By email:

Councillor Adrian Birch — Leader, Forest of Dean District Council
Councillor Mike Evemy — Leader, Cotswold District Council
Councillor Rowena Hay — Leader, Cheltenham Borough Council
Councillor Jeremy Hilton — Leader, Gloucester City Council
Councillor Lisa Spivey — Leader, Gloucestershire County Council
Councillor Richard Stanley — Leader, Tewkesbury Borough Council
Councillor Chloe Turner — Leader, Stroud District Council

27 February 2026

Dear Leader,
LOCAL GOVERNMENT REORGANISATION

We are writing as members of Gloucestershire Amenity Societies’ Association (GASA) to set
out our position on emerging proposals for local government reorganisation, as signalled in
the English Devolution White Paper.

GASA is a non-party-political umbrella body representing amenity and civic societies across
Gloucestershire. Our member organisations are closely engaged with planning, conservation,
heritage, the environment, public realm and civic life at town, parish and neighbourhood
level. As such, we are deeply concerned with how any structural reorganisation may affect
local democracy, planning quality, heritage stewardship and public trust.

Our general position

We recognise the Government’s stated intention to simplify governance arrangements and
improve strategic coordination. However, we are concerned that the proposals currently
envisaged risk being primarily administrative reorganisation rather than genuine democratic
reform. In practice, changes risk moving decision-making further away from the
communities most affected by it.

There is also a real risk that planning, conservation, design quality and public realm issues
will struggle to compete for attention and resources alongside major statutory pressures such
as adult and children’s social care and education.

In largely rural and mixed counties such as Gloucestershire, scale and reach matter.
Governance models designed for large metropolitan conurbations do not readily translate to
a county characterised by distinctive towns, market settlements, villages and landscapes.
The Cotswold National Landscape (NL) covers a large area of the county and the NL is itself
a planning consideration, yet public awareness seems to have sidelined it.



Key concerns for planning and place

We are seeking clear policies and plans to safeguard the following:

a.

Local representation and participation in planning. The civic

movement believes planning should be done with us not to us. Planning decisions
must remain rooted in settlement-level understanding rather than being managed
centrally by faceless bureaucrats. In particular:

b.

1) Planning committees or boards should be structured around major
towns and functional settlements, not operated as single county-wide or
unitary committees. But rural areas must not be treated as homogeneous
either.

2) Elected members determining applications must have direct
knowledge of, and accountability to, the communities affected.

3) Strategic planning must not override local distinctiveness or
undermine democratically agreed local plans.

Local knowledge and expertise must be promoted and

safeguarded. Effective conservation, planning enforcement and environmental
management depend on deep local knowledge:

C.

1) Conservation officers, tree officers, planning enforcement officers and
heritage staff should be assigned to defined local areas, not treated as remote
or interchangeable resources or allocated cases on a ‘cab rank’ basis.

2) Desktop assessment and remote working cannot substitute for on-the-
ground familiarity with streetscapes, landscapes, conservation areas and local
history. Officers should liaise closely with their respective amenity groups and
parish councils to ensure high quality assessments and decision making.

3) Loss of local expertise risks poorer decisions, increased conflict and
erosion of trust in the planning system.

Centralisation and officer capacity. We are concerned that unitary

authorities will inevitably prioritise statutory big-ticket services at the expense of
planning, conservation, design quality and place-making. Experience elsewhere
suggests that:

risks:

1) Planning and environmental services risk becoming under-resourced,
reactive and sidelined.

2) Extended periods of organisational change divert attention from
service delivery and weaken accountability.

Democratic accountability and trust. Further consolidation of authority

1) Diluting accountability, with decisions taken further from affected
communities.

2) Reducing meaningful public engagement in planning.

3) Undermining civic pride and confidence in local democracy.



What we support

GASA supports:
a. Constructive, continuous and cooperative dialogue between government,
councils and civic groups.
b. Strategic cooperation where it adds value and does not override local voices.
c. Stronger neighbourhood- and town-based civic engagement.
d. Planning systems that are participative, locally intelligible and trusted,

focussing on local identity and uniqueness to underpin vitality and quality of life.
Our request

We therefore ask that any approach to local government reorganisation in Gloucestershire
includes:

a. Planning boards structured around towns and settlements, not solely
centralised authorities.

b. Rural planning boards, perhaps at parish council level, provide a similar
capability across all rural areas.

c. Appointment and retention of locally assigned conservation officers
and tree officers with genuine place-based knowledge.

d. Clear mechanisms for civic and community input at settlement level, with
amenity and civic societies accorded formal consultee status on planning, public
realm and conservation matters.

e. Explicit recognition that rural and mixed counties require different
governance models from metropolitan areas.

f. Town centre forums be established in every larger settlement to coordinate
management of the public realm and promote civic pride. Members to include, as a
minimum, town council representatives, the local amenity group, Business
Improvement Districts (BIDs) and neighbourhood police.

g. Best practice from all councils to be adopted by the new unitary authority.
Examples include CBC’s licensing visibility alongside their planning applications, and
the Cotswold’s Design Guide, which was held up as national best practice by the
Government’s Living With Beauty report of 2020.

Our offer

GASA members represent a substantial reservoir of place-based knowledge, voluntary
expertise and civic commitment. Collectively, our members understand the history,
character, constraints and opportunities of individual towns, villages and neighbourhoods in
a way that cannot be replicated through desk-based or centralised processes.

Collectively or individually, we can support councils during and after reorganisation by:

a. Providing informed local insight to improve the quality, efficiency and
robustness of planning, conservation and design decisions.

b. Acting as a constructive sounding board for new structures, processes and
engagement mechanisms.

c. Helping to explain and advocate for well-designed reforms within our
communities, thereby strengthening public understanding, confidence and trust.

d. Supporting a culture of early engagement, problem-solving and shared
stewardship of place.

Used well, the civic movement is not an obstacle to reform but an asset that can help ensure
any new arrangements are workable, locally intelligible and publicly supported.
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Conclusion

Good planning and good governance depend on proximity: to people, to place and to lived
experience. Reorganisation that weakens those connections risks poorer decisions, reduced
public trust and lasting damage to the quality and character of Gloucestershire’s towns,
villages and landscapes.

The Gloucestershire Amenity Societies’ Association stands ready to work constructively with
you, your officers and national government to ensure that any reform strengthens rather
than diminishes local democracy, planning quality, heritage stewardship and civic pride. We
would welcome the opportunity to meet with you and relevant senior officers to discuss how
this can best be achieved in practice.

We would welcome your reply by email to the 2026 GASA Convenor, chair@cheltcivicsoc.org
but, of course, please feel free to contact your local society directly too.

Yours sincerely,

Gloucestershire Amenity Societies’ Association
The Campden Society

Cheltenham Civic Society

Cirencester Civic Society

Gloucester Civic Trust

Newent Civic Society

Stowe and District Civic Society

Stroud Civic Society

Tewkesbury Civic Society

Wotton Civic Society
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