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JAMES NAUGHTIE:
Well, it’s devolution day for England – at least it’s the start of the process that the government hopes will produce regional assemblies, probably in three areas.  The deputy prime minister, John Prescott is probably going to announce that up to three English regions, the North East, the North West and Yorkshire & Humber are the most likely to be able to hold referendums to set up new regional assemblies. But the bodies will, of course, have far fewer powers than the devolved administrations in Scotland and Wales: they’re really going to be in charge of economic development, strategic planning, social housing.  They will, however, have some say over transport.  The first of these referendums could take place next year.  The question everyone in politics is asking is if the voters will decide to turn up.  Here’s our political correspondent, Ian Watson.  

IAN WATSON:
Devolution, the government says, is not an event but a process and the next stage is the setting up of new English regional assemblies.  But with disappointing turn-outs in the recent Scottish and Welsh elections, will the referendums be met not with enthusiasm but with apathy?  In the Yorkshire & Humberside region, in a non-scientific survey on the streets of Sheffield, we found support, opposition and indifference in roughly equal measure.
VOX POP FEMALE:
I think that it will be expensive and it’s kind of like a separation, isn’t it, of people? I’d rather that decisions were made centrally.

VOX POP FEMALE TWO:
Everything’s based on the south, and we’re the north and we’re completely different.  We don’t want to be ruled by the southerners do we?
VOX POP MALE:
There’d certainly have to be some effort to explain the issues to people before it was considered, and there probably would be a low turn-out, because even parliamentary elections are low turn-out now.  People have become disillusioned.
IAN WATSON:
Pro-regional campaigners believe that the new assemblies must be able to demonstrate that they can change people’s lives for the better, but they’ll have far fewer powers than the Scottish Parliament and the Welsh Assembly.  In Wales, prescription charges were frozen, for example – something English Regional Assemblies wouldn’t have the power to do.  And it’s hard to imagine people taking to the streets chanting, “what do we want? Regional control of the strategic planning system…and when do we want it? Well to be phased in after a reasonable timescale.” Andrew Holden is from the campaign for the English regions

ANDREW HOLDEN:
The powers that elected regional assemblies have is clearly one of our main concerns.  The government’s proposals when they came out last year were quite thin over some of the key areas, like transport and skills.  And if people are going to be asked to go out and sell elected regional governments in referendums next year, the public needs to be convinced that these bodies are actually going to be able to make a difference.
IW:
In most big cities, local government functions, from education to rubbish collection are carried out by one unitary authority.  But in smaller towns and in rural areas, there are two tiers of local government, a district and a country.  In those areas a vote for a new regional assembly would entail a simultaneous vote to abolish either the county or the district, and this is causing dissent in Labour ranks.  If the government go ahead with plans for a regional assembly in North West England, then the Labour leader of Lancashire County Council, Hazel Harding certainly won’t be a turkey voting for Christmas.
HAZEL HARDING:
I personally, if there was a No campaign, would join it.  The people of Lancashire are certainly still paying for their last local government reorganisation.  They would pay for years for this, and for no real benefit.  The only people who’ve really been talking about  this have been politicians.

IW:
Conservatives would agree with that.  They’re local government spokesman Eric Pickles says if the government is so keen to have new referendums, well there’s a burning issue his party wants a vote on.

ERIC PICKLES:

Clearly, the regional government is insignificant compared to the changes in the European Constitution.  The contrast couldn’t be stronger: on an issue that the public want, they’re being denied a referendum, on an issue that they couldn’t care less about, the government is forcing one.
IW:
After the apparent botching of the new Constitutional Affairs Ministry, the government’s decision to push on with further constitutional change could prove that there’s a fine line between courage and foolhardiness.
JAMES NAUGHTIE:
Ian Watson reporting.  And the Local Government Minister Nick Raynsford joins us now, good morning Mr Raynsford.
NICK RAYNSFORD:
Good morning.

JN:
It would be fair to say that people aren’t running around saying ‘give us our regional assemblies’.  How are you going to convince them that they will do something that can’t be done already, and that they will do it at a cost that doesn’t seem too great?

NR:
I think the first thing to say is that the evidence from the soundings exercise that we’ve been carrying out in recent months does show that there are quite wide variations in the level of interest in having an elected regional assembly between different regions.  And we always expected that, and our policy is to allow referendums in those regions where there really is an interest, but not to impose referendums everywhere.  And, I have to say, we do not take the rather dismissive view that Mr Pickles talked about, when saying that people couldn’t care less about elected regional assemblies.  I think he will find, if he gets out of London, and gets round to some of the regions, that a lot of people do care very passionately indeed about having a greater say over how key issues that affect their region are decided.  We have, after all, in this country, been very, very highly centralised for too long, and the option of a degree of devolution is one that I think will be warmly welcomed by people in some, but not all, the regions of England.

JN:
But in those regions where – let’s say, for the sake of argument, for the moment that they do vote in a referendum to have a regional assembly, it will mean, will it not, another reorganisation of local government?  Yet another one?
NR:
It will, in those parts of the region that have got two-tier local government.

JN:
You’ll get rid of one tier?

NR:
We don’t believe it’s right to have three separate tiers of government below the national level.  So if people want to have a regional assembly – and we believe that some will – then we believe it’s right and proper to streamline local governments so there will be a single tier of local government below the regional tier.
JN:
And the regional assembly would essentially have planning functions and strategic functions, wouldn’t it?  That’s really what it would do.

NR:
No, it’s rather more than that.  But the focus is on those things that are best dealt with at the regional level.  What we don’t want is to have them dealing with local service delivery, which should remain, properly, the responsibility of local councils.  But things that are best handled regionally, and in particular, economic development – where there’s a real concern in many of the regions that they could do better if they had more say about how their local economy was developed.

JN:
You mean they could go an lobby in Europe, for example, for inward investment in a way that they can’t at the moment?

NR:
They would be able to lobby in Europe, they would be able to guide the work of their regional development agency, they would be able to take decisions on key infrastructure planning, that will affect economic development.  Because, if you think about it, you’ve got to have houses in the right place for people who are needed in industry, you’ve got to have transport links, you’ve got to have a planning system that delivers, the best opportunity for economic development.

JN:
Are we talking here about the North East of England, the North West, and Yorkshire & Humberside?

NR:
We’re not talking about any specific regions at the moment, because the deputy prime minister will be making an announcement later on today.

JN:
Alright.  How do you deal with the rather sharp point made by Eric Pickles there – which I’m sure is in many people’s minds this morning – why is that you’re so keen to have referendums on a subject which is of low public interest, by all the polls, and yet on a subject which is causing an enormous amount of national interest: namely the Convention on the European Constitution, you’re absolutely determined – at least when Peter Hain last spoke about it – to avoid a referendum at all costs?

NR:
Well, let’s look at the two issues.  I don’t accept that there is little or no interest in regional governments, in some parts of the country there is real interest, and it’s right that they should have that opportunity.

JN:
But at best you would accept that it’s patchy, at the moment?
NR:
Of course, but we have said that we are going to give an opportunity in those regions where people have an interest, and that must be right.  Now, as far as Europe is concerned, we are the party of course, that gave the referendum on Britain’s entry to the European Union in the first place.
JN:
No, no, no, to confirm staying in, not the entry.

NR:
Well, it was the confirming of staying in, but that was at the time when we first when we first went in, in the 1970s.  Now, we have said that if we propose joining the euro, there will be a referendum, but there’s a very different issue about changes to the European Constitution, because that’s happened over the years, as a result of other treaties: the Single European Act in the 1980s, the Maastricht Treaty in the 1990s, the Nice Treaty, subsequently, with no referendum.  It’s not been a tradition to have referendums on those changes in this country, and we’re not proposing to change that.
JN:
No, no, the point there surely is that the Conservatives have traditionally not wanted referendums, and the Conservative government under Mrs Thatcher didn’t have a referendum on Single European Act, nor did John Major’s government on Maastricht.  You, the Labour government – well, you’ve just done it again – you’ve boasted about your referendum in 1975 on the confirmation of entry, you’ve had referendums in Scotland and Wales, you’re now going to say to people in Newcastle, if you want a regional assembly, we’re going to do it through a referendum, but if you want a president of Europe, we’re not going to give you a referendum, despite the fact that in most other countries in the EU, they’re going to have one.  How do you argue that case?
NR:
Well, it’s a case for each country to decide what is the appropriate way to handle these matters, and I wouldn’t comment on what other European countries choose.  But we have consistently said that the principle of entry to Europe is a matter for a referendum, it was, but that changes to the way in which Europe operates have been introduced without the need for a referendum, and we’ve not proposed to make any changes there.  The Single European Act, as I’ve mentioned, the Maastricht Treaty, the Nice Treaty, which came during this government’s lifetime, have all made changes to the way Europe is organised without the need for a referendum, and we think that that principle is one that’s perfectly proper.
JN:
On a last point on the regional assemblies, if there were to be, for the sake of argument, a regional assembly in North West England, a regional assembly in North East England, and a regional assembly in Yorkshire & Humberside – I mean let’s just assume, those are the areas where there seems to be quite a bit of interest – but none in the Midlands.  I mean, how do you run a country, England, where there’s a different form of local government in half the country, as compared with the other half?
NR:
Well, I think the evidence of the last few years is that the United Kingdom has benefited from a framework which has allowed a degree of devolved responsibility . . .

JN:
(speaking over) Yes, but in Scotland you’ve got a separate legal system, you’ve got separate institutions which are already there – it was administratively devolved in the 19th Century, all you’ve done is given democratic control over it.  That’s quite different from splitting England into bits, that have regional assemblies and bits that don’t.
NR:
Well, John (sic), if you’d just let me finish, I was saying in London we’ve created the Greater London Authority, which has got a good measure of devolved responsibility for matters affecting London, and it’s only right that other English regions should be able to enjoy something similar.  So we’re going to offer – I can’t go into the details of which regions – but we’re going to offer to some regions the opportunity of a similar degree of devolved responsibility that London has benefited from in the last three years.
JN:
And finally, will you have a provision that if the turn-out is so low as to be rather embarrassing in a referendum, it won’t count?

NR:
We’ve said that if the turn-out is derisorily low, we would . . .

JN:
What does derisory mean?

NR:
Well, the whole point about this is once you set a threshold, you get perverse consequences.  You’ll recall that in the 1970s, a 40% threshold was imposed on devolution for Scotland, and though the people of Scotland voted then to have devolved powers, they were denied it because of an arbitrary threshold.  The danger with these arbitrary thresholds is that they provide a perverse incentive for people not to vote at all, because they know if they don’t vote, there’s a better chance that they will stop the thing happening – that can’t be right, so we’re not going to have an arbitrary threshold, but we have said if the level of interest is derisorily low, we won’t feel obliged to carry forward the policy.

JN:
Nick Raynsford, John Prescott will make that announcement today, thanks for joining us.  
