
Implications of UK devolution for England: Briefing paper 

and Discussion Report 

Briefing paper 

In the late 1990s, Scotland and Wales joined Northern Ireland as parts of the UK 

with their own devolved governments.  Scotland has its own parliament, while 

Northern Ireland and Wales have assemblies.  The powers and structures of the 

three governments vary between one another for a variety of historic reasons.  

England is divided into 9 regions for certain planning and reporting purposes, and 

these regions also serve as constituencies for elections to the EU Parliament.  Only 

London has its own Assembly. 

 

  

 

Region Population 

(millions) 

North West   7.2 

North East   2.7 

Yorkshire & 

Humberside 

  5.4 

West Midlands   5.7 

East Midlands   4.6 

South West   5.4 

South East   8.8 

East of England   6.0 

London   8.4 

England (Total) 54.2 

Scotland   5.3 

Wales   3.1 

Northern Ireland   1.8 

  

UK (Total) 64.4 

  



EVEL: English Votes for English Laws 

A complicated arrangement has now been added to the legislative process under 

which, when parts of a bill are deemed to only affect England, or England and 

Wales, a new of the law-making process is added at which only MPs for English - or 

English and Welsh - constituencies can vote.  This was used for the first time in 

January for a Housing Bill.   At the report stage, MPs representing Scottish 

constituencies were entitled to speak but not to vote.  A “consent motion" was 

agreed by MPs for England and Wales.   Later, the bill was approved by all MPs at 

the third reading stage. 

 

Is the current system satisfactory? 

Various options have been suggested for satisfying the need to address the 

interests of the nations and regions of the UK while retaining central control of 

matters such as foreign policy and defence.  A system in which all components of 

the UK enjoy identical powers, as is the case for US states or German Lands would 

be difficult to construct.  That would mean that all components would have to 

exercise all of the powers that Scotland already has, or else Scotland would have 

to give up powers.  Special arrangements, such as the power sharing between 

parties in Northern Ireland, would probably not be replicated elsewhere. The 

following are a few options for discussion. 

A. No change 

B. No change, but abolish EVEL 

C. Create an English Assembly 

This could have powers similar to the Scottish Parliament.  How then would UK 

policy be determined? 

D. Create English Regional Assemblies 

These could have powers similar to those of Wales or of London.  They could be 

based on the 9 existing English regions, or on fewer and larger regions such as the 

North, the Midlands, the South, the East and London.  A Federal Parliament would 

also be needed. 

E. Strengthen regional English cities 

Build on the concept of the Northern Powerhouse, and create other urban 

authorities with elected mayors responsible for devolved budgets and power over 

transport, health and education as well as the traditional local council duties.  

Create combined authorities outside the cities.  Leave the UK Parliament as it is. 

F. Devolution on demand 

Instead of a one-size fits all solution, let local areas decide for themselves what 

form of devolution they want, and what powers they would like. Different areas, 



whether  conurbations or rural counties, could progress at different speeds to 

different solutions. To avoid governments blocking devolution, powers would have 

to be handed over unless ministers could say why they should not be. 

G. Other option 

If none of the Options B - F appeal to you, then please suggest an alternative 

scheme.  Otherwise return to Option A! 

Further reading 

Some options from the BBC: http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-england-29841830 

Suggestions from the Local Government Association:  

http://www.local.gov.uk/documents/10180/6917361/L15-

178+DevoNext+devolution+publication/7e036308-6ebc-4f20-8d26-d6e2cd7f6eb2 

 

Implications of UK devolution for England: Discussion Report 

 

There was a strong rejection of EVEL: English Votes for English Laws.  This was felt 

to have been introduced by the Conservatives for party advantage.  There was also 

a strong rejection of strengthening the powers of English cities (E).  For Lancaster, 

that could mean neglect while resources are claimed by Manchester and Liverpool.  

In general, peripheral areas such as Lancashire would be at a substantial 

disadvantage relative to large cities due to having a lower tax base, unless some 

form of financial distribution occurred.  Similar difficulties are likely to arise from 

Devolution on Demand (F).  

 

The most popular choice within the meeting was the creation of English Regional 

Assemblies (D).  Such Assemblies could be seen to provide greater accountability to 

voters, and to foster improved public engagement with the political process.  It 

was felt that some powers would be devolved down to Regional Assemblies from 

the UK government, while others would be passed upwards from County Councils.  

While most people could see policies such as transport being determined by 

regions, few supported the rights to make separate laws or to raise substantially 

different taxes.  Thus regional powers equivalent to those of Scotland were not 

envisaged.  The North East region was mentioned as being potentially too small to 

stand alone, and as having rejected a regional assembly at a previous referendum. 

 

It was felt important, within a regional system, for richer areas to support poorer, 

although it was recognised that this would be a source of political friction.  The 

issue of how to fund the Assemblies would be a key concern, and some system of 

support from national taxation was preferred.  There was concern that regions 

http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-england-29841830
http://www.local.gov.uk/documents/10180/6917361/L15-178+DevoNext+devolution+publication/7e036308-6ebc-4f20-8d26-d6e2cd7f6eb2
http://www.local.gov.uk/documents/10180/6917361/L15-178+DevoNext+devolution+publication/7e036308-6ebc-4f20-8d26-d6e2cd7f6eb2


might be less progressive than the whole UK on laws such as those concerning gay 

marriage or religious discrimination, and this led to the reluctance to devolve law 

making powers. 

 

It was suggested that a form of proportional representation be used for elections 

to Regional Assemblies, as this should reflect local opinions better than first-past-

the-post.  It was anticipated that adjoining Regional Assemblies would collaborate 

on common concerns. 

 

The concept of regional identity was discussed.  Although this was felt to be less 

strong than the national identities of Scotland and Wales, the latter were 

perceived as relatively recent.  Historically, the north Welsh and south Welsh have 

seen themselves as distinct, as have the lowlanders and highlanders in Scotland.  

Shetland islanders have not necessarily identified as Scottish at all.  Within time, 

and with a shared political life, regional identities would be likely to strengthen. 

 

Lessons should be learnt from Europe.  It was pointed out that the Federal German 

constitution was written by British lawyers after the war, and that it specifies the 

roles of the states (or Länder) that make up the federation.  In Spain, the rich 

regions of the Basque country and Catalonia have strong independence 

movements, the former having been violent in the past. 

 

The form of the UK Parliament was discussed.  This would retain responsibility for 

foreign policy, defence and most taxation.  Members of Parliament could be 

directly elected, as at present, or else elected from the regional and national 

assemblies. 

 


