Fenland

CAMBRIDGESHIRE

Fenland District Council

Rt Hon Steve Reed OBE MP
Secretary of State for Housing, Communities & Local Government

27 November 2025

Dear Secretary of State

Fenland District Council recognises that there are significant inefficiencies in the
current structures both of Local Government and of local delivery of public services
by National Government. Reform is desirable.

However, the reorganisation process initiated by Government in December 2024 is
fundamentally flawed, failing as it does to permit the scope of reform which is
needed whilst, at the same time, requiring change which will be both prohibitively
expensive and, in many respects, counterproductive.

Government has completely failed to understand that many local services, to be truly
local in their design and delivery, need to be provided by authorities (especially in
more rural areas) which need to serve smaller populations than the Government's
proposed 500,000 lower limit (or 300,000 in ‘exceptional circumstances’).

Government also has failed in this process to recognise that many strategic services
(including ones currently controlled centrally by Government) could and should be
provided by authorities with at least as large a population footprint as current Upper
Tier authorities.

The Government’s current reorganisation process would leave local government in
England in the perverse position that urban, relatively compact, councils in London
and the ex-metropolitan county areas would on average serve significantly smaller
populations than in more rural, non-metropolitan areas, where the problems of
rurality would be exacerbated by having to serve much larger populations than most
of the metropolitan councils.

Local Government re-organisation is an expensive process — for it to be justifiable to
the taxpayer, it must be delivered competently. The approach of Government incurs
all the costs of reform but with far too few of the potential benefits. If the current local
government reform process is allowed to proceed, the whole system will rapidly fail
and will need again to be reformed, incurring substantial otherwise unnecessary
additional expense.
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Fenland District Council therefore calls on the Government to halt the current,
fundamentally flawed, local government reorganisation process and to establish a
Royal Commission (as has preceded previous, more rational, local government
reform exercises) to consider all possible reforms, without the artificial constraints
imposed by the Government in the current process.

If Government refuses to put a halt to the current local government reform process,
despite the obvious flaws it contains, then there is no good option on the table for the
residents of Fenland. All options will be worse than current arrangements.

Fenland District Council is aware that Government has advised that existing
Councils, if they are to have any voice at all in the boundaries of any new Unitary
Authority, must express a preference for a scheme of proposed new Unitary local
authorities in their area.

Having full regard to the Government’s flawed criteria, Fenland District Council
supports Option D as the least bad option. Option D comprises three Unitary
Authorities in the Cambridgeshire & Peterborough Area:

Greater Peterborough Unitary Authority: comprising Peterborough City Council and
Northern Huntingdonshire District Council

Cambridgeshire Fens Unitary Authority: comprising Fenland, East Cambridgeshire
and Eastern and Southern Huntingdonshire District Councils.

Greater Cambridge Unitary Authority: comprising South Cambridgeshire District
Council and Cambridge City Council.

We support the arguments put forward by Peterborough City Council explaining their
support for the Option D configuration of new Unitary Authorities in preference to the
other Options. We would like to take this opportunity to give four additional reasons
why we believe that the Option D configuration should be preferred.

1. Option D is the only Option listed which does not include both Fenland and
Peterborough in the same Unitary Authority. In terms of sustainability, we feel
that it is inappropriate to load both of the most deprived Council areas in the
CPCA area within the same proposed new Unitary Council.

The Cambridgeshire & Peterborough area contains a wider range of deprived and
non-deprived areas than any similarly sized area of the country:

According to the 2019 Index of Multiple Deprivation, Peterborough was the 53 most
deprived local authority area in England (out of 317), with Fenland being the

515t most deprived. The recently published 2025 IMD data shows that the position
has become worse in that (out of 296 local authorities in England) Peterborough is
now the 51st, and Fenland is now the 42nd, most deprived local authority area in
England.

Putting the two most deprived Cambridgeshire & Peterborough Council areas into
one new Unitary authority would create a new Authority with a depth of deprivation
so great as to be a millstone around that Authority’s neck. Only Option D avoids that
unsustainable combination.



2. The combination of Fenland, East Cambridgeshire and the southern and
Eastern parts of Huntingdonshire into one new Unitary Authority uniquely
unites areas of fen market towns (with their rural hinterlands) under one
Authority. There is a strong community of interest across the area. We believe
that this proposed new Unitary Authority area should be named the
“Cambridgeshire Fens Unitary Authority” (CFUA) rather than “mid-
Cambridgeshire” to better reflect that common heritage.

3. The proposed CFUA area consists of many market towns set within historical
natural peat fen areas, from north to south. Active water management is a
common theme running through the whole area, which goes beyond (but
includes) flood prevention. There are numerous IDBs (Internal Drainage
Boards) throughout the CFUA area, and the local authority has statutory
nomination rights to membership of these IDBs (in the market town areas,
these are mostly majority nomination rights on those IDBs). Significantly more
than 100 such nominations would be required from a new CFUA local
authority. In terms of concentration of separate IDBs, the CFUA would cover
a uniquely dense concentration of separate IDBs within its
boundaries. Councillors appointed to these IDBs play a vital part in the water
management governance of the Cambridgeshire Fens, and this provides a
reason why a greater number of councillors is needed in the CFUA area than
in other proposed new Unitary Authorities covering a similar population size.

4. The CFUA, and the other two proposed new areas under Option D for Unitary
Authorities in the area, cover a very natural split of residents and communities
in the area. This split very much reflects the CPCA Cambridgeshire &
Peterborough Independent Economic Review (CPIER) report which divided
the Area economically between Greater Peterborough, Greater Cambridge
and the Fens. It is also reflected in the way that community transport has
organically developed in the CPCA area — there are three Community
Transport operations in the area, fairly closely following the proposed
boundaries of the three proposed new Unitary Authorities in Option D. Option
D provides the closest split of the area into its natural social and economic
communities of interest.

The proposed CFUA area reflects a unique congruence of communities, water
management and shared local economic challenges and opportunities. Its largest
town (St Neots) has a population of significantly under 40,000. The rurality of the
area, and its unique combination of fen market towns and their village hinterlands,
creates a geographical web of local independent towns in a pattern unique in the
country. Historically, this reflects the geography of the area, dominated by artificial
water management systems for almost four hundred years. The need to reflect that
history and pattern of communities, together with the comparative rurality of the
CFUA area without any large individual settlement, means that the CFUA area will
always require a lower elector to councillor ratio to operate effectively. That need is
exacerbated by the uniquely high number of councillors who need to be appointed by
the Local Authority to the numerous independent IDBs across the CFUA Area. We
recognise that there will need to be a review of electoral arrangement by the LGBCE



for all new Unitary Authorities shortly after they are created, and we believe the
unique challenges and opportunities provided by the social, economic and water-
management geography of the CFUA would justify a long-term Council size of
approximately 72. But we also recognise the additional difficulties and challenges
that will be faced by all new Unitary Authorities when they are first constituted
(especially with continuity of experience and knowledge from councillors who had
previously served the area on the soon to be defunct County and District Councils)
and that, across the county, the initial Council size of the new Unitary Authorities will
therefore need to be greater than the long-term Council sizes required in those
Authorities. We also recognise the challenge of setting up a pattern of warding
across all the new Unitary Authorities which is based on existing Wards and/or
Divisions but which avoids substantial electoral inequalities within their new area
whilst accurately reflecting the electorates of the old authorities which will be joined
together in the new Unitary Authorities.

In Cambridgeshire & Peterborough the current local authorities have worked
collaboratively to provide data based on a consistent dataset to Government in
relation to their LGR proposals. So far as electoral arrangements are concerned, that
dataset consists of the published electorates for each Ward and Division in the area
as of June 2025.

Using that common June 2025 data, the electorate in the CFUA area under Option D
was 235,820. This consisted of the following electorates from each of the three
existing District Councils from which the CFUA would be formed:

East Cambridgeshire 68,825 (29.2%)
Fenland 76,695 (32.5%)
Huntingdonshire 90,300 (38.3%)

It is our view, considering the unique challenges already mentioned in the CFUA
area, that an initial Council Size of 97 would be sufficient to achieve the continuity,
adequate level of representation, and number of councillors needed to service the
area’s unique concentration of Internal Drainage Boards to which appointments need
to be made. As previously stated, we believe that an initial review of electoral
arrangements in 2028 should reduce that number of 97 for future elections to

72. Such a reduction is very much in line with what has happened elsewhere on
unification, such as in Durham and in Buckinghamshire.

If the CFUA were initially to have 97 elected members, the proportionate entitlement
each of the existing District Council areas would have would be:

East Cambridgeshire 28.31
Fenland 31.55
Huntingdonshire 37.14

We therefore propose that an initial CFUA Council size of 97 should be split as
follows: 28 from East Cambridgeshire, 32 from Fenland and 37 from
Huntingdonshire.



Given our electoral geography, it makes sense to use existing District Council Wards
as the building blocks for the first election to the Shadow CFUA which we assume
will take place in May 2027. The smaller number of electors in the Wards as opposed
to in the area’s County Council Divisions makes it easier to avoid unnecessarily large
electoral inequality. Moreover if, as we currently understand from Secretary of State
Steve Reed, the scheduled 2027 elections to Fenland District Council and to East
Cambridgeshire District Council are still going ahead, it would create potentially
chaotic conflicts for both election staff and for electors if (simultaneously with
scheduled Town & Parish elections) elections were to be held on the same day for
existing District Councils using District Council Ward boundaries whilst using County
Council Division boundaries for elections to the shadow Unitary Authority.
Accordingly, we recommend using existing District Ward boundaries for the election
in 2027 to the Shadow Unitary Authority.

In East Cambridgeshire there is a current warding pattern supporting the election of
28 District Councillors to East Cambridgeshire District Council. We therefore propose
that the same pattern of wards, and the same number of councillors per ward as
currently exists, be used to create the warding arrangement for the 2027 Shadow
Unitary Authority election.

In Fenland there is a current warding pattern supporting the election of 43 District
Councillors to Fenland District Council. We therefore propose that, subject to the
following amendments, the same pattern of wards, and the same number of
councillors per ward as currently exists, be used to create the warding arrangement
for the 2027 Shadow Unitary Authority election.

In Fenland the current ratio of electors to elected District Councillors is significantly
lower than elsewhere in Cambridgeshire & Peterborough. As a result, the electorates
in the two single-member Fenland District Council Wards (Whittlesey Lattersey and
Wisbech North) would be too small to avoid unreasonable electoral inequality if
those two wards were to be used unaltered in the Shadow CFUA elections in

2027. We therefore propose combining the existing Whittlesey South and Whittlesey
Lattersey Wards for the Shadow Authority election (creating a “Whittlesey South &
Lattersey Ward”) and similarly combining the existing Wisbech North and Wisbech
Riverside Wards into a new “Wisbech South and Riverside Ward”.

The current councillor number of 43 in Fenland District Council therefore needs to be
reduced to an elected councillor number of 32 for the Shadow CFUA elections. In
order to minimise electoral inequality, we propose reducing the number of councillors
currently elected from each of the following 11 wards/ward combinations, which
curently have the lowest elector to councillor ratios:

March South

Whittlesey South & Lattersey
Chatteris South

Wisbech Walsoken & Waterlees
March East



Leverington & Wisbech Rural
Parson Drove & Wisbech St Mary
Wisbech North & Riverside
Whittlesey East & Villages
Wisbech South

March West & Benwick

In that part of Huntingdonshire which is proposed under Option D to fall within the
boundary of the CFUA, there is a current warding pattern supporting the election of
33 District Councillors to Huntingdonshire District Council. We therefore propose that
the same pattern of wards, and the same number of councillors per ward as currently
exists, be used to create the warding arrangement for the 2027 Shadow Unitary
Authority election, with the exception that the four current wards in the relevant part
of Huntingdonshire with the highest elector to councillor ratio each be allocated one
additional councillor to be elected from that ward, taking the number of councillors
from 33 to the required 37. Those four wards are:

Fenstanton

St Ives South

St Neots Eynesbury
Warboys

The electoral proposals detailed above in respect of East Cambridgeshire, Fenland
and Huntingdonshire would result in a fair allocation of members to the new CFUA
whilst minimising electoral inequality.

Ch o

Clir Chris Boden

Leader, Fenland District Council



