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Dear Resident 

Letés start with the obvious question ä why have Five when you could have One? Ités a pretty 

simple message that sums up the duplication and waste that exists in Somersetés local 

councils at this time. It stops us from concentrating on what really matters ä Improving Lives 

for our residents, businesses and communities.  

The current system is a mess ä and thatés the view of ALL of the five councils in Somerset ä 

ironically, ités the one thing we ALL agree on.  

This business case outlines the change that is needed.   

¶ It will put the people of Somerset at the heart of any new Authority.   

¶  

¶ It will create new local opportunities for residents to have a real say about their own 

community.   

¶  

¶ It will cut red tape and the wasting of tax-payers money. 

¶  

¶ Freeing up money that can be spent on the real local issues and challenges including: 

o Caring for our most vulnerable residents 

o Delivering life chances for our children and young people 

o Reducing rural isolation and loneliness 

o Delivering the housing each community needs  

o Investing in climate change  

o Boosting economic growth, jobs and apprenticeships.  

Weéve been talking about a change in Somerset for three years already, now it is time to act 

and for Somerset to be ambitious. This business case gives a clear guide as to what we want 

to achieve for our residents, businesses and communities.  

 

It is a positive view that will put local people in charge of the decisions and services that are 

important to them.  

 

It will end the current confusion and mess that having five councils creates.  

 

It will give Somerset a powerful voice that will be heard in Government. 

 

And it will create investment and opportunities for us all to improve lives.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

Councillor David Fothergill  

Leader of Somerset County Council
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2 Executive Summary  
 

The Government has a series of tests that any proposed new Unitary Authority must meet 

before it can be approved. This business case showcases what Somerset can achieve and 

demonstrates how we surpass all Governmentés tests. 
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2.1 Context 
Somerset is a county of contrasts. Home to farming and engineering; manufacturer of cheese 

and cider but also the UKés only helicopter maker; low skill jobs in the tourist industry vs high 

skilled jobs in the UK Hydrographic Office and Hinkley Point power station; picture postcard 

villages with limited p ublic transport and bustling, thriving market towns with good road and 

rail links. 

 

These contrasts are a strength ä but they mask concerns. Low paid and seasonal 

employment, a lack of a university resulting in a young peopleés æbrain drainç, an ageing 

population that will put pressure on social care and health services into the future, and the 

challenge that Somersetés councils have set to become carbon neutral by 2030. 

 

This business case develops a strategy that will harness the strengths and put in place 

solutions for the concerns and challenges. It will not deliver everything at once but is a huge 

step towards improving lives across Somerset. If we do not take that step now, we will store 

up problems and challenges for our future generations. 

 
¶ We will demonstrate the benefits to people that can be achieved across Somerset.  

¶ We will illustrate the savings that can be made and reinvested in Somerset. 

¶ We will commit to continue to analyse, develop and consult on this proposal and our 

plans, to reflect the changing needs of Somerset. 

 

Somersetés local councils came together to combat Coronavirus and did some great work 

supporting our residents and communities. But it shouldnét take a crisis to force this to 

happen - and even then, there was in-built delay, confusion, and examples of where we 

could not work together.  

This business case highlights how we can help our residents from Day One in any 

future pandemic . 

Now as we move towards a new phase in dealing with the pandemic, we are looking to 

rebuild our economy, support our businesses, create more apprenticeships and develop skills 

training to boost jobs.  

This business case highlights how changing the way local government operates will 

provide the support and investment needed to create the ri ght environment for new 

and better jobs.  
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2.2 Ambition 
The ambition is very clear ä to Improve Lives of residents, businesses and communities ä 

everyone wants better outcomes for the people and businesses of Somerset and local 

government that is fit to support them and drive that improvement. A Somerset that will: 
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2.3 Options 
Over the past two years, there has been various work and discussions to find the best 

solution for Somerset. An independent report supported by all local councils narrowed the 

choices down to four options within the current boundaries of the county council  and four 

district councils of Somerset.  

 

1. No change . Trying to work towards savings and transformation in each of the five 

councils.  

 

2. Closer collaboration.  No structural change, but trying to join up teams, services and 

activities where possible.  

 

3. Single unitary . Creating a new single unitary council to provide all the services currently 

delivered by the four district councils, and the county council.  

 

4. Two unitaries within existing two -tier Somerset boundary.  As Option 3 but two new 

unitaries instead of one to carry out current services1.  

 

The analysis shows that the best fit for Somerset is Option 3, a single new unitary council for 

Somerset. This would see the creation of a new council to provide the services and 

responsibilities of the existing five councils across the county. 

It will  improve services, give local people more say on decisions that affect them, reduce 

waste and duplication and deliver savings. The document stresses that this is not the 

cheapest option ä but it does free up the most money that can be reinvested to deliver the  

best results for Somerset.  

 

2.4 A Vision for Somerset ï ñWhatôs in it for me and my community?ò 
At the heart of the business case is our commitment to local communities. 

 

We want a new authority that creates a series of 15 -20 new local community networks 

(LCNs) to give local people real power and real influence over the decisions that affect them 

most.  

 

¶ Every part of the new authority, whether urban or rural, would be in an LCN area.  

¶ Every part of the new authority would have a strong local voice that can stand up for 

local people.  

¶ Every part of the new authority will help to tackle the inequality that can remain 

hidden from those not æon the groundç.  

¶ Every part of the new authority will have a real say in how to tackle climate change 

and improve their own environment.  

 

 
1 This would establish two new authorities, assumed to be on the basis of a ñwesternò council 
(Somerset West and Taunton and Sedgemoor) and an ñeasternò one (Mendip and South Somerset). 
The option of an East/West boundary was chosen as, while still below the population numbers 
advised by government, it provides the closest match to the Governmentôs minimum 300,000 
population for both new authorities.  
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Local Community Networks as part of a One Somerset approach  

 

 

And it will mean far more local democracy than just 100 unitary councillors ä it will create 

networks that involve local voluntary and community organisations and put parish and town 

councils front and centre in their own areas. This devolution of power and resources to the 

councils and organisations, that are at the real heart of our communities, will provide a focus 

for local engagement and become the channel for local views, feedback, consultation and 

communication. Importantly this will have a huge valu e, not just within the unitary council, 

but it will also create the opportunity to link up more closely with other local public services, 

notably the NHS, schools, the voluntary sector and other key partners.  

 

It is a chance to engage everyone and inspire children and young people, those of working 

age, and those who are retired to see how they can really make a difference in their own 

area. 

In Somerset, there are 323 parish and town councils, who vary greatly in size and the council 

tax they raise, and hence in the range of activity they undertake. Establishing a new unitary 

authority would be an opportunity to devolve some services and assets in a way that benefits 

our communities and both the unitary and local parish or town councils.  

P Parish or town 
council

Key
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Below is an indicative list of services and assets that could be devolved where this is 

appropriate to local circumstances. It is not exhaustive. Devolving assets will need to be 

broadly cost neutral to both the town or parish councils involved, and the unitary counci l, in 

order to not cause financial instability for either partner. So, assets with income would need 

to be balanced with service responsibilities and costs. 
 

Indicative menu of devolution options to parish and town councils  
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2.5 Financially sustainable 
The business case clearly sets out a range of opportunities to work more effectively, deliver 

better value for money and create the savings that can be then used to improve services in 

Somerset. 

 

In tight financial times, Somerset County Council stands out as a well-run and financially 

sound authority with strong reserves that have enabled it to deal with the Covid -19 financial 

strain. It is also worth noting that our s maller district councils are really feeling the pinch and 

struggling with increased costs and depleted income.  

 

The business case shows that a single unitary council for Somerset would generate £52m 

over five years in savings. Thatés a huge sum that can then be invested in key services that 

address local issues, tackle climate change, and together make a big difference to peopleés 

lives.  Thatés just the basic savings ä there is then huge scope to transform the way the new 

council will work with millions o f pounds more to be freed up, and working with our local 

community networks, to reinvest in the services that make the biggest difference in their 

areas. 

 

The cost of setting up a single council is projected to be £16.5m and could be implemented 

by April 2022 with a 15-month lead-in programme bringing together the best people from 

all five councils. 

 

  
Five-year savings comparison 

 

  

-£20,000,000 £0 £20,000,000 £40,000,000 £60,000,000

 Year 0

 Year 1

 Year 2

 Year 3

 Year 4

Cumulative Savings

 Closer collaboration  Single unitary  Two unitaries
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This structural change will require a carefully designed programme to ensure effective and 

efficient implementation. There will be one -off costs covering factors such as redundancy, 

cost of a central programme team, communication and training and technolog y change. 

When these are taken into account, a single unitary council remains the preferred option in 

terms of payback period and when assessed over five-years in terms of value for money, as 

shown in the following table.  

 

 As is Closer 

collaboration  

Single unitary  Two unitaries  

Transition 

Savings (£m) 

- 4.2 18.5 9.2 

Implementation 

Costs (£m) 

- (6.2) (16.5) (18.5) 

Payback Period 

from April 2021 

- 2.5 years 2 years 3 years 

Five year 

saving (£m)  

- 9.4 52.6 16.1 

Summary financial options2 

 

  

 
2 Payback period is the time taken from implementation costs first being incurred to the cost of 
establishing the unitary being repaid by transition savings. Implementation costs are assumed to be 
split over the year leading up to vesting day, which is assumed to be April 2022, and during the year 
following vesting day. Transition savings begin to be made immediately after vesting day but are 
assumed to only be made at their full annual level from the year after vesting day, in this case from 
April 2023. The five-year saving figure is counted from April 2021. 
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2.6 Conclusion 
Our business case sets out the agreed need for change, the vision and benefits for the 

people and businesses of Somerset. It presents a new (to Somerset) approach to giving local 

residents, businesses and communities a real say in local democracy, as they already do in 

Cornwall, Wiltshire and the most recently created Buckinghamshire Council. It demonstrates 

the need to remove the duplication, waste and unfairness that has developed in the current 

two-tier system. And it offers the opportunity to create the  unitary bonus funding to invest in 

apprenticeships, jobs and skills training, in climate change and transport, in building the right 

homes that people need, and kick starts the drive to tackle inequalities.  

It will enable Somerset to Improve Lives.  














































































































































































































































