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1. Executive Summary
Summary of main findings
The commission
1.1

Dorset’s nine councils (Bournemouth Borough Council, Christchurch Borough Council, Dorset County
Council, East Dorset District Council, North Dorset District Council, the Borough of Poole, Purbeck
District Council, West Dorset District Council, Weymouth & Portland Borough Council) are working
together to seek the views of residents, businesses and other stakeholders about the future structure of
local government across the County – particularly on whether the number of councils in Dorset should
be reduced from nine to two and, if so, which areas should the two new councils cover.

1.2

Opinion Research Services (ORS) is a spin-out company from Swansea University with a UK-wide
reputation for social research and major statutory consultations. Following a competitive national
tender, ORS was appointed jointly by Dorset’s councils to advise on and independently manage and
report important aspects of the consultation programme.

Consultation process
1.3

The formal consultation period was launched on 30th August 2016 and ended on 25th October 2016.
During this period, residents and stakeholders were invited to provide feedback through a wide range of
routes, including all the following:
An open consultation questionnaire for all residents, stakeholders and organisations: the
questionnaire was available online and paper questionnaires were widely circulated in libraries
and council offices and available on request
A representative household survey based upon 20,000 randomly selected households (from the
Postal Address File): to provide an accurate profile of opinions in the general population across
Dorset and also within each district/borough
A survey of all parish and town councils, available online and on paper
Fifteen lengthy deliberative workshops: eight were held with members of the public; three with
parish and town councillors; two with representatives of the voluntary and community sector;
and two with members of the business community
Nine in-depth telephone interviews were also done with representatives of some of Dorset’s
largest companies
Written submissions: residents, stakeholders and organisations were able to provide their views
by writing to Dorset’s councils or ORS
Petitions: while none were received during the consultation period, petitions were welcome.

1.4

The consultation programme was successful in achieving well over 17,000 responses as shown overleaf.
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Consultation
questionnaires

Household
survey

Workshops and depth
interviews

12,542
open
questionnaire
responses

120
responses to
the Parish &
Town Council
questionnaire

December 2016

Submissions

158 residents
117 parish & town

4,258

councillors

responses
from randomly
selected
households

57 voluntary/
community sector
representatives

82
submissions

53 business
representatives

Proportional and fair
1.5

The key good practice requirements for proper consultation programmes are that they should:
Be conducted at a formative stage, before decisions are taken;
Allow sufficient time for people to participate and respond;
Provide the public and stakeholders with enough background information to allow them
to consider the issues and any proposals intelligently and critically; and
Be properly taken into consideration before decisions are finally taken.

1.6

As a well-established and specialist social research practice with wide-ranging experience of
controversial statutory consultations across the UK, ORS is able to certify that the formal consultation
process undertaken by Dorset’s councils meets these standards. Overall, ORS has no doubt that the
consultation programme has been conscientious, competent and comprehensive in eliciting the
opinions of stakeholders and many members of the public. It was open, accessible and fair to all
stakeholders across Dorset; and it conforms with ‘best practice’ in both its scale and the balance of
elements and methods used. The consultation was also proportional to the importance of the issues.

Nature of consultation
Accountability
1.7

Accountability means that public authorities should give an account of their plans and take into account
public views: they should conduct fair and accessible consultation while reporting the outcomes openly
and considering them fully.

1.8

This does not mean that the majority views should automatically decide public policy; and the popularity
or unpopularity of draft proposals should not displace professional and political judgement about what
is the right or best decision in the circumstances. The levels of, and reasons for, public support or
opposition are very important, but as considerations to be taken into account, not as factors that
necessarily determine authorities’ decisions. Above all, public bodies have to consider the relevance and
cogency of the arguments put forward during public consultations, not just count heads.
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The report
1.9

This executive summary report summarises the consultation outcomes to highlight the overall balance
of opinions. We trust that this summary is a sound guide to the consultation outcomes and how they
might be interpreted, but readers are urged to consult our full report for more detailed insights. After
all, it is the journey, not just the destination, that matters to those wishing to understand the
assumptions, arguments, conclusions and feelings about the possible reconfiguration of local
government across Dorset. In contrast to the more thematic approach in this executive summary, the
full report considers the feedback from each element of the consultation in turn (which can at times be
repetitive given that similar issues emerged across the different strands) because it is important that the
full report provides a full evidence-base for those considering the consultation and its findings. We trust
that both this summary and full report will be helpful to all concerned.

1.10

ORS is clear that its role is to analyse and explain the opinions and arguments of the many different
interests participating in the consultation, but not to ‘make a case’ for any option or variant. In this
report, we seek to profile the opinions and arguments of those who have responded to the consultation,
but not to make any recommendations as to how the councils should make use of the reported results.
Whilst this report brings together a wide range of evidence for the councils to consider, it is for the
elected members to take decisions based on all the evidence available.

The proposed options
1.11

The options proposed by the council were to retain all nine councils (option 1) or to change from nine
councils to two new unitary authorities (options 2a-c). Options 2a-c for reorganising the councils
proposed creating two new unitary councils that would cover different combinations of the current
district/boroughs within the overall Dorset area. These options are as follows:

Option 2a
Unitary council A: Large conurbation
Bournemouth, Christchurch, East Dorset and Poole, plus the services currently provided by
Dorset County Council in this area
Unitary council B: Small Dorset
North Dorset, Purbeck, West Dorset, Weymouth & Portland, plus the services currently
provided by Dorset County Council in this area

Option 2b
Unitary council A: Medium conurbation
Bournemouth, Christchurch and Poole, plus the services currently provided by Dorset
County Council in this area
Unitary council B: Medium Dorset
East Dorset, North Dorset, Purbeck, West Dorset, Weymouth & Portland, plus the services
currently provided by Dorset County Council in this area

Option 2c
Unitary council A: Small conurbation:
Bournemouth and Poole
Unitary council B: Large Dorset
Christchurch, East Dorset, North Dorset, Purbeck, West Dorset, Weymouth & Portland, plus
the services currently provided by Dorset County Council in this area
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Main findings
Cutting duplication and reducing administration costs
Open consultation questionnaire
1.12

Almost nine in ten (88%) respondents in the open questionnaire agreed with Dorset’s councils’ focus on
cutting out duplication and reducing administration costs where possible. Only 8% disagreed. Support
was broadly even across all the authorities, except in Christchurch where support was lower at 76% (but
still overwhelming).

1.13

In the same questionnaire, 94% of the responding organisations agreed with the focus on cutting
duplication and administrative costs.

Household survey
1.14

In the household survey, support for reducing duplication and costs was even slightly higher: nine in ten
(91%) residents in the overall Dorset area (including residents in the Dorset County Council area,
Bournemouth and Poole) agreed with the principle and only 5% disagreed. There were significantly
higher levels of agreement in West Dorset (94%) and lower levels in Christchurch (82%).

Town and parish council survey
1.15

Nine in ten (92%) of the 111 parish and town councils responding to this question agreed that Dorset’s
councils should reduce duplication and administration costs where possible. Only 1% disagreed.

Criteria for change
1.16

The consultation questionnaires and deliberative workshops asked participants to score and rank five
criteria that might inform the design of local government structures in Dorset. The scorings showed that
participants felt that all the criteria were important, but their rankings revealed a clear and consistent
hierarchy – as shown in the table below.
Overall Rankings
Parish
& town
Residents’
council
workshops
survey

Parish &
Town
Council
workshops

Voluntary/
community
sector
workshops

3

3

5

1

1

1=

1

5

5

5

5

4

4

4

4

4

4

3

3

2

2

2

1=

2

Criterion

Open
consultation
questionnaire

Household
survey

Accountability

2

3

3

Quality

1

1

Local Identity

5

Access
Value For
Money
1.17

Overall, value for money and service quality were consistently considered to be the most important
considerations, followed by accountability, access and local identity.

1.18

The voluntary and community sector representatives also ranked service quality and value for money
first and second, but their next highest priorities were access and local identity, followed by
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accountability in last place. In fact, they were the only group of participants to rank access and local
identity higher than accountability (which was ranked third overall in all other consultation strands).

From nine councils to two?
Reducing the number of councils
Open consultation questionnaire
1.19

A large absolute majority of just over two-thirds (68%) of open questionnaire respondents agreed with
the prospect of replacing the nine existing councils (option 1) with two new councils (options 2a– 2c) in
order to protect services as far as possible. Just over a quarter (26%) disagreed.

1.20

Respondents in West Dorset (84%) and North Dorset (80%) were most likely to agree with reducing to
two councils, whereas Purbeck and (especially) Christchurch were less likely to agree (63% and 41%
respectively). Christchurch was the only area with an absolute majority (54%) opposing two councils.

1.21

In the same questionnaire, 79% of responding organisations agreed with the proposal to replace the
nine existing councils with two new councils in order to protect services as far as possible.
Household survey

1.22

There were also high levels of support for two councils in the representative household survey. Overall,
almost three quarters (73%) of residents in Dorset County, Poole and Bournemouth agreed with the
proposal, while only 14% disagreed. As in the open questionnaire, North Dorset (78%) and West Dorset
(77%) were more likely to favour two councils, while Christchurch was somewhat less positive, with 63%
supporting the proposal.

1.23

Nonetheless, support for two councils was much higher in the representative household survey in
Christchurch than in the open consultation questionnaire: in Christchurch the household survey showed
a large absolute majority of 63% supporting two councils, whereas there was only 41% support in the
less representative open questionnaire.
Parish and town council survey

1.24

Over seven in ten (72%) of the responding parish and town councils agreed with the proposal to replace
the nine existing councils with two new councils in order to protect services as far as possible.
Deliberative workshops

1.25

At the start of the residents’ workshops, participants were asked for their initial or immediate views on
whether the number of councils in Dorset should be reduced to an unspecified number, but usually
assumed by the participants to be “about four or five”. Later, following detailed discussions, the
workshops were asked if the number of councils should be reduced from nine in order to create two
unitary authorities. People’s initial and final views are summarised in the table below, which shows the
proportions of workshop participants who favoured change at different stages of the meetings:
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AREA

INITIAL OPINIONS
Proportion (%) favouring
reduction

FINAL OPINIONS
Proportion (%) favouring
reducing to 2 councils

West Dorset

48% (10/21)

66% (14/21)

Weymouth &
Portland

56% (9/16)

56% (9/16)

North Dorset

39% (9/23)

61% (14/23)

Purbeck

66% (14/21)

66% (14/21)

Christchurch

48% (11/23)

65% (15/23)

Poole

53% (9/17)

65% (11/17)

Bournemouth

31% (5/16)

25% (4/16)

East Dorset

66% (14/21)

52% (11/21)

1.26

In considering the table above, it is perhaps striking that even without detailed discussion, right at the
start of the meeting, many residents favoured reducing the number of councils significantly; and in half
of the sessions (following the presentation and detailed discussions) the balance of opinion shifted to be
more emphatically in favour of reducing to two unitary councils. Only in Bournemouth and East Dorset
were residents’ final judgements about two councils less positive than their initial judgements about
reducing the number of councils generally.

1.27

The shift from less to more positive views was particularly pronounced in North Dorset, West Dorset and
Christchurch: Initially, less than half of their workshop participants favoured reducing the number of
councils somewhat (definitely not, they said in Christchurch, to only two); but in all three areas the
workshops’ final judgements showed a large absolute majority in favour of two councils (66%, 65% and
61% respectively in West Dorset, Christchurch and North Dorset).

1.28

Furthermore, it should not be assumed that all those who were not finally supporters of two councils
were therefore definite opponents. For example, in Purbeck’s final judgement only three of the 21
workshop participants (14%) wanted to keep nine councils, while four said they were ‘don’t knows’. The
range of views of those not supporting change in Bournemouth and elsewhere was not dissimilar.

1.29

Other groups were not asked about their initial opinions, so the following table shows the final
conclusions of the parish and town councillors, voluntary/community sector and business workshops.

TOWN AND PARISH COUNCILLORS
AREA

PROPORTION (%) FAVOURING
REDUCING TO TWO COUNCILS

Western Dorset

88% (30/34*) *2 left prior to vote

Northern Dorset

52% (26/50)

Eastern Dorset

69% (20/29)

12

Opinion Research Services

|

Dorset’s Councils – Reshaping your councils Consultation 2016

December 2016

VOLUNTARY/COMMUNITY SECTOR REPRESENTATIVES
AREA

PROPORTION (%) FAVOURING
REDUCING TO TWO COUNCILS

Western Dorset

30% (6/20)

Eastern Dorset

67% (22/33*) *4 left prior to vote

BUSINESS SECTOR REPRESENTATIVES
AREA

PROPORTION (%) FAVOURING
REDUCING TO TWO COUNCILS

Poole

85% (28/33)

Weymouth

100% (11/11)

1.30

In general, there was absolute majority support for reducing from nine to two councils in all of the
above workshops, with the exception of western Dorset voluntary/community sector. Again though, it
should not be assumed that all those who did not support two councils were definite opponents. For
example, in the western Dorset voluntary/community sector workshop there were only two explicit
opponents, while the rest (of those not in favour) either abstained or were ‘don’t knows’. In fact, five
opposed two councils because they preferred a single unitary authority for Dorset).

1.31

Furthermore, 21 of the 50 northern Dorset parish and town councillors were ‘don’t knows’ and there
were three abstentions – so very few actually opposed two councils.

1.32

In the depth interviews with some of Dorset’s largest employers, all of them supported reducing from
nine to two councils on the grounds of consolidation, simplification and efficiency.
Written submissions

1.33

There were 82 written submissions, including 31 from organisations and 51 from residents. Only two
‘organisational’ submissions (from Chris Chope, MP, and from the Parish Council of Langton Matravers)
wanted to maintain nine councils across Dorset: all the others supported some form of radical change.
On the other hand, only four residents explicitly supported two councils, whereas 20 argued for the
‘status quo’. (Many residents did not express explicit views on the number of councils or the three
options.)

Reasons for reducing the number of councils significantly
1.34

Those supporting two councils (and many of those who did not, but could see the need for
rationalisation) felt that the case for change had been made: they were persuaded by the financial
evidence that reorganisation is both necessary and desirable to make savings and eliminate duplication.
There was also recognition that reducing from nine to two councils could:
Mitigate reductions in services and their quality
Rationalise the number of managers and councillors
Simplify the varying and complex structure of local government
Ensure better co-operation between councils
Synergise culturally-distinct areas of Dorset
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Establish larger political units with more local, regional and national power and influence
Raise the marketing profile of Dorset
Maintain an already successful partnership-focused direction of travel between
authorities.
1.35

Five of the nine representatives of Dorset’s largest employers interact with three or more local
authorities across Dorset and all commented on the duplication, bureaucracy, inconsistency and
inefficiency they have encountered. Therefore, the reduction in councils was supported on the grounds
of consolidation, simplification and efficiency. There was also support for larger, more regional-style
councils on the grounds that these would be less insular in outlook and would take a wider, less
provincial outlook on issues such as infrastructure and economic development.

Reasons for keeping nine councils
1.36

Many of those who in their final judgements did not support reducing the number of councils from nine
to two nonetheless felt a case for change had been made – though they felt that reducing to only two
councils was too drastic. A significant minority, though, wanted to retain the current nine councils
because they thought that the £30 million required savings (between 2019 and 2025) are feasible
without radical changes to the structure of local democracy. They said that existing councils have the
scope to be more efficient.

1.37

Some of the parish and town councillors were concerned about the possible increased devolution of
services to parish and town councils without sufficient funding. Similarly, in the voluntary and
community sector workshops there were concerns about the continuity of their funding, particularly for
smaller organisations and local projects.

1.38

Other reasons for wishing to retain existing structures (or indeed accepting the need for change but
objecting to its proposed scale) were that:
Service quality and resilience may reduce with fewer people available to deliver services to
an increasing population – and access to services will suffer
Democratic accountability will be reduced with two large councils that will inevitably be
remote from their populations
Staff redundancies will negatively impact on those who lose their jobs and on those who
remain but with larger workloads - and will also be costly
The interests of the urban areas will take precedence over the rural areas due to the
relative proportions of their populations and councillor representation
The projected savings from reducing councils will never be realised in practice
Very different areas would be subsumed under a single council
Services currently provided by district and borough councils would suffer as a result of an
increasing focus on those provided by the county council and the two unitaries (most notably
social services for an ageing population).

1.39

While clearly important, these objections were minority views in the context of the overall consultation
outcomes.
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Three options for change
Option preferences
Open consultation questionnaire
1.40

Overall, option 2b had absolute majority support (53%) from residents in the open questionnaire,
whereas 2a and 2c had only 28% and 29% support respectively.

1.41

The same option also had absolute majority support in all areas of Dorset, except in Christchurch, where
support for 2b was only 32% and 57% opposed it. By far the most unpopular option in Christchurch was
2a, with 67% opposing this option, and option 2b was the least unpopular of all three options. With the
exception of Christchurch, a greater proportion supported option 2b than opposed it in all districts and
boroughs, while 2a and 2c were distinctly unpopular in all areas.

1.42

In the open questionnaire option 2b also received absolute majority support from organisations (51%)
compared with options 2a (40%) and 2c (36%).
Household survey

1.43

Option 2b had even higher levels of support from residents in the representative household survey. In
Bournemouth, almost three-quarters (74%) preferred 2b, and support levels exceeded 60% in all the
other areas, (including Christchurch, at 64%) except for Weymouth and Portland, where 54% preferred
2b. This is still indicative of an absolute majority (when taking the confidence interval into account).

1.44

It is notable that for Christchurch the findings of the representative household survey contrast with
those from the open questionnaire (as they also did in relation to reducing from nine to two councils). In
the household survey 64% supported option 2b, whereas in the open questionnaire only half as many
(32%) preferred 2b (and two-thirds (67%) supported 2a). The findings of both means of consultation are
important, of course; but the household survey is a better guide than the open questionnaire to the
balance of general public opinion across Christchurch.
Parish and town council survey

1.45

In the context of the difference between the two outcomes in Christchurch, it is significant that option
2b received emphatic absolute majority support from almost two-thirds of parish and town councils
(65%) compared with options 2a (13%) and 2c (21%).
Deliberative workshops

1.46

The relative support for the three options across all 15 workshops is shown in the tables on the next
page (where a blank/grey box indicates no support at all).
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RESIDENTS’ WORKSHOPS
Option 2b
% support

Option 2c
% support

Don’t know/
Abstain

West Dorset

52% (11/21)

10% (2/21)

38% (8/21)

Weymouth &
Portland

50% (8/16)

50% (8/16)

AREA

Option 2a
% support

North Dorset

13% (3/23)

43% (10/23)

22% (5/23)

22% (5/23)

Purbeck

5% (1/21)

81% (17/21)

5% (1/21)

9% (2/21)

Christchurch

75% (17/23)

2% (1/23)

23% (5/23)

Poole

71% (12/17)

29% (5/17)

Bournemouth

100% (16/16)

East Dorset

5% (1/21)

48% (10/21)

38% (8/21)

10% (2/21)

OVERALL

3% (5/158)

64% (101/158)

19% (30/158)

14% (22/158)

The table above shows the relative levels of support for each option in the residents’ workshops as both
a percentage and fraction of the numbers attending. For example, in West Dorset just over half (52% or
11 out of 21) supported option 2b. In Weymouth and Portland, opinion was exactly split between
options 2b and 2c. The data for parish and town councillors and the third sector is shown in the tables
on the next page.

PARISH AND TOWN COUNCILLORS

AREA

Option 2a
% support

Option 2b
% support

Option 2c
% support

Don’t know/
Abstain

Western Dorset

6% (2/34)

41% (14/34)

38% (13/34)

15% (5/34)

Northern Dorset

64% (32/50)

8% (4/50)

28% (14/50)

Eastern Dorset

69% (20/29)

10% (3/29)

21% (6/29)

58% (66/113)

18% (20/113)

22% (25/113)

OVERALL

2% (2/113)

VOLUNTARY/COMMUNITY SECTOR REPRESENTATIVES
Option 2b
% support

Option 2c
% support

Don’t know/
Abstain

Western
Dorset*

11% (2/18)

50% (9/18)

38% (7/18)

Eastern Dorset*

48% (12/25)

20% (5/25)

32% (8/25)

OVERALL

33% (14/43)

33% (14/43)

34% (15/43)

AREA

Option 2a
% support

* Several participants had left prior to the ‘vote’, particularly at Eastern Dorset
BUSINESS SECTOR
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AREA

Option 2a
% support

Option 2b
% support

Option 2c
% support

Don’t know/
Abstain

Poole

30% (9/30)

57% (17/30)

10% (3/30)

3% (1/30)

82% (9/11)

18% (2/11)

63% (26/41)

12% (5/41)

Weymouth
OVERALL

22% (9/41)

3% (1/41)

1.47

In northern and eastern Dorset, option 2b had absolute majority support from about two-thirds of
parish and town councillors and it was the most popular option in western Dorset, too (though 2c was
nearly as popular there).

1.48

In the business workshops and also in the nine telephone interviews with large employers, 2b was also
the most popular option.

1.49

In the two voluntary sector workshops there was a wider spread of opinion: in western Dorset half
supported 2c; in eastern Dorset 2b had most support; but in both cases there were many who abstained
or were ‘don’t knows’.
Written submissions

1.50

Seven of the ‘organisational’ submissions (from the Bournemouth Chamber of Trade and Commerce,
the LGB&T Dorset Equality Network; the Royal Bournemouth and Christchurch Hospitals, the RSPB, the
UK Nepal Friendship Society, Unity in Vision and Uniting the Conurbation) favoured option 2a - but this
option had little support from residents: only one person explicitly supported it.

1.51

As in the workshops, there was most support for option 2b among the organisations’ responses: 13
preferred it (including AFC Bournemouth, Blandford Forum Town Council, the Bournemouth 2026 Trust,
the Bournemouth Labour Party, Sherborne Area Partnership, Historic England, Michael Tomlinson MP,
the West and South Dorset Green Party and five local businesses). Option 2b was explicitly supported by
only four residents though.

1.52

There was no support for option 2c among the ‘organisational’ submissions, but two residents
supported it. A couple of others also felt they could support option 2c as the most preferable of the
three, but only without the addition of town councils for Christchurch and Weymouth & Portland. They
reasoned that this would add unnecessary costs to a project designed to save money, and that people in
other areas may feel aggrieved at not being offered this provision themselves.

Reasons for option preferences
Option 2a
1.53

There was only minority support for option 2a (within the submissions and among business
representatives) on the grounds that it represents the best split geographically, demographically and
from business perspective, and because East Dorset links better with the urban east than the rural west.
There was little support for option 2a overall and the main reasons for its emphatic rejection were that:
The ‘small Dorset’ rural authority would have an unsustainable level of debt combined
with a relatively low council tax yield;
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The financial imbalance resulting from this option would also be very ‘unfair’ to most rural
residents; and
The large conurbation would be well-off but would jeopardise the interests of rural
eastern Dorset in the context of the very different interests, priorities and traditions of the
urban areas.
1.54

There was particular opposition to 2a in East Dorset, where participants felt that their area does not ‘fit’
with the urban boroughs of Bournemouth, Christchurch and Poole, and where they also feared a ‘land
grab’ and loss of green space for housing.
Option 2c

1.55

Option 2c fared a little better overall: some respondents and participants preferred it on the grounds
that: it would be better financially for rural Dorset; it best differentiates Dorset’s main urban and rural
areas; it is the most similar to the current structure and thus potentially the least disruptive to
implement; and, more specifically, that Christchurch ‘fits’ better with the rural councils.

1.56

Most respondents and participants, though, rejected option 2c – primarily for the following key reasons:
Bournemouth and Poole form a ‘natural’ urban and coastal unity with Christchurch - and
their economies and infrastructures are inter-linked;
Christchurch is not ‘naturally’ part of a large rural Dorset authority that will probably be
governed from Dorchester;
The savings that this option would achieve would be more or less equally (and fairly) split
between the two unitaries, but the total savings would be less than under the other
options’;
The large Dorset authority would be too ‘unwieldy' to be governed effectively and
efficiently; and
It is insufficiently aspirational in terms of creating a unitary council with a high national
profile.
Option 2b

1.57

Option 2b emerged as clearly the most popular option overall because:
Bournemouth, Christchurch and Poole form a ‘natural’ urban and coastal unity – and their
economies and infrastructures are inter-linked;
Christchurch is not ‘naturally’ part of a large rural Dorset authority that will probably be
governed from Dorchester; for the reasons above it has more in common with
Bournemouth and Poole;
Under option 2b, the two ‘medium sized’ unitaries would each have a ‘fair share’ of the
savings yielded by the reorganisation;
The savings to be achieved through this combination are significantly bigger than under
the other options; and
It seems the most efficient division of the existing local authority units.
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There were, though, concerns in Christchurch that: the borough’s green spaces would be subsumed for
the housing requirements of Bournemouth and Poole; Christchurch’s influence would be minimal
compared to the other areas; and that Bournemouth and Poole have mismanaged their budgets.

Alternative suggestions
1.59

There was minority support for a single all-Dorset unitary authority on the grounds of economy and
streamlining, but it was generally rejected where discussed.

1.60

A small minority of open questionnaire and household survey respondents preferred alternative council
groupings, including the following:
Three councils: either:
Bournemouth and Poole; Christchurch, Purbeck and East Dorset; and North Dorset,
West Dorset and Weymouth & Portland
or
Bournemouth and Poole; Christchurch and East Dorset; and North Dorset, Purbeck,
West Dorset and Weymouth & Portland
Two councils:
Purbeck, Poole, Bournemouth and Christchurch
and
East Dorset, North Dorset, West Dorset and Weymouth & Portland;
A unitary authority of Bournemouth and Poole or Bournemouth and Christchurch, but leaving
the other districts and boroughs as they are
Retaining the eight existing authorities while dispensing with Dorset County Council.

1.61

Some in the eastern Dorset third sector workshop proposed a Christchurch and East Dorset unitary
authority, but this was not widely promoted.

1.62

The following suggestions were made by residents in written submissions:
A three-centre unitary option (with one primary and two secondary centres) comprising:
A Primary Centre at Dorchester with responsibility for County-wide policy and planning and local
administration (for the current West Dorset and Weymouth & Portland Councils); and
Secondary Centres at Bournemouth (for the current Bournemouth, Poole and Christchurch
Councils) and Blandford Forum (for the current North Dorset, East Dorset and Purbeck Councils),
each with responsibility for local administration in their areas.
A three-centre unitary option (one primary & two secondary centres) comprising: North Dorset, East
Dorset and Christchurch; West Dorset, Weymouth & Portland and Purbeck; and Bournemouth and
Poole.
A four-centre unitary option comprising: Bournemouth and Poole; Christchurch and East Dorset;
North Dorset and part of West Dorset; and Weymouth & Portland, Purbeck and the south part of
West Dorset.
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The status quo but with ‘the end of Dorset County Council’, whose budget and responsibilities could
be shared out among the remaining councils.

Overall conclusions
1.63

The outcomes of this exercise are more consistent than is usually the case in complex statutory
consultations; and the findings suggest that the restructuring of local government in Dorset is not
generally a deeply controversial matter – though there are certainly some strong feelings in some areas.

1.64

Overall, across both the quantitative and deliberative means of consultation, there was clear and even
emphatic support for moving to two councils.

1.65

The singular exception to that generalisation is Christchurch where the open questionnaire showed that
a majority of respondents opposed reducing to two councils (54%) as well as opposed options 2a (67%),
2b (57%) and 2c (60%). However, in the more representative household survey in Christchurch support
for two councils was much higher (63%) and residents also supported option 2b strongly (64%).
Moreover, in Christchurch the shift from less positive to more positive views was particularly
pronounced in the residents’ workshop, where nearly two-thirds of the participants ended by approving
a reduction to two councils. The findings of all means of consultation are important, of course; but in
this case the open questionnaire is a less than perfect guide to the balance of general public opinion
across Christchurch.

1.66

In general, across all the areas of Dorset, there was an emphatic preference for option 2b as the fairest
and most balanced of the three. In contrast, 2a was considered too unbalanced, unfair and
unsustainable, whereas 2c was described by many as potentially creating a council that was ‘too small’.

1.67

The alternative options proposed during the consultation are interesting, but the councils will have to
decide how practical some of them are; and their very diversity indicates the need to focus on clear and
relevant options that will provide the desired efficiencies.

1.68

Despite the general consistency of the positive findings summarised above, the consultation does not
mean that the local government in Dorset must be reformed, for the councils may have sound reasons
for not proceeding. But equally, the overall balance of opinion expressed through the consultation
should not prevent them going ahead if (on the basis of all the available evidence) they are minded to
do so. The evidence of the consultation is that there is widespread public support for the restructuring
of local government.
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2. The Consultation Process
Overview of the consultation
The commission
2.1

Dorset’s nine councils (Bournemouth Borough Council, Christchurch Borough Council, Dorset County
Council, East Dorset District Council, North Dorset District Council, the Borough of Poole, Purbeck
District Council, West Dorset District Council, Weymouth & Portland Borough Council) are working
together to seek the views of residents, businesses and other stakeholders about options for the future
structure of local government across the County. The particular focus is whether the nine councils in
Dorset should be reduced to just two new unitaries; and, if so, which areas should the new councils
cover.

2.2

Opinion Research Services (ORS) is a spin-out company from Swansea University with a UK-wide
reputation for social research and major statutory consultations. Following a competitive national
tender, ORS was jointly appointed by Dorset’s nine councils to advise on their Reshaping Your Councils
consultation programme, and also to manage and independently report major aspects of the
consultation.

2.3

The consultation period ran for eight weeks, from 30th August until 25th October 2016 and the full
programme included all the following elements:
Independent research by ORS
Advising on the consultation activity;
Designing informative and interactive presentation material suitable for use at the
deliberative workshops;
Designing, implementing and analysing responses to online and/or paper versions of:
Open Consultation Questionnaire
Household Survey
Survey of Parish and Town Councils;
Recruiting, facilitating and reporting eight deliberative workshops with randomly selected
members of the public;
Facilitating and reporting three deliberative workshops with parish and town councils; two
with representatives of the voluntary and community sectors; and two with members of
the business community – as well as undertaking nine telephone interviews with
representatives from Dorset’s largest companies;
Analysing and summarising submissions received by Dorset’s councils during the
consultation period; and
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Producing an overall report of all consultation findings and guidance on the interpretation
of the material.
Dorset’s councils’ additional consultation activity
Making the consultation document and open consultation questionnaire widely available
in all public libraries across Dorset and on request at council offices or by post;
Promoting the consultation and informing the public by running over 40 roadshow events
with residents across Bournemouth, Dorset, Poole and all the districts/borough areas;
Creating a dedicated informative website for the Reshaping Your Councils consultation;
Promoting the consultation on all council websites, intranet sites, social media channels
and e-newsletters;
Providing widespread publicity and briefings for stakeholders including, MPs, network
business events, the Diversity Forum, Youth Forums, a presentation for residents with
Learning Disabilities, and other area forums;
Media launch and press releases with 93 media pieces across print, radio, TV and
commentary; and
Contacting a wide range of stakeholders and partner organisations informing them of the
consultation and inviting them to take part – including the community and voluntary
sector, town and parish councils, business organisations and business networks.

Quantitative consultation
2.4

A consultation document outlining the issues under consideration was produced by Dorset’s councils in
conjunction with ORS. With that foundation, ORS then designed three questionnaires tailored for
different groups of respondents, with each questionnaire featuring the same common or core
questions. In each of the three versions there were sections inviting respondents to make any further
comments and also to profile those responding.

Open consultation questionnaire
2.5

The first form of quantitative consultation was the open consultation questionnaire which in principle
was available for anyone to complete – either via a dedicated council partnership website (between
30th August and 25th October 2016) or through paper versions that were widely available in libraries
across Dorset, Bournemouth and Poole (and they were also available on request from council offices or
by post). The questionnaire was designed to be completed on the basis of the issues presented in the
councils’ joint consultation document – with questions about the ‘proposal for change’ and the options.

2.6

Open questionnaires are important forms of consultation in being inclusive and in giving people an
opportunity to express their views; but they are not random sample surveys of a given population – so
they cannot normally be expected to be representative of the general balance of opinion. For example,
the young are usually under-represented while the elderly are over-represented; and the more
motivated groups or areas are also typically over-represented compared with others.

2.7

In total, 12,542 questionnaires were completed. 10,606 were submitted online, with 1,936 received by
post. 12,468 were received from individuals and 74 were submitted on behalf of organisations.
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Household survey
2.8

The second form of quantitative consultation was the household survey. The survey was undertaken In
order to ensure that a representative profile of opinions across Dorset was achieved about the same
core questions as in the open questionnaire. To capture the views of the general population,
questionnaires were sent to a random sample of 20,000 addresses across Dorset (drawn from the Royal
Mail Postal Address File (PAF), an index of all residential addresses). The sample was stratified to ensure
that each local authority area received an appropriate number of questionnaires: 2,000 addresses were
randomly selected by ORS in each of the two-tier districts/boroughs and (because of their larger
populations) 4,000 addresses were selected in each unitary authority. The selected households were
also sent the consultation document and a unique online reference number to enable them to complete
the survey online or return the paper copies via post.

2.9

The surveys were distributed on 6th September 2016, with a reminder sent to all non-responders on
October 10th.

2.10

The survey was used because, with a population of around 750,000 residents, it was not practical or
cost-effective to do a census of all households or residents. The key feature of a random sample survey
is that in principle everyone in the given population has an equal chance of being included in the sample
and so, with a fully random sample, it is possible to certify the accuracy of the findings within given
limits.

2.11

The key point here is that survey accuracy depends on the arithmetic size of the sample, not its scale as
a proportion of the population. For example, with a fully random sample of 384 cases, we may be 95%
confident that findings are accurate to within ±5 percentage points – which means that 19 times in 20
the survey findings will be no more than ±5 percentage points different from the result that would have
been achieved had everyone in the population been surveyed.

2.12

In this case, the household survey used stratified random sampling, so that all addresses in each local
authority area had an equal chance of selection. The sample was designed to provide sufficient
responses for the analysis of views in each of the areas.

2.13

The extent to which results can be generalised from a sample depends on how well the sample
represents the population from which it is drawn, and different types of people in different places may
have been more or less likely to take part. The returned sample was weighted to make it representative
of each of the local authority areas as well as the overall Dorset area.

2.14

The overall achieved sample of 4,258 responses yields overall findings for the general population of the
whole of Dorset that are accurate to within about ±2 percentage points.

2.15

Of course, the smaller samples within individual authority areas have larger error margins, but in this
case they still provide sound data. Taking into account the sample sizes, the opinion splits, and the
degrees of statistical weightings used (to compensate for different response rates from different
demographic groups), the survey findings are sufficiently accurate to allow confident conclusions to be
drawn about opinions on the ‘case for change’ and options in the different local authority areas. The
error margins and confidence levels for key questions are indicated where appropriate in the chapter
dealing with the household survey.
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Parish and town councils survey
2.16

A separate survey was designed and distributed by ORS to capture the responses of parish and town
councils (as opposed to their individual members). Where email addresses were available, invitations to
respond were sent electronically to town and parish clerks, whereas those without email addresses
were contacted by letter. A follow-up invitation letter was sent to all those councils that had not
responded to the initial email invitation after two weeks to ensure their awareness of the consultation,
and a final reminder was sent on October 12th both by email and by post to all parish and town councils
that had not responded by this date. In total, 120 parish and town councils responded to the survey.

Deliberative consultation
Deliberative workshops with members of the public, parish and town councils, the
voluntary/community sectors and the business community
Fifteen Workshops
2.17

The consultation meetings reported here used a ‘deliberative’ approach to encourage members of the
public, parish and town councillors, voluntary and community sector representatives, and members of
the business community to reflect in depth about the ‘reshaping your councils’ consultation options,
while both receiving and questioning background information and discussing their ideas in detail.

2.18

All the meetings lasted for around two-and-a-half hours and, in total, 158 members of the public, 117
parish and town councillors, 58 voluntary and community sector representatives and 44 members of the
business community participated.
WORKSHOP TYPE/
LOCATION

DATE

NUMBER OF
ATTENDEES

West Dorset Town & Parish Council
(Litton Cheney)

8th September 2016

38

West Dorset Public
(Dorchester)

19th September 2016

21

North Dorset Town & Parish Council
(Blandford Forum)

20th September 2016

50

Weymouth & Portland Public
(Weymouth)

21st September 2016

16

North Dorset Public
(Blandford Forum)

22nd September 2016

23

Purbeck Public
(Wareham)

22nd September 2016

21

Christchurch Public

27th September 2016

23

Poole Public

27th September 2016

17

West of Dorset Voluntary/Community Sector
(Dorchester)

28th September 2016

22
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Bournemouth Public

28th September 2016

16

East Dorset Public
(Wimborne)

28th September 2016

21

East of Dorset Voluntary/Community Sector
(Bournemouth)

29th September 2016

37

East Dorset Town & Parish Council
(Wimborne)

29th September 2016

29

Poole Business

18th October 2016

33

Weymouth Business

20th October 2016

11

2.19

The voluntary/community and business sector workshops were convened and recruited by officers of
Dorset’s councils and local networks (namely Bournemouth Council for Voluntary Service, Dorset
Community Action and Poole Council for Voluntary Service) but independently run by ORS.
Furthermore, the Dorset Association of Parish and Town Councils (DAPTC) was most helpful in
organising and recruiting the workshops for parish and town councillors from across Dorset, which were
chaired by the DAPTC, but facilitated by ORS.

2.20

Local residents, on the other hand, were recruited by random-digit telephone dialling (to landline and
mobile numbers) from ORS’s Social Research Call Centre. Having been initially contacted by phone, all
participants were then written to - to confirm the invitation and the arrangements; and those who
agreed to come then received telephone or written reminders shortly before each meeting. Such
recruitment by telephone is an effective way of ensuring that the participants are independent and
broadly representative of the wider community.

2.21

Overall, the public participants were a broad cross-section of residents from the local areas and, as
standard good practice, were recompensed for their time and efforts in travelling and taking part. In
recruitment, care was taken to ensure that no potential participants were disqualified or disadvantaged
by disabilities or any other factors, and the venues at which the forums met were readily accessible.
People’s special needs were taken into account in the recruitment and at the venues. The random
telephone recruitment process was monitored to ensure social diversity in terms of a wide range of
criteria – including, for example: gender; age; ethnicity; social grade; and disability/limiting long-term
illness (LLTI). Those involved in running the consultation were excluded from taking part in the sessions.

2.22

Although, like all other forms of qualitative consultation, deliberative workshops cannot be certified as
statistically representative samples of public opinion, the meetings reported here gave diverse members
of the public, parish and town councillors and representatives of the voluntary, community and business
sectors the opportunity to participate actively. Because the meetings were inclusive, the outcomes are
broadly indicative of how informed opinion would incline on the basis of similar discussions.

The Agenda
2.23

All forums began, for the sake of context and consistency, with a concise review of the current council
set-up across Dorset. Following this, the prospect of reducing the number of councils from nine to two
was considered in detail; and finally, participants were asked to examine what areas two new councils
should cover if the number was reduced from nine to two. Throughout, discussion was stimulated via a

25

Opinion Research Services

|

Dorset’s Councils – Reshaping your councils Consultation 2016

December 2016

presentation devised by ORS to inform and encourage dialogue on the issues - and participants were
encouraged to ask any questions they wished throughout the sessions.

Depth Interviews with some of Dorset’s largest employers
2.24

In addition to the 15 deliberative workshops outlined above, ORS also undertook nine depth telephone
interviews with representatives of some of Dorset’s largest employers, namely:

Addo Group

Ageas Retail

Agincare Group Ltd.

Aim Aviation Ltd.

Atlas Elektronik

Hall & Woodhouse Ltd.

JPMorgan

Siemens

Yellow Buses

2.25

Council officers made initial contact with these managers to explain why we sought to speak to them,
and the details of those who consented to take part were passed to ORS who then made follow-up
contact to arrange the interviews.

2.26

The interviews lasted for about 15 minutes and explored most of the same issues as discussed in the
workshops, namely: whether there is a case for reducing the number of councils across Dorset; whether
the number of councils should reduce from nine to two; and, if this was to happen, which areas the new
councils should cover.
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Written submissions
2.27

During the formal consultation process 82 submissions were received. The table below shows the
breakdown of contributors by type.
TYPE OF CORRESPONDENT

NUMBER OF
RESPONSES

Community/Voluntary
Organisations

10

Bournemouth 2026 Trust
Bournemouth Chinese School
Dorset Local Nature Partnership
DOTS Disability
LGB&T Dorset Equality Network
RSPB
UK Nepal Friendship Society
Uniting the Conurbation (2 submissions)
Unity in Vision

Local Businesses and
Chambers of Trade and
Commerce

7

AFC Bournemouth
Bournemouth Chamber of Trade and
Commerce
Bournemouth Development Company &
Morgan Sindall Investments
Bright Blue Day
Cowling & West
South Coast Land
Urban Guild

Statutory Partners

4

Dorset CCG
Dorset Fire and Rescue Service
Historic England
The Royal Bournemouth and
Christchurch Hospitals

Members of Parliament and
Political Parties

4

Christopher Chope MP
Michael Tomlinson MP
Bournemouth Labour Party
West and South Dorset Green Party

Local Area Partnerships

3

Beaminster and Villages Local Area
Partnership
Bridport Local Area Partnership
Sherborne Area Partnership

Parish and Town Councils

3

Blandford Forum Town Council
Dorset Association of Parish and Town
Councils
Parish Council of Langton Matravers

Local Residents

51

TOTAL
2.28

NAME OF ORGANISATION

82

ORS has read all the written submissions carefully and summarised them in the full report.
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Note on petitions
2.29

It should also be noted that, although it was not submitted to ORS or Dorset’s councils during the
consultation period, ORS is aware of a petition organised by the Keep Christchurch Special campaign
group with the stated aim to:
Show Christchurch Borough Council the weight of popular opinion concerning the possible
takeover by Bournemouth.

2.30

At the time of writing, neither ORS nor any of Dorset’s councils have been informed of how many people
have signed the petition, so it is difficult to comment in more detail on how much weight it should carry.
The petition header reads as follows:
WE THE UNDERSIGNED being residents of the Borough of Christchurch (or being persons
employed in or studying in the Borough as indicated by the letters E or S in the right-hand
margin) do respectfully ask the Borough Council not to agree to any merger with Bournemouth
Borough Council as envisaged by either Option 2 (a) or (b) in the Consultation Document for the
“Reshaping Your Councils” project.

2.31

Petitions are clearly important in indicating public anxiety about important issues and so Dorset’s
councils will wish to take seriously any of which they are aware. Nonetheless, they should also note that
petitions are not necessarily sophisticated or subtle means of reflecting general public opinion, and in
some cases can even exaggerate public sentiments if organised by motivated opponents using
inaccurate or emotional petition statements.

2.32

In this case, the petition’s stated aim of avoiding a “takeover” and its heading, which refers to a “merger
with” Bournemouth Borough Council, are both over-simplified and somewhat emotional. It is, after all,
inaccurate to describe either options 2a or 2b as simply a ‘takeover’ or ‘merger’ with Bournemouth - as
if only those two councils would be included in the new structure. The petition fails to do justice to the
nature of the options, for under 2a four council areas, and under 2b three council areas, would be
replaced in the creation of a new unitary authority. So, neither option involves only Bournemouth and
Christchurch; and neither option involves a takeover or merger of currently existing councils. Therefore,
it could be said that the petition fails to address fairly the key features of the current options.

2.33

More generally, the petition fails to address the bigger and primary question of whether Dorset should
in principle reduce from nine councils to two new unitary authorities.

Nature of consultation
Proportional and fair
2.34

Dorset’s councils’ consultation programme was conscientious: that is, it was open, accessible and fair to
stakeholders across Dorset. The consultation was also proportional to the importance of the issues and
conforms with good practice, both in its overall scale and in the balance of elements included. The key
good practice requirements for proper consultation programmes are that they should:
Be conducted at a formative stage, before decisions are taken;
Allow sufficient time for people to participate and respond;
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Provide the public and stakeholders with enough background information to allow them
to consider the issues and any proposals intelligently and critically; and
Be properly taken into consideration before decisions are finally taken.
2.35

Taken together, these four elements do much to ensure the ‘accountability’ of public authorities.

Accountability
2.36

Consultation should promote accountability and assist decision making. Public bodies should give an
account of their plans or proposals and they should ensure that all responses are taken into account in
order to:
Be informed of any issues, viewpoints, implications or options that might have been
overlooked;
Re-evaluate matters already known; and
Review priorities and principles.

2.37

Nonetheless, this does not mean that consultations are referenda. Properly understood, accountability
means that public authorities should give an account of their plans and take into account public views:
they should conduct fair and accessible consultation while reporting the outcomes openly and
considering them fully. This does not mean that the majority views should automatically decide public
policy; and the popularity or unpopularity of draft proposals should not displace professional and
political judgement about what is the right or best decision in the circumstances. The levels of, and
reasons for, public support or opposition are very important, but as considerations to be taken into
account, not as factors that necessarily determine authorities’ decisions.

2.38

For the public bodies considering the outcomes of consultation, the key question is not Which proposal
has most support? but, Are the reasons for the popularity or unpopularity of the proposals cogent? In
this context, Dorset’s councils and ORS were clear that this important consultation programme should
include both ‘open’ and deliberative elements in order to allow many people to take part via the open
questionnaire while promoting informed engagement via the deliberative forums.

2.39

Consultation with informed audiences (who have the opportunity to question and test the evidence for
particular proposals is especially valuable). All consultation elements are important and none should be
disregarded, but the deliberative workshops, depth interviews and submissions are particularly worthy
of consideration because they explore the arguments and the reasons for people’s opinions.

Interpreting the consultation outcomes: the councils’ role
2.40

Importantly, the different consultation methods cannot just be combined to yield a single point of view
on the future of Dorset’s councils that reconciles everyone’s differences and is acceptable to all
stakeholders involved. There are two main reasons why this is not possible. First, the consultation
methods differ in type: they are qualitatively different and their outcomes cannot be just aggregated
into a single result. Second, the different areas and sub-groups will inevitably have different
perspectives on the reconfiguration options and there is no formula in the consultation process that can
reconcile everyone’s differences in a single way forward.

2.41

It is also important to recognise that the outcomes of the consultation process will need to be
considered alongside other information available about the likely impact of each of the proposed
options. Whilst the consultation process highlights aspects of this information that stakeholders
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consider to be important, the councils will need to consider the appropriate emphasis to be placed on
each element. In this sense there can be no single ‘right’ interpretation of all the consultation elements
and other information available to the councils in their decision-making process.

The report
2.42

This report reviews the sentiments and judgements of respondents and participants on Dorset’s
councils’ Reshaping Your Councils consultation. Verbatim quotations are used, in indented italics, not
because we agree or disagree with them - but for their vividness in capturing recurrent points of view.
ORS does not endorse any opinions, but seeks only to portray them accurately and clearly. The report is
an interpretative summary of the issues raised by participants.

2.43

ORS is clear that its role is to analyse and explain the opinions and arguments of the many different
interests participating in the consultation, but not to ‘make a case’ for any option or variant. In this
report, we seek to profile the opinions and arguments of those who have responded to the consultation,
but not to make any recommendations as to how the councils should make use of the reported results.
Whilst this report brings together a wide range of evidence for the councils to consider, it is for the
elected members to take decisions based on all the evidence available.
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3. Open Consultation
Questionnaire
The Open Questionnaire
3.1

A consultation document outlining the issues under consideration was produced by Dorset’s councils in
conjunction with ORS - and the latter also developed a corresponding consultation questionnaire which
included questions intended to examine the case for change and perceptions of the councils’ proposed
options. Additional sections allowed respondents to make any further comments on the options or
make alternative suggestions to the proposals, to comment on equalities or Human Rights concerns, and
captured information about the type of response being submitted and respondents’ demographic
information.

3.2

The consultation document and open questionnaire were available via a dedicated council partnership
website between 30th August and 25th October 2016 (the duration of the consultation period).
Furthermore, paper versions were available in libraries across Dorset, Bournemouth and Poole for those
who were unable to fill in the questionnaire online - and were available on request from council offices
or by post.

3.3

The open consultation questionnaire could be completed by individuals or on behalf of organisations. In
total, 12,542 responses were received, including 12,468 from individuals and 74 on behalf of
organisations.

Respondent Profile of the Open Consultation Questionnaire
3.4

Table 1 overleaf provides a breakdown of the respondent profile from the 12,468 individuals who
responded either online or by post to the open consultation questionnaire. Figures for Dorset’s
population are also outlined for comparison. Throughout this chapter, where results are presented at
the overall level, this includes all responses for all geographical areas, including respondents outside of
the overall Dorset area and those for whom the area is unknown.

3.5

Figures for Dorset’s population are based on ONS 2015 Mid-Year Population Estimates (for age and
gender) and Census 2011 data (for ethnicity and disability). ORS prefers to report ONS Mid-Year
population estimates (over Census 2011 data) where possible as we believe this more accurately reflects
the current state of the population. Where this is not possible due to data being unavailable (e.g. for
ethnicity and disability data), Census 2011 data has been used as an alternative. As a result, the total
number of occurrences in the population across the two data sources will not match exactly.
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Socio-demographic characteristics for the open consultation questionnaire and Dorset’s population (Note:
Percentages may not sum due to rounding)

All responses from
individuals
Characteristic

BY AGE

BY
GENDER

BY ETHNIC
GROUP

BY
DISABILITY

Number
of
Responses

Dorset/Bournemouth/Poole
population 16+

% of Valid
Responses

Number of
occurrences

% of
population

Under 25
25 to 34
35 to 44
45 to 54
55 to 64
65 to 74
75 to 84
85 or over
Total valid responses
Not known

131
532
1,123
1,708
2,472
3,196
1,184
222
10,568
1,900

1%
5%
11%
16%
23%
30%
11%
2%

78,831
85,082
88,451
106,929
95,882
96,793
60,036
28,744

12%
13%
14%
17%
15%
15%
9%
4%

100%
-

640,748
-

100%
-

Male
Female
Total valid responses
Not known
White
Mixed or multiple ethnic
Asian or Asian groups
British

5,664
4,742
10,406
2,062
9,565
78
39

54%
46%
100%
98%
1%
*%

312,794
327,954
640,748
60,1126
5,420
11,438

49%
51%
100%
97%
1%
2%

Black, African, Caribbean, Black
British

23

*%

2,729

*%

52

1%

*%

9,757
2,711
1,137
9,028

100%
11%
89%

10,165
2,303

100%
-

2,093
622,806
139,591
483,215
622,806
-

Any other ethnic group
Total valid responses
Not known
With disability
No disability
Total valid responses
Not known

32
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Geographical Spread of Respondents
3.6

Table 2 below provides a breakdown of responses to the questionnaire by area (for respondents who
provided their postcode or local authority area, excluding responses from organisations), while figures
for Dorset’s population are also outlined for comparison. Figures for Dorset’s population are based on
ONS 2015 Mid-Year Population Estimates (16+).
Table 2:

Breakdown of individual responses to the open questionnaire by area and comparison to Dorset’s population
(Note: Percentages may not sum due to rounding)

Dorset/Bournemouth/Poole
population 16+

All Responses
Characteristic

BY AREA

3.7

Number of
Responses
2,627
2,052
1,419
1,447
633
661
1,441
700
10,980
59
1,429

Poole
Bournemouth
West Dorset
East Dorset
North Dorset
Purbeck
Christchurch
Weymouth and Portland
Total responses within Dorset
Outside of Dorset
Area not known

% of Valid
Responses
24%
19%
13%
13%
6%
6%
13%
6%
100%
-

Number of
residents
124,123
163,268
85,076
75,187
58,573
38,727
41,362
54,432
640,748
-

% of
population
19%
25%
13%
12%
9%
6%
6%
8%
100%
-

The chart below shows the profile characteristics of respondents to the open consultation questionnaire
compared to the Dorset population (ONS 2015 Mid-Year Population Estimates).
Figure 1:

Area

Comparison of responses to the questionnaire by area and Dorset’s population (16+) (Note: Percentages may not
sum due to rounding)
24%

Poole

19%
19%

Bournemouth

26%
13%
13%

West Dorset

13%

East Dorset

12%
6%

North Dorset

9%
6%
6%

Purbeck

13%

Christchurch

7%
6%

Weymouth and Portland

9%

0%

5%

10%

Open Consultation Responses

15%

20%

25%

Dorset, Bournemouth and Poole population

33

30%

Opinion Research Services

|

Dorset’s Councils – Reshaping your councils Consultation 2016

December 2016

3.8

The 12,542 open consultation questionnaire responses included 74 responses which were indicated to
have been submitted on behalf of an organisation. These organisational responses typically represent
the views of many individuals, and have therefore been reported in a separate chapter of this report.

3.9

As it is not appropriate to report percentages where the sample size is so small, responses from
organisations have been summarised to provide an outline of their views and feedback.

3.10

Figure 2 overleaf shows the number of responses that were received for the open consultation
questionnaire (based on respondents who provided their postcode), within each Lower Super Output
Area (LSOA), for the Dorset County Council area, Bournemouth and Poole.

3.11

LSOAs are shaded according to how many responses have been received from each area:
» The darker the colour, the more responses have been received
» Transparent/White LSOAs indicate areas for which fewer than 5 responses have been
recorded
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Figure 2: Number of responses to the open consultation questionnaire by Lower Super Output Area (LSOA) (Overall Dorset Area)

Base: All Individuals that provided a postcode (10,507)
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Interpretation of the Data
3.12

The results for the open consultation questionnaire are presented in a largely graphical format. The pie
charts and other graphics show the proportions (percentages) of respondents making responses.

3.13

Where possible, the colours of the charts have been standardised with a ‘traffic light’ system in which
green shades represent positive responses, red shades represent negative responses, and beige and
purple shades represent neither positive nor negative responses.

3.14

The bolder shades are used to highlight responses at the ‘extremes’, for example, strongly agree or
strongly disagree.

3.15

Where percentages do not sum to 100, this may be due to computer rounding, the exclusion of “don’t
know” categories, or multiple answers. Throughout the volume an asterisk (*) denotes any value less
than half of one per cent. In some cases figures of 2% or below have been excluded from graphs to
avoid potential identification of individual responses.

3.16

All open-ended responses have been classified using a standardised code frame. This approach helps
ensure consistency when classifying different comments and the resulting codes represent themes that
have been repeatedly mentioned in a more quantifiable manner. The various comments provided by a
respondent to any single text question may present a number of different points or arguments,
therefore in many cases the overall number of coded comments counted in a particular question can
actually be higher than the number of people responding to that open-ended question.

Further analysis by sub-groups
3.17

For some questions, further analysis revealed differences in responses by key demographic and other
variables e.g. respondents’ local authority. Such analysis highlights how sub-groups within key variables
(e.g. within ‘age’, those aged 25-34) provided different answers compared to the overall average.

3.18

Where results are particularly higher or particularly lower for certain sub-groups in comparison to the
overall score they are further discussed in commentary text.

Christchurch questionnaire – unofficial ‘advisory guide’
3.19

A note which referred to itself as an ‘advisory guide’ on filling in the consultation form was discovered
among a batch of questionnaires received by a library in Christchurch. This slip was not printed as part
of the information provided by the councils, and it was unclear how it came to be inserted in the
questionnaires and how many had been distributed. The guide advised respondents to strongly disagree
with the proposal to replace the existing nine councils with two new councils, as well as with options 2a
and 2b, and to tick ‘tend to support’ for option 2c.

3.20

Results were analysed to examine the potential impact that this unofficial advisory guide may have had
on respondents. In total, 56 responses from Christchurch were identified as matching all of these
answers. These responses have been included in the results, but, as these responses account for less
than 4% of Christchurch respondents, even if these responses were influenced by the advice slip it has
not had a substantial impact on the overall results from Christchurch.
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Findings of the Open Consultation Questionnaire
To what extent do you agree or disagree that Dorset’s councils should focus on cutting out
duplication and reducing administration costs wherever possible?
Figure 3: Agreement and disagreement with a focus on cutting out duplication and reducing administration costs wherever
possible

Base: All Individuals (12,324)
3.21

Respondents were initially directed to read the consultation document or alternatively to go to
reshapingyourcouncils.uk for more information. They were then given a short introduction explaining
the changes to government funding and the need for the councils to make savings, as well as explaining
the councils’ belief in making savings by reducing administrative costs, cutting out duplication and
making efficiencies to protect services as far as possible. Respondents were then asked the extent to
which they agreed or disagreed with Dorset’s councils’ focus on cutting out duplication and reducing
administration costs wherever possible.

3.22

Almost 9 in 10 (88%) individuals that responded to the consultation overall, including respondents
within and outside of the overall Dorset area, agreed with this focus. Only 8% of respondents overall
disagreed with the focus on cutting out duplication and reducing administration costs wherever
possible.
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Figure 4: Agreement and disagreement with a focus on cutting out duplication and reducing administration costs wherever
possible. Responses by upper/single tier local authorities.

Base: All Individuals (number of individuals shown in brackets)
3.23

The figure above indicates the level of agreement and disagreement for the focus on cutting out
duplication and reducing administration costs at the upper/single tier council level, and has been
ordered by overall level of agreement. Similar levels of agreement were found among respondents from
Bournemouth (92%), the Dorset County Council area (88%) and Poole (86%).

Figure 5: Agreement and disagreement with a focus on cutting out duplication and reducing administration costs wherever
possible. Responses by districts and boroughs.

Base: All Individuals (number of individuals shown in brackets)
3.24

While at the overall Dorset level around 9 in 10 respondents agreed with this council principle (88%),
there was more variation among the districts and boroughs, with higher levels of support in in West
Dorset (96%), North Dorset (93%) and Weymouth & Portland (92%), but notably lower support in
Christchurch (76%).
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Figure 6: Demographic differences in agreement with a focus on cutting out duplication and reducing administration costs
wherever possible

Base: All Individuals (number of individuals shown in brackets)
3.25

This chart shows how the responses for overall agreement vary across different demographic
subgroups of respondents, and shows that in general there was little variation in agreement levels
among different subgroups of respondents.
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To what extent do you agree or disagree with the proposal to replace the NINE existing councils
(option 1) with TWO new councils (options 2a– 2c) in order to protect services as far as possible?
3.26

The questionnaire was designed to help inform the decision-making process; so it first sought to
establish the extent of agreement or disagreement with the proposal for replacing the existing nine
councils with two new councils, in order to establish the overall support for change. The
questionnaire then asked the extent to which respondents supported or opposed each of the three
proposed options being considered if two new councils were formed.

3.27

Given this context, the questionnaire asked separate questions for each of the four options being
considered: maintaining the current nine councils (option 1) and each of the proposed options if two
new councils were formed (options 2a, 2b and 2c). However, not all respondents answered all four
questions; a small number only responded to questions about some of the options.

3.28

To ensure a fair comparison across all of the options, all respondents who responded to any of these
questions were included in the base for all four results. On this basis, where respondents had not
answered a question about a specific option, they were counted with those respondents who stated
“don’t know” for that option. This is indicated by the category “valid not answered/don’t know.
However, where respondents did not express a view about any of the proposed options and did not
answer any of these four questions, they were excluded from the base across all four results.

Figure 7: Support and opposition for the replacement of the nine existing councils (option 1) with two new councils
(options 2a-2c)

Base: All Individuals (12,129)
3.29

Around two thirds of respondents (68%) agreed with the replacement of the nine existing councils with
two new councils overall.
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Figure 8: Support and opposition for the replacement of the nine existing councils (option 1) with two new councils
(options 2a-2c). Responses by area.

North Dorset

East Dorset
Christchurch
West Dorset

41

80

69

84
63

Dorset County
Council

67

Purbeck

Weymouth
& Portland

77
Bournemouth
66
Poole

78

Base: All Respondents (12,129)
3.30

The map above represents the distribution of agreement among respondents in all local authorities and
the Dorset County Council area for the replacement of the nine existing councils with two new councils.
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Figure 9: Support and opposition for the replacement of the nine existing councils (option 1) with two new councils
(options 2a-2c). Responses by upper/single tier local authorities.

Base: All Individuals (number of individuals shown in brackets)
3.31

The results above show the distribution of agreement and disagreement among the upper/single tier
local authorities of Bournemouth, Poole and the Dorset County Council area. While there were similar
levels of agreement in the Dorset County Council area and Poole (67% and 66% respectively), more than
three quarters (77%) of respondents in Bournemouth agreed with the proposed change to two new
local authorities.
Figure 10: Support and opposition for the replacement of the nine existing councils (option 1) with two new councils
(options 2a-2c). Responses by districts and boroughs.

Base: All Individuals (number of individuals shown in brackets)
3.32

The three local authorities with the highest levels of support for the focus on cutting out duplication and
administration were also the authority areas with the highest support for the change to two new unitary
authorities. Around four fifths of respondents from West Dorset (84%), North Dorset (80%) and
Weymouth and Portland (78%) agreed with the replacement of the existing councils with two new
unitary authorities.
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Christchurch, while showing absolute majority support for cutting out duplication and reducing
administration costs in the previous question (76%), had lower agreement levels with the proposed
replacement of the nine councils. Around two fifths (41%) agreed with the proposal, while more than
half (54%) disagreed. Christchurch was the only local authority area which did not have absolute
majority agreement with the proposals to create two new councils.
Figure 11: Demographic differences in support for the replacement of the nine existing councils (option 1) with two new
councils (options 2a-2c)

Base: All Individuals (number of individuals shown in brackets)
3.34

Respondents employed by local authorities within Dorset were the only demographic subgroup that was
particularly likely to agree with the proposal to reduce the existing nine councils to two new unitary
authorities. More than four fifths (83%) of local authority employees agreed with this proposal,
compared to 68% overall.
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Please rate how important you think each of these criteria are using a whole number between 0
and 10, where “10” means that the criteria is critically important and “0” means the criteria is of
no importance.
3.35

Respondents were informed that Dorset’s Councils believe that it is important for any future
arrangements to provide the following:
»
Accountability: democratic decision making that can be locally influenced and ensuring
residents know how to raise issues to their local councillor and how to have a say on future
service delivery
»
Quality: frontline services that are sustainable, cost-effective and equipped to deliver good
local services in the long-term
»
Local Identity: a recognised local area that reflects how residents live their lives and how
businesses operate
»
Access: keeping services as local as possible for as many residents as possible
»
Value for money: cutting out duplication, increasing economies of scale and improving
efficiencies

3.36

Respondents were then asked to rate how important they thought these criteria are on a scale between
0 and 10. Average scores were calculated for each criterion, and have been ranked in order of
importance according to respondents.
Figure 12: Average score of the importance of criteria

3.37

Criterion

Overall average score
(out of 10)

Rank

Base

Accountability

9.1

1=

11,561

Quality

9.1

1=

11,520

Local Identity

7.7

5

11,551

Access

8.2

4

11,510

Value For Money

9.0

3

11,521

Both ‘accountability’ and ‘quality’ received the highest average score of 9.1 out of 10, indicating that, on
average, these criteria were thought to be the most important. Value for money received a similar
average score (9.0), while local identity received the lowest average score (7.7), indicating generally
lower importance among respondents.
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Figure 13: Average score of the importance of criteria. Responses by districts and boroughs.

Quality

Local
Identity

Access

Value
For
Money

9.0

9.2

7.3

8.2

9.1

Rank

3

1

5

4

2

Score

9.2

9.0

8.5

8.4

9.0

Rank

1

2=

4

5

2=

Score

9.1

9.1

7.8

8.2

9.1

Rank

1=

1=

5

4

1=

Score

9.0

9.0

7.7

8.3

9.1

Rank

2=

2=

5

4

1

Score

9.0

9.0

7.5

8.2

9.0

Rank

1=

1=

5

4

1=

Score

8.9

9.1

7.9

8.3

9.0

Rank

3

1

5

4

2

Score

8.9

9.1

7.4

8.1

9.1

Rank

3

1=

5

4

1=

Score

9.0

9.0

7.5

8.2

9.1

Rank

2=

2=

5

4

1

Score

9.2

9.1

8.1

8.6

9.0

Rank

1

2

5

4

3

Accountability

Score

District/Borough
Bournemouth
Christchurch
East Dorset
North Dorset
Poole
Purbeck
West Dorset
Weymouth
and Portland
Unknown
3.38

The table above indicates the average scores (out of 10) for each of the criteria in each borough/district,
as well as their rank in order of importance to residents in these areas.

3.39

While accountability and quality received the highest overall scores (9.1),
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If two new councils were created, to what extent do you support or oppose each of the possible
options that are being considered?
Figure 14: Support and opposition for the proposed options 2a-2c

Base: All Individuals (number of individuals shown in brackets)
3.40

Respondents were told of the areas which would be covered by the unitary authorities under each of
the proposed options 2a-c, and were signposted to the consultation document which contained
information about the key features and financial information for all three options. Respondents were
asked the extent to which they supported or opposed each of the three options proposed by the
councils.

3.41

When looking at responses from all individuals responding to the open consultation questionnaire,
option 2b received the highest level of support; more than half of respondents (53%) supported this
option.

3.42

The other options proposed by the councils received lower levels of support. Less than a third of
respondents said that they either strongly or tended to support options 2a or 2c (28%).

3.43

While 28% supported options 2a or 2c, almost half of respondents indicated that they opposed option
2a (48%), and a similar proportion opposed 2c (45%). This compares to just over a quarter that opposed
2b (27%).
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Figure 15: Support and opposition for option 2a. Responses by upper/single tier local authorities.

Option 2a

Base: All Individuals (number of individuals shown in brackets)
3.44

These stacked bar charts display the breakdown of responses by area, ordered by overall support for
option 2a.

3.45

At the upper/single unitary authority level, Bournemouth had the highest agreement with option 2a.
Just over a third of Bournemouth respondents supported this option (35%). Just under a third of Poole
respondents (31%) supported option 2a, while only around a quarter of Dorset County Council area
respondents indicated support for this option (26%). However, a greater proportion in all areas opposed
this option. Two fifths (40%) of Bournemouth respondents, around half of Poole respondents (48%) and
nearly three fifths (56%) of Dorset County Council area respondents opposed option 2a.
Figure 16: Support and opposition for option 2a. Responses by districts and boroughs.

Base: All Individuals (number of individuals shown in brackets)
3.46

At the district and borough level, Bournemouth remained the area with highest support for option 2a
(35%), followed by Weymouth and Portland (33%). Half of the districts and boroughs had absolute
majority opposition to option 2a (West Dorset, Purbeck, East Dorset and Christchurch). Christchurch
displayed the lowest levels of support for option 2a of any area (18%), while around two thirds of
Christchurch respondents opposed this option (67%).
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Figure 17: Support and opposition for option 2b. Responses by upper/single tier local authorities.

Option 2b

Base: All Individuals (number of individuals shown in brackets)
3.47

As with option 2a, Bournemouth has the highest levels of support for option 2b of the upper/single tier
local authorities. Around two thirds (67%) of Bournemouth respondents supported option 2b, with
more than half of Poole (55%) and Dorset County Council area respondents (54%) supporting option 2b.
Figure 18: Support and opposition for option 2b. Responses by districts and boroughs.

Base: All Individuals (number of individuals shown in brackets)
3.48

Seven of the eight districts and boroughs displayed overall majority support for option 2b, ranging from
67% support in Bournemouth to 51% support in Purbeck. Christchurch was the only area where an
absolute opposed option 2b. Around a third of Christchurch respondents (32%) supported option 2b,
while nearly three fifths (57%) opposed it.
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Figure 19: Support and opposition for option 2c. Responses by upper/single tier local authorities.

Option 2c

Base: All Individuals (number of individuals shown in brackets)
3.49

Support for option 2c was similar among the upper/single tier local authorities. Less than a third of
respondents from Bournemouth (31%), Poole (31%) and the Dorset County Council area (29%)
supported option 2c. A greater proportion opposed this option than supported it in each area, with
around two fifths of respondents in Bournemouth (41%) and around half in Poole (48%) and the Dorset
County Council area (50%) opposing option 2c.
Figure 20: Support and opposition for option 2c. Responses by districts and boroughs.

Base: All Individuals (number of individuals shown in brackets)
3.50

Responses from Weymouth and Portland showed the highest support of any area, with 36% of
respondents from this area supporting option 2c. However, more than two fifths (43%) of Weymouth
and Portland respondents opposed option 2c, and opposition was higher than support in all areas.

3.51

Support was lowest in Purbeck (23%), but the greatest opposition to option 2c was in Christchurch;
three fifths (60%) of Christchurch respondents opposed option 2c compared to 55% in Purbeck.
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3.52

Net scores were calculated by subtracting the percentage of respondents who opposed each proposed
option from the percentage who supported them. Positive net scores demonstrate that the option
received a higher percentage of respondents showing support than showing opposition, and higher net
scores therefore represent options which received higher levels of support and lower levels of
opposition.

3.53

Percentages for support, opposition and net scores are presented here rounded to 0 decimal places.
This means that in some cases there is a 1% point discrepancy when subtracting the rounded opposition
percentage from the rounded support percentage compared to the net score, which is calculated using
unrounded percentages. For example, when rounded to 1 decimal place, the net difference between
Bournemouth support (35.3%) and opposition (39.7%) for option 2a is -4.4%. This explains why the net
score is calculated as -4%, rather than -5% from subtracting the rounded opposition percentage (40%)
from the rounded percentage for support (35%).
Figure 21: Net scores for the proposed options 2a-c

Open
Questionnaire

Option 2a
+
- net

Option 2b
+
- net

Option 2c
+
- net

Bournemouth

35

40

-4

67

16

+51

31

41

-10

Poole

31

48

-17

55

30

+25

31

48

-17

Christchurch

18

67

-48

32

57

-26

25

60

-35

East Dorset

24

62

-38

62

26

+36

31

48

-17

North Dorset

31

46

-15

61

21

+40

27

48

-22

West Dorset

30

51

-21

65

20

+45

32

45

-13

Weymouth &
Portland

33

47

-14

55

28

+27

36

43

-8

Purbeck

28

52

-24

51

30

+21

23

55

-32

Dorset CC

26

56

-30

54

32

+22

29

50

-21

3.54

Both options 2a and 2c received negative net scores from all areas. For option 2a, the highest net score
was in Bournemouth (-4), while Weymouth and Portland had the highest net score for option 2c (-8).
Across the Dorset County Council area, option 2a received a net score of -30, with -21 for option 2c.

3.55

Option 2b received positive net scores from all areas except Christchurch. The positive net scores ranged
from +51 in Bournemouth to +21 in Purbeck, and averaged +22 across the Dorset County Council area.
Christchurch was the single area with a negative net score, indicating that more respondents opposed
this proposed option than supported it. There were negative net scores for all options 2a-2c in
Christchurch, with 2a receiving the lowest net score (-48), followed by option 2c (-35), and the highest
net score for option 2b (-26).
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Figure 22: Demographic differences in support for option 2a

Base: All Individuals (number of individuals shown in brackets)
3.56

While more than a quarter of respondents supported option 2a overall (28%), support was particularly
more likely among certain subgroups, such as those aged 16-34 (38%), 35-44 (37%), non-white
respondents (38%) and respondents employed by a local authority in Dorset (36%).
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Figure 23: Demographic differences in support for option 2b

Base: All Individuals (number of individuals shown in brackets)
3.57

When examining responses from demographic subgroups, results are broadly in-line with the overall
result. Employees of local authorities in Dorset were particularly likely to support this option (66%)
compared to the average (53%), as, were those aged 16-34 (62%) and 35-44 (60%) to a lesser extent.

3.58

The overall level of support shown in the chart above is slightly lower than levels of support from the
majority of the identified demographic subgroups. This is because individuals who had chosen not to
give their demographic information in the profiling section of the questionnaire tended to be less
supportive of option 2b compared to individuals that had provided this information.
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Figure 24: Demographic differences in support for option 2c

Base: All Individuals (number of individuals shown in brackets)
3.59

More than two fifths (44%) of employees of Dorset local authorities supported option 2c, compared to
28% overall. Those aged 16-34 (39%), 35-44 (38%), 45-54 (37%) and non-white respondents (36%) were
also particularly likely to support option 2c.
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Further Comments
If you have views on the options or any further comments, please tell us. If there are any
alternative options that you think we should consider, please explain the alternative option and
tell us why you think this would be better.
3.60

Respondents were given the opportunity to express any further views or comments about the proposed
changes, and asked whether there are any alternative options the councils could consider.

3.61

All responses provided to the open-ended questions have been read, and then classified (coded) using a
standardised approach (code frame). This approach helps ensure consistency when classifying different
comments and the resulting codes represent themes that have been repeatedly mentioned in a
quantifiable manner. The responses provided by a respondent to a single text question may present a
number of different points or arguments, therefore in many cases the overall number of coded
comments counted in a particular question can actually be higher than the number of people
responding to that open-ended question (i.e. each respondent may have made comments about two or
more different topics).

3.62

From the 4,836 respondents who provided valid answers to this question, 14,002 different comments
have been classified, the details of which are outlined below. All percentages shown relate to
respondents who gave further comments.
Figure 25: Further comments (overall)
% of respondents
who made
comment (count)

Theme
General acceptance of/support for change

11% (528)

General concern about/opposition to proposals

48% (2,341)

Support for option 2a

3% (139)

Support for option 2b

8% (396)

Support for option 2c

3% (160)

Opposition to/concern about option 2a

6% (302)

Opposition to/concern about option 2b

3% (158)

Opposition to/concern about option 2c

1% (67)

Criticism of/issues with current situation

13% (642)

Positives of current situation

7% (332)

Issues relating to council tax

6% (303)

Disagreement with proposed council groupings (not specific to a particular option)

3% (128)

General support for option 2/two unitary authorities (non-specific to option 2a-c)

<1% (23)

Agreement with proposed council groupings (not specific to a particular option)

<1% (3)

Frequently suggested alternatives (coded)

35% (1,684)
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% of respondents
who made
comment (count)

Theme
Infrequently suggested alternatives (uncoded)

7% (323)

Frequent other comments (coded)

32% (1,560)

Infrequent other comments (uncoded)

15% (727)

Base: All Respondents who gave further comments (4,836)
3.63

The respondents who commented most frequently expressed general concern and opposition about the
proposal to reduce from nine councils to two (48%). The most frequently occurring themes are further
discussed below. Please note that the counts for the individual sub-themes will not necessarily sum to
the same as the count for each overall theme. This is because respondents who made multiple
comments relating to different sub-themes within a single overall theme have only been counted once
in the overall theme level.
Figure 26: Further comments – general concern about/opposition to proposals

General concern about and opposition to proposals
Sub-themes

% of
respondents
who made
comment
(count)

Generally disagree with proposals/option 1 is preferable/councils are fine as they
are/happy with current provision /maintain current arrangement

18% (851)

Loss of local identity/links with local communities must be maintained/every area has
different needs

14% (678)

Accountability/less direct involvement for residents/more bureaucracy

9% (417)

Access/concern about loss of local services/urban areas will be prioritised and rural
areas left behind

7% (341)

Concerns that proposals will lead to lesser quality councils/services

6% (277)

Concerns that proposals will not result in savings/will be a waste of money

5% (265)

Smaller councils are better able to deal with local issues/bigger is not always better

5% (230)

Concerns about taking on other authorities’ debts/councils not managing finances
properly

5% (227)

Concerns Bournemouth will be ‘overbearing’/do not want or town to be ‘swallowed up’
by Bournemouth

4% (210)

Concerns about uneven spread of services/funding across areas/certain areas will be
prioritised over others

3% (154)

Proposals will result in job losses/councils should seek to minimise job losses

3% (130)

Less democratic/decision-making in the hands of too few councils

2% (117)

Disagree with joining Bournemouth and Poole

2% (108)

Concerns Poole will be ‘overbearing’/do not want our town being ‘swallowed up’ by
Poole

2% (95)
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% of
respondents
who made
comment
(count)

Concerns over distance/travelling/inadequate public transport

2% (88)

Increased demand means councils will struggle to cope/councils spread too thinly

2% (74)

Concerns proposals will lead to pay increases for staff/management due to increased
workloads

1% (50)

No proof that proposals will work or improve services in the long run

1% (47)

Base: All Respondents who gave further comments (4,836)
3.64

48% of respondents making further comments raised concerns about or voiced their opposition to the
proposals in general. More specific codes were also produced relating to each of the themes described
in figure 25 - and frequently occurring comments under this theme have been classified above, ordered
by frequency. Of these, the most common specific concern was around loss of local identity (14%): many
respondents suggested that this would be threatened by the proposals and argued that the links with
local communities must be maintained and the different needs of different areas acknowledged.

3.65

Other significant worries were around: loss of accountability and less direct involvement for residents
under a two-unitary structure (9%); a lack of accessibility and the possibility that urban areas will be
prioritised over rural ones (7%); and that larger councils will lead to lesser quality councils and services
(6%).
Figure 27: Further comments - alternatives

Alternatives
Sub-themes

% of
respondents
who made
comment
(count)

One large unitary authority preferred/worked for Wiltshire/most cost-effective

8% (368)

Need to reduce unnecessary managers/councillors/staff/save money by getting rid of
‘non-essential’ staff

6% (268)

Savings should be made elsewhere

5% (253)

Alternative council grouping suggested

5% (231)

Reduce high salaries/managers and councillors should take pay cuts/pension cuts/fewer
expenses/disagree with big redundancy packages

4% (215)

Christchurch should be a single Council/Christchurch should be the ‘main’ Council

4% (206)

Urban and rural areas should be kept separate as they have different needs/should be
an east/west split

3% (140)

Keep the current Councils but join-up services/more joined-up working to save money

3% (133)

Agree with reduction in Councils but two is not enough/specific number of councils
mentioned

2% (98)

Poole should be a single Council/Poole should be the ‘main’ Council

2% (88)

Boundaries should change to reflect changes to councils

1% (45)
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% of
respondents
who made
comment
(count)

1% (31)

Base: All Respondents who gave further comments (4,836)
3.66

8% of respondents to this question said they would prefer one single authority for the whole of Dorset and many cited Wiltshire as a positive example of this.

3.67

6% suggested reductions among managers, councillors and/or ‘non-essential’ staff and, relatedly, a
further 4% suggested a reduction in high salaries, pay cuts among managing staff and councillors, fewer
expenses and/or cuts to pension or redundancy packages as a preferable method of making savings.

3.68

A further 5% of commenting respondents generically felt that savings should be made ‘elsewhere’ - and
another 5% preferred an alternative council grouping to the official proposals. This included suggestions
for arranging the two new unitary authorities differently as well as the possibility of creating three or
more unitary authorities. Some specific suggested configurations were:
Three councils: Bournemouth and Poole; Christchurch, Purbeck and East Dorset; and North
Dorset, West Dorset and Weymouth & Portland;
Three councils: Bournemouth and Poole; Christchurch and East Dorset; and North Dorset,
Purbeck, West Dorset and Weymouth & Portland;
Two councils: Purbeck, Poole, Bournemouth and Christchurch; and East Dorset, North Dorset
West Dorset and Weymouth & Portland;
A unitary authority of Bournemouth and Poole, leaving the other districts and boroughs as they
are;
A unitary authority of Bournemouth and Christchurch, leaving the other districts and boroughs
as they are; and
Retaining the nine existing authorities but dispensing with Dorset County Council.

3.69

More specifically, 4% of respondents to this question explicitly commented that, regardless of other
configurations, Christchurch should remain as a separate entity.

3.70

Suggestions which did not occur frequently enough to be coded specifically were identified under the
code ‘infrequently suggested alternatives’. These included:
Reorganising district/borough boundaries to allow the urban areas of East Dorset (such as Corfe
Mullen, Ferndown, West Moors, Verwood and Wimborne) and Purbeck (such as Upton and
Lytchett Minster) to be included in the proposed conurbation authority;
Returning Christchurch to Hampshire, where it could work closely with New Forest District;
Returning Bournemouth to Hampshire;
A ‘National Park Authority’ covering West Dorset, North Dorset, Weymouth & Portland, Purbeck
and East Devon; and
A more regional-style council, including adjoining local authorities such as Hampshire, Devon,
Somerset and Wiltshire (either fully or in part).
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Suggestions to devolve power locally, including comments recommending the creation of area boards or
committees or for greater powers to be given to parish councils, were also made by several
respondents.
Figure 28: Further comments - other comments

All ‘other’ coded comments
Sub-themes

% of
respondents
who made
comment
(count)

General criticism of consultation

9% (431)

General comments about specific council services e.g. issues around bins/recycling
services/health services etc.

7% (331)

Relevant comments about specific council services being affected by the proposals

7% (328)

Need more information to make decision [e.g. need to see a business plan]

5% (257)

Consultation biased/flawed/leading questions

5% (224)

Comments relating to town and parish councils (including comments about Weymouth
getting a Town Council)

3% (155)

Need to stop the funding cuts instead of simply complying

2% (115)

Councils’ minds already made up/paper exercise

2% (114)

Councils should hold a referendum

1% (63)

Equality Issues

1% (27)

Improved use of technology will improve access

1% (27)

Base: All Respondents who gave further comments (4,836)
3.72

9% of respondents responding to this question made general criticisms of the consultation itself,
including around: the cost of undertaking a survey; confusing information on the proposed changes; and
that there may be further options the councils could consider that have not been investigated.
Furthermore, another 5% of respondents complained specifically that the questionnaire was ‘biased’,
‘flawed’ or included ‘leading’ questions.

3.73

Other most frequently occurring comments under the ‘other comments’ theme were: concerns about
the impact of the proposals on specific council services (7%) and general concerns or complaints about
services such as bins, recycling or health services that did not relate directly to the consultation (7%).

3.74

5% of respondents responding to this question indicated that they needed more information in order to
make a decision, with some giving the example of wanting to see a business plan.
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Figure 29: Further comments – criticism of/issues with current situation

Criticism of/issues with current situation
Sub-themes

% of
respondents
who made
comment
(count)

Negative comments about current council configuration/specific councils

8% (381)

Too much wastage/duplication

5% (236)

Too many managers, councillors and administrative staff

2% (82)

Not enough frontline staff/need to maintain frontline staff

1% (66)

Base: All Respondents who gave further comments (4,836)
3.75

Of the 13% of respondents who voiced criticisms or raised issues with the current council structure
across Dorset, 8% made negative comments about the current council reconfiguration or specific
councils, 5% commented on wastage or duplication, 2% on a surplus of managers, councillors and
administration staff and 1% on the need to maintain adequate numbers of frontline staff.
Figure 30: Further comments – general acceptance of/support for change

General acceptance of/support for change
Sub-themes

% of
respondents
who made
comment
(count)

Generally agree with proposals/think they are a good idea/proposed changes will mean
a better service from councils

4% (188)

Money must be saved/this is the best way to make savings

3% (155)

Support for more joined-up working/more effective

3% (147)

Agree with pairing of Bournemouth and Poole (including specific reasons i.e. shared
identity/urban cohesion etc.)

2% (88)

Support for proposals as change is long overdue/proposals must be implemented
quickly

2% (74)

Base: All Respondents who gave further comments (4,836)
3.76

11% of respondents making further comment on the proposals indicated acceptance for or support for
change, including 4% who generally agreed with the proposed changes, and a further 3% who accepted
that the money needs to be saved or specified that the proposals would be the most effective way of
saving money. There was also support for the proposals on the grounds that they would result in more
efficient joined-up working (3%) - and 2% of respondents to this question felt that change is long
overdue and that the proposals must be implemented quickly.
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Figure 31: Further comments – support for option 2b

Support for Option 2b
Sub-themes

% of
respondents
who made
comment
(count)

General support for option 2b

4% (215)

General support for proposed council grouping under option 2b

3% (158)

Most appropriate split of urban/rural areas

2% (112)

Quality will improve/it will offer better services

1% (37)

Value for money/saves the most money

1% (64)

Local identity/rural areas will be better protected

1% (57)

More balanced population split

1% (43)

Base: All Respondents who gave further comments (4,836)
3.77

8% of respondents making further comment on the proposals indicated their support for option 2b. 4%
did so in a general sense but, more specifically, 3% endorsed the proposed council grouping, 2%
considered that it represents the most appropriate split of urban and rural areas; and 1% each thought it
would: improve service quality; better protect local identity and rural areas more generally; offer best
value for money; and yield a better population split.
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Equalities
Are there any positive or negative impacts that you believe that Dorset’s councils should take
into account in relation to equalities or human rights?
If so, are you able to provide any supporting evidence and suggest any ways in which the
organisations could reduce or remove any potential negative impacts and increase any positive
impacts?
Figure 32: Impacts relating to equalities
% of respondents
who made
comment
(count)

Theme
Equalities impacts

28% (587)

General comments

22% (451)

Other equalities concerns

20% (462)

Criticisms of equalities/human rights focus

20% (418)

Non-relevant equalities concerns

13% (270)

Frequent other comments (coded)

7% (142)

Infrequently mentioned alternatives (uncoded)

2% (37)

Base: All Respondents who made comments on positive or negative impacts relating to equalities (2,087)
3.78

Respondents were asked whether there were any positive or negative impacts relating to equalities or
human rights that Dorset’s councils should take into account when making decisions, and were
requested to provide any supporting evidence or suggestions to reduce negative impacts or increase
positive impacts.

3.79

From the 2,087 respondents who provided valid answers to this question, more than 2,700 different
comments have been classified, the details of which are outlined above. All percentages shown are of
respondents who made comments to the question on equalities and human rights.
Figure 33: Impacts relating to equalities - Equalities impacts

Equalities impacts
Sub-themes
Poor access/fewer local offices will negatively impact people with protected
characteristics (elderly, disabled, people in deprived areas, etc.)

% of
respondents
who made
comment
(count)

14% (295)

Proposals will have a negative impact on people living in rural areas

4% (80)

Proposals will have a negative impact on people without access to technology/people
without access to the internet/aren’t computer literate

3% (72)

Concerns that proposed changes will affect local decision making/local decision making
better represents equalities/human right concerns of the community

3% (54)

Agree with proposed two unitary authorities/will result in a better standard of
equalities/ positive impact of proposals

2% (47)
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Equalities impacts
Sub-themes

% of
respondents
who made
comment
(count)

Proposals will have a negative impact on people with protected characteristics (general
– non-specific)

2% (40)

The council should strive to make local communities/councils more diverse

2% (38)

Proposals will have a negative impact on the elderly/the ageing population of Dorset

2% (38)

Proposals will have a negative impact on the disabled

1% (27)

More education is needed for equalities/human rights issues/more should be done to
raise public awareness of these issues

1% (23)

Proposals will have a negative impact on staff working for the council/it will have an
impact on their right to employment

1% (29)

Proposals will have a negative impact on people in deprived areas/people on low
income

1% (13)

Better training of council staff needed/council staff need to be more aware of equalities

<1% (6)

Proposals will have a negative impact on minority groups

<1% (4)

Base: All Respondents who made comments on positive or negative impacts relating to equalities (2,087)
3.80

While many of the most commonly repeated comments did not relate to equalities concerns arising as a
result of the proposals, of the equalities impacts which did relate to the proposals, by far the most
frequently mentioned concerns were around poor access, or that fewer local offices will negatively
impact people with protected characteristics (14%).
Figure 34: Impacts relating to equalities - Other equalities concerns

Other equalities concerns
Sub-themes
Equalities concerns not related to proposed council reorganisation

% of
respondents
who made
comment
(count)

11% (226)

Happy with the way the council currently handles equality issues

3% (73)

Needs of local people should be put first

3% (59)

Concerns that a reduced number of Councils will not provide the same standard of
service/care as nine councils

2% (47)

Concerns about travellers/need to regulate travellers/need to deal with problem
travellers

2% (36)

Concerns about immigration

2% (33)

Concerns about homeless people/need to focus on helping homeless people

1% (19)

Base: All Respondents who made comments on positive or negative impacts relating to equalities (2,087)
3.81

Other equalities concerns included equalities issues which were raised but did not relate to the
proposed council reorganisation (11%). These included comments about the quality of home-care for
the elderly, funding for mental health care, services for vulnerable people etc.
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3% of respondents responding to this question expressed satisfaction with the current handling of
equalities issues, 3% felt that the needs of local people must be prioritised and another 2% that a
reduced number of councils will not provide the same standard of care as nine. 2% each were
concerned about travellers and immigration - and another 1% about homelessness.
Figure 35: Impacts relating to equalities - General comments

General comments
Sub-themes

% of
respondents
who made
comment
(count)

Everyone should be treated equally regardless of circumstances

9% (179)

Recognise the importance of equalities/human rights

7% (139)

Follow the law/councils should follow government guidelines on equality

3% (56)

Look after the majority rather than the minority

2% (47)

Common sense approach is needed

2% (33)

Concerned that smaller councils won’t be heard/large conurbation will be prioritised

1% (21)

Should provide services in mobile offices/existing council buildings to ensure access is
available

1% (12)

Create a unified policy for equality and human rights within the council

1% (11)

Should utilise technology more/improved use of technology will help provide people
with better access

<1% (10)

Employ an equalities/human rights officer/champion to control any issues

<1% (6)

Base: All Respondents who made comments on positive or negative impacts relating to equalities (2,087)
3.83

There was also a large number of more general comments about equalities, such as that everyone
should be treated equally regardless of circumstances (9%), or comments that recognised the
importance of equalities/human rights (7%).
Figure 36: Impacts relating to equalities - Criticisms of equalities/human rights focus

Criticisms of equalities/human rights focus

% of
respondents
who made
comment
(count)

Too much importance placed on equality & human rights/council wastes too much
money on equality concerns/issues with positive discrimination within councils/councils
should hire the best person for the job regardless of equalities/this question is
irrelevant/equality concerns should not interfere with council reforms

20% (418)

Base: All Respondents who made comments on positive or negative impacts relating to equalities (2,087)
3.84

Conversely, 20% of respondents criticised the focus on equalities/human rights, suggesting that too
much importance is placed on equalities and human rights generally, or that they are not directly
relevant either to the consultation or to local government reorganisation.
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4. Household Survey
Statistical Validity of a Survey
4.1

Where a population is large, as in the case of Dorset (around 750,000 residents), it is impractical to
obtain the views of all residents. In these circumstances it is normal to carry out a survey to estimate
what the result would be if the views of the entire population had been asked.

4.2

Where a survey is based on a sample that has been selected at random and there is a chance that
anyone in the population could be chosen to take part, survey estimates can be certified as statistically
accurate to within a specific tolerance.

4.3

For example, we can be 95% confident that views based on responses from a random sample of 384
residents would reflect the views of the entire population to within ±5 percentage points. On this basis,
19 times in 20 the survey estimate will be no more than 5 percentage points away from the result had
the question been asked of everyone in the population.

4.4

The household survey used a stratified random sampling approach and all addresses in each local
authority area had an equal chance of selection. The sample was designed to provide sufficient
responses for analysis of views in each of the local authority areas.

4.5

The overall sample of 4,258 responses will provide survey estimates that will be accurate to around ±2
percentage points for the entire Dorset population. The survey estimates are sufficiently accurate to
identify with statistical confidence the option with most support in each local authority area. The
accuracy of each estimate depends on the split in opinion for each question, the number of responses
received and the extent of statistical weighting needed to compensate for different response rates for
different types of households.

4.6

The specific accuracy of survey estimates for key questions is indicated where appropriate.

The Survey
4.7

A household survey, using similar questions to the open consultation questionnaire, was distributed to a
sample of 20,000 addresses across Dorset (drawn randomly from the Royal Mail Postal Address File – an
index of all residential addresses) to ensure that the views of the wider population could be assessed.
The sample was stratified to ensure that each local authority area received an appropriate number of
questionnaires: 2,000 addresses were randomly selected by ORS in each of the two-tier
districts/boroughs and – because of their larger populations – 4,000 addresses were selected in each
unitary authority.

4.8

Residents were also sent a background consultation document, a freepost return envelope and a unique
online reference number to enable them to complete the survey online or return the paper copies via
post.
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Survey Response
4.9

The surveys were distributed on 6th September 2016, with a reminder sent to all non-responders on
October 10th. 131 questionnaires were returned as failed mail and 4,258 were returned complete,
yielding an overall response rate of 21%. Responses were accepted online by 25th October and in hard
copy later if postmarked 25th October or earlier.

Weighting the Data
4.10

The extent to which results can be generalised from a sample depends on how well the sample
represents the population from which it is drawn, and different types of people in different places may
have been more or less likely to take part. This is known as response bias, and under these
circumstances, inferences about the views of the population can be improved through a process of
statistical weighting.

4.11

Characteristics identified in the returned sample (completed surveys) were checked against comparative
data for the population of Dorset.

4.12

In this case, the data was checked against Mid-year Population Estimates 2015 for age, gender and area,
and Census 2011 data for ethnicity, working status, tenure and disability. The data was then
subsequently weighted by age and gender combined, tenure, working status, and area. The results
presented here are therefore representative of each of the local authority areas as well as the overall
Dorset area in these criteria and will be treated as being so throughout this report. When the unweighted data is discussed, the report refers to ‘respondents’, but for weighted data it refers to
‘residents’.

Respondent Profile
4.13

The tables on the following pages show the profile characteristics of respondents to the survey. Any
value denoted by a * represents a percentage which is less than 1%. Please note that the figures may
not always sum to 100% due to rounding.
Table 3: Gender - All Residents
Gender

Unweighted Count

Unweighted Valid %

Weighted Valid %

Population %

Male

2,180

54

45

49

Female

1,852

46

55

51

226

-

-

-

4,258

100

100

100

Unweighted Valid %

Weighted Valid %

167

4
6
13
21
30
27
-

23
14
17
15
16
14
-

26
14
17
15
15
14
-

4,258

100

100

100

Not known
TOTAL
Table 4: Age - All Residents
Age
Under 35
35 to 44
45 to 54
55 to 64
65 to 74
75+
Not known
TOTAL

Unweighted Count
164
261
512
844
1,224
1,086
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Table 5: Ethnic Group - All Residents
Ethnic Group

Unweighted Count

Unweighted Valid %

Weighted Valid %

3,935

98

96

97

Non-white

61

2

4

4

Not known

262

-

-

-

4,258

100

100

100

Unweighted Valid %

Weighted Valid %

White

TOTAL

Population %

Table 6: Long-standing illness/Disability - All Residents
Long-standing illness/Disability

Unweighted Count

Population %

Long-standing illness/disability

1,160

29

22

22

No illness/disability

2,829

71

78

78

269

-

-

-

4,258

100

100

100

Unweighted Valid %

Weighted Valid %

Not known
TOTAL
Table 7: Working Status - All Residents
Working Status

Unweighted Count

Population %

Working

1,449

36

56

55

Retired

2,171

55

28

28

Otherwise not working

358

9

16

18

Not known

280

-

-

-

4,258

100

100

100

Unweighted Valid %

Weighted Valid %

TOTAL
Table 8: Tenure - All Residents
Working Status

Unweighted Count

Population %

Owned

3,409

84

72

71

Rented

632

16

28

29

Not known

217

-

-

-

4,258

100

100

100

Unweighted Valid %

Weighted Valid %

TOTAL
Table 9: Area - All Residents
Area

Unweighted Count

Population %

Poole

781

18

19

19

Bournemouth

670

16

25

25

West Dorset

508

12

13

13

East Dorset

554

13

12

12

North Dorset

439

10

9

9

Purbeck

453

11

6

6

Christchurch

459

11

6

6

Weymouth and Portland

391

9

8

8

3

-

-

-

100%

100%

100%

Not known
TOTAL

4,258
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Interpretation of the Data
4.14

The results of the household survey are presented in a largely graphical format. The pie and bar charts
(and other graphics) show the proportions (percentages) of residents making responses. Where
possible, the colours of the charts have been standardised with a ‘traffic light’ system in which:
»

Green shades represent positive responses

»

Beige and purple/blue shades represent neither positive nor negative responses

»

Red shades represent negative responses

»

The bolder shades are used to highlight responses at the ‘extremes’, for example, strongly
agree or strongly disagree

4.15

Where percentages do not sum to 100, this may be due to computer rounding, the exclusion of “don’t
know” categories, or multiple answers. Throughout the chapter an asterisk (*) denotes any value less
than half of one per cent. In some cases figures of 2% or below have been excluded from graphs to
avoid potential identification of individual responses.

4.16

The number of valid responses recorded for each question (base size), are reported throughout. As not
all respondents answered every question, these base sizes vary between questions. Every response to
every question has been taken into consideration.

4.17

It should be remembered that a sample, and not the entire population, has been surveyed. In
consequence, all results are subject to sampling tolerances, which means that not all differences are
statistically significant. When considering differences between results for different groups within the
population, these have been analysed using appropriate statistical means to check for statistical
significance (i.e. not happened ‘by chance’). Differences that are not said to be ‘significant’ or
‘statistically significant’ are indicative only. When comparing results between demographic sub-groups,
only results which are significantly different are highlighted. Statistical significance is at a 95% level of
confidence.

4.18

All responses provided to the open-ended questions have been read, and then classified (coded) using a
standardised approach (code frame). This approach helps ensure consistency when classifying different
comments and the resulting codes represent themes that have been repeatedly mentioned in a
quantifiable manner. The responses provided by a resident to a single text question may present a
number of different points or arguments, therefore in many cases the overall number of coded
comments counted in a particular question can actually be higher than the number of people
responding to that open-ended question (i.e. each resident may have made comments about two or
more different topics).
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Household Survey
To what extent do you agree or disagree that Dorset’s councils should focus on cutting out
duplication and reducing administration costs wherever possible?
Figure 37: Agreement and disagreement with a focus on cutting out duplication and reducing administration costs wherever
possible

Base: All Residents (4,075)
4.19

Residents were initially directed to read the consultation document or alternatively to go to
reshapingyourcouncils.uk for more information. They were then given a short introduction explaining
the changes to government funding and the need for the councils to make savings, as well as explaining
the councils’ belief in making savings by reducing administrative costs, cutting out duplication and
making efficiencies to protect services as far as possible. Residents were then asked the extent to which
they agreed or disagreed with Dorset’s councils’ focus on cutting out duplication and reducing
administration costs wherever possible.

4.20

Around 9 in 10 (91%) residents in the overall Dorset area (including residents in the Dorset County
Council area, Bournemouth and Poole) agreed with the principle of Dorset’s councils focussing on
cutting out duplication and reducing administration costs where possible.
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Figure 38: Agreement and disagreement with a focus on cutting out duplication and reducing administration costs wherever
possible. Responses by upper/single tier local authorities.

Base: All Residents (number of residents shown in brackets)
4.21

These stacked bar charts display the breakdown of responses by area, ordered by overall agreement.
Agreement with the councils’ focus on cutting out duplication and reducing administration costs was
broadly similar across the upper/single tier authority level of Poole (92%), Bournemouth (91%) and the
Dorset County Council area (91%).
Figure 39: Agreement and disagreement with a focus on cutting out duplication and reducing administration costs wherever
possible. Responses by districts and boroughs.

Base: All Residents (number of residents shown in brackets)
4.22

There was more variation among districts and boroughs, with significantly higher levels of agreement in
West Dorset (94%) and significantly lower levels of agreement in Christchurch (82%).
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Figure 40: Demographic differences in agreement with a focus on cutting out duplication and reducing administration costs
wherever possible

Base: All Residents (number of residents shown in brackets)
4.23

This chart shows how the levels of agreement vary across different sub-groups of the population. In
order to identify which differences in sub-group responses are significant, ORS applies statistical tests
taking any weighting into account to calculate whether apparent differences are due to chance or are
statistically significant. By taking into account the sample and sub-sample sizes, it can be calculated at a
95% confidence level that a particular difference between sub-groups is statistically significant. Results
for sub-groups that are significantly higher (statistically) than the overall score are highlighted in green,
whilst results that are significantly lower (statistically) are highlighted in red.

4.24

Residents in a two adult household and residents who own their accommodation were significantly
more likely to agree with the focus on cutting out duplication and reducing administration costs
wherever possible. Residents in rented accommodation were significantly less likely to agree with this
focus.
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To what extent do you agree or disagree with the proposal to replace the NINE existing councils
(option 1) with TWO new councils (options 2a– 2c) in order to protect services as far as possible?
4.26

The questionnaire was designed to help inform the decision-making process; so it first sought to
establish the extent of agreement or disagreement with the proposal for replacing the existing nine
councils with two new councils, in order to establish the overall support for change. The questionnaire
then asked the extent to which residents supported or opposed each of the three proposed options
being considered if two new councils were formed.

4.27

Given this context, the questionnaire asked separate questions for each of the four options being
considered: maintaining the current nine councils (option 1) and each of the proposed options if two
new councils were formed (options 2a, 2b and 2c). However, not all respondents answered all four
questions; a small number only responded to questions about some of the options.

4.28

To ensure a fair comparison across all of the options, all residents who responded to any of these
questions were included in the base for all four results. On this basis, where residents had not answered
a question about a specific option, they were counted with those residents who stated “don’t know” for
that option. This is indicated by the category “valid not answered/don’t know. However, where
residents did not express a view about any of the proposed options and did not answer any of these
four questions, they were excluded from the base across all four results.
Figure 41: Support and opposition for the replacement of the nine existing councils (option 1) with two new councils
(options 2a-2c)

Base: All Residents (4,205)
4.29

Almost three quarters (73%) of residents living in the overall Dorset area agreed with the proposal to
replace the nine existing councils (option 1) with two new councils (options 2a-2c) in order to protect
services as far as possible.
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Figure 42: Support and opposition for the replacement of the nine existing councils (option 1) with two new councils
(options 2a-2c). Responses by area.

North Dorset

East Dorset
Christchurch
West Dorset

78

71

63

77

74

Dorset County
Council

Purbeck

73

Weymouth
& Portland

70

73
Bournemouth
74
Poole

Base: All Residents (4205)
4.30

The map above represents the distribution of agreement among residents in all local authorities and the
Dorset County Council area for the replacement of the nine existing councils with two new councils.
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Figure 43: Support and opposition for the replacement of the nine existing councils (option 1) with two new councils
(options 2a-2c). Responses by upper/single tier local authorities.

Base: All Residents (number of residents shown in brackets)
4.32

The results above show that there were similar levels of agreement among the upper/single tier local
authorities, with around three quarters of residents from Poole (74%), Bournemouth (73%) and Dorset
(73%) agreeing with the proposed change to two new local authorities.
Figure 44: Support and opposition for the replacement of the nine existing councils (option 1) with two new councils
(options 2a-2c). Responses by districts and boroughs.

Base: All Residents (number of residents shown in brackets)
4.33

Among the individual districts and boroughs, Christchurch was significantly less likely to agree (63%)
with this proposal, with almost a quarter (24%) of residents from Christchurch disagreeing with the
proposal to replace the existing councils with two new unitary authorities.
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Figure 45: Support for the replacement of the nine existing councils (option 1) with two new councils (options 2a-2c)

CI
Overall Dorset (4,205)

73%

±2%

Bournemouth (659)

73%

±5%

Poole (769)

74%

±5%

63%

Christchurch (456)

±8%

74%

Purbeck (450)

±7%

Weymouth and Portland (390)

70%

±7%

East Dorset (546)

71%

±6%

North Dorset (431)

78%

±6%

West Dorset (501)

77%

±5%

73%

Dorset County Council (2,774)
0%

10%

20%

30%

40%

±3%

50%

60%

70%

80%

90%

100%

Base: All Residents (number of residents shown in brackets)
4.34

As the household survey is a sample survey, representative of the population in each area, the results
have an associated confidence interval (CI) that is influenced by factors such as base size, the
percentage of support and any weighting applied to results. The chart above demonstrates the levels of
support for the proposal to create two new councils to replace the nine existing councils, with the
confidence interval displayed for results in each area. The 50% gridline has been emphasised to indicate
whether a result has absolute majority support.

4.35

The area which received the least agreement with the replacement of the existing councils was
Christchurch. More than three fifths of Christchurch residents agreed with the proposals (63%) with a
confidence interval of ±8%. Taking confidence intervals into account, an absolute majority of residents
(above 50%) agreed with the replacement of the nine existing councils with two new councils in all
areas.
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Figure 46: Demographic differences in support for the replacement of the nine existing councils (option 1) with two new
councils (options 2a-2c)

Base: All Residents (number of residents shown in brackets)
4.36

Residents aged 65-74, male residents, those owning their accommodation, and retired residents
were significantly more likely to support the replacement of the nine councils with two new
councils, while those in rented accommodation were significantly less likely to agree with this
proposal.
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Please rate how important you think each of these criteria are using a whole number between 0
and 10, where “10” means that the criteria is critically important and “0” means the criteria is of
no importance.
4.37

4.38

Residents were informed that Dorset’s councils believe that it is important for any future
arrangements to provide the following:
»

Accountability: democratic decision making that can be locally influenced and ensuring
residents know how to raise issues to their local councillor and how to have a say on future
service delivery

»

Quality: frontline services that are sustainable, cost-effective and equipped to deliver good
local services in the long-term

»

Local Identity: a recognised local area that reflects how residents live their lives and how
businesses operate

»

Access: keeping services as local as possible for as many residents as possible

»

Value for money: cutting out duplication, increasing economies of scale and improving
efficiencies

Residents were then asked to rate how important they thought these criteria are on a scale between 0
and 10. Average scores were calculated for each criterion, and have been ranked in order of importance
according to residents.
Figure 47: Average score of the importance of criteria

4.39

Criterion

Overall average score
(out of 10)

Rank

Base

Accountability

8.7

3

4,045

Quality

9.1

1

4,032

Local Identity

7.5

5

4,037

Access

8.3

4

4,032

Value For Money

9.0

2

4,041

Overall, quality received the highest average score of 9.1 out of 10, followed closely by value for money
(9.0). Local identity received the lowest average score (7.5), indicating that in general residents place
lower importance on the criteria of local identity.
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Figure 48: Average score of the importance of criteria. Responses by districts and boroughs.

Quality
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Access
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Money

8.4
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4
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8.5
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Rank

3
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5

4
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8.7

9.3
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3

1

5

4

2
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8.8

9.1

7.6

8.5

9.1

Rank

3

1=

5

4

1=

Score

8.6

9.2

7.4

8.2

9.0

Rank

3

1

5

4

2

Score

8.6

9.0

7.6

8.3

9.1

Rank

3

2

5

4

1

Score

8.8

9.1

7.3

8.4

9.2

Rank

3

2

5

4

1

Score

8.8

9.0

7.7

7.9

8.8

Rank

2=

1

5

4

2=

Accountability

Score

District/Borough
Bournemouth
Christchurch
East Dorset
North Dorset
Poole
Purbeck
West Dorset
Weymouth
and Portland
4.40

The table above indicates the average scores (out of 10) for each of the criteria in each borough/district,
as well as their rank in order of importance to residents in these areas.

4.41

Average scores for importance were broadly similar across all boroughs/districts for each of the criteria.
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If two new councils were created, to what extent do you support or oppose each of the possible
options that are being considered?
Figure 49: Support and opposition for the proposed options 2a-2c

Base: All Residents (number of residents shown in brackets)
4.42

Residents were told the areas covered by each unitary authority under each of the proposed options 2ac, and were signposted to the consultation document which contained information about the key
features of these options including financial information. Residents were asked the extent to which they
supported or opposed each of the three options proposed by the councils.

4.43

At an overall Dorset level, option 2b received the highest levels of support (65%), followed by option 2a
(36%), with option 2c receiving the lowest support overall (26%).

4.44

Option 2c also received the highest levels of opposition. More than two fifths of residents (43%)
indicated that they opposed option 2c. In addition, while more than a third of residents supported
option 2a (36%), a similar proportion of residents opposed this option (35%). This compares to less than
a fifth of residents overall who opposed option 2b (15%).
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Figure 50: Support for the proposed option 2a

Option 2a

CI
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±6%

Poole (769)
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±5%
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±7%
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±8%
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±8%
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East Dorset (546)
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Base: All Residents (number of residents shown in brackets)
4.45

The chart above demonstrates the level of support for option 2a in each area. Although less than two
fifths (36%) of residents overall supported option 2a, East Dorset was significantly less likely to support
this option (27%) compared to average.
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Figure 51: Support for the proposed option 2b

Option 2b
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Base: All Residents (number of residents shown in brackets)
4.46

Option 2b had the highest levels of support, both at the overall level and when examining all local
authorities individually. Bournemouth was significantly more likely to agree with option 2b (74%)
compared to the average.

4.47

Weymouth and Portland had both the lowest support (54%) and the largest confidence interval (±8%) of
any area. This was the only local authority area which did not necessarily have absolute majority support
for option 2b when taking in to account the confidence interval (at the 95% confidence level), and was
significantly less likely to support option 2b compared to average.
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Figure 52: Support for the proposed option 2c

Option 2c
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4.48

While around a quarter (26%) of residents supported option 2c overall, East Dorset (20%), Purbeck
(18%) and Christchurch (17%) were all significantly less likely to support option 2c compared to average.
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4.49

Net scores were calculated by subtracting the percentage of residents who opposed each proposed
option from those who supported them. Positive net scores demonstrate that the option received a
higher percentage of residents showing support than showing opposition, and higher net scores
therefore represent options which received higher levels of support and lower levels of opposition.

4.50

Percentages for support, opposition and net scores are presented here rounded to 0 decimal places.
This means that in some cases there is a 1% point discrepancy when subtracting the rounded opposition
percentage from the rounded support percentage compared to the net score, which is calculated using
unrounded percentages. For example, when rounded to 1 decimal place, the net difference between
Bournemouth support (38.5%) and opposition (33.6%) for option 2a gives a net score of +4.9%. This
explains why the net score is calculated as 5%, rather than 4% from subtracting the rounded opposition
percentage (34%) from the rounded percentage for support (38%).
Figure 53: Net scores for the proposed options 2a-c

Option 2a

Option 2b

Option 2c

Household
Survey

+

-

net

+

-

net

+

-

net

Bournemouth

38

34

+5

74

10

+64

32

41

-9

Poole

37

34

+4

63

15

+48

27

41

-14

Christchurch

31

41

-10

64

18

+46

17

53

-36

East Dorset

27

45

-17

66

15

+51

20

42

-23

North Dorset

42

35

+7

61

18

+43

26

47

-21

West Dorset

38

33

+6

64

16

+48

21

44

-22

Weymouth &
Portland

35

31

+4

54

21

+33

31

41

-10

Purbeck

36

33

+2

62

20

+42

18

51

-32

Dorset CC

35

36

-1

62

17

+45

22

45

-23

4.51

Option 2a received a combination of positive and negative net scores, with the highest net scores found
in North Dorset (+7), and the lowest in East Dorset (-17). Both Bournemouth and Poole had low positive
net scores (+5 and +4 respectively), but the Dorset County Council area received a negative score of -1.

4.52

Option 2b received the highest net scores in all areas. The highest net score was Bournemouth (+64),
while the lowest was in Weymouth and Portland, which still received a positive net score of +33.

4.53

Option 2c received negative net scores in all areas, the most balanced score coming from Bournemouth
residents (-9), while the most negative net score was calculated from Christchurch results (-36).
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Figure 54: Demographic differences in support for option 2a

Base: All Residents (number of residents shown in brackets)
4.54

This chart shows how levels of support for option 2a vary across different demographic sub-groups.

4.55

Option 2a received significantly higher support from those aged 16-34, and those in rented
accommodation, but received significantly lower support from those aged 55-64.
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Figure 55: Demographic differences in support for option 2b

Base: All Residents (number of residents shown in brackets)
4.56

There are no significant differences between subgroups for those residents who supported option 2b.
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Figure 56: Demographic differences in support for option 2c

Base: All Residents (number of residents shown in brackets)
4.57

The only demographic subgroup which had significantly different levels of support when compared to
overall was with those in the 65-74 age group. Residents aged 65-74 were significantly less likely to
support option 2c.
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Further Comments
If you have views on the options or any further comments, please tell us. If there are any
alternative options that you think we should consider, please explain the alternative option and
tell us why you think this would be better.
4.58

As in the open questionnaire, residents were given the opportunity to express any views or further
comments that they might have about the proposed changes, and were asked whether there were any
alternative options which they thought the councils should take into account.

4.59

All responses provided to the open-ended questions have been read, and then classified (coded) using a
standardised approach (code frame). This approach helps ensure consistency when classifying different
comments and the resulting codes represent themes that have been repeatedly mentioned in a
quantifiable manner. The responses provided by a resident to a single text question may present a
number of different points or arguments, therefore in many cases the overall number of coded
comments counted in a particular question can actually be higher than the number of people
responding to that open-ended question (i.e. each resident may have made comments about two or
more different topics).

4.60

From the 1,180 residents who provided valid answers to this question, more than 3,000 different
comments have been classified, the details of which are outlined below. All percentages shown are of
residents who gave further comments.
Figure 57: Further comments – themes
% of
residents
who made
comment

Theme
General acceptance/support for change
Concern and opposition about general proposal
Support for option 2a
Support for option 2b
Support for option 2c
Opposition/concern for option 2a
Opposition/concern for option 2b
Opposition/concern for option 2c
Support for option 2/Change to two unitary authorities (non-specific to options 2a-c)
Positives of current situation
Criticism/issues with current situation
Disagreement with proposed council groupings (not specific to a particular option)
Agreement with proposed council groupings (not specific to a particular option)
Issues relating to council tax
Commonly mentioned alternatives (coded)
Infrequently mentioned alternatives (uncoded)
All other coded comments (coded)
Other (uncoded)
Base: All Residents who gave further comments (1,180)
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12%
42%
2%
7%
3%
2%
2%
1%
<1%
2%
17%
1%
<1%
9%
29%
4%
37%
9%
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Comments made by residents most frequently expressed concern and opposition about the general
proposal to change from nine councils to two (42%), with other frequently occurring themes including
commonly mentioned alternatives (29%), comments raising criticisms/issues with the current situation
(17%), general acceptance/support for change (12%) and other coded comments (37%). More specific
codes were also produced relating to each of the themes, and the most frequently occurring themes are
further discussed below.
Figure 58: Further comments - Concern and opposition about general proposal

Concern and opposition about general proposal
Sub-themes
Access/concern about loss of local services/urban areas will be prioritised and rural
areas left behind
Loss of local identity/links with local communities must be maintained/every area has
different needs
Generally disagree with proposals/Option 1 is best/councils are fine as they are/happy
with current provision of councils/maintain current arrangement
Accountability/less direct involvement for people/more bureaucracy
Concerns that proposals will lead to a lesser quality council/proposed changes will lead
to a poor quality service
Proposals will result in job losses/seek to minimise job losses
Increased demand means councils will struggle to cope/councils spread too thin
Concerns that proposals won’t result in savings/will be a waste of money
Smaller councils are better able to deal with local issues/bigger is not always better
Concerns Bournemouth will be overbearing/don't want our town being swallowed up
by Bournemouth
Concerns over distance/travelling/inadequate public transport
Less democratic/in the hands of too few councils
Concerns about taking on other councils’ debts/other councils not managing their
finances as well
Disagree with Bournemouth and Poole being together
Concerns over proposals/no proof that proposals will work/improve services in the long
run
Concerns proposals will lead to pay increases within staff/management/due to increase
workload
Concerns Poole will be overbearing/don't want our town being swallowed up by Poole
Concerns about uneven spread of services/funding across areas/certain areas will be
prioritised over others

% of
residents
who made
comment

12%
11%
8%
6%
6%
5%
4%
4%
3%
2%
2%
2%
2%
1%
1%
1%
1%
1%

Base: All Residents who gave further comments (1,180)
4.62

42% of residents making further comments raised concerns or voiced their opposition to the proposals
in general. Frequently occurring comments under this theme have been classified above. Of these, the
most common concern was about the loss of local services or the prioritisation of services to urban
areas; around 1 in 10 residents leaving further comments voiced this concern (12%).

4.63

Other frequently occurring comments related to local identity (11%), many of which suggested that
there will be a loss of local identity under the proposals, stated that different areas have specific needs,
or asserting that links with local communities must be maintained.
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Figure 59: Further comments - All other coded comments

All other coded comments
Sub-themes
Other general comments about specific council services e.g. Issues with bins/recycling
services/health services etc.
Other criticism of consultation
Need more information to make decision [e.g. need to see a business plan]
Relevant comments about specific council services being affected by the proposals
Equality Issues
Minds already made up/just a paper exercise
Need to stop the funding cuts instead of just complying
Consultation biased/flawed/leading questions
Happy to be given a voice/glad opinions are being listened to/other positives of
consultation
Comments relating to Town and Parish Councils (incl. comments about making
Weymouth a Town Council)
West Dorset Council is not good enough/need to improve West Dorset Council
Need to hold a referendum
Impact of Brexit/don’t know how Brexit will affect proposals/possible future funding
from government

% of
residents
who made
comment

15%
6%
6%
5%
4%
3%
3%
2%
1%
1%
<1%
<1%
<1%

Base: All Residents who gave further comments (1,180)
4.64

The most frequently occurring comments under the ‘all other coded comments’ theme were general
concerns or complaints about council services, such as bins, recycling or health services but which did
not relate directly to the consultation (15%).

4.65

However, 6% of residents responding to this question made criticisms of the consultation itself,
including the costs of undertaking a survey, confusing information on the changes, or that there may be
further options the councils could consider that haven’t been investigated.

4.66

6% of residents responding to this question indicated that they felt they needed more information in
order to make a decision, with some giving the example of the need to see a business plan.
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Figure 60: Further comments - Commonly mentioned alternatives

Commonly mentioned alternatives
Sub-themes
Need to get rid of unnecessary managers/councillors/staff/save money by getting rid of
non-essential staff
Savings should be made elsewhere
Reduce high salaries/managers and councillors should take pay cuts/pension cuts/fewer
expenses/disagree with big redundancy packages
One large unitary authority wanted/worked for Wiltshire/most cost effective
Agree with reduction in Councils but 2 is not enough/need more than 2/specific number
of councils mentioned
Alternative council grouping suggested
Keep the current councils but join up some services/more joined up working instead to
save money
Urban/rural areas need to be split/kept separate as urban/rural area have different
needs/should be an east and west split
Bournemouth needs to be a single council/Bournemouth should be main council
Poole needs to be a single council/Poole should be main council
Christchurch needs to be a single council/Christchurch should be main council
Boundaries should change due to proposals/boundaries need to be changed in order to
reflect new changes to councils

% of
residents
who made
comment

7%
6%
6%
3%
3%
3%
2%
2%
1%
1%
1%
1%

Base: All Residents who gave further comments (1,180)
4.67

7% suggested staff reductions among managers, councillors or non-essential staff, and relatedly, 6%
suggested a reduction in high salaries, pay cuts among managing staff and councillors, fewer expenses
or cuts to pension or redundancy packages would be a preferable method of making savings.

4.68

A further 6% of comments suggested that savings should be made elsewhere. Some of these comments
were general, but others made specific suggestions such as assessing costs of private service providers,
encouraging voluntary community projects, cutting non-essential Council services and projects and
selling council assets.

4.69

3% of residents giving further comments suggested an alternative council grouping to the council’s
proposals. This includes suggestions for different arrangements of the two new unitary authorities as
well as the possibility of creating three or more unitary authorities.

4.70

Suggestions which did not occur frequently enough to be coded specifically were identified under the
code ‘infrequently suggested alternatives’. These included suggestions to devolve power locally,
including comments recommending the creation of regional development boards or volunteer council
groups, or for greater powers to be given to parish councils. There were also suggestions to maintain
satellite councils or drop-in centres locally. Further suggestions included reassessing property bands,
amalgamating services with other counties (such as Wiltshire), or for Christchurch and/or Bournemouth
to merge with Hampshire.
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Figure 61: Further comments - Criticism/issues with current situation

Criticism/issues with current situation
Sub-themes
Negative comments about current council/specific councils
Too much wastage/duplication
Not enough frontline staff/need to maintain frontline staff
Too many managers, councillors and admin staff

% of
residents
who made
comment

10%
5%
3%
1%

Base: All Residents who gave further comments (1,180)
4.71

Of the 17% of residents who voiced criticisms or raised issues with the current functioning of their
councils, these comprised negative comments about specific councils (10%), comments on wastage or
duplication (5%), deficits in frontline staff (3%) and a surplus of managers, councillors and admin staff
(1%).

Figure 62: Further comments - General acceptance/support for change

General acceptance /support for change
Sub-themes
Money needs to be saved/this is the best way to save money
Generally agree with proposals/think they are a good idea/proposed changes will mean
a better service provided by the council
Support for more joined up working/more effective
Support for proposals due to this change being long overdue/proposals need to be
implemented quickly
Agree with the pairing of Bournemouth and Poole (including specific reasons i.e. shared
identity/urban cohesion etc.)

% of
residents
who made
comment

5%
4%
3%
1%
1%

Base: All Residents who gave further comments (1,180)
4.72

12% of residents making further comment on the proposals indicated acceptance or support for change,
including 5% who accepted that the money needs to be saved or specified that the proposals would be
the best way of saving money and 4% who otherwise generally agree with the proposed changes.
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Have you contacted your local council in the last 12 months?
Figure 63: Contact with local council in the last 12 months. Responses by upper/single tier local authorities.

Base: All Residents (number of residents shown in brackets)
4.73

On average, nearly three fifths (58%) of residents living in the overall Dorset area had been in contact
with the council in the last 12 months. Contact with the local council ranged from 61% in Bournemouth
to 53% in Poole across the upper/single tier local authorities.
Figure 64: Contact with local council in the last 12 months. Responses by districts and boroughs.

Base: All Residents (number of residents shown in brackets)
4.74

Residents living in Purbeck (49%) were significantly less likely to have contacted their local council in
the last 12 months compared to the average.
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If yes, how did you contact the council on the most recent occasion?
Figure 65: Method of contact with council on the most recent occasion

Base: All Residents who have contacted the council in the last 12 months (1,992)
4.75

The most common method of contact with the council was by telephone, with nearly half (47%) of
residents having contacted the council indicating that they had done so by this method on the most
recent occasion. Almost a fifth (19%) had used email, while 15% last contacted the council in person or
via the council website. Only 1% of residents used social media networks such as Twitter or Facebook to
contact the council on the most recent occasion.
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Figure 66: Method of contact with council on the most recent occasion. Responses by upper/single tier local authorities.

Base: All Residents (number of residents shown in brackets)
4.76

There were no significant differences between the methods of contact most recently used by residents
to contact their council in the upper/single tier local authorities.

Figure 67: Method of contact with council on the most recent occasion. Responses by districts and boroughs.

Base: All Residents (number of residents shown in brackets)
4.77

There was greater variation between districts/boroughs in the methods of contact which were used by
residents to contact their local councils on the most recent occasion. Christchurch residents were
significantly more likely to have contacted their local council in person on the most recent occasion,
while Weymouth and Portland residents were significantly more likely to have done so by telephone.
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Equalities
Are there any positive or negative impacts that you believe that Dorset’s councils should take
into account in relation to equalities or human rights?
If so, are you able to provide any supporting evidence and suggest any ways in which the
organisations could reduce or remove any potential negative impacts and increase any positive
impacts?
Figure 68: Impacts relating to equalities
% of
residents
who made
comment

Theme
Criticisms of equalities/human rights focus
General comments
Equalities impacts
Other equalities concerns
Non relevant equalities concerns
Criticisms of consultation process
Infrequently mentioned alternatives (uncoded)
Other (uncoded)

16%
18%
18%
33%
26%
2%
2%
9%

Base: All Residents who made comments on positive or negative impacts relating to equalities (511)
4.78

Residents were asked whether there were any positive or negative impacts relating to equalities or
human rights that Dorset’s councils should take into account when making decisions, and were
requested to provide any supporting evidence or suggestions to reduce negative impacts or increase
positive impacts.

4.79

From the 511 residents who provided valid answers to this question, more than 600 different comments
have been classified, the details of which are outlined above. All percentages shown are of residents
who made comments to the question on equalities and human rights.
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Figure 69: Impacts relating to equalities - Other equalities concerns

Other equalities concerns
Sub-themes
Equalities concerns not related to proposed council reorganisation
Happy with the way the council currently handles equality issues
Concerns about homeless people/need to focus on helping homeless people
Needs of local people should be put first
Concerns about travellers/regulate travellers/deal with problem travellers
Concerns that a reduced number of Councils won’t provide the same standard of
service/care as 9 councils
Concerns about immigration

% of
residents
who made
comment

14%
5%
4%
4%
2%
2%
2%

Base: All Residents who made comments on positive or negative impacts relating to equalities (511)
4.80

Other equalities concerns included equalities which were raised but did not relate to the proposed
council reorganisation (14%). These included comments about the quality of home-care for the elderly,
funding for mental health care/services for vulnerable people etc.

4.81

5% of residents responding to this question expressed satisfaction with the current handling of
equalities issues.
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Figure 70: Impacts relating to equalities - Equalities impacts

Equalities impacts
Sub-themes
Poor access/fewer local offices will negatively impact people with protected
characteristics (elderly, disabled, people in deprived areas, etc.)
The council should strive to make local communities/councils more diverse
Proposals will have a negative impact on people without access to technology/people
without access to the internet/aren’t computer literate
Proposals will have a negative impact on people living in rural areas
Proposals will have a negative impact on the disabled
Proposals will have a negative impact on the elderly/the ageing population of Dorset
More education is needed for equalities/human rights issues/more should be done to
raise
Agree with proposed 2 unitary authorities/will result in a better standard of equalities/
positive impact of proposals
Proposals will have a negative impact on people with protected characteristics (General
– not specific)
Better training of council staff needed/council staff need to be more aware of equalities
Proposals will have a negative impact on people in deprived areas/people on low
income
Concerns that proposed changes will affect local decision making/local decision making
better represents equalities/human right concerns of the community
Proposals will have a negative impact on staff working for the council/it will have an
impact on their right for employment

% of
residents
who made
comment

11%
3%
2%
2%
1%
1%
1%
<1%
<1%
<1%
<1%
<1%
<1%

Base: All Residents who made comments on positive or negative impacts relating to equalities (511)
4.82

While some of the most commonly appearing comments did not relate to equalities concerns arising as
a result of the proposals, of the equalities impacts that were raised, the most frequently mentioned
concerns were with poor access or comments that fewer local offices will negatively impact people with
protected characteristics (11%).
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Figure 71: Impacts relating to equalities - General comments

General comments
Sub-themes
Everyone should be treated equally regardless of circumstances
Recognise the importance of equalities/human rights
Look after the majority rather than the minority
Concerned that smaller councils won’t be heard/large conurbation will be prioritised
Common sense approach is needed
Just follow the law/councils should follow government guidelines on equality
Create a unified policy for quality and human rights within the council
Should provide services in mobile offices/existing council buildings to ensure access is
available

% of
residents
who made
comment

10%
5%
2%
2%
1%
1%
<1%
<1%

Base: All Residents who made comments on positive or negative impacts relating to equalities (511)
4.83

There was also a large proportion of more general comments about equalities, such as that everyone
should be treated equally regardless of circumstances (10%), or comments which stated they recognised
the importance of equalities/human rights (5%).

Figure 72: Impacts relating to equalities - Criticisms of equalities/human rights focus

Criticisms of equalities/human rights focus
Too much importance placed on equality & human rights/council wastes too much
money on equality concerns/Issues with positive discrimination within council/councils
should hire the best person for the job regardless of equalities/this question is
irrelevant/equality concerns shouldn't interfere with council reforms

% of
residents
who made
comment

16%

Base: All Residents who made comments on positive or negative impacts relating to equalities (511)
4.84

Conversely, 16% of residents made comments criticising the focus on equalities/human rights. These
comments suggested that too much importance was placed on equalities and human rights generally, or
that they were not relevant specifically to the consultation.
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5. Town and Parish Councils Survey
Overview
5.1

A separate survey containing similar questions to the open consultation questionnaire and the
household survey was designed and distributed by ORS specifically to capture the responses of whole
town and parish councils (as opposed to their individual members).

5.2

The survey was made available in both paper and online formats. Where email addresses were
available, invitations to respond were sent electronically to town and parish clerks, while those without
email addresses were contacted by letter. After two weeks a follow-up invitation letter was sent to all
those councils that had not responded to the initial email, to ensure their awareness of the consultation,
and a final reminder was sent on October 12th both by email and by post to all town and parish councils
that had not responded by this date.

Response
5.3

Some individuals responding on behalf of a town or parish council submitted their response via the open
questionnaire, rather than through the specific town and parish council survey formats. These cases
were removed from the open consultation questionnaire responses, and added to those of the town
and parish council survey.

5.4

Councils were supplied with unique tokens to ensure that only one response was received online per
council. Despite this, there were some cases of separate responses being made on behalf of the same
council, for example, where councils had responded to both the open consultation questionnaire and
the town and parish council survey, or submitted an online survey response as well as a paper version.

5.5

It would be inappropriate for ORS to simply accept multiple survey responses from particular town and
parish councils, as this would give those Councils an unfair and disproportionately large influence on the
overall results. Equally, as many of the multiple responses were slightly different from one another, it
would have been inappropriate to prioritise one response over another without good justification. All
duplicate or multiple responses were therefore reviewed and considered carefully.

5.6

In some cases, it was clearly apparent from the verbatim comments that the respondent was expressing
their own personal view, rather than the collective or ‘official’ position of the council. These responses
were reclassified as being those of an individual and included in the open consultation questionnaire
results, leaving a single remaining response for that council in the town and parish council survey
results.

5.7

However, other cases were more ambiguous, and there was no firm justification for prioritising one
response over another for inclusion in the survey. To overcome the issue, ORS decided to include these
remaining multiple responses in the final dataset, but to give each individual council that responded an
equal influence, or weighting, on the overall results. Therefore, where multiple responses have been
received on behalf of one council, the ‘weight’ for that council has been divided equally between each
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of the responses. For example, where two survey responses were received on behalf of the same
council, both have been included in the final dataset but each response has been given a weighting
equivalent to ‘half’ a standard record, so that their combined influence is equivalent to a single response
submitted on behalf of one council.

Interpretation of data
5.8

Councils that responded were informed that their views may be published in full. Because the numbers
of town and parish councils varied in each local authority, the usefulness of displaying results by area is
limited. Therefore, the percentages are presented here only at the overall level to provide a contrast
between views from town and parish councils and those from other stakeholders.

Respondent Profile
5.9

The following table shows the profile characteristics of respondents to the survey. Any value denoted by
a * represents a percentage which is less than 1%. Please note that the figures may not always sum to
100% due to rounding.
Table 10: Breakdown of responses by area
Local Authority

Number of Town and Parish
Councils responding

Proportion %

Christchurch

2

2%

East Dorset

14

12%

North Dorset

29

24%

Purbeck

17

14%

West Dorset

57

48%

1

1%

120

100%

Weymouth and Portland
TOTAL
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To what extent do you agree or disagree that Dorset’s councils should focus on cutting out
duplication and reducing administration costs wherever possible?
Figure 73: Town and Parish Council agreement and disagreement with a focus on cutting out duplication and reducing
administration costs wherever possible

Tend to disagree
1%

Strongly disagree
0%

Neither agree nor disagree
6%
Tend to agree
28%

Strongly agree
64%

Base: All Town and Parish Councils (111)
5.10

A substantial majority of town and parish councils (92%) agreed that Dorset’s councils should focus on
cutting out duplication and reducing administration costs. Only 2 respondents (1%) disagreed.
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To what extent do you agree or disagree with the proposal to replace the NINE existing councils
(option 1) with TWO new councils (options 2a- 2c) in order to protect services as far as possible?
Figure 74: Town and Parish Council support and opposition for the replacement of the nine existing councils (option 1) with
two new councils (options 2a-2c)

Base: All Town and Parish Councils (112)
5.11

Almost three quarters (72%) agreed with the proposal to replace the nine existing councils with two new
councils, in order to protect services as far as possible.
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If two new councils were created, to what extent do you support or oppose each of the possible
options that are being considered?
Figure 75: Town and Parish Council support and opposition for the proposed options 2a-2c

Base: All Town and Parish Councils (number of Town and Parish Councils shown in brackets)
5.12

There was greatest support overall for option 2b (Medium Conurbation; Medium Dorset): 65% of
respondents supported this option.

5.13

Far fewer respondents supported options 2a (13%) and 2c (21%).

5.14

Furthermore, three fifths of respondents (60%) opposed Option 2a and more than two fifths (44%)
opposed option 2c, whereas less than one fifth (18%) opposed Option 2b.
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Please rate how important you think each of these criteria are using a whole number between 0
and 10, where “10” means that the criteria is critically important and “0” means the criteria is of
no importance.
5.15

5.16

Respondents were informed that Dorset’s councils believe that it is important for any future
arrangements to provide the following:
»

Accountability: democratic decision making that can be locally influenced and ensuring
residents know how to raise issues to their local councillor and how to have a say on future
service delivery

»

Quality: frontline services that are sustainable, cost-effective and equipped to deliver good
local services in the long-term

»

Local Identity: a recognised local area that reflects how residents live their lives and how
businesses operate

»

Access: keeping services as local as possible for as many residents as possible

»

Value for money: cutting out duplication, increasing economies of scale and improving
efficiencies

Respondents were then asked to rate how important they thought these criteria are on a scale between
0 and 10. Average scores were calculated for each criterion, and have been ranked in order of
importance according to town and parish councils.
Figure 76: Average score of the importance of criteria

Criterion

Overall average score
(out of 10)

Rank

Base

Accountability

9.2

2=

112

Quality

9.3

1

111

Local Identity

8.3

5

111

Access

8.8

4

111

Value For Money

9.2

2=

111

5.17

Overall, respondents attached most importance to Quality (9.3), Accountability (9.2) and Access (9.2).

5.18

The averages for Access (8.8) and Local Identity (8.3) were slightly lower; however these criteria were
still scored highly.
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Do you already have, are currently preparing, or plan in future to have a Neighbourhood Plan?
Figure 77: Do you already have, are currently preparing, or plan in future to have a Neighbourhood Plan?

Base: All Town and Parish Councils (73)
5.19

Respondents were asked about their Neighbourhood Plan: specifically whether their Town or Parish
Council already has one, is currently preparing one, or plans to have one in future.

5.20

Of the councils that responded to this question, a tenth (10%) currently have a Neighbourhood Plan,
with a further 28% currently preparing one.
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Support for replacing nine councils with two unitary authorities
Some comments expressed broad agreement with the proposals to reduce the number of councils, on
the basis of efficiency savings and the opportunities presented for town and parish councils to take on
an enhanced role:
The town council believes that this is a good opportunity to look at how town and parish councils
work with partners to deliver services. We see this as a unique chance to enhance the role of
town and parish councils to take a more hands on approach to service delivery in our town.
The parish council accepts the necessity for re-organisation, in order to reduce duplication of
services and to reduce running and administration costs. The options on offer appear to be
sensible and logical alternatives in view of the fact that the government has refused option one
(a single unitary authority) on the grounds of it being too large an administrative unit.
We think the options have been well thought and a unitary authority is the only way forward to
protect key services.
Advantage: dealing with one authority for all services. There is a great deal of confusion now
regarding which council is responsible for which service.

General concerns about the proposals
However, there was also concern that the proposals would lead to over-centralisation, with negative
impacts for local identity, accessibility to services, decision making and accountability. This was felt to be
a particular issue for rural areas:
If the resultant authorities following a re-shaping of councils become too big, there are worries
that local accountability and knowledge would be lost.
There would be a loss of local identity and a loss of transparency. There will also be less
accessibility to services. Centralisation would result in loss of decision making. A larger authority
would result in greater distance between the voter and the ultimate decision maker.
The reduction in the number of locally elected councillors will mean communities are less well
represented and consequently the imposition of decisions made by those with no connection to
local communities will become easier.
With no reference to the strengthening of localism, the suspicion must be that the introduction
of unitary authorities will see power pass upwards from the district councils, not only to the new
unitary, but possibly even more remotely to the combined authority or unelected local enterprise
partnership. Moving power further away from local communities will clearly lead to a
democratic deficit.
There may be a considerable democratic deficit in all of the option 2 variations, if there will be
fewer councillors representing greater numbers of people over larger (rural) areas, resulting in
increased workloads for councillors and a degradation of case work , to the disadvantage of local
people
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With fewer district and county councillors how will rural civil parishes be represented?

The role of town and parish councils
Concerns
A number of councils expressed concerns about a lack of clarity as to how the role of town and parish
councils could change under the proposals.
Where does the future of parish councils fit into the proposed changes and what responsibilities
will they be expected to take on?
Parish and town councils cannot be expected to provide a considered opinion on these proposals
without concrete and detailed information on how these proposals will impact them.
The focus of the consultation is almost entirely on the geographical area to be covered by the
new unitaries, with a complete absence of information about the possible impact of the change
on the governance of local communities.
Considering there are so many parish and town councils within Dorset, concern is expressed that
the consultation documents make no mention or reference whatsoever to them, and their future
role within any new structure. Considering so much financial information is offered, why is there
no reference to whether parishes and towns will continue in their statutory role with precept
funding?
A number of respondents noted that increased resources would be needed to enable town and parish
councils to take on additional roles e.g. increases in parish precepts. A few respondents expressed
concern about how easy it would be for councils to meet the challenge:
If more responsibilities are devolved to town and parish councils as a result of the reshaping,
there should be a much greater degree of autonomy….. Also, a much greater proportion of the
precept should be returned to the town and parish councils to fund new responsibilities that will
result from the reshaping of higher councils.
There is no real explanation of how the bottom layer of councils -parish and town councils - will
be able to operate unless they get a much larger share of council tax to manage those activities
which would need to be managed a ground level.
These [town and parish] councils are currently comprised of volunteers, many of retirement age,
and to expect that they will have either the training and experience, or the resources, to assume
responsibility for the delivery of services across Dorset is simply not practicable.
A real concern about all three options is the idea of delegating some district and county
responsibilities down to parish councils. The example cited are cleaning out road gutters or
repairing potholes. This would be a backward step and introduce inefficiency and raise costs.
Parishes have no competence to undertake such activities and their purchasing power for
services would be small leading to higher costs.
Will this reorganisation push service requirements further 'down the line' with parishes picking
up more work and so facing rising costs in clerks’ time?
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If extra power is given to smaller councils, extra training would be needed, so has this been
factored in together with the need to cover expenses for the wider commitment? With this in
mind [there may be] difficulty in recruiting new councillors for a more demanding role.
Small parishes, like Winterborne Farringdon, are not resourced to provide any services and under
the current financial arrangements would require a direct increase in the precept paid by local
residents. While we are aware that there is an appetite within many larger parish and town
councils to take on services this should not be seen as a blanket aspiration across all the
parishes.

Ways of working with the proposed new authorities
Respondents were given an opportunity to suggest ways in which their council could work with the
proposed new authorities, to increase any positive impact and reduce any negative impacts arising from
the reorganisation.
Many answers focused on the importance of maintaining local knowledge and contacts, and the need to
prevent the unitary authority from becoming too remote from local communities e.g. by introducing
local area boards or hubs to ensure collaboration between the authority and the local town and parish
councils:
Concerns over the loss of local democracy could potentially be mitigated by putting in place
governance arrangements designed to empower local communities: for example independent
local area boards on which representatives of town and parish councils, together with those
from the unitary authority and other stakeholders, are equal partners. Measures such as this,
designed to find local solutions to local problems, must be taken to ensure that power is not
increasingly exercised more remotely from our residents.
The market towns of Dorset should be seen as community and area hubs and the option of
considering parish clustering to provide services should be perused.
Any new organisation structure must seek to maintain local contacts and knowledge of the local
area. In any new structure, nominated area officers covering streets and open spaces, highways,
refuse etc. must be made available to parish councils.
Local knowledge on areas such as planning will be lost. The introduction of local hubs could
reduce the impact but would also mean the cost benefits of rationalisation may be lower
It is vitally important that, rural areas in particular where public transport is very restricted, are
not distanced from central administration - there must be sufficient local offices/hubs.

The Options
Options 2a-c
In terms of the options, a few responses provided reasons for supporting or opposing particular
configurations. Some cited financial concerns as their reason for supporting option 2b for example:
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The choice of Option 2b was made with regards to a financial solution.
Charminster parish council feel the population should be balanced and therefore Option 2c
would be the best fit and would combine the rural areas of Dorset with Christchurch and its
resources such as the mineral resources, waste facilities and airport.
We have given equal weight to supporting both options 2b and 2c. [A]lthough 2b is the most
cost-effective overall, 2c allows for work already done in the partnership of East Dorset and
Christchurch in the alignment of systems both clerical and digital.
However, some respondents expressed concern that the options would not be feasible owing to small
population sizes in the proposed new unitary authorities:
None of the proposed unitary configurations conform to the government recommended
efficiency-functioning (i.e. cost effective) 400-600,000 populations. If the government will turn
down a single unitary on the basis that it does not conform to these guidelines, why should it
approve any of the Option 2's?
Concern that Option 2b has too small a population to be acceptable to the government under
their population requirement for a unitary authority.
There was also some concern about a potential imbalance in size and resources between the two new
authorities, particularly with regard to the ‘conurbation’ being too large and influential relative to the
more rural authority:
Option 2b would mean a wholly disproportionate division of funding…. this is not acceptable nor
a fair split of resources. Only Option 2c provides a fair division of resources between the two
unitary councils.
Option 2a is beyond our consideration. The democratic deficit between an over-whelming urban
caucus and a sparsely-populated rural hinterland would be unacceptable.
The urban centres (Bournemouth and Poole) will have the largest tax raising bases and the most
significant influence in the county. It is essential that this is kept within bounds or else the rural
elements of the county will [be] second class citizens.
However, at least one response felt it was most important to respect the differing needs of urban and
rural areas e.g. to prevent rural areas being ‘swallowed up’:
There are significant differences between the requirements of urban and rural parts of Dorset. It
will serve these separate communities best to put as many urban areas in to one council and
rural in another

Alternative options
A number of councils felt a suitable alternative would be a single unitary authority covering the whole of
Dorset:
This could be the best option of all: the population is only just above the guideline for the
maximum size of unitary authorities.
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Members were confounded by the fact that a single, county-wide unitary authority had been
ruled out of the consultation. Here was an option that would provide the biggest financial
savings and an opportunity to create a vibrant Dorset that people could identify with and which
would have a strong, loud voice in dealings with business and central government.
The obvious choice of the whole of Dorset forming one unitary council seems to have already
been dismissed, and therefore the proposed options would appear to be a compromise based on
that fact.
Currently there are nine councils. The proposal is to go down to two, but this still creates
duplication, so why not just one? Other counties like Cornwall have gone for one council.
A few respondents thought that any restructure should make the most of current collaborative
arrangements, either in the context of an alternative configuration, and/or as a means to save money or
maintain local accountability.
Suggested alternative configurations were as follows:
Currently North Dorset, West Dorset and Weymouth and Portland are working together to share
services. As this is already in place it is proposed to merge these three councils together who
understand the requirements of the rural community.
Leave East Dorset and Christchurch together, let Bournemouth and Poole join together and the
remaining join a third group.
An option for unitary authority C could present a better balance: unitary authority A includes
West Dorset, Weymouth and Portland and North Dorset; unitary authority B includes Purbeck
and east Dorset; unitary authority C includes Christchurch, Poole and Bournemouth.
A few respondents felt Option 1 was most suitable and could be achievable with additional shared
services, efficiency savings etc.:
Some councils are already sharing workforces and admin. This could be further encouraged with
rationalisation of council numbers but maintaining a degree of local accountability.
West Moors Parish Council would have liked to have the opportunity to choose Option 1. The
reason for this is that there are already many shared services and collaborative working
agreements, such as the Dorset Waste Partnership and revenue and benefits services, and many
more shared services could be arranged within the current system thus saving money (such as
sharing legal departments).
Option 1 has best representation for residents, best coverage of services and best chance of
partnerships to reduce duplication of services... no figures as to savings gained by other unitaries
have been produced and it appears that out of the nine councils, the district councils are in
better financial shape than the larger councils! …Reduce larger salaried managers, partner up
with others, spend on necessities rather than frivolities (county is better at this) and stop
councillors giving themselves increases in pay when salaries only go up 1%.
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The consultation
Additionally, there was some criticism of the consultation process and the information provided around
the proposals more generally (including concerns that the accompanying information placed too much
emphasis on financial savings, and not enough on structures and service provision). There were also
concerns that change had been presented as inevitable,
We think that we didn't have enough information to make an informed choice because we don't
know how a future council would be structured i.e. licensing and planning. How would this effect
Purbeck?
The consultation is purely base[d] on financial considerations. Potential structures of future
councils have not been detailed. It appears to be a blinkered consultation, with no bigger picture
offered of how services are to be delivered and the impact on local communities or parish and
town councils.
The county has obviously decided that Option 2 b is the chosen option. That is hardly
consultation but a hard sell!
The consultation is predicated on 'which type of unitary authority do you think will be best?'
whereas the real question should be 'is a unitary authority the best or only option?
It was strongly felt that insufficient time has been allowed for the consultation process. Not a
single member of the parish council has had the opportunity to visit a roadshow in their area
prior to the meeting at which they had to respond to this questionnaire to meet the deadline.
The information provided with the consultation makes it difficult to fully assess the options
presented…. the prime mover for change appears to be saving money, rather than establishing a
system that is more accountable, makes more sense to the public and provides assurances for
the continued provision and support of locally important services...
No attempt had been made [in the document] to present a balanced view of the status quo,
giving the strengths as well as the weaknesses of the existing three-tier system. A move to
unitary authorities was presented as inevitable……whilst it was acknowledged that there was a
duplication of administration costs in providing some services under the current local
government structure, and that savings could be achieved as a result of reorganisation,
members did not feel that the other factors listed in the consultation (accountability, quality of
services, access to services, and preservation of local identity) had been given sufficient weight.
Best value has never been solely about monetary cost and the impact of local government
reorganisation should not be measured in that way.
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6. Organisation Responses
Overview
6.1

Of the 12,542 open consultation questionnaire responses, 74 indicated that they had been submitted on
behalf of an organisation. Each organisational response typically represents the views of many
individuals, and feedback from these organisations has therefore been reported separately in this
report. A full list of the organisations responding to the consultation can be found in Appendix A.

6.2

Organisations that responded were informed on the questionnaire that their views may be published in
full, and were asked for details about their organisation, including what the organisation represents, the
specific group or department, the area the organisation covers and how the views of members were
gathered. Not all organisations supplied this information, but the names of organisations have been
included in the report where provided.

6.3

Given the relatively low number of organisations that responded to the questionnaire, the usefulness of
percentages in quantifying their views is limited. Therefore, the percentages presented here are
intended to be indicative only: they have been displayed at an overall level only to provide a contrast
between views from organisations and individuals.

6.4

In terms of main findings:
94% of the responding organisations agreed with the focus on cutting duplication and
administrative costs;
79% of responding organisations agreed with the proposal to replace the nine existing councils
with two new councils in order to protect services as far as possible; and
Option 2b received absolute majority support from responding organisations: 51% compared
with 40% for option 2a and 36% for option 2c.

6.5

Some of the more detailed responses from organisations have been summarised below.

Support for reorganisation
6.6

Several organisations used the questionnaire as an opportunity to express their support for the principle
of reorganising the current nine councils into two new unitary authorities, with some going on to
express their reasons for supporting one of the three options for change (though also with some
concerns around issues such as planning and suggestions for enhanced local democratic accountability
via parish and town councils and area committees).
We support the Unitary proposals in principle. We currently have too many levels of government,
with confusion in the public mind as to who does what. East Dorset is a rural area. Option 2a
would artificially include it in the conurbation and risk making it a building site for the
conurbation. Christchurch is adamantly urban. Option 2c would artificially include it in the
predominantly rural Dorset, where population numbers would give it undue influence. The
Unitary proposals will take local government further from the ordinary citizen. This should be
counterbalanced by returning some responsibilities to town and parish councils (for which they
may need additional high quality staff and funding). A good example is control of car parks. We
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in West Dorset is not working well and a
further from local knowledge. We should
parish councils given more influence than
functions to parish councils will require

Conservative Policy Forum (Sherborne Branch)
Bearing in mind the referendum in West Dorset earlier this year we consider that whatever
option is adopted the council should maximise democratic accountability by running on a
committee form of governance rather than a cabinet/executive model.
Dorchester & District Labour Party
If any merger is to go ahead then from the Neighbourhood Forum's standpoint the creation of
Civil Parishes and parish councils is essential. No thought has gone into this issue of double
devolution and local accountability.
Broadstone Neighbourhood Forum
Proponents of Council re-organisation have argued that localism could be fostered in new,
unified authorities. However, this tends to be discussed largely in terms of the sensitivities of the
existing Council areas: Poole, Bournemouth, Christchurch. We would favour alternative models
of Neighbourhood Partnerships, as developed in Bristol, or elements of the older parish councils
model… Community enhancement and devolved decision-making could be fostered through the
development of neighbourhood meetings, that hold at least an advisory role on issues which are
neighbourhood specific. Such bodies, with a degree of delegated responsibility, would be
essential if it is decided to significantly reduce the total number of elected Councillors.
East Dorset Friends of the Earth
Merger of the three (or four) local councils in South East Dorset (Option 2a) offers the best
opportunity for a new, co-ordinated approach to transport in the conurbation. This needs to be
based upon public transport (including cross-town rail), walking and cycling. A review of all
transport provision is needed, including public transport and cycleway planning. An Economic
Plan for the south-east conurbation could be a strong basis for coherent planning, depending
upon which Councils merge.
East Dorset Friends of the Earth
The Trust Board fully support the creation of two Councils, for the good reasons outlined in the
consultation documentation. We have concluded that option 2b is the best way forward, even
though this will result in parts of our current hospital catchment (parts of East Dorset and
Purbecks) being split over two Councils. Finally we look forward to working with the new Council
structure in Dorset both during the transition and in the new structures going forward, as part of
the Dorset Sustainability and Transformation Programme (STP).
Poole Hospital NHS Foundation Trust
We recognise that option 2b produces the most savings and are therefore supportive of that
option.
Sovereign Housing Association
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I think the medium conurbation is the best option for business in the County. Bournemouth,
Poole and Christchurch are seen as one urban area and for road/air links and strategies and
plans relating to business and housing it appears to be an ideal future authority boundary. If
Christchurch was a part of the rest of Dorset it would also have different requirements due to its
geographical location and links to Bournemouth. To have Bournemouth, Poole and Christchurch
as one authority is a neat boundary between the urban area and rural Dorset and the New
Forest.
Family business
The needs of the areas are best served with a split into mainly Urban and mainly Rural
conurbations. The needs of rural areas being different to those of the urban populated areas. We
therefore support the initiative to combine the Dorset Councils into two entities.
Citizens Advice Bournemouth
I hope that an economic model will be developed for Poole, Bournemouth and Christchurch as
one region in order to save on duplicated costs whilst identifying infrastructure improvements to
optimise affordable housing, transport, social, educational, economic development and digital
services for the public. Clearly the area has the advantage of two highly regarded universities
and the future prospects for the conurbations rest on the ability to retain graduate business
feeding into the local economy for job creation and community engagement. The need to
engage both youth and retraining adults with digital skills is essential in coping with any post
Brexit impact on the economy particularly from the anticipated drop in EU talent versus EU cities
competing with the conurbation for start-ups. Without the buy in of the digital community to
such an initiative, there is genuine concern on the loss of progress we have seen since the
recovery following the downturn. In short, we do not want to lose the progress made with this
digital renaissance by not embarking on infrastructure needed to better connect Poole,
Bournemouth and Christchurch.
Paget Reid York Chartered Certified Accountants
It would be good as a professional to have the same criteria when supporting people regardless
where they live in Dorset. Also promoting use of local amenities to best support the client and
give more choice.
DHUFT
6.7

More specifically, Bournemouth CVS and Poole CVS, while agreeing with the proposed council
reorganisation, stressed the need to maintain the unique local identities of Poole and Bournemouth
should the changes be approved – as well as ensure that the two towns are treated equitably and that
the voluntary sectors there are kept fully informed, involved and supported throughout the
transitionary process.
Bournemouth CVS and Poole CVS are in agreement that the merger of the councils is a necessity
because of the reductions in government funding. The following issues focus more on how the
merger process will be managed and the resulting implications for the voluntary and community
sector. Identity: Feedback from colleagues highlights that they would like to see local identity
preserved and strengthened. The merger can be seen as a political and administrative merger
but not a cultural one. Poole and Bournemouth have separate identities and these should be
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celebrated. Similarly, it will be important to continue to support small voluntary organisations
even if they operate in only one town. Need: How can a new council ensure that both towns
receive equitable treatment when it comes to need in their respective communities?
Bournemouth has more need; could this lead to an imbalance of resources and services?
Transitional arrangements: It would help our voluntary and community sector colleagues if they
were aware what arrangements will be in place to continue funding their current services.
Where organisations decide to merge with an organisation with similar aims serving another
town, support and guidance will be required. There is also interest in how people will be assessed
for council services and how Housing Benefit will be awarded. Voluntary and Community sector
involvement: Bournemouth CVS and Poole CVS consider that the planning for the merged council
could be strengthened by voluntary and community sector involvement. Many of our colleagues
already deliver services across the conurbation and will be able to inform council colleagues
about their experiences, including what current practice is the most effective and what works in
different parts of the conurbation. We would also advise that the Compact principles should
underpin any work and engagement with the voluntary and community sector.
Bournemouth CVS and Poole CVS
6.8

These views around local identity were also echoed by the Broadstone Neighbourhood Forum.
A merger of councils could potentially have a negative effect upon Poole Town centre since there
is more likelihood any inward investment would favour the more central locality. There are many
more issues, including that of local heritage, which is very significant for Poole residents. The
whole focus and raison d'etre for the proposed mergers is money, but for a significant number of
residents cultural and social issues are as important as is local identity.
Broadstone Neighbourhood Forum

Opposition to reorganisation
6.9

Though others expressed concerns, Wareham Town Trust used the questionnaire to explicitly reject the
proposal to reduce from nine to two councils for reasons of democratic accountability, local identity and
accessibility.
The consultation sets out 5 key factors that Dorset’s Councils consider important when thinking
about future governance arrangements: accountability, quality, local identity, access and value
for money. Although creating 2 Unitary Councils should be more efficient and cost-effective in
theory because the number of senior managers could be cut and back office functions
centralised, Options 2a, 2b and 2c would score poorly in terms of accountability, local identity
and access for the following reasons: 1. There would be less Councillors who would represent
wider areas. In Wareham, for example, there would not be 3 Ward Members and the local
Councillor would represent a wider area, watering down local identity. 2. Democratic decision
making would be less accountable to local people in Wareham and local identity would be
subsumed into a larger area. Decisions relevant to Purbeck would not take place in Purbeck and
would be influenced by Members from the wider area of rural Dorset. Purbeck is a special place
and its needs and future should be decided by Purbeck Members who have the area’s best
interests at heart. 3. Decisions would no longer take place in Wareham or elsewhere in Purbeck
but in Dorchester and so meetings at which key decisions would be taken (such as Cabinet or the
Planning Committee) would be less accessible to local people, creating a democratic deficit in the
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area and contrary to the spirit of localism, which is actively promulgated by the Government. […]
5. Value for money is a function not only of cost but of cost compared to quality and accessibility
of services. So whilst costs may well be less this does not mean that value for money will
necessarily be greater when these other key factors are taken into account. In our view this
would not be the case.
Wareham Town Trust

Other considerations
6.10

Signpost Housing highlighted perceived issues with the proposed reduced councillor numbers in relation
to deciding which councillors would be retained - and Dorset Race Equality Council noted the
importance of retaining front-line staff and suggested that cuts should be focussed at managerial levels.
Unison also stressed the importance of lower-pay workers, advocating a pay freeze for Council
management and leaders.
Part of the cost savings will need to come from reducing the number of elected councillors. How
will this be effected and what rights will councillors have to argue the case for their retention as
councillors.
Signpost Housing
We need to make sure that front line staff jobs are saved and that the cuts need to be made at
managerial levels.
Dorset Race Equality Council
To cease giving large or any pay rises to Council upper management and leaders for the next 10
years so can support and sustain the working family Men and Women and their jobs on lower
pay who are the face of the Council. Council leaders around the country should also consider
sensible pay cuts on their high salaries for the same reason.
Unison

6.11

In supporting option 2b, Sovereign Housing Association was concerned about breaking up the successful
existing partnership between East Dorset and Christchurch Councils.
We recognise that option 2b produces the most savings and are therefore supportive of that
option. However, through our experience of working with them we recognise that East Dorset
and Christchurch work very well together and we are concerned that splitting these two local
authorities apart may impede this relationship.
Sovereign Housing Association

6.12

The Local Woodland Trust and East Dorset Friends of the Earth were keen to see environmental
considerations being taken into account within any council reorganisation – including the potential
impact of staff having to travel further between bases (which, it was said, could also be costly both
financially and time-wise).
If the combined authority option is pursued, we would hope that this will provide the opportunity
to deliver biodiversity conservation and green infrastructure provision, including woods and trees
at a resilient landscape scale, following the recommendations of the Government's Natural
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Environment White Paper, The Natural Choice: securing the value of nature (HM Government,
July 2011).
Local Woodland Trust
Before any decision is taken to merge the Councils, there needs to be a clear indication of how
this will improve co-ordination of activity within the Bournemouth/Poole/Christchurch/
Wimborne/Ferndown area, and the impact that it would have upon strategic planning of
environment and public services in relation to the rest of Dorset area.
We would suggest a sixth essential aim… Protect and enhance the environment to reduce the
impacts on climate and ecology, and to improve the health and wellbeing of residents.
Any form of merger will involve more travelling for council staff, both within employment, and
travelling to and from work. We assume that the costs for the latter have been excluded from
the estimates of savings. Such travelling is not just bad for pollution and congestion, but takes up
more time. For many services, such as social services, the costs could exceed savings from
efficiencies in administration.
East Dorset Friends of the Earth

Alternatives: ‘whole Dorset’ approach (single unitary authority)
6.13

Four organisations made comments expressing a preference for a single unitary authority covering the
whole of Dorset, Bournemouth and Poole. The primary reasons given for this were: the potential for
increased savings; further reductions in duplicated services; and greater shared learning and working.
As a pan-Dorset blue light organisation it is not up to us to determine any alignment and we will
work with whatever outcome. However a pan-Dorset option is not currently an option and yet
this would enable us to be more effective and ensure we are not duplicating services and ensure
wider shared learning and improve safeguarding.
Dorset Police Chief Officer Group
Should be moving to a single unitary council for the whole of the Bournemouth, Dorset & Poole
region.
Public Health Dorset
We are of the opinion that the option of one large unitary council for the whole of Dorset should
still be considered as it would make the greatest financial savings and thence preserve the most
services. The reasons given for it being excluded are not compelling and we consider this is being
excluded for political reasons. 2. Bearing in mind the referendum in West Dorset earlier this year
we consider that whatever option is adopted the council should maximise democratic
accountability by running on a committee form of governance rather than a cabinet/ executive
model. 3. Whichever option is adopted services, and with them the funding, of a predominately
local nature (e.g. some Planning) should be delegated to upgraded Town and Parish Councils.
Dorchester & District Labour Party
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The Full Governing Board of Christchurch Junior Schools welcome the proposals and
opportunities they will present to share skills, competencies and save money in order to maintain
high quality services. We were disappointed that the questionnaire would not allow us to express
that whilst we support a reduction from 9 councils we could not provide a response that we
would rather see one unitary authority for Dorset. This would offer benefits in terms of
coterminosity with Police, fire and health as well as the efficiencies required.
Christchurch Junior School Full Governing Board
A single combined council should also be offered for public comment. This is the model for all
previous super-councils and one already exists for economic development and transportation. It
operates as a single council for these strategic issues but for more local issues the councils still
operate separately, providing local accountability. This could be developed further for Dorset.
These options should not have been pre-judged. Poole specifically does not gain significantly
from any of the options on offer, and with issues of council tax harmonisation its residents
potentially will lose out with the strong possibility of the excess being paid not necessarily
resulting in improved services.
Broadstone Neighbourhood Forum
I would also specifically challenge why the option for single Dorset unitary authority was
excluded from the options for consideration. I do not believe that the reasons given for exclusion
justify the decision: Emergency and health services are already delivered in a pan-Dorset way (or
even wider in relation to fire and ambulance), surely a single local authority approach should
also be one of the options for consideration at least?
The challenges of combining services and council tax equalisation remain, regardless of the
option adopted (other than ‘do nothing’). The fact that this may be more difficult for a single
unitary rather than a two unitary approach should not exclude it as a viable option. A two
unitary approach has implications for safeguarding (adults and children) whereas a single
unitary would engender a ‘whole family approach’ to this crucial and ever growing area of
concern for local authorities and other key partners.
A single unitary approach would also be beneficial in terms of housing and homelessness
allowing movement of people across the whole county in terms of rehousing etc.
Pan-county options have been seen to be viable elsewhere (e.g. Cornwall) and the 600,000
population figure is intended as a guide rather than a specific reason to exclude a potentially
viable and sensible option from the consultation. I note that the proposals put forward in East
Anglia for two combined authorities would see the Suffolk & Norfolk and Cambridgeshire &
Peterborough proposals both exceed the 600,000 population mark significantly; the inclusion of
a single unitary option for Oxfordshire was also found by Grant Thornton to be the
recommended option despite a population of 650,000. As with the ‘two-council’ options
presented, there will be benefits and dis-benefits to a single unitary. These should be clearly set
out and included as an option in order to let the public make a fully informed choice.
Dorset Police and Crime Commissioner
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Other alternative suggestions
6.14

In terms of alternative suggestions, Facit Consulting Limited suggested splitting the current East Dorset
District into ‘its natural economic and social components’ whereby the South and East would be within
the conurbation authority and the north and west within the rural one) - a view echoed by East Dorset
Friends of the Earth.
The obvious option that has not been included is to split the current East Dorset area into its
natural economic and social components. The South and East area of East Dorset is strongly
functionally linked to the conurbation. The north and west parts have a much more rural
character and relate more closely to rural Dorset. The preferred option would be a unitary
authority for Poole, Bournemouth, Christchurch and the south and eastern parishes of East
Dorset with a second unitary authority covering West Dorset, Weymouth & Portland, North
Dorset, Purbeck and the north and western parishes of East Dorset. East Dorset always had
characteristic, unique of any other District of including both conurbation and rural areas. To
maintain that arrangement in the new world that seeks to recognise and respond to the realities
of economic and social geographies makes no sense. Ending up with a solution that fails to
recognise the important economic and employment centres of south and western East Dorset,
especially the Ferndown and Uddens Industrial Estates which are the largest in Dorset and
include major new expansion land allocated to meet the needs of the conurbation, would be a
serious error. I suggest looking at a geography map of the area not one showing existing political
boundaries.
Facit Consulting Limited
In South East Dorset, it would make economic, social and planning sense to include the
Wimborne and Ferndown areas in the new unitary authority, as well as Bournemouth,
Christchurch and Poole… EDFOE acknowledges the potential benefits of a single, coherent
strategic planning process for South East Dorset, provided that this starts with a clear and open
review of the current situation and the realistic future prospects…
East Dorset Friends of the Earth

6.15

East Dorset Friends of the Earth were also disappointed that the option of a ‘combined council’ was not
offered as part of the consultation and suggested that it be reconsidered:
We are concerned that the options of a combined council have not been offered. As we
understand it, these would increase and strengthen many of the partnership arrangements
whilst retaining each existing council. Such a combined council would be led by an elected
mayor. We suggest that such an arrangement be considered among the options.
East Dorset Friends of the Earth

6.16

Wareham Town Trust suggested a merger between Dorset County and Hampshire Councils to deliver
county-level services while leaving the district/borough councils to deliver more local ones.
One option would be for the County Council to consider partnering with another County Council,
e.g. Hampshire, in delivering the County level services, which require less local accountability
such as adult social care and children's services. This could result in the economies of scale
required to deliver efficient services, whilst allowing for those services requiring more local
accountability to be delivered by district councils.
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Wareham Town Trust
6.17

Dorset Property - Engineers wanted to see a greater focus on reducing management costs and the
Broadstone Neighbourhood Forum sought the development of further partnerships between existing
councils .
[T]here are other options which the public are not being given the opportunity to consider mergers are not the only possible solution. Partnership working is already in existence and saves
money and there are still opportunities for further partnerships to be developed.
Broadstone Neighbourhood Forum
Question no 1 - Should Councils focus on reducing 'Administration' costs.....Surely it should read focus on reducing 'Management' costs as that's where the bulk of savings could be made
Dorset Property - Engineers

Consultation process
6.18

The Dorset Police and Crime Commissioner and Broadstone Neighbourhood Forum expressed concerns
about the consultation process, namely that: public engagement has been ‘low’ due to inadequate
promotion of the consultation; the consultation document and questionnaire are biased; and that the
amount of information provided throughout the process has been inadequate.
1. I am seriously concerned by the lack of democratic process being adopted in this process given
that this is potentially the biggest democratic change in Dorset in over a generation and an
exciting opportunity to transform local public services. There have already been indications that
the early response rate to the consultation has been low and I would question how truly engaged
the public have been in the consultation debate. Whilst I accept that there are cost implications
for carrying out consultation and engagement activity, the combined resources of the nine local
authorities concerned should be able to achieve a satisfactory amount of engagement and reach
on such a far reaching and impactive issue. My own experience is that even with a small
communications team within my office I have been able to carry out effective consultation
exercises on areas such as council tax precept increases in a relatively short space of time. The
costs of using the combined council resources to promote the consultation would also be
minimal compared to the potential savings that could be made through restructuring our local
councils and would be money well spent to obtain a clear and fully democratic mandate for the
way ahead in Dorset. 2. I am concerned that the consultation is not ‘as neutral and impartial as
possible’ as is stated. The consultation sets out limited options, is heavily biased towards one
option on financial grounds, and not enough information is provided for each of the options to
enable the public to make a truly informed decision. I have answered ‘don’t know’ to questions
relating to the ‘two council’ proposals as I simply do not believe that enough information has
been provided to enable me to form a view. Other than financial savings there is very little to
explain the potential benefits or dis-benefits of the presented options. What do these options
mean for services and their delivery? What do they mean in respect of local identity? What
about the other potential configurations that could have been considered and their reasons for
not being included in the options being presented? The information presented is simply
insufficient to enable an informed view to be taken on the options presented.[…] I also note the
Oxfordshire approach in commissioning a review and publishing the findings prior to moving
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forward with further discussions. This is both a sensible and mature approach and has provided
local residents there with the opportunity for a much more informed debate ahead of any final
decision being taken. It is unfortunate that the Dorset approach has not been as informative in
explaining the full reasons for and against the options provided, as well as being short-sighted in
potentially excluding one or more other viable options for appropriate consideration.
Dorset Police and Crime Commissioner
Firstly the survey is biased and makes assumptions from the very beginning which are both
biased and lead to respondent towards a specific response. The statement that creating a supercouncil will lead to a better outcome is an opinion, not a fact, and as such is both biased and
questionable.
Broadstone Neighbourhood Forum

Equalities and Human Rights
6.19

There were conflicting views among organisations about the potential positive and negative impacts
that could arise as a result of implementing the proposal for two unitary councils.

6.20

Dorset Race Equality Council highlighted the importance of Dorset’s councils being conscious of changes
in the population and its needs, and noted rapidly emerging communities of minority groups. In
particular, they suggested that closer relationships will be necessary to engage with these groups.
A blanket approach to policies is not viable anymore and the Councils will have to work more and
more closely with smaller organisations i.e. DREC, ICN, Red Cross ... who have the local
knowledge of their communities.
Dorset Race Equality Council

6.21

Facit Consulting Limited had similar reservations about the ability of unitary authorities to deliver
services on a local level.
Equalities are best served by providing local government that best meets the geographic area in
which people live. Creating a situation where people live and relate economically and socially to
one area yet [are] being administered by another different geography is more likely to create
negative impacts.
Facit Consulting Limited

6.22

Indeed, Broadstone Neighbourhood Forum suggested that the proposed reorganisation would
negatively impact on councils’ ability to respond to local issues as a result of a loss of local decision
making and accountability, highlighting in particular the potential impact in Poole.
The most obvious negative impact is the lack of local decision making and accountability
resulting from a merger with reduced numbers of councillors and greater centralisation of
power. Local issues and needs could well be overlooked or not given the attention they deserve.
Whilst Parish and Town councils will continue to exist in the larger Rural unitary of Dorset
(should the merger go ahead) the conurbation unitary, irrespective of size, would not have the
same opportunities for local decision making. It is therefore essential to consider the creation of
Civil parishes and/or individual town councils in order to address this issue.
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Broadstone Neighbourhood Forum
6.23

Access to services was central to some comments made by organisations responding to the
consultation. Wareham Town Trust suggested that the proposals could have a negative impact on
individuals with protected characteristics accessing services, while Public Health Dorset made
suggestions to address access issues in the event that physical contact points for services are reduced.
Access to services would be more difficult for people with protected characteristics, particularly
people with disabilities…
Wareham Town Trust
Access to services needs to be considered if you plan to reduce the number of physical contact
points. The could be addressed by improved broadband, making use of local community centres
and access points or having a mobile access point (maybe piggybacking on the mobile library
service)
Public Health Dorset

6.24

The Intercom Trust, however, suggested that unitary authorities covering larger geographical areas
could improve the delivery of services – though they did also note an increased importance in close
working relationships between Clinical Commissioning Groups, the Police and Crime Commissioner and
local government to ensure equal access.
…the larger the geographical area covered by a unitary authority, the easier it is for the public
sector to ensure consistency and effectiveness in delivering services fairly and according to need
in its localities. It will however be even more important than ever, when it comes to ensuring
equal access to services on a basis of need, (a) to ensure that the CCG and local government and
the PCC are all working together and have parallel but co-ordinated aims and objectives in
respect of inclusive and skilled service-delivery and strategic planning, (b) to ensure that all
strategic planning is based on sound reliable inclusive needs-assessments, and (c) to ensure that
all front-facing staff are equally well trained and equally robustly supervised on equality and
diversity issues. There needs to be a sound [equality and diversity] element in annual
performance evaluations for all officers. I'm writing with particular awareness of the LGB and
Trans+ communities, but I know the same points also apply to those of our service-users and
supporters who are BME, disabled, Deaf, etc.
The Intercom Trust

6.25

Citizens Advice Bournemouth stressed that savings should be made from creating efficiencies in
organisations and not by reducing the level of funding to services for the disadvantaged.
Ensure that savings come from efficiencies in organisations and not by purely reducing monies
paid to charities without safeguarding the services provided to the disadvantaged.
Citizens Advice Bournemouth
However, it also suggested that a council realignment could create efficiencies among charities and
improve best practice.
The realignment of the councils will remove the artificial boundaries that can give rise to 'turf
wars' and reduce the ability to affect efficiencies. Charitable organisations could be
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amalgamated where they exist as separate organisations in each council area thus taking best
practice from each into one organisation.
Citizens Advice Bournemouth
6.26

Some organisations made comments about the importance of the councils taking equalities into
consideration more generally, or gave advice on approaches to equalities issues.
The impact of rationalising services on end users must be fully considered, particularly the
impact on the most vulnerable members of the community.
Dorset Police and Crime Commissioner
A targeted approach to reducing inequalities would be beneficial.
Sport England

6.27

Other organisations expressed praise for or confidence in Dorset’s councils in addressing equalities and
human rights matters.
We are confident that the relevant Councils will ensure that equality and human rights issues are
appropriately addressed in both the transition and steady state going forward.
Poole Hospital NHS Foundation Trust Board
Bournemouth is particularly adept at managing transitory communities in line with its openness
to foreign nationals studying in the conurbation. This is something to celebrate to ensure that
nationalistic tendencies do not conflict with the metropolitan pride we have in this town.
Paget Reid York Chartered Certified Accountants
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7. Deliberative Workshops
Introduction
Wide range of meetings
7.1

This substantial chapter reports a range of deliberative workshops with members of the public and a
wide range of stakeholders and interest groups drawn from across Dorset. Each section below details
the meetings held with different groups, but in summary the workshops programme included lengthy
forensic meetings as follows:
Eight with randomly selected members of the public, one in each local authority area (with 158
participants)
Three with parish and town councils (with 117 participants)
Two with representatives of voluntary sector organisations (with 57 participants)
Two with senior business people (with 44 participants).

7.2

In addition, nine depth interviews were undertaken with representatives of Dorset’s largest companies,
which are also reported in this chapter.

Summary
7.3

For clarity, these groups of meetings and interviews are reported separately below, but perhaps the
most striking feature of this extensive programme of in-depth deliberative consultation is the
consistency of opinions across the different stakeholders. Following the wide-ranging discussions, the
vast majority of the diverse stakeholders and members of the public who took part supported reducing
the number of councils to two and felt that option 2b was clearly the best. An apparent exception was
the western Dorset voluntary sector forum where there was less support for two councils. Even there,
though, only a very small minority opposed two councils and the rest either “didn’t know” or abstained
– in many cases because they preferred a single unitary council.

Members of the Public
Overview
7.4

Eight 2.5 hour deliberative workshops were held with 158 randomly selected Dorset residents to discuss
the possible reorganisation of local government in the County (with one workshop taking place in each
of the district, borough or unitary authorities). The schedule of meetings and attendance levels were as
shown on the next page.
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WORKSHOP LOCATION

DATE

NUMBER OF ATTENDEES

West Dorset
(Dorchester)

19th September 2016

21

Weymouth & Portland
(Weymouth)

21st September 2016

16

North Dorset
(Blandford Forum)

22nd September 2016

23

Purbeck
(Wareham)

22nd September 2016

21

Christchurch

27th September 2016

23

Poole

27th September 2016

17

Bournemouth

28th September 2016

16

East Dorset
(Wimborne)

28th September 2016

21

7.5

The meetings were facilitated by ORS and attended by a council finance officer who was available to
answer questions for clarification. Each session began with the ORS presentation (in order to ensure
that standardised information was provided to each of the sessions) which outlined in-depth: the
current council set-up across Dorset; the case for change; and the consultation options and implications
of change. Participants were encouraged to ask questions throughout - and the meetings were thorough
and truly deliberative in listening to and responding openly to a wide range of evidence and issues.

7.6

In the workshops, before the explanatory presentation and detailed discussions, the participants were
asked briefly about their:
Awareness of Dorset’s current local government structure and finances; and
Initial (or immediate) general view about local government reorganisation: not counting
parish and town councils, Should the number of Dorset councils be reduced significantly or
substantially?
The point of these questions was to clarify the current structure so that the discussions began with a
common baseline level of awareness and to allow for a comparison between people’s ‘immediate’
opinions and their more considered judgements following two-and-a-half hours of detailed discussions.

7.7

These introductory questions were followed by a presentation outlining in-depth: the current council
set-up across Dorset; the case for change; and the consultation options and implications of change.
Participants were encouraged to ask questions throughout and round-table discussions were
undertaken to allow everyone to have their say. The meetings were thorough and truly deliberative in
listening to and responding openly to a wide range of evidence and issues.

124

Opinion Research Services

|

Dorset’s Councils – Reshaping your Councils Consultation 2016

December 2016

Main Findings
Awareness of current local government structures
7.8

Participants in all eight workshops were relatively well informed about the structure of their local
government since many knew that there are nine councils in Dorset (not counting parish and town
councils); but there was a range of estimates by those who were less aware (from five to seven
councils).

7.9

In the lower tier authorities, most were also aware that, although they pay their council tax to their
boroughs or districts, it is Dorset County Council that spends most of the money raised. Not only did
they know this in general, but many participants had an idea of the relative proportions spent by the
county council. However, while many people were aware that adult and children’s social services and
education are costly services to run, few were aware of exactly how high the relative costs of these
services are compared with other services run by the county council and unitary authorities.

7.10

In all the meetings, following the initial awareness questions, the facilitator’s presentation explained the
current local government structure for Dorset clearly - to ensure that everyone had a common level of
understanding as the basis for the detailed discussions.

Awareness of LGR debate
7.11

Many of the workshop participants were aware in general of the current debate around possible
proposals for reorganising local government - which implies that the local authorities’ publicity and the
general media debate have had a proper effect in raising public awareness substantially on this
important matter.

7.12

To take just two examples: in Purbeck about four-fifths of those in the workshop said they were aware
before coming to the meeting that reorganisation proposals were being considered for Dorset; and in
Christchurch every single member of the workshop said they had been aware of the current debate.

Criteria for assessing local government structures
7.13

7.14

During the earlier part of the discussions, the workshops were asked to score and rank the relative
importance of five potential criteria (as cited in the consultation document) for the assessment of local
government reorganisation. In the scoring, 1 indicated very low importance, while 10 meant ‘extremely
important’; in the ranking, 1 indicated ‘first place’ while 5 signified ‘lowest place’. The overall scores and
rankings for the five criteria are shown below.
CRITERIA

AVERAGE SCORE

AVERAGE RANK

Accountability

9

3

Quality of Services

9.3

1

Local Identity

7.6

5

Access

7.7

4

Value For Money

9.4

2

The table shows that, overall, value for money, service quality and accountability were considered most
important - followed by access and local identity. However, aggregating the scores and rankings in this
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way actually obscures the fact that, within each meeting, there was some variation in the criteria that
each of the small discussion groups found most important. For example:
In Christchurch, East Dorset, North Dorset, Purbeck and West Dorset, the different discussion
groups variously ranked accountability, quality of services and value for money as most
important;
In Bournemouth and Weymouth & Portland, value for money, access and quality of services
were most important; and
In Poole, quality of services, access and accountability were most important.
7.15

Interestingly, local identity was considered the least important of the five criteria in most of the eight
sessions. In the lower-tier authorities it was typically viewed as a ‘nice to have’ as opposed to an
essential - and some in West Dorset suggested that, in any case, local identity can be provided by town
and parish councils. In Poole on the other hand, participants said they had scored and ranked local
identity lower that the other criteria as they currently do not feel a sense of belonging to their area due
to its size and somewhat ‘blurred’ boundaries with Bournemouth and Christchurch:
Poole is quite large and the boundaries are blurred; it’s difficult to have it here. I’d say the
rural areas have a local identity but we don’t. (Poole)

7.16

Not only do the above rankings generally match those in the workshops with parish/town councils (see
paragraphs 7.66 to 7.68) and the voluntary sector (see paragraphs 7.65 and 7.66), but they also closely
match the outcomes of the open consultation questionnaire and the household survey. In other words,
there was considerable consistency in the rankings of these criteria by all the stakeholders consulted.

Reducing the number of councils: initial and final opinions
7.17

Following the opening questions on awareness of current local government structures, but before any of
the explanatory presentation, participants in the workshops were asked for their initial or immediate
views on whether the number of councils (not counting parish and town councils) in Dorset should be
reduced substantially (but to an as yet unspecified number). Much later in the meetings, following a
presentation of the issues from the Consultation Document, and following detailed discussions, the
workshops were asked if the number of councils should be reduced from nine in order to create two
unitary authorities.

7.18

However, in Christchurch, before giving their initial views on reducing councils, the participants wanted
to know more precisely what reduction they should initially consider - so they were asked specifically
how they would feel about reducing to two unitary councils. In this context, it was clear that in
Christchurch very few people indeed were initially prepared to countenance a reduction to just two
unitary councils.

7.19

Nonetheless, it is striking that, even before hearing about the councils’ Case for Change, in most
meetings substantial proportions of the participants favoured simplifying local government in Dorset by
reducing the number of councils.

7.20

People’s initial and final views are summarised in the table overleaf. For the sake of simplicity, the table
shows the proportions of workshop participants who favoured change at different stages of the
meetings.
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AREA

INITIAL OPINIONS
Proportion (%) favouring
reducing number of councils

FINAL OPINIONS
Proportion (%) favouring
reducing number of councils

West Dorset

48% (10/21)

66% (14/21)

Weymouth & Portland

56% (9/16)

56% (9/16)

North Dorset

39% (9/23)

61% (14/23)

Purbeck

66% (14/21)

66% (14/21)

Christchurch

48% (11/23)

65% (15/23)

Poole

53% (9/17)

65% (11/17)

Bournemouth

31% (5/16)

25% (4/16)

East Dorset

66% (14/21)

52% (11/21)

7.21

In most of the meetings, the initial question was based on a possible “significant or substantial
reduction” in the number of councils (usually assumed by the participants to be “about four or five”). On
this basis, the table above compares the balance of opinions at the beginning of the meetings with
people’s more considered judgements following the presentation and discussions. It is striking that,
even without detailed discussion, so many residents favoured reducing the number of councils
significantly; and in half of all cases, following the presentation and detailed discussions, the balance of
opinion shifted to be more emphatically in favour of reducing to two unitary councils following detailed
discussions.

7.22

In West Dorset, initially 10 of the 21 participants (48%) felt that the number of councils should be
reduced from nine to an unspecified number (but seemingly most assumed four or five councils), while
the rest felt that nine should remain as now; but after detailed discussions the number favouring a
reduction from nine to two unitary councils increased to 14 (two-thirds (66%) of those participating).

7.23

In North Dorset, initially nine of the 23 participants (39%) felt that the number of councils should be
reduced from nine to four or five; but after detailed discussions the number favouring a reduction from
nine to two unitary councils increased to 14 (61%).

7.24

In Christchurch initially, 48% of the workshop members favoured a significant reduction in the number
of councils (to say four or five); but at the start of the meeting, most participants wanted to register
their very strong opposition to the idea of reducing to just two unitary councils (based on what they had
seen and heard reported in the media) – so, when their initial opinions were tested on the two-council
model, only two of the 23 participants (9%) supported it. Initially, many declared that just two councils
for Dorset would be “far too few” and that they could not countenance a “merger” with Bournemouth
and Poole. Some typical initial comments were:
Our council tax has gone up over the years, but Bournemouth and Poole have not done so;
so that’s why they need us to bail them out! (Christchurch)
We’ll be paying the debts of Bournemouth and Poole; they’re in deficit but we’re not!
(Christchurch)
It’s unfair if we have to keep on paying more council tax until it equalises (Christchurch)
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I don’t care about the position of other authorities; I’m only concerned with Christchurch!
(Christchurch)
However, despite these initial declarations, by the end of the Christchurch meeting the participants’
judgements had changed to the extent that 15 (63% of those then present) supported a two-council
model for Dorset. In other words, the number in support increased by 7.5 times following a detailed
examination of the arguments presented impartially by the ORS facilitator and deliberated openly and
extensively by all participants.
7.25

A smaller shift was seen in Poole, where initially nine of the 17 participants (53%) felt that the number
of councils should be reduced from nine to four or five, whereas 11 of 17 (65%) favoured a reduction
from nine to two unitary councils after detailed discussion. Nonetheless, over half of the residents
favoured a reduction in the number of councils even prior to receiving detailed information on the
issues.

7.26

In contrast, just as two-thirds of the Purbeck workshop initially favoured reducing the number of
councils (to four or five), the proportion at the end of the meeting favouring a reduction to just two
unitary councils remained exactly the same. Similarly, in Weymouth & Portland, nine of the 16
participants favoured reductions at both stages of the session. In both cases though, while there was no
numerical shift in opinion, majorities favoured two unitaries when offering their final opinions.

7.27

In Bournemouth, initially, a third of the workshop members favoured reducing to four or five councils;
but - just as in Christchurch - they wanted to register their opposition to the idea of reducing to just two.
So when initial opinions were tested in Bournemouth on the two-council model only one person (out of
16) supported it. However, in contrast to the general changes in opinion, by the end of the meeting only
four of 16 (25%) supported a two-council model while five (31%) were opposed. However, compared
with the initial opinions, the number supporting two councils had increased by four times; the number
opposing two councils had reduced by more than half; and there were (by the end) seven ‘don’t knows’
(44%). Therefore, there were significant shifts in opinions in the Bournemouth workshop; but perhaps
the best overall summary is that there was considerable uncertainty about whether a two-council model
would be desirable for Bournemouth and Dorset.

7.28

Finally, in East Dorset opinion shifted in the opposite direction to the other workshops: while 14 of the
21 participants initially agreed that the number of councils should be reduced from nine to four or five,
only 11 supported a reduction from nine to two. In this instance, though the case for change was
understood, the actual proposal for change was too radical for many participants. Some people in East
Dorset were prepared to see a more gradual move towards two councils, by reducing first to four or five
but with the intention of going further if that approach worked.

7.29

In general, it should not be assumed that all those who were not finally supporters of two councils were
therefore definite opponents. For example, in addition to the Bournemouth example above, in Purbeck
only three of the 21 participants (14%) wanted to keep nine councils, while four said they were ‘don’t
knows’. The range of views of those not supporting change elsewhere was not dissimilar.
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Reasons for reducing the number of councils significantly
7.30

For those who supported a reduction to two councils (and indeed many of those who did not as
discussed below), the case for change was made: they had been persuaded by the financial evidence
presented that reorganisation is both necessary and desirable to make savings and efficiencies and
eliminate duplication. Some typical quotations from across the eight workshops were:
Changes need to happen; the figures show this. There should be two councils; one for the
urban areas and one for rural areas serving the different needs accordingly (Christchurch)
In principle we agree on the basis of: business efficiency; better use of modern technology;
streamlining management; avoiding duplication and fewer capital and running costs. It
should lead to savings and could lead to increased services in some areas (West Dorset)
Reducing to save costs seems like the thing to do (Weymouth & Portland)
There is a financial reason for doing this and it’s a way to save money (East Dorset)
Financially it makes more sense; it’s logical (Poole)
We agree that it has to be done because so many savings are needed (North Dorset)
There would be savings, less councillors and chiefs and more spent on the 'front-line' and
70% is already spent via Dorset County Council so why continue to fragment the other 1015% at Borough Council level. (Purbeck)

7.31

There was also recognition that reducing from nine to two councils could:
Mitigate against service reductions;
Reduce the number of managers and councillors;
Simplify the varying and complex structure of local government in Dorset and bring us into
the 21st Century (East Dorset);
Ensure easier and better co-operation, communication and integration between councils
Better synergise the two culturally-distinct urban/rural and tourist/non-tourist areas of Dorset
(Bournemouth); and
Maintain an already successful direction of travel in so far as partnerships are already happening
successfully and we may as well try and make a success of this. (North Dorset)

7.32

In fact, many participants asked questions along the lines of:
We are now six or seven years into austerity; why have we waited this long to look at it?
It’s such a good idea. You wouldn’t see businesses taking this long to make these changes.
(East Dorset)

7.33

Furthermore, in discussing these issues, people were interested in a number of key issues - for example:
How many councillors there would be for the two unitaries - and the size of the areas and
how many residents each councillor would cover;
The cost of councillors in different types of authorities;
The relative costs of unitary versus two-tier structures;
How long council tax harmonisation would take; and
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The ever-rising demand for, and costs of, social care.
Reasons for keeping nine councils
7.34

Most of those who in their final judgements did not support reducing the number of councils from nine
to two felt a case for change had been made and that they could support a reduction in the number of
authorities across the County - but also that the proposed change is too drastic in scale. Some of the
many typical comments made were:
Though we agree that the status quo isn’t working we want more options. Two councils is
too radical (West Dorset)
Something needs to happen but to me it seems a little bit too drastic to go from nine to
two…it just seems a little bit too much and too far (Weymouth & Portland)
There has to be change but this is too drastic for me (North Dorset)
We feel it’s too much of a big change; there will be massive cuts, major disruption, people
will lose their jobs, and there will be the cost of doing it. If it was more than two we would
consider it; two is too drastic (Poole)
We agree change is necessary, but three or four councils would be better. (East Dorset)

7.35

Some in Poole and East Dorset thus expressed a preference for a more graduated approach to local
government reorganisation by, for example, reducing to five or six councils in the first instance with the
potential to decrease further should this prove successful:
I would like to see more details on doing this on a smaller scale to start with; maybe like a
stepping stone effect down to six, then four then two for example (East Dorset)
Could we go down to five to begin with to see how that works out? We can reduce further
if it works, but it will be difficult to go the other way…so slim it down but not to two; a
steady decrease would be better. (Poole)

7.36

A significant minority, though, wanted to retain the current nine councils, primarily because they
thought that the £30 million savings needing to be made between 2019 and 2025 are feasible without
making radical changes to the well-established structure of local democracy - and that as existing
councils have scope to run themselves more efficiently and economically than they do now, the savings
are achievable:
Staff savings will be very small in relation to the overall council budgets (Christchurch)
We want nine local authorities with improvements in efficiency and effectiveness through
lean thinking to reduce waste and save lots of money… (West Dorset)
If we already have established partnerships and they’re working well, why have such a
radical change? Why not just extend the current arrangements? (North Dorset)
We believe that the councils should look closer at other partnerships between existing
councils before deciding on nine to two (East Dorset)
I would like to stay how we are and make the savings required by running the council
better. (Christchurch)

7.37

There was also concern about local democratic accountability: many participants felt that two unitary
councils would be too remote from their residents, partly because they will focus particularly on the
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delivery of social services and education and partly because they will be geographically and socially
remote. Though for some this was a concern rather than an objection, for others it was a reason to
reject the two-council option in favour of retaining the existing structure:
If we went to two it could become remote and un-community like (Weymouth & Portland)
The two councils will become faceless and there will be a loss of identity and local
knowledge (Christchurch)
The unitary authorities will be seen as monoliths; too removed from the individual. We
need local people to be aware of local issues. (West Dorset)
7.38

In North Dorset, though, it was said that the devolution of more responsibility to parish and town
councils could ensure continuing democratic accountability at a local level:
It should result in the devolution of some services to town and parish councils which might
mitigate the loss of democratic accountability… (North Dorset)

7.39

The difficult geography of Dorset led some to question the feasibility of a two unitary structure on the
grounds of access, especially for older residents, those in rural areas and those favouring face-to-face
contact over online interaction:
You have to consider the geography of Dorset. We’re not an urban conurbation; there’s a
lot of land between us…it worries me that if we get bigger councils that we’ll just get a
centre of excellence that we’ll have to travel further to. The people who will be worse off in
terms of access are those who will need services most (Weymouth & Portland)
The services provided by the districts and boroughs are the ones people use day-to-day and
they will be impacted on most by moving to a two-unitary system because…what would
have been available within five miles could now be 30 to 40 miles away. This is a rural area
and some people will find it hard to access services this far away (North Dorset)
It’s alright talking about better online access but a lot of people in the rural areas can’t get
it…and there are a lot of old people in Dorset who don’t want to use the internet. (Poole)

7.40

It was thus considered essential that, if the decision is taken to reduce to two unitary councils, some
local presence is maintained in areas away from the main county towns to ensure ease of access,
especially for vulnerable residents:
Some older people won’t be able to travel. So ideally, if we were mixed in with
Bournemouth we would need a local office to access, even it’s small (Poole)
We like local buildings; they give local face-to-face access to residents (Christchurch)
We will need satellite offices. Local delivery with centralised service management. (North
Dorset)

7.41

Other significant reasons for wishing to retain existing structures (or indeed accepting the need for
change but objecting to its proposed scale) were that:
Service quality and resilience may reduce with fewer people available to deliver services to
an increasing population;
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Staff redundancies will negatively impact on those who lose their jobs and those who
remain but with larger workloads - and redundancy costs will be a continuing burden each
year on the new councils (Christchurch);
The interests of the urban conurbation authority would take precedence over those of the
rural authority, due to the relative proportions of their populations and councillor
representation;
The projected savings resulting from reducing the number of councils will never be
realised in practice (as one Christchurch participant stated: I’ve worked in four local
authorities and never seen savings made by reorganisation!);
Very different areas would be subsumed under a single council; and
Council tax harmonisation may be contentious within areas with lower levels currently and
higher predicted future increases.
7.42

Finally, it should be noted that several people across the eight workshops felt they could neither support
nor oppose a reduction to two unitary authorities (or indeed decide on the best option if a reduction is
implemented) because they had not received enough information on which to base their decision. As
one North Dorset participant stated:
There isn’t enough information, detail or transparency to be able to make even a best
guess decision. (North Dorset)

Little support for a single unitary council for Dorset
7.43

Across all the residents’ workshops, there was little support for a single unitary council for Dorset - and
in half the meetings the issue was not even raised in the discussions. Where the matter was raised, only
very small minorities preferred this option - and taking just three examples: in Purbeck only one of 21
participants (less than 5%) supported a single unitary; in West Dorset only two people did so; and in
Christchurch only three of 24 were in support.

7.44

The reasons for supporting a single unitary council were generally an ‘extension’ of the reasons for
favouring a two-council model – primarily, economy and streamlining – and attitudes were summed up
well in Christchurch and West Dorset where it was said:
Having one, larger integrated authority will balance the savings out across the whole
area…it would balance the economy across the county. (West Dorset)
If you’re going to do it, do it properly! (Christchurch)

7.45

There was also some curiosity in West Dorset and North Dorset about why this option had been
excluded from formal consultation, with a few participants suggesting that stakeholders should have
been given the opportunity to offer their opinions on it as an option, regardless of the councils’ views on
its merits and disadvantages:
We’re unhappy that the one-council option was taken off the table by the leadership before
consultation… (North Dorset)
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Three options for two unitary authorities
7.46

The Consultation Document outlines three possible options for a two-unitary model for Dorset.
Essentially the options vary according to which of the two unitary councils Christchurch and/or East
Dorset join.
Option 2a is for a ‘large conurbation’ in which both Christchurch and East Dorset join
Bournemouth and Poole in one unitary council, with a ‘small (rural) Dorset’ council
consisting of six districts/boroughs;
Option 2b is for a ‘medium conurbation’ and a ‘medium Dorset’ with East Dorset joining
the five other districts/boroughs (plus county) while Christchurch joins with Bournemouth
and Poole; and
Option 2c is for a ‘small conurbation’ consisting of only Bournemouth and Poole, with both
Christchurch and East Dorset joining a ‘large Dorset’.

7.47

The relative support for these options in people’s considered judgements across the eight residents’
workshops is shown in the table immediately below (where a blank/grey box indicates no support at all).
Option 2b
% support

Option 2c
% support

Don’t
know/Abstain

West Dorset

52% (11/21)

10% (2/21)

38% (8/21)

Weymouth & Portland

50% (8/16)

50% (8/16)

AREA

Option 2a
% support

North Dorset

13% (3/23)

43% (10/23)

22% (5/23)

22% (5/23)

Purbeck

5% (1/21)

81% (17/21)

5% (1/21)

9% (2/21)

Christchurch

75% (17/23)

2% (1/23)

23% (5/23)

Poole

71% (12/17)

29% (5/17)

Bournemouth

100% (16/16)

East Dorset

5% (1/21)

48% (10/21)

38% (8/21)

10% (2/21)

OVERALL

3% (5/158)

64% (101/158)

19% (30/158)

14% (22/158)

Option 2a
7.48

The table above shows that overall there was hardly any support for option 2a. Indeed, in Bournemouth
and West Dorset some participants questioned why this option had not been discarded since it does not
merit serious consideration (they said). Overall, the main reasons for the emphatic rejection of option
2a were that:
The ‘small Dorset’ rural authority would have an unsustainable level of debt combined
with a relatively low council tax yield;
The financial imbalance resulting from this option would also be very ‘unfair’ to most rural
residents; and
The large conurbation would be well-off but would jeopardise the interests of rural
eastern Dorset in the context of the very different interests, priorities and traditions of the
urban areas.
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Some typical comments across the eight workshops were:
It’s not fair for people in the rest of Dorset…there is too much of a disparity (Poole)
To get the best possible outcome for the people of Dorset you have to even out the
population as much as possible. So option 2a isn’t really feasible is it? (North Dorset)
If we choose the big urban area and small rural, we will be worse off than we were to start
with (Weymouth & Portland)
I’m really surprised that 2a hasn’t been discarded immediately (Bournemouth)
The ‘small Dorset’ couldn’t run its services with a £23 million deficit! (Bournemouth)
The two unitary councils would be very different in size, finances and access to services!
(Purbeck)
It will create an unfair inequality between rural and urban. Rural Dorset will be poor and
people will move to the larger conurbations. Unfair! (Christchurch)

7.50

It is particularly striking that hardly anyone in Bournemouth, Christchurch, East Dorset and Poole
preferred option 2a even though they were well aware (from the presentation and discussions) that the
combination of these four authorities would be hugely financially beneficial to the large unitary they
would together comprise. There was particular opposition in East Dorset, where participants were
chiefly concerned that their area does not necessarily ‘fit’ with the more urban boroughs of
Bournemouth, Christchurch and Poole - and about a potential ‘land grab’ on the part of these urban
areas and a subsequent loss of the district’s green space:
We do not believe that East Dorset should be under an urban authority (East Dorset)
When it comes to new housing in Bournemouth and Poole there isn’t enough land to build
on them, and therefore they might look at East Dorset; almost like a hostile takeover or a
land grab (East Dorset)
Will we lose our greenbelt? (East Dorset)

7.51

Furthermore, some Christchurch participants agreed that:
Adding East Dorset [within option 2a] doesn't appear to add to the fit…it is not a natural
partner to the others. (Christchurch)

Option 2c
7.52

Option 2c fared little better overall, even in Bournemouth, Christchurch and Poole. The key reasons for
its emphatic rejection in the three areas concerned were that:
Bournemouth and Poole form a ‘natural’ urban and coastal unity with Christchurch - and
their economies and infrastructures are inter-linked;
Christchurch is not ‘naturally’ part of a large rural Dorset authority that will probably be
governed from Dorchester; and
The savings that this option would achieve would be more or less equally (and fairly) split
between the two unitaries, but the total savings would be less than under the other
options.
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7.53

As the table above implies, the same kinds of considerations also impressed most participants in other
parts of Dorset, who typically reflected that Bournemouth, Christchurch and Poole form a coastal and
urban ‘unity’ - two examples being that Bournemouth University is in Poole and Bournemouth
International Airport is in Christchurch. Very few people in the Dorset workshops saw Christchurch as
inherently ‘separate’ from Bournemouth and Poole; indeed some people noted with emphasis (and
sometimes irony!) that Bournemouth and Christchurch were once part of Hampshire.

7.54

In terms of support for this option, in Weymouth & Portland and East Dorset a few people admitted that
it was a ‘selfish choice’ for them in so far as it is the better financial option for rural Dorset, though most
of those who selected this option did so on the grounds that, for them, it is the most appropriate in
terms of differentiating Dorset’s urban and rural areas - and also that it is the most similar to the current
structure and thus potentially the least disruptive to implement:
The rest of Dorset is too different to the town status of Poole and Bournemouth. We don’t
understand other people’s needs; keep the rural as rural and the urban as urban (Poole)
2c seems to make most sense in terms of politics, population split, urban/rural split and having
all the two-tier system in one area (East Dorset)
2c seems least disruptive…wouldn’t it be the cheapest and simplest option to implement because
it’s most similar to the structure we have now? (North Dorset)

7.55

It should also be noted that, though the logic of Bournemouth and Poole being within one unitary
authority was undisputed, the Poole workshop was worried about potential conflict due to historical
antipathy between the two areas and because of fears that Bournemouth (with its status as a tourist
destination) could become the ‘dominant partner’ within any new arrangement. Some of the many
typical comments made on this issue were:
If Bournemouth and Poole merge I think there will be conflict. Bournemouth have tried to stick
their name on everything; the university is in Poole and there are other examples where they’ve
done this for things that aren’t in their area (Poole)
The council might be more biased towards Bournemouth; because there is so much tourism
there we might end up being the ‘poor relation’. (Poole)

7.56

Furthermore, there was a slight sense of injustice that:
It looks like we’re an efficient council who has the least shortfall, so will we be taking on
someone else’s debt? Our council tax increase will help with their deficit. (Poole)

Option 2b
7.57

With very low support for 2a and 2c, option 2b emerged as clearly the most popular option overall, as
the table above shows. For example, while Bournemouth residents were unsure about the merits of the
two-council model, they were unanimous that if two new unitaries are created then Bournemouth
should join with Christchurch and Poole. In some cases in the Bournemouth workshop, the endorsement
was positively enthusiastic; but others in the same workshop saw it as the “least bad” option.

7.58

In all the workshops except those in East Dorset, North Dorset and Weymouth & Portland absolute
majorities favoured option 2b. In East Dorset and North Dorset option 2b had clear majority support
(48% and 43% respectively) and in Weymouth & Portland opinion was exactly divided between 2b and
2c.
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In summary, option 2b was widely preferred because:
Bournemouth, Christchurch and Poole form a ‘natural’ urban and coastal unity;
Their economies and infrastructures are inter-linked;
Christchurch is not ‘naturally’ part of a large rural Dorset authority that will probably be
governed from Dorchester; for the reasons above it has more in common with
Bournemouth and Poole;
Under option 2b, the two ‘medium sized’ unitaries would each have a ‘fair share’ of the
savings yielded by the reorganisation;
The savings to be achieved through this combination are significantly bigger than under
the other options; and
2b seems the most efficient division of the existing local authority units.

7.60

Some typical comments about option 2b were:
Option 2b will be the most economically sound; it has the urban/rural division where areas
have similar interests so they’ll be harmonised a bit better (East Dorset)
Urban areas work much better if they are primarily urban - and Bournemouth, Christchurch
and Poole are urban (Purbeck)
2b recognises that Christchurch identifies far more with the conurbation than with rural
Dorset. 2b recognises the rurality of the county area whereas Christchurch is just an
extension of Bournemouth; there’s no gap between them… (North Dorset)
On a geographical basis Bournemouth, Poole and Christchurch would be better served as
one unit and the rural side would be better served by a single unit. So 2b would be best
because the needs of each area are considerably different (North Dorset)
We are geographically close for joint service provision, we are coastal and there is the
tourism link for publicity and resources (Christchurch)
It is the fairest option all round. It has a fairer distribution of finance and population and it
saves the most money... (Christchurch)

7.61

There were, though, some concerns in Christchurch that: the borough’s green spaces would be
subsumed for the housing requirements of Bournemouth and Poole; Christchurch’s influence would be
minimal compared to that of the larger areas; and that the current unitaries’ ‘bad track record’ of
managing their budgets could be felt within an urban unitary in future:
Land in Christchurch will become a land bank for Bournemouth and Poole…they would
override our planning and build on our green space (Christchurch)
Decisions could be made without local input favouring the greater population of Poole and
Bournemouth (Christchurch)
We are concerned that Bournemouth and Poole have such a bad track record on balancing
their budgets. (Christchurch)

Other issues
7.62

Other issues raised across the eight workshops were:
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The need to learn lessons around good practice and potential risks from other local
authorities (such as Cornwall) that have reorganised in this way;
The risk that you find that not as much money is saved compared with what is originally
hoped… (East Dorset);
Whether Brexit or a possible change of government in 2020 will lessen the austerity
agenda and thus the need for such radical reorganisation;
Whether the councils have reserves that could be used to narrow the funding gap; and
The need for Dorset’s councils to generate as much income as possible in tandem with
making savings.

Parish and Town Councils
Overview
7.63

The Dorset Association of Parish and Town Councils (DAPTC) was most helpful in organising three open
workshops for parish and town councillors from across Dorset. Councillors were invited to attend
whichever of the following meetings was most convenient – allowing a total of 117 to attend. The
schedule of events and attendance levels can be seen in the table below.
WORKSHOP LOCATIONS

DATE

NUMBER OF ATTENDEES

Western Dorset
(Litton Cheney)
Northern Dorset
(Blandford Forum)
Eastern Dorset
(Wimborne)

8th September 2016

38

20th September 2016

50

29th September 2016

29

7.64

All the meetings were well-attended by informed parish and town councillors who took a very active
interest in the issues and asked many questions while also deliberating in small ‘round-table’ discussion
groups. The meetings were chaired by the DAPTC, but the issues were presented and the discussions
facilitated and reported by ORS.

7.65

The meetings lasted for at least two hours and began with the ORS presentation (in order to ensure that
standardised information was provided to each of the sessions). This outlined in-depth: the current
council set-up across Dorset; the case for change; and the consultation options and implications of
change. Participants were encouraged to ask questions throughout - and the meetings were thorough
and truly deliberative in listening to and responding openly to a wide range of evidence and issues.

Main Findings
Criteria for assessing local government structures
7.66

During the earlier part of the discussions, the workshops were asked to score and rank the relative
importance of five potential criteria (as cited in the Consultation Document) for the assessment of local
government reorganisation. It should be noted that this exercise was undertaken by the majority of
councillors at the western Dorset and eastern Dorset meetings, but most of those in Northern Dorset
declined to take part on the grounds that:
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This is a dangerous exercise without giving it a great deal of considered thought. We’re happy
with it as a trigger for a discussion but not as evidence from this discussion (Northern Dorset)
7.67

7.68

In the scoring, 1 indicated very low importance, while 10 meant ‘extremely important’; in the ranking, 1
indicated ‘first place’ while 5 signified ‘lowest place’. The scores and rankings for the five criteria are
shown on the next page.
CRITERIA

AVERAGE SCORE

AVERAGE RANK

Accountability

8.9

3

Quality of Services

9.2

1=

Local Identity

7.6

5

Access

8.2

4

Value For Money

9.3

1=

Clearly, all the criteria were scored as important, but, as in the residents’ workshops, local identity was
given the lowest priority compared in particular with quality of services and value for money, with
accountability only a little way behind the first two. Nonetheless, aggregating the scores and rankings
for each workshop obscures the fact that, within each meeting, there was variation in the criteria that
each of the small discussion groups found most important. For example:
At the first workshop held in western Dorset, the different discussion groups variously ranked
value for money, accountability and quality of services as most important;
The few participants at northern Dorset who undertook the exercise most valued quality of
services, value for money and access; and
As in western Dorset, the eastern Dorset Councillors ranked quality of services, accountability
and value for money as their most important criteria. However, these were only very marginally
ahead of access and local identity: the latter in particular was considered far more important
here than in either of the other two sessions.

Reducing the number of councils
7.69

7.70

As the following table shows, in all three workshops there was absolute majority support for reducing to
two unitary councils for Dorset.
AREA

PROPORTION (%) FAVOURING
REDUCING TO 2 COUNCILS

Western Dorset

88% (30/34*)
*2 left prior to ‘vote’

Northern Dorset

52% (26/50)

Eastern Dorset

69% (20/29)

In northern Dorset 21 of the 50 were ‘don’t knows’ and there were three abstentions; but overall the
workshop showed absolute majority support for two councils. In eastern Dorset, four disagreed, there
were four ‘don’t knows’ and one abstention; but the support for two councils was even more
pronounced. Support for two councils was greatest of all in the western Dorset workshop.
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Reasons for reducing the number of councils significantly
7.71

Those who supported a reduction to two councils had been persuaded by the financial evidence
presented that reorganisation is necessary and desirable to make savings and efficiencies and eliminate
duplication:
The status quo cannot remain; things have to change as budgets are reducing (Western Dorset)
We have to embrace change and accept that we are an ageing society…and we have to pay for
that. We have to make savings and efficiencies and the obvious way is to have two unitaries. You
have got to cut your back-office; it’s the only way (Northern Dorset)
I think we have to reduce the number of councils because we have to generate efficiencies…
(Eastern Dorset)

7.72

There was also recognition that reducing from nine to two councils could simplify the varying and
complex structure of local government in Dorset - and that taking the opportunity to do so now will
ensure Dorset’s councils retain control of the process rather than surrendering it to central government
in future under a forced arrangement:
From a very small parish council, one of the advantages of the unitary approach is that we
currently have to go to separate people on Highways and Planning issues. This would be a lot
easier under a new unitary system (Western Dorset)
Isn’t it the case that one thing we need to do is be in control of the changes? It’s quite likely that
if Dorset doesn’t change in the near future the government might step in and force us to do so.
We don’t want central government to have the control. (Eastern Dorset)
Reasons for keeping nine councils

7.73

Most of those who did not support reducing the number of councils from nine to two felt a case for
change had been made and that they could support a reduction in the number of authorities across the
County - but many had concerns about the implications of change for parish and town councils, their
services and budgets.

7.74

Their main worries centred around the possible devolution of services to parish and town councils
which, though not a negative per se (in fact many considered it a positive), has the potential to be
problematic if budgets do not follow. Indeed, several participants commented on the difficulties already
being experienced locally in this regard. Some of the many typical comments on this issue were:
The opportunity should be taken to devolve more responsibility to town and parish councils, with
the finance. Parking is an obvious example (Western Dorset)
Are they looking for us to take on things on a volunteer basis? Do they want services on the
cheap and hope that town and parish councils will do things for nothing? (Western Dorset)
Highways are already pushing things down to us like hedgerows but they aren’t giving us any
money for it (Western Dorset)
We have already taken on our toilets, have upped our precept and can see more services coming.
We must have more money and more training if we are to take on more services otherwise they
won’t exist (Northern Dorset)
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We as parish and town councils will need to be better funded and have more staff; has this been
factored into the financials? If you are going to invite the transfer of responsibility you have to
transfer the funding too. (Western Dorset)
7.75

The comments above highlight parish and town councillors’ desire to be offered the opportunity to offer
services at a local level, but also to be able to do so properly with the provision of adequate finance and
training and without having to raise their council tax precepts excessively - though one North Dorset
participant described how their council has been able to maintain certain services locally by doing just
that:
In our parish we have increased the precept slightly and we employ someone to clear all the
footpaths etc. in the area. Previously we would have to go to the council and they would say ‘we
haven’t got enough manpower’ and the paths wouldn’t be cleared. (Northern Dorset)

7.76

A minority, though, wanted to retain the current nine councils, primarily as they felt that the £30 million
saving needing to be made between 2019 and 2025 is feasible given it represents a relatively small
proportion of the Dorset’s councils’ overall budget (though there was also some recognition that a far
smaller proportion of the total budget will be discretionary and thus controllable) - and that as existing
councils have scope to run themselves more efficiently and economically than they do now, the savings
are achievable:
The saving of £30m is 3.3% of the £920m total budget and that doesn’t seem that great.
Why does all of this need to happen for 3.3% of the budget? I don’t see enough
justification here for such a small sum when there will be so much disruption (Western
Dorset)
It’s disappointing to me that in coming up with such a radical change, such a relatively
simple improvement as more shared services isn’t on the table (Northern Dorset)
The status quo doesn’t necessarily mean no change. There is more opportunity to share
more services… (Northern Dorset)

7.77

There was also concern about local democratic accountability: some participants felt that two unitary
councils would be too geographically and socially remote from their residents. For some this was a
reason to reject the two-council option in favour of retaining the existing structure, but for others it was
a concern that could potentially be mitigated through the establishment of, for example, area boards though the perceived necessity of some sort of local area-based democratic layer led some to question
whether the proposed and actual governmental structures across Dorset would, in reality, be very
different:
The unitaries will have to sub-divide to some degree into area groups or boards - and if we
stay with the existing nine authorities there will be increasing partnerships across the
district councils. So would the two models look that different in reality? (Western Dorset)

7.78

The other main reason for wishing to retain existing structures (or indeed for feeling apprehensive about
change) was that service quality and resilience may reduce with fewer people available to deliver
services to an increasing population. A particular worry was that the services currently provided by
district and borough councils would suffer as a result of an increasing focus on those currently provided
by the county council and the two unitaries of Bournemouth and Poole - most notably social services for
an ageing population. Some typical comments were:
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We all know how stretched some services are, especially social care and planning, and how
are they going to become more efficient if we’re going to reduce staff even though there
will still be the same number of people in the county? (Eastern Dorset)
Is it not the case that the real problems lie with the county council and the two unitary
councils that deliver social services? Aren’t the budgets of the districts and boroughs pretty
sound? So if we go down the unitary route won’t the services provided by the districts and
boroughs be the ones that suffer? (Northern Dorset)
7.79

As such, the need for creative thinking in relation to service delivery was noted by one eastern Dorset
parish councillor who stated that: it’s such a massive change that we need to think about how we can
improve service delivery and do things differently, not just talk about merging services… (Eastern Dorset)

7.80

There was also concern that accessibility would reduce in so far as I know as a Parish Clerk that it’s easy
to get hold of someone at a district council and get a result. It’s much harder at County. Having a unitary
would put this one step further away from us again. (Northern Dorset)

7.81

Finally, it should be noted that several people across the three workshops felt they could neither
support nor oppose a reduction to two unitary authorities because they had not received enough
information on which to base their decision. As one Western Dorset participant stated:
There’s very little detail in the consultation document on which to make a decision… (Western
Dorset)

Three options for two unitary authorities
7.82

Following the discussions reported above, participants were asked: if Dorset’s councils are reduced in
number from nine to two, which areas should the two new councils cover? In relation to the three twounitary options in the Consultation Document, the final judgements in the Parish and Town Council
workshops are shown in the table immediately below (where a blank/grey box indicates no support at
all).
AREA

Option 2a
% support

Option 2b
% support

Option 2c
% support

Don’t
know/Abstain

Western Dorset

6% (2/34)

41% (14/34)

38% (13/34)

15% (5/34)

Northern Dorset

64% (32/50)

8% (4/50)

28% (14/50)

Eastern Dorset

69% (20/29)

10% (3/29)

21% (6/29)

7.83

In the western Dorset workshop, there was significant support for option 2c - not because they had
strong feelings about any lack of affinity between Christchurch on the one hand and Bournemouth and
Poole on the other, but because they appreciated that such a division of Dorset would be financially
beneficial to the large rural unitary. Nonetheless, in the two other workshops only seven people
supported 2c.

7.84

Across all the workshops, only two people (in western Dorset) supported option 2a.

7.85

Option 2b had overwhelming absolute majority support in both the eastern and northern workshops,
and it was the majority preference in the western Dorset meeting.

7.86

Interestingly, more than a quarter of those in the western Dorset workshop said they would prefer a
single unitary authority for Dorset on the grounds of economy and streamlining, but this was not at all
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popular in the other two workshops where the general feeling was that the inherently different
characters and needs of urban and rural Dorset may be ill-served by a single large authority.

Option 2a
7.87

The table above shows that, as in the public workshops, overall there was hardly any support for option
2a. Overall, the main reasons for the emphatic rejection of this option were the same as those offered
by members of the public, namely that:
The ‘small Dorset’ rural authority would have an unsustainable level of debt combined
with a relatively low council tax yield - and the financial imbalance resulting from this
option would be very ‘unfair’ to most rural residents; and
The large conurbation would be well-off but would jeopardise the interests of rural
eastern Dorset in the context of the very different interests, priorities and traditions of the
urban areas.

7.88

There was particular opposition to this option in eastern Dorset, where participants were again
concerned that their area does not ‘fit’ with the more urban boroughs of Bournemouth, Christchurch
and Poole - and about a potential ‘land grab’ on the part of these urban areas and a subsequent loss of
the district’s green space:
East Dorset is rural; it doesn’t fit with Bournemouth, Poole and Christchurch because its
needs are different (Eastern Dorset)
I don’t like the idea of joining the conurbation. They want our land and they have nothing
to offer us. But we have a lot that they can take. (Eastern Dorset)

Option 2c
7.89

Option 2c fared little better overall, though it was favoured by a minority in all three sessions as the
better financial option for rural Dorset. Most others, though, rejected it on the grounds that
Bournemouth, Poole and Christchurch form a ‘natural’ urban and coastal unity - and because
Christchurch is not ‘naturally’ part of a large rural Dorset authority.

Option 2b
7.90

With low support for 2a and 2c, option 2b emerged as clearly the most popular option overall because:
Bournemouth, Christchurch and Poole form a ‘natural’ urban and coastal unity and their
economies and infrastructures are inter-linked;
Christchurch is not ‘naturally’ part of a large rural Dorset authority and has more in
common with Bournemouth and Poole;
Under option 2b, the two ‘medium sized’ unitaries would each have a ‘fair share’ of the
savings yielded by the reorganisation; and
The savings to be achieved through this combination are significantly bigger than under
the other options.

7.91

There were, though, some concerns that if this particular two-unitary structure were to be
implemented, it would be hugely resented in Christchurch because:
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Christchurch sees this as a land grab by Bournemouth because they have land to develop
and Bournemouth has none…if Option 2b was to go ahead there would be huge
resentment in Christchurch. (Western Dorset)

Other issues
7.92

Other issues raised across the eight workshops were:
The need to learn lessons around good practice and potential risks from other local authorities
(such as Cornwall) that have reorganised in this way;
The risk that you make the change and you don’t yield that amount of saving (Northern Dorset);
The possibility that reorganisation is being contemplated based on outdated boundaries that do
not reflect the realities of the current urban and rural divide across Dorset
Is East Dorset a single entity? The northern part is more rural whereas the southern part
is essentially part of the conurbation of Bournemouth and Poole. Are we drawing lines in
the wrong place? (Western Dorset)
There’s an element of Purbeck (Upton) which no-one would consider as anything other
than a part of Poole. At the moment reorganisation is restricted to current boundaries
but could boundaries be looked at later? (Western Dorset)
Whether the councils have reserves that could be used to narrow the funding gap; and
The possibility for transitional difficulties
Do you expect staff to join together and work well within the new organisation from day
one? There is an enormous amount of risk and cost associated in trying to get people to
do things they were familiar with doing at their previous organisation and expecting
them to do it correctly in a new one… (Eastern Dorset)

Voluntary and Community Sectors
Overview
7.93

Two workshops were held with a total of 57 representatives of the voluntary and community sectors
across Dorset, one in the West of the County (Dorchester) and one in the East (Bournemouth) - though
organisations from any area could attend either of the events. These were convened by officers of
Dorset’s councils, recruited via network groups (namely Bournemouth Council for Voluntary Service,
Dorset Community Action and Poole Council for Voluntary Service) and independently chaired and
facilitated by ORS. The schedule of meetings and attendance levels were as follows.
WORKSHOP LOCATIONS

West of Dorset
(Dorchester)
East of Dorset
(Bournemouth)
7.94

DATE

NUMBER OF ATTENDEES

28 September 2016

20

29th September 2016

37

th

Both meetings were well-attended by participants who took a very active interest in the issues and
asked many questions while also deliberating in small ‘round-table’ discussion groups. The sessions
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were chaired by ORS, who also gave a background presentation outlining in-depth: the current council
set-up across Dorset; the case for change; and the consultation options and implications of change. The
meetings were thorough and truly deliberative in listening to and responding openly to a wide range of
evidence and issues.

Main Findings
Criteria for assessing local government structures
7.95

7.96

During the earlier part of the discussions, the workshops were asked to score and rank the relative
importance of five potential criteria (as cited in the Consultation Document) for the assessment of local
government reorganisation. In the scoring, 1 indicated very low importance, while 10 meant ‘extremely
important’; in the ranking, 1 indicated ‘first place’ while 5 signified ‘lowest place’. The scores and
rankings for the five criteria are shown below.
CRITERIA

AVERAGE SCORE

AVERAGE RANK

Accountability

7.7

5

Quality of Services

8.8

1

Local Identity

7.8

4

Access

8.1

3

Value For Money

8.4

2

Interestingly, while the voluntary and community sector representatives echoed most of the residents
and town and parish councillors in ranking service quality and value for money first and second, their
next highest priorities were access - which was particularly important for those in western Dorset - and
local identity, followed by accountability in last place. In fact, they were the only group of participants to
rank access and local identity higher than accountability, which was ranked third overall in all other
sessions.

Reducing the number of councils
AREA

PROPORTION (%) FAVOURING
REDUCING TO TWO COUNCILS

Western Dorset

30% (6/20)

Eastern Dorset

67% (22/33*)
*4 left prior to vote

7.97

Clearly in eastern Dorset there was absolute majority support for two councils, but with nine disagreeing
and two ‘don’t knows’. Support was more limited in western Dorset, where only just under a third of
participants endorsed the reduction. There were, though, only two explicit rejections, the rest either
abstained from the vote or were ‘don’t knows’.

7.98

Interestingly, five of those who had either objected to a two-council structure or who abstained from
voting in the western Dorset workshop said they had done so because they would prefer a single unitary
authority for Dorset. Indeed, one participant claimed that:
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At the recent CCG meeting they supported a single unitary authority because they would prefer
to work with one organisation and I think the police and fire brigade do too…so we shouldn’t be
afraid to support this option because pretty powerful people do. (Western Dorset)
7.99

Others, though, disagreed: they said that the inherently different characters and needs of urban and
rural Dorset may be ill-served by a single large authority:
You have two distinct areas; a large rural hinterland and a concentrated urban area and they
have different needs towards which services can be targeted. (Eastern Dorset)
Reasons for reducing the number of councils significantly

7.100

For those who supported a reduction to two councils (and many of those who did not as discussed
below), the case for change was made: they had been persuaded by the financial evidence that
reorganisation is necessary and desirable to make savings and efficiencies and eliminate duplication:
Economically we agree that the move to two would be favourable (Eastern Dorset)
There is duplication and there is the opportunity to make things work more efficiently. It's a nobrainer. (Eastern Dorset)

7.101

Furthermore, supporters said that reducing from nine to two councils could: help mitigate against
service and quality reductions; maintain an already successful partnership-focused direction of travel
between authorities; and establish larger political entities with more power and influence locally,
regionally and nationally:
Two authorities makes most sense as it preserves public services via economies of scale (Eastern
Dorset)
Given we think quality is most the important criteria we agree it’s a no brainer (Eastern Dorset)
There is a culture of better partnership working already; take Christchurch and East Dorset
(Eastern Dorset)
A bigger entity might have more political power which can only be a good thing if used
responsibly. (Eastern Dorset)
Reasons for keeping nine councils

7.102

Many of those who in their final judgements did not support reducing the number of councils from nine
to two felt a case for change had been made and that they could support a reduction in the number of
authorities across the county - but also that the proposed change is too drastic in scale. For example:
We mostly opposed not because we want to keep nine councils, but because two councils is too
drastic. We are East Dorset based and we have quite a rural economy so lumping us in with the
conurbation doesn’t work and lumping us in with the rest of Dorset means it’s too big. We accept
the need for change but not to this extent. (Eastern Dorset)

7.103

Some, though, wanted to retain the current nine councils, primarily on the grounds that existing
councils have scope to run themselves more efficiently and economically than they do now, and that
their required savings are achievable through improved and extended partnership working:
There are partnerships but there is still a lot of duplication so more could be done to make these
work better (Eastern Dorset)
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Why not gross up what Christchurch and East Dorset are already doing? Maintain local
accountability by maintaining local authorities but have partnerships across services to serve a
wider community and bring the economies of scale and cost savings. (Eastern Dorset)
7.104

As in some other workshops, there was concern in eastern Dorset about accountability: that is, two
unitary councils would be too geographically and socially remote from their residents and a reduction in
the number of councillors would be detrimental in terms of encouraging local democratic involvement.
Again, for some this was a concern rather than an objection, but for others it was a reason to reject the
two-council option in favour of retaining the existing structure. Some typical comments were:
I disagree with having fewer councillors; it’s important that different wards are represented and
so it’s a key reason for disagreeing with the proposals (Eastern Dorset)
Reducing to two will not provide the right level of localisation and local accountability... (Eastern
Dorset)
I would like to know what strategies will be employed to make sure the larger, centralised
councils will engage with local communities to ensure they are heard and can have a say in their
local areas. (Eastern Dorset)

7.105

Nonetheless, there was some acknowledgement that loss of local identity and accountability as a result
of council centralisation is more of a concern within the current lower tier authorities than it is within
Bournemouth and Poole, and that the rationalisation of councillor numbers in the urban areas may be
both necessary and desirable:
In terms of council representation, in Poole we can have three councillors per ward and I don’t
know who is accountable for what so a rationalisation of that might be better. (Eastern Dorset)

7.106

A particular worry for these two workshops was the potential impact of local government reorganisation
on the voluntary and community sector, especially in terms of funding streams and the retention of
smaller organisations and local projects. For example:
I work for Citizens Advice and our core funding is from the districts. It’s discretionary and we’ve
been very well supported. We’re concerned about budgets coming together and what will
happen to funding (Eastern Dorset)
We agree that change is needed but we also need to know how it will affect us as organisations.
We also need to be assured that local projects will be maintained (Eastern Dorset)
What about smaller, local organisations that focus on particular geographical or cultural
communities; they could be very vulnerable by becoming smaller fish in a much bigger pond.
(Eastern Dorset)

7.107

Furthermore, it was said that it can be difficult to overcome the natural reticence of local organisations
with a very local identity to work with others from different areas and that:
It is key that solutions are brokered in a sensitive way and in a way that seeks to ensure the
equalisation of services. (Eastern Dorset)

7.108

The potential for urban interests to take precedence over rural ones was another worry in western
Dorset, where participants were concerned that reorganisation would serve to exacerbate the alleged
existing disparity between Bournemouth and Poole and ‘the rest of Dorset’:
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There does need to be change with our Council setup but there is a concern about the divide
between rural and urban and the lack of detail about how the reorganisation will be carried out
to make sure things are fair. Very often there is this line which divides Bournemouth and Poole
from the rest and we need to know how this disparity will be addressed (Western Dorset)
7.109

It was thus considered essential that any reorganisation should:
Acknowledge the issues and problems in rural areas and that we are important too...we need to
make sure that what is done is not just for the benefit of the big conurbation. (Western Dorset)

7.110

Other significant reasons for wishing to retain existing structures (or indeed accepting the need for
change but having concerns about its implications) were that:
Access to services will be more difficult under two unitaries;
Service quality and resilience may reduce with fewer people available to deliver services to
an increasing population over a much larger area (as one western Dorset participant
stated: back office functions and middle management are really important to us, we really
depend on them and they’re already really stretched); and
The projected savings resulting from reducing the number of councils will never be
realised in practice.

7.111

Finally, it should be noted that several people across the two workshops felt they could neither support
nor oppose a reduction to two unitary authorities because they had not received enough information on
which to base their decision:
I didn’t vote for anything because I don’t think I had enough information, especially about how
the changes will affect health and social care budgets and services (Western Dorset)
I wouldn’t want to vote until I know more about how the new authority would actually work.
(Eastern Dorset)

Options for a two-council structure
7.112

Following the discussions reported above, participants were asked: if Dorset’s councils are reduced in
number from nine to two, which areas should the two new councils cover? In relation to the three twounitary options in the Consultation Document, the final judgements in the voluntary and community
sector workshops are shown in the table immediately below. Please note that several participants had
left the session prior to the ‘vote’, particularly at the Eastern Dorset workshop, which may have affected
the final result there.
Option 2b
% support

Option 2c
% support

Don’t
know/Abstain

Western Dorset

11% (2/18)

50% (9/18)

38% (7/18)

Eastern Dorset

48% (12/25)

20% (5/25)

32% (8/25)

AREA

7.113

Option 2a
% support

Option 2b was the majority preference in the eastern Dorset meeting (though again it should be
stressed that several participants left prior to the vote), whereas there was significant support for option
2c in western Dorset. No-one across both sessions chose option 2a for the reasons outlined below.
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Option 2a
7.114

The table above shows that there was no support for option 2a in either session - which is consistent
with the public and parish and town council workshops where few preferred this option. Overall, the
main reasons for such an emphatic rejection were the same as those offered by members of the public
and councillors, namely that:
The ‘small Dorset’ rural authority would have an unsustainable level of debt combined
with a relatively low council tax yield - and the financial imbalance resulting from this
option would be very ‘unfair’ to most rural residents; and
The large conurbation would be well-off but would jeopardise the interests of rural
eastern Dorset in the context of the very different interests, priorities and traditions of the
urban areas.

Option 2c
7.115

Option 2c fared little better in eastern Dorset, but there was significant support for it in the west on the
grounds that: it is the better financial option for rural Dorset (some people openly admitted that it was
the ‘selfish’ option for them and their area); it retains a Dorset identity; and it is most similar to the
current structure and thus potentially the least disruptive and costly to implement:
It’s more money for our area; we don’t care about the rest of the areas! (Western Dorset)
I think it’s the most equitable and less disruptive. It also retains a Dorset identity (Western
Dorset)
2c is the nearest to the current Dorset County Council and will cost less to put into effect.
(Western Dorset)

Option 2b
7.116

In contrast to most other sessions across all stakeholder types, there was very little support for option
2b in western Dorset, where option 2c was preferred for the reasons reported above. Almost half of the
eastern Dorset workshop chose this option however, mainly on the grounds that it represents the ‘best’
fit for the two-council structure:
It’s just a more logical fit; there’s an affinity of the three areas. You just can’t tell the difference
between Christchurch and Bournemouth. (Eastern Dorset)

7.117

That said, there was some concern around the inclusion of Christchurch within an authority with two
much larger ‘partners’ - and this led a few eastern Dorset participants to expressed a preference for
another option: namely a small unitary authority comprising Christchurch and East Dorset only:
The problem is no matter what the option Christchurch is a bit of an outlier. If I were a resident
of Christchurch knowing my population was much lower than Bournemouth and Poole I’d feel
vulnerable. (Eastern Dorset)
Why are there not more options? Coming from Christchurch, we’d like to stay with East Dorset
and would have liked that as an option. (Eastern Dorset)

7.118

This, they felt, would cement an already successful partnership, and it was also said that:
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Things never seem to get done in big authorities and Christchurch would be a small fish in a big
pond in with Bournemouth and Poole. (Eastern Dorset)

The Business Community
Introduction
7.119

Due to the importance of the business community, two workshops for a total of 44 senior business
people were arranged through the Dorset Chamber of Commerce and Industry and ORS also conducted
in-depth telephone interviews with managers within Dorset’s largest employers. Council officers made
initial contact with these managers to explain why we sought to speak to them, and the details of those
who consented to take part were passed to ORS who then made follow-up contact to arrange the
interviews.

7.120

The interviews were conducted and reported by ORS while the workshops were chaired by the Chamber
but reported independently by ORS. The workshops and attendance levels were as follows.
Locations

Poole
Weymouth
7.121

7.122

Dates

18

th

Numbers of attendees

October 2016

33

20th October 2016

11

ORS also undertook nine interviews with representatives of Dorset’s largest employers (as shown
below).

Addo Group

Ageas Retail

Agincare Group Ltd.

Aim Aviation Ltd.

Atlas Elektronik

Hall & Woodhouse Ltd.

JPMorgan

Siemens

Yellow Buses

The interviews lasted for around 15 minutes and explored most of the issues discussed in the
workshops, namely: whether there is a case for reducing the number of councils across Dorset; whether
the number of councils should reduce from nine to two; and, if this was to happen, which areas the new
councils should cover. The workshops lasted 1.5 hours and were well-attended by participants who took
a very active interest in the issues and asked many questions.

Main findings: two workshops with senior business people
Discussion issues
7.123

A wide range of questions and issues were raised during the discussions in the two workshops, including
all the following:
What impact will business views have on the decision? What will happen if the
consultation support reorganisation, but the councillors don’t like it?
What were the reasons for not pursing a single unitary authority for Dorset?
Could the two councils promote a single marketing image for the whole of Dorset?
Could there be a successful three-unitary structure for Dorset?
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Why not just pursue ‘combined authorities’?
Will services like planning continue to be properly funded under the new structure?
How does the LEP fit into this structure? The LEP tends to focus on the conurbation
currently - for example, to the airport and similar resources
How will the harmonisation of council tax work?
Will the reorganisation really achieve savings?
What would be the redundancy costs?
What will be the effects of business rates changes?
7.124

There were also some important observations made that the current and potential Dorset authorities
will wish to note, including:
Planning, waste management and payments systems need to be more efficient so how can
they be improved over the next three interim years? Will there be adequate funding to do
so?
The new structure should give more coherent approaches to housing, planning and
economic development
There needs to be more communication with small businesses about the benefits of
reorganisation; for example, about how the current licensing variations between
authorities, which are inconsistent and inconvenient, will be overcome. What will the
differences be under the new system?
Talk to local businesses to see how changes can be beneficial to business and not a barrier
to business
You need to find out how local business communities work and what can be done which
will be of benefit to them. And let them know how this is going to affect them focusing on
the benefits! Talk closely with business leaders and address issues which will continue until
this plan is in place
Most small businesses feel disengaged by high level presentations; they need to know
what the impact of changes will be on them!
A unitary structure would be a good idea, but how can the identity of ‘Dorset’ as a whole
be protected? The identity of rural Dorset needs to be promoted in terms of strategic
planning for roads, industry and etc.?
The creation of a national park should be rejected because that would ossify the tendency
towards a backward-looking economy. How can we learn from Wiltshire and Swindon?
Dorset does not present a coherent and coordinated economic message to the world!
We need to market Dorset more effectively!
Can three urban areas really combine successfully? If they do they need to promote a
coherent identity!
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Reducing the number of councils
7.125

In both workshops, there was overwhelming absolute majority support for creating two new unitary
authorities for Dorset:
In the Poole meeting, 85% of attendees supported this option (28 of 33 people); and
In the Weymouth meeting, support was unanimous.

7.126

Furthermore, all attendees were asked to complete a consultation questionnaire at the end of the
sessions and the results of this exercise reflect those reported above:
23 of the 33 participants at the Poole meeting completed a questionnaire. 20 of these strongly
agreed with the proposal to replace the nine existing councils with two, a further two tended to
agree and only one disagreed, albeit strongly; and
At the Weymouth meeting, eight of the 11 participants strongly agreed with the proposal and
the remaining three tended to agree.

7.127

Some of the positive comments made on the questionnaires were as follows:
Get on with it!
It would be positive to enable better service delivery
Brave, visionary move. Fully support
It does make sense to have the two unitary authorities.

7.128

There were, though, some important concerns around: maintaining local knowledge and identity; the
availability of business support in future; business rates; the potential for urban interests to take
precedence over rural ones; the need for easy accessibility; and the possibility that predicted savings will
not be realised in practice:
It will be important that local knowledge is maintained in the transition. This will help with
tourism, planning applications and knowledge of local communities
I do have concerns relating to individual area and identity and the capability of a larger
authority to effectively resolve and about levels of business support available through the
two authorities proposed
A significant concern for SMEs is the devolved powers and retention of business rates
locally
The two unitaries must complement each other and work to promote the Dorset brand and
Dorset unity but the rural unitary must fight to get the best deal for the too often
neglected non-conurbation areas. There must be parity of power and resources between
the two unitaries. The LEP Board is almost entirely populated by those from the
conurbation and East - a huge disappointment
Accessibility and time saving is critical to small businesses, sometimes above cost saving or
cost maintaining as a priority
I am concerned that the benefits for business are based on the assumption that bigger is
better. I have been in many consolidative initiatives in business and have seen many fail to
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realise the benefits they assumed they would get because they were not challenging
enough. Why is bigger better, what will it deliver exactly?

Options for a two-council structure
7.129

In the Poole meeting option 2b was by far the most popular with 57% support (17 of the 30 people who
voted), with option 2a getting 30% support (more than in the residents’, parish and town councils’ and
voluntary and community sector workshops). Option 2c had only 10% support.

7.130

In the Weymouth meeting option 2b was by far the most popular with 82% support (nine of the 11
people who voted), with option 2c getting the remaining 18% support. Option 2a was not preferred by
anyone at this session.

7.131

Once again, as demonstrated in the charts below, the questionnaire results complement the workshop
voting figures, with strong support for option 2b at the both workshops - and more support for option
2a in Poole than seen elsewhere.
Business Breakfast (Poole)
Option 2A (21 respondents)

38

19

Option 2B (23 respondents)

19

14

65

Option 2C (21 respondents)

10

22

29

19

10
4

19

9 0

24

%
Strongly support

Tend to support

Neither

Tend to oppose

Strongly disagree

Business Breakfast (Weymouth)
Option 2A (11 respondents) 0 10

18

Option 2B (11 respondents)

27

45

66

Option 2C (11 respondents) 0

27

18
18

27

18

0

27

%
Strongly support
7.132

Tend to support

Neither

Tend to oppose

Strongly disagree

Some comments made around the options in the questionnaires were:
2b is a more balanced solution for all councils
2b would create a city by the sea; a premiership player. We would punch even more above our
weight to create a premiership powerhouse
2c is my preference because the large conurbation is the market area of most business operation
in any part of the County. Most people living in this area stop and seek services from within the
conurbation and not necessarily within their council area.
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Main findings: interviews with representatives of Dorset’s largest
employers
Reducing the number of councils
7.133

Five of the nine interviewees interact with three or more local authorities across Dorset and all
commented on the duplication, bureaucracy, inconsistency and inefficiency they have encountered in
doing so. Typical comments were:
We deal with three authorities and there’s such a lot of overlap
It probably isn’t set up in the most efficient way…
It’s wildly inefficient. Why does a small county like Dorset need nine councils? We deal with all of
them and each one has a planning department and having so many Chief Executives cannot be
right…there’s so much duplication
There’s too much bureaucracy. It’s too cumbersome; there’s a lack of co-ordination and there’s
duplication. It doesn’t seem to be the most efficient system…we have to have the same
conversation with many councils and we never really know who we should be talking to in each
one. The overlap is obvious…
We get different responses from different councils because they have different priorities and
attitudes. There’s no consistency.

7.134

One particular manager works not only with the Dorset councils but also with Wiltshire Council. The
latter, they said, is far more cohesive, co-ordinated and proactive than the former (particularly in terms
of economic development) - which was largely attributed to its unitary structure:
We also deal with Wiltshire County Council and we find their approach to be very different. It’s a
unitary authority and they set out their stall as a place to do business. From that perspective the
two counties are like chalk and cheese…Wiltshire have a can-do, helpful attitude and their
approach is very co-ordinated and cohesive and that contrasts with the difficulties we have
dealing with nine different authorities in Dorset.

7.135

In light of this, all five interviewees - plus the four others who typically deal with just one council supported the proposed reduction from nine to two councils (or at least nine to ‘significantly less’) on
the grounds of consolidation, simplification and efficiency:
It would certainly simplify things and it seems to be a sensible thing to go from nine to a lot
fewer than nine
Taking steps to make the system more efficient seems entirely sensible to me
The change is not before time in terms of a reduction in bureaucracy and a reduction in the
number of people working in the public sector, which is completely unsustainable. Just get on
with it!
We need to look at change and it seems sensible to join up and reduce duplication. There are
definitely back-office functions and bureaucracy that could be saved and there’s less risk of
reinventing the wheel and more chance of sharing information and doing things collectively
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I think it’s probably a very good idea. Industry has consolidated over the years and had to find
economies of scale so this can only be a good thing…replicating in local authorities what is
already happening in business. Consolidation works.
7.136

A couple of managers also suggested that the aims and aspirations of the more ‘parochial’ district and
borough councils can sometimes conflict with those of businesses and of Dorset County Council - as the
following examples highlight:
The LEP and County view may not have synergy with the local councils’ own aspirations because
they are confined to quite a parochial area. County will generally try to reflect what central
government is trying to achieve but the regional council will try and achieve what is in the
interest of their local community. So, for example, if I want superfast broadband on my site and
that’s not the most important thing to a cash-strapped regional council I’ll never get it without
paying for it myself but if I was to go to County and say ‘one of the key things for businesses in
Dorset is to have this’ they might think that’s the right way forward
Christchurch is too small currently, especially considering it has the airport. There’s no
infrastructure around the airport; no road, no rail, hardly a bus service and I don’t think the little
cottage council of Christchurch is interested in the bigger picture of the area with the airport and
the infrastructure.

7.137

There was thus support for larger, more regional-style councils on the grounds that these would be less
insular in outlook and would take a wider, less provincial outlook on issues such as infrastructure and
economic development:
The ones that are left can take a broader view of things and be less parochial in their outlook. A
more county-wide view
I would hope bigger councils would give more focus and priority to the bigger picture in their
areas rather than smaller, local issues
I’d hope a bigger group would see the importance of the airport for the entire area. You can’t
have an international airport that you can’t access!

7.138

The general positivity reported above is not to suggest that there were no concerns about reducing the
number of local authorities across Dorset, for several interviewees commented on issues such as:
maintaining democratic accountability and accessibility; the need for formal process-management; and
the possibility that projected savings may not be achieved in reality:
It could affect accessibility through a reduction in local councillors. And I worry that people will
have so much to do that they won’t have enough time to serve their local constituents properly
Local issues are important and with centralisation you can lose sight of these and the dominant
force of the collective can take precedence over other parts. I don’t think you necessarily need
separate councils to do that; you just need to harness local support and connections with local
people and ensure that they feel their voices are being heard within a bigger council
It has to be well-managed. Any consolidation is fraught with difficulty, especially one with nine
councils trying to work together in terms of debate and negotiation
Will the Chief Execs just get paid more money because they have a bigger role…will we save
money in the long run?
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With restructures the costs come upfront and you reap the benefits over several years and
during that time things can get watered down. The councils need to be tough and disciplined to
make sure they recap those costs and make the proposed savings in future years.
7.139

These were, however, concerns rather than objections: the case for reducing the number of councils
significantly was overwhelmingly supported by the managers.

Little support for a single unitary council for Dorset
7.140

One manager said they would prefer a single unitary authority for Dorset on the grounds of economy
and consistency, but the general feeling was that the inherently different characters and needs of urban
and rural Dorset would be better served by two distinct councils:
You have two wildly different areas…Poole and Bournemouth are vastly different to the rest and
their requirements are poles apart from the rural areas.
It makes sense that there is different demand and a different environment in the rural area than
there is in the urban area. So splitting the two would make sense.

Options for a two-council structure
7.141

Six of the nine managers expressed an opinion on the options as reported below. The remaining three
felt they could not, the first because they considered it a judgement for Dorset’s councils:
It’s really up to the councils to determine the best way forward after the results of the
consultation. We will work with whatever structure is in place.

7.142

The options were considered too arbitrary and ‘unscientific’ by a second manager, who argued that:
It’s all very ‘them and us’. There’s no split to say ‘each area needs to have a baseline of income
from local taxes therefore we have to split it in this way’. No-one has had an intellectual look at
this; they’ve just said ‘this is rural and this is city’ and just split the two. There needs to be a bit
more science to it…they can probably make it work but it’s not ‘clever’.

7.143

The third manager was of the view that simply having Bournemouth and Poole together in one unitary
area will create a financial imbalance no matter how many other councils are included within the nonconurbation authority because business and industry will continue to gravitate to the two major towns:
I think the general idea is good, I just worry about the way they’re going about it. It would seem
that all of the rich city folk will be in one authority and the agricultural poor people will be in the
other. And all of the wealth and centre of business will migrate into Poole and Bournemouth.
They foresaw a situation under all three options whereby the conurbation area may be expected to ‘bail
out’ the more rural area and could not envisage it being prepared to do so - and thus described all three
options as ‘flawed’.
Option 2a

7.144

Two managers strongly favoured option 2a on the grounds that it represents the best split
geographically, demographically and from a business perspective - and both were of the opinion that
East Dorset correlates far better with the urban east than with the rural west:
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The biggest strength of this option is that it keeps the eastern conurbation that has got different
issues in terms of density of population, industry, networks etc. separate from the more rural
areas of Dorset
I think 2a makes the most sense in terms of the geographical groupings. It makes sense to lump
the urban areas together (and to me East Dorset is urban not rural) because they have different
requirements to the rural areas…and this is true in terms of making this work for both residents
and businesses. The urban areas know the needs of their businesses and the rural areas know
the needs of theirs
I do feel that East Dorset in terms of behaviours, needs and issues is more aligned with
Bournemouth, Poole and Christchurch than it is with the other areas. You would be trying to
balance very different needs under any other option.
7.145

Others, though, felt that the ‘small Dorset’ rural authority would be unsustainable and that the financial
imbalance resulting from this option would be unfair to its communities:
It leaves the small Dorset council in an odd position. It doesn’t seem to balance the finances; you
have one council with a surplus and the other with a deficit
The conurbation will still be able to offer a wide range of services but the rural communities will
really struggle because their council won’t have the resources to provide them…
The danger is the split between the ‘haves and have nots’ in the County in terms of rural
deprivation, employment and skills, infrastructure.
Option 2b

7.146

A further three managers supported option 2b, mainly because Bournemouth, Christchurch and Poole
form a ‘seamless’ urban area with inter-linked economies and infrastructures:
Christchurch, Poole and Bournemouth is seamless. If you drove through them you wouldn’t know
you had gone from one to the other
I can certainly see logic in Poole and Bournemouth because there’s almost no demarcation; we
just melt from one into the other. And Christchurch just seems like part of Bournemouth. If you
drive from Poole to Christchurch it just seems like there’s no break
Christchurch is really just an extension of Bournemouth now…you can drive between one and the
other are not notice the difference.

7.147

Furthermore, people thought it important that the savings through this combination are bigger than
under the other options, and that it is the most balanced in terms of population:
2b is the one that stands out because it makes the biggest financial contribution and it’s more
balanced.
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Option 2c
7.148

Option 2c was favoured by only one manager who disagreed with the view expressed above that
Christchurch is essentially an extension of Bournemouth and Poole:
I’ve always viewed Christchurch as a little bit different and not part of Poole and Bournemouth.
So I’d say put the latter two together.

7.149

Others, though, felt that the ‘large Dorset’ authority would be too ‘unwieldy’ to function efficiently - and
also that this option is insufficiently aspirational in terms of creating a unitary council with a high
national profile:
The danger here is that the Large Dorset area becomes too unwieldy with lots of different needs;
it could become really dangerous and cumbersome
I know one of the aspirations is to compete against cities for funding. If it were spread too thin
and it didn’t look like we were trying to generate a super city in Dorset you would be closing
yourself off to that opportunity. So option 2c doesn’t really work in that way.

Overall Conclusions
The deliberative workshops with four groups of stakeholders (and the business telephone interviews)
have been reported in detail in the pages above. A summary of the main outcomes is not difficult to give
since the vast majority of participants strongly favoured creating two new unitary councils under
option 2b.
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8. Submissions
Overview
8.1

During the formal consultation process 82 written submissions were received. The table below shows
the breakdown of contributors by type.
TYPE OF CORRESPONDENT

NUMBER OF
RESPONSES

NAME OF ORGANISATION

Community/Voluntary
Organisations

10

Bournemouth 2026 Trust
Bournemouth Chinese School
Dorset Local Nature Partnership
DOTS Disability
LGB&T Dorset Equality Network
RSPB
UK Nepal Friendship Society
Uniting the Conurbation (2 submissions)
Unity in Vision

Local Businesses and
Chambers of Trade and
Commerce

7

AFC Bournemouth
Bournemouth Chamber of Trade and
Commerce
Bournemouth Development Company &
Morgan Sindall Investments
Bright Blue Day
Cowling & West
South Coast Land
Urban Guild

Statutory Partners

4

Dorset CCG
Dorset Fire and Rescue Service
Historic England
The Royal Bournemouth and
Christchurch Hospitals

Members of Parliament and
Political Parties

4

Christopher Chope MP
Michael Tomlinson MP
Bournemouth Labour Party
West and South Dorset Green Party

Local Area Partnerships

3

Beaminster and Villages Local Area
Partnership
Bridport Local Area Partnership
Sherborne Area Partnership

Parish and Town Councils

3

Blandford Forum Town Council
Dorset Association of Parish and Town
Councils
Parish Council of Langton Matravers

Local Residents

51

TOTAL

82
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8.2

In addition to the 82 submissions outlined in the previous table, this chapter also summarises the
consultation undertaken with residents with learning disabilities across the County via an easy read
questionnaire and deliberative discussions.

8.3

ORS has read all the written submissions and reported them in this chapter; none have been
disregarded even if they are not expressed in a “formal” way. Most submissions have been reviewed in a
thematic, summary format in order to identify the range of views and issues as well as common themes,
though some have been summarised in detail to make these sometimes lengthy documents accessible
to the public generally and to highlight their main arguments and any alternative proposals.

8.4

All consultation submissions have also been reviewed by Dorset’s councils, and any submissions that
present technical arguments or require more detailed consideration have been evaluated by
appropriate members of the project team.

8.5

Submissions were initially classified on the basis of the type of individual or organisation submitting the
response. They were then read in their entirety and the key themes and issues raised were classified
using a standardised code frame. Any submissions that presented new evidence or further analysis or
challenged the Dorset councils’ assumptions or raised equalities issues were identified during this
process.

8.6

The themes raised by the submissions have been collated and reported here. Where multiple
submissions present the same or similar arguments, or refer to the same evidence or assumptions, they
have been summarised collectively without undue repetition. This will ensure that the councils are able
to consider important issues identified.

8.7

Submissions that have presented unique or distinctive arguments, or that refer to different evidence,
have been summarised individually. Whilst such views may be advanced in a single submission, it is
important that the councils are able to consider such perspectives in their decision-making process. In
these cases, views on maintaining or reducing the number of councils across Dorset and the three
options for change are highlighted within text boxes for accessibility and ease of understanding.
It is important to note that the following section is a report of the views expressed by submission
contributors. In some cases, these views may not be supported by the available evidence - and
while ORS has not sought to highlight or correct those that make incorrect statements or
assumptions, this should be borne in mind when considering the submissions.

Summary
8.8

Of all the organisations that responded to the consultation, only two explicitly offered support for the
retention of nine councils in Dorset. The other responses, from a wide range of organisations, supported
major changes to the structure of local government, including creating two unitary councils (though
there was also very limited support for creating a single unitary authority for the whole of Dorset).
Overall, the organisations that stated a preference mainly supported option 2b.

8.9

Of the 51 individual residents that responded, 20 gave support to retaining nine councils and only a
minority overtly stated that they favoured creating two or one unitary authorities. Many residents
expressed general opinions about local government, but without making a clear judgement on the best
number of councils and the best option.
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Summaries of submissions from organisations and Members of
Parliament
General support for the case for change
Dorset CCG
Dorset CCG supports the creation of two unitary authorities. Though it does not express an
explicit opinion on the three options, the CCG rejects 2a on the grounds that the small Dorset
authority would not be of sufficient size and critical mass to be an effective partner.
Dorset CCG says that the number of separate local authorities in Dorset at present makes partnership
working complex - and that the unification of services such as housing and social care would help
improve people’s health and well-being. The CCG therefore welcomes the proposal to create two
unitary authorities and does not support the status quo option.
In considering options 2a, 2b, and 2c, the CCG urges the councils to:
Fully consider that each of the two unitary councils has sufficient size and critical mass to be an
effective partner. This makes option 2a the least attractive;
Demonstrate effective engagement and consultation with local communities (local patients,
carers and GP surgeries can make a useful contribution to this);
Fully consider natural communities and the CCGs current locality and cluster arrangements; and
Recognise that there are several functions which would benefit from a Dorset-wide approach
(for example commissioning acute hospitals and specialist mental health services, a single
Health and Wellbeing Board and single Boards for adult and children safeguarding) - in the
absence of a single authority option.
The CCG also wishes to maximize the opportunities a whole Dorset approach could bring through such
means as the Dorset Combined Authority, Dorset Better Care Fund, Dorset Joint Commissioning Board
and Dorset Public Sector Forum - placing health, police, fire and local government all on a whole Dorset
basis where it would be helpful to do so.
Bournemouth Chinese School
The Bournemouth Chinese School feels the proposed reorganisation will be positive in terms of
offering opportunities for it to work with community groups in other areas.

Support for the case for change with some concerns/issues
Beaminster and Villages Local Area Partnership and the Sherborne Area Partnership
The Beaminster and Villages Local Area Partnership and the Sherborne Area Partnership broadly
accept the move to a ‘two-tier’ system of local government (and, in the case of the SAP, support
option 2b). [In this context, ‘two-tier’ refers to a unitary authority and a parish or town council
(rather than a ‘three-tier’ structure of county, district/borough and parish or town council).]
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The Beaminster and Villages Local Area Partnership (BAVLAP) and the Sherborne Area Partnership (SAP):
Broadly accept the move to a ‘two-tier’ system of local government (and, in the case of the SAP,
supports option 2b);
Advocate a second consultation on the consequences of service cuts as a result of council tax,
parish precepts and service charges coming under tighter control;
Suggest that reductions in councillor numbers may be welcomed in some quarters - and that
Town and Parish Councillors, with further delegated powers and budgetary responsibility, will
ensure transparent local representation, accountability and financial support for rural initiatives;
Desire robust mechanisms for local decision-making as the management of strategic planning
policy for local areas could be unwieldy without them;
Consider it important that West Dorset District Council’s ‘healthy’ reserves are ringfenced and
used to benefit West Dorset communities;
Suggest that the Dorset Local Enterprise Partnership currently concentrates on
Bournemouth/Poole and must, in future, ensure that rural areas receive a fair proportion of
funding for projects with a valued economic output;
Praise West Dorset’s progressive policy of providing 100% ‘rural business rates relief’ to many
crucial businesses such as village shops - and fears that neighbouring districts are not so
generous and may prevent this after reorganisation; and
Note the positive contribution Local Area Partnerships have made in community planning and
supporting town and parish councils.
BAVLAP also advocates greater support for the community sector via Dorset Community Action, council
community planning and development officers and robust funding – and SAP feels it would be deeply
regrettable if the unitary process resulted in a detrimental impact on the support given to valuable
community projects.
Bridport Local Area Partnership
Bridport Local Area Partnership is not opposed to change but requires more information to
enable a fully informed response. It makes no comment on the three options for change.
Bridport Local Area Partnership (BLAP) is not opposed to change but requires more information to
enable a fully informed response, specifically around the following issues:
The potential implications of change for the public, particularly if services are reduced and/or
centralised - and whether people will be given a say on priorities;
Ensuring local representation and accountability given the likely councillor reduction - and
whether there would be an option, say, for Area Boards
Whether West Dorset District Council’s ‘healthy’ reserves will be ringfenced and used to benefit
West Dorset communities;
The need for the Dorset Local Enterprise Partnership (which currently concentrates on
Bournemouth/Poole) to ensure that rural areas receive a fair proportion of strategic funding and
support to initiatives between the urban and rural areas;
Plans to protect important frontline services locally so that they are accessible to those that
need them; and
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The potential for local assets to be managed by town and parish councils or community
organisations (including their income generation potential).
Importantly, BLAP notes the important role of town and parish councils, which already provide services
where local authority provision has been cut or services delegated – and suggests that discretionary
services could be more responsive and effectively managed at the local level, with appropriate support.
DOTS Disability
An absolute majority (69%) of the 16 disabled people from DOTS Disability agreed with the
proposal to replace the nine existing councils with two new councils. They expressed similar levels
of support for options 2a and 2b (though more opposed the former than the latter) - and overall
support for option 2c was less. Two people supported retaining nine councils.
DOTS Disability consulted 16 of its members, who responded as follows:
81% agreed that Dorset's Council should focus on cutting out duplication and reducing
administration costs wherever possible, 31% strongly;
69% agreed with the proposal to replace the nine existing councils with two new councils; 6%
neither agreed nor disagreed; 19% tended to disagree; and 6% were ‘don’t knows’;
Views on the options were mixed: options 2a and 2b received similar levels of support, though
more opposed the former than the latter. Although overall support for option 2c was less, more
people strongly supported it than they did options 2a and 2b - but equally more people strongly
opposed it;
Only two participants desired the status quo - one because they would “prefer councils to stay
small and manageable” and the other on the grounds that they “want Christchurch to stay on its
own as we have funds”. Failing that, the latter would prefer a merger of Christchurch and East
Dorset; and
It was said that members of the public require more information on how the proposed
reorganisation will impact on service quality and accessibility: “we…need to know more about
how you intend to deliver the services you will be able to continue and where we are expected to
find alternative support for services that will end”.
Further comments were made around: the need to consult with disabled people (adopting the
Bournemouth model of consultation); problematic access for those who cannot use the internet; and
the need for infrastructure to be an ongoing priority.
Dorset Local Nature Partnership
The Dorset Local Nature Partnership (DLNP) supports the case for change. It does not express an
explicit opinion on the three options, but rejects 2a as it will result in a deficit in the Small Dorset
area, which could detrimentally impact future investment in the natural environment.
The Dorset Local Nature Partnership (DLNP) supports the objectives of local authority efficiency savings
across Bournemouth, Dorset and Poole and feels that the creation of larger local authority could lead to
greater potential to support the natural environment. While DLNP does not feel it is appropriate to set
out a preferred option due to the membership of the DLNP Board, it is concerned that option 2a would
result in a deficit in the Small Dorset area. The Partnership feels this could have a detrimental impact on
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future investment in the natural environment.
Whichever option is chosen, DLNP wishes to highlight the vital importance of continued investment into
the natural environment across Dorset - and would like assurances that future local authority
governance arrangements will not have a detrimental impact on the County’s natural assets.

Support for Change and Option 2a
Bournemouth Chamber of Trade and Commerce
The Bournemouth Chamber of Trade and Commerce supports the proposed reduction from nine
to two unitary authorities and favours option 2a.
Bournemouth Chamber of Trade and Commerce (BCTC) supports the proposed reduction from nine to
two unitary authorities across Dorset given the financial constraints being placed on local councils.
BCTC feels that two authorities will produce significant economies of scale, eliminating dual roles and
utilising land and buildings in a more appropriate and cost effective way. It also feels that decisionmaking will be easier through having one ‘road map’ for the County, which should result in the LEP
having more power to extract Central Government funding.
BCTC favours the amalgamation of Bournemouth, Poole, Christchurch and East Dorset as one of the
authorities, the remaining “rural” councils forming the other.
LGB&T Dorset Equality Network
The Network feels that reorganisation will help give LGB&T communities a much more effective
voice and supports option 2a (followed by option 2b).
Royal Bournemouth and Christchurch Hospitals
The Royal Bournemouth and Christchurch Hospitals support Option 2a on the grounds that: it
would make the biggest budgetary contribution; and would mitigate against the boundary issues
that can hamper successful liaison between hospitals and social services.
RSPB
In principle, the RSPB welcomes closer working between local authorities and feels that, in terms
of tackling the complexities of urban development in an ecologically sensitive landscape, option
2a is logical (though it worries that a deficit could impact on investment levels in ‘Small Dorset’).
The RSPB notes a lack of detail as to how the different consultation options would affect powers and
investment in areas like the environment and land use planning - and requires further details to dispel
concerns that the formation of unitary authorities could result in diminished planning resources and
expertise. In principle though, the RSPB would welcome closer working between local authorities to
improve integrated approaches to environmental policy, protection and enhancement and to build on
current successes.
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The RSPB feels that, in terms of land use planning and tackling the complexities of urban development in
an ecologically sensitive landscape, option 2a is logical. This, it is felt, could help develop robust cohesive
approaches to protecting internationally important sites across the conurbation, increase ecological
networks and enable sustainable building design and urban greening. However, it also implies a deficit
which could have an impact on investment levels in ‘Small Dorset’. The RSPB feels that option 2b
outlines a similar opportunity albeit with a smaller conurbation element, and that option 2c would
appear to offer the least potential for conurbation-wide integrated urban land use planning.
UK Nepal Friendship Society
The UK Nepal Friendship Society considers that option 2a would be best for the local Nepali
community because, at present, it must deal with a number of different local authorities for
matters of concern - and that these would be dealt with more easily by one authority. The Society
also feels that communications with unified health and social care services would be easier.
Unity in Vision
Unity in Vision welcomes local government reorganisation and supports option 2a on the grounds
that it would: give the organisation a much more effective voice; enable a direct working
relationship with local government; and ensure its BME communities are effectively coordinated
with local government services, with direct support from the community it represents.
Uniting the Conurbation
Uniting the Conurbation calls for the unification of south east Dorset (which it defines as
Bournemouth, Christchurch, East Dorset and Poole) within a single unitary authority.
Uniting the Conurbation calls for the unification of south east Dorset within a single unitary authority for
the following reasons:
The conurbation (whose population approaches the size of Bristol and exceeds that of Cardiff
and Southampton) is split into four local government units which results in the huge and costly
duplication of administrative resources;
The lack of a joined-up, dynamic vision for the conurbation sends mixed messages over
planning, transport and economic development - a coherent marketing strategy is vital to
attract inward investment and promote tourism;
Fragmentation means concerns are too easily ignored by central government when the
conurbation should be punching above its weight; and
The conurbation would be better administered and more prosperous if resources are combined.
It is also said that a single authority would: produce substantial cost savings by delivering streamlined
services; raise the area’s profile at home and abroad; and improve employment prospects for the
younger generation through a more dynamic economic base. However, at the same time it is said that
the new authority must respect and safeguard the identity and pride of existing communities through
judicious delegation of administrative responsibility to district authorities of greatly reduced size.

164

Opinion Research Services

|

Dorset’s Councils – Reshaping your Councils Consultation 2016

December 2016

In terms of the three options, Uniting the Conurbation comments on the use of the terms ‘small’,
’medium’ and ‘large’ to describe the unitary councils - and suggests that were some people
subconsciously to play safe by plumping for ‘medium’ it would leave East Dorset, where most of the
population is urban, outside the conurbation: a sub-optimal result. Moreover, it says that ‘Small Dorset’
would have a population of over 286,400, making it the twelfth largest of the 54 English unitaries
(roughly equal in size to Shropshire) - and that only four of these 54 unitaries are of the size
recommended by government. This, it is said, should have been made clear in the briefing document.
Overall, Uniting the Conurbation says that, over the past century, the core towns of south east Dorset
have coalesced into a single large urban community whose strategic governance must now be adapted
to satisfy the needs and aspirations of its present and future citizens. It asks that the councils “seize this
once-in-a-lifetime opportunity to put all the fractured pieces together”!

Support for Change and Option 2b
AFC Bournemouth
AFC Bournemouth supports having fewer, more efficient councils and favours option 2b.
AFC Bournemouth supports having fewer, more efficient councils - and feels it would make sense to
have one council responsible for the developed areas around the wider Bournemouth, Poole and
Christchurch conurbation and one for the rest of Dorset, which tends to be more rural.
The club suggests that having a higher profile nationally and internationally will bring more business
opportunities and help to attract and nurture those with the skills Dorset’s businesses need - but
considers it important that any new structure continues to protect and help provide even better services
such as schools and roads.
Blandford Forum Town Council
Blandford Forum Town Council accepts option 2b as the best way forward (and requests that
Town and Parish Councils are consulted when the decision is taken). The Town Council also feels
that a single unitary authority for the whole of Dorset should have been a consultation option.
Bournemouth 2026 Trust
While it has concerns about the consultation itself, the Bournemouth 2026 Trust largely agrees
with a merger of authorities and favours option 2b.
Bournemouth 2026 Trust feels that the consultation document and questionnaire are constructed to
ensure there is only one way to answer many of the questions. It is thus concerned about how genuine
the consultation is and whether it is a rubber stamping exercise. This, it is said, may deter people from
participating.
The Trust questions whether more could be achieved by merging services rather than creating new
larger organisations - and whether sufficient accounting has been undertaken to estimate realistically
the economies of scale of both capital requirements and running costs of a fewer number of
administrative bodies.
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Notwithstanding the tone of the consultation, Bournemouth 2026 Trust largely agrees with a merger of
authorities and favours option 2b.
Bournemouth 2026 Trust is, however, concerned about the equalities impact of all options and whether
capacity would be diminished by a reduction in the number of officers and members leading on
equalities. Moreover, the Trust is worried that the proposed changes would lead to an overall reduction
in funding for voluntary organisations.
Bournemouth Labour Party
The Bournemouth Labour Party feels there is a positive case for change and while it is not
opposed to either option 2a or 2c, it is fully supportive of Option 2b.
The Bournemouth Labour Party (BLP) rejects austerity but feels there is a positive case for change. It
does not consider nine councils to be a practical solution to the needs of residents across Dorset if vital
services are to be maintained.
Though it is not opposed to either option 2a or 2c, the BLP is fully supportive of Option 2b. In respect of
option 2c, it feels that a new authority of just Bournemouth and Poole would be too small and would fail
to recognise the key community, transport and socio-economic links of the three towns.
The BLP rejects the argument that Poole would lose its identity within any of the three options because
communities are built by the people that live in them, irrespective of administrative boundaries.
Though it can see the arguments for including East Dorset within the conurbation unitary, the BLP is
concerned that the political leadership there would be obstructive because of its veto or lack of cooperation. The BLP seeks to further the interests of its own conurbation and would not like to see this
constrained by others. Moreover, the BLP is disappointed that the prospect of a geographical division of
East Dorset is not an option under consideration.
The BLP’s overriding issue in terms of process is how any new authority will seek to overcome the
argument about a potential ‘democratic deficit’ and that the introduction of a system of proportional
representation will not be in its gift. Given the current political balance of the existing local authorities
there must be a system that allows other voices to be heard and that a ‘one party state’ does not
develop.
Finally, the BLP urges the councils to listen carefully to and work closely with the unions over
redundancies and future staffing of the new authority.
Dorset Association of Town and Parish Councils
The Dorset Association of Parish & Town Councils did not comment on the options but observed
that the informal show of hands at the end of each Parish and Town Council workshop indicated
a preference for Option 2b.
The Dorset Association of Parish & Town Councils (DAPTC) Executive Committee did not want to
comment on the options as it encouraged each of its member councils to give their own corporate
responses. However, as the independent host of three consultations, the DAPTC observed that the
informal show of hands at the end of each session indicated a preference for Option 2b.
The DAPTC also states that the association and its members would wish to be involved in plans for the
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future of local government in Dorset - and raises the importance of considering area arrangements as
soon as possible, including the future process for deciding planning and development control
applications and policies.
Historic England
Historic England understands the need for change and feels that 2b appears to be the most
balanced, cost-effective and sustainable option.
Historic England fully understands the challenging financial circumstances local authorities are facing
and the need to develop new models of service delivery to protect frontline services and offer best
value for money. It knows that the ‘do nothing’ option poses the greatest threat to services.
Although Historic England does not have an explicit preference, it agrees that option 2b appears to be
the most balanced, cost-effective and sustainable one. However, any future model must be one which
enables the authority to fulfil its statutory responsibilities in relation to the historic environment - and
Historic England would welcome any model that provides the best quality heritage services for Dorset.
Finally, Historic England strongly believes that the right model will help meet strategic objectives of
protecting frontline planning services; delivering good local services; retaining each area’s local
characteristics; and focusing on economic opportunity.
Michael Tomlinson MP
Michael Tomlinson MP agrees there is a case for change and favours option 2b as it gives a
better population balance, the most savings and the best rural/urban balance.
Mr Tomlinson notes the financial challenges facing councils and supports the desire to see budgets
balanced through reorganisation rather than by further cuts to public services (which would happen as a
result of retaining nine councils). He thus agrees there is a case for change, although he does not believe
that changing Local Government structures alone will solve the councils’ financial challenges.
Mr Tomlinson favours option 2b as it gives a better population balance, the most savings and the best
balance between rural and urban areas within the County.
Mr Tomlinson does note one concern: local identity and decision-making. He urges the councils to put in
place as many opportunities for local decision-making as possible - including area committees and
greater use of town and parish councils. Mr Tomlinson also says that where town and parish councils
wish to take on services, they should be encouraged - but also that if they are unable to do so, they
should not be forced.
Residents with Learning Disabilities
Most participants with learning disabilities generally supported reducing from nine councils to
two – and the overall preference was for option 2b (though there was also substantial support
for 2c).
Dorset’s Councils commissioned Dorset People First to design an easy read version of the consultation
document and questionnaire. This version was uploaded to the Reshaping your Councils website and
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was used at three presentations (to the Poole Forum, People First Dorset and Bournemouth People
First) across the County. 24 questionnaire responses were received in total.
10 of the 22 questionnaire respondents who answered the ‘where do you live?’ question were from
Poole and a further eight from Bournemouth. Of the remaining four, two were from West Dorset and a
further one each from Christchurch and East Dorset. No-one responded from North Dorset, Purbeck or
Weymouth & Portland.
In terms of the questionnaire findings:
21 of the 24 respondents agreed that Councils should look at ways to reduce costs on things like
management and paperwork. Two disagreed and there was one ‘don’t know’;
All five criteria for change (accountability, quality, local identity, access and value for money)
were considered important. Accountability was marginally ahead of quality and access, with
local identity and value for money only marginally behind those;
15 respondents agreed that nine councils should be reduced to two (10 strongly). Four said they
did not mind, four disagreed (two strongly) and there was one ‘don’t know’;
Seven of 18 respondents supported option 2a (five strongly). Four said they did not mind this
option whereas five disagreed (four strongly) and there was one ‘don’t know’;
14 of 18 respondents supported option 2b (10 strongly). Two said they did not mind this option,
one strongly disagreed with it and there was one ‘don’t know’; and
Nine of 15 respondents supported option 2c (eight strongly). Four said they did not mind this
option, one strongly disagreed with it and there was one ‘don’t know’.
During discussion sessions with People First Dorset and Bournemouth People First, participants were
concerned about having fewer council buildings for accessibility reasons (most notably difficulties
communicating via email and telephone and having to travel further - possibly via complicated routes to get to their council). As such, they supported the idea of councils sharing buildings with other
organisations to enable face-to-face contact - as well as maintaining drop-in centres in towns.
In a ‘vote’ at the end of the sessions, most participants thought it was a good idea to move from nine to
two councils in so far as councils would retain more money to protect services. Furthermore, though
participants found it difficult to understand the difference between options 2a, 2b and 2c, they did
express the following views:
Option 2a: is unfair as one council would be more financially viable than the other; could result
in people having to take housing some distance from their families and services (for example in
the northern area of East Dorset); and could mean disabled (and older) people find it difficult to
travel across a large area to access services;
Option 2b: is fairer due to the better financial and population splits; is preferable for people in
Christchurch “because Dorchester is too far away”; and would result in a larger council that can
“discuss needs to support bus companies to cover the whole area”.
Option 2c: is fairer than 2a but could result in the conurbation authority being seen as more
important than rural one; could be detrimental to people in Christchurch, which was considered
“too small on its own”.
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South Coast Land, Cowling & West, Bright Blue Day, Bournemouth Development Company & Morgan
Sindall Investments and Urban Guild (five separate submissions)
South Coast Land, Cowling & West, Bright Blue Day, Bournemouth Development Company &
Morgan Sindall Investments and Urban Guild all support having fewer, more efficient councils
and favour option 2b.
These five businesses support having fewer, more efficient councils and feel it would make sense to
have one council responsible for the developed areas around the wider Bournemouth, Poole and
Christchurch conurbation, and one for the rest of Dorset which tends to be more rural.
They also feel that having a higher profile nationally and internationally will bring more business
opportunities, and will help to attract and nurture those with the skills their businesses need now and
will need in future.
West and South Dorset Green Party
The West and South Dorset Green Party supports the proposal for two unitary authorities in
Dorset – and with regard to both minimising funding cuts and creating sustainable democratic
structures, supports option 2b.
The West and South Dorset Green Party (W&SDGP) rejects austerity but believes there is a strong case
for local government reform because of the recognised need for greater local democracy,
accountability, public engagement and participation - and for greater efficiency and better services
through removing anomalies in the way in which local councils are currently organised. For example,
housing (under the district councils) and social services (under the County Council) would be best
brought together under a single authority as this would improve the public’s experience of these two
services and would save money.
The W&SDGP feels that local government in Dorset is currently too remote and unaccountable – and
that the current reorganisation proposals are a golden opportunity to reform the culture of local
government so the public feel more engaged, empowered, informed and disposed to participate in
larger numbers.
The W&SDGP supports, in principle, the proposal for two unitary authorities in Dorset but feels that the
decision concerning which of the proposed options should be adopted should seriously take into
account the majority view of people living in East Dorset and Christchurch, the two districts where the
impact of the final outcome is most problematic. However, with regard to both minimising funding cuts
and creating sustainable democratic structures, the party puts the weight of its support behind option
2b.
The W&SDGP is concerned that the information being given to the public in respect to this consultation
is highly inadequate in enabling them to make a secure, informed choice. For example: are Local Area
Boards still being considered and, if so, how will they be organised? What will be the role of town and
parish councils in the reorganisation? How many divisions and councillors might there be in each
authority? The Party argues that even if such questions cannot currently be answered, they should have
formed part of a preamble giving the public a much greater sense of what might be possible.
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Support for retaining nine councils
Chris Chope MP
Chris Chope MP feels that option 1 is in the best interests of his constituents as it: enables the
retention of local identities; does not dilute local democracy; and gives scope for the further
development of successful partnership working between Christchurch and East Dorset.
Chris Chope MP concludes that option 1, no change, is in the best interests of his constituents as: it
enables current local identities to be retained; it does not dilute local democracy; and it gives scope for
the further development of successful partnership working between Christchurch and East Dorset.
Mr Chope feels that the eight week consultation period has been far too short given the complexity of
the issues and the lack of available information. Furthermore, he says he only very recently discovered
that Christchurch would, under the proposals and after a 20 year harmonisation period, be paying
higher council tax for the same level of service than residents in Bournemouth and Poole under options
2a and 2b (and indeed those in East Dorset, North Dorset, Purbeck and West Dorset under option 2c)
because of the assumed creation of a Christchurch Town Council. Mr Chope asks why Christchurch
residents should pay a further £150 minimum each year for a town council with no extra services?
Mr Chope says the consultation questionnaire gives the impression that there is no alternative to
replacing the nine existing Dorset councils with two unitaries as it states that ‘if the existing nine
councils were retained…major savings would need to be found and it is likely that many council services
could not be provided in the future’. This, he feels, is scaremongering given the current and predicted
solvency of all authorities within Dorset.
Mr Chope is surprised that the consultation makes no reference to the Dorset Combined Authority
(comprising the nine existing councils and the Local Enterprise Partnership), which has been agreed
across Dorset. He questions why the nine councils are not waiting for this to be up and running so that
the ‘partnership approach’ can be demonstrated, especially given that the Cities and Local Government
Devolution Act 2016 gives combined authorities the ability to take on much greater responsibility than
was previously possible. He agrees with the statement that ‘the establishment of a Dorset combined
authority would provide a strong basis on which to request additional powers and responsibilities and
allow us to demonstrate our partnership approach’ and feels that the combined authority is the best
vehicle for achieving the objectives set out in the consultation questionnaire.
Mr Chope complains that the consultation document omits any reference to the assumption that a new
Christchurch Town Council would be created to replicate borough council services after Christchurch
Borough Council is abolished - and says that his constituents are concerned about the bias in the
questionnaire and the lack of clarity in the documentation and “feel that everything is designed to try
and bully/deceive them into supporting option 2 and particularly option 2b”.
Mr Chope notes that, if the objective of the Dorset councils collectively is to maximise their income, they
would raise more council tax under option 1 than under option 2 and that, in this context, no clear
explanation has been given to why option 1 is considered financially disadvantageous. He also questions
why the business case commissioned by the nine councils on the various options specifically omits the
business case for option 1.
Mr Chope has also questioned why, under option 2c, Christchurch’s council tax rises by a higher annual
percentage than in North Dorset, Purbeck and West Dorset despite Christchurch’s current council tax
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levels being higher currently - and was given the explanation that all the percentage increases for
Christchurch under option 2 are based on the assumption that it will have a notional starting point for
council tax which is £150 lower than currently in order to fund a town council. This, it is said, distorts the
relative percentage increases in annual council tax in option 2c compared with option 1 “giving the false
impression to residents in North Dorset, West Dorset and Purbeck that option 2c is more favourable to
them financially than option 1”. Moreover, Mr Chope feels that options 1 and 2 are clearly not
comparable in council tax terms because all the percentage increases in the latter are on the wholly
unrealistic assumption that Christchurch Borough Council would want to create a new town council and
charge residents twice for services.
Mr Chope states that if Dorset’s councils remain keen to progress the idea of creating new unitaries they
should bring forward a fresh consultation based upon objective data and transparent assumptions. This
consultation, he says, should: be approved by all councils and councillors in advance; enable every
household to express its opinion; and include an option to combine Bournemouth and Poole but leave
the rest of Dorset two tier.
Overall, though, Mr Chope feels that no consensus will be possible in Dorset on the basis of the current
“flawed” proposals and that the councils should go back to the drawing board.
Parish Council of Langton Matravers
The Parish Council of Langton Matravers suggests that Dorset remains as it is but implements an
aggressive cost reduction programme through shared services.
The Parish Council of Langton Matravers describes the consultation questionnaire as seriously flawed.
It criticises:
The lack of analysis and presentation of the likely impacts of changes on service quality,
accessibility, local democratic accountability, local knowledge and sense of ownership;
The exclusion, in total or part, of the option previously being considered by councils to reduce
cost within the current structure through shared services; and
The exclusion of the impact of the proposed Jurassic Coast National Park on the financial viability
of and quality of services within Dorset.
The Council’s proposal is that Dorset remains as it is but implements an aggressive cost reduction
programme through shared services. It finds its district council to be more responsive and to have
greater local knowledge and understanding than the County Council- and expects that service quality
and interaction will not be as effective under a unitary authority.

Other Submissions
Dorset Fire and Rescue Service
The Dorset & Wiltshire Fire & Rescue Authority considers that the consultation is a matter for the
residents and authorities of Dorset, Bournemouth and Poole and that local democratic decisions should
be respected and supported - but asks decision-makers to consider, in their deliberations, the need for
and promotion of continued seamless delivery by the Fire & Rescue Service.
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Main themes raised in written submissions from residents
Reasons for reducing the number of councils
8.10

Four residents explicitly supported a reduction to two councils: they had been persuaded (though one
somewhat reluctantly) by the financial evidence presented that reorganisation is both necessary and
desirable to make savings and efficiencies and eliminate duplication:
Reluctantly, due regard now has to be had to the fact that the present financial challenge may
necessitate major changes to the existing local government structure
I’d have thought this merger should have happened years ago as money is going straight down
the drain
The proposed restructuring of Dorset to unitary status is certainly long overdue
These funding reductions have provided a long overdue opportunity to rationalise services. There
must be found the collective strength of will to merge administrations in the face of economic
reality. Option 1 has to be rejected as retaining nine councils in an unsustainable indulgence.

8.11

Furthermore, several respondents commented on the need to reduce the number of councillors and
chief executives across Dorset and suggested that the proposed reorganisation would be a means of
achieving this:
It's way past time we did away with all these Chief Executives
I fail to see why Dorset needs 330 councillors when Parliament has something like 650 for the
whole of the UK…
There are currently far too many Councillors in the county, who cost too much for the ever
diminishing budget. The overall number of Councillors should be minimised and be no more than
50% of the existing total

8.12

Prior to proceeding with a restructure though, it was strongly suggested that Dorset’s councils examine
experiences in other similar unitary areas (such as Wiltshire) in order to learn lessons and emulate good
practice where possible:
I understand Wiltshire Council is regarded nationally as a model of unitary excellence; Dorset
could and should seek to emulate Wiltshire's experience…
[There’s a] need to creatively borrow and learn from others who are already Unitary like rural
Wiltshire…

Limited support for a single unitary council for Dorset
8.13

Three respondents expressed a preference for a single unitary authority for the whole of Dorset on the
grounds of economy and ensuring an equitable distribution of finances, as the two following quotations
demonstrate:
I was concerned that the all-Dorset single unitary option had already quietly disappeared,
particularly as this would have made the most financial savings…
It’s clear that Dorset’s South East coastal conurbation will be the biggest generator of business
rates for the foreseeable future. Dorset’s rural councils will never be able to develop such a
growing income to match the services it needs to provide for its householders…the total of
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Dorset’s local tax and business rates income must be used as a whole to enable a proper service
to every householder in all parts of out glorious country…[and for this] Dorset will require one
unitary authority... To take two steps now and finish up having to change again in a few years’
time would be both extremely costly and very ridiculous. Surely everyone is happy to identify
with “living in Dorset”! [And there is the] security of income and the ‘clout’ which one council
would hold in terms of finance.

Reasons for keeping nine councils
8.14

Three people who did not support reducing the number of councils from nine to two felt the case for
change had been made and that they could support a reduction in the number of authorities across the
County - but that the proposed change is too drastic in scale:
I do understand that duplication can increase the costs of administration and that some form of
reduction in the number of councils can be made but the current proposals are too stringent
The nine current local authorities could comfortably be reduced to four...I should like to restore
democracy to local areas of a reasonable size to be accountable for local finance services and
problems...

8.15

20 respondents, though, argued for retaining all nine councils, with several suggesting that the £30
million savings needing to be made between 2019 and 2025 are feasible without making radical changes
to the structure of local democracy - and that as existing councils have scope to run themselves more
efficiently and economically than they do now, the savings are achievable:
It seems amazing that the existing 9 councils, having achieved savings of 21%, should be
abolished and replaced by 2 unitary councils for the sake of an extremely small absolute and
relative saving of only £30m or 3.3% of the total budget... Since the existing 9 councils have
already achieved 21% cost savings and at a greater rate than is projected for the unitary
councils, experience clearly indicates that the separate councils are the best organisations to
achieve the final 3.3% cost savings. This would not involve all the upheaval and risk associated
with combining the councils
The financial figures shown in the document do not take into account the full picture should any
of the proposals be implemented…in option 1 a shortfall is forecast across all authorities of £30m
between 2019 and 2025. Given the size of the overall budgets this figure divided by the 9
authorities over a period of six years means that each authority has an annual deficit of
£550,000 per annum. Set these figures against the proposed one off cost of £25m or £2.7m per
authority, the annual forecast deficit per annum drops to approx. £100,000 per annum. An easily
achievable savings target
Existing councils closely represent the people of Dorset and are working ever more closely in
partnership. That should continue and grow. And savings by 2019/20 will have amounted to
approx. £200 million - an achievement under the existing system
The local councils in their present shape have numerous choices to streamline the duplication of
services…Option 1 is the only option to keep… The deficit of £30.4m cited can be plugged by wise
measures…
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I believe that Dorset should remain as it is, retaining district councils. Discussions can continue to
be progressed directly, inclusively and co-operatively to address any further savings that may be
able to be made.
8.16

The table below outlines people’s other main reasons for wishing to retain nine councils, which mainly
centred around: a loss of democratic accountability, localism, accessibility and service quality; an overconfidence in the amount of savings reorganisation will offer; and the implications of change for Poole
and Christchurch. The following quotations are extensive in order to fairly represent some strongly held
points of view; but it is important to note that they were made by a minority of the 82 submissions.
THEME
Reducing to two
councils could lead to a
loss of democratic
accountability

NUMBER OF
TIMES RAISED
12

SOME TYPICAL QUOTATIONS
The further away decisions are made the less personal
communication and representation there is…the options
apart from option 1 are taking decisions away from local
communities
The current proposals are undemocratic as the
Government is much too removed from local
neighbourhoods and their problems…the proposals to
reduce the number of local authorities is too radical and
would further take the 'local' out of 'local authorities
Globalisation means standardisation, mergers can turn
into mediocrity with decision-makers distanced from the
people who are influenced by their decisions…
Diminished accountability through [a] two-thirds reduction
in the number of residents' representatives…
It will be far easier for a few people to impose unpopular
measures on local communities…it will be much harder to
protect local facilities and to get a hearing at the council
There is [already] a major problem in achieving two-way
communication between the Council and residents.
Merging the Councils…will seriously worsen the problem of
communication and accountability
The creation of unitary councils represents a major loss of
control by local people over what happens in their area.
Control, especially over strategic housing, will be exercised
by people who have no knowledge or direct interest in the
majority of the areas for which they will take decisions…
It is very difficult to see how reducing representation by
between 35% and 54% will improve democracy in Dorset. It
is more likely that the infrequent attendance of county
councillors will be replaced by even less attendance by
unitary council councillors… The major reduction in
representation will make local government in Dorset far
more remote…and far less responsive to local parish
concerns and needs
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Reducing to two
councils will lead to a
loss of localism and
diminish the
importance of local
interests

9

December 2016

I am happy with the present arrangement and very much
fear that our local interests would be completely lost by
joining up with the other councils that are suggested
Your criteria of Accountability, Quality, Local Identity,
Access and Value for Money have all been met and
surpassed by Christchurch Borough Council. Localism being
the strongest driving force. How does the rest of Dorset
know (or care) what is best for Christchurch?
One of the advantages of keeping the existing 9 councils is
that they are far smaller than any of the unitary options
and therefore, are far more attuned to local needs and
sense of place and can be far more managerially nimble
than the far larger and far more bureaucratic unitary
councils
A transfer of power upwards, away from local residents
and in complete violation of the principles of localism
I do not believe two large councils can honestly retain local
characteristics or be fully accountable to local people;
leave our local councils where they are
The efficient councils would be dissipated and local
interests would be sacrificed under the dreaded 'one size
fits all'
It is the loss of the very strong sense of place and strong
strategic leadership of place and community spirit which
are the major deficiencies of the unitary proposals for
Dorset, Bournemouth and Poole

Reorganisation will not
achieve projected
savings in reality

7

Bigger is not necessarily better and does not necessarily
save money
The Financial Times frequently mentions that in industry
the savings projected from mergers are rarely achieved
and that far greater savings can usually be gained by close
attention to detail by managers within a company
Economic predictions have traditionally proved notorious
for their inaccuracies, so I wonder whether the information
provided is closer to speculation than precise calculation…
These projections are never accurate or believable, always
ends up in something double the amount proposed…
It has to be recognised that a large amount of the financial
forecasts are heavily based on assumptions, which may not
be accurate in the final analysis, which leaves the distinct
possibility of increased costs as a result of the merges
rather than savings…
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Status quo is preferable
for Poole

6

December 2016

We are absolutely opposed to Poole becoming a suburb of
a large conurbation and we don't want Poole merged in
with Bournemouth or any other town to form a so-called
'super-council'. Poole has a history of having county and
borough status for years…we want it to stay like it is
The
proposal
to
combine
Poole
with
our
neighbours…potentially threatens the independence that
Poole has enjoyed since 1248
It has not been clearly explained to the residents of Poole
that the capital receipts built up with their council tax are,
under these proposals, to be shared amongst other
authorities that may not have been so financially prudent…
Residents of Poole have been advised that they have the
lowest Council Tax in the county and will therefore, lose
out, not just in increases above other authorities but whilst
giving away their capital balances!

Status quo is preferable
for Christchurch

4

I do not want [Christchurch Borough Council] downgraded
to just a Town Council that can be overruled by outsiders
Thanks to our previous and current Councillors CBC is the
only Council not in the red. Their financial predictions for
the next five years at least, with the airport expansion and
planned new homes, are very strong. Why would we want
to join with Unitary Authorities that can't even balance
their books? Bournemouth and Poole are in so much debt
they would love to plunder our finances and resources...

Reducing to two
councils will lead to a
loss of service quality

2

The [department] is exemplary with outstanding results
but in my opinion would be reduced if amalgamated with
other councils
The larger the organisation the more costly and inefficient
it becomes and consumer satisfaction takes another blow

Reducing to two
councils will lead to a
loss of accessibility

2

Despite one of the main objectives being 'accountable to
local people' access to services would be considerable
reduced especially to those who do not have ready access
to the internet, and then materially impact on the element
of 'accountability'
[The] proposals will definitely and directly put services out
of reach to the vast numbers of people…

Dorset’s population will
not support two unitary
authorities

1

Dorset’s population is insufficient to create two unitary
councils… The total population of Dorset, Bournemouth
and Poole in 2014 was 773,600 persons. If one unitary
council were created with a population of 400, 000 or
above, the remaining population of 300,000 plus would be
too low for a unitary council. Thus I don’t understand how
2 unitary councils can be created if one of the councils does

176

Opinion Research Services

|

Dorset’s Councils – Reshaping your Councils Consultation 2016

December 2016

not have a large enough population?

8.17

Two-tier systems are
better for rural areas

1

Unitary local government is only appropriate to urban
areas, not to rural county…the two-tier system for principal
authorities has served us relatively well since 1974 and is
being cast aside without any rational justification for doing
so

Change could
jeopardise the
proposed Dorset & East
Devon National Park

1

As an enthusiastic supporter of the proposed Dorset & East
Devon National Park campaign, which would inevitably
involve further reorganisation/boundary changes that are
unlikely to be achieved within the timescale 2016-19, I feel
the best solution to be the dis-allowed: no change…

In order to mitigate against reduced democratic accountability, several respondents suggested that
Wiltshire-style area boards should be considered if the proposed reduction from nine to two councils is
implemented - as well as the devolution of more powers to parish and town councils (which, in fact, was
also thought to be equally important if nine councils are retained):
The local Area Boards in Wiltshire are mostly centred on towns (or cities) of medium size and
may include the immediate satellite villages. This system helps to overcome the fear that unitary
authorities, being larger units, are necessarily remote, impersonal and disengaged from local
affairs. Local Area Boards effectively reinforce and promote localism. Town and Parish councils
still have a role - indeed an enhanced role - if they can take on the specifically local parts of the
portfolio of the redundant district/borough councils
Can I note and simply suggest Wiltshire Area Boards be given serious consideration? Given a
Wiltshire-type Area Boards common approach across Dorset (and Bournemouth & Poole), there’s
potential for minimising extra costs and a similarly reduced likelihood of confusion in
consultations on a range of issues…
Parish Councils are doing their best to employ people directly from their communities…i.e.
villages have taken over the organising of cleaning of their toilets, maintaining stiles, litter
initiatives, roadside management etc.…this encourages community spirit and cohesion...funds
should be appropriately allocated to Parishes to help pay for key service maintenance
I suggest that savings could be made at the top of the pyramid enabling more people to be
employed on the ground and additional funds made available to parish councils to enable
parishes to directly employ local people to do some of the jobs…

8.18

With particular regard to Poole, one respondent echoed the concerns of others in strongly objecting to
“the notion of a faceless detached decision-making machine which will dilute Poole and strip it of its
ability to make local decisions which influence the quality of life in our town, its history and heritage” –
but also made the following suggestion to enable the retention of democratic accountability there:
Whatever eventual overall decision-making body that Poole ends up within…Poole [should] be
made the equivalent of a parish council with powers to control local issues to the benefit of those
in the town.
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Other concerns (even among those who supported change in principle) were: the impact of
redundancies on staff members themselves and the efficient provision of services; and the possibility of,
and the need to mitigate against, a financial imbalance that favours the urban unitary at the expense of
the rural one:
Reducing from 9 to 2 councils in Dorset will obviously have an impact on employees as there are
currently more people employed than there would be posts available. Procedures need to be put
in place to ensure the minimum of stress to those involved
The overwhelming rationale for the unitary proposals…rests on staff reduction. What is the risk
that the staff reductions will be achieved without detriment to services? What is the risk that the
staff reductions will achieve the stated savings?
The wealth should be equal per head, not lots for small areas like Bournemouth and less for
small towns and villages.

Options for a two-council structure
Option 2a
8.20

Only one person explicitly supported option 2a on the basis that it represents the best geographical
urban/rural split:
The outline of this East/West divide is in place and is working well now. It has been accepted by
householders. It looks right on the ground. Many of the smaller centres of population [in East
Dorset] together with Christchurch and Wimborne Minster are conveniently near the built up
conjoining areas of Bournemouth and Poole. The other half of the two councils makes up a
community of similar style…if we have to have two councils this East/West decision makes sense
geographically.

8.21

Others, though, considered it to be too unbalanced financially - and especially thought it would be
disadvantageous to East Dorset in so far as it is largely rural and does not ‘fit’ within an urban authority
that would likely be dominated by the larger towns of Bournemouth and Poole:
Small Dorset…to have to struggle from the outset makes little sense
Many of the policy aims and objectives for important topics such as land use planning,
environment and tourism would disadvantage the residents of East Dorset...
I am an East Dorset resident and would strongly oppose East Dorset merging with Poole and
Bournemouth
Option 2a joins East Dorset, a rural council, with the totally urban Poole and Bournemouth
councils. This does not seem very sensible as the different rural issues are likely to be ignored
I can see no advantage in any plan which groups East Dorset with the large urban communities
of Poole and Bournemouth. We are a rural district with a beautiful landscape…and with beautiful
villages and the historic town of Wimborne to care for. I fear that the needs, interests and
priorities of East Dorset would not be fairly represented by a unitary council dominated by the
urban interests of Bournemouth and Poole. Furthermore, I fear that our financial interests would
be directed towards managing their large deficits.
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Option 2b
8.22

Four respondents expressed a preference for option 2b as the ‘fairest’ way forward that also has the
most balanced population split and makes the most significant financial saving:
I wish to urge you to consider option 2b as the best way forward if, as it seems, the reorganisation is necessary. This option seems the fairest, the most financially beneficial and most
democratic way of representing the needs and interests of the public
Option 2b is the most financially beneficial overall and has the most balanced population split…it
is also the most natural split between urban and rural of the options available
I believe the option should be 2b thus giving the most money for a large Council...

8.23

There was, though, concern that Christchurch would lose its voice and its local identity within a larger
conurbation authority - and also that this option would be the most expensive to implement:
I really don't see how Christchurch will be able to keep its local identity if it is merged with Poole
and Bournemouth (option 2b). Christchurch is semi-rural/semi-urban. Being smaller than the
other two urban areas…its councillors are likely to be out-voted at council meetings. So how
would Christchurch be able to maintain its identity?
It seems likely that Christchurch, being much smaller, would be largely ignored if included with
the much larger Bournemouth and Poole
The Local Partnerships - Dorset Council Reorganisation document…shows that option 2b is the
most expensive option to implement...

Option 2c
8.24

Two people supported option 2c on the grounds that: being within the ‘large Dorset’ authority would
best enable Christchurch to maintain its civic arrangements, ancient traditions and local identity; the
borough seems to fit better with the other rural councils; and that it would be the less costly,
complicated and disruptive option to implement:
[Change] can be brought about in a sensitive fashion so as to give due regard to Christchurch's
historic position. It is for this reason that I prefer option 2c. It is within a 'large Dorset' that
Christchurch can better continue its civic arrangements and ancient traditions with a local
mayor. It is apprehended that were Christchurch to fall within the conurbation of Bournemouth
and Poole etc. (options 2a or 2b) this would inevitably lead to a loss of Christchurch identity...but
to continue within a large Dorset would put Christchurch at least on an equal footing with the
other existing district councils...
…option 2c includes Christchurch in the rural Dorset, and it seems more comparable in size to
Weymouth or Dorchester. Option 2c has a totally urban council plus a predominantly rural one
which seems a better fit
Options 2c would also avoid the complicated costs associated with the separation and transfer of
the services currently provided by Dorset County Council to Christchurch. It is also relevant that
the people of Christchurch in general now recognise Dorset as the provider of many of the local
government services that they currently enjoy. And for this reason any transmission of powers
under option 2c would not be significantly different to them
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A couple of others also felt they could support option 2c, but only without the addition of town councils
for Christchurch and Weymouth & Portland. They reasoned that this would add unnecessary cost to a
project designed to save money - and that people in other areas may feel somewhat aggrieved at not
being offered this provision themselves:
In all options Christchurch and Weymouth have 'negotiated' having their own town council. If
saving money is the issue then these two councils should not be permitted. As this fact is omitted
from the booklet it will cause trouble when the populations of the other areas find out, as they
will ask 'if they can have one, why can't we?'
I support option 2c with the modification that Town Councils are NOT created for Christchurch or
Weymouth. The purpose of this exercise is to save money, not increase costs. Even if option 2b is
chosen, this should be modified to not have town councils for Christchurch and Weymouth... It
would not be fair for Christchurch and Weymouth to have a Town Council...as neither Poole nor
Bournemouth would have one. Also in option 2c giving Christchurch a town council is
unaffordable (due to the restriction of council tax income - without a town council option 2c
raises the most council tax...and may be the most cost-effective option).

Alternative options?
8.26

One resident suggested a 3-Centre Option (1 Primary & 2 Secondary Centres) as follows:
The Primary Centre would be based in Dorchester - the County capital- with responsibility for:
County-wide policy and planning (e.g. waste management); and local administration (e.g.
authorising and overseeing construction of new buildings and extensions within the area
comprising the current West Dorset, Weymouth & Portland Councils).
The Secondary Centres would be at Bournemouth (the current Bournemouth, Poole and
Christchurch Councils) and at Blandford Forum (the current North Dorset, East Dorset and
Purbeck Councils), with each responsible for local administration in their areas.

8.27

The rationale for this option was that:
It is significantly better than any of the proposed two-council options with respect to both local
identity and accessibility (many older and poorer people still do not have cars or
computers/internet access);
To maximise efficiency, it is essential that travel time for council officers visiting sites within
their area of responsibility be kept to a minimum; and
It would make sense to focus the development of new housing in the vicinity of Dorchester and
Blandford Forum because: it makes use of existing community services and facilities such as
hospitals; both areas are underpopulated compared with the Poole/Bournemouth/Christchurch
area and it is essential for the County’s population to be more evenly distributed; and that
Blandford Camp would provide an ideal site for new developments.

8.28

Another resident, while strongly agreeing that the current two-tier council system should be replaced by
a unitary council system, felt that options 2a, 2b and 2c are geographically unbalanced and could result
in difficult access and consequent lack of identity. They thus proposed replacing the current nine
councils with three unitaries, comprising:
North Dorset, East Dorset and Christchurch (208,500 residents);
West Dorset, Weymouth & Portland and Purbeck (212,100 residents); and
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Bournemouth and Poole (345,100 residents).
8.29

A third resident suggested the following:
Combine Bournemouth and Poole: they are very similar in their requirements as large urban
areas with quite distinct needs in terms of transport, education, health etc.;
Combine Christchurch and East Dorset and absorb the County Council responsibilities: these are
already amalgamated for all practical aspects, just make it formal. It would have little cost to
implement;
Combine North Dorset and part of West Dorset and absorb the County Council responsibilities:
as above;
Combine Weymouth & Portland, Purbeck and the south part of West Dorset and absorb the
County Council responsibilities: these would create a ‘new’ area that has all the same
characteristics i.e. semi-rural, heavily dependent on tourism etc.

8.30

Finally, a fourth resident would like to see the end of Dorset County Council and suggested that its
budget and responsibilities could be shared out among the remaining councils. This, they say, would
lessen the wage bill in respect of the 45 councillors and offices that could be sold off.

Consultation process
8.31

Finally, many residents raised issues around the consultation process, most notably that: the
consultation document contains insufficient information to enable people to make an informed
decision; the consultation document and questionnaire are biased; the consultation is a ‘fait accompli’
or ‘tick-box’ exercise; and that it has been insufficiently broad in reach. In addition, one person did not
feel there had been enough focus on the ‘positive’ opportunities offered through reorganisation.

8.32

The table overleaf outlines the main themes raised and offers some indicative quotations, though
people’s views are encapsulated by the following quotation:
I believe this consultation is ill-conceived and cannot possibly reflect considered opinion of the
residents of Dorset, due to: lack of universal contact at household level; insufficient mention of
government pressure to form unitary councils; discounting no change (in organisation), which is
only the opinion of authorities; lack of a business case for each option including option 1; layout
of a questionnaire which does not give equal prominence to every option; and no clear indication
as to how Parish & Town councils will be empowered, if at all.

8.33

Once more, the following quotations are extensive in order to represent fully and fairly some strongly
held points of view; but it is again important to note that they were made by a minority of the 82
submissions.
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document contains
insufficient
information to make
an informed decision

NUMBER OF
TIMES RAISED
13

December 2016

SOME TYPICAL QUOTATIONS
This whole Reshaping Local Councils consultation is
effectively unfit for purpose due to inadequate
information and other related matters
If the only driver in question are the financials then it is
totally inappropriate to consult with the people until the
financials are available
We should have been given full details of the Financial
Analysis of the alternatives, and not an insufficient
summary
In principle I agree that the proposal for the introduction
of the Unitary Council project is necessary to reduce costs
and eradicate duplication of responsibilities…BUT at this
stage, due to so many imponderables, there is simply
insufficient data on which to formulate a sound decision.
Essentially we need to know more about the source,
concentration and general dispersal of Dorset's planned
future population who will obviously generate increasing
demands for financial requirements…if we do not have
such information then to proceed we should be diving
into a bottomless pond
There is no reference...of a financial sensitivity analysis. I
would have thought that such a small saving of 3.3%
would be very vulnerable to being reduced or even turned
negative by increases in costs... If the projected savings of
adopting unitary councils drop by 1.7% and the costs rise
by 1.7% the financial case for Unitary councils
evaporates.

Consultation
document and
questionnaire are
biased

8

It is obvious that the option we are supposed to choose is
2b, just by the biased way the information is presented. It
claims 'this option potentially provides the most effective
and efficient way to deliver services for the future' but
there are absolutely no facts or an explanation given to
support this claim
There is no choice of options that do not meet the aims of
this totally biased exercise. Indeed this questionnaire has
a set of questions with supposed multiple choices all of
which lead to the same result. It is designed to lead the
voter down a path lined with decisions not options…
The information in the booklet supplied is biased and
doesn't contain all the facts in a clear way
The lack of impartiality is emphasised by the almost total
lack of analysis of the merits of Option 1, retaining the 9
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councils. Furthermore the only mention of risk is
connection with the non-unitary option. There is no
mention of risk in the unitary options
Consultation is a ‘fait
accompli’

7

It looks, yet again, that this is a 'done deal' and that we
will have no choice but to have some form of unitary
council
The current paperwork documents issued in respect of
‘public consultations’ are biased and predisposed to
gaining approval to a decision already agreed. Therefore
rather than being a genuine consultation process it is
more of a propaganda exercise
There may ultimately be a justified case for mergers to
take place. However these proposals seem to have been
determined
Certain decisions have already been made, without
consultation with Parish Councils. The opportunity for
freedom of expression has not been available through
pre-consultation discussions…

Consultation has
been insufficiently
broad

6

This reshaping document is so important it should have
been sent to every household
Roadshows are only very limited and people are at work
when they're open
A consultation does not have the legitimacy of a
referendum, why is a referendum not being held on the
proposal to establish unitary government? The Scottish
Referendum was an advisory referendum to HM
Government… Thus having a referendum on the final
option chosen by the people of Dorset to be put to the
Government for a decision is entirely appropriate and has
precedence

Consultation is
underpinned by
allegedly incorrect
financial data

2

It seems that the costs of [separating/transferring DCC
services] are smaller with option 2c, however Table 1.3 in
the independent financial assessment written by Local
Partnerships gives the costs of Service Reconfiguration as
£1.0m for all options. Thus the financial assessment is
based upon incorrect assumptions
There are five significant errors evident within the Local
Partnerships data, and potentially a sixth. The 'Reshaping
your Council' consultation is presented as a significant
solution for the financial pressures faced by Dorset's
councils. The data used to compare the options presented
are all taken from Appendix 1 complete with its
corruption of error… The level of error within the Local
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Partnerships report renders its conclusions unusable. That
they are being used to advise a public consultation and
provide the headline Key Features for a public
consultation also invalidates that consultation process
Consultation
document has an
insufficient focus on
the ‘positives’ of
reorganisation

1

I feel the [consultation] concentrates heavily on finances
and barely touches on several other important aspects of
what the restructuring might involve and the
unrepeatable opportunities it offers

Consultation is a ‘tickbox’ exercise

1

The biased nature of the material supplied, potential
inaccuracies of the figures used and omissions…suggest
this consultation is merely 'ticking a box' that a
consultation has been carried out

Overall Conclusions
8.34

Many of the more detailed written submissions summarised above do not lend themselves to easy
summary and so readers are encouraged to consult these for a detailed account of the views expressed.
However, the following overview gives a sense of the balance of opinion on the main consultation issues
of whether the number of councils across Dorset should be reduced from nine to two - and if so, which
option would be preferable.

Retain nine councils or reduce to two?
8.35

Only two ‘organisational’ submissions (from Chris Chope, MP, and from the Parish Council of Langton
Matravers) argued to maintain nine councils across Dorset (in order to enable the retention of local
identities and local democracy and give scope for the further development of successful partnership
working and efficiency savings). All others supported the need for radical change, though there were
also a few concerns about how it would be implemented in practice.

8.36

Only four residents explicitly supported a reduction to two councils: they had been persuaded by the
financial evidence presented that reorganisation is both necessary and desirable to make savings and
efficiencies and eliminate duplication. There was far more support for retaining nine councils among
residents. 20 submissions explicitly argued for the ‘status quo’, mainly on the basis that: the required
£30 million savings are feasible through efficiencies and without having to make radical changes to the
structure of local democracy; the proposed changes would result in a loss of democratic accountability,
localism, accessibility and service quality; the projected savings would not be achieved in reality; and
because of perceived negative implications of change for Poole and Christchurch specifically.

Option 2a
8.37

Seven of the ‘organisational’ submissions (from the Bournemouth Chamber of Trade and Commerce,
the LGB&T Dorset Equality Network; the Royal Bournemouth and Christchurch Hospitals, the RSPB, the
UK Nepal Friendship Society, Unity in Vision and Uniting the Conurbation) favoured option 2a as the
most logical urban/rural split.

8.38

There was little support for option 2a among residents: only one person explicitly supported it on the
basis that it represents the best geographical urban/rural split. Others considered it to be too
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unbalanced financially - and thought it would be disadvantageous to East Dorset in so far as it the
District is largely rural and does not ‘fit’ within an urban authority that would likely be dominated by the
larger towns of Bournemouth and Poole.

Option 2b
8.39

There was most support for option 2b among the ‘organisational’ responses: 13 (from AFC
Bournemouth, Blandford Forum Town Council, the Bournemouth 2026 Trust, the Bournemouth Labour
Party, Sherborne Area Partnership, Historic England, Michael Tomlinson MP, the West and South Dorset
Green Party and five local businesses) were in favour of it inasmuch as it is the fairest, most balanced
and cost-effective option.

8.40

Option 2b was supported by only four residents as the ‘fairest’ way forward that also has the most
balanced population split and makes the most significant financial saving. There was, though, concern
that Christchurch would lose its voice and its local identity within a larger conurbation authority - and
also that this option would be the most expensive to implement.

Option 2c
8.41

There was no support for option 2c among the ‘organisational’ submissions - but two residents
supported it on the grounds that: being within the ‘large Dorset’ authority would best enable
Christchurch to maintain its civic arrangements, ancient traditions and local identity; the borough seems
to fit better with the other rural councils; and it would be the least costly, complicated and disruptive
option to implement. A couple of others also felt they could support option 2c, but only without the
addition of town councils for Christchurch and Weymouth & Portland. They reasoned that this would
add unnecessary cost to a project designed to save money - and that people in other areas may feel
aggrieved at not being offered this provision themselves.
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9. Petitions
Overview of petitions
Petitions: Overview
9.1

Although not submitted to ORS or Dorset’s councils during the consultation period, we are aware of a
petition organised by the Keep Christchurch Special campaign group with the stated aim to:
Show Christchurch Borough Council the weight of popular opinion concerning the possible
takeover by Bournemouth.

9.2

The petition itself gives a fuller account of option 2b, as seen below:
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Need for Interpretation
9.3

Petitions are clearly important in indicating public anxiety about important issues and so Dorset’s
councils will wish to take seriously any of which they are aware. Nonetheless, they should also note that
petitions are not necessarily sophisticated or subtle means of reflecting general public opinion, and in
some cases can even exaggerate public sentiments if organised by motivated opponents using
inaccurate or emotional petition statements.

9.4

In this case, the petition’s stated aim of avoiding a “takeover” and its heading, which refers to a ‘merger
with’ Bournemouth Borough Council, are both over-simplified and somewhat emotional.

9.5

It is, after all, inaccurate in the extreme to describe either options 2a or 2b as simply a ‘takeover’ or
‘merger’ with Bournemouth - as if only those two councils would be included in the new structure. The
petition fails to do justice to the nature of the options, for under 2a four council areas, and under 2b
three council areas, would be replaced in the creation of a new unitary authority. So, neither option
involves only Bournemouth and Christchurch; and neither option involves a takeover or merger of
currently existing councils. Therefore, it could be said that the petition fails to address fairly the key
features of the current options.

9.6

More generally, the petition fails to address the bigger and primary question of whether Dorset should
in principle reduce from nine councils to two new unitary authorities.

9.7

At the time of writing (22/11/16), neither ORS nor any of Dorset’s councils have been informed of how
many people have signed the petition - so it is difficult to comment in more detail on how much weight
it should carry.

9.8

Of course, these points do not imply that the petition should be disregarded, for it shows the strength of
some local feelings, but it should be interpreted carefully given the points above.
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Appendix A
Organisations Responding to the Consultation
Organisations responding to the consultation
Access Dorset (three responses)
Anglo-Continental
Bournemouth Blind Society
Bournemouth CVS and Poole CVS.
Bournemouth People First
Bournemouth Transport Limited
Bournemouth University - University's
Executive Team
British Red Cross – Support at Home service/
Assisted Discharge service Poole Hospital
Broadstone Neighbourhood Forum
Christchurch and East Dorset Council - Housing
Christchurch Citizens Association
(two responses)
Christchurch Constituency Labour Party
Christchurch Junior School Chair of Governors
on behalf of the Full Governing Board
Citizens Advice Bournemouth
Community Mental Health Team in Poole.
Conservative Policy Forum (Sherborne Branch)
DHUFT
Dorchester & District Labour Party
Dorset Community Foundation
Dorset Healthcare NHS Foundation Trust - CEO
Dorset Police and Crime Commissioner
Dorset Police Chief Officer Group
Dorset Property - Engineers
Dorset Race Equality Council
Dots Disability (two responses)
East Dorset Friends of the Earth
Everyone Active - North Dorset, Weymouth &
Poole
Facit Consulting Limited
Family business in West Dorset
K. J. Pike & Sons Ltd
Keast Court Management Co Ltd
Keep Dorset Free From Bournemouth & Poole
Society
Koh Thai Tapas
Local residents/interviews
Local Woodland Trust

Magna Housing Association.
Muscliff Primary
Openwide International Ltd
Paget Reid York Chartered Certified Accountants
Pennon Water Services
Poole Heart Support Group
Poole Historical Trust
Poole Hospital NHS Foundation Trust. On behalf
of the Trust Board
Public Health Dorset
Purple HR Limited - Managing Director
Redweb
Resort Marketing Ltd
Richmond Fellowship Mental Health
School [Unspecified]
Signpost Housing
Small Engineering Co Ltd
Software-Matters
Sovereign Housing Association
Sovereign Housing Association - CEO
Sovereign Shopping Centre
Spetisbury Construction Ltd.
Sport England - England South Outreach Team
Stalbridge residents: Community engagement
Swift Signs Weymouth
The Children of Bodiccia
The Intercom Trust
The Project Climbing Centre
The residents of this area BH4 8BG
Treehouse Digital Ltd.
Unison
Walkers
Wareham Town Trust (WTT)
Wessex Newfoundland Society
Weymouth and Portland Access Group
YMCA Bournemouth
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