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The Redcliffe Maud Report 
By the 1960s it was pretty obvious to most people that local government was in a mess.  The old
system of Local Government was creaking at the seams. Powers had been drastically curtailed by the
formation of the National Health Service in 1949 and the nationalisation of most of the utilities. The
smaller councils were perceived to be too inefficient and the urban/rural split not conducive to the
modern day patterns of settlement where people often lived in one area, worked in another, shopped
in a third and took their recreation in a fourth. 

So a commission was  appointed on 7 June 1966, with the following terms of reference:

"....to consider the structure of Local Government in England, outside Greater London, in
relation to its existing functions; and to make recommendations for authorities and
boundaries, and for functions and their division, having regard to the size and character of
areas in which these can be most effectively exercised and the need to sustain a viable
system of local democracy; and to report."

The report was published in 1968 and broadly recommended the abolition of all the existing
county, county borough, borough, urban district and rural district councils, which had been created at
the end of the 19th century, and replacing them with new unitary authorities. These new unitary
authorities were largely based on major towns, which acted as regional employment, commercial,
social and recreational centres and took into account local transport infrastructure and travel patterns.

In our area Reading was seen to be the urban centre and it was proposed that the County Borough
of Reading should be combined with Henley, Wokingham and Bradfield Rural Districts to form the
new Unitary Authority and Berkshire County Council abolished. 

It had originally been envisaged that parish councils should also be abolished, but the Secretary of
the National Association of Parish Councils (NACP), Charles Arnold-Baker, convinced the Commi-
ssion that they should be preserved. 

The report met with a mixed reaction. The Labour Government under Harold Wilson accepted it
and promised to implement the proposals. The Conservatives set up regional conferences to discuss
the report but they were dominated by the 'Knights of the Shires' as County Councillors and MPs
with rural constituencies were referred to and the party resolved not to support the report. When they
came to power in 1970 they set about implementing a two tier system based on Shire and
Metropolitan Councils and District Councils. Michael Heseltine, who was MP for Henley, was
almost apoplectic at the prospect of  his constituency being joined with Reading and was very
influential in retaining County Councils.

The 1972 Local Government Act
What emerged in the 1972 Act was a two tiered system with some powers assigned to either District
or County and other powers shared or not assigned. This was a recipe for confusion and conflict
between the several levels of local government.

In the previous system the county was quite clearly the senior authority and supervised the



activities of both District and Parish Councils. In the new set up however each council had its own
powers and there have been many conflicts of interest, not least with councils like Reading which
were former County Boroughs and so had several of their key powers, like libraries and education
transferred to the County Councils.

The Formation of Newbury District Council
There were two major proposals for dividing the area into Districts.  One which eventually
succeeded grouped Bradfield RDC with Newbury Borough, Newbury Rural, Hungerford Borough,
Hungerford Rural and parts of Wantage Rural Council area. Initially this was to be known as West
Berkshire District although previously the area had been known as South Berkshire.  However it was
decided to split off the north western part to join Oxfordshire and so the remaining area took the
name 'West Berkshire'.  This proved highly unpopular with the Newbury members who campaigned
to have the District named after their town and eventually the change was made just before the new
Council took over from its predecessors.  

The alternative proposal, favoured by most of the Bradfield area was to form what would
essentially be a Reading Rural District joining Bradfield to what eventually became included in
South Oxfordshire District and thus forming a 'collar' to the west and north of Reading. 

The other part of the 'collar' did in fact materialise to become Wokingham District.  The Bradfield
proposal failed however mainly because of the determination of the residents across the river not to
become part of Berkshire and, to its shame, Berkshire County was not prepared to make a fight of it.
It was to bitterly regret this decision in later years when the intransigence of Oxfordshire County
Council frustrated Berkshire's attempts to solve some of the Reading area traffic problems.

Elections for the new Council took place in May 1973, however the new councillors did not
assume power until May 1974 when the old Councils were formally abolished and ceased to
function.  The year was spent in organising the affairs of the new council and appointing officers.
Many of these came from the old councils, including the Chief Executive, Brian Thetford, who came
from Newbury Rural District Council.  Thus the handover of powers was by and large very smooth.

The Organisation of the Council
The Council followed the traditional Local Government divisions into the 'Council' made up of
elected members who sat as a body every seven weeks to formally ratify decisions and as
Programme Committees and sub-committees to make the day to day policy decisions: 'The Officers'
who ran the Council affairs on a day to day basis and 'The Council staff' who carry out the actual
assignments.  Initially the Chief Officers each had their own departments and operated virtually
autonomously reporting to their appropriate programme committee but following a management
study around 1979 it was decided to strengthen the powers of the Chief Executive so that all the
officers reported to him. Thus what had been a meeting of the Board of Officers became a staff
meeting.

The Programme Committees mapped very roughly onto the main departments of the Council. At
the top was Policy and Resources which was the senior committee, next came the other programme
committees, Housing, Recreation and Amenities, Environmental Services and Development Servi-
ces. Each of these had one or more subcommittees and there were numerous working parties to deal
with specific issues.

Over the years there have been many adjustments to the organisation allied to the merging and
separation of functions. Perhaps the biggest change was the merger of the Environmental Health and
the Technical Services Departments in 1982.



The Powers of the Council
Under the 1972 Act services were divided between the County, the District and the Parish level of
Local Government. Individual services could be defined as the Duty of one or other of the councils,
or the council might be given the power to act. It was this lack of precision in definition which
eventually proved fatal to the scheme of local government defined by the 1972 Act. 

Some services such as museums were defined as within the competence of both County and
District, Berkshire refused to take Museum powers and while Newbury District took up the power
for itself, only Reading of the other Districts in the County did so too.  

The Members
At  its formation Bernard Theobald became the first member for Purley. In the new regime Purley
was entitled to only one District Councillor rather than two as in the Bradfield days. He became the
chairman for the year 1973/74 and appeared on television as the Newbury team reached the
European final of the television game 'It's a Knock Out' and won, almost the only time an English
team succeeded. 

Bernard retired from active politics in 1979 and John Chapman was returned unopposed as the
Conservative candidate.  Hitherto the District Councillors for Purley had stood as independents,
although the Liberals had challenged in 1963.  The first election was in 1983 when John was opposed
by Doug Fossey for the Liberals.  John won comfortably by 978 to 387 votes.  The second election
took place in 1987 when John and Doug were joined by a Labour candidate, Bob Tutton.  Again John
saw off the opposition polling 953 against Doug's 355 and Bob's 101 votes.

With an electorate rising from 2495 in 1979 to 3589 in 1988 The Purley ward was the biggest in
Newbury District to be served by a single councillor.  Plans to split the ward to make two seats or to
have two councillors for a single seat were confused by the proposals to change the parish
boundaries.  

A later agreement made in 1990 that the revised Parish of Purley be joined with Sulham and
Tidmarsh to form a single ward electing two councillors had to be shelved in early 1991 as the
Boundary Commission were unable to get through all their procedures in time for the elections in
May.

The Services

The Move to Unitary Status
By the mid 1990s the weaknesses of the 1972 Act were becoming glaringly obvious. The County
Council were seen as over bureaucratic and exceedingly mean. In attempts to keep down rates
everything was done on the cheap and if they could get away with doing nothing, they did.

There was confusion as to who did what; for example, the Districts were responsible for collecting
refuse but the County had to dispose of it. Strategic planning was a county responsibility but day to
day planning was a district matter and many functions which were available to both councils were
either duplicated or not taken up.

The move to implement some of the Redcliffe Maud proposals and move to Unitary Councils was
bitterly opposed by most of the County Councils but strangely Berkshire Council voted for its own
abolition, the only one in the country so to do. However the groupings of 1972 had become ingrained
and so the Districts merely absorbed the County functions and became Unitary Councils with
Newbury District changing its name to West Berkshire and leaving the 1972 boundaries untouched.
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