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Introduction  
 
Hertfordshire County Council (HCC) proposes a reorganisation of local government to, in its own 
words: 
 

transform local government in the county, creating a more efficient,  
responsive and ambitious model of sustainable local government  

able to drive this new vision through strong leadership; improved value for money;  
and greater customer focus and local responsiveness. 

 
Discussion 
 
The current three tier arrangement in Hertfordshire has existed since the reforms of the Local 
Government Act 1972 which brought Three Rivers, Croxley Green’s principal authority, through a 
‘merger’ of Watford Rural and Rickmansworth & Chorleywood Urban Districts, into existence in 1974. 
 
The proposal, announced by the Leader of the County Council recently, offers three possible 
outcomes 
 

1. Optimising the current arrangement (no change) 
2. Single authority for the county (sweeping away district councils and centralising the functions 

such as housing, waste, leisure and education )  
3. Two unitary authorities roughly splitting the county into North East and South West so that the 

areas of Three Rivers with Dacorum, Hertsmere, St Albans and Watford would form the SW 
authority (and themselves be dissolved)   

 
Potentially, both unitary options could include the end of the Police and Crime Commissioner, whose 
responsibilities would be subsumed into some kind of mayoralty. 
 
The political driver behind this idea is the government’s intent to ‘level-up’ society, and better to 
enable each area to decide it own destiny. Policy aside, the key practical key driver is, predictably, 
finance as the combined authorities were running deficits before Covid 19 and those deficits are likely 
to increase. In addition, there is an element of logic. Having 10 authorities in one county must lead to 
duplications and overlaps and probably inefficiencies. Eliminating the duplications ought to allow more 
to be spent on front line services, and should lead to more accountability, potentially improving 
services levels offered to residents. 
 
Considerations 
 
As responsibility for services is removed from district councils it is possible that parish and town 
councils will be offered more opportunities for management of local resources. For example, Croxley 
Green PC would wish to manage allotments and green spaces in the parish, currently held by Three 
Rivers DC. Those councils would need to ensure that a financial ‘dowry’ accompanies additional 
responsibility. 
 
By contrast, some Parish Councils may consider that the existing structure works well and that 
successful partnerships with the District and County councils have brought benefits to residents and 
would resist change that invalidates such arrangements.  
 
One might consider that making changes at this point in the coronavirus epidemic is unwise, 
disruptive, expensive in the short term with uncertain benefits that may be hard to measure in the 
future. Equally there is an argument that Covid 19 is more and more likely to be endemic in society, 



without significant viral mutation and that waiting for a vaccine or cure is time wasted which means 
that the population has to learn to live with the virus. Therefore such a change should, if the benefits 
are material be effected without unnecessary delay. 
 
There is also the consideration of localism. Three Rivers provides waste and cleansing services, 
planning and Neighbourhood Plans, housing, and leisure and environment. Hertfordshire currently 
manages education and libraries, emergency and social services, countryside management and 
highways. Residents may have concerns that local services for local people may become less 
accessible and more remote, or residents may be prepared to see the distancing of service provision 
in exchange for more efficiency. 
 
On a related point, there are more than 100 Town, Parish and Community Councils and Parish 
Meetings in Hertfordshire. Some of them, such as Chorleywood, Sarratt and Croxley Green represent 
small settlements; others such as Watford and St Albans are considerably larger. It is possible that 
smaller communities will lose their ‘voices’ on the creation of one or more unitary authority(ies), if they 
are currently content with the existing structure and partnerships that they have developed. 
 
It also follows that reducing the number of authorities will reduce the number of councillor places. It 
has been argued reorganisation will inevitably result in fewer councils and fewer councillors. As a 
result, greater workloads and demands will be placed on the remaining body of councillors. Increasing 
the time demands may deter many from standing for election in local government, weakening 
connections to localities and potentially reducing responsiveness.  
 
Recommendations  
 

(1) That  the committee notes the options set out in the information provided so far of a possible 
local government reorganisation in Hertfordshire; 

(2) That the topic becomes a standing item on all future F&A agendas until the matter is resolved. 
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