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Surrey County Council election delay stirring up a
storm

5 February 2025

Bl . ELECTION AHEAD 2

Surrey County Council Elections Postponed Until 2026 Amid Local Government Reforms

In a significant move reflecting the evolving landscape of local governance in England, the British government has
decided to postpone the Surrey County Council elections, originally scheduled for May 2025, until May 2026. This
decision aligns with the government’s broader devolution agenda, which seeks to streamline local government structures
by transitioning from a two-tier system to single-tier unitary authorities.

The government’s devolution white paper, Power and Partnership: Foundations for Growth, published in December 2024,
outlines an ambitious plan to decentralize power from Westminster to local regions. A key component of this strategy is
the reorganization of existing two-tier local government areas into unitary authorities, each serving populations of at least
500,000 residents. The white paper states:

“Local government reorganisation: We will work with individual areas, inviting proposals from all remaining two-tier
areas and those unitary councils where there is evidence of failure or their size or boundaries may be hindering their
ability to deliver sustainable and high-quality services to their residents.”

This restructuring aims to enhance efficiency, improve service delivery, and provide clearer accountability by
consolidating responsibilities previously divided between county and district councils. The government asserts that such a
model will lead to: “Better outcomes for residents, save significant money which can be reinvested in public services, and
improve accountability with fewer politicians who are more able to focus on delivering for residents.”

Surrey’s Inclusion in the Devolution Priority Programme: Surrey has been selected to participate in the first wave of the
government’s Devolution Priority Programme. This inclusion necessitates a comprehensive review and potential
reorganization of the county’s local government structure.

Tim Oliver, (Conservative) Leader of Surrey County Council, expressed his support for the initiative, stating: “Now we’ve
received confirmation that Surrey is in the first wave of local government reorganisation and devolution priority
programme, we will develop a business case for reorganisation and submit a draft to government in March.”

To facilitate this process, the government has decided to postpone the local elections scheduled for May 2025. This
postponement allows the council to focus its resources on developing and implementing the reorganization plan without
the immediate pressures of an electoral cycle. Oliver emphasized the practical benefits of this delay: “The resource and
time that would have been spent on elections for a soon-to-be-abolished council can now be directed to working on the
best possible outcome of reorganisation for Surrey.”

The decision to delay the elections has elicited mixed reactions across the political spectrum. Helen Maguire, Liberal
Democrat MP for Epsom & Ewell, criticized the move: “The decision to allow this Conservative-led council to postpone the
election and silence the voice of our community is scandalous.” She further contended that the postponement serves
political interests. Maguire also highlighted concerns about the council’s performance, citing issues such as “endless
potholes,” cuts to local frontline services, and shortcomings in supporting children with special educational needs. She
concluded: “Democracy delayed is democracy denied, and the people of Epsom, Ewell, Ashtead and Leatherhead must be
allowed to decide who they think is best to lead Surrey County Council through this time of significant change.”

The Labour Group of councillors in Epsom and Ewell, however, welcomed the postponement of the elections. Cllr Kate
Chinn (Court Ward) stated: “Those who are calling for the elections to go ahead need to explain why we should vote
again for an authority with just a year to go. It would be a costly and unnecessary exercise.”

Surrey County Labour Party also expressed support for the devolution plans. Clir Robert Evans commented: “This is good
news for the people of Surrey as it will open the doors for more local decision-making as the government has agreed to
devolve additional powers to new unitary authorities and regional mayors.” Evans emphasized the need for modernisation:
“Surrey County Council was formed in 1889 so the world is very different now. The population of Surrey has more than
doubled since Victorian times and much of what was Surrey then is now in London. The boroughs and districts were
formed more than fifty years ago and don’t serve the same purpose as they might have done then.”

Cllr Robert King added: “In Surrey, we have a two-tier system which means service delivery can be confusing. Add to that
we have 12 headquarters, 12 chief executives, dozens of deputies and more than a thousand councillors. A top-heavy
system of local government does not serve our communities as well as it should.”
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Jonathan Carr-West, Chief Executive of the Local Government Information Unit (LGIU), acknowledged the mixed
reception of the announcement within the sector: “Councils were given 16 working days to put their applications
together... Countless hours were spent by council staff and elected members who worked incredibly hard over the
Christmas period to meet this deadline.” Carr-West emphasized the need for transparency in the decision-making process:
“It is essential that we understand more about the decision making process around this as there will undoubtedly be some
places that feel they have been marched up the hill and then marched down again having spent considerable amounts of
time and political capital getting to this point.”

Financial Implications and Debt Concerns: A significant aspect of the reorganization involves addressing the financial
disparities among Surrey’s councils. Several boroughs, such as Woking and Spelthorne, are grappling with substantial
debts due to ambitious investment strategies.

Woking Borough Council declared effective bankruptcy in 2023, burdened by debts exceeding £2 billion from failed large-
scale projects. Spelthorne Borough Council faces over £1 billion in debt from investments in commercial properties. In
contrast, Epsom and Ewell Borough Council has maintained prudent financial practices, consistently balancing its budgets
and avoiding unsustainable debt levels. This disparity raises concerns about the equitable distribution of debt in the
proposed unitary authority. Residents of fiscally responsible boroughs like Epsom and Ewell question the fairness of
assuming responsibility for the substantial debts incurred by other councils.

Councillor Tim Oliver has advocated for central government intervention to address these financial challenges: “The
Labour Government has set up their agenda in the white paper and that is to create Mayoral Strategic Authority (MSA)
across England... If you don’t reach an agreement locally, then they will legislate. It’s going to happen. It’s better that we
try to control or have some influence over what happens rather than have it imposed on us down the line.”

Future Steps and Considerations:

The postponement of the Surrey County Council elections provides a window for detailed planning and consultation
regarding the proposed reorganization. The council is expected to submit a draft business case for reorganization to the
government in March, with a full proposal to follow in May. The government will then evaluate these proposals, conduct
consultations with affected bodies, and make decisions on the future structure of local government in Surrey.

Throughout this process, maintaining transparency and engaging with residents will be crucial. Tim Oliver sought to give
assurances: “I can be absolutely clear that, throughout this process, our vital work supporting residents will
continue—services will be delivered and we will still be here for those who need us most—until whatever new council is
fully established to take on that delivery.”

The debate over the postponement underscores broader concerns about governance, fiscal responsibility, and democratic
accountability. As the reorganization progresses, the challenge will be to ensure that reforms deliver tangible benefits for
Surrey’s residents while preserving democratic integrity and local representation.

Related reports:

What might local government reorganisation mean for Epsom and Ewell?
All change! Epsom and Ewell Borough Council approaching its final stop?
Surrey’s Conservative leader wants to postpone May’s poll reckoning

Tiers to be shed if Epsom and Ewell loses its Borough Council?
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