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Future of local government for Cambridge 

The following sets out our response to the online survey. 

Purpose of local government 

How strongly do you agree or disagree that the current two-tier arrangements, with a city and 
county council serving Cambridge, achieve these purposes? 

Strongly Disagree 

Please explain why you think the current arrangements do or do not support the main purposes of 
local government for Cambridge 

‘Cambridge’ has outgrown the administrative boundaries of Cambridge City and has spread into South 
Cambridge District. Old administrative boundaries no longer make sense to the public and commerce 
nor are they sensible for providing services or planning for the future. Some services are already 
combined, which adds to the confusion. 

So, it is not just a case that there is a two-tier system there is also confusion between city and district, 
and in the district there are also parish councils/meetings to add further confusion. For example, most 
recreation grounds in the district (including those on the fringes of Cambridge) are managed by the 
parish council. 

The situation is further confused by the Greater Cambridge Partnership, which is a coming together of 
the City, District and County to deliver transport and economic improvements – but which adds another 
layer of governance and confusion. 

This situation is even further confused by the Combined Authority, which is another layer of local 
government. 

The Greater Cambridge Partnership and the Combined Authority were attempts to solve the problems 
created by the mix of City, District and County but they have made the situation worse. 

Two-tier systems work well in parts of the country where change is slow, they are not suited to places 
where the pace of change is rapid, such as Cambridge. 

Under any other comments, we provide below an example of how this creates failure in the delivery of 
services. 

Local Government reorganisation 
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How strongly do you agree or disagree that a unitary council for the Cambridge area would achieve 
the purposes of local government more effectively than the current arrangements? 

Agree 

Local government reorganisation 

Please explain why you think a unitary council for the Cambridge area would achieve the purposes 
of local government more effectively than the current arrangements 

Like many organisations located on the fringe of the city but operating across the area, we find dealing 
with five administrations is more time consuming and difficult than dealing with one! 

 Below, we provide an example of the problems caused by too many local government structures: 

An example of poor planning, poor cross sector working and lack of leadership 

The new town being built at Waterbeach requires a high-quality cycle route which is separated from traffic, 

can cater for a high level of use, can be used at night (i.e. is lit) and can be easily maintained to high standards 

(e.g. including cleaning and gritting). 

It is only necessary to construct one such facility, indeed that is desirable in order to ensure maintenance 

budgets are focussed and standards are high. 

At the current time there are already two cycle routes serving Waterbeach: 

1. River Cam towpath. This does not meet the requirements/specification set out above and could not 

be adapted to do so. 

2. Alongside A10. This does not meet the requirements/specification set out above, but parts could 

potentially form part of a scheme that did. It has been progressed by the County Council. 

A third scheme is under construction, funded by s106 from the new town (by Urban & Civic): 

3. Mere Way. This is a bridleway that is being surfaced. It does not meet the requirements/ specification 

set out above. It should not have been chosen as a route but came forward as being deliverable 

because it is a bridleway, in the absence of any other proposal. 

Two further schemes are being developed: 

4. Waterbeach to Cambridge Greenway. The original plan for this scheme has been dropped on cost and 

feasibility grounds. A proposal is now to create some new sections of segregated route and some on-

road sections. It does not meet the requirements/specification set out above. It is being progressed 

by the GCP. 

5. Waterbeach to Cambridge Busway. It is proposed to have a cycle route using the maintenance track. 

It is unclear what the specification will be. It could meet the requirements/specification set out above, 

but is problematic because it will take a convoluted route into Cambridge (i.e. not a direct route and 

therefore not desirable for cycling). It is being progressed by the GCP. 

 

There is clearly not a need for 5 cycle routes, and it seems that 4 may be built of which none meet the 

requirements. Public funds are potentially being wasted. 

There is also a proposal to dual the A10, which could also create opportunities for a new cycle route. 

All are being progressed as individual projects without any co-ordinating body taking a strategic overview of 

what is actually needed and ensuring that it gets delivered (and some projects get cancelled). Instead, each 

project is simply ‘aware of’ what the other is doing. 
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There is frustration from the cycle community that they are not getting what is needed, and have not even 

been asked to co-design a solution. There is concern from environmental groups that the combined impact 

of 4 new cycle routes is equivalent to building a road – and a road that doesn’t even meet the needs of its 

users. 

Cambridge Past, Present & Future has raised this issue with the GCP and with council leaders, none of whom 

is either capable of, or interested in, taking on a leadership role in order to achieve the best solution. 

The Waterbeach cycle routes highlight some of the consequences of trying to deliver rapid and significant 

growth with too many actors and no director (Cambridge City, South Cambs District, Cambs County Council, 

GCP and Combined Authority). 

Unitary council option 

Do you think options for a unitary council for the Cambridge area should be explored? 

Yes 

Any other comments 

Are there any other comments you want to make about the future of local government for Cambridge? 

A local government review should also consider South Cambridgeshire. However, consideration needs to be 

given to how any changes impact the rest of the County.  Some of the other districts in the County are within 

the gravitational pull of Cambridge, and within these districts are a ring of market towns around Cambridge 

(St Neots, St Ives, Huntingdon, Ely and Soham) which play an important role to the sub-region and therefore 

need to be included in decisions.  Any proposals for a unitary authority for the Cambridge area are likely to 

require similar consideration across the county, including Peterborough.  A wider debate is perhaps needed 

on the value of having a regional authority or assembly which could set regional strategies including a spatial 

strategy.   

A local government review should also consider the future of the Greater Cambridge Partnership and the 

Combined Authority. 

Under the current arrangements the City Council is able to continue to fund some non-statutory services such 

as Parks & Green Spaces, which are very important to the city and its residents. There is a risk that were it to 

take on the burden of funding social care, education and highways that there would be a cut to non-statutory 

services, to the detriment of the city and its residents. 

 

Sarah Nicholas 

Principal Planning Officer 

 


