tasking, delivery, responsibility) 

• Take account of constraints (eg powers, capacity), 
while taking opportunities for greater influence 



Is this more ‘Oxfordshire Together?’ 

• We hope to build on positive response from 
parishes and towns 

• Oxfordshire Together is only about parishes and 
towns running services 

• Strong interest means some teething troubles but 
making progress on agreements 

• Over 100 contracts issued, with more in the 
pipeline 

• Appetite for additional services, responsibilities 
or influence 



Local opportunity, local choice 

• Unitary council – agrees overarching 
strategies and policies 

• Parishes – local decision making within the 
strategic framework 

• One-size doesn’t fit all – develop local 
capacity for decisions and delivery 

• Choice – your community decides what to do 

• Different solutions for different places 
 



Small parishes can work with a big council 

• Parishes can work together in clusters to share 
capacity and have more influence 

OR  

• Local decisions taken by unitary council ‘area 
boards’ of unitary and parish councillors 

OR 

• Parishes link up with town councils with 
existing powers 



Thank you for listening.  

 

Any questions? 



Roundtable discussion 

• What is the appetite for greater control or 
influence in your community? 

• What are the barriers to control and influence 
at the moment? 

• What decisions would communities like to 
influence more? 

• How could issues of capacity be overcome? 


