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Governance review: overview of the different 
models 
 

The Council’s governance arrangements have to comply with legislation in the 
Localism Act 2011.  This allows local authorities to maintain the current executive 
model of governance, to opt to change to a committee system, to move to a 
mayor cabinet model or to adopt an alternative arrangement. Any alternative 
proposal must be approved by the Government.  

 
An explanation of these different governance models is provided in the table below 
along with some common perceived advantages and disadvantages of each model.  
 

Different governance models 
 
The Committee system 
 
Under the Committee system decisions are taken by committees comprising 
members from all political groups (where there are at least two councillors in that 
group). The Council appoints the committees, and sets their terms of reference.  
 
Committees receive briefings and commission reviews to develop council policy. 
They are concerned with matters that must be dealt with at member level and not 
with the day today administration of the Council, which is the responsibility of the 
officers. They can be permanent ‘standing committees’, or temporary ‘task and 
finish committees’.  
 
Advantages:  
o The Committee system can allow more councillors to be directly involved in 

making and influencing decisions 
 

Disadvantages: 
o There is a risk of decisions being made in silos as cross-cutting issues can be 

difficult to identify and address 
o Widely considered to be inefficient, slow in decision making and overly focused 

on operational matters rather than policy and results 
o This system can require a greater amount of council officer time to provide 

briefings and support than has generally been experienced under most 
executive systems  
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Cabinet or Executive system 
 
 
Leader and Cabinet (or Executive) 
A Leader is elected by the Council 
 
Elected Mayor and Cabinet (or Executive) 
A Mayor is elected by local residents 
 
The Cabinet or Executive makes decisions on key strategic issues and is 
responsible for implementing the agreed policies of the Council.  
 
The Councillors in the Cabinet are appointed by the Leader of the Council. At least 
two and up to nine councillors can be appointed to the Cabinet. Each Councillor has 
a portfolio or responsibility for a particular council function, such as Health and 
Wellbeing or Economic Development and Regeneration. 
 
In order to ensure that the Cabinet can be held to account for the decisions it 
makes, local authorities appoint Overview and Scrutiny Committees. These are 
made up mainly of Councillors who are not members of the Cabinet (i.e. 
backbenchers) and sometimes include local representatives such as people from 
the business sector or other public sector organisations. Their role is to assist the 
Cabinet with policy development and to scrutinise the decisions that the Cabinet is 
about to or has already taken. The Overview and Scrutiny Committees (OSC) often 
cover those functions which mirror the portfolios assigned to Cabinet Members.  
 
Advantages: 

o Strategic decisions can be taken in a swifter and more coordinate way 
o Easier for partnership organisations to work with a Cabinet rather than a 

number of committees 
o Portfolio Holders offer a clear point of contact within local authorities. This is 

a mechanism through which partners can access and navigate the 
organisation and its information 
 

Disadvantages: 
o The political balance on scrutiny committees can favour the majority party 
o Councillors not on the Cabinet can feel disengaged with the decision making 

process 
o Great deal of responsibility in the hands of a few 

 

An alternative arrangement 
 
The new legislation presents an opportunity for local authorities to develop a model 
of governance that sits outside the Cabinet or Committee system. This is called a 
‘hybrid model’ 
 
An alternative arrangement could mean that area based committees or the current 
Community Network Panels are given additional responsibilities in order to better 
meet the needs of their communities, and deliver services more efficiently and 
effectively. 
 
An alternative arrangement could also look at how the Council’s decision making 



 3 

structures can empower local members to take decisions and shape the delivery of 
services in their areas and how local people can actively engage in the decision 
making process.  
 

 
 
What is the difference between a Leader and Elected 
Mayor?  

Cornwall Council currently operates a Leader and Cabinet model. The table below 
explains the similarities and differences between a Leader and Cabinet model and 
an Elected Mayor and Cabinet model: 

Leader and Cabinet 
 

Elected Mayor and Cabinet 

The Leader is an elected councillor 
chosen by the other elected councillors 
 

The Elected Mayor is elected by local 
residents 

The Leader is elected by the Council for 
a period of up to four years and can 
only be removed if there is a vote to do 
this which is supported by the majority 
of other Councillors 
 

The Elected Mayor holds office for four 
years and cannot be removed by the 
Council 

There is no additional cost associated 
with the election of a Leader which 
would take place at a meeting of the 
Council 

The Elected Mayor is chosen every four 
years by local residents in a formal 
election. This would be in addition to the 
local elections, which would continue to 
take place.  
 

Each year the Leader and Cabinet 
present a budget and major policies to 
the Council. They can be approved by a 
simple majority.  Any changes proposed 
by the Council also require a simple 
majority of the Council 
 

Each year the Elected Mayor presents a 
budget and major policies to the Council. 
They can be approved by a simple 
majority but any changes proposed by 
the Council must have the support of at 
least two thirds of the Council 

The Leader is one of the elected 
Councillors 

The Mayor is in addition to the elected 
councillors 
 

 The role of a Mayor and Chief Executive 
Officer of the Council can merge. This 
means that a Mayor will have much more 
administrative power than a Council 
Leader.  
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