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Devolution to Shire England

The devolution agenda gained ground under 
recent administrations. However, too much time 
was spent on political negotiation, and too much 
focus retained on the big cities. 

The Conservatives outlined their support for further 
devolution in their manifesto, and listened to our calls on the 
requirement for elected mayors to be dropped. With Brexit 
preoccupying the agenda in Westminster, we need to grasp 
the opportunity of a new approach – one that is not held up 
by a legislative backlog in Westminster. 

Over recent months, CCN have argued for an ambitious 
programme of devolution which transfers a strategic suite of 
funds and powers to all parts of the country, by default. This 
recognises the limited capacity of Government to continue 
its previous approach to individual deals and the critical 
necessity to empower county areas. 

County devolution could be fundamental to securing the on-
going, productive growth of the nation and tackling many of 
our long-term socio-economic and financial challenges. 

Population growth in counties is higher than that in the 
metropolitan regions, and they outperform the second cities 
in a number of ways. Counties represent 44% of employment 
and 41% of England’s GVA – counties’ futures will therefore 
have a significant impact on the future course of the UK 
economy. On public service reform, the financial and 
demand-led challenges outlined in the previous chapters and 
the complexity of integration in counties, explained later in 
the document, require radical solutions.

A localised approach would allow tailored, joined-up and 
innovative approaches to improving productivity, living 
standards and inclusion. Enlisting communities, businesses 
and organisations to own and transform their economies, 
combined with the opportunity to make public sector 
efficiencies, would allow for continued investment in 
services and the economy. 

The case is compelling. A recent study by Oxford Economics, 
on behalf of CCN, calculated that the devolution of tax and 
spend powers to counties could save £36bn over a five 
year period. If £5.8bn of these savings were then invested 
in economic growth, the GVA of counties could be raised by 
£26.3bn, helping to create an additional 1m jobs by 2027. 

Not only does the analysis by Oxford Economics make a 
compelling financial and economic case for devolution, it also 
reveals that a different approach to governance is needed to 
realise the benefits. 

It is useful to understand that while England’s counties are 
rural in appearance, economically, they are not deeply rural. 
Instead they should be thought of as ‘intermediate’ economies, 
with multiple, interconnected rural and urban hubs. This 
is important. The intermediate status of county economies 
means our areas require alternative arrangements, not the 
imposition of urban-focused forms of governance.

Ambitious devolution will need the right governance, but 
we have long argued that the metro mayor model is not 
the right fit for counties. The mayoral combined authority 
aims to create an overarching framework for urban single-
tier councils. Counties already have a strategic authority, 
whether two-tier or unitary, which has purview across the 
whole area and a track record of delivery. 

The county acts as a practical and effective layer of 
government, being strategic, yet inherently recognised and 
celebrated by residents. County boundaries are an asset, not 
a brick wall; with the ability to reach into district and parish 
economies, but also work constructively across borders at a 
strategic scale with sub-national and national bodies. 

Empowered city regions and counties present a working 
model for central government to quickly and confidently 
devolve to all areas of the country. 

“County devolution 
could be fundamental 
to securing the on-
going, productive 
growth of the nation”
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An Economy That Works For All

As the country begins the process to exit the 
European Union, central and local government 
are focussed on securing economic growth and 
inclusion. Increasing skills, high value industry 
and productivity will be central to a sustainable, 
competitive and inclusive economy. 

The concept of a modern industrial strategy has now become 
the mainstream means of achieving this. Despite counties 
strongly welcoming an Industrial Strategy, the Green Paper 
published earlier this year continued a narrow focus on the 
big city regions as the main drivers of growth. 

CCN has challenged this narrative for many years. Now, 
a recent study by Oxford Economics for CCN has argued 
assertively that this narrow focus of the Industrial Strategy 
‘is unlikely to be effective’. They conclude the success of 
the Strategy, and the UK economy’s post-Brexit fortunes, 
are dependent on how well we ‘address the challenges and 
opportunities associated with county economies’. 

Their evidence shows that counties are the cornerstone of 
the English economy, they represent the largest contribution 
to national growth, adding 41% of GVA. They are net funders 
of HM Treasury, contributing approximately 27% more in tax 
than they spend. Counties have the largest share of jobs in the 
country, and the greatest proportion of business start-ups. 

Despite this, counties face significant structural challenges. 
The rate of dependency is rapidly increasing. Our 
internationally weak productivity levels are compounded, with 
evidence showing counties have low value, low productivity 
industry, and do not currently have the skill set to support 
high value growth sectors such as professional, science and 
technology services. Additionally counties represent the 
largest proportion of manufacturing – an industry which will 
be vital to the country’s future – yet one which is set to see 
significant employment loss in coming years. 

While not widely recognised, counties also face real 
challenges with inclusion. For example, outcomes for 
children eligible for free school meals are poorer in counties; 
and while unemployment is low a disproportionate number 
of people are long-term unemployed. Rural populations have 
a higher risk of isolation and there are deep pockets of ex-
industrial and coastal deprivation in counties.

Where counties do have high levels of productivity and 
high value industries, measures are needed to ensure 
healthy growth. Under-bounding of towns and districts has 
compounded housing affordability issues. The underfunding 
of infrastructure represents challenges to housing, business 
growth and supporting school expansion. Counties do not 
receive their fair share of infrastructure investment, with 
our analysis showing, per capita, Greater London will receive 
four times the investment from the National Infrastructure 
Pipeline fund, while Metro-Mayors have recently been 
guaranteed an additional £5bn of investment. 

In tackling these economic imbalances and unleashing the 
potential of county economies, CCN have been encouraged by 
the commitment within the Conservative Manifesto to explore 
how local Industrial Strategies can stretch to all corners of the 
nation. We also want to engage with the Government to suggest 
reforms to LEPs including revising the role of LEPs in advising 
local democratic leaders and by re-aligning LEP boundaries.

Counties as strategic authorities are best placed to work 
with public and private sector partners to drive growth and 
reform. Most counties are developing Sub-National Transport 
Bodies for example, to consolidate their shared voice and 
strategy at this level. 

Evidence shows that empowering counties through the 
Industrial Strategy could significantly offset the impact of 
Brexit and lead the future prosperity of the country. 

“Evidence shows 
that counties are the 
cornerstone of the 
English economy”
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Thriving Communities

Housing and the county role of place shaping is vital 
to ensuring that our communities are able to thrive 
and helping to tackle the housing shortage and 
affordability. No one can doubt the need to build more 
houses of different types and tenures, at pace and 
scale and to ensure a greater diversity of developers, 
including smaller developers.

Nowhere is this more important than counties – a number 
of which face the highest housing affordability challenges 
outside of London. In two-tier areas district planning 
authorities are small and numerous – with councils in charge 
of local plans representing on average 100,000 people 
compared to metropolitan boroughs of 300,000. Seeing the 
benefits of scaling up further, metropolitan councils have been 
incentivised to come together to form strategic spatial plans 
covering the wider city region, such as in Greater Manchester. 

Counties need a more coherent approach to strategic 
planning, and CCN believe a similar approach in counties 
to strategic spatial planning could help unlock housing, 
ensuring a coherent approach to development and economic 
growth across the area. 

Small planning areas in counties face fragmented and 
increased complexity due to the split in planning and 
infrastructure powers and financing. It is the county which is 
responsible for infrastructure provision, and the individual 
district councils which are responsible for planning and for 
setting CIL. The county is also responsible for social care, 
education and setting economic growth strategy with the LEP 
– all of which need appropriate spatial planning.

Housing development cannot happen without the essential 
infrastructure needed to support it. Underpinning the 
housing crisis is the lack of funding for the necessary 
infrastructure needed to support new housing growth. 

The Community Infrastructure Levy was set up to fund 
housing infrastructure delivered by the upper tier authority, 
and yet district councils set the terms for how the levy will 
be applied in their area. As such CIL has been applied very 
differently by different districts, with many not applying it at 
all, and an inefficient patchwork effect emerging. As such we 
are not making the most of developer contributions.
The Duty to Cooperate aimed to overcome some of this 
complexity, and ensure infrastructure and wider strategic 
issues were considered in planning – but unfortunately this 

has not been successful and is leading to inefficient and 
ineffective approaches. The complexities we need to overcome 
have long been recognised and we welcomed the comments 
of the Secretary of State (SoS) at the 2017 LGA Conference on 
reforming the planning system, infrastructure investment and 
a more ‘strategic approach’ to decisions on housing. 

The Neighbourhood Planning Act makes provision for 
councils to come together to form joint plans, and allows the 
SoS to direct this where appropriate. CCN argue that while 
this works for metropolitan boroughs, we must go beyond 
joining up planning authorities in two-tier areas. If we are to 
ensure there is a coherent plan for communities covering the 
broader area, and the infrastructure to support development, 
we must facilitate working between tiers. 

The Housing White Paper set out the idea of reforming the 
Duty to Cooperate, and developing the Statement of Common 
Ground. CCN believe that the design of this mechanism 
should continue and will be a crucial opportunity to reform 
the way planning functions in two-tier counties. We strongly 
suggest that this should be utilised to ensure infrastructure 
and spatial planning decisions are made in a strategic and 
joined up way across the county area.

Empowering counties in the planning system and reforming 
and finding new ways for councils to finance infrastructure is 
needed if we are to tackle the intergenerational unfairness of 
our housing economy. 

“Counties need 
a more coherent 
approach to strategic 
planning”







Founded in 1997, the County Councils Network 
(CCN) is a network of 37 County Councils and 
Unitary authorities that serve county areas. 
We are a cross party organisation, expressing 
the views of member councils to the wider 
Local Government Association and to central 
Government departments.

To discuss any of CCN’s proposals in more 
detail, please contact:

Simon Edwards
Director
020 7664 3002
simon.edwards@local.gov.uk
 
James Maker
Head of Policy and Communications 
020 7664 3009
james.maker2@local.gov.uk 

Follow us on Twitter
 
@CCNOffice

@CountyAPPG

Follow us on LinkedIn

County Councils Network


