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ABOUT RE:STATE

Re:State (formerly the Reform think tank) is established as the leading Westminster think tank
for public service reform. We believe that the State has a fundamental role to play in enabling
individuals, families, and communities to thrive. But our vision is one in which the State delivers
only the services that it is best placed to deliver, within sound public finances, and where both
decision-making and delivery is devolved to the most appropriate level. We are committed to
driving systemic change that will deliver better outcomes for all.

We are determinedly independent and strictly non-party in our approach. This is reflected in
our cross-party Advisory Board and our events programme which seeks to convene
likeminded reformers from across the political spectrum.

Re:State is a registered charity, the Re:State Trust Ltd, charity no. 1103739.

ABOUT RE:IMAGINING THE STATE

After a decade of disruption, the country faces a moment of national reflection. For too long,
Britain has been papering over the cracks in an outdated social and economic model, but while
this may bring temporary respite, it doesn'’t fix the foundations. In 1942 Beveridge stated: “a
revolutionary moment in the world’s history is a time for revolutions, not for patching.” 80 years
on, and in the wake of a devastating national crisis, that statement once again rings true. Now
is the time to fix Britain’s foundations.

Re:State’s programme, ‘Re:Imagining the State’, puts forward a bold new vision for the role
and shape of the State. One that can create the conditions for strong, confident communities,
dynamic, innovative markets, and transformative, sustainable public services.

‘Re:Imagining the Local State’ is one of the major work streams within this programme.
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ABOUT RE:IMAGINING THE LOCAL STATE

This paper is part of the ‘Re:Imagining the Local State’ work stream. English local and regional
government stands at a turning point. There are signal opportunities for local innovation, close
community engagement, and ambitious devolution of powers and responsibilities from the
centre. There are also unprecedented challenges, driven by years of fiscal retrenchment,
rocketing service demand, and a growing democratic deficit. This programme will develop
policy ideas for the future of devolution, the role of communities, and the structures, practices,
and leadership of local government itself. This paper is the third in a series of reports exploring
the future of regional governance in England. It offers a vision for much larger-scale
governance in parts of the country that are not dominated by a big city.
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Recommendations

Recommendation 1: Strategic Authorities should be established across England.
Foundation Strategic Authorities should be used as the model of preference in most places
beyond the Devolution Priority Programme to ensure subregional institutions are present
everywhere.

Recommendation 2: Central government should define new regional boundaries. The
target minimum population size should be three million. Government should take into
consideration functional economic geographies, identity groupings, and already-present pan-
regional systems when defining these new regional boundaries.

Recommendation 3: Within the defined regional boundaries, regional partnerships between
Strategic Authorities should be encouraged and supported.

Recommendation 4: Central government driven programmes — such as missions, industrial
strategies and public service reform efforts — should explicitly include incentives for Strategic
Authorities within the same regional boundaries to collaborate.

Recommendation 5: Central government should develop a clear set of regional
collaboration expectations, used by central and local government to lay the groundwork for
Provinces.

Recommendation 6: The establishment of a Province is triggered when, in line with an
agreed national timeline, a regional partnership submits an expression of interest that is
accepted by central government. The member councils of Strategic Authorities that ratify and
participate in the process will become full voting members of the new Province board.

Recommendation 7: Provinces should be led by a directly-elected Governor. The Governor
should be a direct peer of the mayors of major urban Strategic Authorities, with a
comparable annually-paid investment fund, similar direct accountabilities, and attendance of
the Council of Regions and Nations.

Recommendation 8: Former Strategic Authorities should cease to operate as a full tier of
government upon the creation of a Province. Local authorities within a Province should be
permitted to continue to operate their Strategic Authority in an informal subregional
coordination role, retaining an elected mayoral figure where this already exists and continues
to be desired. Otherwise, local authorities within Provinces may form voluntary, informal
subregional partnerships similar to those in London. Where subregional entities exist, they
may be delegated a voting role in Province subcommittees, however only local authorities
would participate directly in the main Province board.

Recommendation 9: Province boards should be composed of the Governor, constituent
authority representatives and, where appropriate and desired, other stakeholder
representatives.

Recommendation 10: Province Governors should be able to appoint appropriately
remunerated commissioners as portfolio leads in their cabinet.
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Recommendation 11: Provinces should have at least the same powers and responsibilities
as Established Mayoral Strategic Authorities, with the same ability to propose that additional
functions are added to the statutory devolution framework.

Recommendation 12: Over and above mirroring the budgetary arrangements of
Established Mayoral Strategic Authorities, Provinces should also be allocated a new
Provincial Development Fund, drawing together money from the Rural England Prosperity
Fund, the Farming Investment Fund, and a share of the new Local Growth Fund.
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1. Introduction

England is in the midst of an ambitious new era of devolution. The emerging model centres
on the creation of subregional authorities, modelled upon the wave of city-region Combined
Authorities that were established by devolution deals over the last 15 years rather than
genuinely regional geographies. Under the plans set out in the recent English Devolution
White Paper (EDWP), every part of England will soon be comprehensively covered by some
form of devolution arrangement.’

Yet many of these new Strategic Authorities (SAs) will have smaller populations than regional
entities in comparable countries, as seen in Figure 1. This decision to create a subregional
tier rather than a truly regional one has important implications for the future of English
governance. If these subregional SAs fail to shoulder the ambitious new powers and
responsibilities laid out in the EDWP the project of devolution could falter.

The most serious challenges to a subregional approach will likely arise in low population
density parts of England that lack a single dominant metropolitan core, for example the South
West or East Anglia. For these areas, other comparable countries have some form of
geographically large-scale regional government and there is a similar desire for governance
at this larger regional scale within England, as the emergence of pan-SA agreements
demonstrates. The Great North brings together eight Combined Authorities across the north
to collaborate on joint priorities.? The Yorkshire Combined Authorities have signed a ‘White
Rose Agreement'.®> The two Midlands Combined Authorities have signed a compact
formalising their intention to collaborate.*

Governance arrangements for these areas with low population densities and without a single
dominant metropolitan core need to be different to those of a city region SA. ‘Hub-to-hub’
connections are needed in contrast to the ‘hub-and-spoke’ needs of a city region. Economic
co-dependency and complementary specialisation are needed to maximise the joint
flourishing of multiple towns and smaller cities. Public services across bigger, more rural
geographies must be organised differently if they are to find opportunities for innovation.

1.1 One size fails all

There is good reason that most comparable countries choose to create a regional rather than
a subregional tier. In terms of convening power, representation and convenience of liaison
with central government, the subregional approach would likely fall short.

Originally envisioned as a subregional umbrella for (mainly economic) decentralisation, SAs
and their responsibilities are evolving. At least part of the argument for a consistent,
convening tier of SAs is to simplify the total ‘tonnage’ of multilateral relationships to a core
set of principal contact-points for liaison over priorities. This would result in more efficient
government operation.

" Ministry of Housing, Communities and Local Government, English Devolution White Paper, 2024.

2 The Great North, ‘The Great North Unleashes New Era of Prosperity Spearheaded by Northern
Mayors’, Web Page, 2025.

3 West Yorkshire Combined Authority, ‘Three Yorkshire Mayors Unite under White Rose Agreement’,
Web Page, 2025.

4 East Midlands Combined Authority and West Midlands Combined Authority, Compact between the
West Midlands Combined Authority and East Midlands Combined County Authority, 2025.
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Figure 1: Average population size of ‘regional’ governments

England Strategic 1.5 million (English 38 (estimated final count

Authorities Devolution White based on current trajectories)
Paper target)

Australia States and 3.4 million
Territories

France Régions 5 million 13 (not including overseas

territories)

Italy Regioni 3 million

South Africa Provinces 6.9 million

Spain Comunidaded 2.9 million
Autonomas

The plans discussed in the EDWP will result in dozens of entities. This would, of course,
represent an easier ‘access route’ for engagement with subnational government than
Whitehall currently faces. With more than 150 upper-tier local authorities across England,
central government departments are currently required to operate an incredibly complex web
of relationships: a task at which it routinely, and understandably, underperforms. Yet the
frameworks currently established — a Council of Regions and Nations where SA mayors sit
alongside the premiers of devolved nations — will be difficult to operate in a scenario with as
many as 38 SA mayors sitting around the table.

The variation in population size, economic heft and devolved power of the emerging SAs
makes this process of central government liaison even harder. While they may sometimes
work together to lobby central government, their differences will prevent consistent rules and
approaches from forming in Whitehall’'s treatment of them. The result will be further
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inconsistency and the real possibility of a Whitehall system which will, far from realising
efficiencies, end up doing more work in order to enable a more decentralised system.®

Ironically, the attempt to end deal-making, standardise devolution into a framework-based
approach, and establish an effective nation-wide ‘template’ for SAs will result in a very wide
range of population sizes, demographics, economic dynamics, and internal structures. While
Greater Manchester Combined Authority (GMCA) and West Midlands Combined Authority
(WMCA) may be centred on major urban economic centres and home to around three million
citizens each, SAs elsewhere are more likely to encompass a network of towns and cities and
fall below the 1.5 million population mark set out in the EDWP.®

The diversity of the final set of SAs could also inhibit their ability to drive growth —an important
ambition and marker of success for the model. Collaboration between different kinds of SAs
will be harder to sustain, and their capacity to operate as a counterweight to central
government with collective leverage will be reduced. Without the right governance approach
in place — one specifically designed to cater to the needs of polycentric places with lower
population density — the extent and effectiveness of investment, both public and private, will
likely be limited.’

1.2 Diverse approaches for diverse conditions

The international evidence base makes clear that additional conditions must be in place for
devolution to help produce economic dynamism and growth, as well as stronger and more
tailored public services. This means reducing unfunded mandates,® devolving the powers that
enable and incentivise economic activity and empowering the leaders of big cities to operate
dynamically and seize opportunities.® It also means maximising consistency across the whole
tier of subnational governance.

Achieving this is clearly at the heart of the current Government’s agenda. But by using the
same model for every part of England, new disparities and asymmetries will emerge. For a
country as varied and diverse as England, different approaches will be required. Polycentric
places, far from the largest cities, simply work differently — and they will require different forms
of governance.

This paper sets out what the alternative model of governance for the greater part of England
could look like: a plan for fewer, larger regions that are worthy of the name, capable of
capitalising upon further devolution, coordinating dynamic new polycentric economies,
building hub-to-hub connectivity over big geographies, and providing a genuine counterweight
to the biggest cities and central government alike.

5 Dr Simon Kaye and Rachael Powell, Devolve by Default: Decentralisation and a Redefined
Whitehall (Reform, 2024).

6 Ministry of Housing, Communities and Local Government, English Devolution White Paper.

7 Esmond Birnie, How Have the Institutions of UK Devolution Affected Economic Performance?
(Economics Observatory, 2024).

8 Dr Simon Kaye et al., Back from the Brink: Radical Ideas for Sustainable Local Finances (Reform,
2024).

9 Sean Eke and Dr Simon Kaye, Metromentum: Taking Strategic Authorities from Patchwork to
Powerhouse (Reform, 2024).
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2. Cities are different

England has historically struggled to establish a regional tier of governance capable of fully
bridging the gap between its local and national governance tiers. Such a tier is necessary to
enable better policy coordination, effective devolution and a focused central government with
a clear role.'® Though widely recognised and repeatedly attempted, from the London County
Council to Local Enterprise Partnerships (LEPs) and Regional Assemblies, correcting this
‘missing tier’ remains a key — and unfinished — policy priority.

The most recent and, thus far, most successful attempt at introducing a ‘strategic’ tier across
England has been the spread of SAs. Beginning with the 2011 establishment of the GMCA,
the current Government are set on ‘filling in the map’ and achieving universal coverage of SAs
across England."” They have already launched a Devolution Priority Programme (DPP) which
will support six areas on a fast track towards establishing Mayoral Strategic Authorities (MSAs)
and take the total population covered by devolution deals to almost 80 per cent.?

Several existing SAs covering England’s largest cities — London, Birmingham, Manchester,
Liverpool, Leeds and Sheffield — can function as genuinely regional governance tiers, despite
covering relatively small geographically areas, because of their higher population densities
and more internally centralised economic structures. SAs outside of these areas have found
success. But their economies and populations are too small in scale to be considered a
genuinely regional tier of government. This is also the case for many of the SAs proposed thus
far.

This means that, for all the positives which will emerge from having universal SA coverage
across England, there will be a ceiling on what can be accomplished because, outside of
England’s six largest cities, this will be a subregional — rather than a regional — tier of
governance. The EDWP acknowledges this reality, noting that “our ambition to place the right
powers in the right places will require working across regions where a larger geographical
scale is needed to coordinate on strategic issues”."

This chapter sets out the distinguishing features of England’s largest city regions and why the
lack of these features in other areas necessitates a different governance model.

2.1 Differentiating English regions

London, Birmingham, Manchester, Liverpool, Leeds and Sheffield are outliers purely in terms
of their economic output. In 2022, their combined Gross Value Added (GVA) totalled more
than £718 billion, with London alone contributing £516 billion of that.™

A similar trend is seen at the regional level when comparing across SAs. The GDPs of GMCA,
WMCA and West Yorkshire Combined Authority (WYCA) are respectively £110 billion, £92

0 Philip McCann, Levelling up: The Need for an Institutionally Coordinated Approach to National and
Regional Productivity (The Productivity Institute, 2022).

" Ministry of Housing, Communities and Local Government, English Devolution White Paper.

12 Ministry for Housing, Communities and Local Government, Devolution Revolution: Six Areas to
Elect Mayors for First Time, 2025.

3 Ministry of Housing, Communities and Local Government, English Devolution White Paper.

14 Centre for Cities, Cities Outlook 2025, 2025.

10
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billion and £81 billion." In contrast, Tees Valley Combined Authority (TVCA) and Hull and
East Yorkshire Combined Authority (HEYCA) have GDPs of only £19 billion.

This economic weight of the urban ‘hub’ exerts a strong gravitational pull over their
surrounding region of suburbs, commuter towns and satellite cities: the ‘hubs’ in the ‘hub-and-
spoke’ model."” London’s travel to work area (TTWA) was previously calculated as
encompassing 8.4 million people, Manchester's 2.7 million, Birmingham’s 1.7 million,
Liverpool's 1 million and Sheffield’s 850,000.'®

Furthermore, all these cities have distinct industrial specialisms. London is a leading global
financial centre, with more than half of the UK’s financial services sector’s output generated
within the M25.'® Manchester has the fastest growing digital economy in Europe.?° Advanced
manufacturing and engineering accounts for 15.6 per cent of WMCA'’s GVA and has grown by
65 per cent since 2010.2" Leeds is a national centre for professional services and FinTech —
the number of FinTech startups has more than trebled since 2020 and its contribution to GVA
has more than doubled.?? Liverpool is home to one of Europe’s largest pharma clusters?3 while
Sheffield’'s Advanced Manufacturing Innovation District (AMID) is the UK’s largest research-
led advanced manufacturing cluster.?*

Linked to their economic scale is both population size and the preponderance of people living
in the ‘hub’ city in each case. Roughly nine million people live within the GLA’s boundaries,?
and around three million apiece in GMCA2® and WMCA.?” WYCA , Liverpool City Region (LCR)
and SYCA have 2.3 million,® 1.6 million?® and 1.4 million residents respectively.*® This
translates into high population densities, for example large swathes of London are home to
more than 10,000 people per square kilometre, while Birmingham and Manchester have
roughly more than 5,000 people per square kilometre.® These high densities lead to quite
different public service needs, opportunities for agglomeration effects, and more.

In contrast to the population size and density of England’s largest city regions, numerous
current and proposed SAs have populations below one million people®? and contain large,
sparsely populated areas with population densities below 200 people per square kilometre.33

15 Office for National Statistics, Regional Economic Activity by Gross Domestic Product, UK: 1998 to
2023, 2025.

16 Office for National Statistics.

7 Dr Simon Kaye, Rebooting Regionalism: An Essay (Reform, 2024).

'8 Office for National Statistics, Travel to Work Area Analysis in Great Britain: 2016, 2016.

9 Georgina Hutton et al., Financial Services in the UK (House of Commons Library, 2024).

20 Greater Manchester Combined Authority, Greater Manchester Digital Blueprint 2023-26, 2023.
21 West Midlands Combined Authority, West Midlands Regional Advanced Manufacturing and
Engineering Training Plan, 2023.

22 Whitecap Consulting, Leeds City Region FinTech Ecosystem Report 2023, 2023.

23 Liverpool City Region Combined Authority, ‘Life Sciences Innovation Zone’, Web Page, n.d.

24 South Yorkshire Invest, ‘Advanced Manufacturing Innovation District (AMID)’, Web Page, n.d.
25 Greater London Authority, ‘London’s Population’, Web Page, London Datastore, 2024.

26 Greater Manchester Combined Authority, Census 2021 Briefing: Total Population, 2023.

27 West Midlands Combined Authority, State of the Region 2020 Full Report, 2020.

28 West Yorkshire Combined Authority, Census 2021 Topic Summary: Demography and Migration,
2022.

2% Office for National Statistics, ‘Liverpool City Region’, Web Page, n.d.

30 Office for National Statistics, ‘South Yorkshire’, Web Page, n.d.

31 Office for National Statistics, ‘Census Maps - Population Density’, Web Page, n.d.

82 Jack Shaw, ‘Devolution: The Importance of Scale and Coterminosity’, Web Page, 2024.

33 Office for National Statistics, ‘Census Maps - Population Density’.
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2.2 Size (still) matters

England’s six largest cities have large economies which align with their SA administrative
boundaries, allowing them to pursue coherent and appropriately scaled economic strategies.
They also have large populations with high population density, allowing them to unlock
significant efficiencies and economies of scale in public service coordination and provision.

No other SA outside of these six cities possesses the necessary size nor coherence to operate
as a genuinely regional tier of government.

Many are too small. Cambridgeshire and Peterborough Combined Authority (CPCA), York and
North Yorkshire Combined Authority (YNYCA) and TVCA all contain fewer than one million
people.®* The proposed Cumbria Combined Authority would have a population of under half a
million people — smaller than the guideline minimum size the English Devolution White Paper
recommends for the unitary authorities which are intended to act as the constituent authorities
beneath the strategic tier.3® These SAs may be successful in certain respects. But they lack
the critical mass and monocentric structure required to function most effectively within the
current model. They would likely struggle to generate a sufficient tax base to make meaningful
fiscal devolution viable, limiting their capacity to take on significant new powers, or to ultimately
establish localised tax systems which will support their economic objectives.

Interviewees recognised the reality that “scale is the decisive ingredient” and commented that
existing SAs are “rarely big enough”. To properly address regional policy challenges SAs must
look beyond their subregional borders and cooperate with other SAs. Interviewees recognised
that “it’s absolutely essential that they [SAs] work with adjoining areas”, and the recent White
Rose Agreement between three of Yorkshire’s SAs — YNYCA, SYCA and WYCA — suggests
that SAs are beginning to come to terms with this.3®

Newly established SAs in Hull and East Yorkshire (HEYCA) and Greater Lincolnshire
(GLCCC) are also small parts of larger polycentric regions which make them ill-suited to the
SA model. HEYCA and GLCCA have populations of only 622,000 and 1.1 million
respectively.®® They also cut across cross-Humber economic ties, with plans existing to
maintain these ties through a new mayoral joint committee including both the HEYCA and
GLCCA mayors.*® And neither has a single, dominant urban hub: both are more polycentric
regions which necessitate a different form of governance.

Other SAs are larger but cover incoherent geographies. For example, East Midlands
Combined County Authority (EMCA) has a population of 2.2 million people but excludes
Leicester, one of the largest cities in the area.*® This mismatch between governance structures
and economic reality weakens the ability of these SAs to implement fully effective economic
policies, housing and infrastructure strategies, or transport plans in the way SAs in London,
Birmingham, Manchester, Liverpool, Leeds and Sheffield can.

34 Shaw, ‘Devolution: The Importance of Scale and Coterminosity’.

35 Ministry of Housing, Communities and Local Government, English Devolution White Paper.

36 West Yorkshire Combined Authority, ‘Three Yorkshire Mayors Unite under White Rose Agreement’.
37 Office for National Statistics, Estimates of the Population for England and Wales, 2024.

38 Office for National Statistics.

39 Hull and East Yorkshire combined authority, ‘Hull and East Yorkshire Combined Authority
Proposal’, Web Page, n.d.

40 Office for National Statistics, ‘East Midlands’, Web Page, n.d.

12
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2.2.1 Polycentricity

England’s six largest cities, well-suited to the current SA model, will advance in the current
system, powered by strong economies and large populations. Other areas will advance as
SAs are established across England, but their smaller size and/or incoherent geographies will
place a ceiling on their ambitions. Coordination with other SAs would partially mitigate this,
but achieving concrete results from these partnerships will be challenging: one interviewee for
this report dismissed Transport for the North as merely a “talking shop”.

Expanding the ‘footprint’ of jurisdiction outside of England’s six largest cities so that is the
solution. Whether in the South West, East Anglia, or the North, economies are composed of
multiple economic hubs — towns, small cities and rural economic centres — with their own
distinct functions and specialisms, existing in an interconnected ‘polycentric’ relationship with
one another.*" Their economic systems and service geographies rarely align with the
boundaries used by national or regional governance. These places require institutions capable
of joining the dots across dispersed assets and needs: convening infrastructure, labour
markets, innovation ecosystems, and public services at a scale where strategic coherence
becomes possible.

The SAs in England’s six largest cities are effective not only because of the scale but also
because of the ‘hub-and-spoke’ internal structure of these areas. This lends itself to the SA
form of governance. As one interviewee said, “the places which have benefitted most from
strategic authorities have an obvious centre”.

In the same way that this governance model suits these areas, a different — rather than simply
a bigger — governance model is needed in England’s polycentric areas. One interviewee for
this paper commented that “delivery in a metropolitan area is very different from delivery in
more rural areas”, an understanding shared across the relevant policy literature. An
appropriate governance model needs to be capable of coordination between multiple
economic hubs across broad geographies with low population densities. Critically, this
different approach must be set up in a way which preserves the momentum that is currently
propelling English devolution forward.

Only by tailoring governance structures to match England’s varied geography, rather than
forcing every area into a model designed for metropolitan areas, can the full potential of
devolution be realised. A tier of Provinces could provide this opportunity, not by flattening
difference but by enabling shared direction across diverse but connected places.*? This
possibility will be explored in the next chapter.

41 John Parr, ‘The Polycentric Urban Region: A Closer Inspection’, Regional Studies 38, no. 3 (2004):
231-40.
42 Kaye, Rebooting Regionalism: An Essay.

13
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3. A Province model for English regions

A SA model is appropriate for the six economically coherent, large cites described in the
previous chapter. For every other part of England, a different form of governance is required.

These larger, genuinely regional jurisdictions — Provinces — should cover large geographical
areas to encompass comparable populations to the SAs of these six cities. They should have
direct governance responsibility for larger scale initiatives — in transport, economic planning,
and public service integration. Subregional bodies may ultimately play an important role within
these larger Provinces, but not to the extent that they constitute an additional, intermediary
tier of government.

This will not be straightforward. Larger geographies can come with the complexities of aligning
many different interests. One interviewee reflected on the difficult negotiations for a possible
‘One Yorkshire’ devolution deal covering all of Yorkshire, which failed to achieve uniform
support or government approval.** Cambridgeshire County** and Cambridge City*® Councils
rejected the proposed East Anglia devolution deal,*® which would have covered Suffolk,
Norfolk, Cambridgeshire and Peterborough, because of housing and funding concerns. The
prospect of a SA covering the entirety of the South West peninsula — a proposal supported by
Plymouth City Council — appears remote at present.*” Cornwall are opposed, fearing that a
merger with Devon risks “creating a sprawling, disconnected authority”,*® while a non-mayoral
SA now covers Devon and Torbay.

Establishing Provinces cannot be done overnight. Successful governance depends not just
on institutional design, but on the patient development of trust, capacity and legitimacy. GMCA
succeeded partially because the constituent councils had 25 years’ experience cooperating,
thus allowing them to “hit the ground running”.*®* CPCA has struggled partially because the
implementation was rushed — it was established just two months prior to its first mayoral
election.%°

A phased transition is therefore essential. Indeed, an approach of incremental devolution is
already part of current policy, with the EDWP confirming that the Government will consider
non-mayoral devolution agreements as a “stepping-stone towards forming a Mayoral
Combined Authority or Mayoral Combined County Authority”.5!

43 BBC News, ‘Government Rejects “One Yorkshire” Devolution Deal’, 12 February 2019.

44 East Suffolk Liberal Democrats, ‘Cambridgeshire County Council Rejects the Government’s East
Anglia Devolution Proposal’, Web Page, 2016.

45 Sophie Barnes, ‘New Devolution Deal Includes £170m Housing Fund’, Inside Housing, 20 June
2016.

46 HM Treasury, East Anglia Devolution Deal, 2016.

47 Plymouth City Council, English Devolution White Paper Report, 2025.

48 Warren Wilkins, ‘Councillors Unite on Desire for Cornwall-Only Devolution Deal’, Cornish Times, 22
January 2025.

49 Eke and Kaye, Metromentum: Taking Strategic Authorities from Patchwork to Powerhouse.

50 Akash Paun, Duncan Henderson, and Peter Hourston, The Art of the Devolution Deal: How
England’s Counties and Cities Can Make a Success of Devolution (Institute for Government, 2023).
51 Ministry of Housing, Communities and Local Government, English Devolution White Paper.
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This chapter details what the four stages of this transition should consist of:

Completing the subregional map of Strategic Authorities;

Establishing regional geographies for services and economic development;
Fostering and building upon regional partnerships; and

Enabling the transition into Provinces.

PonN=

3.1 Stage one: completing the subregional map

As a first step, current government plans to establish a consistent England-wide tier of SAs
should be followed through. With new SAs emerging, and the establishment of a Devolution
Priority Programme for six areas, this work is well underway.*?

Given the longer-term advantages of establishing much larger geographies for these
subregions to operate within, this process of SA roll-out can now be enabled and sped up
through the creation of Foundation Strategic Authorities (FSAs), which represent an extent of
collaboration which will be more readily accepted by devolution-sceptical parts of the country.
FSAs, as set out in the EDWP, do not require a directly elected mayor and do not set a
subregion on track for receiving its own single integrated settlement.

Ultimately, these subregional SAs — a combination of FSAs brought in where deeper
devolution arrangements are too challenging to achieve as well as MSAs and Established
Mayoral Strategic Authorities (EMSAs) — will evolve to become not a full tier of governance
but crucial subregional entities within the larger Province structures.

3.1.1 Building trust and collaboration

Establishing subregional SAs will help build the trust and working relationships that are
essential for larger regional systems to succeed. Funding models, politics and legal
frameworks incentivise local authorities to focus on their own areas, thus making collaboration
difficult even where mutual benefits exist. Subregional SAs give councils space to begin to
operate more collaboratively: work through disagreements, develop shared priorities, and
build confidence in cross-boundary governance.

While tensions still arise within SAs, these challenges are more manageable at a smaller scale
than they would be in a large Province with a wider range of stakeholders and competing
interests. In time, SAs have shown they can foster stronger partnerships. Interviewees
described a marked improvement in relationships as local authorities adjust to working
together under shared structures.

One described how the “brutal difficulty” of reaching agreements during the early months of
their SA had dramatically improved. Another reflected on how relationships between their
constituent authorities “is now completely different and more mature... the relationship has
changed markedly”. Another stated that “sometimes we do still get ‘what are you going to do
for us’ but the thinking [from constituent authorities] is more sophisticated now”.

3.1.2 Creating capacity and institutional readiness

Subregional SAs also provide a crucial opportunity to develop the capacity and organisational
maturity needed for larger systems to function effectively. These entities rarely start with fully

52 Ministry for Housing, Communities and Local Government, Devolution Revolution: Six Areas to
Elect Mayors for First Time.
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formed structures; they face the same (significant) recruitment and resource challenges as
the rest of local government.*?

Processes like scrutiny and accountability often require adjustment after initial weaknesses
become apparent. But as SAs learn and evolve, they grow in competence and confidence.
One interviewee, for example, singled out LCR’s overview and scrutiny committee for
becoming increasingly effective over time.®* Many have significantly expanded their
workforces, refined internal governance, and taken on greater responsibilities over time.

Starting at the subregional level allows this growth to happen in a manageable environment,
where risks and stakes are lower than they would be in a large-scale Province.

3.1.3 Protecting local autonomy

Efforts to establish SAs often falter due to the difficulty of securing agreement between
constituent councils, as seen in the repeated failures in Lincolnshire in 2016° and 2020,% the
exclusion of Leicester from the East Midlands Combined Authority,®” and long-standing
deadlocks in Hampshire®® and the West of England.®® While forming even larger-scale
Provinces might seem more ambitious, they could in some ways be easier to achieve by
simplifying governance at a truly regional scale.

By definition, a Province would operate at a level that would allow respect for the day-to-day
autonomy of its constituent authorities, potentially preserving local identity and a sense of
place more effectively than a subregional SA body which may more easily be perceived as
encroaching upon, competing with, or stripping out existing structures. However, establishing
such Provinces without first creating SAs risks failure, given the political disagreements and
public scepticism that often arise in the absence of proven collaboration.

Subregional SAs can help lay the groundwork by demonstrating the practical benefits of cross-
boundary governance, fostering political legitimacy, and building public confidence, thereby
smoothing the path for more ambitious regional reforms.

Recommendation 1: Strategic Authorities should be established across England.
Foundation Strategic Authorities should be used as the model of preference in most places
beyond the Devolution Priority Programme to ensure subregional institutions are present
everywhere.

53 Local Government Association, Local Government Workforce Data: Overview and Summary, 2025.
5 Eke and Kaye, Metromentum: Taking Strategic Authorities from Patchwork to Powerhouse.

55 David Paine, ‘County Backs out of Lincs Devo Deal’, Local Government Chronicle, 20 October
2016.

56 Angus Young, ‘Hull and East Riding Council Leaders Back Diluted Devolution Deal’, Hull Live, 12
March 2020.

57 Hannah Richardson, ‘County Will Not Join East Midlands Neighbours in £1bn Funding Bid without
Leicester’, Leicestershire Live, 1 August 2022.

58 Rachael Powell, ‘Choppy Waters for Devolution: Hampshire and the Isle of Wight', Web Page,
Re:State, 2023.

59 BBC News, ‘North Somerset Council Vote against West “Metro Mayor” Plan’, 8 June 2016.
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3.2 Stage two: establishing regional geographies

Once SAs have been established throughout England, the rollout of English regionalism
should become a two-track project.

The maijor urban economies identified in Chapter 2 — which have the necessary economic heft
and population size to function as truly regional governance structures — should continue to
evolve and develop: taking on additional powers and responsibilities, becoming more
financially autonomous and strengthening in capability, capacity and accountability as set out
in a previous Re:State report.®°

Outside such areas, the movement towards Provinces will begin. These would encompass
broad geographical areas with sufficiently large populations and integrated economies to
operate in a genuinely strategic way.

3.2.1 Demarcating boundaries

New, genuinely regional geographies will need to be defined as an early step in the
development of Provinces. Central government should ultimately be responsible for ‘drawing
the map’ and identifying these boundaries.

This important step should be taken in a highly evidence-led way. At a broader geographic,
demographic and economic scale, misaligned boundaries would risk undermining not only
local but also national outcomes. And as these regional bodies take on greater powers and
responsibilities, any attempt to revisit their boundaries retrospectively would become
increasingly complex and politically sensitive.

In this context, it is both reasonable and likely less contentious for central government to play
the leading role defining regional boundaries from the outset. In doing so, it should be guided
by the logic of policy delivery that emerges as newly-established SAs attempt to get things
done.

Principles

The EDWP sets out seven principles to be used when considering future SA devolution
agreements: scale, economies, contiguity, no ‘devolution islands’, delivery, alignment and
identity.' Similar principles should inform the design of regional geographies, with a particular
emphasis on scale and economic coherence.

A minimum target population of three million people should be adopted to ensure that these
areas are genuinely regional and represent a potential tax base that would enable sustainable
strategic activity in the case of future fiscal devolution. Populations of around this size would
bring Provinces in line with the comparable international regional governance benchmarks set
out in Figure 1. In addition, the Government should prioritise establishing footprints with viable,
diverse, and complementary polycentric economies. This includes consideration of travel-to-
work areas, housing market dynamics and the presence of multiple interconnected economic
hubs, each with distinct but complementary specialisms.

60 Eke and Kaye, Metromentum: Taking Strategic Authorities from Patchwork to Powerhouse.
61 Ministry of Housing, Communities and Local Government, English Devolution White Paper.
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Coterminosity with other public service boundaries — for example NHS Integrated Care
Boards, probation services, police forces, fire and rescue services, and the remit of
Department for Education regional directors — is also desirable. Boundary alignment can
enhance coordination, reduce duplication and support more effective service delivery. GMCA,
which has a coterminous Integrated Care System, police force and probation service, has
made notable progress on health and criminal justice.®?

Nevertheless, aligning regional boundaries around coherent economies should take
precedence. Public service boundaries can be more readily adjusted and aligned over time
than the underlying economic geographies. These tend to be more durable and thus serve as
a better foundation for long-term regional governance arrangements. Furthermore, these
provide a more accurate reflection of how people actually live and work than administrative
boundaries. Potential options that illustrate these larger regional geographies are set out in
figure 2, below.

Figure 2: A proposed geography of English Provinces
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62 Sam Freedman, Public Service Reform and Devolution (Labour Together, 2024).
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Example 1: The Province of Northumbria and the Fells

Encompassing three subregional SAs — the proposed Cumbria Combined Authority, TVCA
and the North East Combined Authority (NECA) — this Province would have a total population
of approximately 3.7 million people. Its largest city would be Newcastle, in addition to
Middlesborough, Sunderland, Carlisle and Darlington. It would encompass a region potentially
built around clean energy.®® Cumbria brings nuclear expertise and significant natural capital
for carbon sequestration and green tourism. Tees Valley offers a high-value chemicals cluster,
a freeport, and leading work on hydrogen. The North East combines offshore wind
infrastructure, advanced manufacturing, and major transport hubs.

A cross-cutting clean energy and innovation strategy would allow for more effective joint
investment planning, with finances pooled across localities to unlock major regional
infrastructure, including east-west grid enhancements, green skills academies, and hub-to-
hub transit. East-west transport corridors in the North currently fall between authorities: a
Province could align and finance this coherently.

At this geography, health, housing, education, and transport strategies could be plausibly
brought into alignment. The Province would encourage inward investment, advocate for the
region in national forums, and coordinate reciprocal economic specialisms for the participating
cities and subregions.

Example 2: The Province of South Mercia and the Chilterns

Encompassing CPCA in addition to Oxfordshire, Bedfordshire, Buckinghamshire and
Northamptonshire, this Province would have a population of approximately four million people.
Its largest cities would be Oxford and Cambridge, in addition to Milton Keynes, Peterborough,
Luton and Northampton.

This Province would bring strategic coherence to the Oxford—Cambridge Arc, enabling more
coordinated development of one of the UK’s most economically dynamic yet institutionally
fragmented regions. It includes multiple mid-sized cities with distinct economic roles:
Cambridge as a global research hub; Oxford as a centre for science, education and health;
Milton Keynes as a high-growth new town economy; and Luton, Northampton, and
Peterborough as major labour market anchors. The geography is polycentric, diverse, and
increasingly economically interdependent.

A Province could strengthen linkages between these centres through strategic investment in
east—west rail, orbital road capacity, and integrated transport planning. It would enable more
effective spatial planning, housing delivery, and environmental stewardship across shared
corridors of growth. At this scale, the region’s innovation ecosystems — including multiple
universities, science parks, and advanced manufacturing clusters — could be better aligned to
support skills, R&D, and inward investment without micromanagement from Whitehall.

The Province would help overcome the structural barriers that have historically limited
coordination across the Arc. It would provide a single voice in national forums, unlock
opportunities for pooled infrastructure finance, and embed greater alignment between growth

63 | aurie Laybourn et al., Net-Zero North: Delivering the Decarbonisation Mission in the North of
England (IPPR, 2017).
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and sustainability. Each local area would retain distinct governance but benefit from being part
of a shared strategic framework.

Example 3: The Province of East Anglia

Encompassing Norfolk, Suffolk, Essex and Hertfordshire, this Province would have a
population of approximately 3.5 million people. It would include Southend, Norwich, Ipswich,
Watford and Stevenage.

Bringing together the predominantly rural counties of Norfolk and Suffolk with the larger, more
urbanised economies of Essex and Hertfordshire, this Province’s economic coherence would
rest on three key pillars: agri-tech and food production; clean and coastal energy infrastructure
(including offshore wind); and a network of logistics and advanced manufacturing corridors
centred on ports and road-rail links. University cities such as Norwich and Hatfield support
growing bioscience and environmental research sectors, while the ports of Felixstowe and
Harwich provide critical freight connectivity to Europe.

A Province could support joint planning for infrastructure across East Anglia’s often-
overlooked transport spine, including upgrades to the A12, A120 and key rail corridors such
as the Great Eastern and West Anglia Main Lines. It would allow for better coordination of
spatial planning, particularly in managing the cumulative pressures of housing growth, green
belt constraints, and rural land use. In coastal areas, a regional strategy for climate resilience
and energy infrastructure could ensure a joined-up approach to flood defence, port
development, and offshore grid integration.

Including Hertfordshire strengthens the Province’s southern reach, creating a clearer interface
with London and bringing in a dense cluster of life sciences, advanced manufacturing, and
commuter towns. The Province would enable more strategic coordination across urban and
rural divides, advocate effectively for shared infrastructure investment, and support integrated
innovation and sustainability strategies across one of England’s most ecologically and
economically distinctive regions.

Figure 3: Other proposed Provinces

e Lincolnshire and the Yorkshire Gateway (including North Yorkshire, Hull and East
Yorkshire, and Greater Lincolnshire; population: 2.7 million)

o Greater East Midlands (including Nottinghamshire, Derbyshire, Leicestershire, and
Rutland; population: 3.3 million)

e The Western Ridge (including Cheshire, Lancashire, Halton, and Wigan (detached
from or overlapping with GMCA); population: 3 million)

e Great South West (including Cornwall, Devon, and Dorset; population: 2.7 million)

e Wessex (including Bristol, Somerset, Gloucestershire, and Wiltshire; population: 3.8
million)

e Great South East (including Sussex, Kent, and Surrey; population: 4 million)

e South Thames and Solent (including Berkshire, Hampshire, and the Isle of Wight;
population: 3.4 million)

e Black Country and the Marches (including Warwickshire, Staffordshire, and
Herefordshire; population: 2.5 million)
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Recommendation 2: Central government should define new regional boundaries. The
target minimum population size should be three million. Government should take into
consideration functional economic geographies, identity groupings, and already-present pan-
regional systems when defining these new regional boundaries.

3.3 Stage three: fostering regional partnerships

Once regional boundaries have been drawn, collaboration between SAs within each region
on shared priorities should be actively encouraged and supported through regional
partnerships.

These regional partnerships represent a vital step in the transition towards Provinces. Just as
subregional SAs serve as a foundational phase for building trust, capacity and legitimacy,
regional partnerships serve to extend these qualities across Province-scale geographies. In
doing so, they help to ensure that the eventual transition from regional partnerships into
Provinces is grounded in institutional practice, operational readiness and strategic alignment.

Primary responsibility for initiating and deepening collaboration should rest with the SAs within
each regional partnership. A range of actions could be taken, for example regional forums.
These would establish regular dialogue between mayors and other subregional and county-
scale leaders around shared challenges and opportunities. Interviewees for this paper
emphasised the importance of having this ongoing dialogue at the highest political level.

SAs could also co-develop joint regional strategies, such as for transport, housing or broader
economic growth plans. These would guide and provide greater certainty for public and private
sector investment, allowing for larger and more ambitious projects. Peer networks and working
groups could also be created. Allowing for the sharing of best practice, these would foster
professional relationships and workforce capacity across the entire region. In more advanced
contexts, SAs may consider pooling budgets for specific regional priorities, deploying shared
officer teams to realise efficiency gains, or piloting joint delivery schemes.

Numerous examples of cross-boundary collaboration at a regional scale already exist.

EMCA and WMCA have agreed to work on shared priorities, including regional clusters,
foreign direct investment, transport and infrastructure.® In Yorkshire, the White Rose
Agreement unites SYCA, WYCA and YNYCA in pursuit of shared goals around growth,
regional promotion, transport and community safety.®® Around the Humber, HEYCA and GLCA
have plans to establish a mayoral joint committee tasked with promoting cross-estuary
economic ties.®® Subnational transport bodies — such as England’s Economic Heartland,
Transport for the North and Peninsula Transport — are working to define and deliver on shared
regional transport priorities.

Furthermore, interviewees from SAs emphasised their willingness to develop these pre-
existing partnerships and explore additional ways of cooperating at a regional scale. These
bodies would offer a strong institutional platform on which regional partnerships can build.

64 East Midlands Combined Authority and West Midlands Combined Authority, Compact between the
West Midlands Combined Authority and East Midlands Combined County Authority.

65 West Yorkshire Combined Authority, ‘Three Yorkshire Mayors Unite under White Rose Agreement’.
66 Hull and East Yorkshire combined authority, ‘Hull and East Yorkshire Combined Authority
Proposal’.
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Initially, the level of collaboration will likely vary between regional partnerships. Areas with
more mature SAs or with already well-established relationships may move more easily
towards deeper integration, while others may begin with lighter-touch arrangements.

Nonetheless, central government should actively enable and support regional partnerships,
helping deepen collaboration and realise successes. The importance of supporting regional
collaboration is recognised in the EDWP, which confirms the Government’s intention to
“support Mayors to collaborate on larger regional footprints”.%” This support must be tangible
and cannot simply consist of high-level endorsement. Options may include dedicated funding,
offering secretariat services, providing technical assistance and training, facilitating data-
sharing and analysis, and encouraging secondments.

Recommendation 3: Within the defined regional boundaries, regional partnerships between
Strategic Authorities should be encouraged and supported.

Recommendation 4: Central government driven programmes — such as missions, industrial
strategies and public service reform efforts — should explicitly include incentives for Strategic
Authorities within the same regional boundaries to collaborate.

3.4 Stage four: transitioning into Provinces

Once regional partnerships have reached a sufficient level of maturity, they should be guided
towards becoming the kernel of new Provinces. Unlike regional partnerships — which would
operate as coordinating bodies between SAs — Provinces would constitute a distinct and
formalised tier of governance, with the authority to lead their regions directly and a legal
general power of competence.

As will be outlined in Section 4, Provinces would have a directly-elected leader and defined
statutory powers and responsibilities.

3.4.1 Deeper pan-regional collaboration

The EDWP commits to ending the deals-based devolution model. Instead, it sets out a
structured framework for future agreements. It outlines seven principles the government will
use when considering future SA devolution agreements and five criteria for MSAs wishing to
access the EMSA tier.%8

Similarly clear criteria should be developed to determine whether regional partnerships are
ready to transition into Provinces. For local government, this would offer clarity and
predictability regarding the pathway to Province status, enabling SAs and regional
partnerships to plan with confidence and align their efforts accordingly. For central
government, this would allow progress of different regional partnerships to be monitored
systematically, identifying those which may require greater support. Just as with SAs under
current plans, the eventual establishment of Provinces should be made mandatory.

67 Ministry of Housing, Communities and Local Government, English Devolution White Paper.
68 Ministry of Housing, Communities and Local Government.
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As the organisational features of region-scale Provinces are established, SAs within the
central government-defined regional boundaries should be routinely co-designing and
delivering programmes, services and infrastructure projects that operate at the regional scale.

This would demonstrate that, in the relevant areas of policy, the region is beginning to function
as an integrated system rather than as a collection of discrete authorities. SAs should also
develop a shared long-term strategic vision for the region across multiple policy areas — for
example economic development, health, education and net zero. These joint strategies would
evidence alignment amongst SAs on priorities and a commitment to working towards them
together.

Underpinning these planning and delivery functions, there must be appropriate institutional
capacity within the region. While regional partnerships would lack the formal statutory powers
of SAs, there should nonetheless be examples of administrative collaboration. This might
include shared officer teams, secondments and placements between SAs within the region,
and cross-SA projects and working groups across all levels.

The regional partnership must also possess demonstratable political and public legitimacy.
Local political leaders — including local authority leaders and the MSA mayors — should support
transitioning into a Province and there should also be growing public recognition of the regional
partnership’s role.

Recommendation 5: Central government should develop a clear set of regional
collaboration expectations, used by central and local government to lay the groundwork for
Provinces.

3.4.2 Process

In line with a centrally-established timeline, SAs within each larger regional geography would
be expected to jointly submit an expression of interest to central government — ratified by the
board of each SA — including evidence that they have progressed against the established
collaboration expectations.

Unlike with the establishment of SAs, the possible geographies involved in these proposals
would not be variable. Provinces must operate within and become the government of the
regional boundaries identified by central government earlier in the process.

Central government would then assess the submission against the published criteria to
determine readiness for the establishment of a Province. If the regional partnership meets
these, the transition to Province status should begin immediately, avoiding the protracted
negotiations characteristic of earlier devolution deals.

The transition process would involve several coordinated steps. Necessary legislation would
be introduced in Parliament. A date for the first election of the Province’s leader would be set.
And work would take place on how the Province will inherit existing SA powers, whether
additional responsibilities will be granted at the outset, and what ongoing role — if any — SAs
will play within the new Province governing framework (see Chapter 4 below).

If a given SA is unable to ratify the submission to establish a Province, then a Province will
still be established, with governance jurisdiction over the whole pre-established geography.
The constituent authorities of the non-ratifying SA would sit as observers, rather than voting
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participants, of the Province board, until involvement is ratified. This scenario should be
unusual, given the significant benefits of collaborating as Provinces.

Recommendation 6: The establishment of a Province is triggered when, in line with an
agreed national timeline, a regional partnership submits an expression of interest that is
accepted by central government. The member councils of Strategic Authorities that ratify and
participate in the process will become full voting members of the new Province board.
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4. How Provinces would work

Effective regional governance hinges not only on establishing Provinces but establishing the
right governance structures. In many respects, Provinces should draw on the proven SA
model: directly elected leadership, board-based decision making, and extensive devolution of
powers and responsibilities.

However, this SA model was designed for metropolitan areas characterised by high-
population densities and ‘hub-and-spoke’ economies.®® In contrast, Provinces span much
larger and more diverse ‘polycentric’ geographies, marked by lower overall population
densities and encompassing multiple economic hubs. Adaptations to the SA model for
Provinces are required to reflect these differences.

Rather than a mayor, each Province should be led by a directly elected Governor. Their boards
should consist of representatives from their constituent authorities, while previous SAs should
be disbanded or transition into informal subregional partnerships. This chapter details how
Provinces would function.

4.1 The role of Governor

4.1.1 Benefits

Directly elected leaders have a strong, visible, personal mandate from the electorate. Thus,
they can typically take bolder and faster decisions than would otherwise be the case.

Ben Houchen purchased Teesside Airport in 2018, a year after making this a central pledge
in his successful 2017 campaign to be elected TVCA’s mayor.”® Similarly, in GMCA Andy
Burnham has placed transport at the heart of all three of his mayoral election campaigns.
Under his leadership GMCA became the first city region outside London to bring bus services
under local control, and work is ongoing to bring eight local rail routes into this Bee Network
by 2030.

An investment fund from the Treasury, paid annually over a thirty-year period, permits mayors
to pursue these priorities. SAs have latitude to spend or borrow against this fund, for example
LCR has deployed it through a strategic investment fund to support economic growth while
the NECA has launched a Mayor’s Opportunity Fund to support community organisations.”’

69 Kaye, Rebooting Regionalism: An Essay.

70 BBC News, ‘Ben Houchen Agrees £35m Durham Tees Valley Airport Purchase’, 4 December 2018.
71 Dan Wright, ‘Mayor’s New Fund to Bring North East Communities Together and Lead Fight against
Poverty’, Web Page, North East Combined Authority, n.d.
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Figure 4: Proposed Province responsibilities

Spatial * Lead a statutory provincial spatial » Power to integrate local plans.
planning strategy.

* Call-in power for strategically

important planning decisions.

Economy * Develop and deliver a provincial * Phased fiscal devolution (e.g.
industrial strategy. business rates, tourism taxes,
Power to create regional investment proportion of locally levied income
vehicles. tax).

Skills » Oversight of adult education * Devolved commissioning of FE and
budgets and workforce strategy retraining.
across providers. « Statutory link with DfE and DWP.

Public service < Convene local authorities, ICSs, * Power to propose new service
reform police and other services to improve geographies (e.g. coterminous
outcomes and coherence. boundaries) and take on
accountability for integrated delivery
(e.g. health).

The visibility of a directly elected leader also enhances transparency and accountability.
Voters have a clearer understanding of who is responsible for decisions, making leadership
more recognisable and more accountable to the public. Many mayors — for example in TVCA,"?

72 Tees Valley Combined Authority, “Your Chance to Quiz the Mayor in New Public Question Time’,
Web Page, Tees Valley Combined Authority, 1 April 2025.
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WMCA™ and WYCA™ — have actively sought to enhance this visible accountability through
‘mayoral question time’ sessions where the public can question the mayor about policies and
priorities.

And, looking outwards, a directly elected leader acts as a single, recognised regional
representative who can advocate for their region on the national and international stage. Andy
Burnham’s high-profile defence of GMCA'’s needs during Covid had him nicknamed the ‘King
of the North’ and contributed to GMCA receiving a £60 million support package.”® Ben
Houchen’s direct negotiations with investors saw FDI in TVCA doubling between 2016 and
2019 from £5 billion to almost £10 billion.”®

Central government also benefits from this, resolving the ‘Kissinger question’ of who they
should speak to about a particular region. Providing a clear point of contact in this way eases
communication, and supports more productive working relationships, between central and
local government.

4 1.2 Differences

The need for this kind of leadership — capable of driving strategic decisions, strengthening
democratic accountability and acting as a recognised advocate for their regions — is even more
compelling at the scale of a Province. Without such leadership, there is a significant risk that
decision making becomes fragmented, accountability dilutes and the ability to represent
collective regional interests weakened.

However, the scale and complexity of Provinces demands a different kind of leadership from
that of SA mayors. There would be little appetite for an excessively powerful governing entity
at this regional scale, replicating the Whitehall power-hoarding dynamic at a different

geography.

SA mayors must balance diverse priorities and identities across their area. The leader of a
Province attempting to do the same job faces a significantly larger challenge given the larger
geographies involved. Balancing the differences between places and ensuring that they feel
represented will require a leadership style distinctly different from the city-focused nature of
the mayors of London, Birmingham, Manchester, Liverpool, Sheffield and Leeds.

Similarly, while MSA mayors must work alongside a range of stakeholders to advance shared
priorities, the scale and polycentric nature of Provinces will mean such collaboration is even
more essential. Provinces could span hundreds of miles, encompassing multiple economic
hubs and rural communities. At this scale, leaders must be even more effective at
collaboration, convening and coordinating than SA mayors, with this likely to involve working
closely with informal subregional partnerships.

These distinct features mean that leaders of Provinces will need to adopt a different style from
their SA mayor equivalents. They must be capable of balancing competing priorities and
representing different identities, alongside being prepared to delegate greater authority and

73 West Midlands Combined Authority, ‘Opportunity for Birmingham Residents to Speak to Richard
Parker, Mayor of the West Midlands’, Web Page, West Midlands Combined Authority, 6 May 2025.
74 West Yorkshire Combined Authority, ‘Have Your Say on Projects in West Yorkshire’, Web Page,
West Yorkshire Combined Authority, n.d.

75 BBC News, ‘Covid: Greater Manchester Given £60m Support Package’, 21 October 2020.

76 Adam Hawksbee, Give Back Control: Realising the Potential of England’s Mayors (Onward, 2022).
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utilise informal subregional partnerships as intermediary vehicles for the coordination of parts
of their jurisdictions, as well as useful receptacles for more localised identity groupings.

Recommendation 7: Provinces should be led by a directly-elected Governor. The Governor
should be a direct peer of the mayors of major urban Strategic Authorities, with a
comparable annually-paid investment fund, similar direct accountabilities, and attendance of
the Council of Regions and Nations.

4.2 Subregional partnerships

A key question in the design of Provinces is what role the constituent subregional SAs within
their boundaries should perform. Though no longer a full-fledged governance tier, the
geographical scale and socio-economic diversity of Provinces means that there is a clear
rationale for having subregional partnerships serving to mediate and bridge the gap between
Provinces and their constituent local authorities.

4.2.1 Subregions in England

Dividing Provinces into subregions is fully compatible with — and indeed complementary to —
the principles of effective regional governance. To develop meaningful policies and strategies
at the regional level, the distinct characteristics of different areas within the region must be
recognised and catered for. This ensures that regional policies are sensitive to and aligned
with this diversity, allowing for coordination and specialisation across subregional areas.

London provides a leading example of this in practice. Both the London Plan’” and London
Growth Plan’® set London-wide policies and objectives, but they also identify and tailor policy
around demarcated subregions.

Some form of informal subregional partnerships would be a benefit to a Province. While
decisions would be taken at the strategic regional level, implementing these decisions may be
best coordinated at a subregional level to allow for context-specific variations and more
effectively reflect the interests of places and identities at the scale of unitary local authorities.

These partnerships could allow local authorities within a shared subregional geography to
jointly communicate their priorities ‘upwards’, thus ensuring alignment between the local and
regional tiers, and working to guard against uneven representation or the over-prioritisation of
certain areas of the Province at the expense of others. One interviewee emphasised the
importance of this role, questioning whether any leader of a large rural area could ever obtain
the necessary insight into the area’s society and economy without this.

London subregional partnerships

Subregional partnerships are most advanced in London. Every borough is now part of one of
four subregional partnerships: Central London Forward, Local London, South London
Partnership and West London Alliance. Local authorities join these partnerships voluntarily
and they do not hold statutory powers. Nevertheless, they play a key role in delivering
programmes, facilitating joint policymaking and coordinating collaboration.

77T Mayor of London, The London Plan 2021 (Greater London Authority, 2021).
78 Mayor of London and London Councils, London Growth Plan, 2025.
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Local London manages over £85 million worth of grants” while Central London Forward’s
employment support programmes have assisted more than 10,000 residents into work.® West
London Alliance has worked with neighbouring authorities and the GLA on a subregional local
area energy plan.8’ South London Partnership supports subregional collaboration on health
and social care and previously ran the ‘InnOvaTe’ programme to help boroughs manage and
mitigate against challenges arising from Covid-19.8? Together, these activities demonstrate
the value subregional partnerships can provide, bridging the gap between the local and
regional tiers.

4.2.2 Design

Informal

While there is a clear need for subregional partnerships to support collaboration and
coordination, SAs in their current form are not the appropriate vehicle to perform this role.
Retaining SAs as formal governance bodies below Provinces would result in there being three
statutory tiers of local government within these regions: local authorities, SAs and Provinces.

From a governance perspective, having this many formal governance tiers risks creating
confusion over roles and responsibilities. This could undermine service delivery and increase
the likelihood of policy fragmentation. A similar concern is voiced in the EDWP, which argues
for the reorganisation of district councils, county councils and small unitary councils into
appropriately sized unitary councils. Reducing the number of tiers in this way would “reduce
fragmentation of public services”.®® Such a structure could also, given the potential for
duplication and overlapping services, introduce bureaucratic inefficiencies and excessive
administrative costs. And the requirement to pass through multiple formal tiers could lead to
rigid, slow and cumbersome decision-making processes.

From a public perspective, having multiple elected politicians at different tiers could lead to
voter confusion over which tier is responsible for which policies or services. Democratic
participation could fall and accountability weaken.

Rather than constituting an additional statutory tier of government, subregional partnerships
should therefore be informal groupings between constituent local authorities, similar to the
model successfully adopted in London. SAs within Provinces would no longer function as a
tier of governance with statutory footing.

Voluntary

Crucially, as the example of London’s subregional partnerships demonstrates, constituent
local authorities choose voluntarily to come together in subregional partnerships — their
success depends on this. Consequently, neither Provinces nor central government should
compel local authorities to participate.

In many areas subregional partnerships may naturally evolve from former SA boundaries, with
local authorities choosing to continue collaborating within the same geography. This option

7 Local London, Local London Plan: Towards 2026, n.d.

80 Central London Forward, ‘Central London Forward Programmes’, Web Page, n.d.

81 West London Alliance, ‘Shaping West London’s Energy Future’, Web Page, 13 March 2024.
82 South London Partnership, ‘InnOvaTe “Internet of Things” Programme’, Web Page, n.d.

83 Ministry of Housing, Communities and Local Government, English Devolution White Paper.
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may be particularly appropriate where the former SA boundaries closely match economic
geographies and identities.

In other areas local authorities may choose to establish subregional partnerships with different
authorities across more appropriate footprints than the old SAs. This may be the case if the
previous SA boundaries inadequately lined up with economies or identity, or where
relationships between local authorities within the SA proved less effective.

However, some local authorities may judge that they already possess sufficient capacity to
deliver services and engage directly with their Province without the need for an intermediary
body. Other local authorities may feel that their distinct identity is best preserved by remaining
independent of any subregional partnership.

In practice, the existence of subregional partnerships would not change the composition of the
decision-making board at the heart of each Province. The board would be primarily composed
of the Governor, alongside representatives from all local authorities within the Province, voting
on most matters with a simple majoritarian voting rule. Subregional entities could have voting
rights delegated to their representatives by their constituent authorities within specific Province
subcommittees, but would only be observers on the main provincial board (see 4.3 below).

Functions

Similar to the above, local authorities — not central government nor Provinces — should decide,
jointly, on the specific role and function of their subregional partnerships. Some may choose
for light-touch arrangements, such as periodic meetings between local authority
representatives. Others may choose more developed arrangements, for example the creation
of a dedicated body with sufficient capacity and authority to coordinate services and
communicate with the Province on their behalf. Provinces should allow for this flexibility in
design.

Recommendation 8: Former Strategic Authorities should cease to operate as a full tier of
government upon the creation of a Province. Local authorities within a Province should be
permitted to continue to operate their Strategic Authority in an informal subregional
coordination role, retaining an elected mayoral figure where this already exists and continues
to be desired. Otherwise, local authorities within Provinces may form voluntary, informal
subregional partnerships similar to those in London. Where subregional entities exist, they
may be delegated a voting role in Province subcommittees, however only local authorities
would participate directly in the main Province board.

4.3 Board and cabinet

4.3.1 Board

Provinces, like SAs, should have a board, composed of constituent council representatives
and, where appropriate, other key stakeholders. This board would serve as the principal
decision-making forum.

The benefits of this type of collective decision making are explored in previous Re:State work
and are summarised in Section 3.2.3¢ The need to work closely and reach consensus with

84 Eke and Kaye, Metromentum: Taking Strategic Authorities from Patchwork to Powerhouse.
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board members means that decisions are supported, well-informed and more likely to be
successfully implemented.

However, this approach also presents significant challenges. It can be slow, and it requires
substantial time, effort and resources to operate effectively. These challenges are likely to be
particularly pronounced for Provinces because of the greater diversity of communities and
economies that their constituent authorities will cover compared to SA constituent authorities.
For example, in a prospective Greater East Midlands Province different cities may hold
divergent views on the particulars of a regional transport strategy.

To mitigate against these challenges, Provinces should, alongside existing SAs, be subject to
the upcoming Statutory Devolution Framework. This will allow most decisions to only require
a simple majority board vote. And going further than this, Provinces should also adopt previous
Re:State recommendations for stronger, more accountable, and higher-capacity SAs, which
would grant Provinces’ Governors the powers needed to push forward their vision for their
region whilst maintaining the principle of collective governance.®

Recommendation 9: Province boards should be composed of the Governor, constituent
authority representatives and, where appropriate and desired, other stakeholder
representatives.

4.3.2 Cabinet

Sitting above the board, Governors should have the authority to appoint commissioners or
‘deputy governors’ to serve as portfolio leads within their cabinet, following the model
recommended in previous Re:State work for MSA mayors.%

Going beyond the EDWP and allowing mayors and governors to appoint full-time
commissioners as dedicated portfolio leads in their cabinet would work to increase executive
capacity, without this being at the expense of capacity elsewhere or decreases in
accountability. It would also preserve the consensus-based governance model, with
constituent authority representatives would continue to serve on the board.

Recommendation 10: Province Governors should be able to appoint appropriately
remunerated commissioners as portfolio leads in their cabinet.

4.4 Powers and resources

To function as an effective regional governance tier, Provinces must have substantive powers
(see Figure 4). At a minimum they should be granted the full suite of powers afforded to current
EMSAs, including access to integrated settlements — a single funding allocation for the
duration of a spending review period.

Provinces will ultimately need much greater devolution of powers and responsibilities than is
proposed in the EDWP if they are to be truly regional governments.®” To this end they should
also be able to propose additional functions to be added to the statutory devolution framework
or piloted locally in the same manner that EMSAs can.

85 Eke and Kaye.
86 Eke and Kaye.
87 Ministry of Housing, Communities and Local Government, English Devolution White Paper.
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Recommendation 11: Provinces should have at least the same powers and responsibilities
as Established Mayoral Strategic Authorities, with the same ability to propose that additional
functions are added to the statutory devolution framework.

Devolution should always aim to reduce unnecessarily centralised control of locally important
spending decisions. With the establishment of Provinces across England, it would be
appropriate to ensure that these genuinely regional entities become the default holders of
budgets which are intended to promote economic development and prosperity in more rural
places.

For example, the Rural England Prosperity Fund, a share of the new Local Growth Fund,
alongside agricultural and farming funds currently operated by DEFRA, should be
consolidated into a new Provincial Development Fund (PDF) and allocated directly to
Provinces for spending on the distinctive needs of more rural communities. The allocation of
this PDF should be proportional to the need and extent of rural assets and farming in each
Provincial jurisdiction, and should take into account the strategic national role for investment
in farming (which DEFRA is well placed to represent).

Recommendation 12: Over and above mirroring the budgetary arrangements of
Established Mayoral Strategic Authorities, Provinces should also be allocated a new
Provincial Development Fund, drawing together money from the Rural England Prosperity
Fund, the Farming Investment Fund, and a share of the new Local Growth Fund.
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5. Conclusion

For all the progress of recent years, much of England is still governed at a scale that does
not allow for strategic decisions, whether about infrastructure, investment, or the design and
integration of public services. Current plans will not go far enough to correct this.

In large parts of the country, the principal unit of subnational governance is, or will soon be,
the subregional SA, but these vary enormously in scale. In some places these are county-
scale entities with small populations. Such authorities could play an important role in place
leadership and service delivery, and they represent a model which can work well for
England’s biggest cities. But they are not sufficient on their own to drive growth, lead reform,
or support meaningful future devolution — or fiscal devolution — for whole swathes of
England.

Provinces would offer a way to address this structural gap. They would create the conditions
for more joined-up investment and delivery, support coterminous governance across
economic and service geographies, and provide a platform for coherent leadership across
England’s polycentric regions, not at the expense of local identity, but in support of its
potential.

If devolution is to move beyond its current ceiling, and if reform is to deliver more than
marginal gains, England will need institutions with the legitimacy, capacity and coherence to
act strategically. In most of England, that will mean thinking bigger and finally learning from
the structures used by other countries.

Genuine regionalism beckons. The bedrock of a very different system could be put in place
in the coming years — if the system can find the wherewithal to change itself.
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