
 
 
 
Kirklees Democracy Commission  
 
Summary Note from the meeting held on 30 August 2016 
  
Witness: Rebecca Cox, Local Government Association 
 
Rebecca Cox is a Principal Policy Adviser at the Local Government Association 
(LGA), the national voice of local government.  Amongst other projects, Rebecca 
leads the devolution and culture, tourism and sport agendas.  Rebecca graduated 
from the University of Canterbury, New Zealand with a BA in German and MSc in 
Linguistics, before beginning her local government career at the Leadership Centre 
for Local Government, where she worked on projects including Total Place. 
 
Summary of Discussion  
 
Regional Devolution  
 
Rebecca explained that devolution gives extra momentum to the key parts of the 
councillor role as community leaders in the context of representation, governance 
and accountability.  Within this there are tensions in terms of representing the ward 
perspective at the same time as working on a cross boundary perspective, 
particularly where the councillor is a Leader or Cabinet Member.  This is likely to 
come into sharper focus if there is more fiscal devolution.  In addition, councillors will 
continue to working through the party political elements of devolution which is 
changing and will need to ensure that local communities have a voice as part of 
shaping the devolution agenda. 
 
In the context of decisions being taken regionally Rebecca explained that most are 
currently working to a Combined Authority model which means that most powers are 
coming down from a national level.  This will inevitably have implications  
for decision making on a geographical and strategic level, where there has been little 
experience before,  and the extent to which officer capacity / skills currently exists to 
support this process.  Furthermore, it will be important for councillors to think on a 
much broader level beyond their own ward ad neighbourhoods which may be a 
challenge in instances where the immediate electorate represented by councillors 
may not see an immediate benefit.   
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Rebecca acknowledged that the Mayoral model is another element that councillors 
will need to be thinking about, recognising that different strengths and models of 
mayor are currently being explored as part of the wider devolution debate/ 

  
In terms of democratic legitimacy and the role of local councillors Rebecca felt that it 
is still unclear as to what the impact of devolution will be.  Evidence indicates that  
Mayors are unlikely to stick to what is in their gift (see London), with powers 
expanding over time.  Clearly this will have implications for the context of democratic 
legitimacy and where power and responsibility lies. 
 
With regards to political collaboration at a regional level Rebecca acknowledged that 
this is a real challenge which depends on very strong and trustful relationships 
across the region, political groups and within the respective councils.  This will 
involve briefing groups, working with scrutiny etc. and is more challenging where 
there is no history of councils working together as it makes it harder to collectively 
agree “what we collectively want for our place.” 
 
Rebecca acknowledged that there is an issue should devolution result in decisions 
becoming more remote from local councils and councillors and advocated  the need 
to work closely on the transparency of decision making.  With any bureaucracy there 
is a risk of losing the connection back to communities and as such this needs to be 
built into any Combined Authority governance models as they are developed.   

  
Rebecca recognised that the devolution agenda would inevitably create further 
pressures for councillors in terms of their time and capacity to undertake new and 
challenging duties.  It will not be sustainable to keep relying on the same councillors 
and will therefore be important to keep refreshing the pool of councillors and the 
LGA’s “Be a Councillor Campaign” should be seen within this context.  Furthermore 
there is an acknowledgement that there will be implications in terms of officer 
capacity and in light of a whole new tranche of powers coming down this will need to 
be considered as part of the deal process. 

  
The Commission explored the democratic legitimacy of the Mayoral model, 
particularly in light of the Kirklees referendum which rejected the notion of an elected 
Mayor for Kirklees.  Rebecca explained that the LGA view is that Mayors are not the 
only answer / model and it is an issue that should be discussed locally having regard 
to local context.  Each individual place will need to lead the discussion with their 
residents and explain what it is.   
 
The Commission looked at the potential tensions between local authorities as a 
result of the creation of an artificial Combined Authority boundary which has no real 
identity.  Rebecca recognised that this has been important to invest time in building 
trust and relationships.  This must come first before entering the negotiation stage. 

  
Rebecca recognised that there is a lack of citizen and councillor understanding about 
the impact of devolution on local democracy. Rebecca felt that the real issue 
involves explaining the geography which will require internal communications, 
communications within the political groups and communications to all local 
stakeholders.  Councillors will also need to be advocates for devolution within their 
wards. 
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The Commission explored the links between local government governance models 
and the extent to which those mechanisms support and facilitate the wider 
engagement of councillors in the wider devolution process.  Rebecca acknowledged 
that structural arrangements can assist in supporting this outcome although it is less 
about the structure and more about how it is used. 

  
Rebecca recognised that the pace of devolution has proved to be one of the biggest 
challenges along with the implications for councils of keeping the conversation 
“small”.  Pace has meant that it has rarely been possible to fully communicate the 
changes and developments as they happen.  The Commission noted that the main 
squeeze on time relates to the parliamentary time to put the required statutory 
instruments in place.   
 
Rebecca acknowledged the important the correlation between local / regional identity 
in the context of citizen expectations.  The sense of place and identity is another of 
the tensions that is being wrestled with as part of devolution.- “it is hard to feel part of 
a large multi-boundary area.”  The challenge is to make it real for people or 
alternatively argue “does it matter?”  In a simplistic way this does explain the logic 
behind the Mayoral model which provides a clear figurehead that sits at the top of 
devolution deals.  
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