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Key Points 

 

 Since May 2015, the Government has reached Devolution agreements with councils in 
Greater Manchester, Sheffield City Region, Cornwall, the North East, Tees Valley, West 
Midlands, Liverpool City Region, East Anglia, the West of England and Greater 
Lincolnshire.  The most recent of these remain to be ratified by the councils concerned. 

 Agreements normally include the establishment of a Combined Authority for the area, 
headed by a directly elected Mayor, in return for devolution of various powers and 
responsibilities usually centred on securing local economic growth. 

 All agreements include proposals on housing, usually to give Mayors strategic planning 
powers and establish a Land Commission to oversee the more effective use of public land.  
Some areas will establish a Housing Investment Fund and receive powers devolved from 
the HCA. 

 
 

Background 
 
In May 2015, the Queen’s Speech promised legislation to “provide for the devolution of powers to 
cities with elected metro mayors, helping to build a Northern Powerhouse”.  The Cities and Local 
Government Devolution Act1 received Royal Assent on 28 January 2016, providing the statutory 
underpinning for devolution deals previously struck with Greater Manchester2 (November 2014), 
Sheffield City Region3 (December 2015) and Cornwall4 (July 2015).  Following a Government 
invitation in September 2015, 38 areas (including some in Wales and Scotland) put forward bids, 
and deals were announced in the Autumn Statement with the North East5, Tees Valley6, the West 
Midlands7, Liverpool8, and a further deal with Sheffield9.  The Budget statement in March 2016 
announced deals with East Anglia10, the West of England11 and Greater Lincolnshire12, together 
with the devolution of additional powers to Greater Manchester. The most recent group of 
agreements remain subject to ratification by the signatory councils. 
 
These devolution deals are the latest in a series of initiatives begun during the last Parliament 
intended to stimulate economic growth by devolving powers and responsibilities to local 
government.  These include: 

 A series of City Deals in two waves, the first agreed with the eight Core Cities13 in July 
2102, followed between September 2013 and July 2014 by 17 deals with other smaller 
cities and city regions14; 

 Growth Deals agreed in July 2014 with each of the 39 Local Enterprise Partnerships (LEPs) 
in England; 

 The Chancellor’s announcement in the 2015 Autumn Statement that local authorities will be 
able to retain 100% of business rates by the end of this Parliament, superseding 
concessions on business rates granted in several City Deals; 

 The further announcements in the 2015 Autumn Statement that local authorities will be 
given the power to cut business rates, and to apply a social care “precept” of up to an 
additional 2% on council tax.  

 

Governance 
 
Most of the first wave of City deals were agreements between Government and the city council 
with the support of the LEP.  The exceptions were in Manchester, where the agreement was with 
the Greater Manchester Combined Authority, and Bristol, where the agreement was with the four 
councils covering the area of the former Avon County Council and the West of England LEP.  The 



 

second wave of City Deals were more diverse, including deals with unitary 
city councils and LEPs, District and County councils in two tier areas and 
also universities in some areas. Most of the deals signed with more than 
one council included a commitment to work towards a combined authority 
where one did not already exist. 
 
With the exception of Cornwall, all the devolution deals agreed since May 2015 involve a group of 
local authorities covering a city region or other sub-regional area.  These deals all commit to the 
establishment of a Combined Authority for the area, where one does not already exist, headed by 
a directly elected Mayor. In the case of Cornwall, already a unitary authority, the agreement 
includes a commitment to review local governance with a view to strengthening local 
accountability. 
 

Taxes and borrowing 
 
The City deal with Greater Manchester included an “Earn Back” scheme through which the city 
could invest in growth in return for a £30 million per year share of the additional national tax take. A 
similar arrangement was included in the Greater Cambridge deal.   Deals with Newcastle, Sheffield 
and Nottingham included freedom to borrow against future business rate income in key 
development zones. 
 
Eight of the 39 Growth Deals included increases in HRA debt caps to allow increased investment 
in housing. 
 
The first wave of devolution deals all give the local authorities the right to retain 100% of growth in 
business rates.  However, it is unclear how this will fit with the proposed full devolution of business 
rates, where consultation on the detailed arrangements, including equalisation, is due in the 
summer.  They also give elected mayors the power to introduce a supplementary business rate of 
up to 2p to fund infrastructure spending, with the agreement of the LEP. 
 

Funding (control over spending) 
 
Most City deals included greater influence over future Regional Growth Funds and EU Structural 
Funds, and some devolution of transport funding. They also included economic investment funds: 
pooling multiple funding streams and business rate income into a single investment fund, with 
central government funds matched with local public sector and private sector investments. 
 
Devolution deals involve similar arrangements and, where they build on City deals, update and 
extend previous arrangements. 
   

Policy Focus 

 
All Wave 1 City deals included measures to improve skills and employment and the ability of cities 
to fund these, and other, local growth initiatives.  Transport schemes also featured in the majority 
of deals signed.  The majority of Wave 2 City deals also included measures to support skills and 
employment, as well as business support.  Transport schemes featured less heavily than in Wave 
1, with housing interventions more prevalent.  Along with skills, transport and housing dominated 
most of the Growth deals. 
 
The Devolution Deals all seek to extend devolution of responsibility and funding for post-19 skills 
budgets and to include commitments to review and redesign post 16 education and skills 
arrangements and support for harder-to-help claimants.  Greater Manchester will have the 
opportunity to be joint Commissioner with DWP for the next phase of the Work Programme.  They 
also all include proposals on transport across road, rail and bus services. These include 
investment proposals, the introduction of smart ticketing and the power to pursue bus franchising. 
 



 

Proposals on housing, land and planning are also universal.  These are 
considered in more detail below.   
 
The Greater Manchester deal includes devolved administration of NHS 
budgets, with aims including the integration of health and social care.  A Commission for Health 
and Social Care Integration will be established by the Combined Authority and NHS in the North 
East to explore the scope for integration and devolution.  Deals also include a variety of other 
proposals on business, innovation, trade and investment and on energy and the environment, 
culture and tourism. Greater Manchester may also get devolved powers in relation to criminal 
justice. 
 

Housing, Land and Planning 
 
Mayors of Combined Authorities will exercise strategic planning powers, usually including 
development of a strategic planning framework, and powers to call in planning applications, make 
CPOs and establish Mayoral Development Corporations, subject to various arrangements for 
consulting or obtaining the approval of the local authorities affected.  
 
Most agreements also include either a firm commitment to establish a Land Commission to ensure 
best use of public land, or an agreement to work on the proposal. Proposals envisage development 
of a comprehensive database of public sector land and plans for its disposal or other use, whether 
for housing or other purposes. 
 
In Greater Manchester, a Housing Investment Fund valued at £300 million over 10 years will be 
established and overseen by the Mayor. It will be funded from existing budgets and used to provide 
recoverable loans and longer-term equity to the private sector, aiming to support the delivery of 
10,000 to 15,000 homes.  Proposals for similar funds will be developed by Sheffield and the West 
Midlands.   
 
 
   
 
  
 
   
 
  

1http://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/2016/1/contents/enacted/data.htm 
2https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/369858/Greater_Manchester_Agreement_i.pdf 
3https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/403161/FINAL_Sheffield_City_Region_Devolution_Deal.
pdf 
4https://www.cornwall.gov.uk/media/13409340/20150715-cornwall-devolution-deal-final-reformatted-pdf.pdf 
5https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/472187/102915_DEVOLUTION_TO_THE_NORTH_EAS
T_signed_pdf.pdf 
6https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/470127/Tees_Valley_Devo_Deal_FINAL_formatted_v3.p
df 
7https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/west-midlands-devolution-deal 
8https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/477385/Liverpool_devolution_deal_unsigned.pdf 
9https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/466616/Sheffield_devolution_deal_October_2015_with_
signatures.pdf 
10https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/east-anglia-devolution-deal 
11https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/508112/160315_West_of_England_Devolution_Agreem
ent_Draft_-_FINAL.pdf 
12https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/508174/160315_Greater_Lincolnshire_Devolution_Agre
ement_-_FINAL.pdf 
13Birmingham, Bristol, Leeds, Liverpool, Manchester, Newcastle, Nottingham and Sheffield. 
14Black Country, Glasgow and Clyde Valley, Greater Brighton, Greater Cambridge, Greater Norwich, Hull and Humber, Leicester and 
Leicestershire, Plymouth and the South West, Preston, Southampton and Portsmouth, Southend-on-Sea, Sunderland and South 
Tyneside, Swindon and Wiltshire, Tees Valley and Thames Valley Berkshire. For full details, see http://www.centreforcities.org/wp-
content/uploads/2014/10/14-09-22-Cities-Policy-Briefing.pdf 

                                                 


