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PURPOSE OF RESEARCH

At the end of October 2002, Cork City Council commissioned research on the subject of local authority administrative boundaries. Specifically, the researchers were requested to examine and report upon the following:-

· The experience of the United Kingdom in setting up unitary authorities

· The theoretical, political and economic basis for the establishment and continued existence of local government administrative boundaries.

In undertaking this study the research team concentrated primarily on the United Kingdom but also drew from the experiences of other jurisdictions including France, Australia, United States of America and South Africa.

THE EXPERIENCE OF THE UNITED KINGDOM 
IN SETTING UP UNITARY AUTHORITIES

The Structure of Local Government in the United Kingdom

Since the nineteenth century, a debate has continued in academic and practitioner circles concerning the relative merits of unitary versus two-tier local government. For example, the great political economist John Stuart Mill (1904) argued “there should be but one elective body for all local business, not different parts of it” (p.271). It was arguments such as these that encouraged the creation of modern local government in the late nineteenth century, sweeping away a mosaic of single purpose bodies rarely coterminous in membership or boundaries that emerged largely like topsy during the previous decades. 

In the 1880/90s, the United Kingdom developed a standardised configuration of local authorities based largely on the ancient shire counties beneath which there was a tier of municipal boroughs. In England and Wales, the Local Government Act 1888, formalised the system introducing county councils based on the shires. Those municipal boroughs with populations exceeding 50000 were granted ‘county borough’ status, effectively conferring independence from the county council, and enjoying the powers of the new county councils in addition to those that they already possessed as municipal boroughs. In effect, the county boroughs were the unitary authorities of their time. Broadly similar albeit distinctive arrangements followed in Scotland and Ireland.

With minor changes, these arrangements endured until the 1970s although the debate over unitary and two-tier structures continued. One senior academic commentator wrote approvingly of unitary city government when he observed a:

general realization that city government is in practice more democratic and popular than county government, notwithstanding that the franchise is legally the same in both cases. This is due partly to the long distances to be travelled and the time and expenses involved in attending meetings of the county council and its committees at the county town; partly, no doubt to the discontent and apathy of the local population caused in certain cases by the failure of the county councils to provide satisfactory services, coupled with the impossibility of obtaining sufficient representation on the council to secure redress (Robson, cited in Stewart, 2000, p.78)

Ironically, Robson was later to contend forcefully that ‘the need for a two tier system is universally recognised’ (Robson, cited in Leach and Percy-Smith, 2001, p.60). In some respects, of course, the debate is oversimplified insofar as references to ‘unitary authorities’ misleadingly suggest that such bodies are ‘all-purpose’ authorities, i.e., that they have sole responsibility for discharging local government services. In reality, even when supposedly unitary arrangements are introduced, many erstwhile local government functions may well be carried out by special-purpose bodies, joint boards or even government departments.

By the 1960s, increasing dissatisfaction in both national and local government encouraged central government to embark upon a series of enquiries with a view to achieving a fundamental overhaul of the structure of local government in the UK.

The Redcliffe-Maud Report (1969) in England

In 1965, perhaps in fulfillment of Robson’s assertion, a new two-tier arrangement came into being for Greater London. However, thereafter, theory and practice departed radically. Building on these changes in London, in 1966, a Royal Commission was set up under the chairmanship of Sir John Maud (later Lord Redcliffe-Maud) to review functions and areas in England (outside Greater London). The subsequent Redcliffe-Maud Report (1969) was (and remains) the largest single authoritative examination of local government structure in England ever undertaken. Essentially, it argued that there were structural defects in the then system of local government. First, the existing map of local government was not compatible with the pattern of contemporary life and work, a gap that was widening thanks to social, economic and technological changes. Second, the artificial distinction between town and country rendered impossible effective planning of development and transportation while engendering a degree of hostility between county boroughs and their county hinterlands. Third, the allocation of functions was considered to be fragmented making comprehensive provision more difficult. Fourth, the Report considered many local authorities to be too small in terms of their populations and capacity to raise revenue independently, whilst often being deficient in terms of qualified personnel, expertise and technical capabilities. All in all, these weaknesses produced a system of local government characterised by public confusion, organisational complexity and institutionally weak in comparison to national government. 

Redcliffe-Maud contended that any reformed system be predicated on the idea that town and country must be interdependent. It contended that all environmental type services (including planning, development and transportation) as well as personal services (like education, social services, health and housing) should be vested with the same authority. All authorities ought to be of sufficiently large population (minimum 250,000) as to command sufficient resources to be able to discharge their range of services effectively. Equally, however, an authority should not become so large as to become too remote from those it exists to serve (maximum 1,000,000). Finally, the Report argued that a new pattern of local government should build on the existing one insofar as practicable. In sum, four criteria – efficiency, democracy, patterns of modern living and existing arrangements, existed for use in determining any new configuration of local government. Looking at the existing situation, Redcliffe-Maud maintained that “where a county borough under strong leadership has co-ordinated its services and set out to achieve objectives through the use of all its powers, it has been the most effective local government unit we have” (1969, p.269). Thus, based on the above criteria and analysis, the Report’s authors settled on a proposal to abolish the existing 1000+ local authorities, replacing them with 61 new local authority areas. Of these, 58 would be ‘all-purpose authorities’. These would be based mainly on enlarged county boroughs and styled ‘unitary’ authorities. The principal “attraction of the unitary authority was that it would promote more comprehensible and accountable local government – with only one authority responsible for all services” in a given locality (Leach and Percy-Smith, 2001, p.60). In the three largest provincial English cities, based on the conurbations of Birmingham, Liverpool and Manchester, the Report accepted that the population size and density of these areas merited a two-tier form of metropolitan style government similar to that introduced in Greater London. 

While the 1964-70 Labour Government of the day broadly accepted the Report, albeit with modifications, the subsequent Conservative Government (1970-74) opted to retain the two-tier structure, maintaining that a unitary structure was too radical a departure from established practice. The effects of reform can be gleaned from examining the experience of some of the UK’s largest provincial cities (see Table 1).

After local government reorganisation in 1974, cities like Liverpool and Manchester retained their former boundaries, unlike cities like Birmingham and Newcastle-upon-Tyne, but most dramatically the cities of Leeds and Bradford, which were considerably expanded to absorb their suburban hinterland. Hence, cities like Liverpool and Manchester were denied the potential in local resources that cities like Leeds and Bradford gained after swallowing the lucrative domestic ratebase of their affluent suburbs, so exacerbating the fiscal stress they were experiencing. Generally, the 36 metropolitan district councils of England were vested with most of the former county borough functions except roads, public transport, and public protection that were vested with the upper tier (metropolitan county council). Reorganisation left the new county authorities shorn of glory, failing to put education and social services into the county ambit unlike in the shire areas of England. It produced a bottom heavy system making the metropolitan counties potentially unviable, for want of sufficient major functions.

Elsewhere in England, the reverse situation obtained. That is, it was the shire counties that enjoyed the lion’s share of the local government budget, leaving a tier of shire districts to discharge essentially environmental and civic amenity services.

The Wheatley Report (1969) in Scotland

Like Redcliffe Maud in England, the corresponding exercise in Scotland - the Wheatley Commission – emphasized key criteria that should help determine the appropriate units of local government, namely, functional viability, ‘correspondence with communities’, and democratic viability. However, unlike its counterpart south of the border, in reconciling what can be conflicting criteria, Wheatley recommended the creation of a two-tier structure based on an upper tier of regions and a lower tier of districts. Only in the northern and western isles was a unitary model proposed (for Orkney, Shetland and the Western Isles).

The Wheatley model’s rationale was most controversial in respect of the proposals for local government in west-central Scotland. In advocating a large unit incorporating most of west-central of Scotland – Strathclyde Regional Council – Wheatley did acknowledge that the proposed unit was large and so contended that the creation of a new tier of districts would provide an essential counterbalance. The city of Glasgow itself formed the basis of a new city authority, the City of Glasgow District Council, the lineal descendant of the old Glasgow Corporation but denuded of most major service responsibilities – education, social work, police, fire, passenger transport, highways and water/sewerage – leaving it to provide a wide array of essentially civic amenity and environmental services, plus public housing. If widely seen as long overdue, the wholesale reorganisation was not relished. The removal of powers and functions from the former Glasgow Corporation was keenly contested and bitterly resented in many quarters. Equally, defining the ‘best’ size for the new Glasgow authority proved problematic. The fate of the city of Glasgow illustrated how pressing political imperatives held sway over other considerations in determining the new local authority boundaries. Wheatley’s proposals were considerably altered in the course of enactment after pressure from ratepayers’ associations, Conservatives and others in the predominantly affluent Glaswegian suburbs of Bearsden, Milngavie, Bishopbriggs, Newton Mearns and Eastwood as well as the adjacent but socio-economically deprived district of Clydebank. Resistance was strong, too, from contiguous towns and burghs like Rutherglen, Renfrew and Paisley that had long resisted the importunities of the city of Glasgow and which had no intention of being swallowed up by what they viewed as ‘Big Brother’. While Rutherglen was eventually devoured, Glasgow’s municipal area was otherwise unchanged, with profound effects on the social and political composition and balance of housing tenure of the new district.

Organic Change (1979)

In the shire (non-metropolitan) areas of England and Wales, the upper tier counties were vested with the bulk of service responsibilies (as measured by budget) with the lower-tier districts having a relatively small share of the overall local government budget. For many former county boroughs, especially the ‘Big 11’ (Bristol, Derby, Kingston-upon-Hull, Leicester, Nottingham, Plymouth, Portsmouth, Southampton, Stoke-on-Trent, plus Cardiff and Swansea in Wales) often Labour-dominated, the loss of status occasioned by the 1974 reorganisation was bitterly resented especially since the shire counties were often Conservative-dominated. In these areas especially, sympathy for the unitary ideal remained high.

In response to pressure from its disaffected urban heartlands, the 1974-79 Labour Government published a White Paper Organic Change (HMG, 1979) that contained proposals to restore key powers (lost in 1974) to the larger former county boroughs, as well as Scotland’s four cities (Aberdeen, Dundee, Edinburgh and Glasgow). Although Labour had criticized its predecessor’s reforms and failure to implement Redcliffe-Maud, Organic Change envisaged essentially modest revisions. Basically, the case for restoration was that to deny cities like Bristol (population: 370000) and Leicester (population: 275000) responsibility for functions like education and social services was indefensible when they were being provided by metropolitan districts of much smaller size (and traditional municipal status) such as Knowsley (population: 153000) and South Tyneside (population: 155000).

Of course, for every proponent of change, there is usually an equally vocal opponent. Arguments over local government structures and boundaries stretch this general maxim much further since, invariably, the clamour for change is more than offset by those resistant to it. Generally, people in the areas immediately juxtaposed to the boundaries of large cities are reluctant to see their areas swallowed up by their big neighbours. In respect of the wish of one of the Big 11 – Kingston-upon-Hull - the city’s wish to expand was fiercely contested. Indeed, both before and since, while the city has sought to expand its municipal boundary on several occasions absorbing dormitory villages in the adjacent East Riding, its push for enlargement has always been thwarted. For its part, even the modest proposals enshrined within Organic Change were not implemented as Labour lost the 1979 General Election.

A further twist to the debate came from Scotland over regional and district responsibilities with the Stodart Report (1981) that aimed to reduce duplication and inter-authority conflict between tiers. This provided cities like Glasgow with a forum in which to rehearse the arguments for unitary status. As with its three fellow Scottish city-districts (Aberdeen, Dundee and Edinburgh), Glasgow argued that it could administer all the local government services in its area. These authorities, like their English/Welsh counterparts in the ‘Big 11’, still resented being subsumed into larger and more distant regional authorities. Glasgow argued that there was no legitimate strategic role for the region while its existing municipal area was convenient for the effective administration of services provided by the regional council. The Conservative Government eventually decided to retain the Wheatley two-tier structure largely unchanged.

Abolition of the Greater London Council and Metropolitan County Councils (1986)

Ironically, the case from Glasgow proposed a solution not dissimilar from the Conservative Government’s subsequent proposals for the abolition of the Greater London Council and the six Metropolitan County Councils. In a classic illustration of how matters of structure and boundaries are resolved largely by reference to the over-riding political imperatives, Mrs Thatcher’s Conservative Government embraced the unitary model as a solution to what it claimed was the “wasteful and unnecessary tier of local government” in Greater London and the English metropolitan counties (Fenney, 1998, p.15). Critics pointed out that the reorganized structure was not, however, a true representation of the unitary ideal. Contrary to the impression sometimes fostered, the abolition process did not see unitary authorities emerge similar to the old county boroughs. In truth, many local government functions were either wholly or substantially removed from local authority control altogether and the remaining metropolitan districts did not emerge as responsible for all local services. Thus, they are better referred to as being ‘most-purpose’ rather than ‘all-purpose’ or unitary authorities.

The Local Government Review and Commission in England (1991-95)

The impetus for the most recent review of British local government in the 1990s came from Michael Heseltine’s bid for the leadership of the Conservative Party, which, while focusing primarily on abolition of the poll tax, also envisaged a move to unitary local authorities. While unsuccessful in his ultimate political aspiration, Heseltine’s agenda did provide the basis for the Government’s Local Government Review in 1991. Early in 1992, the Conservative Government established the Local Government Commission under the chairmanship of Sir John Banham. The Commission was charged with reviewing the structure of local government in the shire (non-metropolitan) areas of England. The decision to establish an independent commission in England stemmed from a combination of circumstances, chiefly uncertainty and disagreement within the Cabinet and Conservative Party, which made attractive the off-loading on to such a body the responsibility for any unpopular decisions. However, the downside of such a decision was that, if such a body was to be truly independent, then the government faced the real prospect of losing control over the outcome and this indeed was the case.

Arguably, the Commission was established for political reasons to deal with political problems - the need to reconcile the irreconcilable claims of county and district councils and their respective groups of councillors – in the face of near universal advice of expert opinion that unitary districts would be a grave mistake, especially in rural areas. From its inception, the hopes of both the Government and the Commission seemed destined to go unfulfilled. The Commission became the target of abuse from all sides of the political spectrum, as well as from academic and media opinion. 

In commissioning the reforms, the Government sought to satisfy criticisms of the 1974 structure that “were almost diametrically opposed. The traditionalists’ objection to the 1974 reorganisation was that it went too far, while advocates of unitary authorities argued that it did not go nearly far enough” (Leach, 1994). In short, the arguments for change were “diverse and even contradictory” (ibid). The Government contended that above all, any recommended changes should “better reflect the identities and interests of local communities and secure effective and convenient local government” (Byrne, 2000, p.54). The official criteria for change were: efficiency, simplicity, community and democracy. While there was a marked similarity with the criteria cited by Redcliffe-Maud, notions of an optimum or ‘right-size’ of authority were conspicuously absent. However, in launching its reforms, the government’s stated predilection was for unitary authorities which, it maintained, offered substantial advantages for local people because it would be easier to understand, cost less in terms of administration and, most importantly, facilitate improved coordination of different services to meet the requirements of local communities. Indeed, in the original guidelines to the Commission, it was required to look for structures consisting of unitary authorities unless clear reasons for a different arrangement existed. On the other hand, as the Commission itself noted, advantages existed with the continued operation of two-tier arrangements in which the bulk of services and a strategic overview are provided by well-established county councils while the district councils provide a mechanism for articulating local needs and interests. In sum, two-tier structures offer a system of checks and balances.

The Government adopted a policy of openness in the Commission operations to ensure that the public was kept fully abreast of the Commission’s activities. Ostensibly, this was a refreshing development after a period of undue secrecy and centralism about policy. The rationale for this was that it would improve how local government related to ‘real communities’. That a proper definition of community was not forthcoming proved crucial, for it led to undue focus on ‘perceived identity’ with a concomitant neglect of other factors such as travel to work areas, the locus of retail and leisure activity, the optimal catchment areas for effective service delivery, geography, topography and history of the local area. Given the inherent volatility of public opinion, it was always possible that what the public wanted would not conform to what ministers hoped. ‘Perceived community’ was accompanied by a growing stress on the cost-effectiveness of the possible options in each area. In addition, the Government proposed that the review proceed sequentially, through a series of five tranches. Inevitably, this piecemeal analysis guaranteed problems would ensue. As the Commission embarked on each tranche, any new findings or recommendation would be seized upon by disappointed parties in the previous tranche(s) as evidence of double standards, flawed reasoning and/or inadequate investigative work, all of which would propel the Commission into facing legal and political challenges as well as repeated reassessments of cases otherwise thought to have been dealt with.

Between 1992 and 1995, the Commission reviewed the structure of local government throughout the shire counties of England. Forty-six new unitary authorities were created based mainly but not exclusively on former county boroughs and/or large towns. In many ways, the Commission’s efforts did much to implement what Organic Change had envisaged, but while Labour’s agenda had focused on returning powers to a limited number of cities, coupled with modest boundary augmentation, the Commission’s proposals brought unitary status to a much larger group of district councils. In most instances, the Commission’s proposals involved the ‘doughnut solution’ – conferring unitary status on one or more densely populated areas and leaving the surrounding rural part of the county as a two-tier structure. For example, in North Yorkshire, the city of York gained unitary status within expanded boundaries while the rest of the county remained two tier. In Hampshire, unitary status was introduced for Southampton and Portsmouth. Generally, in most counties where change occurred, the doughnut solution was witnessed. In some instances, the entire county was abolished – Avon, Cleveland and Humberside, all products of the 1974 reorganisation, were abolished and replaced by unitary authorities throughout their respective areas. Even the Royal County of Berkshire (or at least its county council) fell victim being dismembered into its component districts (though the county remains an entity for ceremonial purposes). 

Interestingly, the establishment of so many new unitary authorities may well smooth the path towards abolition of the county tier as the drive for regional government in England rumbles forward. 

Towards ‘Unitary’ Local Government in Scotland and Wales (1991-96)

By contrast to England, the review process in Scotland and Wales was undertaken within government. Interestingly, a prima facie case was made for the move to a unitary configuration of local government (largely on the grounds of efficiency and democracy). Paralleling developments in England, the Conservatives issued consultation papers heralding reform of the Scottish and Welsh systems of local government. Few details were offered in terms of the number, size and powers of any new authorities – these matters were to be the subject of public consultation. While sympathy for unitary authorities was considerable in Scotland and Wales, the debate (especially in Scotland) was clouded by the chronically weak levels of support for the governing Conservatives as well as overarching level of popular support for devolution for each territory, all of which made arguments of local government restructuring appear similar to rearranging chairs on the Titanic. Nonetheless, the Government persisted and proceeded to abolish the two-tier systems in both Scotland and Wales, replacing them with unitary systems.

The Current Position

Today, British local government has a dual structure. In Scotland, Wales, Northern Ireland, the metropolitan areas of England, and the unitary councils created during the 1990s in England’s shire counties, there are single tier authorities. Elsewhere, there remains a two-tier structure of counties and districts. Approximately half the population lives in each type of structure. No further reforms are scheduled – for now. However, with the Government’s proposals for regional government in England, the prospect of yet more upheaval in the structure of English local government moves closer.

Some Procedural Matters

It is unusual (though, given the events in Scotland and Wales in the 1990s, not unknown) for central governments in Britain to be accused of gerrymandering (or manipulating) boundaries for party electoral advantage, especially in respect of local authorities. By law, local authority electoral areas must be reviewed every 10-15 years (8-12 years in Scotland). From 1972-73, the Local Government Boundary Commissions for England Wales were entrusted with this task consisting of around 6 individuals drawn from a mix of academic, civil service and judicial backgrounds. The Commissions had the power to recommend the abolition of a local government area, the amalgamation of authorities, and the abolition of any ‘principal’ area of local government. Local authorities were able to submit proposals to the Commission in respect of changing their own boundaries. Such proposals had to be forwarded to the Secretary of State for the Environment for a decision.

In the 1990s, the Local Government Commission assumed this role in respect of England, being empowered to undertake ad hoc reviews of structures and status of particular areas and/or authorities. Subsequently, in 1997, the new independent Electoral Commission assumed responsibility for boundary matters, working through one of its statutory committees, the Boundary Committee for England (separate arrangements remain in the rest of the UK pending completion of negotiations with the respective devolved institutions). As part of its remit, the Boundary Committee for England can undertake a structural review to establish whether or not a single, all-purpose council rather than two councils would better reflect the identities and interests of local communities and lead to more effective and convenient local government. Depending on the area encompassed within a particular review exercise, the Committee may recommend the creation of one or more new unitary authorities or the division of an existing authority into one or more new authorities. Reviews of local authority external boundaries (i.e., those adjoining neighbouring authorities as distinct from internal electoral boundaries) tend to be confined to minor adjustments. Otherwise, as part of an overall local government structural configuration, boundaries tend not be changed unless during the course of a more fundamental review as in 1965 (Greater London), 1974 (England and Wales), 1975 (Scotland), 1986 (Metropolitan England), 1992-95 (Shire England) or 1996 (Scotland and Wales).

No boundary changes have taken place between principal authorities since 1997.  Indeed, it is not within the Government's gift to change local government boundaries by ministerial fiat. Boundary changes can only be made on the recommendation of the Electoral Commission, usually after a review carried out by the Boundary Committee for England. The Commission would consider undertaking a review if requested to do so by the Government. However, there are no plans at the current time to make such a request.  The present Government believes that the Commission's priority at the moment should be to complete the cycle of periodic electoral reviews (PERs) of English local authorities, so that all authorities will have updated electoral arrangements in place by 2005. Additionally, the Government has already announced that, in due course, they will ask the Commission to look at local authority structure in the English regions prior to any referendum on directly-elected Regional Assemblies. Before Ministers ask them to review other local government issues such as the boundaries of existing authorities, they would need to be persuaded that there were pressing issues that needed resolving and that the work would not unduly deflect the Commission from other priorities.

Generally, a similar situation obtains in the rest of the UK. In Scotland, largely at the instigation of the cities, there is a ‘Cities Review’ presently underway in Scotland, due to report in May 2003. While it would be rash to prejudge the Review’s findings, major adjustments are thought to be unlikely. Similarly, in Northern Ireland, the future of local government (including local authority boundaries) is subject to the Review of Public Administration that is presently underway.

Table 1: Major UK Cities – Area and Population 1974/75

(Before and after local government reorganisation)

	City
	Area (ha)
	Population

	Birmingham
	
	

	Old Boundary (Pre-reorganisation)
	20900
	1004000

	New Boundary (Post-reorganisation)
	26450
	1086000

	
	
	

	Bradford
	
	

	Old Boundary
	10300
	290000

	New Boundary
	37000
	461000

	
	
	

	Glasgow
	
	

	Old Boundary
	15700
	816000

	New Boundary
	19750
	905000

	
	
	

	Leeds
	
	

	Old Boundary
	16400
	499000

	New Boundary
	56200
	749000

	
	
	

	Liverpool
	
	

	Old Boundary
	11300
	561000

	New Boundary
	11300
	561000

	
	
	

	Manchester
	
	

	Old Boundary
	11600
	516000

	New Boundary
	11600
	516000

	
	
	

	Newcastle-upon-Tyne
	
	

	Old Boundary
	5500
	209000

	New Boundary
	11200
	297000

	
	
	


Source: Carmichael (1995, p.139)

Table 2: The reformed structure of local government 1973-75

	England: 

Greater London
	England: Main Cities
	England: 

Rest of country
	Scotland
	Wales
	Northern Ireland

	1 Greater London Council
	6 metropolitan counties
	39 ‘shire’ counties
	9 regions
	8 counties
	*

	32 Boroughs (with metropolitan status) + City of London
	36 metropolitan districts
	296 ‘shire’ districts
	53 districts + 3 all-purpose Island Councils
	37 districts
	26 districts


*
Reformed structure in Northern Ireland was based on the assumption that the devolved regional parliament/government would assume responsibility for many former local authority functions.

Source: Wilson and Game (2002)

THE THEORETICAL, political and economic basis for the establishment and continued existence of local government administrative boundaries

The drawing up of new local authority boundaries is a step in the transformation of local government. New boundaries, in themselves, will not suddenly solve all the problems that local authorities face. Much needs to be done to ensure that urban authorities in particular have administrations that are properly organized, have stable and adequate sources of income and have well-functioning community structures to encourage citizen participation. 

Administrative boundaries will set the structural conditions within which these other processes of transforming and developing local government can occur.

Local government generally has certain prescribed obligations as follows:-

· To provide democratic and accountable government for local communities

· To provide services for communities in an equitable and sustainable manner

· To promote social and economic development

· To encourage the involvement of communities in matters of local government

Depending on how their boundaries are drawn, urban authorities may be more or less able to meet these obligations.

It is important to understand what boundaries do. Then it is necessary to explain why the existing boundaries are not adequate for the form of local government we want.

Boundaries have very important political, financial and social effects because they determine what each municipality is responsible for, and where.

SIZE AND CHARACTER

To start with, a boundary determines the size and character of the voting population, or ‘electorate’. Depending on the way a boundary is drawn, the electorate may be wealthy or poor, better or worse served with municipal infrastructure, or have more or less access to economic opportunities. Because political parties tend to appeal to different constituencies, this may also affect which parties win or lose at the polls.

Local authorities are obliged to provide democratic and accountable government for local communities. Demarcation of administrative boundaries will dictate the conditions under which this obligation must be met. It is very important that the demarcation process not be politically biased or manipulated, otherwise people will lose confidence in the process and some of the objectives of effective local governance will be compromised in favour of more narrow political interests.

SUSTAINABILITY

Secondly, if we think of a municipality or city-based local authority as a ‘business’ that sells services, boundaries may determine if it is a financially viable or sustainable business. Boundaries have an effect on both potential income and expenditure. A municipality may have little potential income if almost all its residents are in poverty and if its local economy is so weak that it has virtually no tax base to draw on. Boundaries also determine which settlements a municipality will have to serve. They therefore affect the investments needed for proper service infrastructure and the way service networks, like water reticulation and waste removal, will have to be organised.  An obligation of local government is that each municipality must provide services to communities in an equitable and sustainable manner, and must also promote economic development. Boundaries will dictate the extent to which it is possible for each municipality to do this successfully.

IDENTITY

Finally, residents living within the boundary of a municipality often identify themselves with the area and people it represents. They may come to see the municipality’s jurisdiction as ’their town’, something to be proud of, something to commit time and energy to. This, however, does not happen overnight. Municipal boundaries may cut across other boundaries which enclose other areas of jurisdiction that people know, understand and feel comfortable with, such as provinces and traditional areas.

Municipal boundaries may also cut across people’s long established patterns of movement, such as the bus routes residents take from home to get to work. Depending on how the boundary is drawn, some communities may find it difficult to feel part of the municipality because they associate their interests with what happens in an area largely outside of the municipal boundary. In cases like these, many members of the community may not wish to make a personal commitment to ensuring that the municipality works well. Local government obliges municipalities to encourage the involvement of communities in the matters of local government. To some extent demarcation of administrative boundaries will determine how easy or difficult this is.

Example of local government administrative boundary demarcation in South Africa

	WALL-TO-WALL:
LOCAL GOVERNMENT EVERYWHERE 


	Demarcation determines key aspects of the relationships between municipalities. This is particularly true in a system of ‘wall-to-wall’ local government, as in South Africa, where every part of the country is covered by a municipality, and every municipality therefore shares a border with at least one other municipality. This means that demarcation has very important consequences for how a municipality’s planning and spending in its own area affects its neighbours.
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For example, if municipality ‘A’ builds a shopping centre at point ‘X’, it is very difficult to reserve the use of such infrastructure only for the residents of a municipality in whose area it falls. Regardless of which municipality ‘X’ falls in, the shopping centre is going to be enjoyed by residents travelling from other municipalities. This may have positive or negative effects on each municipality.

It may mean a significant increase of traffic volumes in the vicinity, and much higher costs for municipal road maintenance in the area. On the other hand, a successful shopping centre may mean higher municipal revenue that offsets these costs. Depending on how the boundary between municipalities ‘A’ and ‘B’ is drawn, these costs and benefits may be distributed unequally between them. ‘B’ may have to bear a higher cost of road maintenance if roads on that side of the boundary are not already in a good state or repair. Yet it would not have access to any of the benefits that the centre brings.

Demarcation has a very significant impact on how strongly these cross-boundary effects, called ‘externalities’, are felt by neighbouring municipalities. Demarcation may define whether relations between municipalities turn out to be competitive or cooperative.

Clearly, each municipality must have appropriate boundaries. If boundaries are incorrectly drawn, some municipalities may not be able to effectively perform their constitutional obligations, or some may be able to do so but only at the expense of others. Ensuring that all municipalities have a fair chance of meeting their constitutional obligations within the boundaries given to them, and that cross-boundary effects lead to positive relations between municipalities, makes demarcation a very important and very difficult task. It is therefore essential that the process of arriving at new boundaries is efficient, fair and procedurally correct.


The South African example highlighted above provides an interesting insight into local government administrative boundaries. Local government legislation in that country states that the Demarcation Board (which adjudicates on boundary extension applications) must take the following factors into account when making a decision:

	(a) The interdependence of people, communities and economies as indicated by:

(i) existing and expected patterns of human settlement and migration;
(ii) employment;
(iii) commuting and dominant transport movements;
(iv) spending;
(v) the use of amenities, recreational facilities and infrastructure; and
(vi) commercial and industrial linkages;

(b) The need for cohesive, integrated and unfragmented areas, including metropolitan areas;

(c) The financial viability and administrative capacity of the municipality to perform municipal functions efficiently and effectively;

(d) The need to share and redistribute financial and administrative resources;

(e) Provincial and municipal boundaries;

(f) Areas of traditional rural communities;

(g) Existing and proposed functional boundaries, including magisterial districts, voting districts, health, transport, police and census enumerator boundaries;

(h) Existing and expected land use, social, economic and transport planning;

(i) The need for coordinated municipal, provincial and national programmes and services, including the administration of justice and health care;

(j) Topographical, environmental and physical characteristics of the area;

(k) The administrative consequences of its boundary determination on:

(i) municipal creditworthiness;
(ii) existing municipalities, their council members and staff; and
(iii) any other relevant matter; and

(l) The need to rationalise the total number of municipalities within different categories and of different types to achieve the objectives of effective and sustainable service delivery, financial viability and macro-economic stability. 

	


These factors/criteria can be summarised into three broad guiding principles.

· The need for integration of areas that belong together.

· The need to ensure that all local government units involved are financially viable and have administrative capacity.

· The need to ensure effective local democracy and governance, including alignment of government administrative boundaries.

The United Kingdom experience, as highlighted in the first section of this research paper, offers similar theoretical, political and economic justifications for local government administrative boundaries.

1. Economic - efficiency considerations: are the arrangements consistent with the most cost-effective delivery of a range of public services in a given area? Economies of scale arguments weigh heavily here and have, in the British/Irish context, tended to favour larger units historically (at least in international comparative terms) - 'big is best - or better'.

2. Economic - socio-economic geography: are the arrangements consistent with contemporary living in terms of work, retail and leisure patterns in society? Over time, these have tended to support the idea that town and adjacent country are better viewed together rather than being artificially isolated.

3. Political - democratic considerations: are the arrangements consistent with the idea of correspondence with a 'natural community' or 'perceived sense of community'? Simply, local tends to imply smaller units that are closer to the citizen.

4. Political - power consideration: pluralist societies are based on a diffusion of power between the tiers of government (chiefly, national and local). Of all the units of local government (as distinct from regions in a federal context), cities are recognised as being the pre-eminent local institutions. The sense of place is at its most heightened and cities - if given sufficient power through having a sizeable population, budget and powers - are the most effective counterweight to overbearing central governments.

5. Administrative - single-tier/unitary or two-tier arrangements: The arguments between proponents of either single or two-tier arrangements employ a range of the above (1-4) in their respective defences. Added to these are those concerning the need to avoid unnecessary waste, duplication and confusion (favouring unitary structures) set against the practical problems of having councils of sufficient capacity (favouring a two tier structure - more strategic upper tiers and highly localised lower tiers).

Given that some or all of the above may be partially or mutually exclusive, a subjective (i.e. political) evaluation must be made as to which enjoy priority. Moreover, an artificial division such as outlined here is fine for explanatory purposes but is undesirable unless it is recognised that these factors are integration and not to be seen in isolation. 
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Useful Websites

· Boundary Committee for England http://www.bcfe.org.uk
· Office of Deputy Prime Minister – Democracy and Local Governance Division has produced a document entitled ‘Bulletin of changes to local authority electoral arrangements, areas and names in England’. It can be found at:

http://www.local-regions.odpm.gov.uk/elections/laea/nameseng/index.htm
This website lists in Part A, section 1, structural changes and in section 2, boundary changes made between two principal authorities which came into effect on or after 1997. 

APPENDIX

AN ALTERNATIVE VISION FOR CORK?
· Dave Keniry
Research Assistant, Department of Government, UCC
Recent times have seen the introduction of two strategic plans that if implemented successfully could create a Cork that will improve the lives of all its citizens and beyond on an unprecedented scale. The Cork Area Strategic Plan (CASP) and the National Spatial Strategy (NSS) provide a vision and strategy for the development of the Cork City Region up to 2020. For this development to be successful and endure, the system that will manage and govern the Cork of the future must be altered to sustain a prosperous city and region. The system of local authority, which I wish to illustrate in this paper, is by no means a definitive alternative but a blue print to a system of local authority that will be instrumental (as indeed it must) in the implementation of the above strategies and in the essential development of Cork City. 
The National Spatial Strategy states that ‘Appropriate implementation structures supported by the local authorities and State agencies will be needed to drive this strategic plan forward.’ This system is from the south of France; it is the Agglomeration of Montpellier.
In the summer of 1999 legislation was introduced by the French Government to facilitate an improved structure for local government. Its main purposes was to:
· Organise a spatial strategy for France
· Grant local authorities more collective autonomy and power to ensure a better, more efficient service, close to the people.
· To lessen the imbalance of wealth and prosperity between towns in certain areas.
· Give communities mutual expenses and investment.
· Offer a framework for public action at a local level.
Decentralisation, and a law from 1992, launched an accelerating process of inter-communal co-operation. The fastest- growing forms of grouping were those with the broadest delegation of powers and a common business tax. There are three forms of communauté, communauté urbaine for urban areas of over 500,000 inhabitants, rural communauté de communes, and the communauée d’Agglomération for medium-sized towns, (of which 763 communes were set up in the six months after the legislation). 
At the start of 1993, some 5,000 communes, with a total of 16 million inhabitants, had joined one of these types of inter-communal grouping. By the beginning of 2000, over 20,000 communes representing 36 million inhabitants were included. The growth was partly due to the financial incentives offered by the State, from 175 francs (€27) per inhabitant for a communauté de communes to 470 francs (€72) for a communauté urbaine. 
It was also seen as a pragmatic answer to problems of local government fragmentation. Within that general perspective different actors have tried to use it for a variety of strategic purposes: to extend and control territory (for large central towns i.e. Cork); to acquire financial security for hard-pressed dormitory suburbs (Carrigaline, Ballincollig); to seek security in numbers under the leadership of the conseil général (for rural communes.) A small number of mayors have chosen to resign from their mayoral office in order to commit themselves to the presidency of their commuauté - a clear sign of where they felt the substance of municipal power to be gravitating.
The mission for the Agglomeration of Montpellier is to develop the community in a harmonising and coherent way, to respond efficiently to the everyday needs of the citizens and for the Agglomeration of Montpellier and its region to be like a European Metropolis. This union of communities is formed from the ideology of the European Union, a new dynamic level of equality and solidarity for the local way of life.
The Agglomeration is made up of 38 communes or communities that form a single metropolitan area with the city of Montpellier being central.
A single local authority whose structure is based on that of the European Union and thus is divided up into different institutions, governs the agglomeration. The Communaute d’Agglomération is made up of the ‘Conseil Communautaire’ (the Assembly), ‘Un Bureau’ (The Executive Board) and ‘Des Commissions’ (Committees).
‘Un Conseil Communautaire’
This is the authority’s “parliament” made up of 90 Mayors and Councillors elected by the ‘Conseil Municipal’ (Urban District Councils) from the communes. They deliberate and vote on bills proposed by the different commissions. The bill is executed after it has been given to the Préfet, (The Chief Administrator in the Department). Each commune elects members to The Council in proportion to their size i.e. Montpellier would have the most members.(But not more than half)
Un Bureau
The Bureau is the executive board of the Communauté. It is made up of the President who is elected by a majority of votes in the Assembly, 26 Vice-Presidents elected by the Council within their ranks and a representative of the President de la Commission d’Appels d’Offres (Committee for public tendering). It is the Bureau’s function to examine and arbitrate the projects or bills of the Communauté. It meets on a regular basis in order to prepare the meetings of the Council.
Des Commissions
There are 26 Committees in the Communauté d’Agglomération de Montpellier. The Commissions’ role is to facilitate the day-to-day running of the Communauté. They range from the tourism committee, sports committee to a committee for commerce and international relations. The President of the Agglomeration is president of all the Commissions.
The Budget
The Agglomération finances its main projects through:
· A global functioning subsidy granted by the State
· A uniform commercial tax
· Miscellaneous revenues including revenues from public transportation.
The Agglomération votes on an annual budget, which includes two branches:
· The principal budget, which lays out revenue and expenditure for the year.
· The supplementary budget, which executes the remainder from the last exercise and adjusts the principal budget to include new operations
To finance the Agglomeration a unique taxation policy has been put in place, La Taxe Professionnelle. This is the tax collected from companies or ‘enterprises’. The tax is at a uniform rate throughout the communes in order to help distribute wealth and prosperity in a sort of a spatial strategy. It also serves the purpose of reducing risk for individual communes in the event of losing an industry or enterprise as it guarantees stability. In order for this policy to work the commercial rates had to be harmonised. In only three years the rate was harmonised at 21,56%.
Competences:
The agglomeration(s) have to abide by certain competences laid down by the central French Government. The competences are divided into compulsory ones and non-compulsory ones.
There are four compulsory competences:
· Economic development in the interest of the community
· Lay out of the community space, including the organisation of public transport.
· Social equilibrium of housing in the interest of the community
· Urban policy in the interest of the community
Besides these four compulsory competences, the Agglomération must undertake at least three of the competences listed below:
· Creation or lay out and maintenance of the community road network; creation or lay out of the community parking spaces in the interest of the community.
· Drainage of wastewater.
· Recycling of waste, measures against air and noise pollutions.
· Construction, lay out, maintenance and management of the community cultural and sporting facilities in the interest of the community.
In order to set itself as a Communauté d’Agglomération, it is necessary for the communes to agree on the definition of community interest and to evaluate the institutional and financial consequences.
The Impact of the Agglomeration of Montpellier:
In brief concise facts and figures;
· For the economy, 3427 enterprises were created in 2001 for the 38 communes.
· In terms of transport, the tramway and 28 bus lines (14 urban & 14 suburban) transported 46 million passengers in a year. It also provided 124km of cycling lanes.
· For the Environment it has meant 31 water treatment plants for the 38 communes. 478 glass recycling centres and 178 for paper.
· In terms of culture there now exists 49 venues for theatre and spectacles / events, 26 museums, 51 libraries, 11 ‘media libraries’ and 59 cinema screens.
· The development of sport has meant 534 public sports facilities, 19 1st division clubs (Rugby & Soccer (?)) are now subsidised by the Agglomeration.
What this could mean for Cork.
The surrounding area around Cork City still currently under the authority of Cork County Council, including Blarney, Midleton, Carrigaline, Kinsale is fast becoming a metropolitan Cork, however without structure, it will prove to be disastrous. This metropolitan hinterland has been outlined in the NSS. With a well structured and managed system of management in place like that of Montpellier, this entire area will develop and prosper while each town keeping their own self-sustaining identities.
There are certain factors that must be considered so that this opportunity is taken seriously and seen as potentially feasible. Not only is the geographical location of the Agglomeration similar to Cork (coastal, gateway) but also the demographic structure of Montpellier and its Agglomeration is very similar to Cork and its hinterland, whereby the population of the city itself is approx. 235,000 but when included with the other 37 communes the population figure is over 413,000. While these figures may be significantly larger than the Cork metropolitan area at the present, these are the sort of figures we will be dealing with in Cork come 2020 or even much sooner. 
A crucial factor identified in all strategies for Cork is the creation and improvement of an Integrated Transport System. As a result of the formation of the Agglomeration, the communes, have a very efficient integrated transport system, including an excellent tramway service in Montpellier. Under a system like the Agglomeration of Montpellier Cork will have itself a high quality ‘state of the art’ public integration transport system.
A simple illustration of what the economic benefits could be is in the case of a town north east of the city of Montpellier called Le Cres. Le Cres, like all the other communes had no means of generating economic expansion itself, experienced huge economic and industrial growth as a result of the system, because the investment came from all the communes and not itself alone.
What it would mean in Cork is that towns such as Passage West or Blarney would under go huge economic expansion, which at present they would not be able to self-generate, while towns such as Carrigaline and Ballincollig, which have in recent times experienced huge economic growth, would grow even stronger and would be promoted and developed as self-sustaining towns, at the same time.
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