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ABOUT RE:STATE

Re:State 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 are 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Britain has been papering over the cracks in an outdated social and economic model, but while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 follows on from a three-paper series
which explored the future of regional governance in England. It applies these lessons to
London, putting forward a new model of governance suited for further devolution of fiscal and
policy powers.

Re:Imagining the Local State Advisory Group

Re:State is grateful to the expert members of the ‘Re:Imagining the Local State’ Advisory
Group who provide invaluable insight and advise on the programme. Their involvement does
not equal endorsement of every argument or recommendation put forward.

Rt. Hon. Andy Burnham, Mayor of Councillor Isobel Seccombe OBE,
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Council
Professor Donna Hall CBE, ICS
Transformation Advisor for NHS England Laura Shoaf CBE, Chair of Shadow Great
and former Chief Executive Officer for British Railways
Wigan Council
Nick Sinclair, Director of the Local Area
Professor Philip McCann, Chair of the Coordination Network, Community
Urban and Regional Economics at Alliance Catalysts

Manchester Business School
Professor Tony Travers, Associate Dean,

Dr Barry Quirk CBE, Former Chief School of Public Policy at the London
Executive Officer of Kensington & Chelsea School of Economics

and Lewisham Councils
Rob Walsh, Former Chief Executive

Angie Ridgwell, Chief Executive Officer, Officer of North East Lincolnshire Council
Hertfordshire County Council



CAPITAL AT RISK

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

External reviewers

We would like to express our gratitude to our external reviewer, Dr Barry Quirk CBE, for his
helpful comments on an earlier draft of this paper.

Interviewees

We would like to thank all 17 interviewees for giving their time and candid insights to support
this research paper. The list of interviewees is as follows:

Andrew Boff, Deputy Chair, London Assembly

Dr Nick Bowes, Former Director of Policy, Greater London Authority

Dr Jack Brown, Senior Lecturer, King's College London

Antonia Jennings, Chief Executive, Centre for London

John O'Brien, Senior Adviser, Newton; Former Chief Executive of London Councils
Chris Paddock, Former Policy and Strategy Director, London Councils

Jules Pipe CBE, Deputy Mayor, Planning, Regeneration and the Fire Service, GLA;
and formerly Chair of London Councils and Directly Elected Mayor of Hackney
Forogh Rahmani, Director, Local London

And nine interviewees who wished to remain anonymous.

The arguments and any errors that remain are the authors’ and the authors’ alone.



CAPITAL AT RISK

Table of contents

I 1 30 1 L o2 I 1 7
2. APLAN FOR LONDON’S BOROUGHS AND SUBREGIONS ................ccooeeiiiiiiii. 9
2.1 The case for fewer bOroUghS .......ccoooeiiiiiiicci e 10

2.1.1 Collaboration and communiCation ..................eeuuueeumemmmmeeiiiiiiieieniinnnnnnns 10

2.2 EffiCIBNCY e 12

2.0 3 1Nt e 12

A [0V (o TN 1 1= o= P 13

2.2 SIZ e 13

2.2.2 PrOCESS ..ttt et ettt e e e e ettt a e e e e e e e e ettt e e e e e e eea e aaaaeaeaane, 14

2.3 London’s subregional partnerships ..........cccceeiiiiiiiiiiiiiicece e 15

2.3.1 Next steps for London’s subregions ............cccccceeeeiiiiiiiiiiiiccen e, 16

3. THE LONDON ASSEMBLY ... 18
3.1 Redefining the ASSemDIy..........ooooiiiiiiiiiiie 19

3.2 POWEIS Of SCIULINY ..ouueii i 20

3.3 Constitutional OWNErShiP........ouvuiiiii e 23

4. NEW POWERS FORLONDON ..., 25
4.1 Toward a reserved powers MOAEL.........ccovviiiiiiiiiiiii e 28

4.2 FIiSCaAl fiTEPOWET ....veeii e e e e e et e e e e e e e e e eaaa s 30

7. CONCLUSION ... e e e e e e e e e e e e e e e e e e e e aaaaaeens 32



CAPITAL AT RISK

Recommendations

Recommendation 1: Central government should expand its programme of local government
reorganisation to include London’s boroughs. To ease this process, the main mechanism for
reorganisation should be a series of bilateral and trilateral mergers between existing boroughs,
avoiding splits within existing jurisdictions. The aim should be a target population of around 1
million per borough, with a minimum population of 500,000 and a maximum of 1.5 million, for
a final structure of around 10 to 12 boroughs total.

Recommendation 2: As part of the process of merging London’s local authorities, central
government should lead a process for deciding new boundaries for London’s subregional
partnerships. Collaboration between local authorities within these boundaries should be
encouraged and they should be used as the default subregional actors in all GLA and Mayoral
strategies.

Recommendation 3: Local authority leaders should, following the process of local authority
mergers set out in Recommendation 1, be entitled to take seats on the London Assembly.
They can nominate a deputy to attend in their place for routine business.

Recommendation 4: The London Assembly’s Constituency Members should be abolished.

Recommendation 5: The London Assembly should be upgraded into a high-visibility
parliamentary-style chamber. The existing annual State of London Debate should be recast
as a formal Assembly set piece: a Mayoral State of London address delivered in the chamber,
followed by a scheduled debate and a published programme of follow-up scrutiny. The
Assembly should also gain a formal two-thirds supermajority power of censure over the Mayor,
triggering defined consequences such as a mandatory response, an evidence session, and a
time-limited action plan. The Assembly’s current budget/performance scrutiny should be
reconstituted as a London Public Accounts and Performance Committee, chaired by an
opposition Assembly Member, with enhanced capacity and an explicit remit to audit delivery
and value for money across the entire GLA Group.

Recommendation 6: The reconstituted London Assembly should also become home for an
official opposition, comprised of the largest group not aligned with the sitting Mayor. The
opposition should be led by a figure characterised as the Shadow or Opposition Mayor. To
ensure that this provides new routes to political accountability that reflects the best elements
of practice of the Westminster model, this opposition should be allocated a small additional
budget, ‘opposition business’ slots, and specific responsibilities during assembly debate set
pieces.

Recommendation 7: The Assembly should operate as the formal steward of London’s self-
governance, with a duty to regularly review and publish a ‘London Constitution’, with major
shifts subject to supermajority support and national Parliamentary oversight. These changes
should trigger amendment proposals to the Greater London Authority Act 1999, and impose a
duty on central government to respond.
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Recommendation 8: Assembly Members should be able to initiate and pass 'London
Measures': distinct, formal instruments available within defined policy fields. A passed London
Measure would create statutory duties: the Mayor must publish a written response within a
fixed period, either explaining a reason to reject, adopting and acting on the Measure where
it falls within Mayoral competence, or, where primary legislation or national powers are
required, formally transmitting it to central government as a legislative request. Any decision
not to transmit should require a reasoned exemption, which must be published and debated in
the Assembly. UK Government ministers should then have a duty to provide a formal
response within a set timeframe, stating whether they will legislate, enable by secondary
legislation, or refuse (with reasons).

Recommendation 9: The Government should legislate to amend the statutory footing of the
GLA in several ways: first, it should strengthen the Mayor’'s legal general power of
competence. Second, it should re-establish the GLA’s authority by introducing a reserved
powers basis that mirrors that used in Scottish devolution, with reserved
matters/competencies for both boroughs and central government set out. Third, it should
include language to reflect a ‘devolution by default’ principle with an explicit safeguard so that
future legislation or directions do not impose upon London’s competencies by implication.

Recommendation 10: London should be at the leading edge of a growing programme of
fiscal devolution, with the GLA empowered as the default billing authority for any newly
created taxes, any newly devolved revenue streams (like the upcoming tourism levy), and for
the introduction of retained shares of nationally levied taxes.
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1. Introduction

Britain — one of the most centralised countries in the world — is part-way through a major
reshaping of how power is shared between the centre and the places people live." That
process began 25 years ago when, alongside devolution to Scotland, Wales and Northern
Ireland, citywide governance was restored to London through the Greater London Authority
Act 1999. The creation of the Greater London Authority (GLA), with a Mayor of London and a
London Assembly, briefly put the capital on the leading edge for English devolution.?

Since then, the devolution story has largely moved beyond the M25. Mayoral devolution now
covers more than half of England’s population and, once existing agreements and the
Government’s Devolution Priority Programme (DPP) are implemented, this will rise to close to
80 per cent.?

Within London, however, devolution has not deepened to match this wider momentum. The
last quarter-century has seen a handful of incremental additions: the Greater London Authority
Act 2007 expanded the Mayor’s planning powers, including the ability to call in major planning
applications;* and in 2011 the powers of the Homes and Communities Agency (now Homes
England) in London were devolved,® the London Development Agency was abolished with
some powers transferring to the GLA, and Mayoral Development Corporations (MDCs) were
introduced.® These changes have mattered at the margins, but they have not altered the basic
architecture of London’s governance.

The capital’s core settlement remains substantially unchanged, and increasingly ill-suited to
the needs of a global city. The GLA still lacks the fiscal and policy levers it needs to govern
effectively. Meanwhile, through ‘trailblazer’ deals’ and integrated settlements,® Greater
Manchester Combined Authority (GMCA) and West Midlands Combined Authority (WMCA)
are now moving ahead of London in the powers they hold, with interviewees for this paper
describing the GLA as “outdated” and “outflanked”.

London’s local government map adds another layer of strain. The capital has 33 local
authorities — more than any Mayoral Strategic Authority (MSA) area and more than many
comparable global cities. None meets the Government’s stated population benchmark of at
least 500,000 for new unitary authorities, and they lack a formalised role within the London-
wide governance system. The result is a ‘two-track’ model: the GLA on one side, and the
boroughs on the other, making it harder to agree and pursue a single, coherent vision for
London — whether in implementing citywide strategies or negotiating further powers from the
centre.

" Jack Newman and Michael Kenny, Devolving English Government (Institute for Government and
Bennett Institute for Public Policy, 2023).

2 Greater London Authority Act 1999 (Chapter 29).

3 Ministry of Housing, Communities & Local Government, Secretary of State’s Annual Report on
English Devolution 2024-25 (2025).

4 Greater London Authority Act 2007 (Chapter 24).

5 Localism Act 2011 (Chapter 20).

6 Public Bodies Act 2011 (Chapter 24).

7 HM Treasury, Memorandum of Understanding for the ‘Trailblazer’ Single Settlements for Greater
Manchester and West Midlands Combined Authorities (2023).

8 Ministry of Housing, Communities & Local Government, Integrated Settlements Outcomes
Frameworks for 2025 to 2026 (2025).
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Scrutiny is similarly underpowered. The London Assembly is too weak to provide robust
oversight of the Mayor, limiting the extent to which central government is willing to devolve
further responsibilities, since it cannot be confident that stronger executive powers would be
matched by equally strong accountability.

Below the citywide tier, subregional arrangements are also misaligned. London’s current
subregional boundaries do not fully reflect real economic geographies and are applied
inconsistently across mayoral strategies, reducing the impact they might otherwise have in
organising delivery and investment.

London is distinctive not only in scale but in structure. It has the smallest public sector share
of any UK region, a tax base that contributes a disproportionate share of national revenues,
and a private sector that has undergone astonishing economic change over the past two
decades. Yet its governance arrangements have not evolved at anything like the same pace,
creating a widening gap between London’s economic reality and the institutional system
responsible for stewarding it.

Reforming London’s governance should therefore be seen as a national priority. London is
home to around nine million people and generated almost a quarter of UK GDP in 2023.°
Without a governance system capable of driving the city forward — with the right powers,
structures and accountabilities — the whole country pays the price. This paper sets out what
an updated governance settlement for London, proportionate to its scale, complexity and
national importance, should look like.

9 ‘Gross Domestic Product of the United Kingdom in 2023, by Region’, Statista, 2025.
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2. A plan for London’s boroughs and
subregions

London is composed of 33 local authorities: 32 boroughs and the City of London Corporation.
The City of London Corporation’s origins can be traced back to before the Norman Conquest.
In contrast, the 32 boroughs are comparatively young. They are creations of the Local
Government Act 1963, which merged the pre-existing 86 local government districts following
recommendations by the Herbert Commission.™

These local authorities are largely responsible for delivering day-to-day services and have
demonstrated significant capacity for innovation in this sphere. Camden has embraced a
mission-led approach." Hammersmith and Fulham, Kensington and Chelsea, and
Westminster previously experimented with a “tri-borough” approach towards sharing
services.'?> Tower Hamlets integrated libraries and adult education services into dedicated
buildings, leading to significant rises in visitor numbers and adult education class enrolment.'
And Newham has begun a process of participatory budgeting.™

Nevertheless, having 33 local authorities within a single city acts as an impediment to effective
citywide strategies and to more efficient service delivery.

Interviewees broadly agreed that 33 local authorities in London were too many, but also
pointed out that mergers would be challenging and contested. Stakeholder opposition and
strains on already-stretched local government finances and capacity are seen as insuperable
obstacles. Similar objections have emerged during the current local government
reorganisation process. Fears have been stoked about potential “mega councils” removed
from communities' and councils have expressed concern about the funding available to
implement reorganisation.®

However, while these risks are real and must be managed, they do not justify retaining a
suboptimal configuration that currently stands in the way of a more effectively governed capital
city.

Reorganisation is not a cost-free exercise, and in London it would be difficult to justify on
‘efficiency’ grounds alone. Structural change absorbs leadership bandwidth, creates
transitional costs, and can disrupt delivery at the very moment when public services face
sustained pressure. The case for borough reorganisation, if it is made at all, therefore needs
to rest on a more strategic rationale: making London governable as a system, with clearer

10 |.J. Sharpe, The Report of the Royal Commission on Local Government in Greater London (1961).
" Camden Renewal Commission, Developing Renewal Missions in Camden (2021).

2 London Borough of Hammersmith & Fulham, Tri- Borough Review: Critical Friends Board Report to
the London Borough of Hammersmith & Fulham (2014).

3 Department for Digital, Culture, Media & Sport, ‘Idea Stores: Service Integration with Libraries and
Learning’, 2016.

14 ‘People Powered Places’, Newhamco-Create.Co.Uk, accessed 23 November 2025,
https://newhamco-create.co.uk/en/pages/people-powered-places?

5 “New Councils Should Remain Close to Communities”™, District Councils’ Network, 2025.

18 Ministry of Housing, Communities & Local Government, Local Government Reorganisation:
Summary of Feedback on Interim Plans (2025).
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lines of accountability and fewer structural frictions between London-wide and local tiers. In
that sense, reorganisation is best understood as an enabling reform, and a prerequisite for
formalising the relationship between boroughs and the GLA in a more coherent settlement, as
well as for making deeper devolution practically workable.

Larger boroughs would also be better placed to assume the expanded roles envisaged
elsewhere in this paper, including more strategic responsibility for growth, infrastructure, and
public service integration. By virtue of their scale, budgets, and institutional capacity, fewer
and larger authorities would provide a stronger counterweight within London’s governance
ecology, and create partners with sufficient heft to sustain more mature and transparent
bargaining with London-wide institutions. But any move towards larger units must be matched
by a deliberate commitment to hyperlocal and self-governance approaches that protect local
responsiveness: neighbourhood-level decision-making, delegated budgets, and more
systematic community voice are not optional add-ons, but a necessary complement if London
is to combine system-wide governability with the lived, local reality of Londoners’ places and
communities.

2.1 The case for fewer boroughs

2.1.1 Collaboration and communication

Collaboration and communication between London’s local authorities and the GLA does
occur, with interviewees speaking positively about how these have increased in recent years.
Examples include the London Growth Plan,"” the Rough Sleeping Plan of Action' and the
retrofit delivery model.'® All of these were jointly developed by the Mayor of London and
London Councils, the organisation which represents London’s 33 local authorities. Cross-
sector collaboration and communication led jointly by the GLA and London’s local authorities
is also growing, as seen with the London Partnership Board (LPB). Building on the London
Recovery Board’s work during Covid-19, the LPB is co-chaired by the Mayor of London and
the Chair of London Councils.?°

However, this collaboration and communication is informal and reliant on “goodwill”.?!
London’s local authorities have no formalised position within the GLA and the Mayor of London
is not required to consult them on decisions. This contrasts with MSAs, where local authorities
have a formal role in both taking decisions through their position on their MSA’s board and in
scrutinising decisions through their position on their MSA’s Overview and Scrutiny Committee.

London’s informal model does have advantages. Being free to take decisions without having
to consult and reach agreement with all 33 local authorities has allowed the Mayor of London
to move faster and further than MSA Mayors. For example, the Mayor of London is to date the
only Mayor who has produced a Spatial Development Strategy (SDS). GMCA?? and WECAZ
abandoned their own SDS processes in 2020 and 2022 respectively because of

7 Mayor of London and London Councils, London Growth Plan (2025).

8 Greater London Authority, The Mayor’s Rough Sleeping Plan of Action 2025 (2025).

9 ARUP, A Retrofit Delivery Model for London (2024).

20 ‘The London Partnership Board’, London.Gov.Uk.

21 Greater London Authority, GLA Oversight Committee: Public Reports Pack — Wednesday 10
September 2025, 14.00 (2025).

22 ‘Greater Manchester Spatial Framework New Homes Plan Scrapped’, BBC News, 2020.

28 Adam Postans, ‘Bristol Region Housing Masterplan Collapses amid Huge Row - What It Means for
City’s Future’, Bristol Post, 2022.

10
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disagreements between their constituent councils. London is likely to have faced similar
barriers if decisions had to be taken through joint decision-making with all 33 local authorities.

Informality has also arguably developed the maturity of London’s governance system. In the
absence of formalised processes, local authorities and the GLA have had to actively build
mechanisms for collaboration and communication rather than passively relying on official
structures.?*

However, this informality is also an inherent weakness in London’s governance system.
Absent formalised processes, the key relationship between London’s local authorities and the
GLA is left overly reliant on personal dynamics and sensitive to party affiliations. Interviewees
noted how different Mayors of London have chosen to adopt different engagement
approaches towards London boroughs and linked these varied approaches to variations in
cooperation, policy consistency and outcomes.

It also means that London’s governance system is ‘two-track’, consisting of the 33 local
authorities on one side and the GLA on the other.

This makes it harder to collectively agree and move towards a single vision for London, with
local authorities opposed to certain policy decisions — for example the expansion of the Ultra
Low Emission Zone (ULEZ) or the proposed Oxford Street Mayoral Development Corporation
— having limited formal means to resolve their concerns if the Mayor chooses to press ahead.

This also makes it harder to extract additional fiscal and policy powers from central
government because the local authorities and the GLA may desire different things. London
Councils’ recent call for joint decision-making through a “Combined Board” model,?® followed
five months later by the GLA Oversight Committee’s explicit call that such joint decision-
making structures should be avoided, demonstrates this.?® One interviewee suggested that
this was an underrated factor behind London’s struggle to extract additional devolved powers
from central government over the past 25 years.

Formalising the relationship between London’s local authorities and the GLA would provide
greater stability to London’s governance system and make it ‘single-track’. This would allow
for an even greater level of collaboration and communication, working off a strong institutional
basis rather than being reliant on personal relations. It would also enable a clearer vision for
London to emerge and more effective calls for greater devolved fiscal and policy powers, with
London speaking with a single voice.

Such a formalised relationship between London’s local authorities and the GLA is impractical
so long as London has 33 local authorities. Examples from MSAs across England shows that
coordinating between multiple councils is slow and complex.?” With London’s far larger
number of councils, this friction would be amplified. Borough mergers would therefore permit
the formalisation of relationships between London’s local authorities and the GLA in a ‘single-
track’ governance system by reducing this friction to a manageable level.

24 London Finance Commission, Devolution: A Capital Idea (2017).

25 ‘London Borough Leaders Make United Call for “Seat at the Table” in New Devolution Settlement’,
London Councils, 2025.

26 GLA Oversight Committee, Trusting London to Deliver: Our Place in the Government’s Devolution
Reforms (2025).

27 Sean Eke and Dr Simon Kaye, Metromentum: Taking Strategic Authorities from Patchwork to
Powerhouse (Reform Think Tank, 2025).

11
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2.1.2 Efficiency

As noted in the English Devolution White Paper (EDWP), local authority mergers can achieve
efficiencies, improve capacity and increase the ability to withstand financial shocks.? Cutting
duplication, unlocking greater economies of scale, reducing the number of senior officials
required and decreasing fragmentation all have the potential to save money whilst providing
better services for residents.

A report produced for the County Councils Network estimated that reorganising England’s
two-tier areas into a single unitary structure would achieve almost £3 billion of savings over
five years, with an annual post-implementation recurring saving of £694 million.?° Similar
savings are visible in Yorkshire — where the establishment of North Yorkshire Council is
expected to achieve more than £40 million in savings by 2026 — and in London, where
Richmond and Wandsworth’s shared officer team has delivered estimated savings of £10
million per year.3°

Interviewees suggested that there is significant potential for efficiency savings from mergers
between London’s local authorities. They pointed to local authorities which are too small to
effectively deliver services, for example Kensington & Chelsea and Hammersmith & Fulham,
which have respective populations of 145,000 and 173,000.3' They also expressed frustration
with the existence of strategy documents such as Local Plans which cover a relatively small
geographic area, rather than enabling a more consistent development environment over a
larger, coherent geography. While planning can operate successfully in areas divided between
different jurisdictions — see, for example, the roughly two miles along the south bank of the
Thames from Battersea to Borough Market, an area covered by three Local Plans — less
granular governance could enable even more efficient planning.

2.1.3 Identity

A frequent argument raised by interviewees opposed to London local authority mergers was
that it would undermine the identification residents have with their boroughs and further
remove councils from their communities.

These objections are overstated. Borough-level attachments may be more likely to exist in
certain cases, for example in Harrow, which was the only local government unit to roughly
retain the same boundaries following the Local Government Act 1963. But identity is much
more likely to sit at the regional or neighbourhood level. Polls have found that people living in
London are as likely to consider themselves ‘Londoners’ as they were 40 years ago, despite
rapid demographic and economic changes, and that ‘Londoner’ is a stronger identity than
British, English or European.®? Meanwhile qualitative evidence suggests that “people talk of
living in Battersea, Bermondsey or Bethnal Green, more so than Wandsworth, Southwark and
Tower Hamlets” 3

Furthermore, boroughs already have a fragile democratic connection with their communities.
Turnout in London’s most recent set of local authority elections was only 35.5 per cent, five

28 Ministry of Housing, Communities & Local Government, English Devolution White Paper (2024).

2% ‘Updated Financial Analysis: Evaluating the Importance of Scale in Proposals for Local Government
Reorganisation’, County Councils Network, 2025.

30 ‘Wandsworth Shared Staffing Structure’, Richmond.Gov.Uk.

31 ‘Estimated Population of London in 2024, by Borough’, Statista, 2025.

32 Nicolas Bosetti and Tom Colthorpe, London Identities (Centre for London, 2018).

33 Bosetti and Colthorpe, London Identities.

12
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percentage points below turnout for the 2024 GLA elections (40.5 per cent) and more than 20
percentage points below turnout in the 2024 General Election (58.4 per cent).3*

Merging London’s local authorities would likely not, therefore, erode Londoners’ sense of
identity or connection with their local council. Local identity in London is more likely to be tied
to one’s neighbourhood and city rather than to one’s council, and the relationship between
communities and councils is already weak. This does not mean that identity and community
connection are unimportant. But solutions should involve active strengthening of hyperlocal
governance or civic participation alongside strong city leadership.

2.2 How to merge

2.2.1 Size

The Government’s current local government reorganisation programme sets out six criteria for
proposed new unitary authorities, as seen in Figure 2. Of these, the most notable is that new
councils should have populations of around 500,000 or more, though this is being seen as “a
guiding principle rather than a target”, particularly in rural areas.3®

Figure 1: Local government reorganisation criteria

1) A proposal should seek to achieve for the whole of the area concerned the
establishment of a single tier of local government.

2) Unitary local government must be the right size to achieve efficiencies, improve
capacity and withstand financial shocks [500,000 or more].

3) Unitary structures must prioritise the delivery of high quality and sustainable public
services to citizens.

4) Proposals should show how councils in the area have sought to work together in
coming to a view that meets local needs and is informed by local views.

5) New unitary structures must support devolution arrangements.

6) New unitary structures should enable stronger community engagement and deliver
genuine opportunity for neighbourhood empowerment.

For consistency, local authority mergers in London should adopt the 500,000 population
baseline as a minimum size. But the target should be for significantly larger populations.

Even under optimistic population growth scenarios, modest consolidation would deliver only
limited structural change. If London reached a population of around 11 million by mid-
century,® authorities of 500,000 residents would still imply just over twenty councils — a
reduction unlikely to justify the political and transitional costs of reorganisation. This
strengthens the case for fewer, larger authorities, provided this is balanced with robust
neighbourhood-level governance.

34 Elections Review Working Group, London’s Elections in 2024 (London Assembly, 2024).

35 Ministry of Housing, Communities & Local Government, Local Government Reorganisation:
Summary of Feedback on Interim Plans.

36 Richard Brown and Mark Kleinman, ‘London’s Future Trajectory Is Hard to Predict, but We
Shouldn’t Plan for Decline’, King's College London, 2021.

13
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Aiming for larger populations would result in a smaller number of London local authorities,
unlocking straightforward savings by introducing economies of scale and managing larger
geographies with smaller teams. This would also align London more closely with other global
cities, for example New York has five boroughs, Berlin has 12 and Paris has 20. It would also
ease the communication and collaboration between the local authorities and the GLA in an
eventual ‘single-track’ governance system.

In addition, it would allow local authorities to be appropriately geographically large. London
has the highest population density of any English city, with large areas home to more than
10,000 people per square kilometre.*” Consequently, a local authority may have a population
of 500,000 but still fail to be large enough to unlock efficiencies or align with functional
economic geographies.

Going further to merge London’s local authorities into ‘super councils’ with populations greater
than 1.5 million as Ken Livingstone, a former Mayor of London, once proposed would be a
more risky proposition.® London “super boroughs” of 1.5 million population or more could
create more problems than they solve. Service delivery could be undermined, with councils
no longer unlocking additional economies of scale but instead having to contend with larger
bureaucracies and delivery chains in order to serve neighbourhoods and sub-populations with
an appropriate level of tailoring.

Councils at this scale could also unbalance London’s governance model. Numerous
interviewees judged that the current functional split between local authorities delivering day-
to-day services and the GLA setting citywide strategies was sensible. But this depends on an
appropriate power balance between local authorities and the GLA. If there were ~6 local
authorities, all with populations greater than 1.5 million people, their bargaining weight vis-a-
vis the GLA would increase, which could raise the likelihood of significant veto points and slow
agreement on citywide strategies.

2.2.2 Process

Merging London’s local authorities should follow a similar process to that currently being
pursued for local government reorganisation in England’s 21 remaining two-tier areas.

Central government would invite London’s local authorities to bring forward merger proposals
involving one or two other neighbouring local authorities. Submissions should meet a set of
established criteria similar to those used in the current local government reorganisation efforts,
with the additional expectation that each proposed new local authority has a population larger
than 500,000 but smaller than 1.5 million.

Following this central government should provide feedback on the submissions, as per the
current reorganisation process, clarifying certain points and identifying both challenges and
opportunities.®

After this, councils would submit final proposals incorporating this feedback, which would then
be subject to statutory consultation. Finally, central government would pass the necessary
legislation and support the local authorities in preparing for the transition.

37 ‘England and Wales: Persons per Square Kilometre’, Office for National Statistics, 2021.

38 Ben Leapman, ‘Mayor Plans “Super Districts™, The Standard, 2012.

39 Ministry of Housing, Communities & Local Government, Local Government Reorganisation:
Summary of Feedback on Interim Plans.
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Recommendation 1: Central government should expand its programme of local government
reorganisation to include London’s boroughs. To ease this process, the main mechanism for
reorganisation should be a series of bilateral and trilateral mergers between existing boroughs,
avoiding splits within existing jurisdictions. The aim should be a target population of around 1
million per borough, with a minimum population of 500,000 and a maximum of 1.5 million, for
a final structure of around 10 to 12 boroughs total.

2.3 London’s subregional partnerships

The GLA is regional in scale. It covers roughly nine million people across more than 600
square miles, stretches some 45 miles east to west and 35 miles north to south, and accounts
for nearly a quarter of the UK’'s GDP.4°

This regional tier of government is well suited for citywide policies and strategies. This may
include, for example, spatial development strategies, coordinating transport systems and
overseeing healthcare.*' But in most comparable countries, between the regional and local
tiers there is a need for an effective subregional tier. Subregions, covering a distinct geography
which is larger than a locality but smaller than a region, offer numerous benefits.

They can lead on functions and services which are too big for a single local authority — even
one with a population of 1 million — but too granular for a regional authority, for example, adult
skills provision or waste management. They can pool back-office capacities and purchasing
power between local authorities, unlocking economies of scale efficiencies in service provision
and procurement processes. They can act as distinct geographies within larger regional
strategies. For example, Central London may have different economic and land use
possibilities than North London, which could be recognised in the London Plan, thus allowing
for the distinct characteristics of different areas within the region to be supported. And they
can provide neighbouring local authorities a stronger voice when negotiating with the regional
authority.

The usefulness of organisation and coordination at this scale is evidenced by the range of
subregional systems currently in use in London. They assume economic growth functions and
deliver on skills, employment support, social care, and housing services when the scale of
existing boroughs is not adequate.

London currently has four subregional partnerships: Central London Forward, Local London,
the South London Partnership and the West London Alliance. While these partnerships hold
no statutory powers and are somewhat geographically arbitrary, they play a key role in
delivering programmes, facilitating joint policymaking and coordinating collaboration, with all
33 London local authorities part of one of them. London’s four subregional partnerships
perform a diverse array of functions, ranging from managing grants on behalf of local
authorities, to coordinating employment support schemes, to leading on formulating
subregional strategies and to supporting cross-borough collaboration on health and social
care policies.*?

40 The State of London: A Review of London’s Economy and Society (Greater London Authority,
2025).

41 Dr Simon Kaye et al., What Powers Where? Achieving the ‘Devolution Revolution’ (Reform Think
Tank, 2024).

42 Daniel Reast and Rob Anderson, West London’s Growth Potential: Leveraging the Opportunity for a
More Polycentric City (Centre for London, 2025).
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Subregions have also long featured as components of GLA strategy documents, albeit with
differing boundaries to these more bottom-up partnerships. The first London Plan divided
London into five subregions — Central, North, South, East and West — and recognised that
“many boroughs already look wider than their own boundaries, plan with their neighbours and
work with the many institutions now operating at a sub-regional level”.** It proposed Sub-
Regional Development Frameworks, building upon pre-existing partnership agreements, to
implement and deliver the policies set out in The London Plan.**

The London Proposition — a joint proposal from the GLA and London Councils for greater
devolution powers — envisioned that “in some areas borough partnerships will be the preferred
operational leadership for newly devolved responsibilities”.*®* The most recent London Plan*®
and London Growth Plan*" both identify and tailor policy around demarcated subregions, again
along different geographies to the existing partnerships. And there have been calls for the new
London Plan - still in the consultation phase — to “embed a lasting culture of cross-borough
cooperation on sub-regional planning policy”.®

Interviewees were positive about the impact that these subregional organisations have had.
Both the Mayor of London*® — who has commented on the key role subregional partnerships
play in bringing together local authorities, businesses and communities — and London
Councils® are also in agreement with the positive role that subregional partnerships play.
However, two issues with subregional partnerships were repeatedly raised — their informality
and incoherent geographies — which, if addressed, could enhance their effectiveness.

2.3.1 Next steps for London’s subregions

Interviewees commented on the incoherent subregional geographies of current partnerships.
This critique is well founded. There is no single set of subregional boundaries used across
GLA strategies. Coterminosity with other public sector footprints is limited. And the boundaries
do not align with functional economies. For example, Local London stretches from Enfield in
the north to Bromley in the south,' while major growth areas such as Old Oak and Park Royal
or the River Lea valley straddle two subregions. These mismatches place a ceiling on the
effectiveness of subregional partnerships.

To resolve these current geographic mismatches, the boundaries of London’s subregional
partnerships should be redefined alongside the process of merging London’s local authorities
proposed in Recommendation 1. This could take place through a similar process to that
described in previous Re:State work on regional partnerships, with a clear role for central
government to avoid contentious local politicisation.®? This process could employ the seven

43 The London Plan: Spatial Development Strategy for Greater London (Greater London Authority,
2004).

44 The London Plan: Spatial Development Strategy for Greater London.

45 Mayor of London and London Councils, The London Proposition (2015).

46 The London Plan: The Spatial Development Strategy for Greater London (Greater London
Authority, 2021).

47 Mayor of London and London Councils, London Growth Plan.

48 Daniel Reast and Rob Anderson, Towards the London Plan: Centre for London Consultation
Response (Centre for London, 2025).

49 Greater London Authority, ‘Sub Regional Partnerships (1), London.Gov.Uk, 2016.

50 ‘Boroughs Welcome the Get Britain Working White Paper’, London Councils, 2024.

51*Qur Vision’, Local London.

52 Dr Simon Kaye and Sean Eke, Go Big or Go Home: Governing England’s Polycentric Regions
(Re:State, 2025).
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principles the government uses when considering Strategic Authority devolution agreements:
scale, economies, contiguity, no ‘devolution islands’, delivery, alignment and identity.%

Once established, all GLA strategies should utilise these subregional boundaries by default
and, over time, other public service boundaries should seek to align themselves with these
boundaries where feasible.

Recommendation 2: As part of the process of merging London’s local authorities, central
government should lead a process for deciding new boundaries for London’s subregional
partnerships. Collaboration between local authorities within these boundaries should be
encouraged and they should be used as the default subregional actors in all GLA and mayoral
strategies.

538 Ministry of Housing, Communities & Local Government, English Devolution White Paper.
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3. The London Assembly

The Greater London Authority (GLA) is London’s citywide governance body, comprising a
directly elected Mayor of London and a separately elected London Assembly, responsible
respectively for executive leadership and democratic scrutiny at the London-wide level.

While the Mayor is often characterised as primarily a strategic figure, the role also carries
some executive authority. The Mayor directly chairs Transport for London — the largest
executive body within London government, with an annual revenue budget of around nine
billion pounds and a capital programme of around two billion pounds® — and chairs the London
Policing Board, combining a large personal electoral mandate with the ability to influence the
operations of the Metropolitan Police.

The London Assembly is composed of 25 members elected by the Additional Member System
(AMS): 14 constituency members, representing constituencies made up of two or three
London local authorities, and 11 London-wide members elected from a top-up list. Its role is
to scrutinise the Mayor of London and hold them to account. By a two-thirds supermajority,
the Assembly can amend elements of the Mayor’s budget, reject draft mayoral strategies, and
veto the establishment of Mayoral Development Corporations. It questions the Mayor ten times
a year at Mayor’s Question Time, can require the Mayor, their advisers, and staff of the GLA
Group to give evidence (up to eight years after leaving office), and operates a committee
system similar to local authority overview and scrutiny arrangements.

The GLA exercises most of its functions through the GLA Group:

e Transport for London (TfL) — responsible for London’s transport network, including
public transport, major roads and active travel.

o Mayor's Office for Policing and Crime (MOPAC) — oversees the Metropolitan Police
Service and sets policing priorities on behalf of the Mayor.

e London Fire Commissioner (LFC) — responsible for fire and rescue services across
London.

e London Legacy Development Corporation (LLDC) — leads regeneration and
development in the Olympic Park and surrounding areas.

e OIld Oak and Park Royal Development Corporation (OPDC) — a Mayoral
Development Corporation responsible for planning, regeneration and development in
the Old Oak and Park Royal area.

e London & Partners (L&P) — the Mayor’s international trade, inward investment and
tourism agency, responsible for promoting London globally.

Together, the Mayor, the London Assembly and the GLA Group form the institutional
architecture through which London-wide strategic governance is exercised.

5 Transport for London, TfL Mayor’s Budget 2026/27 (2025).
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Yet, interviewees consistently characterised the London Assembly as too weak to adequately
scrutinise the Mayor of London. This is a problem right now, because the Mayor of the UK’s
largest city is being insufficiently held to account. It is also a problem for the future. Central
government is unlikely to agree to further devolution of fiscal and policy powers to London
without a credible scrutiny body in place.

Questions about the London Assembly’s role and powers are inseparable from the question
of how to formalise relationships between London’s local authorities and the GLA into a ‘single-
track’ governance system. Such a formalisation would need to increase Mayoral scrutiny
without decreasing the Mayor’s ability to act, something which interviewees frequently noted
as a positive of London’s governance system.

And underpinning this is how visible the London Assembly is as an elected body, independent
of the Mayor and representative of London, in its own right. Other comparable global cities,
whilst having a powerful Mayor, also typically have a similarly visible independent elected
body. In New York City the Speaker of the Council is an important and highly coveted position,
with the most recent holder going on to finish fourth in the Democratic primary for the New
York City Mayoral election.%®

This plurality of leadership enhances governance, with multiple visible centres of power
providing checks, balances, and holding one another to account. In contrast, in London’s
current governance system the only widely recognised figure is the Mayor of London.

This chapter considers the composition, powers and visibility of a revised London Assembly.

3.1 Redefining the Assembly

With the goal of reducing the fracturing of London’s governance and fostering a coherent
‘single-track’ governance system, the Assembly provides a potential mechanism for bringing
those systems together. Following local authority mergers, providing the leaders of London’s
new local authorities with seats on the London Assembly would establish a ‘single-track’
governance system through joint scrutiny rather than a joint decision-making approach.

Incorporating London’s local authorities in this manner would preserve the GLA’s existing
structures and prevent both fragmentation and duplication. It would preserve the power of the
Mayor of London — something which numerous interviewees emphasised was important — by
allowing them to act without being first required to reach agreement with multiple stakeholders.
It would improve the calibre of the London Assembly’s scrutiny work, with local authority
leaders able to draw on direct experience delivering services and work towards the Mayor of
London’s strategies in a way that current Assembly members cannot. And it would improve
the London Assembly’s reputation and strength by formally tying London’s local authorities
into its work, better allowing them to claim that they represent the whole of London.*®

Providing the leaders of London’s new local authorities with seats on the London Assembly
would be problematic without other changes to the Assembly’s current composition. Local
authority leaders would have overlapping constituencies with the London Assembly’s
constituency members, and this would significantly increase the size of the Assembly.

55 Holly Pretsky, ‘Inside the Quiet Race for New York City’s Second-Most Powerful Position’, City &
State New York, 2025.

56 GLA Oversight Committee, Trusting London to Deliver: Our Place in the Government’s Devolution
Reforms.
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London’s local authority leaders could therefore need to replace either the London-wide or the
constituency members of the London Assembly.

Interviewees were broadly supportive of retaining the London Assembly’s London-wide
members. Elected from a top-up list, these members ensure that parties and perspectives with
significant citywide support are represented even if they do not win constituency seats. This
allows the Assembly’s overall composition to more closely reflect how Londoners vote, which
in turn strengthens the democratic mandate for scrutiny because it is more clearly tied to
Londoners’ preferences. It was also argued that, because they are not tied to a single
constituency, they are more independent and inclined to scrutinise areas which members
representing a single constituency may neglect.

There is less justification for retaining the London Assembly’s constituency members. They
have limited name recognition, with previous polling showing that only 19 per cent of people
could name their constituency member (a figure that will seem to many to be implausibly
high).5” And they have limited ties to their constituency, with no responsibilities for service
delivery nor authority over councils. Indeed, the ties which they do have add little to their ability
to scrutinise because of the pan-London, committee-led approach of the London Assembly.
These constituency members of the London Assembly should therefore be replaced by the
leaders of London’s new local authorities.

Recommendation 3: Local authority leaders should, following the process of local authority
mergers set out in Recommendation 1, be entitled to take seats on the London Assembly.
They can nominate a deputy to attend in their place for routine business.

Recommendation 4: The London Assembly’s Constituency Members should be abolished.

3.2 Powers of scrutiny

The London Assembly is too weak to adequately scrutinise the Mayor of London. The two-
thirds supermajority required to amend a Mayor’s budget or reject a Mayoral strategy is
arguably too high: it has never been reached. Unlike local authority Overview and Scrutiny
Committees, the London Assembly lacks the power to ‘call in” Mayoral decisions and require
them to be re-examined before being implemented. It lacks the power to summon
representatives and information from bodies outside the GLA group which nevertheless play
a key role in delivering the Mayor’s strategies. And unlike local authority leaders, the Mayor of
London is not required to publish a forward plan. Without this pipeline, the Assembly lacks the
ability to scrutinise decisions before they are taken.

Some interviewees suggested that these weaknesses do not undermine the Assembly’s ability
to adequately scrutinise the Mayor. They argued, for example, that the threat of their budget
being amended or their strategies being rejected with a two-thirds supermajority means that
Mayors proactively engage and receive scrutiny from the Assembly before votes. Or they
pointed to the London Ambulance Service which, although not part of the GLA group,
voluntarily opens itself to scrutiny and provides annual updates to the Assembly.%®

57 ‘London Mayoral Election Looms: Yet 2 in 5 Voters under 35 Aren’t Aware That There’s an
Election’, Centre for London, 2024.

58 GLA Oversight Committee, Trusting London to Deliver: Our Place in the Government’s Devolution
Reforms.
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Indeed, having a London Assembly with outsized power would be detrimental to London’s
governance. Decision making could slow and policies on which the Mayor was elected could
be vetoed if the Assembly misused the ‘blunt tool’ of call in powers.®® Budget and policy
deadlocks — a common feature of American local government — could emerge if the Assembly
was able to amend the Mayor’s budget and reject Mayoral strategies with a simple majority.®°
The democratic vote for Mayor of London could be undermined if the Assembly could remove
the Mayor from office if they lost a confidence vote.®' And lines of accountability could be
blurred if the Assembly could amend the Mayor’s budget at a programme level, since this
would infringe on the Mayor’s executive control of bodies such as TfL, MOPAC and the LFC.%?

However, while recognising that an overly powerful London Assembly would be detrimental,
so too is the current situation of an underpowered Assembly. Most interviewees agreed that
the Assembly was too weak to adequately scrutinise the Mayor, and few could provide
examples of cases where the London Assembly had successfully managed to significantly
alter a Mayoral decision.

The right balance between a strong executive Mayor and a sufficiently strong scrutinising
London Assembly needs to be found. As the Mayor of London gains additional fiscal and policy
powers, the London Assembly should gain additional scrutiny powers to ensure that the Mayor
is sufficiently held to account. The need for comparable increases in both devolved powers
and scrutiny powers is recognised in the EDWP, which notes that “it is right that, alongside
our plans for a permanent shift of power from Westminster, there should also be a new system
of accountability”.®® To strike this balance, the focus of the Assembly should be scrutiny and
post-hoc accountability of Mayoral decisions and policies, rather than the establishment of too
many unwieldy additional approvals processes.

This simultaneous increase in devolved powers and scrutiny powers could take place through
the process, set out in the EDWP, by which Established Mayoral Strategic Authorities can
request additional devolved powers and functions.®* When the Government receives requests
from the GLA, a key part of their consideration should be whether the London Assembly
possesses the powers required to effectively scrutinise them.

To future-proof the accountability structures present within the Assembly, the clearest step
would be to upgrade the Assembly’s Budget and Performance Committee to a London Public
Accounts and Performance Committee (LPAPC). The committee would have a statutory remit
for economy, efficiency, effectiveness, and propriety; powers to obtain papers and require
attendance comparable to those enjoyed by Parliament’s Public Accounts Committee; and
published response deadlines. It should always be chaired by an Assembly-elected Member
from outside the Mayor’s party to maximise independence and reduce perceived bias.

With the Assembly now serving as a more visible locus for pan-London decision making and
scrutiny, it should also serve as a default venue for expounding and debating the Mayor’s
plans and intentions for the city. An annual ‘State of London’ address, triggering a high-profile

59 Centre for Governance and Scrutiny, The Use of Call-in: Guidance for English Authorities (2023).
60 A Mayor and Assembly for London: 10 Years on Report of Conference at LSE 2nd July 2010
(London School of Economics, 2010).

61 Mario Washington-lhieme, ‘Centre for London Blog Post’, How the London Assembly Scrutinises
the Mayor, 2021.

62 Devolution Working Group, A New Agreement for London (London Assembly, 2015).

63 Ministry of Housing, Communities & Local Government, English Devolution White Paper.

64 Ministry of Housing, Communities & Local Government, English Devolution White Paper.
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Assembly debate and responses from the largest political group leaders, would help to serve
this purpose.

To add further teeth to the Assembly’s powers as a post-hoc scrutiny and accountability body
(preserving the Mayor’s ability to move quickly but holding him or her to account for decisions),
a power of mayoral censure could be created. Faced with significant leadership failure or
underperformance, the Assembly would be empowered to, by a two-thirds supermaijority,
adopt a motion of censure on pre-defined grounds (performance, probity, non-compliance with
scrutiny). A successful motion would require a written response from the Mayor within 30 days
and a follow-up hearing; repeated or serious findings would automatically trigger an
independent review or ministerial response.

Neither of these would constitute a vote of no confidence, but would provide a visible route
through which the Assembly could challenge the Mayor and suggest alternative actions, thus
strengthening its accountability function without undermining the separation between the
Mayor’s executive powers and the Assembly’s scrutiny powers.

Recommendation 5: The London Assembly should be upgraded into a high-visibility
parliamentary-style chamber. The existing annual State of London Debate should be recast
as a formal Assembly set piece: a Mayoral State of London address delivered in the chamber,
followed by a scheduled debate and a published programme of follow-up scrutiny. The
Assembly should also gain a formal two-thirds supermajority power of censure over the Mayor,
triggering defined consequences such as a mandatory response, an evidence session, and a
time-limited action plan. The Assembly’s current budget/performance scrutiny should be
reconstituted as a London Public Accounts and Performance Committee, chaired by an
opposition Assembly Member, with enhanced capacity and an explicit remit to audit delivery
and value for money across the entire GLA Group.

With this new composition and these additional powers the London Assembly would be better
able to scrutinise the Mayor. Comparable bodies in other global cities — for example, New York
City’s Council, Berlin’s House of Representatives, Tokyo’s Metropolitan Assembly, and
Toronto’s City Council — all strengthen this scrutiny capability with clear, political opposition-
based accountability. This is also the case with comparable bodies in the devolved nations:
Holyrood, the Senedd, and the Northern Ireland Assembly. All three wield substantial
legislative and scrutiny powers alongside the ability to initiate debates and set the agenda
alongside their respective executives.

One option for London would be to designate the largest group in the London Assembly not
aligned with the Mayor’s party as an official opposition. Its leader would be styled as the
Shadow or Opposition Mayor, mirroring the ‘leader of the opposition’ role in Wales and
Scotland. This person should be guaranteed a defined quota of questions at Mayor’s Question
Time, allocated a fixed number of ‘opposition business’ slots throughout the year and
supported by a modest additional staffing budget similar to Westminster's short money.%
Aligning the London Assembly with the Westminster model in this manner would increase
accountability, with a greater sense of there being a ‘party-in-waiting’ ready to take on London
governance. A Shadow Mayor could become a focal point for leading scrutiny and debates,
raising the Assembly’s overall visibility and role in the life of the city.

65 Richard Kelly, ‘Short Money’, House of Commons Library, 2025.
22



CAPITAL AT RISK

Recommendation 6: The reconstituted London Assembly should also become home for an
official opposition, comprised of the largest group not aligned with the sitting Mayor. The
opposition should be led by a figure characterised as the Shadow or Opposition Mayor. To
ensure that this provides new routes to political accountability that reflects the best elements
of practice of the Westminster model, this opposition should be allocated a small additional
budget, ‘opposition business’ slots, and specific responsibilities during assembly debate set
pieces.

3.3 London’s self-governance

At present, the London Assembly’s role is largely reserved for approval and scrutiny. This
means that it has no statutory power to introduce binding citywide measures or primary
legislation and, beyond questioning, reporting and recommending, its hard levers are narrow:
most notably the ability, in exceptional cases, to amend the Mayor’s budget and certain
statutory strategies by a two-thirds majority. Day-to-day, policy initiation sits with the Mayor
and with central government: the Assembly can surface issues and shape debate, but it cannot
itself table an instrument that changes London-wide policy.

Beyond the question of devolving fiscal and policy powers is devolving the power to reform
the GLA’s governing arrangements, set out in the Greater London Authority Act 1999.

This would entail a statutory requirement to maintain and publish a consolidated “London
Constitution” (composed of the GLA Act, alongside any amendments, standing orders, and
key Sls) and to run a five-yearly review. Amendment or origination of new constitutional
content for London would require a two-thirds Assembly consent. Any measure altering either
Assembly or Mayoral powers, or the balance between these, would also trigger scrutiny and
approvals by Parliament.

An ability to reform their underlying procedures and governance is the norm for many global
cities, particularly in America where New York, San Francisco and Los Angeles all possess
this power. In New York charter review commissions — launched by the Mayor, city council or
voters — are tasked with suggesting changes to the city’s underlying charter which are then
voted on.®® The most recent suggested changes will make it easier to build affordable housing
and create a single digital city map.%” Similar amendments are possible in Berlin, where the
city’s parliament can amend their constitution. It would be appropriate, then, if the GLA were
empowered with a mechanism to propose changes to the Greater London Authority Act 1999.

Beyond this, there is a case to more widely mirror standard legislative practice in devolved
contexts (e.g. Members’ Bills in Scotland and Wales) by enabling Assembly Members to
propose, debate and vote on defined ‘London Measures’. When a Measure passes, it should
trigger two clear, time-bound duties: first, a duty on the Mayor to consider the Measure and,
unless a reasoned, published case is made not to, to transmit it formally to UK ministers and
Parliament; at which point a second duty on central government is created to consider and
issue a formal response within a set period. This would extend and operationalise the “right to
request” approach envisaged in the English Devolution and Community Empowerment Bill in
a way that is scaled to London’s complexity, giving the Assembly a structured route to initiate
change, and would create new opportunities within a ‘reserved powers’ framework (see the
next Chapter).

66 Daniel Golliher, ‘How Do You Change the NYC Charter?’, Maximum New York, 2025.
67 '2025 New York City Charter Revision Commission Adopts Five Ballot Proposals on Housing,
Elections for November Election’, New York City Charter Revision Commission, 2025.
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Recommendation 7: The Assembly should operate as the formal steward of London’s self-
governance, with a duty to regularly review and publish a ‘London Constitution’, with major
shifts subject to supermajority support and national Parliamentary oversight. These changes
should trigger amendment proposals to the Greater London Authority Act 1999, and impose a
duty on central government to respond.

Recommendation 8: Assembly Members should be able to initiate and pass 'London
Measures': distinct, formal instruments available within defined policy fields. A passed London
Measure would create statutory duties: the Mayor must publish a written response within a
fixed period, either explaining a reason to reject, adopting and acting on the Measure where
it falls within Mayoral competence, or, where primary legislation or national powers are
required, formally transmitting it to central government as a legislative request. Any decision
not to transmit should require a reasoned exemption, which must be published and debated
in the Assembly. UK Government ministers should then have a duty to provide a formal
response within a set timeframe, stating whether they will legislate, enable by secondary
legislation, or refuse (with reasons).
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4. New powers for London

London’s current governance system has persisted for more than a quarter of a century: longer
than the Greater London Council (GLC), London’s previous iteration of citywide governance,
which ran from 1965 to 1986. It has allowed London to go further in certain areas — most
notably transport and spatial planning — than places with the MSA model. And the Mayor of
London, with the largest direct personal mandate of any UK politician, is a powerful figure.
They have the largest name recognition of any Mayor, contributing to their significant
convening power and giving London a powerful voice on both the national and international
stage.®®

Nevertheless, London’s governance system is significantly underpowered compared to
comparable international cities (see Figure 2, page 26). Unlike Mayors in comparator cities,
London’s Mayor has little ability to influence or directly enact policy in public service areas
such as education or employment support. They have limited means of independently raising
taxation; beyond a narrow remit, they have no direct means of influencing policy or delivery;
and they are reliant on central government for constitutional changes to the GLA Act, which
underpins London’s governance system. Only in the domain of public transport policy-setting
does London exceed other global cities.

Increasingly, London is also underpowered compared to other English cities, with no access
(yet) to the single flexible funding pot currently enjoyed by several Strategic Authorities.

This lack of power negatively impacts London, and by extension the nation.

The Mayor of London has limited incentives to grow London’s economy, since they will not
benefit from increased tax revenues. They cannot independently fund major infrastructure
projects — for example, the Bakerloo line extension or Crossrail 2 — in the way that cities such
as Paris or New York City can,®® meaning that London loses out on many of the benefits such
projects can bring.

They have limited scope for innovation or joining up work across policy areas because they
lack the finances for upfront investments and they may not control the relevant policy levers.
For example, while the Adult Skills Fund is devolved to the Mayor of London, employment
support remains under the purview of the Department for Work and Pensions, thus making an
integrated approach harder to coordinate. A reliance on short-term funding settlements from
central government limits the incentive to invest and plan for the long-term. And an inability to
update the Greater London Authority Act 1999 means that London’s governance system
cannot respond to changes in London itself.

68 Place over Politics: What Polling Tells Us about How Successful Devolution Has Been to Date
(Centre for Cities, 2024).
69 James Howat et al., London Unchained (Labour Together, 2025).
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Figure 2: Variations in city powers

Category London (GLA) Paris (Ville de Paris) Berlin (Land Berlin) New York City Tokyo (TMG)

Revenue Limited: cannot Strong: sets rates for key | Strong: city and state Strong: broad local tax Strong: broad local tax

raising introduce new local local taxes (e.g. taxe share major taxes; base (incl property tax base; rates largely
taxes; relies mainly on fonciere) within national controls municipal and NYC income tax) set/limited by national
GLA council tax precept framework. business tax rate, and within New York State law, with some local

own-source revenues. limits. discretion.

Tax Limited: still grant- Strong: communes Strong: Land budget Strong: substantial local | Strong: significant

retention dependent, but retains control operating budgets | autonomy within federal control of operating and metropolitan and

and budget | significant local revenues | within national rules, rules. capital budgets, subject municipal budget

flexibility (GLA precept; share of alongside robust self- to state law. autonomy within national
business rates). financing of investment. framework.

Borrowing Limited: prudential code | Strong: can borrow for Limited: subject to Limited: can issue GO Moderate: TMG issues

autonomy and UK Government investment under constitutional 'debt brake' | debt but under state- metropolitan bonds under
constraints. TfL and GLA | France's 'golden rule' and fiscal rules. imposed limits and Local Public Finance
borrowing often style framework. oversight. Law, subject to national
negotiated with HMT. consultation.

Land use Moderate: Mayor sets Strong: Paris sets Strong: Land and Strong: NYC Zoning Strong: zoning types

and zoning | London Plan and has binding PLU citywide borough plans are Resolution via CPC and nationally set; Tokyo sets
call-in powers. Boroughs | within national code (and | binding (within federal Council (under state and implements local
set their own Local Plans | regional SDRIF context). | planning code; Senate enabling framework). plans within a powerful
aligned with GLA. oversight). planning regime.

Transport Strong: TfL sets fares Limited: fares set Limited: fares set Limited: congestion Limited: tolls largely via

and the Mayor can levy
transportation charges.

regionally constrained
transportation charging.

through VBB and road
pricing limited.

pricing authorised by NY
State; operated by MTA.

expressway company, no
congestion charge.
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Category

London (GLA)

Paris (Ville de Paris)

Berlin (Land Berlin)

New York City

Tokyo (TMG)

Skills and
employment

Limited: Adult Education
Budget, but Jobcentre
and ALMPs remain with
DWP.

Limited: employment
services sit nationally
with modest city role.

Limited: Land controls
education and VET but
employment services sit
federally.

Strong: city runs
education (subject to
state law) and major
workforce programmes.

Limited: National entity
leads ALMPs; prefecture
runs some training &
specific schools.

Health Limited: Mayor Limited: ARS (state) Strong: Land oversees Strong: Council runs Strong: robust

system influences health through | runs health regionally, hospitals and key health health and hospitals, with | prefectural public health
strategies and with city having certain functions. strong local public health | powers, with national
partnerships. NHS public health roles. authority. insurance and fees set
commissioning sits with centrally.
ICBs within the ICS.

Policing Limited: Met Limited: main policing Full ownership: Land Full ownership: Mayor Limited: TMPD overseen

leadership Commissioner appointed | via Prefecture de police interior authority appoints | appoints NYPD by Tokyo Metropolitan

and control | by centre after under Interior Ministry; police leadership, Commissioner. Public Safety
consultation with Mayor; Paris also has a accountable to Berlin Commission;
accountable to both; little | municipal police with a Senate and Parliament. Superintendent-General
operational power limited remit. approved by PM.

Self- None: Parliament is None: municipal status Full ownership: can Strong: City Charter None: prefectural status

governance | responsible for changes and powers set by amend own constitution. amendable via fixed by national

to the GLA Act.

national law.

referendum.

constitution and law.
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4.1 Toward a reserved powers model

The EDWP demonstrates the Government's willingness to devolve further powers.
Established Mayoral Strategic Authorities (EMSAs) will be able to propose additional functions
be added to the statutory devolution framework and devolved.”® Whilst similarly being an
EMSA, the GLA’s unique legal basis compared to bodies such as GMCA and WMCA means
that “the powers and duties in the devolution framework will be applied to the GLA on a case-
by-case basis”.” On the contrary, London’s autonomy to wield devolved powers should be
the most advanced in the country.

At present, the Mayor has executive responsibility over, and hence the ability to directly
implement change in, housing, transport, and economic development. But in other policy
areas, the Mayor has no direct power to compel bodies outside of the GLA group to follow the
strategy. The extent to which these strategies are delivered depends on the Mayor’s ‘soft
power’.

The Mayor has the power to do anything which furthers their core purposes of economic
development and wealth creation, promoting social development, and improving the
environment.”? This can be described as a ‘functional power of competence’, in contrast to the
general power of competence which local authorities have, and allows them the “power to do
anything individuals generally may do”.”®

In short, in certain policy areas, most notably planning and transport, the Mayor has direct
influence and control. In most other areas — for example, education and health — the Mayor
only has indirect influence.

This is significantly less than the policy powers enjoyed by internationally comparable city
governments. For example, New York’s Mayor controls the city’s school system and can
independently appoint and remove most agency heads, while both Berlin and Tokyo'’s city
governments have responsibility for education and healthcare.

This is also increasingly less policy power than the Mayors of other English cities. For
example, GMCA has significantly greater input and oversight of health policy through the
Greater Manchester Health and Social Care Partnership,”* and both GMCA and WMCA's
‘trailblazer’ devolution deals give them greater control over employment support
programmes.’®

London’s current settlement is, in effect, a conferred powers model. City Hall can act where
Parliament has clearly set out powers and functions, but many of the outcomes Londoners
care about are produced through a fragmented landscape of boroughs, arm’s length bodies,
regulators, and Whitehall departments. The result is a mayoralty that is primarily strategic
rather than executive. It can set direction and convene, but it struggles to combine resource,
delivery capacity, and authority in a way that matches the most dynamic global city Mayors.

70 Ministry of Housing, Communities & Local Government, English Devolution White Paper.

71 Ministry of Housing, Communities & Local Government, Devolution Framework Explainer:
Established Mayoral Strategic Authorities (2025).

72 Mark Sandford and Richard Berry, The Greater London Authority: Powers and Functions (London
Assembly Research Unit, 2024).

73 Localism Act 2011.

74 ‘Health’, GreaterManchester-ca.Gov.Uk.

75 HM Treasury, Memorandum of Understanding for the ‘Trailblazer’ Single Settlements for Greater
Manchester and West Midlands Combined Authorities.
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An updated settlement should shift the statutory presumption, placing London on a reserved
powers footing, with primary legislation defining not the areas of competency but the matters
reserved to central government and those reserved to boroughs. Everything else would, by
default, be presumed to sit within the competence of the Mayor and the GLA.

This would bring London’s framework closer in logic to the way that national devolution
settlements operate in the UK, where devolved institutions can legislate or act across a wide
field unless a matter is expressly reserved. Creating a statutory basis for greater autonomy in
this way may seem to be a recipe for endless judicial review. Yet, in the case of Scottish
devolution, a reserved powers model has produced notable stability.”® With the strengthening
of accountability and system outlined in this report, a reserved powers model becomes viable.

As with national devolution in the UK, a reserved powers model would not affect the
sovereignty of Parliament, while creating a clearer statutory presumption that the GLA and
London government may act in any area not explicitly reserved. This is a practical device to
reduce ambiguity, constrain ad hoc central interference, and give London greater day-to-day
freedom to govern within defined bounds, alongside stronger democratic scrutiny. In practice,
that would require primary legislation setting out a Schedule of reserved matters, and a clear
interpretation and conflict clause to manage overlaps and pre-emption, so that the boundary
between national and London competence is transparent, predictable, and contestable.

In practical terms, this would also mean strengthening and simplifying the GLA’s legal ‘Power
of Competence’ — already established as part of the underpinning legislation for London’s
governance — so that it operates as a genuine default power. At present, these “Section 30”
powers for London are constrained by, to take one example, a hard limit against any action
which could incur expenditure in education, social services, or health services.”” These
restrictions should be removed, and the section rewritten to include the ability to establish
delivery vehicles, coordinate across systems, and commission or shape provision in other
service areas where there is a clear citywide purpose.

The legislation to establish new norms should also include a protection against accidental pre-
emption, so that future Acts, regulations, and directions are not interpreted as limiting London’s
competence unless they do so explicitly. The closest analogue in the city governance world is
the kind of clear executive statement found in New York City’s charter, which sets out a
presumption of mayoral authority within the city’s powers, alongside strong appointment,
removal, and budget responsibilities.”

This shift in presumption should be paired with the practical levers that recognise the needs
of dynamic mayoral leadership. A reserved powers model for London should therefore be
accompanied by a clearer authority over delivery systems where fragmentation is most
damaging. Strengthening the executive should also mean strengthening scrutiny, with the
London Assembly equipped to test decisions, interrogate performance, and hold a more
empowered Mayor to account (as per the section above).

76 Christopher McCorkindale et al., The Courts, Devolution, and Constitutional Review (University of
Queensland Law Journal, 2017).

77 London Assembly, The GLA’s General Power under the 1999 GLA Act (2014).

78 Elizabeth Fine and James Caras, ‘Twenty-Five Years of the Council-Mayor Governance of New
York City: A History of the Council’'s Powers, the Separation of Powers, and Issues for Future
Resolution’, New York Law School Law Review, 2013.
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Recommendation 9: The Government should legislate to amend the statutory footing of the
GLA in several ways: first, it should strengthen the Mayor’'s legal general power of
competence. Second, it should re-establish the GLA’s authority by introducing a reserved
powers basis that mirrors that used in Scottish devolution, with reserved
matters/competencies for both boroughs and central government set out. Third, it should
include language to reflect a ‘devolution by default’ principle, with an explicit safeguard so that
future legislation or directions do not impose upon London’s competencies by implication.

4.2 Fiscal firepower

The Mayor of London has limited fiscal powers:

e They collect a council tax precept, which raises roughly £1.5 billion."

e They retain 37 per cent of business rates, which raises roughly £3.7 billion.8°

e They raise a Mayoral Community Infrastructure Levy (~£120 million per year) and a
two pence business rates supplement on non-domestic business properties in London
valued above £75,000 (~£230 million per year), both of which have been used to help
finance Crossrail.?!

Alongside these sources, there are three transport levies — the congestion charge, Low
Emission Zone, and Ultra Low Emission Zone — in addition to TfL fares; however, all these
flow directly to TfL. Beyond these sources, the Mayor has no power to levy new local taxes.
While they have a functional power of competence to promote improvements related to their
responsibilities, they are explicitly prohibited from using this power to raise money.8?

This lack of fiscal autonomy makes London an outlier among comparable international cities.
In 2015, almost 69 per cent of funding for the GLA and London’s local authorities came from
central government. The comparable figures for Berlin, New York, Paris, and Tokyo were 33
per cent, 26 per cent, 16 per cent and 6 per cent respectively.®

Furthermore, the Mayor of London also has limited control over how the funding they receive
from central government is used. For example, the £4 billion received through the Affordable
Homes Programme must meet the established programme requirements rather than being
used for housing needs more generally,® and the majority of MOPAC'’s funding comes from
designated central government grants.® This restricts the Mayor of London’s ability to set their
own priorities or pursue their own initiatives, turning them instead into “passive recipients of
funding for a programme with very little ability to shape it”.®

79 ‘MD3346 Approval of 2025-26 Council Tax and Precepts and Communication to Council
Taxpayers’, London.Gov.Uk, 2025.

80 Greater London Authority, Greater London Authority Final Consolidated Budget 2025-26 (2025).
81 Greater London Authority, Greater London Authority Final Consolidated Budget 2025-26.

82 | ondon Assembly, The GLA’s General Power under the 1999 GLA Act.

83 GLA Oversight Committee, Trusting London to Deliver: Our Place in the Government’s Devolution
Reforms.

84 Greater London Authority, Homes for Londoners: Affordable Homes Programme 2021-2026:
Funding Guidance (2020).

85 MOPAC and MPS Final Budget 2025-26 and Medium Term Financial Plan 2026-27 — 2027-28
(london.gov.uk, 2025).

86 GLA Oversight Committee, Trusting London to Deliver: Our Place in the Government’s Devolution
Reforms.
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The Mayor of London has even less control than the Mayors of GMCA and WMCA. GMCA®
and WMCA?®® receive integrated settlements, departmental-style single funding pots which
give them significantly greater flexibility and are governed by an agreed outcomes framework.
The GLA is scheduled to receive its own integrated settlement in 2026-27, but the precise
details of what this will look like in London’s unique governance system remain unclear.®°

Unable to raise or keep the revenue from local taxation, and constrained in their use of funding,
the Mayor is fundamentally constrained in what they can achieve. It restricts their ability to
pursue their own priorities, for example by funding certain policy areas ahead of others or
changing tax levels to encourage housebuilding. It leaves them more exposed to central
government policy shifts. It disincentivises them to grow London’s economy and tax base.
Furthermore, international evidence suggests that, under the right conditions, fiscal devolution
has positive impacts on accountability and efficiency.*

Numerous options for fiscal devolution exist. At the lower end, this includes tourist taxes,
promised now for English Strategic Authorities, and something which Scottish councils already
have a legal power to deploy. Tourism charges are in place now in Manchester and Liverpool,
via their respective Accommodation Business Improvement Districts.®' Once established, the
tourism tax in London will raise between £77 million and £240 million a year.*?

At the more advanced end of fiscal devolution, this includes retaining a share of income tax,
something which Re:State has previously called for.?

As part of the integrated settlement negotiations with the GLA, central government should,
starting with a tourist tax, ensure that the Mayor of London has sufficient fiscal power to pursue
their policies and deliver for Londoners. The longer-term aspiration should be for London to
have access to the same fiscal powers as other global cities, such as New York, Paris, and
Tokyo.

Recommendation 10: London should be at the leading edge of a growing programme of fiscal
devolution, with the GLA empowered as the default billing authority for any newly created
taxes, any newly devolved revenue streams (like the upcoming tourism levy), and for the
introduction of retained shares of nationally levied taxes.

87 Ministry of Housing, Communities & Local Government, Greater Manchester Combined Authority —
Integrated Settlement Outcomes Framework 2025 to 2026 (2025).

88 Ministry of Housing, Communities & Local Government, West Midlands Combined Authority —
Integrated Settlement Outcomes Framework 2025 to 2026 (2025).

89 Ministry of Housing, Communities & Local Government, Integrated Settlements for Mayoral
Combined Authorities (2024).

% London Finance Commission, Devolution: A Capital Idea.

91 Jacob Waters and Lynette Horsburgh, ‘Liverpool to Introduce “tourist Tax” for Visitors’, BBC News,
2025.

92 Matthew Daley, Options for a Tourism Levy for London: A Publication for the London Finance
Commission (Greater London Authority, 2017).

98 Dr Simon Kaye et al., Back from the Brink: Radical Ideas for Sustainable Local Finances (Reform
Think Tank, 2024).
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5. Conclusion

The governance of London is due an update. For 25 years, the current system has served its
purpose. But now the structures and powers in place in London — a global city of nearly ten
million and the economic powerhouse of the UK — have become emblematic of the governance
challenges faced by England as a whole. The boundaries and powers of its institutions are
haphazardly arranged and frequently unable to interact with each other without difficulty. Even
here, in the capital, powers are reserved to central government which anywhere else would
be in the hands of local politicians and officials.

London’s governance challenge is ultimately a question of risk. A capital city whose economy,
population, and labour market are changing at unprecedented speed is being governed
through structures designed for a different era. Without reform, the risk is not simply
inefficiency, but strategic drift: an inability to respond coherently to changing circumstances.

The London system is also emblematic of the asymmetry that persists across the whole UK.
Where Wales and Scotland, nations of 3 and 5.5 million people respectively, enjoy significant
devolved sovereignty and autonomy under devolution agreed at around the same time as
London’s a quarter-century ago, London’s whole-city governance is not able to shape its own
taxes, set schools’ policies, or even set the terms of its own self-management.

As things stand, London’s governance is stable — but incoherent and underpowered: a
patchwork comprising a tightly constrained Mayor, an invisible assembly, 33 borough councils,
and scrutiny that trails executive power.

If London is to meet its own enormous potential, driving national growth and ensuring visible
improvement for citizens, it should pair real devolution with clear accountability. A new
architecture of power in London, as proposed in this paper, could ensure a single, clear
executive centre while strengthening scrutiny and delivery. Borough mergers would bring
councils to a sensible scale, reducing fragmentation and building capacity while ensuring
sensitivity to the diversity of the city’s many neighbourhoods. Leaders of the merged
authorities would sit on the London Assembly in place of constituency members, creating a
single track of leadership and scrutiny that is both closer to services and better able to
challenge the Mayor — and so qualifying that figure to move more quickly, wield more powers
by default, and seize more opportunities. Subregional geographies should be redrawn to
match real economic patterns and then used consistently across GLA strategies.

By making London the first part of England to enjoy devolution under a reserved powers
model, Government can place it into competitive parity with other global cities.

The result would be a city where Londoners see faster decisions, cleaner lines of
accountability, better value for money, and a governance platform capable of carrying the next
phase of devolution.

It is time for London to return to the heart of the devolution policy debate, and shape a
governance system that can adjust to the city as it is, not only to the city as once it was.
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