
Government Devolution: Principles, Practice, and Prospects
1. Introduction: Understanding Government Devolution
1.1 Defining Devolution: The Transfer of Power
Government devolution represents a fundamental shift in the locus of 
political power, involving the transfer of specific powers and 
responsibilities from a central government to subordinate local or 
regional administrations. It is typically enacted through statute by 
the central legislature, granting a degree of self-government to 
subnational bodies. The core rationale often cited for devolution is 
the desire to bring decision-making processes closer to the citizens 
they affect, thereby enhancing democratic accountability and 
responsiveness. This transfer empowers devolved territories or 
administrations to create legislation pertinent to their specific 
geographic areas and policy domains  and to assume responsibility 
for the delivery of various public services.
In the context of the United Kingdom, this process has resulted in 
the establishment of distinct legislatures and executive bodies in 
Scotland, Wales, and Northern Ireland, each possessing a unique set 
of devolved powers. England, conversely, operates under a different 
model of decentralisation, primarily characterised by the transfer 
of powers, budgets, and responsibilities to directly elected mayors 
and combined authorities, rather than a separate national 
legislature. While a significant feature of modern governance, 
devolution is not a novel concept; various forms have existed 
historically within the UK and it remains a common practice in 
numerous countries worldwide. Some view it as a contemporary, 
peaceful alternative to historical processes of state formation and 
dissolution, such as colonization and decolonization.
A fundamental characteristic, particularly evident in the UK model, 
is the inherent tension between the legal basis of devolution and 
its political aspirations. Power is transferred statutorily by a 
sovereign central Parliament , which theoretically retains the 
authority to amend or revoke these powers. Yet, the political 
justification for devolution is frequently framed in terms of 
enhancing local democracy, responsiveness, and achieving a more 
permanent distribution of power. This potential conflict between the 
de jure supremacy of the central legislature and the de facto 
political reality of established, democratically legitimized 
devolved institutions creates a persistent constitutional ambiguity, 
distinguishing devolution fundamentally from federalism.
1.2 Distinguishing Devolution from Federalism
A crucial distinction exists between devolution and federalism. 
Federal systems, such as those in the United States or Germany, 
typically involve a constitutional division of sovereignty between 
central and regional levels of government. In a federation, the 
powers of the sub-units (states, provinces, Länder) are usually 
constitutionally guaranteed and cannot be withdrawn unilaterally by 
the central government without a formal constitutional amendment 
process.
Devolution, conversely, generally operates within the framework of a 
unitary state. In the UK, this is underpinned by the constitutional 
doctrine of parliamentary sovereignty, which holds that the 
Westminster Parliament is the supreme law-making body. Consequently, 
devolved powers ultimately reside with the central government , and 
the legislation creating devolved institutions can, in principle, be 
amended or repealed by the UK Parliament through the ordinary 
legislative process. This theoretical reversibility is a defining 
characteristic differentiating devolution from federalism.
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Despite this legal framework, the practical effect of devolution in 
the UK has led some commentators to suggest a move towards a 'quasi-
federal' arrangement. The establishment of powerful devolved 
legislatures with significant responsibilities over areas like 
health and education  has, in practice, challenged traditional 
notions of a purely unitary state and the unfettered exercise of 
parliamentary sovereignty over all matters. Conventions, such as the 
Sewel Convention (discussed later), have developed to manage the 
relationship between Westminster and the devolved legislatures, 
further complicating the simple unitary model.
1.3 Core Principles Underpinning Devolution
Several core principles are frequently cited as underpinning the 
rationale and design of devolution arrangements, although their 
practical realization can be complex:
 * Subsidiarity: This principle posits that governmental functions 
should be exercised at the lowest practicable or most effective 
level, closest to the citizens affected. The intention is to ensure 
that decisions better reflect local needs and preferences, thereby 
attracting greater consent and ensuring interventions are 
appropriate and efficient.
 * Accountability and Responsiveness: A central aim of devolution is 
to enhance the accountability of governing institutions to the 
populations they serve. By bringing decision-making closer, it is 
argued, citizens are better able to scrutinize and influence policy, 
and devolved bodies can be more responsive to specific local or 
regional needs and priorities.
 * Clarity and Transparency: For devolution to function effectively 
and for accountability to be meaningful, the division of powers and 
responsibilities between different tiers of government should 
ideally be clear, comprehensible, and transparent to the public and 
policymakers alike.
 * Collaboration and Partnership: Given the interdependence between 
levels of government, effective devolution necessitates mechanisms 
for cooperation, mutual respect, and partnership. Formal structures 
for intergovernmental relations (IGR) are often established to 
facilitate dialogue, manage shared responsibilities, and resolve 
disputes.
 * Solidarity and Diversity (UK Context): As identified by the Silk 
Commission in Wales, the UK's devolution model attempts to balance 
the principle of solidarity, which binds the Union through shared 
resources and risk-pooling (e.g., the welfare system), with the need 
to accommodate the distinct national identities and needs of its 
constituent parts through bespoke, often asymmetrical, arrangements.
While these principles provide a normative framework for devolution, 
their application in practice often reveals complexities and 
challenges. The UK's high degree of fiscal centralisation , for 
instance, can limit the practical autonomy implied by the principle 
of subsidiarity. Similarly, the inherent complexity of shared and 
overlapping powers , coupled with sometimes strained 
intergovernmental relations , can obscure lines of accountability 
and hinder effective partnership. This potential gap between the 
theoretical ideals and the operational realities of devolution is a 
critical aspect of its ongoing evaluation.
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2. The Historical Trajectory of Devolution in the UK
The current landscape of devolution in the United Kingdom is not the 
result of a single constitutional moment but rather the product of a 
long, uneven, and often politically contingent historical process. 
Understanding this trajectory is crucial for appreciating the 
specific characteristics, particularly the asymmetry, of the UK's 
contemporary arrangements.
2.1 Early Concepts and Precedents
The idea of devolving power from the centre has deep roots in UK 
political history, often emerging under the banner of 'Home Rule'. 
Demands for greater self-governance, particularly from Ireland, 
placed the issue firmly on the political agenda from the mid-to-late 
19th century onwards. William Gladstone's attempts to introduce 
Irish Home Rule Bills from 1886, though ultimately unsuccessful at 
the time, sparked wider debate about extending similar arrangements 
to other parts of the UK. Concurrently, administrative forms of 
devolution were developing, notably in Scotland, where distinct 
legal, religious, and educational institutions were maintained post-
Union , and administrative responsibilities were gradually devolved 
from the 1800s.
The first instance of legislative devolution in the modern UK 
occurred in Northern Ireland following the Government of Ireland Act 
1920. This established the Parliament of Northern Ireland at 
Stormont, which operated with significant powers from 1921 until its 
suspension in 1972 amidst the escalating political violence known as 
the Troubles.
In the post-World War II era, campaigns for greater autonomy 
resurfaced in Wales and Scotland. Growing nationalist sentiment and 
concerns about the effectiveness of centralized governance led to 
the establishment of the Royal Commission on the Constitution (the 
Kilbrandon Commission), which reported in 1973 and recommended the 
creation of devolved assemblies with legislative powers for Scotland 
and Wales. This recommendation formed the basis for the Labour 
government's Scotland Act and Wales Act in 1978. However, the 
subsequent referendums held in 1979 proved a setback. While a narrow 
majority in Scotland voted in favour, it failed to meet the 
stringent requirement that 40% of the entire electorate (not just 
those voting) approve the measure. In Wales, the proposal was 
decisively rejected.
2.2 The Modern Era: 1997 Onwards
The contemporary phase of devolution was inaugurated following the 
election of the Labour government under Tony Blair in 1997, which 
had made manifesto commitments to revisit devolution for Scotland 
and Wales. Learning from the 1979 experience, pre-legislative 
referendums were held in September 1997. Scottish voters strongly 
endorsed the creation of a Scottish Parliament with tax-varying 
powers, while Welsh voters narrowly approved the establishment of a 
National Assembly for Wales.
These mandates paved the way for the UK Parliament to pass the 
landmark devolution statutes of 1998: the Scotland Act 1998, the 
Government of Wales Act 1998, and the Northern Ireland Act 1998. 
These Acts established the Scottish Parliament, the National 
Assembly for Wales (now Senedd Cymru/Welsh Parliament), and the 
Northern Ireland Assembly, along with their respective executive 
bodies. The devolved institutions formally assumed their powers in 
1999.
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In Northern Ireland, devolution was intrinsically linked to the 
peace process and the Belfast/Good Friday Agreement of 1998. This 
agreement, endorsed through referendums in both Northern Ireland and 
the Republic of Ireland , established a unique system of mandatory 
power-sharing between nationalist and unionist communities within 
the Assembly and Executive. Unlike Scotland and Wales, Northern 
Ireland's devolved settlement has experienced periods of suspension 
and direct rule from Westminster, followed by subsequent restoration 
agreements like the St Andrews Agreement (2006) and New Decade, New 
Approach (2020).
2.3 The Evolution of English Devolution
England's path to devolution has been markedly different and more 
fragmented. While Scotland, Wales, and Northern Ireland gained 
national legislatures in the late 1990s, England did not. The 
primary exception was the creation of the Greater London Authority 
(GLA), comprising a directly elected Mayor and the London Assembly, 
following a referendum in 1998 and legislation in 1999/2000.
Proposals for elected regional assemblies in other parts of England 
faltered after a referendum in the North East decisively rejected 
the idea in 2004. Subsequent administrative arrangements, such as 
Regional Development Agencies and Government Offices for the 
Regions, were later dismantled.
A new phase of English devolution commenced in 2014 with the 
negotiation of the Greater Manchester Agreement. This established a 
model based on bespoke "devolution deals" between central government 
and groups of local authorities that agreed to form new governance 
structures known as Combined Authorities (CAs). A key feature of 
most significant deals has been the requirement to adopt a directly 
elected 'Metro Mayor' to lead the CA.
Since 2014, the number of mayoral combined authorities (MCAs) has 
expanded, currently standing at twelve , covering a significant 
proportion of England's population and economic output, though 
geographical coverage remains incomplete. Successive governments 
have sought to systematize this process, publishing devolution 
frameworks, such as in the 2022 Levelling Up White Paper and the 
2024 English Devolution White Paper. These frameworks often outline 
tiered levels of powers available, typically requiring mayoral 
leadership for the most substantial devolution packages (Level 3 and 
above). More advanced 'trailblazer' deals have been agreed with 
Greater Manchester and the West Midlands, offering further devolved 
functions. The process of negotiating devolution deals in England 
has often been intertwined with proposals for local government 
reorganisation, encouraging a move towards unitary council 
structures.
2.4 Devolution as a 'Process, Not an Event'
The history of devolution in the UK strongly validates the 
observation, famously attributed to former Welsh Secretary Ron 
Davies, that it is "a process, not an event". The initial 
settlements established in 1998 were not final endpoints. Instead, 
devolution has been a dynamic and evolving feature of the UK's 
constitutional landscape. The powers and responsibilities of the 
devolved institutions in Scotland, Wales, and Northern Ireland have 
been amended and expanded on numerous occasions through subsequent 
Acts of the UK Parliament. For example, Wales initially received 
only executive powers but gained primary legislative capacity over 
time. Scotland's powers, particularly over taxation and welfare, 
were significantly enhanced by the Scotland Acts of 2012 and 2016, 
largely in response to political developments including the 2014 
independence referendum and the subsequent Smith Commission 
recommendations. Similarly, policing and justice powers were 
devolved to Northern Ireland in 2010. English devolution also 
continues to evolve through new deals and frameworks.
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This ongoing evolution is driven by a complex interplay of factors, 
including persistent demands for greater autonomy from within the 
devolved nations , shifts in the political landscape (such as the 
electoral success of nationalist parties like the SNP in Scotland ), 
and strategic initiatives pursued by the UK central government, 
often aimed at managing these political pressures or achieving 
specific policy goals like regional economic growth. The 
characterisation of devolution as a continuous 'process' implies an 
inherent lack of finality and potential for ongoing negotiation, 
contestation, and instability, distinguishing it from the more fixed 
constitutional arrangements often found in federal states.
The historical path taken has profoundly shaped the UK's current 
system. The distinct origins and drivers of devolution in Northern 
Ireland (peace process), Scotland (national identity, political 
pressure), Wales (gradual empowerment), and England (economic 
growth, mayoral leadership) directly account for the significant 
asymmetry observed today. Devolution has frequently been employed 
not solely as an exercise in democratic principle, but as a 
pragmatic tool for the central state to manage pressing political 
challenges – from Irish nationalism in the 19th century to Scottish 
nationalism and the Northern Ireland conflict in the late 20th, and 
regional economic disparities more recently. This instrumental use 
inevitably influences the design, scope, and limitations of the 
powers devolved.
3. The Case for Devolution: Potential Advantages
Proponents argue that devolving power from the centre can yield 
significant benefits across democratic, policy, and economic 
dimensions. These potential advantages form the core justification 
for pursuing devolutionary reforms.
3.1 Enhancing Democracy and Accountability
A primary argument for devolution rests on its potential to 
strengthen democratic processes. By transferring decision-making 
authority to institutions geographically and politically closer to 
the populace, devolution aims to make governance more accessible and 
representative. This proximity is intended to foster a more 
democratic system where policies are shaped by individuals with a 
direct mandate from, and greater understanding of, the communities 
they serve. It is presented as a response to public demands for a 
greater say in decisions that affect daily lives.
This closeness is also linked to enhanced accountability. When 
decisions are made at a regional or local level, it is argued that 
citizens can more easily identify responsible actors and hold them 
accountable for their performance, whether through elections or 
other forms of engagement. In the English context, the introduction 
of directly elected mayors is seen as particularly significant in 
this regard, providing a visible figurehead with a clear mandate who 
is answerable to the local electorate. Furthermore, devolved 
institutions established through processes involving popular 
consent, such as referendums, are seen to possess greater democratic 
legitimacy. Devolution can also open up new avenues for citizen 
participation, moving beyond voting to involve communities more 
directly in the policy-making process.
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3.2 Tailoring Policies to Local Needs and Circumstances
Devolution allows for policies to be adapted to the specific 
conditions, priorities, and identities of different regions or 
nations within a state. Local and regional leaders are presumed to 
possess deeper 'tacit knowledge' and understanding of their areas' 
unique economic structures, social challenges, and cultural contexts 
compared to central government officials. Central decision-makers, 
even with the best intentions, often face competing incentives, 
limited capacity, and insufficient localised information to design 
optimally effective policies for diverse areas.
This capacity for tailoring enables the development of more 
responsive and potentially more effective policies. Examples cited 
include the Welsh Government's ability to shape agricultural policy 
to reflect the specific importance of livestock farming in Wales, or 
the Scottish Government running an education system tailored to 
Scotland's distinct socio-economic landscape. By avoiding a uniform, 
'one-size-fits-all' approach often associated with centralised 
systems , devolution can lead to better alignment between policy 
interventions and local requirements. This, in turn, is argued to 
contribute to more efficient allocation and use of public resources, 
achieving better outcomes for citizens.
3.3 Fostering Policy Innovation and Experimentation
The existence of multiple decision-making centres within a state, 
created through devolution, can transform the country into a 'policy 
laboratory'. Different devolved administrations or local authorities 
can trial diverse approaches and innovative solutions to common 
societal challenges, such as improving public services or 
stimulating economic activity. This allows for experimentation on a 
smaller scale before potentially wider adoption.
This process of experimentation facilitates learning across 
jurisdictions. Administrations can observe the successes and 
failures of policies implemented elsewhere within the country and 
choose to adopt or adapt approaches that have proven effective in 
similar contexts. This potential for cross-jurisdictional learning 
and replication of best practices is seen as a significant 
advantage, enabling continuous improvement and ultimately delivering 
better results and greater value for citizens. Examples might 
include different models for integrating health and social care, 
approaches to skills training, or strategies for urban regeneration.
3.4 Potential for Economic Growth and Efficiency
Devolution is frequently presented as a tool for enhancing regional 
and national economic performance. By empowering local leaders, 
particularly mayors with strong mandates , devolution can enable the 
development of economic strategies specifically tailored to the 
strengths and weaknesses of regional economies.
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and national economic performance. By empowering local leaders, 
particularly mayors with strong mandates , devolution can enable the 
development of economic strategies specifically tailored to the 
strengths and weaknesses of regional economies.
A key mechanism through which devolution is expected to boost growth 
is by enabling better coordination of policy levers at the local or 
regional level. Policies across areas such as transport, skills 
development, housing, infrastructure investment, and spatial 
planning are often more effective when designed and implemented in a 
complementary and integrated manner, something that is argued to be 
more achievable through devolved structures with a place-based 
focus. Fiscal devolution, where local bodies gain control over 
raising or retaining tax revenues, can further sharpen incentives 
for pursuing pro-growth policies, as authorities stand to benefit 
directly from an expanding local tax base. Some proponents also 
point to international cross-country analyses by organisations like 
the OECD, which suggest a correlation between greater fiscal 
decentralisation and higher national income levels , although the 
evidence base is complex and debated. Additionally, devolution may 
lead to efficiency gains by reducing the burden on central 
government and allowing quicker responses to local issues.
The perceived benefits of devolution are often presented as 
interconnected. Tailored policies based on local knowledge are 
expected to yield better outcomes and greater efficiency, 
contributing to economic growth. Enhanced local accountability is 
linked to more responsive governance, which can foster innovation 
and public trust. In England, particularly within government policy 
discourse, the realisation of these benefits is strongly associated 
with the mayoral combined authority model, viewing mayors as crucial 
agents for driving growth, ensuring coordination, and championing 
their regions.
4. The Case Against Devolution: Risks and Disadvantages
Despite the potential advantages, devolution is also associated with 
significant risks, challenges, and potential drawbacks that need 
careful consideration and management.
4.1 Complexity, Inefficiency, and Cost
Introducing additional tiers of government inevitably increases 
institutional complexity. Devolved systems can create overlapping 
responsibilities, ambiguous lines of accountability, and complex 
interdependencies between different levels of government, making 
governance structures harder to navigate for citizens and 
businesses. The UK's system, particularly the 'patchwork' of 
different arrangements in England, has been noted for its particular 
complexity.
This complexity can lead to inefficiency and duplication of effort 
if policies and administrative functions are not effectively 
coordinated across different jurisdictions. While tailoring policies 
locally is an advantage, it can also mean losing potential economies 
of scale achievable through centralised provision. Effective 
intergovernmental coordination becomes essential but is often 
difficult to achieve in practice. Furthermore, implementing 
devolution incurs direct financial costs associated with 
establishing and running new institutions, transferring functions, 
and potentially increased administrative overheads at both central 
and devolved levels. Fiscal devolution, while offering potential 
benefits, can also introduce new costs and complexities into 
intergovernmental financial arrangements.
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4.2 Potential for Increased Inequality and Asymmetry
A significant concern is that devolution, particularly if 
accompanied by greater fiscal autonomy, could exacerbate existing 
economic and social inequalities between regions. Areas with 
stronger economies, greater institutional capacity, or more 
advantageous starting positions may be better able to leverage 
devolved powers and resources, potentially widening the gap with 
less prosperous or capable areas. Devolving powers to fragmented 
local government structures that do not align with functional 
economic areas can also worsen inequalities between neighbouring 
authorities with differing needs and revenue-raising capacities.
The inherent asymmetry of the UK's devolution settlement – where 
Scotland, Wales, Northern Ireland, and different parts of England 
possess varying powers and governance structures – is itself a 
source of complexity and potential instability. While justified as 
reflecting diverse needs , asymmetry complicates policy delivery for 
central government  and can fuel political tensions, such as the 
West Lothian Question, and demands for parity or further devolution 
from areas perceiving themselves as disadvantaged by the settlement. 
Concerns about funding disparities are closely linked. If devolution 
proceeds without fundamental reform of funding allocation systems 
(which currently rely on mechanisms like the Barnett formula or 
outdated needs assessments in England), it risks entrenching 
existing inequities and potentially underfunding devolved 
responsibilities in poorer areas.
4.3 Challenges to National Unity and Coordination
Devolution can introduce centrifugal forces within a state, 
potentially challenging national unity. By empowering regional or 
national identities and institutions, it can sometimes fuel sub-
nationalist or separatist movements, particularly if 
intergovernmental relations are poor or if devolved bodies feel 
their autonomy is being undermined. Without careful management and 
fostering a sense of shared purpose or solidarity, devolution can 
contribute to an 'us versus them' political dynamic between 
different parts of the country.
It can also create significant challenges for policy coordination 
across the state. Where policy responsibilities intersect or where 
actions in one jurisdiction have spillover effects on others, 
achieving coherent national outcomes requires effective cooperation, 
which can be difficult to maintain, especially when different 
political parties control different levels of government. Conflicts 
can arise over policy priorities, funding allocations, and the 
precise boundaries of devolved powers. Mechanisms designed to ensure 
national coherence, such as the UK Internal Market Act 2020, aim to 
prevent trade barriers resulting from policy divergence but can 
themselves become sources of dispute by potentially limiting the 
regulatory autonomy of devolved administrations.
4.4 Capacity Constraints and Implementation Challenges
The successful exercise of devolved powers depends heavily on the 
capacity of the receiving institutions. Some local or regional 
bodies may lack the necessary administrative expertise, financial 
resources, data analysis capabilities, or political leadership to 
effectively manage newly devolved functions. Devolving significant 
powers too rapidly to areas without adequate capacity risks policy 
failure and could undermine public confidence in the devolution 
project. Building this local capacity often requires investment and 
support from the centre.
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Conversely, effective devolution also places demands on the central 
state. Whitehall departments require sufficient understanding of the 
devolution settlements and the capability to manage complex 
intergovernmental relationships constructively. Shortcomings in this 
area have been identified as a weakness in the UK system. 
Furthermore, the practical implementation of devolution involves 
significant hurdles, such as establishing new agencies (e.g., for 
tax collection or social security administration ), developing new 
IT systems, recruiting skilled staff, and ensuring robust mechanisms 
for scrutiny and accountability are in place for the new devolved 
structures.
4.5 The West Lothian Question and English Governance Issues
A specific challenge arising from the UK's asymmetric devolution is 
the 'West Lothian Question'. First articulated prominently by Labour 
MP Tam Dalyell in the 1970s , it refers to the perceived anomaly 
whereby Members of Parliament (MPs) representing constituencies in 
Scotland, Wales, and Northern Ireland can vote in the UK House of 
Commons on legislation that applies only to England (covering policy 
areas devolved elsewhere), while English MPs have no reciprocal 
right to vote on those same matters within the devolved 
legislatures.
This perceived democratic deficit for England has been a recurring 
point of constitutional debate. An attempt to address it through 
procedural changes known as 'English Votes for English Laws' (EVEL) 
was implemented in the House of Commons in 2015 but subsequently 
abolished in 2021. The question remains unresolved and feeds into 
broader concerns about the governance of England within the devolved 
UK. England's lack of its own devolved parliament or a comprehensive 
system of regional devolution comparable to the other nations makes 
it, in the eyes of some analysts, the 'gaping hole' in the UK's 
devolution settlement.
Many of the potential advantages and disadvantages of devolution 
appear as two sides of the same coin. The ability to tailor policies 
locally brings the risk of fragmentation and inequality. Enhanced 
local accountability can be undermined by institutional complexity 
and capacity deficits. Policy innovation may clash with the need for 
national coordination. This highlights that the net outcome of 
devolution is not predetermined but depends critically on the 
specific design choices made regarding powers, funding, 
institutional structures, and intergovernmental processes. Funding 
arrangements, in particular, emerge as a critical factor influencing 
many potential drawbacks, including inequality, intergovernmental 
conflict, and capacity constraints, suggesting that effective 
funding reform is essential for successful devolution. Furthermore, 
the UK's pronounced asymmetry, while reflecting historical 
development, appears to be an inherently dynamic and potentially 
unstable feature, generating ongoing political pressures and 
challenges like the West Lothian Question.
5. Structures and Mechanisms: Powers and Funding
The practical operation of devolution hinges on the specific 
structures and mechanisms established for allocating powers and 
financial resources between central and subnational levels of 
government. In the UK, these arrangements are complex and notably 
asymmetric.
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5.1 Devolved vs. Reserved Powers: The UK Model
The division of responsibilities between the UK Parliament/
Government and the devolved institutions is primarily defined 
through legislation passed by the UK Parliament. Key acts include 
the Scotland Act 1998 (amended 2012, 2016), the Government of Wales 
Act 1998 (substantially revised by the 2006 Act, amended 2014, 
2017), and the Northern Ireland Act 1998 (subject to various 
subsequent agreements).
Different models have been used to delineate powers:
 * Reserved Powers Model: This model, now applied to Scotland, Wales 
(since the Wales Act 2017), and effectively Northern Ireland, 
specifies a list of policy areas that are 'reserved' to the UK 
Parliament. Any matter not explicitly reserved is considered 
devolved to the respective legislature. This is generally seen as 
conferring broader potential competence on the devolved bodies 
compared to the conferred powers model.
 * Conferred Powers Model: Used initially for Wales, this model 
listed only those specific powers that were being transferred 
('conferred') to the devolved body. Anything not on the list 
remained with the UK Parliament.
 * Northern Ireland Model: This employs a unique three-fold 
classification derived from its distinct history:
   * Transferred Matters: Equivalent to devolved matters, where the 
NI Assembly has full legislative competence.
   * Reserved Matters: Areas where the UK Parliament retains primary 
legislative authority, but the NI Assembly can legislate with the 
consent of the UK Secretary of State for Northern Ireland. Policing 
and justice were initially reserved but became transferred in 2010.
   * Excepted Matters: Areas considered of national importance that 
remain the exclusive responsibility of the UK Parliament and are not 
expected to be devolved.
Across Scotland, Wales, and Northern Ireland, core devolved areas 
generally include health and social care, education and training, 
local government, housing, agriculture, forestry and fisheries, the 
environment and planning, tourism, sport and heritage, economic 
development, and internal transport.
Key reserved matters typically include the constitution, foreign 
affairs, international relations and trade, defence and national 
security, immigration and nationality, macro-economic and monetary 
policy, broadcasting, nuclear energy, employment law, and most 
aspects of social security and pensions.
However, significant asymmetries exist in the detailed allocation. 
For example, policing and justice functions are largely devolved in 
Scotland and Northern Ireland but remain reserved matters for Wales. 
Social security is fully devolved in Northern Ireland (subject to 
parity constraints ), partially devolved in Scotland, and almost 
entirely reserved for Wales. Tax powers also vary considerably 
between the nations.
The Sewel Convention is a crucial, albeit non-legally binding, 
principle governing the legislative relationship. It dictates that 
the UK Parliament will "not normally" legislate on matters devolved 
to Scotland, Wales, or Northern Ireland without first obtaining the 
consent of the relevant devolved legislature through a Legislative 
Consent Motion (LCM). While the convention is now acknowledged in 
the Scotland and Wales Acts , its application, particularly the 
interpretation of "normally", has become increasingly contentious, 
especially since Brexit, with more frequent instances of the UK 
Parliament legislating without devolved consent.



The Sewel Convention is a crucial, albeit non-legally binding, 
principle governing the legislative relationship. It dictates that 
the UK Parliament will "not normally" legislate on matters devolved 
to Scotland, Wales, or Northern Ireland without first obtaining the 
consent of the relevant devolved legislature through a Legislative 
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Table 1: Comparative Overview of Key Devolved/Transferred Powers
| Policy Area | Scotland | Wales | Northern Ireland (NI) |
|---|---|---|---|
| Health & Social Care | Devolved (D)  | Devolved (D)  | Transferred 
(T)  |
| Education & Training | Devolved (D)  | Devolved (D)  | Transferred 
(T)  |
| Local Govt & Housing | Devolved (D)  | Devolved (D)  | Transferred 
(T)  |
| Agriculture, Forestry, Fisheries | Devolved (D)  | Devolved (D)  | 
Transferred (T)  |
| Environment & Planning | Devolved (D)  | Devolved (D)  | 
Transferred (T)  |
| Transport (Internal) | Partially Devolved (PD)  | Partially 
Devolved (PD)  | Transferred (T)  |
| Justice & Policing | Devolved (D)  | Reserved (R)  | Transferred 
(T)  |
| Social Security | Partially Devolved (PD)  | Reserved (R)  | 
Transferred (T)  |
| Taxation (Income) | Partially Devolved (PD - rates/bands)  | 
Partially Devolved (PD - Welsh Rates)  | Reserved (R) / Excepted (E)  
|
| Taxation (Property/Land) | Devolved (D - LBTT, Council Tax, NDR)  
| Devolved (D - LTT, Council Tax, NDR)  | Transferred (T - District 
Rates)  |
| Taxation (Other) | Devolved (D - Landfill, Aggregates, Air 
Departure)  | Devolved (D - Landfill Disposals Tax)  | Reserved 
(R) / Excepted (E)  |
| Economic Development | Devolved (D)  | Devolved (D)  | Transferred 
(T)  |
| Culture & Sport | Devolved (D)  | Devolved (D)  | Transferred (T)  
|
(Note: This table provides a high-level summary. The precise 
boundaries of devolved and reserved powers are complex and subject 
to specific legislative detail and exceptions. PD = Partially 
Devolved; R = Reserved; D = Devolved; T = Transferred; E = Excepted)
5.2 Fiscal Devolution: Funding the Devolved Nations
The funding arrangements for the devolved administrations are as 
complex and asymmetric as the division of powers.
 * Barnett Formula: This formula, introduced in the late 1970s, 
remains the principal mechanism for determining the year-on-year 
changes in the block grants allocated by the UK Treasury to the 
Scottish Government, Welsh Government, and Northern Ireland 
Executive. It calculates changes based on variations in spending on 
comparable public services in England, adjusted for the relative 
population size of the devolved nation. Crucially, the formula 
determines increments or decrements to funding, not the total 
baseline amount, and it does not explicitly account for differing 
levels of need or the cost of service delivery in different parts of 
the UK.
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 * Block Grants: These grants, largely determined by the Barnett 
formula, constitute the most significant source of funding for the 
devolved administrations. A key feature is that they are generally 
'unhypothecated', meaning the devolved governments have flexibility 
to allocate these funds according to their own policy priorities, 
rather than being tied to specific spending areas dictated by 
Westminster.
 * Devolved Taxes: Scotland and Wales, in particular, have gained 
increasing powers to raise their own revenues through devolved 
taxes. These include taxes replacing UK Stamp Duty Land Tax (Land 
and Buildings Transaction Tax in Scotland, Land Transaction Tax in 
Wales) and UK Landfill Tax, as well as control over setting income 
tax rates and bands applicable to the non-savings, non-dividend 
income of taxpayers in Scotland and Wales. Northern Ireland has the 
power to set its own Corporation Tax rate (though this has not been 
implemented) and retains control over domestic property taxes 
(District Rates).
 * Fiscal Frameworks: As tax powers are devolved, formal agreements 
known as Fiscal Frameworks are negotiated between the UK and 
devolved governments. These frameworks set out the rules governing 
funding, including how the block grant is adjusted to account for 
devolved tax revenues (Block Grant Adjustments or BGAs) to ensure 
'no detriment' from the act of devolution itself, and define the 
borrowing powers available to devolved administrations.
 * UK Fiscal Centralisation: Despite these developments, the UK 
remains one of the most fiscally centralised countries among 
comparable OECD nations. Subnational government (including devolved 
administrations and English local government) raises a relatively 
small proportion of total public revenue through its own taxes. 
Consequently, devolved and local bodies remain heavily reliant on 
grants transferred from central government.
 * English Local Government Finance: The funding system for local 
government in England is distinct and faces its own challenges. It 
relies heavily on central government grants, council tax, and the 
retention of a share of business rates. This system has been 
criticised for its complexity, over-reliance on competitive bidding 
for specific funding pots (which undermines local priority setting 
and disadvantages less-resourced councils), and the use of outdated 
needs assessment formulas, leading to significant discrepancies 
between assessed need and actual funding received, particularly 
disadvantaging more deprived areas. There are ongoing calls for 
reform towards more stable, predictable, and equitable multi-year 
funding settlements.
Table 2: Fiscal Decentralisation: UK vs OECD Average (Illustrative)
| Indicator | UK | OECD Average | G7 Average | EU14 Average | 
Source(s) |
|---|---|---|---|---|---|
| Subnational Tax Revenue (% Total Tax Revenue) | ~5-6% | ~11% | - | 
- |  |
| Subnational Spending (% Total Govt Spending) | ~20-25% | ~30-40% | 
- | - |  |



| Subnational Spending (% Total Govt Spending) | ~20-25% | ~30-40% | 
- | - |  |
| UK Tax Revenue (% GDP, 2021 OECD measure) | 33.5% | 34.1% | 36.3% 
| 39.9% |  |
| Reliance on Property Taxes (Local Revenue) | High | Lower | - | - 
|  |
| Reliance on Central Grants (Local Revenue) | High | Lower | - | - 
|  |
(Note: Figures are approximate and depend on specific years and 
methodologies. OECD Average refers to non-federal countries in some 
sources. EU14 refers to pre-2004 EU members excluding UK.)
The significant devolution of legislative and administrative 
responsibilities, particularly under the reserved powers model, 
contrasts sharply with the continued high degree of fiscal 
centralisation in the UK. While devolved bodies gain policy 
autonomy, their ability to fund these policies remains largely 
dependent on central government allocations determined by mechanisms 
like the Barnett formula, which are not directly linked to local 
needs or economic performance. This potential mismatch between 
devolved powers and fiscal control is a defining characteristic and 
a source of ongoing tension within the UK's devolution settlements. 
The complexity observed in the division of powers  is not an 
accidental outcome but rather an inherent feature of the UK's 
specific, historically contingent, and deliberately asymmetric 
approach to devolution, distinguishing it from more uniform federal 
models. This inherent complexity inevitably poses challenges for 
achieving clarity, accountability, and smooth intergovernmental 
working.
6. Intergovernmental Relations and Asymmetry
The effective functioning of a devolved system relies heavily on the 
quality of relationships and coordination mechanisms between the 
different levels of government. In the UK, managing these 
intergovernmental relations (IGR) is complicated by the system's 
pronounced asymmetry.
6.1 Managing Relations Between Governments
IGR encompasses the formal and informal interactions between 
ministers and officials from the UK government and the devolved 
administrations in Scotland, Wales, and Northern Ireland. Such 
relations are crucial for managing policy areas where 
responsibilities overlap or intersect, for coordinating action on 
shared challenges, for resolving disputes that inevitably arise over 
powers and funding, and for facilitating joint decision-making where 
necessary.
Historically, following the 1998 devolution acts, IGR was structured 
around the Joint Ministerial Committee (JMC) system, outlined in a 
Memorandum of Understanding. However, the JMC system faced 
persistent criticism for its perceived lack of transparency, 
infrequent meetings, ad-hoc nature, and ineffective mechanisms for 
resolving disputes, often seen as dominated by the UK government.
In response to these criticisms and the changing context of 
devolution, a joint review led to the introduction of a new IGR 
framework in January 2022. This framework is based on principles 
intended to foster more positive and constructive relations, 
including mutual respect, trust, regular communication, 
transparency, and accountability. It establishes a three-tiered 
structure for formal multilateral engagement:
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framework in January 2022. This framework is based on principles 
intended to foster more positive and constructive relations, 
including mutual respect, trust, regular communication, 
transparency, and accountability. It establishes a three-tiered 
structure for formal multilateral engagement:
 * Prime Minister and Heads of Devolved Government Council: The top 
tier for strategic discussions.
 * Interministerial Standing Committee (IMSC) and Finance 
Interministerial Standing Committee (F:ISC): Middle-tier forums for 
cross-cutting policy and financial matters respectively.
 * Interministerial Groups (IMGs): Portfolio-specific groups for 
regular dialogue between departmental ministers.
   The new framework also includes revised dispute avoidance and 
resolution processes.
Despite these structural reforms, significant challenges persist in 
UK intergovernmental relations. Relations have often been described 
as "strained," particularly in the period following the UK's 
withdrawal from the European Union (Brexit), which has created new 
points of friction over powers returning from the EU and the 
operation of the UK's internal market. Common issues include a lack 
of mutual trust between governments, inadequate consultation or 
information sharing by UK departments with devolved counterparts , 
and a perceived lack of consistent engagement or respect for the 
devolved settlements from the UK government. Disputes over funding 
allocations , the application of the UK Internal Market Act , and 
the UK Parliament's willingness to legislate in devolved areas 
without consent (breaching the Sewel Convention)  continue to cause 
tension. The effectiveness of IGR ultimately depends not just on 
structures but on the active participation, political will, and 
goodwill of all administrations involved. Concerns have also been 
raised about the devolution capability and understanding within 
Whitehall, suggesting a need for improvement. The persistence of 
these challenges after the 2022 reforms suggests that structural 
changes alone may be insufficient without a deeper shift in 
political culture and potentially clearer constitutional rules 
governing shared rule, which are arguably underdeveloped in the UK's 
parliamentary sovereignty framework.
6.2 The Challenge of Asymmetry
A defining characteristic of UK devolution is its asymmetry: 
Scotland, Wales, Northern Ireland, and different parts of England 
possess different sets of devolved powers, are governed through 
different institutional structures, and operate under different 
funding arrangements. This contrasts with symmetrical federal 
systems where constituent units typically have the same powers and 
status.
Asymmetry in the UK is often justified as allowing devolution 
settlements to be tailored to the specific historical contexts, 
national identities, and political demands of each part of the UK. 
It reflects the different paths by which devolution emerged in each 
nation.
However, this asymmetry brings significant consequences. It adds 
layers of complexity for central government in managing policy and 
relationships across diverse settlements. It directly gives rise to 
constitutional anomalies like the West Lothian Question. Asymmetry 
can also create perceptions of unfairness and fuel political demands 
for parity of powers ('levelling up' devolution) or, conversely, for 
special status or even independence, potentially contributing to 
instability. It may also exacerbate existing power imbalances 
between the different parts of the UK.
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International comparisons offer context:
 * Spain: Often compared to the UK due to its highly devolved and 
asymmetric 'State of Autonomies' model. Historic nationalities 
(Basque Country, Catalonia, Galicia) initially gained greater 
autonomy, with unique fiscal arrangements ('concierto 
económico'/'cupo' for Basque Country and Navarre). Unlike the UK, 
devolution eventually extended to all regions, though powers remain 
asymmetric. Spanish asymmetry has been linked to ongoing territorial 
tensions and demands for further powers or independence. Spain has a 
constitutional court to adjudicate competence disputes.
 * Germany: A federal system generally characterized by greater 
symmetry between its constituent states (Länder) compared to the UK 
or Spain. Powers are constitutionally protected, and there is a 
strong emphasis on cooperative federalism and shared rule.
 * Canada: Another federal system, largely symmetrical regarding 
provincial powers, but with distinct constitutional recognition and 
arrangements for Quebec reflecting its unique linguistic and 
cultural status. Canada also has a history of bilateral agreements 
contributing to some asymmetry.
A fundamental difference between UK devolution and federal states 
lies in the constitutional status of sub-state entities. Devolved 
bodies in the UK are creations of statute, subordinate to the 
sovereign UK Parliament. In contrast, states or provinces in federal 
systems often possess constitutionally guaranteed autonomy and 
powers, sharing sovereignty with the federal level. While the UK's 
asymmetry stems partly from its unique history, the continued 
preference for bespoke, bilateral deal-making, especially in 
England , and a reluctance to adopt more uniform or constitutionally 
embedded federal-style solutions , actively perpetuates and perhaps 
even deepens this asymmetry, making it a product of ongoing 
political choice as much as historical legacy.
Table 3: Comparative Overview of UK Devolution vs. Selected 
International Models
| Feature | UK Devolution | Spain (State of Autonomies) | Germany 
(Federal Republic) | Canada (Federation) |
|---|---|---|---|---|
| Constitutional Basis | Unitary State  | Unitary State (highly 
decentralised)  | Federal Republic  | Federal State  |
| Sovereignty Location | UK Parliament (Westminster)  | Central 
State (Cortes Generales)  | Shared (Federal & Länder levels)  | 
Shared (Federal & Provincial levels)  |
| Symmetry | Highly Asymmetric  | Asymmetric  | Largely Symmetric 
(some variations)  | Largely Symmetric (Quebec exception)  |
| Fiscal Autonomy | Low (High centralisation)  | Moderate/High (esp. 
Basque/Navarre)  | Moderate/High (Tax sharing)  | Moderate/High  |
| Central Override Power | High (Parliamentary Sovereignty)  | 
Moderate (Constitutional limits)  | Low (Constitutional protection)  
| Low (Constitutional protection)  |
| Dispute Resolution | Political (IGR), Courts (Judicial Review)  | 
Constitutional Court  | Constitutional Court  | Supreme Court  |
(Note: This table provides a simplified comparison. Real-world 
systems exhibit significant nuances.)
7. Impacts and Outcomes of Devolution



Evaluating the consequences of devolution involves examining its 
effects on policy-making, economic performance, and the quality of 
governance. The UK experience, now spanning over two decades, 
provides a basis for assessing these impacts, although conclusions 
are often complex and contested.
7.1 Policy Divergence
One of the most evident consequences of devolution in the UK has 
been the emergence of distinct policy approaches across the four 
nations, particularly in devolved areas like health, education, and 
social care. Devolved governments have utilized their legislative 
and executive powers to pursue different priorities, adopt different 
service delivery models, and respond differently to shared 
challenges.
 * Health: Notable divergences include England's greater emphasis on 
market mechanisms, competition, and performance targets within the 
NHS during the 2000s, contrasting with approaches in Scotland and 
Wales that prioritized collaboration and integration, including the 
abolition (at least initially) of the internal market's purchaser-
provider split. Specific policy differences include the introduction 
of free personal care for the elderly in Scotland and the abolition 
of prescription charges for certain groups in Wales. The COVID-19 
pandemic further highlighted the potential for divergent responses 
in areas like public health restrictions and guidance.
 * Education: Education policy has seen perhaps even more pronounced 
divergence. Differences exist in curriculum design, assessment 
regimes (including approaches to national exams), school structures, 
and funding levels. Scotland, for example, abolished university 
tuition fees for Scottish students studying in Scotland  and 
generally spends more per pupil, maintaining lower pupil-teacher 
ratios in primary schools compared to other UK nations. England, 
meanwhile, has implemented policies like the Pupil Premium 
specifically targeting funding towards disadvantaged pupils.
 * Economic and Social Policy: Devolved administrations, 
particularly in Scotland and Northern Ireland, have used their 
powers over aspects of social security to moderate the impact of UK-
wide welfare reforms. Scotland is establishing its own Social 
Security Agency to administer a growing range of devolved benefits. 
Divergence in tax policy is also increasing as Scotland and Wales 
utilize their powers over income tax rates and bands, alongside 
devolved taxes like those on property transactions and landfill.
While policy divergence is significant, it is not absolute. Devolved 
governments operate within constraints imposed by overall funding 
levels (largely determined by the Barnett formula ), the need to 
interact with reserved UK-wide systems (e.g., HMRC's role in 
collecting income tax ), the requirements of the UK internal 
market , and sometimes political pressures or public expectations 
favouring common standards across the UK. Some analysts suggest that 
after initial divergence in the 2000s, there was a degree of policy 
convergence in areas like health during the 2010s, driven by shared 
challenges such as austerity and the need for service integration.
7.2 Economic Performance and Productivity
A key justification often advanced for devolution, particularly in 
England, is its potential to boost economic growth and productivity. 
The theoretical arguments centre on the benefits of tailoring 
economic development strategies to local conditions, improving 
policy coordination at the regional level, and creating stronger 
incentives for growth through fiscal devolution.



A key justification often advanced for devolution, particularly in 
England, is its potential to boost economic growth and productivity. 
The theoretical arguments centre on the benefits of tailoring 
economic development strategies to local conditions, improving 
policy coordination at the regional level, and creating stronger 
incentives for growth through fiscal devolution.
However, the empirical evidence linking devolution to improved 
economic performance, both internationally and within the UK, is 
ambiguous. Cross-country comparisons show, at best, a weak 
correlation, and more sophisticated studies attempting to establish 
causality yield mixed results. The impact appears highly dependent 
on the specific context, including the quality of devolved 
institutions, the nature of the powers devolved, the design of 
funding systems, and the capacity of local actors. While some OECD 
research suggests a positive link between fiscal decentralisation 
and GDP per capita , other studies indicate that devolution might 
even exacerbate regional inequalities by favouring already stronger 
regions.
Examining the economic performance of the UK's devolved nations 
since 1999 reveals a complex picture. Overall, there has been little 
significant change in the relative economic performance (measured by 
GVA per head compared to the UK average) of Scotland, Wales, and 
Northern Ireland over the devolution period. Productivity gaps 
compared to the UK average remain substantial, particularly for 
Wales and Northern Ireland. While Scotland's productivity gap 
narrowed somewhat after 2009, and Northern Ireland's has shown 
recent improvement, Wales's relative productivity has declined since 
1998. It is important to note, however, that this does not 
necessarily demonstrate an economic failure of devolution; it is 
possible that relative performance might have deteriorated further 
in the absence of devolved institutions. Economic outcomes are 
influenced by a multitude of factors beyond the scope of devolved 
powers, including UK-wide macroeconomic conditions, global economic 
trends, and historical industrial structures. Factors potentially 
mediating the economic impact of devolution include the stability of 
devolved government (instability in Northern Ireland likely had 
negative effects ), specific policy choices made by devolved 
administrations , the availability of policy development capacity 
(potentially lower in smaller nations like Wales and NI ), and 
underlying issues related to human capital, skills mismatches, and 
management quality.
7.3 Accountability and Governance Effectiveness
While enhancing accountability is a primary goal of devolution , 
assessing whether this has been achieved in practice is challenging, 
with evidence being mixed. The principle that bringing government 
closer increases accountability is intuitively appealing , and some 
argue local control can foster fairer decisions and restore 
democratic trust. However, the complexities of multi-level 
governance, shared responsibilities, and sometimes opaque funding 
streams can blur lines of responsibility, making it difficult for 
citizens to know who to hold accountable for specific outcomes.
The effectiveness of devolved governance is also contingent on the 
quality and capacity of the institutions involved. Robust scrutiny 
mechanisms within devolved legislatures and independent audit bodies 
(such as the National Audit Office, Audit Scotland, and the Wales 
Audit Office, which oversee aspects of devolved finances and 
performance ) are essential for ensuring accountability and value 
for money. Evidence from Wales suggests that citizens may still feel 
disconnected from devolved government and lack full confidence in 
the system , indicating that the democratic benefits are not always 
fully realized or perceived by the public.
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quality and capacity of the institutions involved. Robust scrutiny 
mechanisms within devolved legislatures and independent audit bodies 
(such as the National Audit Office, Audit Scotland, and the Wales 
Audit Office, which oversee aspects of devolved finances and 
performance ) are essential for ensuring accountability and value 
for money. Evidence from Wales suggests that citizens may still feel 
disconnected from devolved government and lack full confidence in 
the system , indicating that the democratic benefits are not always 
fully realized or perceived by the public.
A critical observation emerging from the UK experience is the 
potential disconnect between policy divergence and outcome 
divergence. While devolved institutions have clearly pursued 
different policy paths in areas like health and education , the 
impact on measurable outcomes has often been less dramatic or clear-
cut, particularly in health  and overall economic performance. 
Education outcomes appear to show more variation. This suggests that 
factors beyond the immediate control of devolved bodies – such as 
underlying socio-economic conditions, shared economic pressures, 
limited fiscal autonomy, and the influence of UK-wide or 
international trends – play a substantial role in shaping final 
results. This complicates straightforward evaluations of 
devolution's 'success' or 'failure', as outcomes cannot be solely 
attributed to the actions of devolved governments. Furthermore, the 
very definition of success is contested, varying depending on 
whether the primary metric is economic growth, policy autonomy, 
democratic engagement, or the maintenance of national unity. The 
inconclusive international evidence  and the difficulty in 
establishing clear counterfactuals  further underscore the 
challenges inherent in objectively evaluating the multifaceted 
impacts of devolution.
8. Conclusion and Recommendations
8.1 Summary of Background, Pros, and Cons
Devolution involves the statutory transfer of power from a central 
government to subnational administrations within what remains, 
fundamentally, a unitary state framework. In the UK, this process 
has a long history but gained significant momentum from 1997 
onwards, leading to the establishment of legislatures and executives 
in Scotland, Wales, and Northern Ireland, and a distinct system of 
mayoral combined authorities in parts of England.
The arguments in favour of devolution centre on its potential to 
enhance democracy by bringing decision-making closer to citizens and 
increasing accountability. It allows policies to be tailored to 
specific local or regional needs, leveraging local knowledge for 
potentially better outcomes and more efficient resource use. 
Devolution can also foster policy innovation and experimentation 
through the creation of 'policy laboratories' , and is often linked, 
particularly by proponents of English mayoral devolution, to 
prospects for enhanced regional economic growth and coordination.
Conversely, devolution carries inherent risks and disadvantages. It 
introduces institutional complexity, potentially leading to 
inefficiency, duplication, and increased administrative costs. There 
are significant concerns that it can exacerbate regional 
inequalities, particularly if funding mechanisms are inadequate or 
if institutional capacity varies widely. Devolution can strain 
national unity, create conflicts between levels of government, and 
pose challenges for policy coordination across jurisdictions. 
Effective implementation is dependent on sufficient capacity at both 
devolved and central levels, which may be lacking. Specific 
constitutional anomalies, like the West Lothian Question arising 
from the UK's asymmetry, also present ongoing challenges.
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8.2 Key Insights on the UK Experience
Several key features characterise the UK's experience with 
devolution. It operates under the shadow of parliamentary 
sovereignty, creating a persistent tension between the legal ability 
of Westminster to intervene and the political reality of devolved 
mandates. The system is marked by deep and evolving asymmetry, a 
product of its piecemeal historical development and ongoing 
political choices, rather than a coherent constitutional design. 
This asymmetry fuels complexity and political debate. Devolution is 
best understood as a continuous 'process' rather than a fixed 
'event', subject to ongoing negotiation and change, driven by both 
demands from the periphery and strategic considerations at the 
centre.
A significant paradox exists between the substantial legislative and 
administrative powers devolved and the high degree of continued 
fiscal centralisation, limiting the financial autonomy of devolved 
bodies. Intergovernmental relations, despite recent reforms, remain 
frequently strained, hampered by issues of trust, communication, and 
conflicting interpretations of the devolution settlements. The 
English dimension remains distinct and unresolved, with a fragmented 
pattern of mayoral deals and local government structures, and the 
persistent West Lothian Question.
In terms of impact, clear policy divergence across the UK is evident 
in many devolved areas. However, the translation of this policy 
divergence into significantly different outcomes in areas like 
health or overall economic performance appears less pronounced and 
harder to demonstrate conclusively. Evaluating the overall success 
of devolution is therefore complex, dependent on the chosen metrics 
and hampered by confounding factors and the difficulty of 
establishing counterfactuals.
8.3 Recommendations for Future Development and Management
Based on the analysis of the principles, history, challenges, and 
impacts of devolution presented in the source materials, several 
areas warrant attention for the future development and management of 
the UK's devolved system:
 * Clarify Constitutional Status and Rules of Engagement: The 
inherent ambiguity arising from parliamentary sovereignty versus 
devolved autonomy creates ongoing friction. Consideration should be 
given to establishing clearer constitutional underpinnings or more 
robust, mutually agreed rules of engagement governing the 
relationship between UK and devolved institutions. This includes 
clarifying the status and application of conventions like Sewel and 
developing more effective, trusted mechanisms for resolving 
intergovernmental disputes. The stated intention to make devolution 
the 'default' in England requires clear legislative backing.
 * Develop a Coherent Approach to English Governance: The current 
ad-hoc, deal-based approach to English devolution perpetuates 
asymmetry and complexity. A more strategic, long-term vision is 
needed, potentially moving towards a more consistent framework 
across England, while still allowing for local variation where 
justified. Addressing the governance arrangements for England as a 
whole, including the implications of the West Lothian Question, 
remains a critical piece of unfinished business.



 * Undertake Fundamental Funding Reform: The current funding systems 
for both the devolved nations (reliant on the Barnett formula) and 
English local government are widely seen as inadequate, inequitable, 
and overly complex. Comprehensive reform is needed to ensure funding 
allocations are based on up-to-date assessments of need, provide 
greater predictability and stability (e.g., through multi-year 
settlements), reduce reliance on inefficient competitive bidding 
processes in England, and create stronger incentives for local 
economic growth. Further fiscal devolution should be considered 
carefully, ensuring it aligns with responsibilities and does not 
exacerbate inequalities.
 * Strengthen Intergovernmental Relations Machinery and Culture: 
While structural reforms to IGR have been made, their effectiveness 
depends on fostering a culture of mutual trust, respect, and regular 
communication. This requires sustained political leadership from all 
governments. Enhancing devolution capability and understanding 
within UK central government departments is crucial for effective 
partnership working.
 * Invest in Devolved and Local Capacity: The success of devolution 
depends on the ability of receiving institutions to effectively 
manage their powers and resources. Central government should work 
with devolved and local bodies to identify capacity needs and 
provide appropriate support, particularly where new or complex 
responsibilities are being transferred. Devolution should proceed at 
a pace that allows capacity to develop.
 * Systematise Cross-Jurisdictional Learning: To maximise the 
potential benefits of the UK as a 'policy laboratory', more 
systematic efforts are needed to facilitate the sharing of evidence, 
best practices, and policy innovations between the different 
administrations. Improving the comparability of performance data 
across jurisdictions, where feasible and appropriate, would support 
this learning process.
Devolution in the UK is a complex and ongoing constitutional 
experiment. While offering potential benefits for democracy, policy 
responsiveness, and innovation, it also presents significant 
challenges related to complexity, inequality, coordination, and 
funding. Addressing these challenges through careful institutional 
design, robust funding reform, and a commitment to constructive 
intergovernmental relations will be crucial for the future stability 
and effectiveness of governance across the United Kingdom.


