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The Bay Council and North Cumbria Council

Proposal by Barrow Borough Council, Lancaster City Council and South Lakeland District Council

Dear Secretary of State,

Our proposals for unitary local government in the Bay would build on existing 

momentum and the excellent working relationships already in place across the 

three district Councils in the Bay area. Together, we can help you deliver a 

sustainable and resilient local government solution in this area that delivers 

priority services and empowers communities.

In line with your invitation, and statutory guidance, we are submitting a Type C 

proposal for the Bay area which comprises the geographies of Barrow, Lancaster 

and South Lakeland councils and the respective areas of the county councils of 

Cumbria and Lancashire. This is a credible geography, home to nearly 320,000 

people, most of whom live and work in the area we represent. 

Having taken into account the impact of our proposal on other local boundaries 

and geographies, we believe creating the Bay Council makes a unitary local 

settlement for the remainder of Cumbria more viable and supports consideration 

of future options in Lancashire.  

Partners, particularly the health service would welcome alignment with their 

footprint and even stronger partnership working. The relevant Police and Crime 

Commissioners and Fire and Rescue Authorities across both counties do not 

see any unsurmountable barriers. Our public engagement shows stronger 

support for a unitary local authority representing the Bay area over any 

alternative. 

Our vision for the Bay is real and already shaping the agenda that we are 

delivering. We have a joint committee and excellent working arrangements 

between relevant authorities to make it happen. We have the ideas and 

inspiration to align reform with reorganisation and make a real difference to 

peopleôs lives.

As a leadership team, on behalf of everyone in the Bay area, we ask that if you 

agree to any reorganisation proposals for Cumbria that the Bay Council be the 

solution for this area.
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Leader of the Council
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Chief Executive
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Cllr Dr Erica Lewis

Leader of the Council
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Kieran Keane

Chief Executive
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Leader of the Council

South Lakeland Council

Lawrence Conway

Chief Executive

South Lakeland Council
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The Bay Council and North Cumbria Council

Proposal by Barrow Borough Council, Lancaster City Council and South Lakeland District Council

We meet the MHCLG tests because we will

ÅImprove local government and service delivery

Ågive greater value for money by investing in 

reform alongside reorganisation to change our 

long term costs and improve outcomes

ÅGenerate savings of £50m over five years in the 

Bay with potential for £100m if North Cumbria 

also becomes a unitary

ÅProvide stronger strategic leadership by being 

aligned to how public services are actually 

delivered for communities in the Bay area

Åbe a more sustainable structure, not a race to the 

bottom claiming the biggest short term savings 

but a race to the future by building organisational 

and system resilience.

The increased scope and population across the 

Bay and North Cumbria makes unitaries viable

ÅThe Bay and a North Cumbria unitary would both 

have total net service expenditure of £500m+ 

creating a balanced settlement.

ÅFuture unitaries in Lancashire would be better 

placed

ÅCumbriaôs fire and policing authorities would 

benefit from the scale of others and would also be 

more balanced

The Bay and North Cumbria are credible

This is a footprint where the natural geography 

influences how systems operate. The creation of 

Cumbria brought together areas around the 

mountains but operationally there remain distinct 

areas within the geography, and a particular 

distinction between north and south. 

Public service responsibilities and accountabilities 

delivered by Cumbria wide organisations typically 

organise on a geographic rather than service basis. 

Those organisations see no barrier to the 

operational delivery of services on a North Cumbria 

and Bay Council footprint. 

For the Bay there is a coherent functional economic 

area that we organise around and 96% of people 

live and work in the area. 

The Bay and North Cumbria solution results in two 

unitary authorities that have the ability and 

resilience to be financially viable, represent a 

significant population and can provide a platform for 

wider regional co-operation and unitary solutions. 

Key partner organisations support the Bay 

agenda and recognise any challenges can be 

overcome to create a resilient council for the future. 

Proposal on a page

Will it be better 

than today or 

potential 

alternatives?

YES
We will combine 

reform and 

reorganisation to 

drive recovery and 

build a better future.

Do we command 

local support?

YES
Public surveys, 

opinion polls and 

partners say they 

support the Bay. 

Is this a credible 

geography?

YES
for the 320,000 

people in the 

Bay, and the 

325,000 in 

north Cumbria

Independent telephone poll of 

1012 adults living in the Bay 

area, conducted by Survation 

13-19 November 2020

Local survey with over 2700 

responses open 10-30 

November 2020 plus a 

series of ten community and 

stakeholder events
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The Bay Council and North Cumbria Council

Proposal by Barrow Borough Council, Lancaster City Council and South Lakeland District Council
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The Morecambe Bay area would 
be best served by...

A unitary council for Morecambe Bay based
on the geographies of Barrow, Lancaster
and South Lakeland districts

A whole county unitary for Cumbria and
separate arrangements for Lancashire

Don't know

ñThe format of the Bay is very 

goodéThere is a massive opportunity to 

create prosperity for the north and set 

ambitious targetsò 

ñFrom an NHS perspective it would make 

total sense to align the council with the 

NHS footprint which is pan Morecambe 

Bayò

ñIôm very happy to express the views of 

many parish councillors who have spoken 

to me and we are almost universally in 

favour of The Bay proposalò

ñI believe that the merger with Barrow, 

Lancaster and South Lakes would be in all 

our best interests.ò

Top-line results from local consultation and engagement

Independent telephone poll of 1012 

adults living in the Bay area, conducted 

by Survation 13-19 November 2020

Local survey with 2796 responses open 

10-30 November 2020

Local people should be represented 

by people that are close to the 

community and democratically 

accountable to local peopleé

Community and stakeholder events 

involving employers, community groups, 

parish councils and young people 

A
ll

 a
g

re
e

A
ll

 D
is

a
g

re
e

N
e

it
h

e
r

Barrow 86% 10% 4%

Lancaster 93% 5% 2%

South 

Lakeland

76% 19% 4%



5

The Bay Council and North Cumbria Council

Proposal by Barrow Borough Council, Lancaster City Council and South Lakeland District Council

ÁSurvation conducted a telephone survey of 1012 adults across 

the three districts of the Bay between 13 and 19 November 

2020. 

ÁThe results show strong support for a Bay unitary, with a belief 

that this would deliver better services and concern that a county 

unitary would make it harder for local voices to be heard.

ÁThese results are consistent across demographic groups and 

between all three districts

ÁFull data tables are available here: https://cdn.survation.com/wp-

content/uploads/2020/12/02090636/Morecambe-Bay-Tables.xlsx

Opinion Polling

60%
31%

9%

The Morecambe Bay Area would be best 
served byé

A unitary council for Morecambe Bay based on the
geographies of Barrow, Lancaster and South Lakeland
districts

A whole county unitary for Cumbria and separate
arrangements in Lancashire

Don't know

62%

26%

12%

What option would be most likely to improve the 
quality of services provided by councils?

Morecambe Bay unitary A county level unitary Don't know

67%

31%

2%

Would you be concerned that if your local 
area was overseen by a single council at a 
county wide level, your voice may not be 

heard on local issues?

All concerned All not concerned Don't know

https://cdn.survation.com/wp-content/uploads/2020/12/02090636/Morecambe-Bay-Tables.xlsx
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The Bay Council and North Cumbria Council

Proposal by Barrow Borough Council, Lancaster City Council and South Lakeland District Council

Q1. Which of the following statements best reflects your view? The 

Morecambe Bay area would be best served by... 
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The Bay Council and North Cumbria Council

Proposal by Barrow Borough Council, Lancaster City Council and South Lakeland District Council
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Q2. In your view, what option would be most likely to improve the quality of 

services provided by councils? 
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The Bay Council and North Cumbria Council

Proposal by Barrow Borough Council, Lancaster City Council and South Lakeland District Council

Q3. To what extent, if at all, would you be concerned that if your local area 

was overseen by a single council at a county wide level, your voice may not 

be heard on local issues? 
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The Bay Council and North Cumbria Council

Proposal by Barrow Borough Council, Lancaster City Council and South Lakeland District Council
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The Bay Council and North Cumbria Council

Proposal by Barrow Borough Council, Lancaster City Council and South Lakeland District Council

Councils around the Bay already work well together. Becoming a unitary 

local authority for the Bay is an opportunity to go further.

This proposal responds to your invitation to submit unitary local government 

proposals for Cumbria. Despite being in the midst of unprecedented challenges 

we have responded to your invitation because we believe that becoming a Bay 

unitary is critical to our future and missing this opportunity would risk disrupting 

the shared work we are building to serve our residents and region.

We have set out why the Bay area needs to be considered as the preferred and 

only realistic option for our authorities and how it can be delivered. We have 

followed your criteria and developed, in the time available, a robust case that is 

based on the HM Treasury guidance for building better business cases.

Our proposal emerges not from the invitation call but from a long standing view 

of what is right for our local residents, communities and businesses. As councils, 

we have good working relationships, including the Lancaster and South Cumbria 

joint committee. A unitary council has the potential to build on existing 

momentum and complements potential reorganisation and reform in both the 

counties of Cumbria and Lancashire.

Our Bay Council can reinforce our integrated local economy, build on world class 

strengths in advanced manufacturing and higher education and be an engine 

room powering the green industrial revolution. We have already had investment 

to pilot innovative delivery models, such as being awarded the status of Arts 

Council Cultural Compact following a submission from us as the South Cumbria 

Economic Region Partnership. It is bringing together partner organisations to 

pilot a model which connects the three localitiesô distinct and different cultural 

assets to boost future creativity, investment, innovation, jobs and prosperity. The 

new scheme is designed to encourage a shared vision around the arts, bringing 

together a range of partners to embed culture at the heart of the community, as 

well as encouraging investment and untapping economic potential. This is an 

opportunity to effect change not just in the local Bay area but across the north 

west and further afield. 

Our closely-linked community means 96% of the workforce live as well as work 

in the area. Our partners recognise our geography ïthe Bay area would share 

the same footprint as the local NHS making integration easier than it is today or 

would be through any alternative proposal. All authorities are in the same postal 

and broadcast area. Our relationship around the Bay are often stronger than the 

rest of the counties of which we are part.

Our Type C proposal for the Bay Council demonstrates how we have taken 

into account the Secretary of Stateôs guidance.

We have undertaken analysis, engagement and development to clearly describe 

in section 4 how the Bay Council will achieve the outcomes detailed in the 

guidance including how the proposed unitary:

Å Improves local government and service delivery across the area of the 

proposal for the Bay Council, giving greater value for money, generating 

savings, providing stronger strategic and local leadership and being a more 

sustainable structure.

Å Commands a good deal of local support across the whole area of the 

proposal for the Bay

Å Has a credible geography within the range of 300,000 to 600,000 having 

regard to our circumstances, including critically the local identity and 

geography

Å Considers the impact on other local boundaries and geographies, including 

the views of the relevant Police and Crime Commissioners and Fire and 

Rescue Authorities.

As the principal authorities in the Bay area, we have retained the core focus of 

our proposal on the reorganisation and associated reform and recovery agenda 

of the Bay Council. This configuration has local support, delivering for the whole 

Cumbrian footprint, opening up opportunities for a viable option for the north of 

Cumbria, which would operate around a credible geography, with a local identity 

distinct from the Bay area, and population size within the range of 300,000 to 

600,000. We have also set out the key features, opportunities and proposals for 

the North Cumbria Council, though recognise that this will need to be further 

explored alongside the Bay proposal following initial assessment by MHCLG.

An early decision will enable us to plan with greater certainty our opportunities 

for reform and recovery enhanced through re-organisation.

This proposal is the only option that can deliver effective, efficient and 

sustainable local government for the Cumbria area in line with the Secretary of 

Stateôs guidance and to impact positive change for our local communities. 

Similarly, creating the Bay encourages viable options to be developed by the 

remaining area of Lancashire if invited at a later date. 

Executive Summary
Our proposal for unitary local government builds on excellent working relationships across the Bay
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The Bay Council and North Cumbria Council

Proposal by Barrow Borough Council, Lancaster City Council and South Lakeland District Council

The Bay is a well-known and recognised geography that attracts millions 

of visitors each year and is home to 320,000 people, the vast majority of 

whom both live and work in the area.

The strong identity of the area is recognised across the public sector as a 

credible geography for service delivery. The Bay is the place-based building 

block for partnering and joining up services with the NHS and our Integrated 

Care System, which NHSE/I are seeking to place on a statutory footing. 

Within the county of Cumbria, Barrow and South Lakeland are often considered 

as óSouth Cumbriaô for operational delivery in many County Council services. 

Fire and rescue services operate across the county but aim to work more closely 

with communities, and can see no operational barrier to working in the Bay area. 

The Police authorities recognise that the geography could work operationally and 

it is aligned to the health and the ambulance service strategies. 

The aggregate population of the Bay Council is nearly 320,000, which meets the 

Secretary of Stateôs guidance. The northern area of Cumbria would have an 

aggregate population of 328,000. A Lancashire-11 (without Lancaster) would 

have over 1 million residents, with a further c140,000 for Blackpool and 140,000 

for Blackburn, to be considered for reorganisation at a later date.

We have engaged with local stakeholders, taken opinion polls and 

consulted the public. We found strong support across the spectrum.

The Police and Crime Commissioner for Cumbria has said that he is confident 

the Police Service could be delivered in either option being proposed but that the 

preference would be for two unitaries. He would also be open to assuming Fire 

and Rescue Authority responsibilities in the future and would support the 

development of a Mayoral model. Lancashire counterparts have flagged the 

complexity but agree the proposal is deliverable with no issue considered 

insurmountable.

The Lead Member and Chief Officer for the Cumbria Fire and Rescue Authority, 

which is hosted by the County Council, expressed initial concern that 

reorganisation would require a separation into two fire authorities. However, they 

saw no reason why it would not be possible to continue to deliver good services 

across the current footprint, including the Bay. The deputy Chief Fire Officer in 

Lancashire, which is a stand alone authority, agreed it was deliverable although 

complicated.

The Bay Area Health Partnership would welcome a move to unitary local 

government on the Bay footprint as this would align with the health system and 

developing integrated care provision. This would simplify current efforts to better 

integrate health, care and well-being services and improve population health.

The Local Economic Partnership (LEP) in Cumbria have been positive about the 

Bay Council proposal and our prosperity and resilience plans. They would 

welcome the ability of unitary local government to support economic 

development. The Lancashire LEP would be happy to work with a new 

organisation and in new and better ways. 

Town and Parish Councils, local associations and the voluntary and community 

sector all see potential for spreading and strengthening existing good practice 

engagement. They would welcome genuine engagement and participation in 

delivering together for the Bay which is embedded in our values and planned 

approach, including supporting communities to develop local representative 

bodies where they wish to. Public opinion, based on a representative sample of 

over 2700, overwhelmingly supported the Bay as the best solution in this area.

As we continue along the journey to develop the Bay Council we will continue to 

fully engage with, listen to and co-design the new ways of working together.

Executive Summary
The Bay represents a credible geography within an aggregate population in the desired range and with local support 

Local authority 2019 

population

Option Population of 

proposed authorities

Cumbria

County Council

500,012

North Cumbria 327,875

Allerdale 97,761

Carlisle 108,679

Copeland 68,183

Eden 53,253

Barrow 67,049

The Bay 318,175Lancaster 146,038

South Lakeland 105,088

Lancashire* 1,219,799 Lancashire-11 1,073,761
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The Bay Council and North Cumbria Council

Proposal by Barrow Borough Council, Lancaster City Council and South Lakeland District Council

The Bay offer

A new unitary Bay Council would be better placed to deliver on the existing 

priorities in our joint committee terms of reference to:

Å develop a sustainable local economy to meet the climate emergency 

Å build community wealth - sustainable local businesses & good local jobs

Å reduce inequality & increase wellbeing

Å build community power & engagement

It would also create strong and strategic leadership, with local 

involvement, representation and engagement to improve with local people 

outcomes that:

We ask the Secretary of State that if they agree to any reorganisation 

proposals for Cumbria that the Bay Council be the solution for this area.

This would enable the remaining district councils and county to form a unitary in 

the north around the footprint of the four districts (Allerdale, Carlisle, Copeland 

and Eden) and makes future options in Lancashire more viable.

We can deliver a sustainable and resilient local government solution through a 

Bay Council. Renewing and re-balancing our relationships across the wider 

system, we believe a planned transition can link our reform priorities and 

recovery plans into reorganisation planning, to build forward better. This is about 

how we operate in the future as well as the what ïrefreshing our culture, values 

and behaviours around system leadership and community empowerment. We 

wonôt wait until we have changed the structures before we start changing the 

system. Reorganisation is one step in a longer journey to ensure a resilient and 

prosperous future of the Bay and our businesses and communities. It should 

support our reform plans, not disrupt them. 

We offer a sustainable and resilient solution for the Bay. It builds on real 

relationships already shaping action and delivering together through a 

joint committee and excellent working arrangements between us. 

As a unitary authority for the Bay area we can go further and faster than we can 

today. We are constrained by the current two tier system, and existing structures 

limit integration, local accountability and empowerment, key features needed to 

solve the productivity puzzle, and improve lives for those who live and work in 

the Bay area. We can deliver on existing priorities and create strong and 

strategic leadership that deliver other priority services efficiently and effectively. 

This is not just about reorganisation, but is about a renewed focus on reform, 

recovery and rejuvenation. We will integrate reorganisation with a programme of 

reform and recovery planning that results in:

Å sustainable internal efficiencies in the running of local government, increasing 

the resources spent on improving outcomes

Å significant system efficiencies through integration and alignment to address 

long standing and increasing inequalities, level up the Bay, improve 

population health and well-being, and enhance community wealth and power

Å accelerated effectiveness of targeted interventions, collaboration and co-

design, driving towards our local outcomes and supporting the national 

priorities to build forward better

Executive Summary
Our offer is a sustainable and resilient local government solution that will deliver priority services and empower communities 

Å enhance prosperity through green 

productivity 

Å support a community of talent to 

reduce skills shortages

Å connect all communities to social, 

environmental and economic 

opportunity

Å deliver person-centred and strengths-

based care

Å provide leadership on delivering net 

carbon zero

Å maintain places where people choose 

to live

Becoming the Bay Council would 

enable us to deliver differently across 

the full scope of local government 

services and provide strong place 

based leadership. 

North 

Cumbria 

The Bay
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Proposal by Barrow Borough Council, Lancaster City Council and South Lakeland District Council

The Bay

The Bay
Cumbria CC

Scenario A

Cumbria CC 

Scenario CNorth Cumbria

Total implementation 

costs (£m) (£            12.7) (£            19.9) (£            16.0) (£            16.0)

Direct benefits (£m)
£             43.7 £            103.8 £              94.4 £            142.1 

Direct costs (£m)
(£            15.0) (£            27.2) (£            22.2) (£            22.2)

Indirect benefits (£m)
£              43.7 £               61.0 £                19.4 £              69.4 

Indirect costs (£m)
(£               9.0)  (£              15.2)   £                    - (£            21.0)

Net costs/benefits 

(£m) £               50.6 £            102.5 £                75.6 £           152.3 

NPV (£m)
£                42.3 £                86.4 £                64.4 £             129.7 

Our proposal for the Bay Council is an affordable and realistic 

plan that will deliver public value. We can make savings from 

the transition through internal efficiencies but also bring 

forward reform and recovery plans that have substantial wider 

benefits.

We used publicly available data, sector and local insight to develop 

our assessment of the strategic and economic case for the Bay and 

alternatives. Given the limitations in the MHCLG criteria ruling out 

two Type B unitaries within Cumbria the choice is between business 

as usual as the baseline, a county unitary or the Bay Council and 

either a North Cumbria  unitary or retaining a two-tier arrangement 

in that part of Cumbria. 

The baseline position uses a total net service expenditure of £797m 

for Cumbria options (the seven councils) and £1,040m across the 

Bay due to the inclusion of Lancaster and relevant Lancashire 

spend.

Transition to unitary local government in Cumbria and Lancaster is 

estimated to cost in the range of £12-19m for all options. This is 

consistent with recent experience, other proposals that we are 

aware of and the scale of challenge involved.

Although implementing the Bay and a North Cumbria  unitary option 

is initially more expensive than a single unitary because it involves 

two new authorities, by doing so in parallel and across a larger 

baseline the costs are not double that of creating a county unitary. 

The Cumbria County proposal, and intention to pursue Scenario C,  

suggests benefits that are double previous estimates produced at 

the end of 2018. It is questionable if these are deliverable, and if so, 

if they will create a resilient and sustainable solution authority.

The Bay is a more viable and more credible. We have made 

prudent evidence based assessments of what is achievable, linked 

to a clear reform programme. We are not seeking to compete in a 

race to the bottom. We are seeking agreement to organise in a way 

that supports communities and the potential of the Bay, and will 

deliver longer term financial returns for the Bay and UK plc. 

Executive Summary 
The Bay is affordable and creates an authorities that will deliver sustainable and recurring efficiencies reducing our funding gap



14

The Bay Council and North Cumbria Council

Proposal by Barrow Borough Council, Lancaster City Council and South Lakeland District Council

A considered and deliverable approach to implementation

As the leadership across the Bay we are united in supporting the Bay 

Council as the right choice when you decide to move to unitary local 

government in Cumbria.

We will be able to make this happen and deliver a programme of engagement 

working with both of the County Councils, our public sector partners, our 

communities and the wider public, to create the council that we collectively 

want to see in the future.

We will establish a programme office to oversee and shape detailed planning, 

building on the engagement that we have undertaken to date and continuing 

to strengthen our existing arrangements.

This will build on our recovery planning so that reorganisation, reform and 

recovery work in harmony in enabling the Bay area, and our neighbours in a 

North Cumbria Council, to build forward better arrangements for delivering on 

our shared ambition.

Executive Summary
Our proposal is considered, ambitious, realistic, and the only option that will deliver our local and national priorities

Following this submission, we know that you will want to take the time to 

properly review and consult our partners, adjacent principal authorities and 

other government departments. We welcome this period of reflection 

although we would also welcome the agreement of the indicative timetable 

to ensure that we can embed the necessary planning and preparation into 

our forward programme.

Our assessment is that the transition period can not be done in nine 

months at this time of unprecedented pressure on local government so 

would welcome early clarification and agreement that vesting day should 

not be before April 2023.
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Introduction and approach

This section explains the purpose of this proposal in 

seeking agreement from the government for the 

development of a unitary local authority to cover the Bay 

area, representing the geography of Barrow, Lancaster, 

South Lakeland Councils, and a second unitary to cover 

the geography of Allerdale, Carlisle, Copeland and Eden.

1



16

The Bay Council and North Cumbria Council

Proposal by Barrow Borough Council, Lancaster City Council and South Lakeland District Council

Introduction

This full proposal is an ambitious and evolutionary response to an 

invitation for proposals on unitary local government that builds on long 

standing joint working across the Bay. 

We set out a Type C proposal to create a unitary Bay Council, the Bay Council, 

focused on the current geography of Barrow, Lancaster and South Lakeland 

councils. The proposal for unitary local government is fully compliant with the 

MHCLG invitation and guidance of 9 October 2020 and builds on our outline 

proposal.

Our common interests and approaches, but also distinct differences from our 

respective county footprints and neighbouring districts, makes the Bay a logical 

choice. Our purpose is to serve our people and we are ambitious to improve 

outcomes across the Bay.

This is the only acceptable unitary local government choice available in this area 

that will be capable of delivering on our local priorities and the national agenda. 

Working together, we can build a great new unitary council that reflects our 

integrated economy and accelerates the momentum we have already built. 

We set out how we will work with partners to reshape public services around the 

residents, communities and businesses that we serve and to meet the climate 

emergency.

Our proposal enables the remaining areas of Cumbria and Lancashire to form 

unitary solutions. To provide a potential full solution for the county of Cumbria we 

have also considered the northern districts in this proposal. As a Type B 

proposal, the northern unitary authority would comprise Allerdale, Carlisle, 

Copeland and Eden, which is a credible geography, with a population of 

c328,000 and a distinct local identity from the Bay Council.

But our proposal for the Bay is not dependent on change elsewhere, and could 

progress independently of wider reorganisation. It will be helpful to have a timely 

decision so that we can plan with certainty as we focus on the recovery during 

2021.

Approach

To create a robust and credible proposal we have used the HM treasury 

ófive case modelô for business cases to guide our approach. 

We assessed all relevant alternatives against the MHCLG criteria, local 

objectives for reform and potential described in the outline proposal we 

submitted on 9 November, which had cross-party support. 

Since submitting our outline proposal, we have undertaken additional 

engagement and consultation with partners, the public and with your officials to 

test our proposal against wider priorities across the Bay and government 

expectations. We have taken into consideration the ability to improve public 

service outcomes and had regard to the impact on others. 

To impact real change, all proposals will come with challenges and complexities, 

and this proposal is no different. For this specific proposal we have explained 

how any complexity that comes from a Type C arrangement will be effectively 

managed, in particular for the move of Lancaster from Lancashire County 

Council, and the potential changes that may be required for police and fire 

boundaries if they are deemed to be coterminous with the new footprint across 

Cumbria and Lancaster.

We are not in a race to the bottom on who can claim the largest óefficienciesô. But 

we are in a race to net carbon zero and to a sustainable system. We show how 

we can deliver an affordable but credible programme that delivers internal 

efficiencies and unlocks larger public value benefits (both financial and non-

financial) from reform priorities. 

Our expanded reform vision describes creation of a new authority designed to 

support a better system: more local, more entrepreneurial and more trusting. 

This proposal sets out the:

Å Case for change ïthis sets out the strategic aim of the proposal

Å Options appraisal ïthis economic case appraises potential options 

(including business as usual), to show our rationale for the preferred option

Å Delivering the Bay Council ïthis section covers the main benefits of the 

proposal, financial case and outlines how the preferred option can be 

delivered, including next steps.

We ask the Secretary of State that if they agree to any reorganisation 

proposals for Cumbria that the Bay Council be the solution for this area.

1. Introduction and approach
This proposal sets out a compelling case for unitary local government across the Bay and wider geography of Cumbria
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Case for change across 

Cumbria and the Bay area

This section provides the local and national context, 

explores the key strengths and challenges facing the Bay 

and North Cumbria , and sets out the outcomes we will 

achieve from our exciting and ambitious reform agenda, 

creating unitary local government across the Bay area and 

across North Cumbria .

2
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This case for change sets out our proposed solutions for the whole of 

Cumbria as invited by the Secretary of State. We demonstrate why a 

unitary local authority across the Bay area is the only viable solution to 

deliver on the recovery and reform agenda for the region. The vision for 

the Bay Council of Barrow and South Lakeland in Cumbria comes alive 

because Lancaster is part of the solution. It makes perfect sense. 

Welcoming Lancaster into the solution for Cumbria allows the Bay Council 

(Type C) to be the key to unlocking the natural combination of Allerdale, 

Carlisle, Copeland and Eden in the north, as the North Cumbria Council 

(Type B).

Together, we will be even better placed to:

- strengthen local leadership, reflect and respond to our local identities and 

represent our communities on the strategic agenda

- capitalise on our natural assets, delivering sustainable economic prosperity 

and reform, reducing inequalities and investing for growth

- enhance and simplify our current partnership working, make it easier for our 

residents to interact with us, and improve outcomes for our communities, 

residents and businesses through integrated and whole systems working

- embrace new and modern ways of working, be agile, nimble, insight led and 

connected across our workforce and communities, releasing efficiencies and 

improving effectiveness to drive better outcomes

The Bay area links Cumbria and Lancashire but has its own distinctive identity 

and an ambitious vision. We care deeply about addressing inequality, handling 

the climate emergency, preventing bio-diversity loss and protecting/enhancing  

our natural assets, while delivering excellent services developed with and for our 

communities. We are and have been part of both counties but are different from 

the geographic expanse and sparsity of North Cumbria  which looks to the 

Borderlands, and from the increasingly dense population of Lancashire which is 

drawn south to Greater Manchester and Merseyside.

Whilst respecting the history of both counties, their boundaries have evolved 

over relatively recent history with most of the Bay area being part of Lancashire 

until 1974. This proposal is not an argument for a return but an updating of 

arrangements to reflect todayôs priorities for managing the land, sand, sea and 

the prosperity of the Bay, and the different local priorities of North Cumbria .

The Bay area is different and distinct from both Cumbria and Lancashire

2. Case for change across Cumbria and the Bay area
Summary of our proposal for Cumbria and how a two unitary option of the Bay Council and North Cumbria  Council is the right answer

Cumbria

Lancashire

The Bay area

Figure 2.1.1 The Bay area bridges Cumbria and Lancashire
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The Bay has an appropriate scale of aggregate resident population

The Bay area is home to nearly 320,000 people so is well within the target 

range MHCLG have set out for future unitary authorities. It is an area of 

comparatively slow and steady population growth overall but with 

variation across ages. A further 325,000 people live in North Cumbria with 

its own distinct character.  

Nearly 320,000 live the Bay area today, with 67,000 people living in Barrow, 

105,000 in South Lakeland and 146,000 in Lancaster and will grow to around 

330,000 by 2040. As with all of Cumbria, there is no large population centre¹, but 

the area includes a number of medium sized towns including Barrow, whose 

57,000 population makes it the second largest town in Cumbria after Carlisle, 

Lancaster, which at 51,000 is the 6th largest town in Lancashire, Morecambe 

(35,000), and Kendal (29,000).

There are an additional 328,000 people across the remainder of Cumbria who 

could comprise a North Cumbria unitary, and 1m+ in the rest of Lancashire.

Cumbria is sparsely populated at 74 people per km². Lancashire, on the other 

hand is more densely populated with 233 people per km². The Bay Council 

would have a population density of 145 people per km², and North Cumbria not 

notably changed at 64 people per km² (the equivalent to Northumberland). The 

Bay is a tourism destination, with 30m annual visitors come to the Bay area, 

boosting the average population an equivalent of 80,000 plus over the year.

The Bay can reinforce connections with Cumbria and Lancashire

The Bay spans the northern end of Lancashire and southern region of 

Cumbria. Designated a special area of conservation (SAC) it surrounds a 

large estuary providing a natural coherence and continues a rich and 

varied natural landscape, including the southern Lakes, western Yorkshire 

Dales and Arnside & Silverdale AONB.

Few areas can rival our array of clean energy assets, including the worldôs 

largest operational offshore windfarm and a key part of the nuclear supply, linked 

by a unique contribution of private sector expertise and academic excellence. 

We share a commitment to tackle the climate emergency, biodiversity loss, 

coastal erosion and prevent flooding. 

Cumbria is a large and rural area covering 6,768 km² which is approximately half 

of the North West of England. The Bay Council, comprising Barrow, Lancaster 

and South Lakeland represents an area of 2,188 km². This is approximately the 

size of Herefordshire and would be the 33rd largest authority in England. North 

Cumbria , being nearly twice of the size of Northamptonshire, would be the 13th

largest authority in England by area. 

The Bay is an area rich in natural resources, including the Lake District National 

Park and North Yorkshire National Park. The Arnside & Silverdale Area of 

Outstanding Natural Beauty (AONB) crosses the boundary of Cumbria and 

Lancashire and involves partnership working between our authorities, while the 

Morecambe Bay Site of Special Scientific Interest (SSSI) also relates to all three 

authorities.  The north includes the Cumbria Coastline Conservation Area and 

more sparse areas of the West Lakes, Eden Valley and routes into Scotland and 

Newcastle. 

The Bay is well placed to capitalise on the ambitions for a green industrial 

revolution as it already contains one of the biggest windfarms in the world and 

can be a centre for off-shore renewable energy.

The county councils Cumbria and Lancashire, are based in Carlisle and Preston 

respectively. Attending these councils Cumbria involves significant travel times 

and distances. Reaching Carlisle involves significant travel times and distances -

more than 45 minutes and miles from Kendal, and around 90 minutes and 60-85 

miles from Barrow. From Lancaster to Preston is a smaller distance, but still 20 

minutes by a frequently not running train or 60 minutes by car on routes that are 

often block

The Bay area presents a unique opportunity to bring local government closer to 

the people and be designed at a scale best suited for local and regional focus.

2.1 About the Bay
The Bay Council is a credible geography with the necessary aggregate population and unique attributes that justifies its own authority

¹ Large towns are defined as above 75,000 population by ONS

Figure 2.1.2 Population profile change in the Bay, ONS Population Projection

2020 Population estimate for the Bay area 2040 Population estimate for the Bay area
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A resilient and sustainable Bay Council

The Bay area is currently represented by three district councils and two 

county councils. Within the two-tier system and across two counties the 

district councils have already developed strong and close working 

relationships, reflected in our shared economic prosperity and resilience 

strategy. Moving to a unitary is an opportunity to embed this co-operation 

in a single new council that integrates all functions across the authorities, 

to build on the momentum already in place.

We are managing the complications of a two-tier system as effectively as 

possible, supporting our communities and businesses despite, and not because 

of, existing structures. 

As a unitary authority we would be able to combine our efforts and expenditure in 

support of the partnership goals, which include tackling the climate emergency 

and building a greener economy, building wealth across our communities and 

encouraging active and healthier residents.

Total net expenditure, including the relevant per capita share of the county 

councils, would have been over £511m in 2019/20¹. Reorganisation would add 

another pillar to the reforms we want to make to accelerate our recovery.

Unlocking the credible solution across North Cumbria 

Approval for the Bay Council maintains and strengthens opportunities for 

unitary working across the rest of Cumbria across the four northern 

districts, and it does not restrict future options in Lancashire. It is the only 

viable option for sustainable reform across and beyond Cumbria.

The baseline net service expenditure across the Cumbria system is £797m, and 

with the addition of Lancaster would total over £1bn. The net service expenditure 

in North Cumbria  would have been £551m in 2019/20, of suitable and sufficient 

scale for reorganisation of the four remaining districts and associated county area 

into a parallel unitary, operating around a credible geography.

A comprehensive settlement across Cumbria, Lancashire and the Bay would 

support a unified reallocation of assets, reserves, debts and liabilities to new 

bodies. This will need careful consideration in the event of any reorganisation. 

Council net service expenditure is only part of the total public service expenditure 

focused on delivering outcomes. By aligning the council footprints with the health 

system, which the Bay already operates within, there is potential for greater 

integrated planning and programming on actions to improve population health, a 

key driver of local outcomes.

2.2 About the county of Cumbria
The Bay authorities are already working together and creating this unitary council will support viable change for North Cumbria 

¹ Based on  all councils Revenue Account  2019/20 data to all for comparison. 

Predecessor 

local authority

Population Net service 

expenditure (£m)

Barrow 67,000 £9m

Lancaster 146,000 £20m

South Lakeland 105,000 £12m

Proportion of Cumbria 172,000 £246m

Proportion of 

Lancashire

146,000 £222m

Indicative total 318,000 £511m 

Predecessor local 

authority

Population Net service 

expenditure (£m)

Allerdale 97,527 £11m

Carlisle 108,387 £50m

Copeland 68,424 £11m

Eden 52,000 £10

Proportion of Cumbria 328,000 £469m

Indicative total 328,000 £551m

The Bay Council North Cumbria  Council
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Amplification of pressures from the recent pandemic

Local authorities across the country were already facing a challenging 

agenda which has only been amplified by the impact of the pandemic. The 

way that local government is organised needs to support our efforts to 

drive reform and recovery. 

Local authorities have been at the forefront of responding to the coronavirus 

crisis and the different impacts on health, on families and on jobs and incomes. 

Naturally, uncertainty about the impact and length of the crisis not only has 

public health impacts but will have social and economic shocks that are only just 

starting to manifest, as recognised by the OBR and outlined in the recent 

Spending Review.

Whilst over £3bn of funding has been made available to local authorities 

nationally to help us cope with the impact it is evident that there will be an on-

going impact on our spending, with increased pressure, and on our income, with 

reduced ability to generate revenue. The IFS analysis of Covid-19 impacts 

shows how Bay area councils have varied impacts from the pandemic, with 

factors such as the visitor economy and underlying pressures on left-behind 

areas affecting the impact. The 30m visitors to the area are fundamental to its 

economy with associated know on impact on council revenues from fees and 

charges. 

This crisis comes on top of existing pressures for local government which has 

followed a near decade of contraction in real terms spending, which only recently 

was starting to ease with per-person spending down 23% since 2009-10.  

Planned above-inflation increases in spending are now uncertain and there is a 

need to complete the Fair Funding Review and multi-year settlements.

The road to recovery and sustainable growth

To build forwards better, any reorganisation of local government should 

reinforce and support reforms that drive the recovery over the medium to 

long term.  

As the Prime Minister has said, the public response to Coronavirus shows that 

we can, in future, have a better system for supporting our communities: more 

local, more entrepreneurial and more trusting¹. The Spending Review sets clear 

priorities for MHCLG to deliver public value through action to raise productivity 

and empower places so that everyone across the country can benefit from 

levelling up and for a sustainable and resilient local government sector that 

delivers priority services and empowers communities. 

Reorganisation is just one part of a wider agenda we need to plan for. Our 

overriding priority will be to connect it to reform and recovery actions needed to 

support the Bay. There are short term gains that we must capture, but our focus 

is on creating a sustainable system for future generations that is efficient, 

effective and enables sustainable economic prosperity. 

Any reorganisation will have to be planned and managed in the context of:

Å Overall government decisions on council funding will make a significant 

impact on foundations and starting position from which any reform agenda 

and re-organisation proposal is considered. 

Å A devolution white paper which the government has announced will be 

published in spring and will have in place implications for how we use 

reorganisation to connect local recovery with levelling up. The white paper 

could helpfully provide for place based strategies to boost regional economic 

performance, building on initiatives such as our Bay Area Resilience and 

Prosperity Strategy. There is also an opportunity to make additional 

provisions for town, parish and community councils to enhance their powers 

and potential duties to support communities.   

Å There are also key policy agendas and decisions from adult social care, 

social housing, planning, the environment and health integration that will 

impact on the role and function of the future authority.

2.3 Wider considerations that inform our proposal
The national context will impact on our plans for the Bay irrespective of any reorganisation and provides a platform for growth

Prime Ministerial commission of 23 June 2020 for Danny Kruger MP to report on óLevelling up 

our communities: proposals for a new social covenantô

ñThe Lancaster BID Management Board are keen to support the proposed 

óMorecambe Bay Unitary Authorityô.  Even before the Covid Pandemic 

broke in March this move would be something we would have supported, 

but it makes even more sense now.  The BID Board feel this is the most 

logical way forward and feel it will give Lancaster a stronger voice in the 

years to comeò

Lancaster Business Improvement District



23

The Bay Council and North Cumbria Council

Proposal by Barrow Borough Council, Lancaster City Council and South Lakeland District Council

23

Evidence based and shaped around our communities

There is comparatively limited robust evidence on the merits 

of reorganisation across the country with no clear 

consensus except that unitaries are generally preferred.

The debate can become polarised between arguments for scale 

against local representation. Much of the evidence is based on 

averages rather than reflecting on the unique local context.

Arguments for scale include:

Å reducing administrative overheads and operating costsébut 

this is being rapidly overtaken by technology solutions. 

Å economies of scaleébut without recognising the 

diseconomies and negative correlation in some services 

Å avoiding risk by disaggregating serviceséalthough many such 

services are already organised operationally at a smaller 

scale.

Arguments for unitary solutions are stronger in:

Å reducing the need to co-ordinate between councils

Å simpler arrangements for the public and partners  

Our overall reflection is that the case for reform can not be 

simplified to an argument about size and scale ïbigger is not 

better / lower cost for everything but neither are the current 

structures perfect. 

We have taken three key messages into our proposal that 

recognise:

1. how places and councils operate is more important than 

administrative history or scale

2. the transition process is an opportunity to renew 

strategic leadership and embed a new culture, 

supporting reform by working with communities and 

partners

3. reorganisation is not the destination but a step in the 

journey - it can be a catalyst for opening up 

opportunities for bringing responsibilities and resources 

closer to the people they affect. 

2.4 Evidence based decisions
Available evidence on reorganisation is limited and 

benefits depend on the purpose of change


