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Foreword

Let’s start with the obvious question – why have Five when you could have One? It’s a 
pretty simple message that sums up the duplication and waste that exists in Somerset’s 
local councils at this time. It stops us from concentrating on what really matters  
– Improving Lives for our residents, businesses and communities. 

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.

The current system is a mess – and that’s the view of ALL of the five councils in 
Somerset – ironically, it’s the one thing we ALL agree on. 

Dear Resident

This business case outlines the change that is needed.  

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

 Caring for our most vulnerable residents

 Delivering life chances for our children and 
young people

 Reducing rural isolation and loneliness

 Delivering the housing each community needs 

 Investing in climate change 

 Boosting economic growth, jobs  
and apprenticeships. 

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

Councillor David Fothergill
Leader of Somerset County Council 

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

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

We’ve 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.
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Executive Summary02
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 Government’s tests.
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Tests

01

02

03

Government 
test Any unitary 

authority should 
improve local 
governance.

The proposal 
should command 
a good deal of 
local support.

Any unitary 
should be in 
the range 
300,000–600,0001. 

This business case sets out:

 Improved service outcomes focused on 
prevention and value for money.

 Stronger leadership and significant savings.

 Devolution of services and assets to City, Town 
& Parish councils for better place shaping.

This business case sets out:

 Backed by key partners such as the Police and 
Crime Commissioner and key business leaders.

 Supported by the majority of our MPs with a 
groundswell of approval seen among town and 
parish councils.

 76% of Somerset residents are indifferent to who 
delivers their local services, as long as these are 
delivered to a high standard.

 Support is significant and growing and we are 
confident this will continue for the coming months.

This business case sets out:

 Somerset’s population is 560,0002

Context

Somerset is a county of contrasts. Home to farming and engineering; manufacturer of 
cheese and cider but also the UK’s 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 public transport and bustling, thriving market towns 
with good road and rail links.

These contrasts are a strength – but they mask concerns. Low paid and seasonal 
employment, a lack of a university resulting in a young people’s “brain drain”, an ageing 
population that will put pressure on social care and health services into the future, and the 
challenge that Somerset’s councils have set to become carbon neutral by 2030.

The range of 300,000-600,000 as specified and was confirmed 
in the letter from Rt Hon Robert Jenrick MP, Secretary of State 
for Housing, Communities and Local Government to all Council 
Leaders in Somerset, October 2020. 

ONS 2018 mid-year estimates. 1 2
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 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.

 Social Mobility

 Poverty and Deprivation

 Troubled Families

 Low Wage/Low Skill

 Low Productivity

 Digital Connectivity

 Travel

 Affordable Housing

 Higher Education

 Self Harm

 Affordable Housing

 Carbon Neutral Councils

 Carbon Emissions

 Flooding

 Increase in Older People

 Quality of Health

 Isolation

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.

5 main issues for the future of Somerset from the 2019 FoLGiS report

Disadvantaged Children

The Economy

Young People 16-24

The Environment

Older People
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Somerset’s local councils came together to combat Coronavirus and did some great work 
supporting our residents and communities. But it shouldn’t 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 right environment for new 
and better jobs.

2.2 Ambition

A Somerset that will:

The ambition is very clear – to Improve Lives of residents, businesses and communities 
– everyone wants better outcomes for the people and businesses of Somerset and local 
government that is fit to support them and drive that improvement.  

Give local residents more say over decisions 
that impact them and their communities

End confusion over which council does what 
for our residents

Develop better services Invest in Somerset

Deliver better value for money for our tax-
payers (that’s all of us)

Reduce duplication and waste

Cut red tape and bureaucracy Create a strategic and powerful voice to 
speak up for our county
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  This would establish two new authorities, assumed to be on the basis of a “western” council (Somerset West and Taunton and Sedgemoor) and an “eastern” 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 Government’s minimum 300,000 population for both new authorities.

Options

A Vision for Somerset – “What’s in it for me and my community?”

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. 

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.

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 – but it does free up the most money that can be reinvested to deliver the best results 
for Somerset. 

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

02  Closer collaboration. No structural 
change, but trying to join up teams, 
services and activities where possible. 

03  Single unitary. Creating a new single 
unitary council to provide all the services 
currently delivered by the four district 
councils, and the county council. 

04  Two unitaries within existing two-tier 
Somerset boundary. As Option 3 but two 
new unitaries instead of one to carry out 
current services3.

 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  
“on the ground”. 

 Every part of the new authority will have a 
real say in how to tackle climate change 
and improve their own environment.

3

2.3

2.4
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It will mean far more local democracy than just 100 unitary councillors – 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 value, 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 278 parish and town councils, which 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. 
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Assets

Services

 Cemeteries and church yards 

 Crematoria 

 Community centres

 Allotments

 Public toilets 

 Local parks

 Open spaces 
 - including both green spaces as well 
as “hard” open spaces 

 Sports grounds

 Swimming pools

 Play areas

 Off and on-street car parking 
provision and management 

 Memorials 

 Volunteering  
(coordination; health, social care, 
fostering, etc.) 

 Roadside verges and other small 
open spaces 

 Leisure and arts centres

 Minor Highways functions  
such as minor road and footpath repairs, lining, signage

 Minor development control functions, planning 
applications  
(Using neighbourhood planning and neighbourhood  
development orders)

 Grass cutting and open space maintenance  
(gullies, verges, drainage, closed churchyards)

 Fly tipping 

 Street cleaning 

 Abandoned vehicles 

 Recycling management 

 Health & Wellbeing - Isolation / Volunteering/Befriending 

 Community libraries, premises 

 Community transport 

 Community safety / neighbourhood watch 

 Footpath lighting 

 Community grants 

 Local tourism 

 Local town economic development  
(incl. e.g. job clubs) 

 Local climate change initiatives  
(for example local green transport schemes while 
ensuring unitary has strategic overview) 

 Homelessness and social housing liaison and provision 

 Monitoring and enforcement of environmental health 
matters 

 Control of markets 

 Street naming 

 Licensing - event notices, street trading etc.

Indicative menu of devolution options to parish and town councils.

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 council, in 
order to not cause financial instability for either partner. So, assets with income would need 
to be balanced with service responsibilities and costs.
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Five year savings comparison

Cumulative savings

- £10m

- £20m

£10m

£20m

£30m

£40m

£50m

£60m

Single unitary Two unitariesCloser collaboration

Year 0 Year 1 Year 2 Year 3 Year 4

-£4.7m -£3.0m

£1.1m
£5.3

£9.4

-£12.6m

-£2.8m

£15.7m

£34.1

£52.6

-£14.0m

-£11.6m

-£2.4m

£6.9

£16.1

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 smaller 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. That’s 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 people’s lives. That’s 
just the basic savings – there is then huge scope to transform the way the new council will work 
with millions of 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.

2.5
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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 technology 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 below. 

 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.

4

Summary 
Financial Options4 

Closer 
collaborationAs is

02
option

01
option

03
option

04
option

Single unitary Two unitaries

£4.2m

£(6.2)m

£18.5m

£(16.5)m

£9.2m

£(18.5)m

–

–

Transition Savings

Payback Period from  
April 2021

Implementation Costs

– 2.5yrs 2yrs 3yrs

n/a

Five year saving

£9.4m £52.6m £16.1m
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Meeting the needs of 
Somerset’s residents, 

communities and 
businesses

 It will be one council listening 
to the needs and concerns 
of residents, parishes and 
businesses, providing clear 
accountability to the public.

 It will facilitate sustainable 
delivery of outstanding 
public services to improve 
the quality of life of all our 
residents and businesses.

 It will empower communities 
and embed delivery at local 
level to increase community 
resilience and the ability 
respond to local challenges.

 It will give a much stronger 
voice for Somerset on 
a regional, national and 
international stage.

 It will offer consistent 
leadership with key partners 
to better influence local 
service delivery.

 It will reduce duplication and 
provide better value across 
the entire county.

01TEST 

02TEST 

03TEST 

Any unitary authority should improve local government

The proposal should command a good deal  
of local support.

Any unitary should be in the range 300,000–600,000

 Improved service outcomes, focused on 
prevention and value for money. 

 Stronger leadership and significant savings.

 Devolution of services and assets to City, Town  
& Parish councils for better place shaping.

 Backed by key partners such as the Police and 
Crime Commissioner and key business leaders.

 Supported by the majority of our MPs with a 
groundswell of approval seen among town and 
parish councils.

 76% of Somerset residents are indifferent to who 
delivers their local services, as long as these are 
delivered to a high standard.

 Support is positive and growing and we are 
confident this will continue for the coming months.

 Somerset’s population is 560,000.

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. 

Meeting the tests  
of Government

It will enable Somerset to Improve Lives

2.6
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@one1somerset

onesomerset.org.uk

Business case for a new single 
unitary council for Somerset
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@OneSomerset

Thank you to Visit Somerset for supplying 
some of the images in this publication.


