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Endorsements 
 
Andy Haldane, Chief Executive, RSA, and Chair, Levelling Up Advisory Council 
“This paper prompts just the sort of debate, and provides just the sort of analysis, needed to 
accelerate the debate about decentralising powers in the UK to the local level.  This means 
debating local taxation as well as spending powers, with simplified, long-duration funding to 
Mayors who are then held openly and directly accountable for their performance.  With this as 
the North Star, we can begin charting am ambitious devolution path, building the capacity and 
capability locally to support this path and, ultimately, sowing the seeds of success in levelling 
up the UK.” 
 
George Osborne, Former Chancellor of the Exchequer  
“This report from Onward is bustling with ideas that any government, or opposition, serious 
about devolution should study carefully.” 
 
The Rt Hon Lord Michael Heseltine, Former Deputy Prime Minister 
“I strongly endorse the thrust of this argument. I have myself made very similar proposals to 
government. It is so sad that the devolution agenda has lost all sense of urgency or direction.” 
 
Lord O’Neill, Vice Chair of the Northern Powerhouse Partnership and Former 
Treasury Minister 
“This report is one of the most thorough and well-argued pieces published about the role of 
elected Mayors and the devolution agenda, and I really hope the government- and opposition- 
take note. As is clearly articulated, the case for more substantive devolution in both places yet 
to seize any opportunity and those who have led the way, is overwhelming and the sooner it 
happens, the better.” 
 
Andy Street, Mayor of the West Midlands 
“Making levelling up a reality and securing lasting economic growth must be at the heart of 
everything Government now does. As this far-reaching report persuasively sets out - and as 
we’ve long argued in the West Midlands - further devolution of powers and fiscal freedoms 
from Westminster to Mayors and MCAs will be critical to achieving these twin aims. With this 
devolution of course must come heightened accountability - but as is rightly argued here, this 
is nothing to be afraid of: it is in everyone’s best interests. Let us lead and we’ll make sure we 
deliver.” 
 
Ben Houchen, Mayor of Tees Valley 
“This is yet another timely and clear-sighted report from Onward. The ‘devolution experiment’ 
launched by George Osborne and then Northern Powerhouse Minister James Wharton has 
proven successful and is allowing directly elected mayors, like me, to deliver the priorities of 
local people. This report lays out how, by giving mayor’s new powers, we can put rocket 
boosters under our local economies, drive growth and deliver a tsunami of good-quality jobs 
for local workers.” 
 
Andy Burnham, Mayor of Greater Manchester 
“This report sets out a clear and compelling argument for the ‘next phase’ of Mayoral 
devolution. It makes a clear case that more empowered Mayors and Combined Authorities can 
do more to tackle some of the major challenges facing the country. 
 
“There are some important ideas here: from giving us the levers we need in areas like the rail 
system, adult skills, and housing, to fixing the patchwork way we’re funded. And it sets out a 
firm but fair trade: greater freedom should come with greater accountability. As both we and 
the West Midlands begin our ‘Trailblazer Devolution Negotiations’ with Government, I know 
we’ll be drawing heavily on the recommendations set out here.”  
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Tracy Brabin, Mayor of West Yorkshire 
“Devolving further powers to mayors over skills, transport and climate will be necessary if we 
are to truly level up and close regional inequality gaps. Having to constantly bid into centrally 
controlled funding pots for relatively small amounts of money does not allow the long-term 
investment that our region needs. Onward’s proposal for a Mayoral Settlement, providing a 
multi-year single budget, is something I fully support.” 
 
Sadiq Khan, Mayor of London 
“This report is a timely reminder of the benefits that Mayors have brought and the need for 
the Government to deliver on its rhetoric – not just expanding the Mayoral system to new 
places, but deepening and strengthening the role of Mayors where they already exist.” 
 
Steve Rotheram, Mayor of the Liverpool City Region 
“Real levelling up comes not from the top down but by empowering local communities to take 
control of their own destinies. It’s something we’ve seen across the country with the election 
of mayors of all stripes. Reports like this clearly showcase the difference made by elected 
leaders, so it is imperative that we double down on devolution, not row back.” 
 
Oliver Coppard, Mayor of South Yorkshire 
“This is an important contribution to the debate about how we must go further and faster in 
empowering the communities and the Mayor’s and Council Leaders that serve those 
communities with the powers and tools needed to improve lives and rebalance the country” 
 
Jamie Driscoll, Mayor of the North of Tyne 
“Giving more responsibility to Metro Mayors - and the financial levers to deliver on them - 
makes economic, democratic, and political sense. You can’t level up from Whitehall. This 
report makes a compelling case for the alternative.” 
 
Dan Norris, Mayor of the West of England 
“From Brunel, to Concorde, to Wallace and Gromit, my region is amazing and local people 
have wonderful expertise and pride in their communities. Metro Mayors could be 
transformational but we need London-style powers otherwise we will remain stuck with local 
government bickering as strategic, long-term projects are delayed and sacrificed. True 
devolution means trusting directly elected mayors with genuine powers to deliver and trusting 
voters to chuck us out if we don’t. This report is an important contribution to the debate.” 
 
Ben Bradley MP for Mansfield and Leader of Nottinghamshire County Council 
"The Prime Minister has been clear that devolution is a key mechanism to deliver on the 
Levelling Up agenda, and those working at a local level know that there is so much more they 
could do if central Government loosened the reins. It's absolutely obvious that different areas 
face different challenges, and have different priorities, that can't be tackled by generic 
national policy. This excellent report examines the potential and the opportunity that could 
come from a bold, ambitious devolution agenda. In my view, the bigger the better!" 
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Foreword 
 
 
As this report rightly notes, the Mayoral Experiment has been a resounding success. 
 
The proof is in London’s world class public transport system that Boris helped to 
create. In Ben Houchen’s Teesworks, where thousands of high-skilled, high-wage, 
green jobs are being created. In the four billion pounds worth of investment in new 
homes and infrastructure Andy Street persuaded Legal & General to undertake in the 
West Midlands. 
 
Mayors work. They can convene, corral, and champion. They can innovate and 
invest. At their best, they provide the strategic economic leadership every area 
needs. And they are known – so are accountable, and therefore enable communities 
to take back control of their future. 
 
That is why I endorse the principles underpinning this report.  Whilst I don’t 
necessarily agree with every suggestion, my Department will engage seriously with 
many of the ideas in it. 
 
The Mayoral Experiment must lead now to a Mayoral Moment: stronger mayors, and 
more mayors. 
 
Stronger mayors means simpler funding arrangements. Shifting accountability 
structures away from inputs and towards outcomes. Giving mayors the powers they 
need to shape their region’s economic development and Level Up their community.  
 
It also means making the mayoral model more than the sum of its parts; 
systematically encouraging experimentation and the scaling up of local successes. 
 
And more mayors means, as we set out in the Levelling Up White Paper, spreading 
the successful mayoral model across England, and hopefully other parts of the UK 
too. By 2030 every part of England that wants a ‘London-style’ devolution deal will 
have one. 
 
I thank Adam Hawksbee and Onward for producing this report. 
 
 
Rt Hon Michael Gove MP, Secretary of State for Levelling Up, 
Housing and Communities. 
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For too long, politicians in Westminster have been talking about the virtues of giving 
people and places more power and control, but in practice doing the opposite. 

The UK today is more centralised than almost any other developed country as 
measured by both share of tax raised and the proportion of public money spent at a 
local level. And, despite the policies and rhetoric of successive governments of 
different shades, it is getting worse rather than better. 

In the UK, just 5% of tax revenue is raised locally. In France and Germany it is three 
times and six times higher respectively. Of that revenue, only 25% goes on to be 
spent locally, half of the equivalent figure in the US and a third of the rate in Canada.  

In fact, between 1995 and 2017, sub-central spending fell from 26% to 23%. In 
virtually every other OECD country, sub-central spending rose over the same period. 
Only two countries - Ireland and Hungary - are more centralised and become more 
so. The UK had more public servants employed in local government than centrally in 
1997; today it has twice as many employed by Whitehall. 

Even in London, which has enjoyed increasing levels of autonomy since the 
mayoralty was established in 2000, only 8% of revenue spending is currently 
controlled by the mayor. In other areas, this is far lower: the West Midlands 
Combined Authority commands just 0.4% of the revenue budget for their area; 84% 
is controlled by national government. While 43% of capital spending in London is 
controlled locally, largely due to Transport for London and the 80:20 rule on 
affordable housing, this falls to just 26% in the North West and 28% in the West 
Midlands.  
 
But why does this matter? There are, after all, people who say that recent attempts 
at decentralisation have been a mistake. Some argue that mayors have used their 
positions more as a rabble-rousing soap box than a mandate for delivery. Others, 
particularly on the right, fear the political consequences of creating powerful figures 
in cities that increasingly vote Labour. Others still argue that England’s devolved 
structures are relatively new and untested, so we should exercise caution in giving 
them sweeping powers or proper funding. 
 
But these arguments are - at best - unconvincing. The truth is that since their 
introduction, and despite their limited powers, England’s mayors have begun to 
address many of the problems holding back their regions. Bus, tram and train 
systems have been reinvigorated, skills systems streamlined, and a clear message has 
gone to investors and multinationals that previously overlooked towns and cities are 
open for business - issues central government had previously failed to address, 
compounding the UK’s wide interregional imbalances. 
 
Mayors are also politically popular. Over 2.7 million people cast their votes for the 
ten metro-mayors in England’s major cities. Many have personal mandates several 
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times larger than any individual MP. In every area outside London, turnout has risen 
steadily over time and name recognition is high: 6 in 10 Mancunians can correctly 
name Andy Burnham and 4 in 10 Teessiders can name Ben Houchen as their 
respective mayors, compared to the 1 in 10 voters who can name their council leader. 
One reason the Conservatives now win seats in Hartlepool and Wolverhampton is 
because they can point to the delivery of Conservative Mayors.  
 
And the reason that England’s mayoral structures are untested is because of 
Whitehall hesitation rather than local failure. Fragmented funding closely controlled 
by Whitehall departments limits the ability of mayors to operate, further 
compounded by a lack of local revenue streams to support their activities. While 
many mayors nominally hold a wide range of powers, they have limited depth or 
freedom without seeking permission, meaning their plans can end up being 
piecemeal and iterative rather than strategic and transformational.  
 
This is despite the fact that the mayoral model has proven advantages. Mayors are 
better positioned to understand local context and more able to bring local delivery 
teams together outside Whitehall’s siloes. They can move more quickly than 
Whitehall, allowing localities to be laboratories for innovation that can then be scaled 
nationally if it works. And visible and empowered mayors hold considerably more 
soft power than other local bodies, which they use to convene, negotiate, and 
champion their areas. 
 
These advantages will be crucial in the parts of the country most in need of levelling 
up. Tackling low economic growth and multi-generational disadvantage requires 
new approaches that bring together the public, private, and third sector in ways that 
stick over the long term. Local leaders, from community groups and parish councils 
up to council chiefs and business owners, will need support and coordination to 
deliver progress at scale. Attempts to drive this sort of approach from Whitehall have 
consistently failed. 
 
As the country faces a growing cost of living crisis and challenging economic 
headwinds, the ability of mayors to experiment with new approaches in the face of 
unprecedented challenges will be vital to building national resilience. This is the 
lesson the UK should take from the pandemic - the power of combining national 
frameworks and regulatory flexibilities with entrusted and empowered local delivery, 
which served as the foundation for our vaccination success.  
 
The Government’s plan for levelling up - which includes new County Council 
Directly Elected Mayors, County Combined Authorities, Mayoral Combined 
Authorities, and two “trailblazer” deals for Greater Manchester and the West 
Midlands - is a serious step in the right direction. But if it is to truly succeed in 
reversing the creeping centralisation of recent decades, it must go further and seize 
this mayoral moment. 



 

10 Give Back Control 

There are four opportunities that should be grasped to give back control to local 
people: 

1. Mayors should be given far greater fiscal freedom and firepower.  
This should include a Mayoral Settlement, similar to that of Whitehall 
departments, covering a single multi-year integrated budget across all their 
areas of responsibility. This would pave the way for a gradual shift to greater 
fiscal devolution to reduce the reliance on Whitehall transfers. Local retention 
of business rate growth would be an important first step, alongside freedoms 
for mayors to alter the level of business rates across different types of 
business - freeing them up to pilot tax cuts for high streets or priority 
industries. Over time, mayors should be given a devolved portion of income 
tax in exchange for reduced central transfers. 1p on the base rate of income 
tax could provide around £6 billion a year to mayors, keeping them 
accountable to local taxpayers while boosting their fiscal freedom. Mayors 
should also be able to introduce new local taxes, subject only to a technical 
feasibility check by HMRC. 
 

2. Mayors should accept greater accountability.  
The new Mayoral Settlement should involve mayors being treated like 
ministers for funds they receive from Parliament, with their chief executives 
becoming Accounting Officers, spending evaluated by the National Audit 
Office, and scrutiny by parliamentary committees. Stronger Mayoral Scrutiny 
Panels, made up of local councillors, experts, and MPs, should be introduced 
to robustly challenge them on policy and delivery. To ensure local voters can 
meaningfully hold them to account at the ballot box, a new Dutch-style Office 
for Mayoral Analysis should publish evaluations of candidates’ policy 
proposals.  
 

3. Mayors should be empowered to act as economic champions.   
In some areas, this will mean expanding existing responsibilities, including 
greater influence over the rail network (to build integrated local transport 
systems) or consolidating fragmented skills funding (to allow them to take 
more responsibility for apprenticeships, careers guidance, and employment 
support). In others, it will mean mayors taking on new roles, such as the co-
development of local area energy plans, deploying digital infrastructure, 
boosting the visitor economy, or directing devolved R&D spending. These 
powers need to be underpinned by long-term and ambitious spatial 
development strategies to channel private sector investment, including more 
influence over public land and London-style devolved funds for affordable 
housing. 
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4. Mayors need to build their individual and collective capability. 
Mayors should turn the informal “M10” group into a “National Mayors 
Association”, developing training for senior staff and working with the UK 
Infrastructure Bank to channel private capital into public infrastructure. 
There are opportunities for mayors and their teams to partner with Whitehall 
to upskill - including shared programmes to build commercial expertise 
through the Government Commercial Organisation and to improve data 
capabilities through partnership with the new national body focused on local 
government data announced in the Levelling Up White Paper. The insight of 
mayors should also be more effectively captured in national policy - through 
the introduction of “Joint Delivery Taskforces” co-chaired by cabinet 
ministers and regional mayors, focused on urgent challenges that require 
collaboration across multiple levels of government. 

Around the world, mayors are on the frontline of tackling the major challenges of our 
generation. In the UK, we have just begun to explore their potential. If this 
Government is to succeed in its ambition to unite and level up the country, then it 
must make mayors core to its mission. It is time to match words with action, and for 
Whitehall to give back control.  
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Problem Solution 

 
Fragmented Funding 

 
1.   Replace dozens of siloed central government transfers to mayors with a            

Single Mayoral Settlement, agreed every 5 years with the Treasury. 
 

2.   Consolidate local funding streams into a single mayoral precept including 
transport, policing, fire, and other core costs. 
 

3.   Abolish Mayoral Capacity Funding after a mayoral combined authority's 
first term, to shift accountability from Whitehall to local voters. 
 

4.   Fully devolve business rate growth to local leaders and give them 
flexibilities  to cut rates, introduce supplements, and adjust multipliers. 
 

5.   Give mayors control of 1p in the pound of the basic rate of income tax,  
providing a £6 billion revenue stream to underpin Single Mayoral 
Settlements. 
 

6.   Introduce a process for HMRC to evaluate the technical feasibility of any 
new local tax, tax supplements, or tax cuts that mayors propose. 
 

 
Limited Accountability 

 
7.   Designate the chief executives of mayoral combined authorities or county 

councils with devolution deals as Accounting Officers, with responsibility 
to Parliament for national funds, triggering a range of robust scrutiny 
mechanisms including NAO audits and select committee appearances. 
 

8.  Give mayors reserved powers to use their fiscal levers, include precepts, 
levies, and Business Rate Supplements, without requiring a majority on 
combined authority boards. 
 

9.   Create stronger Mayoral Scrutiny Panels with councillors expert lay 
members, and Members of Parliament. 
 

10. Create an “Office for Mayoral Analysis,” with a requirement to produce 
objective reviews of mayoral performance and mayoral candidates’ 
electoral platforms. 

 

 
A Patchwork of Powers 

 
11.   Give mayors greater powers over strategic land assembly and housing, in 

return for greater accountability through the development of a Spatial 
Development Strategy. 

Summary of recommendations 

 

Summary of recommendations 
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12.   Make partnership agreements with Great British Rail a core part of 

devolution deals, including (a) devolved powers across fares, 
timetables, and ticketing and (b) the control of local stations and 
infrastructure. 
 

13. Give mayors responsibilities over digital infrastructure, including the 
transfer of Project Gigabit contracts to mayors in rural areas and seed 
funding of barrier busting teams to accelerate 5G and full-fibre rollout. 
 

14.   Give mayors a formal role in the development of local energy plans, and 
responsibility for electric vehicle charging and retrofit delivery 
programmes. 
 

15.   Give mayors consolidated funding and leadership over the adult skills 
system, along with broader levers over apprenticeships, careers 
guidance, and employment support for adults. 
 

16.   Give mayors an expanded role in economic development including 
strategic oversight of British Business Bank funds, co-commissioning 
responsibilities for internationalisation activity, and leadership of 
innovation accelerators. 

 
 
Underdeveloped 
Capability 

 
17.   Mayors should form and fund an empowered “National Mayors 

Association” which is focused on building the shared capability of 
mayors and their teams. 
 

18.   Mayors should develop a bespoke training programme at the Leadership 
College for Government focused on practical leadership at the sub-
central level, learning from the successful Bloomberg-Harvard model. 
 

19.   The Government should expand the remit of the Government 
Commercial Organisation to include senior public servants working in 
Combined Authorities. 
 

20.   The new National Mayors Association should work with the UK 
Infrastructure Bank to launch a priority programme on mechanisms to 
channel private capital into public infrastructure, working closely with 
domestic and international investors. 
 

21.   The new independent body in England focused on local data should 
deploy grants and engage in capacity building activity for mayors and 
combined authorities to accelerate their data analytic capabilities. 
 

22.   The Government and England’s mayors should establish a number of 
“Joint Delivery Taskforces” on specific challenges that require local and 
national partnership. 
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A Note on Language 

Different forms of governance operate across the United Kingdom. This paper 
focuses on England's devolved settlement, and does not draw conclusions on the 
operation of devolution within Scotland, Wales, and Northern Ireland.  

England’s devolution settlement is extremely complex. For ease of reading, this paper 
will regularly refer to “mayors”. In doing so, it refers to a directly elected mayor of a 
regional or sub-regional devolved governance structure, namely: 

• Mayoral Combined Authority: this is the only current form of regional devolved 
governance structure in operation outside of London, and is formed 
prominently of metropolitan and unitary authorities. 

• Mayoral County Combined Authority: a new form of combined authority 
proposed in the Levelling Up & Regeneration Bill that will be formed in county 
geographies between upper-tier councils only.  

• Directly Elected Mayor of a County Council or Unitary Authority: this model is 
permissible under the Local Government Act 2000 and is the executive 
governance model an upper-tier local authority must adopt under the new 
Devolution Framework to access tier 3 devolved powers. 

Some further notes to consider when interpreting this report: 

• “Mayors” does not refer to ceremonial mayors or directly-elected mayors of 
local authorities without a devolution deal (i.e. Tower Hamlets, Bedford Borough 
Council or Watford Borough Council).  

• At times, “mayors” will be shorthand for decisions taken by mayoral combined 
authorities, county combined authorities, or county councils with a devolution 
deal. This is not intended to diminish the role that councils play, but instead 
recognise that accountability ultimately rests with mayors. 

• In the future, directly-elected figures responsible for devolved settlements may 
have different names, particularly in county councils. This point is discussed in 
detail later in the report. Arguments regarding the benefits and potential of 
“mayors” can, and should, be applied to these newer models. 

• The North East Combined Authority is a non-mayoral combined authority with 
limited powers, and is not discussed in detail in this report. 

• Cornwall currently has a devolution deal without a mayor and is not evaluated in 
detail, although the council is currently in negotiations for a County Deal with 
the possibility of a Directly Elected Mayor to unlock tier 3 powers, meaning that 
the recommendations can be seen to apply to their discussions. 

• The Mayor of London operates under a different model of devolution, without 
either a combined authority or county council. Accountability also rests with the 
elected Greater London Assembly, instead of local councillors. However, the 
Mayor of London does have similar responsibilities and powers to other mayors, 
and in some respects provides a model for more advanced devolution. Therefore 
many of the arguments and recommendations can also be seen to apply to this 
model - where they do not conflict with existing funding or accountability 
mechanisms. 
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It is a truism that England is one of the most centralised nations in the developed 
world. But less understood are the many different ways in which that centralisation 
manifests itself, and how the cumulative effect militates against economic growth, 
democratic participation and good governance - leaving England worse off as a result. 
 
Centralisation is driven by funding, the vast majority of which is both raised and 
spent by Whitehall. The fiscal power of “sub-central” government - here meaning the 
devolved administrations, mayors, councils, and bodies like Police and Crime 
Commissioners - is small both in absolute terms and relative to international 
comparators. 
 
OECD data shows that the portion of the UK’s taxes raised at a sub-central level is 
only 5.1%, around a third of the level in France (13.5%) and a sixth of the level in 
Germany (32.2%). This means that the majority of funding being directed towards 
local or regional government needs to come from the Exchequer, increasing the 
authority of the Treasury.  
 
It also means that the scope for local or regional leaders to increase their fiscal 
headroom, or cut taxes, is extremely limited compared to the decisions taken by the 
Chancellor at a Budget or Spending Review. As the academic Tony Travers has 
argued: “City regions and combined authorities have been born into a governmental 
environment where they are epically distant from the kind of fiscal autonomy found 
in, say, Germany, Canada or even France. City regional mayors and leaders who want 
additional resources must get on a train to London and lobby for them.”1 
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Figure 1: Taxes raised at the sub-central level as a proportion of overall tax revenue 
Source: OECD Tax Autonomy Indicators 
 

5%

14%

15%

32%

0% 5% 10% 15% 20% 25% 30% 35% 40% 45% 50%

Estonia

Czech Republic

Lithuania

Slovak Republic

Ireland

Netherlands

Austria

Luxembourg

South Africa

United Kingdom

Mexico

Hungary

New Zealand

Portugal

Chile

Israel

Slovenia

Turkey

Italy

Poland

France

Belgium

OECD Average

Norway

Korea

Latvia

Australia

Finland

Japan

Spain

Denmark

Iceland

Brazil

Germany

Sweden

United States

Switzerland

Canada

United Kingdom 
 
United Kingdom 



 

18 Give Back Control 

Efforts to devolve tax revenue over time have produced little to no change in this 
concentration, with the share of UK sub-central tax revenue remaining relatively 
stagnant over the past 20 years.  
 
Figure 2: Change in sub-central tax revenue as a proportion of GDP and total tax 
revenue over time 
Source: OECD Tax Autonomy indicators, 1995-2018 

 
This degree of overcentralisation is mirrored in spending at a sub-central level - the 
amount of public money that goes through local or regional governments to support 
things like new infrastructure or public services. In 2017, the share of sub-central 
spending as a percentage of national spending stood at 23.4%, 16 percentage points 
less than Germany (39.7%) and 45 percentage points less than Canada (68%).2 While 
the UK’s share of sub-central revenue has risen at least marginally over the past 20 
years, sub-central spending has actually fallen by 3 percentage points since 1995.3 
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Figure 3: Share of sub-central spending in 2017, and change between 1995-2017 
Source: OECD Fiscal Decentralisation data, 2017 
 

The balance of spending in local areas between national, regional, and local 
government differs between regions - with higher net fiscal transfers in the Midlands 
and the North meaning that a greater proportion of spending decisions are made 
from Whitehall. London councils and the Mayor of London together control about 
43% of capital investment for infrastructure and housing projects, whereas across 
the Midlands and the North these governments each control only around 25%.  
 
This pattern is also reflected in revenue spending, as shown in Figure 4, used to 
support the delivery of public services. While 23% of this spending in London is 
controlled by councils and the Mayor, areas in the Midlands, the North, and the East 
of England control between 13 and 15%. 
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Figure 4: Share of total public capital expenditure by spending authority, 2020-21 
Source: ONS, Country and Regional Analysis 2021, and DLHUC Capital Expenditure data, 
2021, Onward Analysis  

 
Figure 5: Share of total public current expenditure by spending authority, 2020-21 
Source: ONS, Country and Regional Analysis 2021, DLUHC Current Expenditure data, 2021 
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And this reliance on revenue transfers from central government becomes even more 
stark when comparing against international comparators. Around 60-70% of revenue 
funding for England's mayors comes from central government transfers, compared 
to 33% for Berlin, 32% for Madrid, 26% for New York City, 16% for Paris, 13% for 
Frankfurt and 5.6% for Tokyo.4 
 
Figure 6: Proportion of mayors budgets funded by central government transfers 
Source: International Comparison of Global City Financing (University of Toronto), 
Institute for Government Devolution Explainers 

One argument for this imbalance is the need for national government to redistribute 
funds to support areas that are struggling. This is true for “fiscal stabilisers” like 
welfare payments, which automatically flow to areas with higher levels of claimants, 
and come from Whitehall departments. But previous Onward research has shown 
that redistribution has often not occurred with growth-enhancing spending in areas 
like transport and R&D, which have instead been concentrated in London and the 
South.5 As was highlighted in the Treasury's Green Book Review, "current appraisal 
practice risks undermining the Government’s ambition to “level up" by skewing 
investment to more prosperous places.6 Professor Philip McCann has argued that 
“fiscal equalisation” is not a core feature of UK policy, pointing to the fact that 
reductions in transfers to local governments since 2010 were greatest in areas with 
the highest levels of deprivation.7 
 
Centralisation can also be seen in the number of public servants operating at either a 
local, regional, or national level. Despite past devolution efforts, the share of 
employees in local and regional government has dramatically declined over the past 
two decades, and is now 31% lower than what it was in 1990. The majority of this gap 
emerged over the last decade, given NHS and schools workforces grew in real terms 
as budgets were protected, while local government headcount has fallen as councils’ 
spending power declined by a quarter between 2010 and 2016.  
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Figure 7: Share of central and local government employees over time 
Source: ONS Public Sector Employment Data 

When compared to mayors across the world, this lack of organisational firepower is 
particularly stark. While there are clear differences between levels of responsibility 
and layers of governance within regions, the differing scales of mayoral organisations 
are still significant. The Mayors of Greater Manchester, West Midlands, West 
Yorkshire, and Liverpool City Regions all have headcounts around or below 1 member 
of mayoral staff per 1,000 population. In contrast, the Mayors of Lyon and Milan have 
a ratio nearer 5 members of mayoral staff per 1,000 population (8,500 and 13,804 
staff respectively) and in Toronto and Frankfurt there are over 15 members of 
mayoral staff per 1,000 population (48,000 and 14,000 staff respectively). 
 
This centralisation is also true in terms of our political culture. The profile of council 
leaders and metro-mayors covering our major cities is often similar to many 
backbench MPs. The Covid pandemic started to change this, with greater focus being 
given to regional mayors like Andy Burnham and Andy Street, who spoke for their 
areas during negotiations with government over lockdown regulations. But this focus 
is still on the role of mayor as campaigner, not on their role as leaders of place,  
responsible for major infrastructure projects and the delivery of services. 
 
England’s centralisation has held back economic growth. It is notoriously difficult to 
prove the relationship between a particular political system and the fortunes of an 
economy, given a range of confounding variables and the lack of a clear 
counterfactual. However, in recent decades cross-country research by a range of 
academics has suggested a strong relationship between decentralisation and 
growth.8 
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One OECD study found that “decentralisation, as measured by revenue or spending 
shares, is positively associated with GDP per capita levels” and that the impact is 
stronger for revenue decentralisation than spending decentralisation, given the 
latter often obscures government directives on how funds should be spent.9 Another 
argued that the cause of this relationship was that more decentralised tax and spend 
systems have greater incentives and mechanisms for local leaders to efficiently 
allocate investment. 10 Modelling by Europe Economics forecasts the benefits that 
could accrue to the North and Midlands from increased tax decentralisation, arguing 
that if England moved to the OECD average for tax decentralisation then these 
regions could experience GDP growth of 1.7% above the current trend.11  
 
The former Second Permanent Secretary to the Treasury, Sharon White, recognised 
this point when speaking to the Institute for Government in 2015, observing that the 
UK is “almost the most centralised developed country in the world” and arguing that 
“there’s pretty good cross-country data that [shows that] decentralisation tends on 
average to be more closely associated with both stronger growth and better public 
services.”12 This argument has also been recognised by key private sector leaders. 
John Allan, former Chair of Tesco and former President of the CBI, argued in his 
foreword for the Covid Recovery Commission that “the UK has one of the most 
centralised systems of government anywhere in the western world. It is apparent 
that to address inequalities at a neighbourhood level will require more local 
oversight.” 13 
 
Ultimately, the UK is both one of the most politically centralised countries in the 
developed world and one of the most economically imbalanced across regions. These 
facts are not unrelated. 
 
This centralisation has not only impacted on our economy, but our politics. As Figure 
9 shows, areas that felt “left behind” have grown frustrated with the political system 
centred in London, particularly as the capital has become increasingly out of step 
with the cultural direction of the rest of the country.  
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Figure 8: Change in income and productivity, 2004-2018 
Source: : ONS, Gross Disposable Household Income, Regional and Sub-regional 
Productivity 

Figure 9: Regional affinity with the country’s direction of travel 
Source: Politics of Belonging, Onward/Hanbury Strategy, 21–29 June 2019 
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Polling indicates that members of the public trust local councils more than 
Whitehall. In one poll, 51% of voters argued that they would trust councils most to 
make decisions about how services are delivered in their area, compared to 15% for 
central government - with confidence in councils marginally higher in the North of 
England (54%).14 Members of the public also want significantly more funding to be 
given to local leaders. In the same poll, 70% of respondents argued that money 
should be transferred from Whitehall to local government.15 This sentiment also 
holds true for businesses. In a recent MakeUK report, 25% of manufacturers said 
they wanted mayors to have responsibility for levelling up funding compared to 15% 
for government ministers and 14% for central government departments.16 
 
Figure 10: Manufacturers’ responses to the question “Who should have 
responsibility for levelling up funding?” 
Source: Make UK Levelling Up Survey, March 2022 
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Over the last decade, multiple efforts have been made to devolve and decentralise 
power.  

In 2010, Regional Development Agencies were abolished in favour of organisations 
with greater local accountability. In 2011, 39 Local Enterprise Partnerships were 
created in their place to work with local government and provide a business voice to 
support regeneration. The No Stone Unturned report by Lord Heseltine called for 
further economic empowerment of local areas, using LEPs as the vehicle to channel 
funds. Vehicles were also created to stimulate economic growth, including 
Enterprise Zones with tax breaks and investment incentives, 24 of which were 
created in 2011 and a further 24 in 2016/17.  

The Coalition Government also took steps to empower local communities and 
democratise public services. The Localism Act 2011 introduced initiatives like 
community rights and neighbourhood planning. The creation of Police and Crime 
Commissioners (PCCs) in 2012 introduced direct democratic accountability and local 
autonomy for policing. 

The most significant step in shifting power to local areas came with the creation of 
the Greater Manchester Combined Authority (GMCA) in 2011. This was the first step 
towards a democratically accountable model operating at the scale of a functional 
economic area outside of London. The Cities and Local Government Devolution Act 
2016 paved the way for eight other areas to introduce a Mayoral Combined Authority 
(MCA). Each area agreed a devolution ‘deal’ including a long-term investment pot 
(previously a “gainshare” pot, now a “Mayoral Investment Fund”) and a range of new 
powers and devolved funding streams, as seen in Table 1. 
 
Table 1: Mayors in England 
Source: ONS mid-2018 population estimates and ONS Standard Area Measurements 
 

Area   Mayor first 
elected 

Current mayor Population  
(m) 

Size 
(km2) 

London 2000 Sadiq Khan 9 1,569 

Greater Manchester 2017 Andy Burnham 2.8 1,276 

West Midlands 2017 Andy Street 2.9 902 

Liverpool City Region 2017 Steve Rotheram 1.5 724 

Cambridgeshire & 
Peterborough 

2017 Nik Johnson 0.8 3,396 

West of England 2017 Dan Norris 0.9 958 

Tees Valley 2017 Ben Houchen 0.7 795 

South Yorkshire 2018 Oliver Coppard 1.4 1,552 

North of Tyne 2019 Jamie Driscoll 0.8 5,209 

West Yorkshire 2021 Tracy Brabin 2.3 2,029 
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Why mayors? 
 
This paper’s central focus on mayors is deliberate. Local authorities play a crucial 
role in representing communities and delivering services, and previous Onward 
research has argued for the need to boost core funding for councils so they can 
deliver effectively. 17 During the pandemic, councils demonstrated their central role 
in ensuring community resilience and providing support to the most marginalised - 
with many experimenting with new models of delivery and partnership with the third 
sector.18 There are also a range of vital local and regional organisations who deserve 
to have greater power and influence, including chambers of commerce, universities, 
and charities. And the UK needs to “double devolve” down to neighbourhoods: 
Onward have in particular argued for the important role of parish councils in 
levelling up.19 
 
But England's mayors have unique potential to support levelling up. The model of a 
single, directly-elected figure with accountability for powers and funds has the best 
chance of raising the profile and boosting the confidence of places that are too often 
overlooked. It is also the only model that can give the necessary level of confidence 
to the Government, and in particular the Treasury, to accelerate devolution.  
 
Academic studies support this regional focus, indicating that it is at this level that 
England’s governance lags so many of our competitors. In particular, Professor 
Phillip McCann has highlighted that the political system of other large economies 
have “a key meso-level of governance operating at the levels of states, provinces, 
länder, cantons, autonomous communities, prefectures, or regional levels, and 
typically with populations of 3 million to 5 million.”20 Some of England's mayors are 
responsible for populations that fall short of this scale, meaning that to discharge 
elements of their responsibilities effectively they need to collaborate through forums 
like the Midlands Engine or Northern Powerhouse Partnership. This is particularly 
important in areas like trade and investment promotion, where scale matters 
 
So what has been learnt so far from England’s mayoral experiment? Overall, mayors 
have shown promise in three areas: more efficient and integrated delivery, 
innovative approaches and pilots, and the convening of partners using soft power. 

 

The delivery advantage 
 
Arguments in favour of devolution often hinge on democracy. But one of the most 
straightforward benefits of handing powers to mayors is enhanced delivery. To date, 
mayors have been able to use their local relationships and insights to join up projects 
and improve outcomes. 
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One of the clearest examples of this is in adult skills. The devolution of the Adult 
Education Budget (AEB) and support to deliver the Lifetime Skills Guarantee is part 
of all mayor’s deals with Government. For most, this represents the largest annual 
revenue stream they receive - from around £13m in Cambridgeshire and 
Peterborough to £143m in the West Midlands and £345m in Greater London. The 
majority of this funding is used to commission colleges and training providers to 
deliver qualifications at different levels, tied to strategic skills plans which align to 
broader economic strategies.  
 
Table 2: Adult Skills Funding by Mayor 
Source: Adult Education Budget,: Devolved Grant Determination Letters 2022, Gov.uk 
 

Area AEB Budget, 
22-23 (£m) 

Lifetime Skills  
Guarantee 22-23 (£m) 

Total (£m)  Per capita (£) 

Greater London 318 25.4 343.4 38.2 

Cambridgeshire & 
Peterborough  

12 0.9 12.9 16.2 

Greater Manchester 96.3 7.7 104 37.1 

Liverpool City Region 53.3 4.3 57.6 38.4 

North of Tyne  23.6 1.9 25.5 31.9 

South Yorkshire  39.8 3.2 43 30.7 

Tees Valley  31 2.4 33.4 47.7 

West of England 15.3 1.2 16.5 18.3 

West Midlands 131.8 10.5 142.3 49.1 

West Yorkshire  65.9 5.3 71.2 31 

 
Devolution of AEB has been singled out by Ministers as a key example of mayoral 
success.21 The West Midlands has been highlighted in particular, given the area has 
some of the lowest qualification levels in the country. Since AEB has been devolved, 
Andy Street has consolidated the number of providers, improved quality through 
close provider management, and shifted provision to higher level qualifications with 
clear employment prospects. This has led to noticeable improvement within just a 
few years: the number of people with Level 3 qualifications in the WMCA area 
increased by 120,000 to 1,444,000 in 2020, while the number of people with no 
qualifications reduced by 66,700 to 223,800 in the same period – a decrease of 23%.22 
 
Mayors have been shown to deliver on the integration of their transport networks. 
They are designated as Local Transport Authorities by the Department for Transport, 
meaning that they have a range of responsibilities for planning, managing, and 
building infrastructure for transport systems - across road, rail, bus, tram, cycling 
and walking.23,24  
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This fairly well established set of powers has led many mayors to make transport a 
centrepiece of their policy platforms - with most promising a “London-style” public 
transport system. Andy Burnham has set out the most well developed plans for 
transport integration, with his “bee network” across Greater Manchester.25 He has 
initiated the process to introduce bus franchising, defeating initial legal obstacles 
and pledging to cap fares at £2 per day for adults and £1 per day for children.26 The 
Liverpool City Region Mayor, Steve Rotheram, has prioritised using bus franchising 
as a step toward the full integration of the rail, bus, and ferry network in Merseyside, 
under a single brand and with an integrated smart ticketing system.27  
 
Mayors have also supported the building of more homes, offices, and industrial sites. 
Much of the funding provided to mayors for regeneration is to bring forward 
challenging brownfield land for development, where ownership might be fragmented 
between multiple owners and the ground surface may be contaminated from years of 
industrial activity. Mayors have built pipelines of these sites, in some instances 
purchasing the land, remediating it and preparing it for development, and then 
working with local authorities and developers to turn it into houses or commercial 
land. A study in the Liverpool City Region found that there were 428 such sites in the 
area which could support 28,000 houses, a considerable boost given that the region 
currently delivers around 5,000 new build completions a year.28 
 
Mayors can unlock sites that have often proved challenging for other bodies by 
working closely with partners on the ground, and deploying complimentary powers. 
Most mayors have the ability to issue a Compulsory Purchase Order, forcing 
landowners to the table. Some coordinate the organisations responsible for public 
land in their areas through the One Public Estate programme, encouraging the 
strategic use of sites. Mayors also convene forward-thinking developers and 
agencies, including initiatives like the West Midlands Advanced Manufacture in 
Construction Taskforce which aims to boost modular housing initiatives.29 
 
Successful delivery also relies on combining local insight and relationships with the 
scale to absorb fixed costs. Deploying capital funds to unlock sites requires an expert 
team with strong relationships with both developers and government, that can 
introduce complex and substantial assurance systems given the amount of money 
and land they are responsible for. Building these teams within each local authority 
would be highly impractical.  
 
The benefits of integration are not only internal to particular functions like skills, 
transport and housing. The real potential of the mayoral model, and its biggest 
contrast to Whitehall, is the ability to work across functions to realise greater 
benefits of major projects. Funding for transport infrastructure, provided through 
the City Region Sustainable Transport Settlement (CRSTS), has been aligned with 
brownfield housing funds to unlock new commercial and residential sites. In the 
Liverpool City Region, £230 million of the CRSTS funding will be combined with £15 
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million brownfield funding to unlock up to 3,500 homes on 21 derelict brownfield 
sites.30  
 
Areas are also aligning their skills programmes with investments in new 
infrastructure. In the North of Tyne, construction firms consistently have the highest 
density of skills shortages - so Mayor Jamie Driscoll’s plan for the Adult Education 
Budget emphasises investments in qualifications for green construction.31 Mayor 
Driscoll has also launched an £18 million Low Carbon Investment Fund in partnership 
with the Amber Infrastructure Group, providing loans, equity and grants to support 
low carbon infrastructure and create new jobs.32 This practical focus on delivery by a 
mayor from the left of the Labour party has won praise from unexpected places, with 
The Economist arguing that “Mr Driscoll’s success is a testament to the power of 
pragmatism over ideology.” 33 
 
In addition, locally developed and supported initiatives are often able to provide 
greater consistency than the high levels of policy churn generated by Whitehall. A 
recent report on the UK’s investment ecosystem quoted a senior Treasury official’s 
view that “the buy-in from (the) local business community to locally led economic 
plans is so strong that they almost never change even when you get a change of local 
leadership.”34 This support from a wider range of stakeholders generates longevity by 
giving strategies a foundation outside of political leadership, which can be prone to 
short termism. These three key attributes of the mayoral model - the application of 
local insight, integration across functions, and longevity through local buy-in - 
underpin their delivery advantage. 
 

The innovation advantage 
 
In his 2020 Ditchley Lecture on public service, the Levelling Up Secretary Michael 

Michael Gove observed that:  “One of the glories of the United States is that there are 
fifty Governors, all of whom can be public policy innovators. As so often, diversity is 
strength.”35 
 
England’s experiment with mayors has started to generate some of this diversity, 
through a range of innovative trials and pilots. Some of these have occurred on the 
periphery of existing powers. Mayors introduced the employer-led “bootcamp” 
model where their skills teams work closely with businesses to understand specific 
skills gaps for unfilled jobs, and commission rapid training programmes from trusted 
colleges or training providers. Despite these pilots occurring during the covid 
pandemic, initial evaluations have been positive in terms of both value for money and 
impact on employment.36 Mayors have also introduced a range of innovative schemes 
focused on transport, including Ben Houchen’s e-scooter trial in the Tees Valley and 
the West Midlands “mobility credits” programme incentivising car scrappage with 
access to public transport and car sharing apps.37 
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In some instances mayors have piloted programmes that have gone on to become 
national policy. A mechanism to support Apprenticeship Levy transfer, in which 
larger firms transfer portions of their unspent levy to smaller businesses in their 
supply chain or local area, was devised and piloted by MCAs before being rolled out 
nationally. To date, the West Midlands pilot has routed almost £33 million from large 
firms operating in the region, including Lloyds Banking Group and Amazon, to 725 
SMEs.38 Greater Manchester’s “Working Well” programme shaped the national Work 
and Health programme rolled out by the Department for Work and Pensions.39 
 
Mayors have also deployed their flexible investment pots in innovative ways. Steve 
Rotheram in Liverpool City Region developed LCR Connect, a 212km full fibre 
network linking key employment sites in the region.40 The project is being delivered 
through a £30m joint venture, 50% owned by the combined authority, with private 
sector technology and construction partners. The project is estimated to deliver up 
to £1 billion of economic benefit to the region, while also providing an ongoing 
revenue stream for the CA. 41  
 
Mayors have also been advocates for radical funding models. For example, Mayor 
Jamie Driscoll has proposed a “regional wealth fund” model, similar to a national 
Sovereign Wealth Fund, albeit capitalised through initial borrowing at (or near) base 
rate rather than natural resource gains. It would be used to provide debt and equity 
investments in regional projects.42 Separately, a number of Mayors, including Andy 
Street and Andy Burnham, have supported a campaign to create a "Community 
Wealth Fund" - capitalised from dormant assets and deployed in hyper local 
investments in hyper local communities.43 While these are mostly cost-free 
initiatives for Mayors to support - given the fiscal cost is scored nationally but the 
benefit felt locally in both cases - they nevertheless demonstrate that Mayors are 
interested in financing local activity differently. 
 

The soft power advantage 
 
Henry Kissinger is often said to have remarked in frustration: “Who do I call when I 
want to call Europe?”. This anecdote may be apocryphal, but the insight remains 
important.44 One of the ways that mayors have added value to their areas is by 
providing a single, visible point of leadership. This means that Ministers and 
investors know who to call, and partners in the region have a point to coalesce 
around.  
 
This soft power - the power to convene - is one of the most underestimated 
elements of England’s mayoral experiment to date. In an article offering advice to UK 
Mayors, the Brookings Institute argued that “the under-appreciated power of 
mayors is the ability to convene leadership networks and to design, finance, and 
deliver collective responses to difficult challenges.” 45 
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One of the clearest benefits of mayoral leadership comes in driving investment. The 
mayor of Tees Valley, Ben Houchen, has made it his mission to negotiate directly 
with companies thinking about investing or moving to Tees Valley. In recent years 
this has seen major results, with FDI investment doubling from almost £5 billion to 
almost £10 billion between 2016-19.46 
 
Figure 11: Change in inward FDI position between 2016-19 
Source: ONS experimental data on Inward FDI 

 
Andy Street has had similar success, persuading Goldman Sachs to locate their 
second headquarters in Birmingham after a two year campaign focused on the city's 
growing professional services cluster.47 Jamie Driscoll played a key role in persuading 
British Volt to base themselves in Blyth, Northumberland, supported by BEIS’s 
Automotive Transformation Fund - ultimately securing the largest investment in the 
North East since Nissan moved there in 1984.48 The trade mission led by Andy 
Burnham and Steve Rotheram to Ireland in early 2022 shows the sort of international 
role that English mayors can play.49 They were joined on the visit by Minister for 
Exports Mike Freer and 15 businesses from the North West, to further boost the £2 
billion of annual trade that occurs between the region and Ireland.50 
 
Mayors have also convened partners in order to improve the delivery of services, 
even where they do not have formal powers or responsibilities. Andy Burnham, Andy 
Street, and other mayors have made homelessness a priority, bringing together local 
authorities, charities, and housing providers to deliver pilots and develop shared 
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strategies to prevent rough sleeping. Greater Manchester’s “A Bed Every Night” 
scheme supported almost 2,000 people into a more stable housing setting over two 
years, and Department for Levelling Up, Housing, and Communities data indicates 
that rough sleeping has fallen in the area by 67% since 2017 compared to a national 
average of 49%.51  
 
Almost all mayors have played a role in convening partners to develop regional net 
zero strategies. This convening role partly stems from the responsibilities of mayors 
around transport systems, which are responsible for around a quarter of carbon 
emissions.52 But mayors have gone further, developing shared proposals focused on 
industry and behaviour change for members of the public. In some instances, mayors 
have played a coordinating role in helping councils in their area secure funds for 
retrofit through the Local Authority Delivery (LAD) scheme.53 In others, they have 
played a role in advocating for change at the national scale, with many taking their 
arguments to COP26, including the mayor of London, Sadiq Khan, leading the 
international “mayors train” from City Hall to Glasgow.54  
 
Ben Houchen has also been one of the leading voices from within the Conservative 
Party arguing for a continued focus on the net zero agenda, arguing that “net zero is 
not a fad; it is a unique opportunity to bring industry back to the Red Wall” and that 
“far from Net Zero being a hair shirt that we all have to endure, this is a massive 
opportunity to deliver new careers”.55 This ability for mayors to engage in the 
national political debate has been seen more widely. Most famously, Andy Burnham 
used his platform during the pandemic to advocate forcefully for greater support for 
Manchester when it was facing lockdowns. 
 

The role of mayors in public services 
 
Early advocates for English devolution had a focus on the reform of public services. 
Greater Manchester served as the pathfinder, with leaders in the area arguing that 
better partnership and an increased focus on prevention could better support the 
most vulnerable and improve outcomes. The most obvious example of this approach 
was the landmark agreement for health and social care commissioning powers - 
which were enshrined in their first devolution deal with the Government. However, 
results of the devolution of health and social care have been mixed, and the elements 
that are working well (namely integration) are likely to be taken forward by the 
Government through the Integration White Paper as opposed to further 
devolution.56  
 
No other areas followed the trail set by Greater Manchester. While some devolution 
deals included reference to reforming public services, including in the West 
Midlands, this was not matched by any formal levers over commissioning. Instead, 
areas developed small scale pilots or collaborative programmes, including health and 
work programmes such as Working Win in South Yorkshire.57 These initiatives have 
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shown real success, but are ultimately piecemeal and certainly fall short of the “Total 
Place” approach that areas like Greater Manchester were advocating at the 
beginning of the English devolution process. 
 
An exception to the lack of devolution in public services is policing , where mayors in 
London, Greater Manchester, and West Yorkshire have taken on responsibility to 
become the Police and Crime Commissioner for their area. This has been paired with 
duties over the fire service, creating a broader responsibility for public safety. 
Mayors have appointed Deputy mayors to discharge these duties on a day to day 
basis, following the model set out in London. The Home Office is currently reviewing 
their position on this issue, with the possibility that they may mandate mergers in 
future to align democratic accountability. 
 

Devo-sceptics: criticisms of the mayoral model 
 
The mayoral experiment has its critics. While most politicians and policymakers will 
support empowering local leaders in public, some will express a common set of 
concerns in private. These fall into three broad areas: 
 

1. Mayors are not right for my area - it’s too large or too rural  
 
Some will argue that the mayoral model doesn’t suit their particular part of the 
country. They claim that a single elected figure couldn’t effectively represent an area 
as large as theirs, with its diversities and idiosyncrasies. But this ignores the fact that 
an empowered regional tier doesn’t need to take powers away from local 
government, and that metropolitan, district, and parish councils still have a crucial 
role in representing local interests. It also doesn’t recognise the scale needed to give 
mayors real economic firepower: the Mayor of Tees Valley can challenge rogue 
landowners in a way that a leader of a council could not. Moreover, in the case of 
new Directly Elected Mayor of County Councils, this would for the first time provide 
an individual with an electoral mandate across a county area, able to represent both 
county and district interests to central government. 
 
Others argue specifically that mayors are not appropriate for large rural areas.58 Yet 
Northumberland, which has the 5th lowest population density of England’s over 300 
local authorities, has operated effectively as part of the North of Tyne Combined 
Authority. Internationally, the mayoral model has never been just about cities, As 
Professor Colin Copus told the Local Government Select Committee: “A myth is 
beginning to develop that I often hear repeated: that mayors do not work in rural 
areas. They certainly do. If you look at the evidence from across the globe, many of 
the authorities in which elected mayors sit are far more rural than most of our 
authorities.” 59 
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2. The Mayoral model has a political bias towards Labour.  
 
Other critics will argue that the results of elections for directly-elected figures in 
Britain’s major cities will skew towards the Labour party, making devolution risky for 
a Conservative Government.60 
 
The most obvious challenge to this argument is the presence of Conservative Mayors 
in areas that have historically voted Labour - in the form of Ben Houchen and Andy 
Street. Some have argued that the election of single figures in fact advantages the 
Conservatives, given that areas supportive of the party have a higher turnout.61 The 
creation of more mayors in England’s counties will also likely lead to more 
Conservative representation, based on recent electoral results in areas discussing 
devolution deals.  
 
What does the data show us? Ideally we would compare the Conservative vote across 
the entire Tees Valley, before and after Mayor Houchen’s election, to a set of similar 
nearby authorities. But only Hartlepool has had borough-wide elections since 2018, 
so we would not be able to pick up changes in the other four Tees Valley authorities. 
 
Conservative performance in Hartlepool almost exactly tracked South Tyneside 
between 2012 and 2018. But Hartlepool, unlike our other three comparators, saw a 
sharp spike in Conservative vote share in 2021 (4 points above South Tyneside) and 
again in 2022 (18 points higher than South Tyneside). 
 
Figure 12: Conservative vote share at local elections, 2012-2022 
Source: Local Elections Archive Project, BBC National Voteshare Projections, Onward 
analysis 
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Is this just realignment? We do see the Conservatives steadily making relative gains 
in all four areas, but this does not explain Hartlepool’s recent divergence. All four 
areas are demographically similar, so the realignment should have played out evenly 
in all of them. 
 
Ultimately, this could suggests a “Houchen effect” that has boosted the reputation of 
the party in the area - and points the possibility of Conservatives, or any party with 
only a marginal lead, using mayoral delivery to increase their political popularity. 
 
Figure 13: Demographic profile of Hartlepool and comparators 
Source: NOMIS Demographic data, Annual Population Survey, Onward Analysis 

  

3. Mayors fail, and the buck stops with Whitehall.  
 

Another common criticism says that mayors are prone to failure. Some point to 
places like Detroit as an example of what happens when local leaders have significant 
fiscal powers. Others point to the risk of corporate capture and corruption, 
highlighting investigations into Liverpool City Council as an example of what can go 
wrong.62 Many point to the fact that when failure happens, it will be up to Whitehall 
to step in and take on responsibilities and debt - creating a moral hazard for mayors. 
 
Concerns about corruption and failure are legitimate, and any action to devolve 
responsibility has to be matched by accountability. A later section of this report sets 
out a series of steps to protect against corruption and ensure that signs of failure are 
spotted early and addressed. Ultimately though, a greater degree of tolerance for 
failure should be part of the mayoral model. In order to innovate and improve, 
policymakers need to discover what works and what doesn’t. If England is to benefit 
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from the upside of new approaches and solutions, central government will need to 
accept the downside that comes with variation. The cost to the taxpayer of taking 
steps to remedy failure will likely be lower than the compounded costs of repeated 
ineffective intervention. 
 
Devo-sceptics are wrong to argue that these three challenges should halt the 
progress of the mayoral model. But they are right to be critical. England’s mayoral 
experiment has shown real promise, but is currently falling short of its potential. This 
report now turns to an analysis of what is holding mayors back.  
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What’s holding 
mayors back? 
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So England’s mayoral experiment has shown promise. But there is also a strong 
argument that the potential of mayors to transform their place and deliver for their 
voters remains constrained - specifically by a complex funding environment and a 
limited set of powers. This is understandable - central government, particularly the 
Treasury, continues to harbour concerns about the ability of mayors and their teams 
to deliver on new responsibilities, and the relatively limited accountability that they 
are subject to between elections. 

This chapter explores these four constraints - funding, powers, capability, and 
accountability - to understand the barriers to realising England’s mayoral moment 
and what is needed to unlock their potential. 

Limited financial firepower 

Mayors have significant convening power and informal authority. But this rests on a 
foundation of formal decision making power and the ability to back powers up with 
either influence over national resources or direct control over local funds. It is here - 
financial firepower - where England’s mayors are farthest behind their international 
counterparts.  

In discussions about fiscal devolution, three types of funding are often conflated - 
direct transfers from the Treasury, conditional transfers for delivery from 
departments, and money raised and retained locally. This section takes each of these 
areas in turn to understand the current mix of funding available to mayors, their 
control over each, and where fiscal devolution could go next. 

Direct transfers  

Mayoral devolution deals for local areas have to date been accompanied by a 
“gainshare” agreement with the Treasury. As the name suggests, this is an annual 
transfer from Whitehall to a new Mayoral Combined Authority provided over thirty 
years, subject to five year “gateway” reviews. It is calculated as a share of the 
proceeds of the predicted growth that could be generated from local investment 
priorities.  

As set out in Table 3, annual gainshare payments range from £20 million a year to £38 
million a year and are a mixture of capital and revenue funding. Where a portion of 
gainshare is provided as revenue, areas have the option to borrow against their 
future revenue stream to invest in capital projects. 
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Table 3: Gainshare Funding by Combined Authority 
Source: Devolution deal documents for each of the combined authorities 
  

Combined 
Authority 

Gainshare Deal  
(£m) 

Revenue to 
Capital Ratio 

2018 population 
(m) 

Gainshare per 
capita (£) 

Cambridgeshire  
and Peterborough 

20 40:60 0.8 25 

Greater Manchester 30 67:33 2.8 10.7 
Liverpool City Region 30 25:75 1.5 20 
North of Tyne 20 100:0 0.8 25 
South Yorkshire 30 40:60 1.4 21.4 
Tees Valley 15 100:0 0.7 23.4 
West of England 30 50:50 0.9 33.3* 
West Midlands 36.5 100:0 2.9 12.6 
West Yorkshire 38 75:25 2.3 16.5 

 
Notes:  
a) The Gainshare Deal allocation is provided annually for 30 years  
b) The Mayor of London does not have access to a gainshare pot  
* Somerset County Council was originally intended to be part of WECA, which would have 
increased the population to 1.1 million, leading to gainshare per capita of approximately £27 
 
The economic logic behind gainshare is clear. If mayors effectively manage their 
areas, integrating programmes that build physical and human capital and using local 
knowledge to select more effective investments, then there will be a devolution 
dividend for HM Treasury through personal and corporate taxes. Gainshare simply 
represents a shared portion of these funds and an alignment of local and central 
incentives. 
 
But this hides the role of politics in gainshare agreements. Ultimately, when council 
leaders come together to discuss a devolution deal, they require certainty that it will 
bring money to their areas to overcome political resistance to a new model of 
governance. Creating a new level of political leadership above them is rarely an 
attractive prospect, and the limited powers currently available for mayors have 
previously been insufficient on their own to deliver a devolution deal. So gainshare 
represents a financial incentive. 
 
This approach to financing mayors presents some challenges. First, in many areas 
gainshare has in fact led to limited financial flexibility. In the West Midlands, for 
example, local leaders chose to borrow against the entirety of their gainshare 
agreement for a set of capital projects agreed in 2017, prior to the first mayoral 
election - which have remained relatively unchanged in the intervening period. In 
Greater Manchester, gainshare was also borrowed against to fund a small number of 
key infrastructure projects. However, areas like the North of Tyne and Liverpool City 
Region have decided to deploy their funds more flexibly in line with mayoral 
priorities. 
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Second, this method of transfer centres around the relationship between mayors and 
central government, instead of focusing on constituents. Mayors go through a five 
year “gateway” process, led by the Department for Levelling Up, Housing and 
Communities, in which their management of gainshare is audited and approved. This 
means they are focused on making the case to civil servants that they are good 
custodians of these funds, rather than voters. Third, outside of the gateway review 
there is no performance-related element to this payment - ultimately the money 
received by HM Treasury from taxpayers or businesses in South Yorkshire or the 
West of England will rise or fall depending (partly) on the performance of the mayor, 
but the gainshare payment will remain constant. Fourth, gainshare funds are not tied 
to inflation - meaning that their value will erode over time, particularly if inflation 
levels are high. 
 

Conditional transfers  
 
The majority of funding received by mayors comes in the form of transfers from 
Whitehall departments for delivery. These are usually based on an agreed set of 
outputs and (in some instances) outcomes. Funding for housing and skills falls 
entirely in this category, as does much of the funding for transport infrastructure. 
Monitoring for this funding is usually tight, with regular reporting and scrutiny from 
civil servants. The agreements are usually short-term, primarily on a one-year basis 
although some are envisioned for a full spending review period. These funding 
streams often require mayors to provide information on their plans for the funds 
upfront, limiting their ability to react to emerging challenges or deploy funds 
flexibly.  
 
These funding streams are distinct from one another, have different bidding 
timelines and responsibility is split between, and even within, Government 
departments.  While there may be an implicit expectation that mayors will align 
different pots of funding locally, in practice the timescales, monitoring processes, 
and requirement for upfront plans all limit mayors’ ability to do this.  
 
For example, a major new site may become available for brownfield development that 
is only commercially viable if a new transport link, like a bus station, is constructed. 
To exploit such an opportunity, a mayor would not be able to use a portion of their 
brownfield investment pot for the transport infrastructure, nor unpick transport 
infrastructure plans that would be previously agreed with the Department for 
Transport, meaning the opportunity may be missed.  
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Figure 14: Summary of conditional funding streams where mayors have responsibility 
for delivering, convening, or supporting 
Source: Onward research, Gov.uk websites 
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Overall, the multiplicity of funding and the nature of the competitive process means 
that mayors are not allowed to invest these funds in line with their own priorities 
and then be held to account by voters. The system demands that they develop plans 
that align with existing government priorities and then stick to them through the 
funding period. 
 

Locally raised and retained funds 
 
The most developed form of fiscal devolution is one in which mayors are wholly 
responsible for raising, allocating, and spending their budgets. A purist version of 
this system would be undesirable - national transfers between areas will always be 
key to ensure that struggling areas can be supported with some of the proceeds of 
more successful ones. But at present, the UK is both a long way from a fiscally 
devolved system and not very effective at redistributive transfers.  
 
However there are a range of revenue streams available to mayors, even if many of 
those available in theory are not used in practice. They include: 
 
Transport Levy: An annual levy placed on Local Authorities to support the operation 
of the transport system, funded by Local Authorities through their annual budgets.63 
Ranges from approximately £13 million annually in Cambridge and Peterborough to 
£115 million annually in the West Midlands.  
 
Business Rates: Many Combined Authority areas participate in the 100% business 
rate retention pilot which has been in operation since 2017. In practice, this means 
that in most areas half of the growth in business rate revenue goes to local 
authorities and the other half to mayors.  
 
The future of this system is uncertain - the Treasury has indicated that a full review 
of business rates will take place in the future, and local authorities moving to 75% 
business rate retention in some areas risks local authorities being penalised for being 
part of a combined authority (given many only receive 50% in the current pilot). The 
amount collected by Mayors differs based on local arrangements - the West 
Midlands Mayor receives around £13 million annually, the Greater Manchester Mayor 
receives around £10.5 million, but the West of England Mayor receives only £800,000 
as they are allocated 5% of the growth in rates.64 
 
Mayoral Precept: Almost all mayors have the power to raise a precept on the council 
tax of their constituent authorities as a revenue stream.65 Whilst this generates a 
reasonably small amount of money, it was envisaged that this should cover some of 
the core costs of their organisations. In practice, mayors have diverged in their 
approach - with only Andy Burnham and Steve Rother 
am introducing precepts. Liverpool City Region’s precept raises approximately £8 
million annually, whereas Greater Manchester’s also covers police and fire services 
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and so raises £25 million annually. The lack of precepts in other combined authorities 
is partially responsible for the existence of a “Mayoral Capacity Fund” that is 
transferred from DLUHC to support core - providing £1 million annually per mayor.66 
 
Member Contributions: Some local authorities also contribute to the core costs of 
combined authorities via a per head formula agreed as part of the budget setting 
process. In the West Midlands, for example, this represents around £5.1 million per 
year while in the North of Tyne it is approximately £111,000 a year. 
 
Business Rate Supplement: Mayors have the ability to place a supplement on 
business rates, tied to a particular infrastructure project - echoing how Crossrail was 
partially financed in London. Efforts to remove the original requirement for a 
referendum of local businesses in order to pass a business rate supplement fell with 
the Local Government Finance Bill in 2017. This continuing requirement means that 
no mayor has raised a supplement. 
 
Taken as a whole, this funding model presents a series of practical challenges for the 
mayoral model. First, the reliance on transfers instead of locally raised and retained 
revenue focuses mayors too much on satisfying assurance requirements from 
government instead of delivering on behalf of voters.  Second, distinct funding 
streams make it difficult for mayors to deploy resources flexibly in response to new 
and emerging opportunities. Third, short-term funding streams limit the ability to 
take strategic action. Fourth, complex funding streams increase the administrative 
burden of operating a Combined Authority. Finally, an overall lack of funding (or 
reliable revenue streams to borrow against) means that mayors are limited in their 
ability to deliver on their ambitions.  
 

A patchwork of powers 
 
The complex funding framework of devolution is matched by a patchwork of powers. 
This might be best characterised as “breadth, but not depth”, in the sense that in key 
areas - particularly transport, skills, housing, and economic development - mayors 
have nominal powers but are still subject to the centralising tendency of Whitehall. 
This limits their ability to deliver on a long term strategic plan locally.   
 

Limited depth of mayoral powers 
 
Transport is a key example of breadth but not depth. As noted, Mayors have broad 
responsibilities for the development and maintenance of infrastructure and the 
operation of the transport system. But they are required to do so with a significant 
degree of Whitehall approval and oversight. A recent report by the Urban Transport 
Group highlighted that “there continues to be a big gap between high level rhetoric 
about devolving decision-making on local transport and Whitehall’s inability to resist 
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the temptation to puppeteer on local transport in practice.”67 They highlighted the 
fact that between 2016 and 2019, 82% of the short-term funding made available by 
Whitehall required competitive bidding.68 Many powers also need the direct approval 
of the Secretary of State - for instance, apart from the Mayor of London, all other 
mayors and council leaders require Cabinet-level approval to introduce a Workplace 
Parking Levy.69 
 
The pandemic also reinforced a centralising tendency within the Department for 
Transport. Covid fundamentally altered the UK’s public transport model, periodically 
increasing the reliance on public subsidy across all modes and triggering broader 
policy decisions about national ownership and subsidy. In written evidence to the 
Transport Select Committee, Transport for the West Midlands highlighted that “the 
main weaknesses in the way additional Covid-19 funding has been provided in 
England so far are it is short term and it is mode by mode - with different criteria, 
end dates and arrangements for each mode.”70 
 
The renationalisation of rail, and the subsequent Williams-Shapps Review, limited 
the role of Local Transport Authorities (LTAs) in setting fares and timetables with rail 
operators - although the Department for Transport left the door open for future 
discussions about the role of LTAs with Great British Rail.71 Concerns have been 
expressed about the degree to which local leaders will be empowered - with the 
Chair of the Transport Select Committee commenting that “the Department for 
Transport now has its hands on the train set and, for many, that would be what they 
wanted—the concern is that the Department does not want to give up its train set 
and it will design the process”.72 
 
Mayors were also sidelined in their leadership of the bus network due to the 
increasing importance of the Whitehall-directed Bus Service Operators Grant 
(BSOG). The Liverpool City Region Combined Authority shared their frustration with 
the Transport Select Committee, arguing that “the reality under the current 
arrangements is that there is little real influence other than reconfiguring supported 
services and a power of veto.”73 As pandemic subsidies for the bus network started 
winding down, many mayors have been turning to franchising in order to re-assert 
their authority on local networks to avoid the loss of locally important routes.74 
 
The experience of negotiating the City Region Sustainable Transport Settlement has 
also been challenging for mayors. While the programme was announced in the 
March 2020 budget, the process for bidding was not confirmed until July 2021, with 
mayors given a deadline of September 2021 for proposals - only three months to 
develop multi-billion pound proposals. The process of finalising the deals involved 
close project-by-project management by the Department for Transport, in a marked 
departure from previously devolved pots like the Integrated Transport Block and 
Transforming Cities Fund.75 Final award letters include references to specific capital 
schemes that require “further clarification, assurances or Departmental approval”, 
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projects which are “retained” pending business case approval and a further list of 
schemes which require “additional monitoring information….[and] detailed 
reporting”.76 
 
This limited depth of powers can also be seen in adult skills. Even in the last five 
years, when there has been ostensible political commitment to devolution, the 
Department for Education has noticeably diluted their support for local leadership. 
In advance of the 2019 election, the Learning and Work Institute observed that 
“flexibility at the local level is still relatively limited: the AEB has been cut by over 
45% over the last decade and statutory entitlements limit scope to shape how it’s 
used”.77  
 
Since then, the launch of Whitehall-led programmes like the National Skills Fund, the 
Shared Prosperity Fund, and Multiply have cut across devolved skills funding, and 
inserted new commissioning pathways that add complexity to the system for 
learners and providers. In response to the announcement of these funds, the Policy 
Director of the professional body for Adult Community Learning, HOLEX, argued 
that “new initiatives should not duplicate current activity but complement” AEB 
programmes, and that new skills funding should be devolved to mayors as “they 
already deliver adult and community education and are trusted leaders”.78 
 
The biggest shift in adult skills has been the decision to make employer 
representative bodies (usually Chambers of Commerce) the statutory lead body in 
the development of Local Skills Improvement Plans. This places membership bodies 
representing a portion of an area's businesses in the lead role for identifying skills 
gaps - with limited or no accountability up to mayors and their Skills Advisory 
Panels, but instead to Ministers in Whitehall who shape and issue the contracts. In 
evidence to the Education Select Committee, Lord Blunkett raised his concerns: 
“Will the local skills improvement plans work? They will only if chambers of 
commerce have the capacity and the resource to do it. Most of them do not”.79 The 
Chief Executive of the Learning and Work Institute, Stephen Harper, wrote of the 
Skills Bill that “the bit I’m least convinced by are the new local skills improvement 
plans…it’s not clear to me how the latest approach learns from previous attempts… 
[including] skills advisory panels, which are ongoing.”80 

 
Whitehall’s centralising habit 
 
These specific examples are part of a broader instinct across Whitehall departments 
to hold on to control, which at times tends to the extreme. For example, the 
Changing Places Fund operated by DLUHC is a national competitive pot for local 
councils to build public toilets.81 Local leaders who want to plant trees have the 
option to bid into not one but two central government pots - the Urban Tree 
Challenge Fund or the Local Authority Treescapes Fund.82 
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This instinct to let go is visible in the operation of a number of ostensibly local funds 
launched recently. The UK Shared Prosperity Fund, for example, was launched with a 
prospectus focused on “local leadership”, but the bidding process required areas to 
submit investment plans for approval by DLUHC, who threaten to pull back 
resources if plans are deviated from, over and above a certain threshold.83 This is 
admittedly an improvement on the Community Renewal Fund pilot, in which mayors 
were responsible for collecting and assessing bids, but were then required to submit 
them up to DLUHC officials to assess them again, which not only introduced 
complexity and centrality but also delayed the process by months.84 
 
Similarly, the Department for Transport’s Electric Vehicle Infrastructure Strategy 
introduces a new competitive bidding pot for local and regional government to build 
charging points, rather than devolving portions of the funding to mayors.85 This 
approach was replicated for the BEIS scheme to accelerate retrofit, where mayors 
are required to bid for Local Authority Delivery (LAD) funds alongside local 
authorities, rather than simply receive an allocation and be trusted to deliver.86  
 
This centralising habit was reinforced during the pandemic. The Chief Executive of 
Birmingham City Council observed that during the pandemic “national institutions 
attempted to hold control over enormously complex systems, where the key was 
rapid response and local insight” and that “the centralising instinct is still apparent as 
we move to recovery.”87 While many programmes needed to be coordinated 
nationally in response to the emergency, Whitehall’s centralising instinct limited the 
effectiveness of interventions on the ground - providing incomplete data on the 
shielding population or delayed deliveries of food parcels. 88The former Chief 
Executive of Nesta Geoff Mulghan argued that internationally, countries with a 
successful response weren’t overly centralised or decentralised but “depended on 
how well countries organise a “mesh” – an integration of multiple tiers, acting 
together, sharing data, lessons and insights.”89  

 
Mayoral reluctance to take on powers 
 
In several instances, mayors themselves have proved reluctant to take on broader 
powers. This is often driven by local political considerations, and a desire for mayors 
to stay away from issues that might fundamentally challenge a model premised on 
convening and consensus. 
 
Nowhere is this more true than strategic planning. It has long been an ambition for 
mayors to set out spatial plans at a regional level - bringing together housing and 
land assembly with decisions about  transport infrastructure to both unlock sites and 
capture more of the uplift from development for public benefit. The Netherlands, 
operating at a population density comparable to the South East of England, has 
managed to grow their stock of housing twice as fast as Britain in part through highly 
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active master planning by the Dutch Ministry of Housing, Spatial Planning and the 
Environment (VROM) and  local authorities. 
 
UK attempts to introduce regional planning in the 1990s failed because, on the one 
hand, artificial regions lacked power, legitimacy and resources, but, on the other, 
opaquely-set targets handed down from regions to local authorities built 
resentment. Since then, limited attempts at spatial planning have proved broadly 
successful. London has held spatial development responsibility through the London 
Plan since the 1999 GLA Act, helping to direct investment towards the regeneration 
of brownfield sites in London, including in Stratford, King’s Cross and Battersea. 
More recently, a number of metro mayors have started to adopt spatial planning as 
part of their devolution deals (see table 4).  
 
Table 4: Mayors and Spatial Development Strategies  
Source: Devolution Deals, Gov.uk 

Area Spatial Development 
Strategy Powers? 

Developed? 

London Yes Yes – 2021 London Plan 
Greater Manchester  Yes Partial - 2022 "Places for Everyone" 

Plan, excludes Stockport 
Liverpool City Region  Yes Partial - In Development 
West of England  Yes No - Plans paused as of May 202290 
West Midlands  No 

 

West Yorkshire  No 
 

Cambridgeshire & 
Peterborough  

No  

North of Tyne  No 
 

South Yorkshire  No 
 

Tees Valley  No 
 

 
But the use of spatial planning powers is patchy and limited - and many MCAs do not 
want to take on the responsibility. In many areas, this is in response to strong 
opposition from Local Authority Leaders, who do not want a mayor dictating their 
approach to development and potentially compromising their green belt land. Even 
without the development of Spatial Development Strategies, local spatial plans are 
highly controversial and challenging to develop, often taking multiple years. 
 
This means that whilst mayors are engaged in lots of effective tactical activity - 
including the deployment of brownfield funds - they are held back from strategically 
transforming land use in their places over the long term.  
 
At times, the creation of new mayoralties and devolution of powers has been limited 
by the devolution process itself and the complex nature of local government 
structures. This is particularly the case in areas outside in non-metropolitan England 
- in the past decade, only three county and rural areas (Cambridgeshire, Cornwall 
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and Northumberland) have secured a devolution deal despite a number of areas 
outside of city regions bringing forward proposals. 
 
A report by Grant Thornton examined why these proposals did not progress, and 
found that the key barriers to forming the required consensus were in relation to 
politics - especially the creation of an elected mayor - and governance - particularly 
agreement on geographical boundaries and voting procedures. 91Provisions in the 
Levelling Up and Regeneration Bill, discussed later, seek to overcome these 
challenges. 
 
A fragmented approach to economic development 
 
Some powers follow the centre of gravity towards Whitehall - either because 
Ministers encourage them to, or because mayors allow it. But others are fragmented 
partly due to a lack of strategic thinking in how they should be deployed together, 
particularly where England has not settled on a position for long enough to develop a 
true centre of gravity. 
 
This is particularly the case in the UK’s approach to industrial policy. In a paper for 
the Productivity Institute, Diane Coyle highlighted the two key challenges with the 
UK’s attempt at industrial policy in the past: a lack of consistency and limited 
coordination. 92A research paper for the Industrial Strategy Council echoed the 
importance of coordination, in particular emphasising the need for governance that 
can “facilitate the flow of information between industries and the public sector”.93 
 
The clearest attempt to address this coordination challenge in recent years was the 
introduction of the Industrial Strategy and subsequent Local Industrial Strategies.94  
Ultimately these proved to be a false start. While they served an important function 
in helping national and regional policymakers to work together to develop and 
articulate a vision, they didn’t unlock new resources or investments to give the 
strategy any real impact.95 They were also lost in the broader churn of UK industrial 
policy, which Coyle has described as “ad hoc and haphazard, characterised by 
regular cycles of new policy announcements that are often prematurely changed or 
rolled back”.96 
 
Mayors are the UK’s missing link. Internationally, local leaders play a key role in 
coordinating industrial policy as a “negotiator-in-chief,” by articulating the economic 
vision for an area, picking up the phone to key investors and businesses, and 
supporting key clusters in areas of comparative advantage.97 This role can be 
underpinned by some of the powers already discussed around connectivity, skills, 
housing, and public services. But, as noted, the breadth of responsibilities in these 
areas is not matched by real depth. And mayors internationally often have broader 
powers at their disposal to grow the private sector. 



 

51 Give Back Control 

Mayors in the US best illustrate this more expansive role as “economic champion”. In 
Louisville, Mayor Greg Fischer increased exports amongst advanced manufacturing 
SMEs by 50% in three years by delivering targeted company outreach programs, 
small export grants, and a new region-wide export strategy.98 In Indianapolis, Mayor 
Bill Hudnut revitalised the area’s economic fortunes by positioning it as the “Amateur 
Sports Capital of the World”, eventually attracting the National Collegiate Athletic 
Association with a $50 million incentive - half from taxpayers, half from business and 
philanthropy.99 In Pittsburgh, Mayor Bill Peduto has partnered closely with Carnegie 
Mellon University’s researchers and Uber to pilot real world trials of autonomous 
vehicles and robotics technologies, arguing that: “It’s not our role to throw up 
regulations or limit companies like Uber. You can either put up red tape or roll out 
the red carpet. If you want to be a 21st century laboratory for technology, you roll 
out the red carpet.”100 

 
The contrast between England and the US should not be overstated. In all of these 
US examples, there was an important role for the federal government in supporting 
investment and infrastructure development. And there are instances, noted above, of 
English mayors adopting this same entrepreneurial spirit to their economies. But 
they are lacking specific levers crucial to developing economies - particularly on 
access to finance, trade and investment, and innovation - meaning leadership still 
ultimately sits with Whitehall. 
 
Access to finance for small businesses in the UK’s regional economies is a significant 
barrier to growth.101 BEIS analysis shows the variation in the size of the “equity gap” 
(the ratio of unfunded to funded propositions) is over 500% in the East Midlands, 
Yorkshire, and the West Midlands, while it is only 80% in London.102  
 
The key mechanism for the Government to address this challenge has been the 
British Business Bank (BBB) - a state-owned economic development bank which 
supports access to credit where existing commercial financing options are not 
effective. BBB Regional Funds have deployed £1 billion to date, and in the 2021 
Spending Review a further £1.6 billion was committed, including £600 million for the 
Northern Powerhouse Investment Fund and £400 million for the Midlands Engine 
Investment Fund.103  
 
While the BBB operates at a pan-regional level, mayors do not have formal influence 
over the objectives and targets of the funds in their area, meaning they lack the 
ability to marshal financing to support their strategies. The NAO have noted that 
while BBB has a specific objective to tackle regional imbalances, there is a lack of 
specificity about what that means in practice.104  
 
This has led some mayors to launch their own access to finance programmes for 
small business, which are more responsive to local economic priorities. Greater 
Manchester’s Business Investment Fund directed £101 million between 2015-19 into 
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over 220 regional businesses, creating and safeguarding 8,000 jobs.105 Many schemes 
are reliant on EU funding which will soon come to an end, including Liverpool’s £25 
million Urban Development Fund.106 Other areas are establishing new funds to 
support small businesses, including the West Midlands who are setting up a £25 
million Co-Invest Fund including 50% match from private investors.107  
 
Ultimately though, most mayors are in a marginal position in terms of their 
leadership of access to finance for small businesses. Whitehall departments 
therefore provide the key coordinating role at a national level, working with BBB. 
This contrasts with the US, where the Small Business Administration (responsible for 
their BBB equivalent) and US Conference of Mayors signed a Strategic Alliance 
Memorandum in 2021 establishing how they would share data and information to 
underpin collaborative work.108  
 
Internationalisation is another core element of developing regional economies, both 
in terms of promoting trade with the world and bringing investment into the 
UK.  While much trade policy needs to take place at the national level, there can be a 
key role for delivery at a regional level to boost exports.109 For example, Germany’s 
trade success is driven by a national agency (Germany Trade and Investment) which 
acts as a “network hub” for an empowered set of 79 Chambers of Industry and 
Commerce who work with local governments.110 Yet in the UK, a decision was taken 
as recently as 2021 to reverse two decades of policy and move International Trade 
Advisors in-house to the Department for International Trade, cancelling contracts 
with regional Chambers of Commerce.111 
 
Boosting Foreign Direct Investment (FDI) is a core part of levelling up - while foreign 
investments made in London more than tripled between 1996 and 2017, they fell in 
the rest of the country by 15%.112 Other countries have experimented with a range of 
local and regional approaches to raise FDI, including the US where Governors and 
Mayors are responsible for over 2,000 mechanisms – including tax credits (603), 
grants (537) and loans (436) - to attract investors.113  
 
Even parts of the UK outside England have the flexibility to offer these incentives. In 
2007, Northern Ireland secured a third FDI project from Fujitsu worth £8.8 million 
with £2.2 million of support from Invest NI.114 Yet Mayors in England still have no 
formal levers or budgets to promote investment, having instead to lobby the Office 
for Investment or try to influence national pots like the Global Britain Investment 
Fund. So again, on trade and investment promotion, it is Whitehall departments that 
are attempting to coordinate from the top down. 
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Increasing the flow of finance and opening international markets are important for 
regional economies, but in the long run the key to growth is productivity.115 And 
productivity primarily comes from innovation - the development and adoption of 
new goods and services. In the UK, the public sector supports innovation through 
funding on Research and Development (R&D). Historically this funding has been 
heavily regionally imbalanced, with 49% of the Government’s total R&D spend in 2018 
going to London and the South East.116 
 
A significant portion of R&D funding will always be distributed at a national level to 
institutions with world-leading research in specific fields.117 But ensuring that 
research excellence bridges into economic development means taking steps in local 
areas to bring together universities, businesses, workers, and others. Studies of the 
success of Silicon Valley over Boston’s Route 128 in the 1990s point to the fact that 
Stanford was well connected to local supply chains and labour markets, whereas MIT 
was more focused on engaging with defence firms in Washington DC than local 
businesses in Boston.118 Professor Richard Jones has argued that mayors could play a 
key role in bringing networks together and increasing innovation as part of the 
broader levelling up agenda, stating in a 2019 paper that: “We need to focus more on 
the formal and informal networks that drive innovation – and in particular on the 
geographical aspects of these networks. They work well in Cambridge – why aren’t 
they working in the North East or in Wales?” 119 
 
To date, the Government has made numerous attempts to increase the “place” focus 
of innovation spending. The Strength in Places programme launched by UKRI has a 
budget of £236 million to support local research and innovation collaborations, and 
although it is too early to fully evaluate it has been criticised for being small in scale 
and over-reliant on a competitive bidding process.120 The announcement of three 
Innovation Accelerators in the Levelling Up White Paper signalled a further move 
towards empowering places, but these are still the responsibility of UKRI and not led 
by mayors.121 And with only three pilots totalling £100m, this is unlikely to fully 
harness the potential of mayors to link academic strengths with promising 
businesses to create good jobs. 
 
The broader business support system, of which innovation policy is a part, is highly 
fragmented and complex. The NAO highlighted that the government funds 107 
different schemes, across eight departments, costing £17 billion.122 While some of 
these programmes are delivered by mayors, local authorities, LEPs, chambers of 
commerce, or universities, they are all coordinated and commissioned by Whitehall. 
So while the Mayor of Louisville could bring together a range of programmes to 
boost SME exports, the Mayor of Liverpool City Region needs to fit their 
interventions within Whitehall’s parameters.  
 
This doesn’t just undermine the ability of Mayors to deliver their economic strategies 
- the national model of delivery is ineffective at engaging local businesses. Be the 
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Business, a 2017 initiative to boost productivity amongst SMEs, abandoned its 
benchmarking tool after only 5,000 businesses used it, 2.5% of their 200,000 
target.123 And the recently launched Help to Grow scheme has faced similar struggles, 
with only 2,500 businesses enrolling against a target of 30,000.124  
 
All of these key tools of economic development could be deployed by mayors in 
support of their economic strategies. At present, they remain disjointed and only 
come together in Whitehall, if they come together at all. 
 

Limited and confused accountability 
 
One of the most common criticisms of England’s mayors is that they are 
unaccountable. Reflecting on the experience of the London mayoralty, a Financial 
Times columnist argued that: “Mayors take the credit, but not the blame. Londoners 
thanked Ken for the Oyster card, but he escaped blame for the Tube strikes. They 
welcomed Boris standing up to Tory benefit changes, while not attributing to him the 
wider failings of housing policy.” 125 
 
Others have argued that “the new mayoral regime has created a tier of politicians 
with power — or at least profile — but no accountability”.126  
 
This criticism has grown as mayors have become more critical of government 
decisions, most notably during the Covid pandemic when Northern mayors 
challenged the level of government support during regional lockdowns. When the 
Prime Minister was asked by Dan Jarvis MP (also the ex-mayor of South Yorkshire) in 
the House of Commons whether he would “reset” his relationship with mayors after 
the pandemic, Boris Johnson was fairly direct: "In my experience, I think there are 
two types of mayor. The mayoral project is a great one and it tends to produce 
mayors who champion their area and get on and take responsibility or people who 
whinge and blame central government for things. I much prefer type A to type B.” 127 
 
Whether or not this is a fair reflection, there is a strong argument that the way that 
mayors have been empowered and funded to date encourages much of their 
attention to be turned towards central government. There are three levels on which 
accountability should operate on mayors: direct accountability to voters, indirect 
accountability to local leaders, and centralised accountability to Ministers and 
Whitehall. 

 
Direct accountability to voters 
 
Mayors are ultimately held to account at the ballot box. While mayors have only 
existed for one electoral cycle, emerging evidence suggests that this mechanism 
operates reasonably effectively.128 In the first set of re-election races, turnout 



 

55 Give Back Control 

increased across the board. Some mayors received an increased majority, including 
Ben Houchen in the Tees Valley, Andy Burnham in Greater Manchester, and Andy 
Street in the West Midlands. In other areas, the mayoralty changed hands between 
parties - including the West of England and Cambridge & Peterborough.  
 
Figure 15: Turnout in Mayoral Elections, 2017 and 2021 
Source: Electoral Commission data on May 2017 local elections, House of Commons 
Library Combined Authority Mayoral Elections 2021 

 
Name recognition for metro-mayors is also surprisingly high given the model has 
only existed for five years. According to a Centre for Cities survey in 2021, three 
fifths of voters in Manchester and London could name their mayor, while 30% and 
40% could in the West Midlands and Tees Valley respectively.129 This compares 
favourably with evidence about council leader awareness, with just 8% of people 
knowing who their council leader is. This suggests that mayors are increasingly 
visible and accountable political leaders, in a way that councillors are often not.  
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Figure 16: Name recognition for metro mayors and local councillors 
Source: Centre for Cities, 2021 and Institute for Government 2012 

 
Notes:  
a) Respondents were asked the question “To the best of your knowledge, who is the mayor of ….?” 
b) The Centre for Cities survey was conducted in 2021 and surveyed residents in mayoral 

combined authorities only. 508 respondents were considered for this survey.  
c) The Institute for Government data surveyed residents in non-mayoral areas in 2012, using a 

slightly different survey methodology to name recognition for mayors  
 
However, there is still limited attention paid to local and regional politicians 
compared to the national political debate. This is exacerbated by the decline of local 
and regional media outlets. Research commissioned by the Department for Digital, 
Culture, Media and Sport has shown that the number of local authorities covered by 
a daily local newspaper has fallen from 209 of 380 Local Authority areas in 2007 to 
just 142 areas in 2019. The report also found a positive and statistically significant 
effect of local newspaper circulation on local election turnout over time.130 
 
The lack of information available to electors about the mayoral model is also a 
challenge. While many voters may be aware of Andy Burnham, they are unlikely to 
understand which elements of Greater Manchester’s success or failures are down to 
him. This confusion about what Mayors can and can’t do, and how successful they’ve 
been in using their levers, can undermine direct accountability.131 
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Indirect accountability to local leaders 
 
Combined Authorities are, by their nature, a combination of a set of councils who 
agree to work together to achieve something greater than they could individually. 
Directly elected-mayors provide a single point of accountability and leadership for 
these organisations, meaning they can be voted out if powers and resources are not 
used well. But there still needs to be a mechanism for democratically elected local 
leaders to hold the mayor to account alongside - and between - elections. 
 
At present, this horizontal accountability is confused.132 The original devolution deals 
envisioned a distinction between the role of mayor and the broader combined 
authority, with some element of personal authority for the mayor. The West 
Midlands devolution deal set out a range of powers and functions for “a new, 
directly-elected Mayor” around transport and housing, and then lists a set of powers 
for the WMCA including the direction of an investment fund and devolved adult skills 
funding.133 The Greater Manchester devolution deal makes a similar distinction, with 
two separate lists of powers for the directly elected Mayor and the GMCA.134 
 
Yet these devolution deals also set out that decisions can be rejected by a two thirds 
majority of the CA cabinet, made up of the region’s leaders. For significant decisions, 
such as the introduction of a spatial plan or the transfer of powers to the CA, a 
unanimous decision is required. In practice, this severely limits the power of the 
Mayor as a directly-elected figure.  
 
Having to get the support of a cabinet, council or assembly is not unusual for a 
mayor. Indeed, the London Assembly has the ability to veto a Mayor’s budget with a 
two thirds majority.135 Emeritus Professor George Jones of the LSE has highlighted 
that even in the US it is not unusual for Mayors to be checked by powerful councils 
or assemblies.136 University of Birmingham research on executive mayors found that 
Mayoral veto power over councils was also “a feature found not in European 
models”.137 
 
But the Mayoral Combined Authority is different. Most areas adopt a model in which 
the cabinet is made up of elected officials who hold executive powers themselves as 
leaders of local authorities. This means they have their own budgets, and are 
attempting to raise taxes and control spending in order to deliver services. This 
creates a tension in the model, given that the budgets and the tolerance for taxes 
among the population are finite, Mayors and their CA Cabinets are locked into a zero 
sum game. Money that is raised by a mayor in taxes, or levied by them from council 
budgets, are funds that are then not available to council leaders. In practice, this is 
more akin to the governor of a US State having to pass their budget through a 
cabinet of all the city mayors, or indeed the leader of an English county council 
having to pass their budget through a cabinet of all district council leaders. 
 



 

58 Give Back Control 

For example, mayors are held accountable for the operation of their local transport 
system, which is funded through a transport levy taken from local councils. Mayors 
are not able to impose the levy, which is voted on by councils as part of the annual 
budget setting process. This means that mayors hands are tied when it comes to 
increasing investment in their transport system - they could not, for example, make 
the case directly to electors for an increase in the transport levy to improve local 
services, despite the fact that any failures in the transport system will be seen as 
their fault.138 This confused system means that accountability and responsibility rest 
with the mayor, but they do not have the authority to make resourcing decisions. 
 
There are other mechanisms for local leaders to hold mayors to account, including 
local overview and scrutiny committees.139 In the first years of Combined Authorities, 
significant concerns were raised about the resources and attention being provided 
to scrutiny committees, with the Local Government Select Committee stating that 
“the wide discrepancy in the approach to scrutiny in the newer mayoral combined 
authorities which has come to light during our inquiry is an issue of concern”.140  
 
In 2019, a Centre for Public Scrutiny report into the West Midlands Combined 
Authority welcomed increased focus on scrutiny, but found that “the scrutiny 
function can often lack support and recognition within the authority because there 
is a lack of awareness among both members and officers about the specific role it 
plays”.141 Some committees have also struggled to meet quoracy requirements due to 
disengaged councillors, limiting the ability of the committee to make decisions and 
issue reports.142 Reaching quoracy requirements is particularly challenging given the 
requirement for all attendees to be at meetings in person, particularly where 
Combined Authorities cover large geographical areas.143 
 
Mayors are not directly accountable to business leaders in their area, but it is 
important that the private sector has a strong voice in shaping and challenging their 
activity.144 Since 2011, this business voice has been provided by Local Enterprise 
Partnership Boards. These have varied in their effectiveness, with some high profile 
failures including the liquidation of the Greater Cambridge and Greater 
Peterborough LEP.145 Engagement from business has also declined in recent years in 
the face of repeated reviews into the role of LEPs. In a Westminster Hall Debate in 
early 2022, Sally Ann Hart MP commented that reforms were “having an impact on 
our business leaders, who … will not stay at the table for long if the uncertainty 
continues or if they do not feel valued.”146 Correspondence from Ministers in March 
2022 confirmed that where mayors existed LEPs would integrate into their 
organisations, potentially forming new business boards.147 For these to be successful, 
they will need to learn from the best international examples - such as the Central 
Indiana Corporate Partnership, which brought together 65 CEOs across business, 
philanthropy, and higher education to drive the development of Indianapolis.148 
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Centralised accountability 
 
As discussed already, mayors and combined authorities are subject to significant 
administrative accountability “up” to Whitehall. This includes gateway reviews for 
gainshare funds, reporting and monitoring for devolved budgets like the Adult 
Education Budget, and lengthy bidding processes for competitive funds.149 However, 
this form of accountability is inherently limited - at best based on achieving a narrow 
set of outputs and outcomes, and at worst just demonstrating a range of activities. It 
is bureaucratic accountability rather than democratic accountability.  
 
This is driven by political accountability within central government. Constitutionally, 
Permanent Secretaries maintain responsibility for the funds held by their 
department as the Accounting Officer, whether they are devolved or not. The Public 
Accounts Committee, as Parliament’s principle accountability mechanism for value 
for money, will therefore direct their inquiry towards the relevant Minister and 
Permanent Secretary, rather than a metro mayor.  
 
Notably, the NAO has a budget code for Combined Authorities but have not 
undertaken a formal audit of any element of Combined Authorities’ devolved funds.150 
Nor has the PAC ever called a mayor or the Chief Executive of a Combined Authority 
to be scrutinised. When mayors or their senior officers have been called in front of 
Select Committees, which does happen, it has primarily been to offer evidence and 
shape an inquiry as expert witnesses rather than as the custodian of tens of millions 
of pounds of public money.151 
 

Underdeveloped capability 
 
Another common objection to further devolution is the lack of capability in local and 
regional bodies. It is undoubtedly true that over the past few decades, local 
government has lost capacity and expertise, accelerated by a reduction in funding 
since 2010. Combined authorities, as relatively new bodies, have also not had much 
time to develop their delivery capabilities or mature their organisations. 
 
This is supported by several recent studies. An evaluation of devolved institutions 
commissioned by the Cities and Local Growth Unit in 2021 found that MCAs’ 
“institutional capacity has not fully evolved as yet” and that “support for collaborative 
working and nurturing of partnerships at local level remains embryonic in many 
areas”.152 Written evidence from the same year to the Housing, Communities and 
Local Government Committee by the Regional Studies Association argued that “focus 
on governance should move beyond notions of scrutiny and accountability, which 
are important, and increase considerations of capacity building.”153 
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Some of these criticisms are circular. It is difficult for mayors to build capability to 
perform certain functions without having the responsibility for them, and mayors 
have no incentive to do so if the prospect of them taking on such functions is low.  
This becomes further reinforcing when people of the right capability or talent are 
not attracted to working for mayors because they don’t have significant powers and 
funds at their disposal. As the academic Philip McCann highlighted in evidence to the 
Lords Constitution Committee: “If you take a country like the United States, which 
has very good graduates from very good universities… it will be very competitive to 
get jobs in the state level government system. People who work for the state have 
real authority and power to implement decisions. The US cities have tremendous 
resources. The mayors are very powerful and their teams make a difference… They 
also attract high-capability people because you can build a tremendous career 
working locally. The possibilities for that in many parts of the UK today have been 
very limited for decades because local government has been so hollowed out.”154 
 
This insight was reinforced by a report by the ESRC-funded project LIPSIT (Local 
Institutions, Productivity, Sustainability, and Inclusivity Trade-offs) on the 
“plumbing” required to deliver levelling up, which argued that “regional institutions 
are not currently appealing places for talented people to work” and that they are 
“currently operating on very small teams of overstretched staff, where capable 
people cannot perform to their potential”.155  

 
Toward a mayoral capability framework 
 
One way of understanding the capability of mayors in England is to adopt a 
framework from academics at the Harvard’s Kennedy School of Government, who 
think structurally about the role city leaders need to play.156 This approach moves 
beyond a focus on bureaucracy - such as how many staff mayors have and what their 
teams are called - to focus on the core capabilities needed to get things done. The 
model has been developed with mayors in mind, given the academics work with city 
leaders around the world through the Bloomberg Harvard City Leadership Initiative 
discussed in more detail later in the paper.157 Their work highlights three core 
capabilities: 
 

1. “Reflective-Improvement Capability”, or “Can a mayor develop and deliver a 
strategy?” 
 
Describes the ability to work out what’s wrong, develop a strategy to fix it, and then 
manage an organisation in line with that strategy. This articulates the work of Matt 
Andrews and building state capability through “Problem-Driven Iterative 
Adaptation”.158 
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2. “Collaborative Capability”, or “Can a mayor bring together partners to help 
understand and tackle problems?” 
 
Describes the ability to build relationships across the public, private, and third 
sector, and then use those links to understand and solve problems. This articulates 
the work of Amy Edmonson on developing collaborative capacity through 
“Teaming”.159 
 

3. “Data-Analytic Capability”, or “Can a mayor use data to make better 
decisions?” 
 
Describes the ability to collect, process, and analyse different forms of data and 
evidence to understand problems and evaluate interventions. This articulates work 
of Robert Behn on the PerformanceStat model (originally created by the NYC Police 
Department as CompStat) and Sir Michael Barber on Deliverology.160 Given mayors 
are the current vehicle for further devolution, it is helpful to consider their capability 
against this framework. Exercises considering similar questions have been 
conducted for local authorities by other organisations, and highlighted areas for 
focus in improving capability. 161A range of initiatives have also evaluated the extent 
of these capabilities in central government, and provided at best a mixed 
scorecard.162  
 
Developing and delivering strategy 
 
As highlighted above, mayors have an advantage in adopting a place-based 
perspective to understand what is holding their areas back - which is comparatively 
more difficult to do from Whitehall. Many mayors have developed overarching 
strategies that articulate the challenge in their areas, including the Greater 
Manchester Strategy which establishes a set of shared outcomes to drive action 
across regional actors.163  
 
But the development of this capability is limited by the nature of MCA funding. The 
fact that the majority of resources provided to MCAs are tied to a discrete set of 
outcomes limits the freedom of mayors to manage their organisations in support of 
their strategic plans. This is reflected in the limited size of the “corporate core” of 
most Combined Authorities, where policy and strategy officers traditionally shape 
activity across delivery functions.164  
 
The incentive to be creative with funding streams to align them with strategic 
priorities is also limited. Mayors do their best to “join up” funding, but ultimately 
have a strong electoral incentive to maximise the total resources coming to their 
area, which means satisfying the assurance processes attached to departmental 
funds. Their Finance Directors also hold legal responsibility for the solvency of the 
organisation, and have strong incentives to stick firmly to departmental agreements. 
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In particular, Finance Directors can be subject to challenge if they are too loose with 
their approach to capitalisation (the use of capital funds for revenue purposes). 
 

Collaborating 
 
The role of “soft power” in the mayoral model is discussed above - demonstrating 
their advantage in convening actors in a place across organisations and sectors. But 
collaboration is less developed when it comes to the private sector. Business leaders 
often sit on boards of LEPs or comparator bodies, but their involvement is often 
limited to advising or shaping policy or occasionally the direction of public 
investment streams. The LIPSIT report found that “business leaders have a strong 
presence on LEPs… but there is a lack of clarity about whether they merely inform 
politicians or actually perform a leadership function.”165 
 
There are some exceptions and promising examples. The introduction of a Mayoral 
Development Corporation in the Tees Valley by Ben Houchen created a new vehicle 
through which the private and public sector could work together to regenerate a 
specific area.166 The negotiations to secure ownership of the site demonstrated the 
importance of soft power, with the Mayor flying to Thailand to conduct face-to-face 
discussions.167 The Development Corporation is already building private sector 
confidence, as illustrated by the recent announcement by Circular Fuels Limited of a 
£150m waste energy plant.168 
 
The West Midlands Combined Authority has also experimented with different forms 
of governance to improve collaboration to regenerate brownfield sites, including 
partnership agreements with developers which establish shared strategic goals that 
can be applied to discrete projects and reduce transaction costs.169  
 
But ultimately the commercial capacity of MCAs - to develop contracts and 
investible propositions, negotiate the right deals, and deliver projects in partnership 
with businesses - will need to be strengthened if they are to play a key role in 
economic development. In the past ten years central government recognised this 
was an area where they needed to develop capability and took active steps to build 
expertise, including the creation of the Government Commercial Organisation and 
the strengthening of the Crown Commercial Service.170 
 

Using data 
 
Like much of local government, the mechanisms and expertise to collect, process, 
and analyse data amongst mayor’s teams is underdeveloped. The LIPSIT report 
argued that regional bodies had “major deficiencies in analytical capacity and sector-
specific expertise” stemming from insufficient investment.171 This leads to a situation 
in which MCAs and other parts of the public sector rely heavily on consultancies to 
gather, analyse, and present data with short turnaround times, often in support of a 
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bid or submission to a government department. LIPSIT found that “reliance on 
external consultancy has contributed to a uniformity of strategy across the country, 
with individual regions failing to engage with their own unique place-based 
challenges.” 172 Lord O’Neill has also highlighted this gap, arguing that investments in 
building research and analytical capability within regions would support the 
development of the devolution model.173 
 
There are some exceptions to this in relation to specific areas of delivery. In Greater 
Manchester, a project to digitise early years records delivered by the GMCA has not 
only made processes more efficient but has also improved the ability to collect and 
analyse data on young people.174 The Adult Education Budget creates flexibility to 
invest in and develop expertise in understanding local labour markets, meaning there 
is some data-analytic capability to support Skills Advisory Panels. But again, much of 
this work is commissioned to universities to provide bespoke products as opposed to 
developing a more foundational capability across the organisation.  
 
The creation of the London Office of Technology and Information (LOTI), of which 
the GLA is a member, illustrates the sort of systemic approach to building capability 
that could be possible elsewhere. LOTI’s initial focus on “fixing the plumbing” rightly 
identified foundational data architecture as being more important to the effective 
use of data than the presence of teams of analysts.175 But investing in these 
capabilities for an MCA is challenging when funding is project specific and is often 
capital not revenue. The approach of creating a core team responsible for 
championing the collection and use of data has been adopted elsewhere. In New 
York City, the mayor’s Office of Data Analytics housed a core team of data architects 
and analysts who are deployed to high priority projects.176 
 
But quantitative data isn’t the only, or even the most important, source of 
information. Where mayors and their teams are well positioned is in capturing local 
knowledge and using it to inform policy and delivery. Mayors and their teams can 
capture insight from members of the public, colleges, and employers to shape their 
adult skills provision. Transport teams can use their understanding of suppliers and 
sites to ensure that projects are not delayed and that risks are mitigated. This tacit 
knowledge, which local leaders and officers will find challenging to write into bids or 
assurance frameworks, is a crucial element of successful delivery - and greatly 
underestimated in the current delivery frameworks adopted in Whitehall.177 
In examining the capability of mayors through the lens of this framework, a few 
things become clear: 
 
 
 
 
 
 

• Mayors are able to articulate a theory of change for their place, but are limited 
in their capability to manage their organisation and resources to support this 
strategy, partly due to fragmented funding and accountability.  

• Mayors are collaborating across a range of partners in a place, but will need 
greater support to develop their collaborative capability with the private sector. 

• Mayors have limited capability in collecting, processing, and analysing 
quantitative data to define and tackle problems, but are well positioned to bring 
together tacit and informal knowledge in a place 
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The Government’s Levelling Up White Paper marked a renewed commitment to 
devolution.178 “Empowering local leaders” was one of the four major pillars of the 
white paper’s policy programme, and one of the twelve missions for 2030 was that: 
 

“By 2030, every part of England that wants one will have a devolution deal with 
powers at or approaching the highest level of devolution and a simplified, long-
term funding settlement.” 

 
These commitments were accompanied by a devolution framework that set out, for 
the first time, a consistent approach to the powers available to local areas. These 
were tiered based on factors relating to scale, leadership, and accountability: 
 

• Level 1 – Local authorities working together across a functional economic 
area or whole county area e.g. through a joint committee  

• Level 2 – A single institution or County Council without a directly-elected 
mayor, across a functional economic area or whole county area  

• Level 3 – A single institution or County Council with a directly elected mayor, 
across a functional economic area or whole county area  

 
The framework set out by the Government is replicated at Table 5, and proposed 
new deals can be found below: 
 

Proposed new deals Geography 

County Deals Cornwall 
Derbyshire and Derby* 
Devon, Plymouth and Torbay 
Durham 
Hull and East Yorkshire 
Leicestershire 
Norfolk 
Nottinghamshire and Nottingham* 
Suffolk 

Mayoral Combined Authority Deals York and North Yorkshire 
North East  
Cumbria 

Trailblazer Devolution Deals West Midlands 
Greater Manchester 

 
*Nottingham, Nottinghamshire, Derby, and Derbyshire have now come together in a single East 
Midlands proposal 
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Function Detail L1 L2 L3 
Strategic role in 
delivering services 

Host for Government functions best delivered at a strategic 
level involving more than one local authority e.g. Local 
Nature Recovery Strategies 

✓ ✓ ✓ 

Opportunity to pool services at a strategic level ✓ ✓ ✓ 
Opportunity to adopt innovative local proposals to deliver 
action on climate change and the UK's Net Zero targets 

✓ ✓ ✓ 

Supporting local 
businesses 

LEP functions including hosting strategic business voice 
 

✓ ✓ 

Local control of 
sustainable 
transport 

Control of appropriate local transport functions e.g. local 
transport plans* 

 
✓ ✓ 

Defined key route network* 
  

✓ 

Priority for new rail partnerships with Great British Railways 
- influencing local rail offer, e.g. services and stations 

  
✓ 

Ability to introduce bus franchising 
 

✓ ✓ 
Consolidation of existing core local transport funding for 
local road maintenance and smaller upgrades into a 
multi-year integrated settlement 

  
✓ 

Investment 
spending 

UKSPF planning and delivery at a strategic level 
 

✓ ✓ 
Long-term investment fund, with an agreed annual 
allocation 

  
✓ 

Giving adults the 
skills for the labour 
market 

Devolution of Adult Education functions and the core Adult 
Education Budget 

 
✓ ✓ 

Providing input into Local Skills Improvement Plans 
 

✓ ✓ 
Role in designing and delivering future contracted 
employment programmes 

  
✓ 

Local control of 
infrastructure 
decisions 

Ability to establish mayoral Development Corporations 
(with consent of host local planning authority) 

  
✓ 

Devolution of locally-led brownfield funding 
  

✓ 

Strategic partnerships with Homes England across the 
Affordable Housing Programme and brownfield funding 

  
✓ 

Homes England compulsory purchase powers (held 
concurrently) 

 
✓ ✓ 

Keeping the public 
safe and healthy 

Mayoral control of Police and Crime Commissioner (PCC) 
functions where boundaries align^ 

  
✓ 

Clear defined role in local resilience* 
 

✓ ✓ 
Where desired offer MCAs a duty for improving the public's 
health (concurrently with local authorities) 

  
✓ 

Financing local 
initiatives 

Ability to introduce mayoral precepting on council tax* 
  

✓ 

Ability to introduce supplement on business rates 
(increases subject to ballot) 

  
✓ 

* refers to functions which are only applicable to combined authorities  
^ refers to functions which are currently only applicable to mayoral combined authorities  
 

 
* refers to functions which are only applicable to combined authorities  
^ refers to functions which are currently only applicable to mayoral combined authorities  
 

Table 5: Levelling Up White Paper Devolution Framework 
Source: Levelling Up White Paper 
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Discussions with local leaders in these areas raise a number of considerations for the 
next wave of devolution deals. 
 
The potential of directly-elected county leaders 
 
The Levelling Up and Regeneration Bill established a new legal entity - County 
Combined Authorities - to bring together upper-tier local authorities in non-urban 
areas. In these areas, mayors will function in similar ways to existing Combined 
Authorities, working to facilitate collaboration between unitary, county, and district 
councils. 
 
In some of the areas under consideration for a deal, devolution is taking place within 
one institution - a county council or unitary council that covers a geography of over 
500,000 and is a functional economic area. This includes Cornwall (which already 
has a devolution deal in place), Durham, Norfolk, and Suffolk.  
 
If these areas wish to take on Level 3 responsibilities, then they will be required to 
introduce a directly-elected figure to increase accountability as part of their existing 
executive governance arrangements. The Levelling Up and Regeneration Bill 
specifies a number of possible options for the name of these figures: mayor, county 
commissioner, county governor, elected leader and governor.179 
 
The semantics of this decision may seem ostensibly unimportant, but it would be 
desirable if these figures were described as mayors, to begin giving some consistency 
to how the UK describes regional or sub-regional directly elected figures with 
expanded devolved powers.  
 
What should be avoided is the coexistence of two directly-elected Mayors within one 
area, as occurred in Bristol and the West of England, which contributed to the 
electorate voting to remove the directly-elected Mayor of Bristol in favour of a more 
traditional committee system.180 The sheer size of London, and a broader familiarity 
between the distinction between Greater London and boroughs, makes mayors at 
multiple levels more acceptable. 
 
More interesting than the name of the directly-elected figure is the fact that 
directly-elected mayors of county councils or large unitary authorities would 
combine local and regional government powers in a single organisation without a 
combined authority, which makes them distinct from other directly-elected mayors 
in places like Doncaster.181  A mayor who combined spatial planning and regeneration 
powers with a responsibility for running different elements of social services could 
be a powerful agent of change. They could also wield significant fiscal power. Surrey 
County Council (which may be the focus of a future devolution deal) already holds an 
annual revenue budget of approximately £1.2 billion without devolved powers, 
compared to Greater Manchester’s revenue budget of around £250 million. 
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While there is a risk of over-centralisation at the county level, such mayors should 
work closely with districts and parishes in order to “double devolve” service delivery 
to the local level.182 Ultimately, the nuances of this model will only become clear as 
negotiations begin to outline practicalities. 
 

The politics of the Mayoral Investment Fund 
 
As was highlighted in a report on County Deals by the County Council’s Network, the 
greatest barrier to moving to either a Directly Elected Leader or Combined Authority 
model is likely to be opposition from local partners.183  
 
In some instances this is raw politics. In the case of a directly elected mayor of a 
county council, the broader geographical footprint may mean that the mayor is from 
a different party to the council majority, as occurred in Croydon in the 2022 
elections.184 There is also a concern that this model could lock out smaller parties 
that might make up a coalition on a council. It is not a coincidence that it was the 
Liberal Democrats and the Greens on Bristol City Council who triggered the 
referendum on the Mayoral model - both parties were less likely than Labour to win 
in a race for a single directly-elected figure.185 
 
In the case of a mayor of a new Combined Authority, there is an additional concern 
above issues of party politics. The creation of a layer of governance at the regional 
level, above unitary, county, and metropolitan councils, introduces a new, possibly 
powerful, elected official. One argument for the unsuitability of this model is that it 
fails to take into account the diversity of an area and instils too much power in one 
individual.186 Another is that it could be seen to dilute the power of individual council 
leaders and sideline them.187 Overall, this element of the mayoral model has been 
responsible for the collapse of a range of possible devolution deals in the past.188 
 
The new approach to devolving powers directly to mayors created within an existing 
county council, and Combined County Authorities being formed only of upper-tier 
councils, reduces resistance on these grounds. However, further incentives will still 
be required to move areas from a tier 2, to tier 3, mayoral deal. 
 
The Mayoral Investment Fund, only available at Level 3, will therefore be key to 
persuading local leaders to move to a combined authority model or directly elected 
county council mayor. As argued recently by the Chairman of the County Councils 
Network (CCN),189 local politicians will be attracted by the guarantee of investment in 
their area, and a clear financial benefit is easier to communicate to the public than 
some of the complexities of devolved powers. 
 
But this presents challenges for the Government. As highlighted above, there is a 
significant variance in the amount each area has received via its gainshare/Mayoral 
Investment Fund. If areas attempt to negotiate at the upper bound of what has been 
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agreed with previous mayors, then the total cost to the Treasury would be around 
£240 million a year. These funds will need to be agreed by the Treasury, who may 
want a significant level of detail and assurance on where the funds will be spent. This 
has the potential to undermine the devolution process, tying the hands of newly 
elected mayors for whom the Mayoral Investment Fund is their primary source of 
fiscal flexibility. 
 
Table 6: Gainshare/Mayoral Investment Fund range for new devolution deals 
Source: Onward analysis 

Proposed deal 2018 population 
estimates (m) 

Lower bound 
gainsharea (£ m) 

Upper bound 
gainsharea (£ m) 

County Deals 

Durham  0.5 5.6 13.2 
Cornwall 0.6 6.1 14.2 
Hull and East 
Yorkshire  

0.6 6.3 14.8 

Leicestershire  0.7 7.5 17.5 
Suffolk  0.8 8.1 19 
Norfolk 0.9 9.7 22.6 
Derbyshire and Derby 1 11.2 26.1 
Nottinghamshire and 
Nottingham 

1.2 12.3 28.8 

Devon, Plymouth, and 
Torbay 

1.2 12.4 29 

Mayoral Combined Authorities 

York and North 
Yorkshire 

1 11.1 25.9 

North East 0.6b 6.8 15.8 
Cumbria  0.5 5.3 12.5 
Total 9.6 102.4 239.4 

 
Notes:  
a) Lower Bound - Greater Manchester CA (£10.60 per capita), Upper Bound - North of Tyne 

CA (£25 per capita) 
b) This population figure includes only the populations of Gateshead, South Tyneside and 

Sunderland, and excludes the populations of Newcastle upon Tyne, North Tyneside, and 
Northumberland which are already in the North of Tyne Combined Authority 

 
The possibility of new powers  
 
While Mayoral Investment Funds will be key, areas engaged in their first devolution 
negotiation will also prioritise new powers. Many of these will be covered in the 
devolution framework, although areas might have particular requests that go beyond 
more generic powers over transport, housing, and skills. 
 
Some local leaders have made common requests for new powers. In particular, a 
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range of local areas have highlighted the importance of tourism to their economy - 
and want devolved responsibility and resources to operate a Tourist Board (or DMO 
- Destination Management Organisation). The 2021 de Bois review into DMOs found 
that the current system of visitor promotion is not fit for purpose, and 
recommended the creation of a simplified national portfolio of “Destination 
Development Partnerships” at a regional level underpinned by core government 
funding.190 Given the importance of tourism to many of the areas currently 
negotiating with the Government, including Cornwall, Durham and Suffolk - hosting 
these Destination Development Partnerships as an arms length body is a key priority. 
 
Other leaders have made requests related to the new combination of Local Authority 
and Combined Authority powers - particularly around health and social care and 
spatial planning powers. For example, areas with alignment between their Integrated 
Care System (ICS) and local government boundaries may request greater formal 
collaboration between those bodies, possibly with the mayor as the chair of the 
board. 

 

Principles for future deals 
 
The Government has set out four principles to guide how the devolution framework 
applies: effective leadership, sensible geography, flexibility, accountability. 
 
But these principles don’t help the Government implement the devolution framework 
and negotiate devolution deals. Ministers need a decision making framework to 
identify what roles mayors should take, what powers they need to perform that role, 
and what level of accountability is appropriate. 
 
The experience of devolution to date suggests four decision-making principles to 
guide devolution discussion: 
 

1. Mayors are best placed to balance trade-offs about local economies.  
Mayors typically have access to richer information than government departments 
and operate at a more appropriate scale than local councils to deliver visible 
leadership, attract investors or make strategic decisions. 

 

2. Mayors can innovate more easily than central government.  
Mayors can be laboratories for policy delivery, testing different approaches to 
problems that can be replicated and scaled to other areas or national policy if 
successful. This is crucial to making progress on new or emerging challenges. 
 

3. Mayors need responsibility for powers and funds to act on those trade-offs and 
innovate successfully.  
Without the ability to marshall resources in support of their strategies, mayors 
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cannot realise these benefits, and risk being accountable for everything but 
responsible for nothing. 

 

4. Mayors should be held to account by local voters for the result of the decisions 
they make.  
Different trade-offs will lead to different outcomes - the most appropriate judges of 
success are members of the public at the ballot box, rather than ministers or civil 
servants.  
 
In practice, these principles need to be applied sequentially. The best way to 
describe this is to walk through an example decision. Take transport infrastructure 
decision-making, specifically the development and maintenance of local rail stations. 
 

1. Does this decision involve trade-offs primarily within the regional economy? 
  If the decision is about a local rail station then mayors are likely best placed to make 

 the trade-off - alternative investments are likely to be rail stations in different parts 
of the region or alternative pieces of transport infrastructure like bus terminals, road 
improvements, or cycle lanes. If the decision is about a major rail terminal - such as a 
trade-off between upgrades to Birmingham New Street, Manchester Piccadilly or 
Euston -  then this is likely to be a national decision. In that instance, the decision 
might not be devolved.  

 

2. Is there a need for innovation? 
If the delivery mechanism is effective and well-known there might be limited 
urgency around devolution, for example, on the introduction of an IT system that 
benefits from national consistency and economies of scale. But in the case of 
transport infrastructure, the financing of rail station development and maintenance 
is an area in significant need of innovation, particularly to trial international 
approaches to unlocking value from public land.191 The introduction of variation in 
approaches, and the monitoring of their success or failure, could be a key reason to 
devolve. 
 

3. What powers and resources need to be devolved to support this trade off? 
If the decision is deemed to primarily involve regional trade-offs and could benefit 
from innovation, then mayors need to be able to make the decision effectively. That 
means having the right powers and resources.  Taking the example of local rail 
stations, this might mean devolving the ability to initiate and deliver the work, 
maintain the asset, and retain any revenues. It may also mean devolving elements of 
fares and timetabling for local rail networks. If mayors cannot adjust the public 
transport system to make the asset viable then it is unreasonable to hold them 
responsible for it.  
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4. How can you ensure that mayoral accountability for decisions is primarily by 
voters?  
Accountability arrangements will initially need to be towards Whitehall - in this 
instance Great British Rail and the Department for Transport - given that they would 
likely provide funding through direct transfers. If problems are identified, the 
Transport Select Committee could call witnesses or the NAO could conduct an audit. 
But over time, funding mechanisms would shift to local leaders, through the 
introduction of taxes and the use of innovative financing mechanisms. Accountability 
would therefore shift towards voters and local leaders. Raising public awareness of 
mayoral responsibility through public branding (as has occurred in London), media 
coverage, and scrutiny by local leaders could support this transition. 

 
In practice, the application of the first principle requires the most debate. At present, 
many policymakers and politicians would not accept that some decisions are 
primarily regional in nature. However, this concern is often not made on the basis of 
principle - that individuals closer to places can make better decisions about local 
trade-offs - and more with the practice - that people will make bad decisions, or 
decisions free of political responsibility.  

 
So what can be done to clarify and strengthen accountability for mayors and the 
organisations they lead? How can their capability be built so that they are able to 
deliver effectively and secure value for money for public funds? And what powers 
and funding do they need, so that they can deliver on their potential? This paper now 
turns to a set of practical recommendations to answer these question. 
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Giving back control means taking bold but practical action to address the challenges 
outlined in this paper: complicated funding streams and confused accountability, 
alongside insufficient powers and limited capability. 
 

Fixing funding 
 
Many of the challenges identified in this report stem from the fragmented and short-
term approach to how mayors get their funds. The Levelling Up White Paper 
recognised this, explicitly stating in the mission on local leadership an ambition for a 
“simplified, long-term funding settlement.”  
 
The National Local Growth Assurance Framework (NLGAF), published in Sept 2021, 
provides a blueprint for this approach, setting out the range of funds that could be 
included in a “single pot” as part of a devolution deal.192 But in practice, this approach 
is not adhered to. Distinct funds announced since the publication of the NLGAF 
include the Community Renewal Fund, Shared Prosperity Fund, City Region 
Sustainable Transport Fund, and National Skills Fund. 
 
There are two primary reasons why the NLGAF does not have the desired effect. The 
first is structural -  DLUHC has limited authority in relation to other spending 
departments in Whitehall. The second is procedural - Ministers within Whitehall 
departments feel they have greater control over the use of funds announced as part 
of competitive or ringfenced pots. So a new approach to simplifying funds needs to 
address this structural flaw and develop a new process which gives Ministers greater 
confidence in how funds are used. 
 
The answer is to develop Single Mayoral Settlements. In practice this would mean: 
 

• The Treasury would take responsibility for setting the resource envelope for 
central transfers to mayors, working closely with DLUHC, Levelling Up 
Directors, and other spending departments 

• As part of the Spending Review process, the Treasury would set Revenue 
Mayoral Expenditure Limits and Capital Mayoral Expenditure Limits (RMEL 
and CMEL) as they do for Spending Departments.  

• This Mayoral Settlement would be tied to an agreed set of outcomes and high 
level activities, as agreed with Whitehall Departments as part of a Spending 
Review Process. These would be negotiated with Mayors, using devolution 
deals as the foundation for discussions. 

• As required by the NLGAF, Local Assurance Frameworks would be developed 
by mayors to ensure confidence in the process adopted locally to allocate 
funds - increasing confidence amongst ministers. More specific frameworks 
in particular policy areas could be agreed between spending departments 
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and mayors - like the West Midlands Single Commissioning Framework for 
housing and regeneration (see Box 1). 

• These Settlements would include: 
o Funds that have been devolved and cover the current SR period (e.g. 

Mayoral Investment Funds, City Regions Sustainable Transport Fund)  
o Funds that have elements of local leadership but have not been devolved 

(e.g. Levelling Up Fund projects, Shared Prosperity Fund) 
o Planned investments over the SR period (e.g. new centrally-funded 

transport or skills initiatives) 
o Adjustments for locally raised and retained revenues 

• Chief executives of MCAs would be designated as accounting officers, aligned 
to permanent secretaries of central government departments. The 
implication of this designation in terms of increased accountability is 
discussed below. 

 

Box 1: WMCA Single Commissioning Framework for Housing & Regeneration Funds 
 
In 2019, the West Midlands Combined Authority worked with the Ministry of Housing, 
Communities, and Local Government to develop a “Single Commissioning Framework” (SCF) 
for a range of housing and land funds.193 This includes: 

• £100m Housing Deal Land Fund 
• £84m Brownfield Land Fund 
• £50m Brownfield Land & Property Development Fund 
• £70m Residential Investment Fund 
• £140m Commercial Investment Fund  
• £250m Housing Infrastructure Fund  

 
The SCF is a bespoke process to allocate equity, loan and grant funding to housing, land, 
and property projects in the region where scheme viability is challenging, or investment is 
not readily available elsewhere. It emphases transparency, proportionate due diligence and 
independent viability appraisal to give delivery and spend assurance to Government and 
local leaders. 
 
The key is that assurance between the mayor and Whitehall is based on process instead of 
output. WMCA and MHCLG agreed key criteria for assessing schemes and a methodology 
that ensured value for money. This co-developed criteria for funds includes: 

• Intervention only as the “funder of last resort” in schemes with clear market failure 
• Target investment rate that averages £10k-£15k per unit  
• Minimum of 20% “Affordable Housing” 
• Demonstrable commitment to Modern Methods of Construction  
• Security on investments and clawback/overage provisions  
• “Brownfield first” approach to the development of land  
• Densification at key transport nodes and planned public transport corridors  

 
This agreed process and set of criteria means that further funds can be devolved to the 
region without a new assurance framework or additional criteria.  
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This new process would have a range of benefits. First, the level of administration 
from managing and bidding for multiple funds would be reduced for both mayors 
and Whitehall, saving money and accelerating delivery. Second, the Treasury and 
DLUHC would have a much clearer cross-government view on the resources going 
to mayors and what they were expected to achieve. Third, mayors would have 
flexibility within their allocated funds to support their strategies and invest in core 
capabilities like commercial teams or data analytic functions.  
 

Recommendation 1: Replace dozens of siloed central government transfers to 
mayors with a Single Mayoral Settlement, agreed every 5 years with the Treasury 

 
Simplified funding from Whitehall is only one half of the process to fix mayoral 
funding. The other is for the Exchequer to rebalance from central transfers that 
make up the Mayoral Settlement to locally raised and retained taxes. This is the key 
to realising the four principles established above for the implementation of 
devolution - mayors could use their local insight to make trade off decisions and 
innovate, and crucially they would be accountable to voters for raising or lowering 
taxes to resource those decisions. 
 
As discussed above, existing options for raising and retaining taxes locally are 
limited. Progress to fiscal devolution should proceed through four steps:  
consolidating the mayoral precept; devolving proceeds from business rate growth; 
moving towards a devolved portion of income tax; and allowing mayors to propose 
new tax flexibilities. 
 
The first step towards fiscal devolution is to consolidate taxes that resource mayoral 
functions into a single mayoral precept. In some places there has been progress 
towards this model. For example, the Mayor of Greater Manchester has a single 
precept on council tax bills which supports the GMCA as well as their Police and Fire 
Service.  
 

 
In other areas precepts have not been raised by mayors to cover their core 
functions, yet they receive Mayoral Capacity Funding of £1 million annually from 
Whitehall. There is a strong case for an injection of capacity funding for a mayor's 
first term, as teams are set up and public awareness increases. After that, Mayoral 
Capacity Funding serves as an unfair subsidy to areas benefiting from mayors. Today, 
taxpayers in Burnley or Barrow who do not have a mayor to champion their area are 
subsiding taxpayers in Coventry or Stockport who do.  This should not be allowed to 

Recommendation 2: Consolidate local funding streams into a single mayoral 
precept including transport, policing, fire, and other core costs 
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continue. The Government should ensure that mayors use the levers available to 
them in order to cover their own costs, either by using headroom gained from 
efficiencies in managing funds locally, or by raising a precept.194 
 
The Transport Levy is currently indirectly raised by mayors, coming through council 
budgets as opposed to directly from taxpayers. As highlighted, this confuses 
accountability as Mayors do not have the ability to make the case directly to 
taxpayers for further investment, or to take the political credit for a tax reduction if 
the service is being operated efficiently. This should be resolved by replacing the levy 
on local authorities with a direct tax to the public as part of the precept, alongside a 
corresponding reduction in council tax.  
 

Recommendation 3: Abolish Mayoral Capacity Funding after a mayoral combined 
authority's first term, to shift accountability from Whitehall to local voters 

 
The second step towards fiscal devolution is to allow local areas the ability to retain 
growth in business rates permanently, alongside flexibilities to adjust rates.  
 
Business rate receipts are currently worth around £25 billion a year to the Treasury, 
after reliefs.195 When George Osborne was Chancellor in 2015, he committed to fully 
devolving these receipts to local government as part of a “devolution revolution,” 
alongside reductions in direct grants to councils.196 But after the 2017 election these 
plans were shelved, in favour of a series of 100% business rate retention pilots which 
allowed local areas, both councils and mayors, to retain a portion of the proceeds of 
business rates growth.197 Focusing on business rates growth as opposed to the full 
stock of rates has ensured that the policy is not spatially regressive, otherwise 
councils with more prosperous business environments, like the City of London, 
would see a much greater benefit than less prosperous towns. 
 
The Government has recognised the need to reform the overall business rate system. 
In the 2022 Queen’s Speech, the Government announced a Non-Domestic Rates Bill,  
increasing the frequency of revaluations and giving greater powers to the Valuation 
Office Agency.  But the number and complexity of national business rate reliefs have 
reduced the impact of the retention scheme, and ongoing uncertainty about whether 
the pilot will continue has restrained mayors from borrowing against future revenue 
streams.198  
 
The Government should take steps to consolidate and improve the existing model . 
Specifically, they should: 
 

• Make permanent the 100% business rate retention pilot for areas with 
mayors, ensuring they keep the proceeds of growth above a determined 
baseline. “Tier shares” should be agreed as part of devolution deals with 
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County Combined Authorities or Mayoral Combined Authorities, to agree 
how revenues are divided. In areas of approximately 3 million in population, 
like the West Midlands and Greater Manchester, this revenue stream 
provides approximately £10-£15 million in revenue each year.199 
 

• Allow mayors to make cuts to the Uniform Business Rate (established in the 
Local Government Finance Act of 1988) in order to encourage growth in their 
area and attract business. This could create an incentive for firms to relocate 
and support a mayor’s economic plans.200 Any reduction would need to be 
modelled and monitored to ensure revenues did not drop below the business 
rate baseline. 
 

• Allow mayors and councils to introduce new business rate multipliers, 
aligned to their economic strategies. At present, there are two multipliers: a 
“small business multiplier” and “higher multiplier”. Mayors should be able to 
apply to introduce new categories in their area, such as a “town centre 
multiplier” applicable to firms in a specified geographical location or a “net 
zero multiplier” to firms in particular sectors (by using SIC codes). 
 

• Allow mayors to introduce a business rate supplement without the 
requirement for a referendum, as was originally envisaged in the 2017 Local 
Government Finance Bill. Mayors would be expected to consult with Business 
Boards, who would have the opportunity to comment publicly on the 
decision. This supplement would allow mayors to raise funds for specific 
infrastructure projects, as occurred in London with Crossrail. A 2% business 
rate supplement in the West Midlands could raise almost £20m a year to 
finance infrastructure projects, while one in the North of Tyne could raise 
almost £5m. 

 
One concern with these business rate flexibilities would be triggering a race to the 
bottom, in which areas compete to have the lowest rates and lose revenue to support 
public services. But international evidence indicates this is unlikely to occur. In 
Germany, municipalities have the ability to set their own business rates, and 
evidence has shown the emergence of “bunching” between tax levels amongst 
different municipalities through informal coordination.201 In Baden Württemberg, for 
example, 464 of 1,101 municipalities of the state have chosen the same tax 
multiplier.202 This reflects a balance of the forces of democratic pressure (to have 
lower taxes) and service demands (to have higher taxes).  
There are also a series of practical concerns about business rates. Firstly, the link 
between economic growth and increased business rate revenues is limited.203 
Second, given the tax is related to commercial floor space it gives councils perverse 
incentives to promote brick and mortar business on large premises.204 Thirdly, as 
businesses increasingly move their services online there are calls for new forms of 
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tax on online sales.205 Fourthly, given the political importance of the high street there 
are calls to axe business rates altogether.206 
 
Some of these concerns will be addressed through adjustments in the ratings system, 
with more frequent revaluations strengthening the link between revenues and the 
growth of the economy. Others can be addressed by mayors adjusting the level of 
business rates in their areas, or supporting particular firms that are important to the 
community. 
 
Ultimately though, despite some practical flaws, business rates are important 
because they provide an immediate and reliable revenue stream. In the hands of 
mayors, this can unlock greater borrowing powers, including instruments like Tax 
Increment Financing that rely on the ability to retain uplifts in business rates in an 
area. Without a consistent revenue stream, mayors will remain significantly 
restrained in their ability to launch ambitious infrastructure projects to support the 
growth of their economies. 
 

Recommendation 4: Fully devolve business rate growth to local leaders and give 
them flexibilities to cut rates, introduce supplements, and adjust multipliers 

 
Given the practical challenges of a reliance on business rates, action needs to be 
taken now to shift away from a mayoral model that relies on them too heavily. The 
third step to fiscal devolution, therefore, is to begin the shift towards a mayoral 
portion of income tax. 
 
Introducing a local portion of income tax would align the UK with many other 
developed economies. Sweden, Finland, and Denmark all have flat-rate devolved 
income taxes, while other countries like the US, Canada, and Spain have progressive 
devolved income taxes where local leaders can vary rates.207 There are accountability 
benefits to focusing on income tax. The amount of income tax paid is directly related 
to the success of a mayor’s economic strategy, providing a clearer incentive to 
pursue economic development. And local voters are income taxpayers, maintaining 
and strengthening accountability at the ballot box.  
 
A 2019 paper by the Institute for Fiscal Studies that assessed a variety of methods of 
fiscal devolution argued for a flat rate of income tax as the most promising model.  
They highlighted that a flat rate of income tax would limit competition between 
areas, and modelled that 3p on all income tax bands would raise £19 billion across 
local government. 
 
There is a need more broadly to address the long term sustainability of local 
government finance, recognising the dramatic reductions in funding in recent 
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decades.208 The upcoming review into local government funding should consider a 
range of options in order to put councils on a more stable footing. 
 
But this broader review doesn’t need to prevent action now to give mayors fiscal 
firepower. A simple transfer of 1% of the basic rate of income tax to mayors could 
provide them with a revenue stream of approximately £6 billion a year from 2024.209 
Giving mayors a penny in the pound would reduce their reliance on central 
government transfers and business rates, and unlock borrowing potential. Focusing 
on the basic rate as opposed to a portion of all rates would also limit the 
distortionary impact of focussing on income, meaning that taxes at the higher rate 
were reserved by the Treasury for redistribution. 
 
This revenue stream could represent around £250 million for the Mayors of the West 
Midlands and Greater Manchester, and around £75 million for the Mayor of the 
North of Tyne.210 The Treasury would need to model a range of transfers that it 
would discontinue as part of the Single Mayoral Settlement to account for this shift, 
including revenue funding currently provided for skills and transport. Combining the 
2024 national totals for adult skills (£1.5 billion), the Shared Prosperity Fund (£1.5 
billion), and the Bus Service Operators Grant (£250 million), would already account 
for over half of this total transfer of £6 billion.211  
 
In areas without mayors the delivery of many of these services would remain with 
Whitehall, meaning income tax would not yet be devolved. But, given the ambition to 
cover all areas with devolved agreements by 2030, this portion of the country would 
likely reduce over time. 
 
Fundamentally, this radical transfer would break the reliance of mayors on central 
government - freeing their ability to make trade off decisions in areas where they 
currently have devolved responsibility, and to innovate with new approaches and 
interventions. 
 

Recommendation 5: Give mayors control of 1p in the pound of the basic rate of 
income tax, providing a £6 billion revenue stream to underpin Single Mayoral 
Settlements. 

 
The fourth step to fiscal devolution is to introduce a process to consider the 
introduction of additional local taxes. 
 
Recent reports on devolution have argued for the introduction of new taxes - such as 
“tourist taxes” levied on out-of-town hotel stays - and the local retention of 
nationally collected taxes that have local incidence - like Vehicle Excise Duty and Air 
Passenger Duty.212 There are some reasons to be sceptical of many of these ideas, 
both in terms of how local control would work in practice and whether it would ever 
be politically attractive to introduce them. But what is lacking at present is a process 
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by which local leaders can propose either a new tax, a tax supplement, or a tax cut in 
their area (where the tax is locally retained). 
 
It would not be particularly onerous for the Treasury to create a mechanism for 
areas to put forward proposals for new taxes they would like to introduce in their 
areas. Such proposals could be required to undergo an administrative test by HMRC 
to test the practicalities of collecting them and their interaction with other taxes, as 
well as their technical feasibility. But if it were possible for the tax to be collected, 
and there were no significant interactions with other forms of taxation, it is hard to 
argue that mayors should not be allowed to raise local taxes. The accountability 
would flow up to the mayor and not to the Exchequer. This means the decision on 
the fairness of the tax would be for the local electorate, not the Chancellor. 
 
A similar system operates in the Netherlands.213 Municipalities have powers over 
their tax rates, within bounds agreed in advance with central government. They can 
also introduce local taxes, depending on their local economies and municipal needs. 
Across the 355 municipalities this includes a real estate tax, refuse tax, sewer tax, 
pollution levy, and taxes for the use of municipal land, amongst others. Many of these 
are levied and managed by tax collaborations, in which multiple municipalities come 
together across a particular geography.  
 
These geographical collaborations have been key to the introduction of a water 
system levy, covering the costs of providing the correct amount of water and flood 
protection across a broader footprint. Many municipalities have introduced a tourist 
tax, including Amsterdam from the beginning of 2020. Crucially, this freedom has 
allowed local leaders to introduce levies responding to local contexts, as opposed to 
lobbying central government for new national taxes that may not be appropriate in 
all parts of the country. 
 
A new process between mayors and the Treasury, as outlined above, could test the 
feasibility of a range of taxes that local areas might want to introduce. Over time, this 
could lead to a rebalancing of tax revenues between central, regional, and local 
government, while ensuring that the overall tax burden on individuals and business 
does not rise significantly. 
 

Recommendation 6: Introduce a process for HMRC to evaluate the technical 
feasibility of any new local tax, tax supplements, or tax cuts that mayors propose. 

 

Boosting accountability 
 
If mayors are to receive greater funding, as outlined above, this should be matched 
with bolstered accountability.  
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As highlighted, current mechanisms to hold mayors accountable for funds from 
central government are overly reliant on bureaucratic assurance frameworks with 
individual departments. The Mayoral Settlement approach would introduce mayoral 
Expenditure Limits (RMEL and CMEL) and see the chief executives of combined 
authorities become Accounting Officers for central government funds.  
 
As outlined in the “Accounting Officers Survival Guide” produced by the Treasury, 
this brings with it a range of increased accountability mechanisms:214 
 

• Direct accountability to Parliament - including appearances in front of select 
committees to answer for the organisation’s performance 

• Audits and Value for Money studies by the National Audit Office 
• Appearances in front of the Public Accounts Committee, based on NAO 

reports 
• The production of a “system statement” setting out the accountability 

relationships within the department/organisation at different levels of the 
system 

• The ability to ask for a Ministerial Direction (/Mayoral Direction) if they feel 
that an instruction does not meet one of the four tests of regularity, 
propriety, value for money, and feasibility 

 
In practice, this would significantly bolster the levels of scrutiny upon the chief 
executives, making them one of only around 30 individuals with direct responsibility 
to Parliament for the money that is transferred to them. However, as with Ministers, 
the key role in directing senior officials would remain with the mayor who would 
hold responsibility for assigning political direction. As with ministers, the mayor 
would likely attend any PAC or Select Committee hearings with the chief executive 
to take responsibility for their strategy and any key decisions. 
 
The key benefit of this approach would be to introduce a range of scrutiny 
mechanisms familiar to the Treasury and parliamentarians to increase their 
confidence in devolving funds. It would also increase the amount of robust evidence 
on mayoral performance and the successes or failure of their plans, improving 
policymakers ability to learn. 
 

Recommendation 7: Designate the chief executives of mayoral combined 
authorities or county councils with devolution deals as Accounting Officers, with 
responsibility to Parliament for national funds, triggering a range of robust 
scrutiny mechanisms including NAO audits and select committee appearances. 

 
Accountability to Parliament and Whitehall for funding directed from the centre is 
important, but only part of the reforms needed. Over time, in keeping with the 
principles for the implementation of devolution, Mayors need to be primarily 
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accountable to voters. There are three obstacles to this at present: 
 

• Confused constitutions in which Mayors have responsibility for decisions 
without the authority to make them, particularly on fiscal matters 

• Underpowered Overview and Scrutiny committees that struggle to challenge 
the Mayor effectively and reach quoracy to make decisions or 
recommendations 

• Limited public understanding of the roles and responsibilities of mayors, and 
limited public scrutiny of their delivery records or plans 

 
Tackling the first of these obstacles means reforming MCA constitutions. As noted 
above, while devolution deals envisaged distinct responsibilities for mayors and 
combined authorities, these have not borne out in practice. This means, for example, 
that mayors are held accountable for the performance of the transport system but 
are not allowed to set their own transport levy. Instead, they are required to agree 
the levy (and other fiscal measures like precepts) with their cabinets, who have 
competing interests as the leaders of councils with squeezed budgets and 
populations who will object to being overtaxed. This tension in the system needs to 
be addressed. 
 
At present, almost all decisions on a Combined Authority board required a two thirds 
majority or unanimity. This is usually the correct mechanism for strategies or plans 
related to the economy, housing, or skills, where complex decisions need to be 
debated by local leaders to reach a position that works for all areas. But it is not the 
right mechanism for setting or introducing taxes, where the key accountability 
relationship should be between the mayor and the public at elections. Otherwise, 
council leaders will be in a position to constrain the resources of the mayor before 
they have even started to deliver. 
 
Without this ability, the third principle for the implementation of devolution is 
broken - mayors do not have the resources to implement trade off decisions or 
innovate. Whitehall should not decide on the constitutions of local areas but, as 
occurs currently, should agree decision-making mechanisms as part of devolution 
deals. As is currently the case in the devolution framework, higher levels of direct 
accountability for the mayor are expected as areas go up a sliding scale of devolved 
powers. The reserved power for mayors to set their own taxes, including precepts, 
levies, and elements of business rates, should be an additional point in that scale. To 
ensure that the powers of Mayors do not go unchecked, they should still require two 
thirds majorities to pass their budgets. 
 

Recommendation 8: Give mayors reserved powers to use their fiscal levers, 
include precepts, levies, and Business Rate Supplements, without requiring a 
majority on combined authority boards. 
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Local Overview and Scrutiny committees are currently underpowered to deliver 
adequate procedural accountability. As highlighted above, they struggle to be 
quorate and members are often unfamiliar with the precise roles and responsibilities 
of the mayor and combined authority.  
 
To address both challenges, reforms should be made to their membership to reduce 
their reliance on councillor attendance. Independent lay experts should be 
introduced and make up a quarter of the committee, bringing insight from academia, 
think tanks, and advocacy groups. Another quarter should be made up of Members of 
Parliament, who would bring the views of their constituents and also provide a 
crucial link to national policy-making. Lay members and MPs should be jointly 
appointed by Combined Authorities and central government for fixed terms, 
improving ministers confidence in their role. 
 
These new panels - made up of 50% councillors, 25% expert lay members, and 25% 
Members of Parliament - should be relaunched as Mayoral Scrutiny Panels. In 
practice, the above changes will need to be reflected through amendments to 
Schedule 5A of the Local Democracy, Economic Development and Construction Act 
2009 (which was introduced by the Cities and Local Government Devolution Act 
2016), an Order made further to that legislation in 2017, and the bespoke Orders 
made to set out governance arrangements in individual devolution areas.215 
 

Recommendation 9: Create stronger Mayoral Scrutiny Panels with councillors 
expert lay members, and Members of Parliament.  

 
Alongside journalists, the government can create institutions to increase the amount 
of good information available to voters. In the Netherlands, the Bureau for Economic 
Policy Analysis analyses the electoral platform of political parties and models the 
impact of their plans on economic growth, unemployment, inequality, and other 
areas.216 A similar model should be trialled for mayors - the Office for Mayoral 
Analysis - to provide more objective information for voters to help them make 
decisions.  
 
In practice, the Office for Mayoral Analysis would be a small unit of experts housed 
outside London. They would bring together academics, economists, and public policy 
experts who would be tasked with producing analysis in two areas to inform 
elections. Firstly, the delivery record of existing mayors based on a set of objective 
criteria, aligned to the Government’s Levelling Up missions. Second, the plans and 
proposals from all mayoral candidates including forecasts of how much proposals 
might cost and an analysis of whether they are possible given the powers available to 
the Mayor. These documents would have a similar effect to the reports of the 
independent Climate Change Committee or the Office for Budget Responsibility - 
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introducing a robust evidence base that members of the public, or journalists, could 
use to increase the standard of the debate during an election.  
 

Recommendation 10: Create an “Office for Mayoral Analysis,” with a requirement to 
produce objective reviews of mayoral performance and mayoral candidates’ electoral 
platforms. 

 

Giving mayors the right powers 
 
Every area will want a set of powers and responsibilities that correspond to their 
local political priorities. As outlined above, the key principle in deciding which 
powers should be devolved is whether the decision is fundamentally a trade-off 
within a regional economy and whether there is space to innovate. If the answer to 
both of these questions is yes, then mayors need the responsibility and 
accountability to make those trade-off decisions. 
 
It is beyond the scope of this paper to make detailed recommendations on every area 
of the Government’s devolution framework. Instead, a smaller number of key powers 
are outlined that either go beyond the framework or are mentioned only in broad 
terms. 
 

Powers over infrastructure 
 
Powers over the use of land, particularly where they involve the green belt or areas 
with low housing density, often provoke heated debate. As a result, there have been 
numerous false starts in moving towards a planning system that involves greater 
coordination and long term certainty. The mayoral model provides an opportunity to 
make progress on these challenges by providing a forum local enough to understand 
the concerns of communities but large enough to take a view across a functional 
economic area. Academics have highlighted the importance of this “meso-level” of 
governance to address planning issues, and coordinate between competing interests 
to produce a clear long-term strategy that has a degree of consensus.217 
 
Not all areas will immediately want the power to develop a Strategic Development 
Strategy, choosing instead to mature their local governance while focussing on areas 
like skills, economic development, and local transport. These places, likely to remain 
at Level 1 or 2 of the devolution framework, should not be required to engage in the 
challenging process of developing a spatial plan. These processes can be highly time 
consuming - the most recent London plan took 21 months to develop and spent 30 
months going through central government approval processes.218 Areas that do not 
take on these powers should still be eligible for existing pots of funding to develop 



 

86 Give Back Control 

brownfield sites and accelerate housing development, in line with departmental 
assurance frameworks.  
 
But areas looking to take on a more strategic role in development and regeneration 
need to assume greater responsibility. It should be an expectation that Strategic 
Development Strategies are developed in all areas that wish to pursue Level 3 
devolution, and in particular those that wish to gain further powers over housing.  
 
In order to encourage areas to go through what can be a challenging process, further 
powers should be made available to be deployed in line with these plans. Mayors 
should have a greater ability to influence the disposal of public land, through powers 
to determine what constitutes “best value” and “best consideration”. Powers and 
funding over affordable housing should be devolved from Homes England to mayors, 
in line with statutory housing strategies that align with regional plans. And, crucially, 
mayoral areas that are willing to engage in a Spatial Development Strategy should 
have greater autonomy about how they balance housing targets between different 
parts of the region.  
 

Recommendation 11: Give mayors greater powers over strategic land assembly and 
housing, in return for greater accountability through the development of a Spatial 
Development Strategy. 

 
Alongside housing and commercial land, transport systems make up the core of an 
area’s physical infrastructure. For newly created Combined Authorities, the key 
principle should be to provide mayors with the powers that they need to integrate 
the public transport network and to address gaps through new stations and stops. 
Most county councils already hold Local Transport Authority responsibilities but to 
date they have not been able to access multi-year transport infrastructure 
settlements. This should be a priority for negotiations between Government and 
County Deal areas. 
 
The broader challenge in local transport centres around how areas can develop the 
“London-style transport systems with simpler fares, and more regular and better 
integrated services” envisaged by the Levelling Up White Paper. At present, most 
mayors have powers over their bus, tram, and highway systems to move towards this 
integration. The White Paper includes welcome commitments on going further on 
these modes, including a commitment to devolve the Bus Service Operators Grant to 
more mayors, provide powers of direction over Key Route Networks, and devolve 
control of taxi and private hire vehicle licensing. 
 
However a gap remains around rail – where renationalisation and the creation of 
Great British Rail has undermined local leadership. The Grant-Shapps Review leaves 
open the possibility of LTAs working with Great British Rail to develop partnerships, 
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and the Levelling Up White Paper redoubled this commitment stating that 
partnerships “will encompass the whole passenger offer and long-term strategy for 
railways in a local area…[and] could include the ability for local leaders to integrate 
ticketing and fares, control stations and buy additional services or infrastructure”. 
But to date little progress has been achieved in defining or developing these 
agreements.  
 
In practice, a devolved approach to managing local rails services would be similar to 
the arrangements that were showing promise prior to the pandemic.219 The Shapps-
Williams review rightly combined a range of disparate services in order to have one 
“guiding mind” for rail, bringing together Network Rail, rail contract parts of DfT and 
the Association of Train Operating Companies ATOC elements of the Rail Delivery 
Group. This can ensure that there is national leadership for the long term planning of 
the network and more effectively deliver ticketing integration. 
 
But that doesn’t mean that delivery needs to be driven from the centre. In recent 
decades local leaders have worked to integrate the day-to-day operation of their rail 
network with other modes of transport, improving passenger outcomes.220 The 
Merseyrail contract, managed by Merseytravel and reporting to the Mayor of the 
Liverpool City Region, has had high levels of passenger satisfaction and consistent 
improvements in level of service since it was transferred to local leadership in 2003. 
A paper considered recently by the Liverpool City Region Transport welcomed the 
simplified national framework provided by GBR, but identified the major risk as “the 
new structure becoming more centralised with decisions taken at the centre.”221 The 
delivery advantage of mayors can be harnessed through ambitious devolved 
arrangements between GBR and mayors, building on the best of examples like 
Merseytravel and the West Midland Rail Executive. 
 
Mayors can also play a key role in the management of local rail assets, like stations 
and car parks.222 Research from the Urban Transport Group has shown how when 
ownership of rail infrastructure has been transferred to local leaders, they have 
transformed stations as part of wider regeneration programmes, and leveraged 
public land to support new housing developments. Andy Burnham has called for 
control of the 98 rail stations in Greater Manchester, arguing that the five 
Manchester city centre stations are an “embarrassment,” with Piccadilly not having 
received major investment for over two decades.223 Steve Rotheram has argued that 
transferring Merseyrail - including the track, stations, signalling and all the land 
around the network - could significantly boost his housebuilding plans for the 
region.224 To date, a core part of London’s ability to invest in major regeneration 
projects has been through the ability of TfL or London and Continental Railways to 
leverage public land in areas like Kings Cross.225 It is only right that these powers are 
unlocked for mayors in the Midlands and the North. 
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Recommendation 12: Make partnership agreements with Great British Rail a core 
part of devolution deals, including (a) devolved powers across fares, timetables, and 
ticketing and (b) the control of local stations and infrastructure. 

 
Alongside transport and housing, two other forms of infrastructure are becoming 
increasingly important to development: digital and energy.  
 
Gaps in digital infrastructure will vary greatly across the country, as will the policy 
interventions necessary to meet them. Many rural areas currently under 
consideration for county deals will be part of “Project Gigabit” which aims to ensure 
every area is covered by ultra-fast broadband. Others will be looking to roll out full-
fibre to the premises (FTTP) connectivity, particularly in commercial developments 
where they are looking to attract or grow businesses. Some local leaders will want to 
go further, accelerating the rollout of 5G.  
 
What all these activities have in common is effective brokerage between a range of 
public and private actors - what the team at the successful West Midlands 5G 
(WM5G) project have called “barrier busting.” 226 In Wolverhampton WM5G 
supported the council and telecoms company EE to overcome regulatory barriers 
that had stalled negotiations, securing rollout six months before schedule.227 DCMS 
have also adopted this approach through their “Barrier Busting taskforce” nationally, 
launching a Digital Connectivity Infrastructure Accelerator Pilot.228 
 
This sort of tactical delivery is not led most effectively from the centre. The Public 
Accounts Committee recently criticised the progress of Project Gigabit, arguing that 
the Government were unlikely to meet even their downgraded targets to connect 
hard to reach areas.229 This is an area where local insight and innovation could be 
advantageous, in responding more rapidly to barriers like land access, street works, 
and new build connectivity. The Government should transfer contracts from BDUK 
to mayors as part of devolution deals to accelerate progress, given many areas in the 
current phase of Project Gigabit are currently undergoing devolution negotiations.230 
 
Local leaders looking to accelerate the rollout of full fibre and 5G infrastructure 
should be provided with funding from DCMS as part of their devolution deals so that 
they can experiment with different approaches to addressing market failure. This 
funding would be used to develop an integrated plan for digital infrastructure, 
covering fixed and mobile, and engaging with broadband network providers, mobile 
network operators, utility companies and others to broker investments and, where 
necessary, deploy public fundings in order to unlock new projects. As with the 
WM5G pilot, over time these digital infrastructure teams can bring in revenue and 
provide a core capability at a regional level for future waves of technology. Other 
teams may wish to develop projects like the Liverpool City Region’s “LCR Connect” 
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programme which will generate revenue for the authority over time via a commercial 
joint venture.231 
 

Recommendation 13: Give mayors responsibilities over digital infrastructure, 
including the transfer of Project Gigabit contracts to mayors in rural areas and seed 
funding of barrier busting teams to accelerate 5G and full-fibre rollout. 

 
Energy infrastructure is a key missing link in mayors’ ability to shape the physical 
development of their economies. The “Energy Capital” project in the West Midlands 
highlights that in recent years energy policy has become “more granular and local” 
for two reasons.232 First, increasing variation in local energy infrastructure solutions 
(e.g. hydrogen, biomass, solar, nuclear) that are best suited in different contexts, 
straining a national system. Second, the increasingly close relationship between 
energy investments and wider infrastructure and policy, such as local waste, 
transport, housing, and industrial strategy. Without the ability to consider and shape 
energy investments alongside their broader plans, mayors are unable to integrate 
them with their strategies and leverage local insight. 
 
Given limited capability and capacity in this area, any process of devolution should 
be gradual. An initial step would be to give mayors a role in shaping Local Area 
Energy Plans, in partnership with Distribution Network Operators (DNOs), which 
own and plan regional electricity networks, and the Gas Distribution Networks 
(GDNs), which own and plan regional gas networks.  
 
This could be achieved by including reference to the role of mayors in the Strategy 
and Policy Statement due to be issued to the energy regulator Ofgem by BEIS. In 
practice, this means that DNOs and GDNs would be expected to work with mayors 
and their teams in shaping medium-term plans for local energy infrastructure, 
ensuring that local leaders can prioritise grid connections and other energy 
infrastructure in line with their spatial plans and economic strategies. 
 
Further changes could come through Ofgem’s recently-launched review into “local 
energy system operation”.233 This could lead to major changes in the way that local 
and regional energy networks are planned, and is an opportunity to strengthen the 
role of mayors. Over time, mayors could be given more formal powers over District 
Heating Networks (DHNs), which provide heating to a large number of homes using 
communal heating pipes and communal heating sources. To date, few heat networks 
have been developed, although these are expected to play a bigger role as the UK 
transitions to net zero. 
 
Beyond this strategic planning role, mayors and their teams should have a greater 
role in directing the delivery of net zero interventions. At present, funds are 
deployed slowly via competitive bidding processes which decrease their efficiency 
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and do little to make them more effective. Portions of the Local EV Infrastructure 
Fund (LEVI Fund) should be provided to mayors, either to invest in projects 
themselves or to devolve down to Local Authorities for neighbourhood schemes. The 
Green Homes Grant Local Authority Delivery scheme should also be devolved, 
particularly to those mayors that already deploy significant sums of brownfield 
development funding and have corresponding assurance frameworks.234 
 

Recommendation 14: Give mayors a formal role in the development of local energy 
plans, and responsibility for electric vehicle charging and retrofit delivery programmes. 

 
Powers over skills 
 
The direction of investment in training and skills is one of the key areas where 
mayors have an advantage. They can engage with regional businesses to understand 
gaps in the labour market, and then manage the supply side by working with colleges 
and training providers.  
 
All new mayors should therefore have access to a devolved Adult Education Budget, 
as indicated in the Levelling Up White Paper devolution framework. But as 
highlighted above, the challenge with adult skills is the limited depth of powers and 
resources available, and the fact that in recent years the Department for Education 
has taken steps to dilute local leadership in the skills system. To correct this, 
funding, leadership, and policy levers need to be consolidated around mayors.  
 
On funding, this means bringing together and devolving a variety of skills funding 
streams to mayors. Examples of newly created funds include the National Skills Fund, 
Multiply (the adult numeracy scheme), and the skills element of the Shared 
Prosperity Fund. Other existing funds should be devolved alongside this consolidated 
stream, including the Further Education Capital Transformation Fund and funding 
for traineeships for adults. 
 
On leadership, plans to give Chambers of Commerce a statutory role in Local Skills 
Improvement Plans risks undermining the role of mayors for a number of reasons. 
Firstly, as highlighted above, Chambers may have limited capacity to develop these 
plans - to date, investment has been channelled to skills advisory panels sitting with 
mayors and LEPs. Secondly, Chambers are a representative body for their fee-paying 
members, and are therefore placed in a difficult position if they are given 
accountability up to DfE for LSIPs. Thirdly, Mayors cannot be fully accountable for 
the success of the Adult Education Budget if they are not responsible for developing 
the skills plan for an area that is supposed to direct it. 
 
The Skills Bill sets out that the Secretary of State should only approve an LSIP if “in 
the development of the plan due consideration was given to the views” of mayors.235 
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In practice, DfE should go further, indicating in devolution deals that they expect 
LSIPs to be agreed with Mayors before being submitted to the Secretary of State. 
 
On broader policy levers, there are a range of new roles that should be experimented 
with in devolution deals.  Skills challenges differ across the country - the 
requirements in Cornwall’s service-focused economy will be dramatically different to 
the more manufacturing intensive Cumbria. Depending on the requests from local 
leaders, possible areas for further devolution could be: 
 

• Apprenticeships: As outlined in Onward’s recent report on Apprenticeships, mayors 
can play a key role in supporting SMEs who struggle to navigate the Apprenticeship 
Levy system, brokering between firms and providers to boost numbers. 236 
 

• Careers: Post-18 advice on careers and employment could be better delivered at a 
regional level and aligned with adult skills provision - meaning that mayors should 
take on the role as commissioner instead of the National Careers Service. The 
Careers and Enterprise Company would continue to develop school and college 
based provision. 
 

• Employment support: Working closely with the Department for Work and Pensions 
to co-design and co-commission all employment support programmes, to better 
target resources to individuals outside of the labour market. 
 

Recommendation 15: Give mayors consolidated funding and leadership over the 
adult skills system, along with broader levers over apprenticeships, careers 
guidance, and employment support for adults. 

 
Powers over economic development 
 
The key area where mayors have untapped potential is in relation to economic 
development. As outlined above, a range of levers and funds around access to 
finance, internationalisation, and innovation sit in bodies without strong alignment 
to mayors and their economic strategies. This again violates the third principle for 
the implementation of devolution - mayors do not have the powers to deliver on 
trade-off decisions about their economies, and so can’t reasonably be held 
accountable for results.  
 
The voice of the private sector will be central in directing any new economic 
development powers. New business boards set out in the Levelling Up and 
Regeneration Bill can continue the best elements of Local Enterprise Board 
leadership, ensuring that private sector leaders take a stake in the success of 
regional economies. But for the voice of businesses to make a difference, the mayors 
they are advising need to be able to make a greater impact. 
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Ways to bolster mayors influence over economic development include: 
 

• Strategic Direction of British Business Bank Funds: Mayors can increase the impact 
of funds directed through the British Business Bank by ensuring they align with other 
interventions to support areas of comparative advantage. For example, a new mayor 
in Hull and the East Riding could ensure that equity, grant, and loan funds are 
focused on renewable energy clusters to maximise other investments in skills and 
infrastructure. Mayors should not be involved in day-to-day investment decisions, to 
assure the market that commercial decisions are not overly political. But mayors 
should be given places on the Strategic Oversight Boards of the Northern 
Powerhouse Investment Fund, Midlands Engine Investment Fund, and similar British 
Business Bank initiatives. This would enable them to set the strategic focus of these 
funds, and play a role in evaluating their performance. 
 

• Co-Commissioning Responsibilities for Trade and Investment Promotion: The 
Department for International Trade employs teams of Trade Promotion Advisors and 
works closely with agencies like UK Export Finance to support firms looking to 
access global markets. Mayors can help to ensure these teams operate effectively, 
and align their work to local strategies and investments. The influence of mayors 
could be formalised by giving them co-commissioning responsibilities for these 
services. In practice, this process would look similar to the way that mayor’s shape 
the activity of JobCentre Plus teams that ultimately report into DWP.  
 

• Accountable Bodies for Destination Development Partnerships: The de Bois 
review rightly argued that private sector leadership was key in the success of new 
Destination Development Partnerships. But they should operate as arms-length 
bodies of mayors, with accountability flowing to local leaders instead of Whitehall 
departments, to respond to the high degree of variation in challenges to the visitor 
economy in different parts of the country. 

 

• Leadership of UKRI Innovation Accelerator Programme: UKRI’s new innovation 
accelerator programmes are a step in the right direction in improving place-based 
R&D. But further devolution is necessary. Mayors are well placed to make trade-off 
decisions in their area about the allocation of innovation funds, using insights about 
the most appropriate institutions, firms, and areas of comparative advantage. In 
France, regions and mayors are able to allocate approximately €1 billion per year on 
R&D, and research indicates that their focus on the adoption of new technologies by 
firms has helped France to have a much more spatially balanced R&D ecosystem.237 In 
Greater Manchester and the West Midlands, the funds for this pilot should be fully 
devolved, making mayors personally accountable instead of UKRI. Both areas have 
existing infrastructure that can take responsibility, in the form of Innovation Greater 
Manchester and the West Midlands Innovation Programme, both with strong links to 
universities and businesses. As the innovation accelerator approach is rolled out to 
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more areas of the country, the Government can learn from these pilots and gain 
confidence in devolving R&D funds to mayors. 
 

• Commissioning responsibilities and resourcing for business support 
programmes: Business support programmes are currently highly fragmented, and 
as noted above have faced challenges in engaging with firms. The transition to new 
funding arrangements following departure from the EU and the integration of LEPs 
into combined authorities presents an opportunity to bring together different 
programmes and align them with local economic strategies. Alongside this process of 
integration, local areas should be given the responsibility for commissioning the 
business support programmes that make sense to their areas.  
 

Recommendation 16: Give mayors an expanded role in economic development 
including strategic oversight of British Business Bank funds, co-commissioning 
responsibilities for internationalisation activity, and leadership of innovation 
accelerators. 

 
These new powers, combined with the Single Mayoral Settlement and a devolved 
approach to income tax, fundamentally transform the potential of the mayoral 
model. Mayors would have the ability to bring together investments across 
infrastructure, skills and economic development in support of their strategies, as 
opposed to repeatedly bidding for Whitehall funds or asking for ministerial approval. 
 

Building capability 
 
For mayors and their teams to build their capability, two things need to happen. 
First, Government need to step back from micromanagement based on activities and 
outputs and adopt the outcome based approach outlined in the above section on 
funding. This will give mayors greater space to develop capabilities in strategic 
management, as opposed to satisfying a bureaucracy or lobbying for funds. Second, 
mayors need to take steps themselves to scale up capability where it is currently 
limited by creating and growing new institutions. This section explores how these 
two types of intervention should be balanced against the three capabilities outlined 
above: strategic management; collaboration; and the use of data. 
 

Strategic management 
 
Mayors need a much more effective infrastructure to learn from each other. At 
present, mayors come together in a fairly loose group called the “M10” who meet 
regularly and have a small coordinating secretariat. This group is effective at sharing 
information and developing shared positions on issues where there is consensus. But 
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it is not large or well-resourced enough to develop programmes to build shared 
capacity, or to produce joint solutions to challenges that they are collectively facing.  
 
In the US, organisations like the National Governors Association and the National 
League of Cities fulfil a similar role, and should be seen as an aspirational model for 
England’s mayors. This new “National Mayors Association” in England could serve to 
support new mayors, build capabilities with existing mayors, and act as a powerful 
new institution to support England’s mayoral moment. While organisations like the 
LGA, Core Cities, and Key Cities are effective at advocating on the local government 
level, a new organisation with an explicitly mayoral focus could campaign and build 
capacity effectively alongside them. As with the LGA, this new National Mayors 
Association should receive some matching from central government.  
 

Recommendation 17: Mayors should form and fund an empowered “National 
Mayors Association” which is focused on building the shared capability of mayors 
and their teams. 
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Box 2: Case studies: Mayoral Associations 
 
The National Governors Association (NGA): The NGA is a non-partisan political organisation 
that brings together American governors from each of the 50 state and 5 territories. Founded 
over a century ago in 1908, it is an intermediary public policy body that liaises across state 
and federal governments in the United States. It provides representation to states on a 
federal level, conducts policy research and development, and provides networking platforms 
for state representatives.  
 
Particularly noteworthy is the Centre for Best Practices hosted within the NGA, that formalises 
cross-state learning and provides a vast resource centre for innovative solutions to common 
issues faced by its constituent states. Most recently, the Centre launched a six-month long 
project across 14 states to strengthen the healthcare workforce and address the issue of 
personnel shortages. 
 
Association Des Maires De France (AMF): Set up in 1903, but with an operational status since 
1933, the Association Des Maires De France (AMF, or the French Association of Mayors) brings 
together 34,000 French mayors to work collaboratively on defending local and regional 
freedoms.  
 
The efforts of the organisation are targeted at ensuring that decentralisation efforts in the 
country consequently result in increased mayoral autonomy, and provides the necessary 
legal and financial resources to support mayoral efforts in this regard. For instance, in 2020, 
the AMF assisted newly-elected mayors on 16,600 occasions: they passed 167 pieces of 
legislation within their organisation and replicated 87 parliamentary reforms at the local 
level. They have also been formally incorporated into the advisory councils of several local, 
regional, national (Finance Committee and Housing and Waste Councils), and European-
wide (Committee of the Regions) bodies. Through a wide range of media outlets such as 
monthly newsletters and magazines, they have popularised their work with affiliated 
organisations operating in the same sector.  
 
Their focus in 2022 is on urban development, specifically on promoting a circular economy 
within urban areas to advance green and sustainable policies across all functional 
departments. Plans include local water, forest, and biodiversity conservation.  

 
Mayors are well placed to develop strategies for their areas but have less experience 
in managing complex organisations to deliver on those strategies. The Levelling Up 
White Paper recognises this gap across local and regional government. It commits to 
the creation of “a new, world leading institution: the Leadership College for 
Government” which will “strengthen the effectiveness of government policy and 
delivery, by ensuring civil and public service leaders have the skills, knowledge and 
networks needed to deliver for the country.” 
 
This training should be open to teams in combined authorities, given the relative 
immaturity of the organisations and the significant powers and resources that they 
are taking responsibility for.  
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This training should also be provided to mayors. The role of a mayor is similar in 
scale and complexity to becoming the Chief Exec of a FTSE 100 company, but many 
take on the role with limited backgrounds in executive management, with previous 
roles as MPs or councillors. After his period as the mayor of New York City, Mike 
Bloomberg funded a new initiative to meet this gap (see Box 3). Crucially, the 
Bloomberg Harvard City Leadership Initiative focuses on the practical capabilities 
required to lead a city - the use of data, effective programme management, how to 
collaborate with the private sector and communities. UK efforts should learn from 
this successful model, to ensure maximum impact in building the capacity of mayors 
and their Senior Teams. 
 

Box 3: Case study: Bloomberg Harvard City Leadership Initiative 
 

Launched in 2017 with a $32 million endowment from Mike Bloomberg, the former Mayor of 
New York, the Bloomberg Harvard City Leadership Initiative is a leadership and 
management training programme targeted at mayors and senior city officials. A cross-
collaborative effort between Bloomberg Philanthropies, Harvard Kennedy School, and the 
Harvard Business School, it follows from Mike Bloomberg’s plan to extend the leadership 
training that private executives often receive, to public executives that are responsible for 
vast amounts of physical, financial and human capital.238 
 
The initiative follows an integrated approach to city leadership training, using teaching, 
research, and real-word case studies to engage mayors and city leaders. The programme 
offers training to 40 mayors and two senior city officials from each mayoral city each year. 
Some of the key areas of focus on the curriculum include data-driven decision making, 
citizen engagement, innovation and experimentation, negotiation, and capacity building. 
As of the end of the academic year 2020-21, the programme had trained 158 mayors and 
800+ city officials from across 153 cities and 19 countries - including UK mayors Ben 
Houchen, Andy Burnham, Steve Rotheram, and Andy Street.239 
 
Following the success of this initiative, Bloomberg Philanthropies has announced a further 
$150m endowment to establish the “Bloomberg Center for Cities” at Harvard University, that 
will provide similar training and resources to local government leaders, expanding the 
scope of the City Leadership Initiative.240   

 
Mayors should therefore work with the Cabinet Office team developing the 
Leadership College for Government to develop a bespoke training scheme for 
leadership at the mayoral level. They should actively explore the opportunity to 
secure philanthropic funding to establish this centre, given prominent 
philanthropists who have historically taken an interest in improving the quality of UK 
public policy and city leadership.  This training scheme should be open to mayors 
and their Senior Teams, as well as civil servants taking on a place-based role such as 
the new Levelling Up Directors. The scheme should be focused on the practical 
leadership skills necessary to solve problems at the sub-central level, with academic 
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and practical expertise drawn from the top international business and public policy 
schools. 
 

Recommendation 18: Mayors should develop a bespoke training programme at the 
Leadership College for Government focused on practical leadership at the sub-
central level, learning from the successful Bloomberg-Harvard model. 

 

Collaboration 
 
The ability of mayors to convene is one of their core strengths. Many have 
introduced new programmes that pull together local authorities, central government 
agencies, and the third sector to tackle problems like homelessness and youth 
unemployment. Building on this capability means increasing their ability to partner 
with the private sector. Given likely public spending constraints in the coming years, 
a key focus of mayors should be finding ways to channel private funds into public 
goods. 
 
This is again a gap that Government have recognised, and the Levelling Up White 
Paper stated that Government would “extend centrally designed training, advice and 
guidance, and market and supplier intelligence to the [local government] sector… 
[to] enable local authorities to make sound commercial decisions, achieve savings 
and service improvements, and support commercial delivery that represents best 
value to citizens.” 
 
In extending support on commercial activities, Government should focus on 
combined authorities as the custodians of significant market-facing funding. In 
particular, the Government Commercial Organisation (GCO) which recruits and 
supports senior commercial staff should expand its remit to include senior officials 
operating in combined authorities. This would have the dual benefit of increasing the 
porousness between staff in central and regional government, and to provide skilled 
individuals who can lead and build teams within combined authorities. 
 

Recommendation 19: The Government should expand the remit of the 
Government Commercial Organisation to include senior public servants working in 
Combined Authorities.  

 
As well as bringing in highly skilled staff to support commercial activities, mayors 
should be supported to develop new special purpose vehicles to accelerate 
development and attract private capital. Mayoral Development Corporations in Tees 
Valley (South Tees) and Manchester (Stockport) have already delivered results by 
bringing together developers, investors, and planning authorities to accelerate 
progress. But more institutional innovation will be needed to unlock mobile capital 
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that requires investible propositions at a sufficient scale and with a reasonable level 
of return. In particular, the ambitious use of public land assembly and CPO powers 
alongside could form the basis of proposals with enormous potential for 
regeneration. 
 
The UK Infrastructure Bank will meet some of these challenges, but in order to 
crowd in private finance it will need to put public funds into models that are 
attractive to investors. This is particularly the case for green and sustainable 
projects, where many Combined Authorities have developed proposals but struggle 
to attract significant amounts of private capital despite widespread rhetoric 
emphasising the availability of “green finance”. This should be a priority area for 
mayors to work together, developing shared governance models and processes for 
scaling projects to the necessary threshold to attract private capital. This shared 
focus should have the support of the Treasury, as the Chancellor’s strategic steer 
letter to the Chief Executive of the UK Infrastructure Bank indicated that the body 
should “form strong relationships with all levels of government, including mayoral 
and local authorities”.241 
 

Recommendation 20: The new National Mayors Association should work with the 
UK Infrastructure Bank to launch a priority programme on mechanisms to channel 
private capital into public infrastructure, working closely with domestic and 
international investors. 

 

Using data 
 
The final step in improving the capability of mayors is building their ability to use 
data to understand problems, design solutions, and monitor progress. As set out 
above, while mayors are well positioned to gather informal qualitative information 
they have less expertise in collecting, processing, and analysing quantitative data. 
 
The Levelling Up White Paper committed to addressing this through the creation of 
a new independent body in England focused on data, transparency and robust 
evidence. The new body will (1) “empower citizens with information about their local 
area”, (2)  “strengthen local leaders’ knowledge of their services”, and (3) “increase 
central government’s understanding of the local government sector… and enable 
sector support to be better tailored”. 
 
This new independent body has the potential to have a transformative impact, but 
without building capability within combined authorities to collect and process data 
efforts will be in vain. The second goal of the organisation, to build the capability of 
local leaders, should therefore be paramount. It is only by building this core 
capability that citizens can be provided with information (ideally alongside their 
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council tax bill, as recommended above) and central government can improve their 
understanding of what is happening at a local level. 
 
This new body should therefore focus its efforts on deploying funding and expertise 
to build the core data-analytic capability of local and regional government - the 
unglamorous work of “fixing the plumbing”. The regional scale provides the 
opportunity to build data infrastructure that facilitates the better sharing of data 
streams from multiple organisations, as has occurred in London through LOTI and 
the London Datastore. The new body should set itself a target for the balance 
between in-house activity and commissioned or funded activity taking place in local 
and regional government. 
 

Recommendation 21: The new independent body in England focused on local data 
should deploy grants and engage in capacity building activity for mayors and 
combined authorities to accelerate their data analytic capabilities. 

 
The insight that mayors have about their local area is invaluable for effective delivery 
and policy at a national level, and is currently not harnessed. As in other countries, 
there should be greater collaboration between central and local government, with 
regular meetings between the Prime Minister, Cabinet Members, and mayors. The 
recently formed council of devolved governments, chaired by the Prime Minister, 
could provide a model for this approach.242 
 
But more concrete steps to improve collaboration on delivery could strengthen 
these relationships. During periods of crisis demanding real urgency, such as the 
preparations for a no-deal Brexit, Government has experimented with new forms of 
practical partnership. Reflecting on his experience during this time, Michael Gove 
recently said: “I have been influenced in particular by my experience of the Brexit 
Operations Committee – or “XO” in our internal parlance. Here, ministers, officials 
and delivery partners from organisations such as Highways England and the Kent 
Resilience Forum, met around the table almost daily with a clear, shared 
responsibility to prepare every arm of the state for the end of the Brexit transition 
period.”243 
 
This sense of urgency should be applied to interactions between mayors and central 
government on key challenges facing the economy. New “Joint Delivery Taskforces” 
would be jointly chaired by a secretary of state and a mayor, and bring together 
ministers and other mayors along with their senior officials. The focus would be on 
identifying and rapidly resolving barriers to delivery on key policy challenges. 
 
An early “Joint Delivery Taskforce” could focus on the deployment of technology and 
infrastructure to reach net zero. Specific topics to be addressed might be the rollout 
of EV charging infrastructure or maturing the heat pump supply chain to bring down 
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prices for consumers. This topic would merit a “Joint Delivery Taskforce” approach 
because even in a devolved model, there will be levers that rightly sit at a national 
level. On EV charging networks - while Mayors will hold powers over the road 
network, land assembly, and skills budgets to train technicians, levers over 
connections to the national grid and the development of energy infrastructure will 
predominantly sit nationally. This taskforce would bring together Ministers from the 
Treasury, Business Department (BEIS), Department for Transport, and Department 
for Levelling Up alongside mayors and their housing, skills, and economic 
development teams.  
 
These new Joint Delivery Taskforces, alongside stronger coordination at a political 
level between mayors and No.10, offer an opportunity to leverage the local insight 
that mayors have and improve national-local coordination. 
 

Recommendation 22: The Government and England’s mayors should establish a 
number of “Joint Delivery Taskforces” on specific challenges that require local 
and national partnership. 
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For decades, politicians in Westminster have talked about handing greater control to 
local areas. It is time for rhetoric to match reality. 
 
Mayors are, of course, only part of the devolution picture. Powers and funds should 
also be handed down to local authorities, parish councils, and communities 
themselves. Together, this coordinated movement to give back control could unleash 
a reserve army ready to support the Government’s mission to level up. 
 
But what mayors provide is leadership. They have the power to stand up to national 
government, and stand against powerful interest groups. Through their 
organisations, whether a combined authority or county council, they can bring 
together funding streams often in the billions of pounds. As a single figure, they are 
no replacement for a reserve army, but they can be a powerful commander. 
 
Giving back control will require political courage. Whitehall rarely sees handing 
power away as in its interest. But in recent decades, this logic has brought us to a 
position out of step with the modern world. It has weakened our ability to respond 
effectively to economic and social challenges, and corroded the trust of members of 
the public in our political system. Now is the moment to recognise the promise of 
the mayoral model, and to take the practical steps to realise its potential.  
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Appendix 

 
Figure 4: 
a) Data for expenditure under “Mayors” in the North East includes the non-mayoral NECA 
b) some regions contain multiple MCAs - these are combined into one figure 
c) Combined authorities in the East of England (0.4%) constitute less than 0.5% of the total 
public money spent in the region. Regional/local bodies in the East of England (0.3%) and 
London (0.4%) constitute less than 0.5% of the total public money spent, and hence data labels 
have not been displayed 
d )Capital expenditure for each authority often includes transfers to other authorities. In the 
source data, these transfers are counted both as capital expenditure by the spending 
authority, as well as income that is then spent by the receiving authority. To avoid double 
counting, this expenditure to other authorities has been deducted from the total capital 
expenditure of the spending authority. This means that authorities that transfer a large share 
of their capital expenditure, like combined authorities, are likely to be under-represented. For 
example, the West Yorkshire Combined Authority spends 83% of its total capital spend as 
transfers to other authorities. This share (£260 million) has been deducted from its total 
capital spend (£315 million), and as a result WYCA’s contribution to the total capital spend 
nationally might be under-represented.  Given the source data, we have also assumed here 
that these transfers take place between authorities only in the same region.  
e) missing data for Bromsgrove, Corby, Redditch, Reigate & Banstead, and Sevenoaks 
 

Figure 5: 
a) Data for expenditure under “Mayors” in the North East includes the non-mayoral NECA 
b) Combined authorities in the East of England (0.06%), Yorkshire and The Humber (0.28%), 
West Midlands (0.38%), and the South West (0.09%), constitute less than 1% of total money 
spent in the region 
c) A share of current expenditure for each authority is often sourced through transfers from 
other authorities. In the source data, these transfers are counted as current expenditure both 
at the level of the authorities that receive it as well as the authorities that expend it. To avoid 
double counting, this expenditure from other authorities has been deducted from the total 
current expenditure of the authority that receives the transfer. This means that authorities 
that receive a large part of their current incomes as transfers from authorities are likely to be 
under-represented. For example, Bolsover sources 69% of its current spend as transfers from 
other authorities. This share (£27 million) has been deducted from the total capital spend (£39 
million), and as a result Bolsover’s contribution to the total current spend nationally might be 
under-represented. Given the source data, we have also assumed here that these transfers 
take place between authorities only in the same region.  
d) DLUHC data for 2020-21 is missing data for 11 local authorities  
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