
 
  

 

Grimsby    Chester-le-Street   Hartlepool   Port Talbort      Cumnock     Dover  
Warrington Bridgend Hamilton   Swansea        Ashington      Livingston 

Houghton-le-Spring   Aberdare   Huddersfield     Kilmarnock      Mansfield 

   Merthyr Tydfil     Wakefield        Hucknall     Clydebank Rotherham          

Barrow-in-Furness     Ebbw Vale      Huyton     Newport  Rhymney          

Accrington         Jarrow           Barnsley   Redcar       Oldham   Ayr      Seaham 

Airdrie     Chesterfield   Dalkieth      Paisley     Sunderland      Biddulph   

Newcastle-under-Lyme     Whitehaven     Bolton    Workington          Ystradgynlais 

        

 

 

 

 

 

           

 

Stoke-on-Trent   Leigh   Sanquhar   Corby   Nuneaton   Consett  Pontypridd 

Alloa     Dundee Maesteg   Darlington    Blyth Irvine Ashfield   Widnes 

Pontefract          Bradford   Dunfermline      Caerphilly         Bury       Castleford    

Falkirk   Hull        Alfreton Worksop Doncaster   Llanelli   Bolsover 

Rochdale Scunthorpe    South Shields      Burnley     Peterlee     Ilkeston 

Tredegar Greenock      Clay Cross           Bishop Auckland     Middlesbrough 

Halifax      Nelson   Atherstone Kirkcaldy  Wrexham      Motherwell       Neath 

Wigan Spennymoor     Stockton-on-Tees     Blackburn   Coleford Pontypool 
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Summary 
 

 

Growth in Britain’s big cities is welcome.  But this raises important issues about the 

future role of numerous industrial towns. 

 

This report reviews the evidence on growth in the cities and beyond. The findings do 

not indicate that big cities have a monopoly on economic growth: 

 

 Although London has fared extraordinarily well since the early 1990s, the 

growth in the big provincial cities has been much less impressive. During the 

long period of growth up to 2007, employment in the ‘core cities’ actually grew 

more slowly than in their wider city-regions, and more slowly than the national 

average.  During the recession, metropolitan counties lost more jobs than the 

national average. 

 

 Cities are a good location for some types of business, but there are many 

other sorts of economic activity that flourish well if not better away from the 

biggest urban areas. 

 

 Cities and their hinterlands are interdependent.  Growth in the big cities can 

spill over to neighbouring areas, but the economic health of industrial towns in 

the rest of the region is also a crucial driver of city growth. 

 

Commuting times into the core cities from industrial towns can be lengthy – often 

well over an hour – limiting the extent to which job growth there can be expected to 

pull up the rest of their regions. 

 

In England in particular, ‘asymmetrical devolution’, prioritising the big cities over 

other areas, runs the risk of creating disparities in prosperity. 

 

The report concludes that the industrial towns of England, Scotland and Wales need 

sustained action to rebalance the economy.  Britain’s industrial towns have the 

potential to contribute to the country’s wealth and they should be given a fair and 

equal opportunity to do so. 
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GROWTH BEYOND THE BIG CITIES 
 

The role of Britain’s industrial towns in delivering jobs 

and prosperity 
 

 

 

 

 

The policy challenge 
 

 

Growth in Britain’s big cities is welcome.  The big cities have a key role to play in delivering 

jobs and prosperity for their regions and for the UK economy as a whole.  But where does 

that leave the places beyond the big cities? 

 

Over recent years the need for metropolitan growth has largely dominated the regeneration 

agenda with the largest cities, in particular, arguing that they are the engines of economic 

growth.  This view is becoming increasingly entrenched in policy-making circles across the 

UK. 

 

The Chancellor, George Osborne, shares this conviction and he used his first speech after 

the 2015 General Election to assert his commitment to creating a ‘Northern Powerhouse’ – 

essentially Manchester – to counterbalance economic growth in the South East. This was 

reinforced days later by the introduction of the Cities and Local Government Devolution Bill, 

which allows for the devolution of powers to England’s largest cities1. 

 

This is not just an ‘English’ issue.  Similar debates are being played out in Scotland and 

Wales, where increasing emphasis is placed on the roles of Glasgow and Cardiff. 

 

Economic growth in the big cities is of course welcome.  But are the claims that cities are the 

motor of growth entirely justified?  And now the city agenda is so dominant, what are the 

implications for the numerous towns in their hinterlands, or indeed for those places that are 

far from a major conurbation?  Are they in danger of being forgotten?  And what role can 

these places beyond the big cities play in delivering economic growth? 

 

For much of older industrial Britain these are pressing questions.  The older industrial areas 

of England, Scotland and Wales have not benefited from the post-recession upturn to the 

same extent as London and the South East2.  Older industrial Britain remains in need of 

more investment, more growth and more jobs.  The big provincial cities all have a long 

industrial heritage, but much of the rest of older industrial Britain is made up of the second, 

third and fourth-tier towns across the regions – the places recently described as  the “lower-

                                                           
1 The Bill also includes enabling legislation applying to other local authorities in England and Wales. 
2 Industrial Communities Alliance (2015) Whose Recovery: how the upturn in economic growth is 

leaving older industrial Britain behind, ICA, Barnsley. 
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league football cities and rugby league towns3”, the places that everyone has heard of but 

few have actually visited. 

 

This report examines some key questions: 

 

 Are the big cities really the engines of growth? 

 

 Does giving more powers to the big cities mean that other places will be left behind? 

 

 Is it wise to concentrate so much just on the big cities? 

 

 

The ascendancy of the cities 

 

Much of the credit for the prominence of cities in current policy thinking lies with the Core 

Cities group of local authorities.  Founded in 1995, its eight original members were the 

largest English cities outside London – Birmingham, Bristol, Leeds, Liverpool, Manchester, 

Newcastle, Nottingham and Sheffield.  Cardiff and Glasgow have recently joined the fold.  

The Core Cities group argues that “cities drive local and underpin national economies”4. 

 

If imitation is the sincerest form of flattery, then the establishment of the Key Cities group in 

2013 is testament to the Core Cities’ powers of persuasion.  The Key Cities group comprises 

21 further English local authorities with populations between 250,000 and 500,000.  It makes 

the case that these urban areas are also able to deliver growth. 

 

Yet it is not so far away in collective memory that many of Britain’s biggest cities were in 

decline.  They were the main centres of job loss and falling population, and the policy 

narrative was dominated by concerns about ‘inner city’ problems. 

 

To take just one example, as recently as the early 1990s vast parts of central Manchester 

and Salford were decaying or derelict.  The warehouses and mills around the city centre lay 

empty.  The former Central station was a ruined shell.  Salford docks lay rotting.  Rows of 

terraced houses fell into disrepair.  The deck-access council estates in Hulme and Moss 

Side were a hotbed for social unrest and riots.  Then in the mid-1990s developers like Urban 

Splash moved into Manchester and made city centre dwelling more attractive, with flagship 

schemes such as Chimney Pot Park in Salford and the development of the flats around 

Castlefield basin. 

 

Manchester’s story is not unique.  There have indeed been major changes for the better in 

Britain’s cities.  But can we really make the leap from observing these improvements to 

concluding that big cities are now the only or dominant source of economic growth? 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
3 http://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2014/jun/17/forgotten-britain-towns-villages-austerity-
community 
4 http://www.corecities.com/ 
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The evidence on economic growth 
 

 

Just how good is growth in the big cities? 

 

That London’s economy has experienced an upturn in comparison to the rest of the UK is 

not disputed.  The turnaround in London’s fortunes since the recession of 1989-92 has been 

well documented5.  London’s economy began to grow not just in line with the growth of the 

UK economy but its rate of growth began to outstrip the national average by some margin 

and this trend has continued more or less to the present time.  The runaway growth of 

London as a centre of population and jobs is widely accepted as one of the defining features 

of twenty-first century Britain. 

 

The more contentious issue is whether this upturn has been shared by the UK’s other big 

cities. 

 

The best evidence on city growth beyond London comes from two academics based in North 

East England, Tony Champion and Alan Townsend6.  They analysed aggregate employment 

trends in eight (and later nine) cities – Birmingham, Bristol, Leeds, Liverpool, Manchester, 

Newcastle, Nottingham and Sheffield, plus Glasgow in the later study – using statistics from 

the government’s Annual Business Inquiry and its predecessors.  Champion and 

Townsend’s employment data, which they adjust onto a ‘full-time equivalent’ basis, provides 

evidence on the core cities and on their wider city regions over the period since 1984.  A 

number of important conclusions emerge: 

 

 In the wake of the early 1990s recession, employment in the core city regions 

recovered more slowly than in London. 

 

 Over the subsequent long period of national economic growth up to 2007, the growth 

in the core cities and in their wider city regions was slower than the national average. 

 

 Core city employment grew faster than in the rest of the city regions only in the 1998-

2002 sub-period 

 

 English metropolitan counties lost more jobs than the national average in the post-

2007 recession 

 

Taken as a whole, these observations do not provide a ringing endorsement of job growth in 

the big provincial cities.  They also confirm the difficulty of generalising from London’s 

manifest upturn to employment trends in cities in the rest of the country. 

 

                                                           
5 See for example B Gardiner, R Martin and P Tyler (2012) Spatially Unbalanced Growth in the British 

Economy, Department of Land Economy, University of Cambridge. 
6 T Champion and A Townsend (2011) ‘The fluctuating record of economic regeneration in England’s 

second-order city-regions 1984-2007’, Urban Studies, vol 48, pp 1539-1562. 
T Champion and A Townsend (2013) ‘Great Britain’s second-order city regions in recession’, 
Environment and Planning A, vol 45, pp 362-382. 
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There is however an important caveat.  Champion and Townsend’s most recent data7 points 

to much stronger growth in the core cities after 2012.  The new data, taken from the 

government’s Labour Force Survey, which includes the self-employed, shows that between 

2012 and 2014 employment in the core cities expanded by 7.6 per cent on a full-time 

equivalent basis, compared to 1.4 per cent in the rest of the city regions and 3.9 per cent 

across Great Britain as a whole.  Here, perhaps, is evidence that the big cities are indeed 

leading UK regional growth. 

 

Caution would however be advisable.  This particular two-year period may be unusual.  The 

post-2007 recession was severe, and the equivalent data for 2010-12 shows a continuing 

relative decline in the core cities – a fall in employment of 1.4 per cent, compared to growth 

of 0.8 per cent nationally.  The 2012-14 growth in the core cities may be a distinctive feature 

of recovery from recession rather than the beginning of a new longer-term trend. 

 

The Champion and Townsend evidence, which on balance remains distinctly ambivalent 

about the role of the big cities outside London, is supported by three other recent studies.  

The first, by a group of Cambridge researchers8, found a negative relationship between city 

size and output growth over the period 1981-2011.  In other words, bigger cities grew more 

slowly.  London was however an outlier, and there was also an important North-South divide, 

with cities in the South generally faring better than those in the North. 

 

The second study, by the think-tank Centre for Cities9, covering the years from 2004 to 

2013, found net job growth in southern cities of 12.4 per cent, but only 0.9 per cent in 

northern cities.  Again, therefore, what seems to matter is not a city’s size but rather its 

regional location.  Among 63 ‘principal urban areas’, London had the second fastest growth 

in overall employment at 17.1 per cent – exceeded only by Milton Keynes, a ‘new town’ 

rather than a city – and the fastest rate of growth in private sector employment.  The big 

provincial cities were much further behind. 

 

The third study, by the Local Government Association10, compared employment trends in 

London, the metropolitan counties covering the biggest provincial cities11 and non-

metropolitan England over the period 2009-2013.  This found that whereas the number of 

employees in London grew by 525,000 and in non-metropolitan areas by 540,000, in the 

metropolitan counties the increase was only 185,000.  Once again, the figures do not 

support the view that the big provincial cities are playing a dominant role in economic 

growth. 

 

 

 

                                                           
7 T Champion and A Townsend (2015) Core Cities – only recently show a jobs gain over other areas, 

conference presentation, Durham County Hall, 19 March 2015. 
8 R Martin, B Gardiner and P Tyler (2014) The Evolving Economic Performance of UK Cities; city 

growth patterns 1981-2011, Foresight, Government Office fo 
r Science, London. 
9 Centre for Cities (2015) Cities Outlook 2015, Centre for Cities, London. 
10 Local Government Association (2015) Devolution to non-metropolitan England: seven steps to 

growth and prosperity, LGA, London. 
11 Greater Manchester, Merseyside, South Yorkshire, Tyne & Wear, West Midlands, West Yorkshire 
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A number of observations by the County Councils Network12 underline the point that there is 

substantial and often robust economic activity beyond the big cities: 

 

 44 per cent of England’s GVA is in county areas 

 

 GVA per head is 17 per cent higher in county areas than in cities 

 

 There is a higher rate of new business registrations in counties than in the core cities 

 

 With the exception of Bristol, the highest ranking sub-regions in terms of GVA per 

head outside London are in non-metropolitan areas. 

 

 

The relative strengths of cities and other places 

 

The geography of contemporary economic growth is therefore substantially more complex 

than just ‘cities good, other places bad’.  But in any case, simplifications of this kind gloss 

over differences that are likely to be important to specific sectors or businesses.  There are 

unquestionably some sorts of economic activity that cities are better at than other places, but 

equally there are some things that non-city areas do better. 

 

In theory, a large city with a large population and an agglomeration of varied businesses is 

always going to offer a more competitive location for firms that value these characteristics.  

The list below13 is not necessarily exhaustive, but in the twenty-first century context UK cities 

are potentially good at: 

 

 Providing regional facilities, because they are a central place (in terms of population 

if not necessarily physical location) from which services can be delivered to the 

surrounding region 

 

 Consumption-based activities, such as retailing and leisure, where consumers often 

prefer the wider choice that a concentration of businesses in city centres can offer 

 

 ‘Networked’ industries, in which a close working relationship (formal and informal) 

with suppliers, consumers and competitors is central to the business model 

 

 Specialised services, which require a large and accessible market 

 

 Some R&D and innovation, where networks of professionals and contacts with city-

based universities are important 

 

 

 

                                                           
12 County Councils Network (2014) What Should Ambitious Growth Deals for Counties Look Like?, 

CCN, London. 
13 S Fothergill and D Houston (2015) Are Cities Really the Motor of UK Regional Economic Growth? 

conference presentation, University of Cambridge, 16 July 2015. 
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 Providing a big pool of labour, which is necessary for some employers that are 

individually large, expect a high staff turnover or need to recruit specialist staff 

 

 Multiple big employers, who would find the competition for labour in smaller places 

simply too great 

 

 Attracting migrants, nationally and internationally, which helps overcome shortfalls in 

local labour supply, including at higher skill levels 

 

 Providing a ‘locational ‘brand’, in establishing national and international recognition 

 

 Links to everywhere else, in that big cities generally have the airports, railways and 

motorway connections that facilitate business links to places further afield 

 

But city size and perhaps more importantly urban density, which generally rises with size, 

also have important disadvantages for some economic activities.  Just as there are 

agglomeration economies that work in cities’ favour, there are diseconomies of scale that 

add to costs and work in favour of other places.  The list below14, again not necessarily 

exhaustive, highlights the sorts of activities and attributes in which non-city areas generally 

have an advantage: 

 

 Space-intensive industries, which have difficulty in being physically accommodated 

within major built-up areas 

 

 Logistics and distribution hubs, which generally require not only substantial space but 

also direct access to the motorway network, which is generally easier to provide at 

junctions away from the big cities 

 

 Industries with ‘negative externalities’ – or to put it another way, industries that make 

bad neighbours – which are best located away from concentrations of population 

 

 A captive and stable workforce, which is easier for employers to maintain where 

there are fewer alternative sources of employment in the local labour market 

 

 Lower costs, certainly compared to London’s high labour costs but also usually for 

land and property 

 

 Environmental quality, where this is important in attracting certain types of labour or 

in projecting a particular business image 

 

 Footloose ‘lifestyle’ businesses, in which the entrepreneur’s own locational 

preferences matter more than the imperatives of the business environment  

 

 Accommodating overspill growth, which is hard to fit into the largest cities 

 

                                                           
14 S Fothergill and D Houston (2015) op. cit. 
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 Labour and consumers for nearby cities – a place to live beyond the city but not 

disconnected from the city 

 

For the small firm reliant on the labour, markets and networks that a highly urban area can 

offer, there may be no alternative to a big city location.  For the national distribution depot, a 

city location may be a hindrance rather than a help. 

 

 

Cities in their regional context 

 

What a comparison of the strengths and weaknesses of cities and other places also 

illustrates is the extent to which in practice cities and their hinterlands are interdependent. 

 

The dependence, in part, of cities on their hinterlands helps to explain why growth in the 

UK’s northern cities has lagged behind growth of cities in the south.  Many parts of northern 

Britain beyond the cities – the former coalfields, for example, and the textile towns of 

Lancashire and Yorkshire – have for years experienced major job loss.  The industries that 

once underpinned the economies of these places have often disappeared entirely and 

though regeneration efforts have not been without positive effects the scale of new job 

creation has invariably fallen short in filling the gap left by the old industries.  The weakness 

of the economy across so many older industrial towns in the North, Scotland and Wales will 

have exerted a downward drag on the growth of neighbouring cities. 

 

At the most basic level, cities and their hinterlands are linked by commuting networks.  In 

2011, 45 per cent of the jobs located in the English core cities were held by commuters from 

outside the local authority15.  This is to be expected, given that the core city local authorities 

are integral parts of wider built-up areas and there is always likely to be large-scale 

commuting into city centres.  But even taking the English metropolitan counties as a whole, 

17 per cent of all jobs located there in 2011 were held by in-commuters. 

 

Commuting flows on this scale are a powerful mechanism for transmitting city growth to 

neighbouring areas.  The wages and salaries earned in the city support consumer spending 

in neighbouring areas and, as a result, employment in private sector services in the 

hinterlands is higher than would otherwise be the case.  The commuters and their families 

also underpin substantial public sector employment because so many public services are 

delivered in the places where people live rather than where they work. 

 

But hinterlands also support cities.  Many jobs located in cities are directly supported by 

demand from businesses and consumers in surrounding areas.  These include employment 

in city centre retailing, in leisure, in culture and entertainment, in business services geared to 

the local and regional market, in higher education and in healthcare.  In this respect, the 

scale and the prosperity of the hinterland act as key motors of city growth: the city follows 

what is happening elsewhere rather than drives growth itself. 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
15 D Houston (2015) Rebalancing the UK economy: a city or regional problem?, conference 

presentation, Durham County Hall, 19 March 2015. 
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The flow of consumer spending into the big city centres illustrates the point that the 

relationship between the cities and their hinterlands is not necessarily a benign one.  

Spending does not increase just because consumers have more choice about where to 

spend their money; rather, this is a zero-sum game, with some places benefitting directly at 

the expense of others.  In practice, it is the biggest cities that have gained at the expense of 

their neighbours. 

 

Rather than have two or more offices the same region or sub-region, companies often opt to 

operate one in the largest city.  Rather than having a string of local hospitals with a full range 

of capabilities, the specialist facilities are concentrated in just one very large hospital, again 

in the city.  Top-flight sports facilities, entertainment arena, galleries, theatres and up-market 

hotels all fit this locational model to a significant extent. 

 

The point here is that far from being a benign force driving growth in their wider regions, 

some big cities are actually eroding the economic base of the towns in their surrounding 

areas.  The current emphasis on growth and investment in the big cities runs the risk of 

making things worse in these towns. 

 

 

 

The limits to commuting 

 

 

Whilst big cities can attract commuters from miles around, they cannot on their own sustain 

whole regions. 

 

London is unique in the UK in having a vast and complex rail and tube network that feeds in 

commuters to its centre.  Elsewhere in Britain the public transport networks are more patchy 

and commuting by car is more normal, but travelling to work by car has the disadvantage 

that journeys that are relatively easy at certain times of day can be vastly more difficult at 

morning and evening peak times. 

 

The appendix to this report shows the estimated journey-to-work times to the nearest core 

city from many of the significant industrial towns in England, Scotland and Wales.  There are 

two estimates – one by car16 and the other by public transport17.  The figures include realistic 

allowances for getting to and from stations/bus stops18 and for the delays resulting from 

peak-time road congestion19. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
16 Source: AA Route Planner 
17 Source: Traveline 
18 We’ve added a total of 25 minutes to the fastest public transport travel time to allow for getting from 

home to station/bus stop, waiting time, and then from station/bus stop to work. 
19 To allow for congestion, we’ve increased the travel time by car by 50 per cent for journeys that 

normally take up to 40 minutes outside peak times, and by one-third (up to a maximum addition of 30 
minutes) for longer journeys.  Five minutes have also been added for parking. 
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The important point that emerges from this analysis is how relatively remote – in travel time 

– so many industrial towns are from the core cities.  The realistic journey-to-work times are 

often well in excess of an hour.  It also needs to be kept in mind that commuters face 

substantial financial costs.  In and around London these can often be justified by the high 

level of wages, whereas average earnings are far lower in all the big provincial cities. 

 

For the most isolated industrial towns, commuting into the nearest core city simply isn’t an 

option.  Perhaps Workington and Whitehaven, on the Cumbrian coast, illustrate this most 

dramatically.  They are both part of North West England, which includes Manchester, the 

Chancellor’s ‘Northern Powerhouse’.  However, by car or by public transport they are more 

than three hours from Manchester, which is significantly more than the travel time by rail 

from London to Manchester.  As the crow flies, Workington and Whitehaven are actually 

closer to Belfast.  Even Carlisle, the nearest small city, is thirty miles away. 

 

Workington and Whitehaven are extreme examples, but they are not alone among industrial 

towns in being well beyond commuting range of the big cities. 

 

 

Wales: Cardiff’s growth is not enough 

 

Nowhere is the debate about commuting sharper at the present time than in South Wales.  

Cardiff has been a distinct success over the last couple of decades, with the number of jobs 

there growing strongly.  By contrast, Cardiff’s hinterland in the South Wales Valleys is one of 

the UK’s most economically disadvantaged areas.  Unsurprisingly, commuting into Cardiff is 

often seen as a solution to the Valleys’ problems. 

 

There are two flaws in this argument.  The first is a question of scale – Cardiff is a relatively 

modest sized city (population 330,000) with a relatively large hinterland (the population of 

the seven Valleys authorities is 900,000).  It would take quite exceptional job growth in 

Cardiff, and a big surge in commuting, to begin to have much impact in the Valleys. 

 

It has been calculated, for example, that to raise the employment rate in the seven Valleys 

authorities up the GB average requires 42,000 more residents in work, and to match the 

employment rate in the best third of Britain would require a total of 72,000 more in work20.  If 

it proved possible to generate 30,000 new jobs in Cardiff – a big ask – and if half of the new 

jobs were taken by Valley residents – probably an unrealistically high assumption – the 

reduction in the job shortfall in the Valleys would be 15,000.  This would be welcome, but it 

would still leave the employment rate in the Valleys far adrift of the national average, let 

alone the level in the most prosperous parts of Britain. 

 

The other flaw in the argument that commuting is the solution to the Valleys’ problems is that 

travelling into Cardiff from the remoter parts of the Valleys, in particular, is time-consuming 

and expensive.  Figures compiled by the Welsh Government21 show that in 2011 some 

20,000 residents commuted into Cardiff from Rhondda Cynon Taf and 15,000 from  

 

                                                           
20 C Beatty and S Fothergill (2011) Tackling Worklessness in Wales, CRESR, Sheffield Hallam 

University. 
21 Welsh Government (2014) Commuting in Wales, Welsh Government, Cardiff. 
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Caerphilly – the two Valleys authorities whose lower parts are closest to Cardiff.  But 

unsurprisingly, the commuting from further away was modest.  Just 1,000 travelled to work in 

Cardiff from Blaenau Gwent, 1,900 from Torfaen and 2,300 from Merthyr Tydfil. 

 

The Welsh Government report on commuting also noted that for the unemployed who 

access low-paid employment, the costs of long-distance commuting are far from negligible.  

The report estimated that the cost of a weekly train season ticket from Aberdare (at the 

northern edge of the Valleys) to Cardiff is equivalent to 8 per cent of the gross weekly 

earnings in a low-paid occupation.  Travelling by car (around 25 miles each way) was 

estimated to cost 28 per cent of the average weekly wage in these occupations. 

 

The clear conclusion is that though Cardiff can help address the shortfall in job opportunities 

in the Valleys, the main contribution will have to come from economic growth and job 

creation in the Valleys themselves. 

 

 

Scotland: Glasgow itself is in need of growth 

 

Scotland’s core city – Glasgow – raises a different set of issues.  Here, the suburban rail 

network is quite dense by UK standards and there is even an underground network, all a 

legacy of the city’s industrial and commercial heyday.  So although there is still room for 

improvement, commuting into the city centre from neighbouring areas can be an option. 

 

The problem is the health and prosperity of the Glasgow economy.  Between 2009 and 2013 

the number of employee jobs in Manchester, for example, rose by 26,000 and in Leeds the 

increase was 9,000, but in Glasgow the number of employee jobs fell by nearly 25,000 over 

the same period22.  In fairness to Glasgow, the official statistics show year-to-year 

fluctuations and 2009 was a peak year, but in 2013 the total number of employee jobs in the 

city was still only 1,000 higher than ten years earlier. 

 

The point here is that the statistics suggest that Glasgow’s post-recession economy is less 

than a runaway success.  The Glasgow economy needs on-going support and efforts to 

promote new jobs.  The city continues to have some of the highest worklessness and 

highest deprivation in Scotland.  Unavoidably, this raises questions about the extent to which 

Glasgow might be expected to provide additional job opportunities for commuters from 

surrounding districts and further afield.  In 2013 almost half the jobs in the city were already 

held by non-Glasgow residents23.  Scotland is fortunate in having a second city – Edinburgh 

– whose recent growth has been impressive.  Expecting Glasgow to shoulder the burden of 

growth and job generation for the whole of central Scotland, or indeed just for the wider 

Clydeside conurbation, may be a little more than its economy can bear. 

 

 

  

                                                           
22 Industrial Communities Alliance (2015) op. cit.  The figures are from the government’s Business 

Register and Employment Survey (BRES) and refer to the core city local authority area, not the wider 
conurbation. 
23 Source: Glasgow City Council. 



 

15 
  

Devolution: just for the big cities? 

 

 

The evidence that the big cities are the motor of regional economic growth is therefore far 

more ambivalent than some proponents would like to believe.  London is certainly going from 

strength to strength.  Elsewhere in Britain, the performance of the big cities is not so 

impressive. 

 

Nevertheless, the Westminster Government, for one, appears convinced that cities are the 

engines of growth and is minded to give them more control over resources to help them 

deliver in their areas.  In response, the big cities have quite understandably been quick to 

seize the opportunities for the devolution of power. 

 

 

A brief history 

 

The authorities in the Manchester city-region were the first to take advantage of the 2009 

Local Democracy, Economic Development and Construction Act.  This made provision for 

groups of local authorities to join together voluntarily to create a Combined Authority. These 

allow a group of local authorities to pool responsibility and receive certain delegated 

functions from central government to deliver transport and economic policy more effectively 

over a wider area.  Combined Authorities followed in the Leeds, Liverpool Newcastle and 

Sheffield city regions. 

 

When in 2010 the Coalition government scrapped the English Regional Development 

Agencies, its White Paper on local growth24 said this would bring an end to top down 

initiatives by shifting powers away from central government.  It invited local authorities in 

England to team up with local businesses to form Local Enterprise Partnerships covering 

functional economic areas – in effect city-regions in many cases. 

 

Under the Coalition, cities were also invited to develop City Deals with government. The 

Localism Act 2011 allowed local councils to make the case for being given new powers to 

promote economic growth and set their own distinct policies. 

 

Since the 2015 General Election, the introduction of the Cities and Local Government 

Devolution Bill has proposed the devolution of powers in England and Wales, including 

responsibilities for economic development, skills, health, housing, transport and policing.  

The offer of devolved powers is conditional on the introduction of an elected mayor.  

Crucially, in the context of the present discussion of the role of cities, the government has 

made it clear that this particular offer is not available to non-metropolitan areas.  For the 

areas beyond the big city-regions, a modified form of City Deals is the proposal. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
24 BIS (2010) Local growth: realising every place’s potential, BIS, London. 
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The limitations of asymmetrical devolution 

 

What is effectively underway, particularly in England, is ‘asymmetrical devolution’, whereby 

the big cities are the first to the table and the first to secure resources.  There is no new 

money ‘on the table’, and indeed there is likely to be rather less in total as further 

expenditure cuts bite 

 

With asymmetrical devolution, a danger is that the authorities with devolved powers – the big 

cities – become better placed to secure government funding and that they do so at the 

expense of other areas.  This is doubly worrying because it is clear that the Westminster 

government, at least, believes strongly in competition between places and between local 

authorities.  In England, funding such as the Local Growth Deals is already allocated by 

competitive bidding rather than by objective measurement of need. 

 

The real possibility is that funding will go to the places able to shout loudest, not to those 

with the greatest need or those able to offer the greatest opportunities for successful 

economic development.  For the numerous towns of older industrial Britain, often beyond the 

city-regions that are in line for devolved powers, this is worrying. 

 

For areas where the administrative structures are complex, or where the functional economic 

geographies and natural alliances are unclear, there is an additional layer of complication in 

meeting the Westminster Government’s qualifying criteria for devolution.  In England, some 

of the Combined Authority arrangements presently under discussion are not contiguous with 

the boundaries of Local Enterprise Partnerships and contain a mixture of county, district and 

unitary authorities.  The process of negotiation can be onerous and a burden on resources. 

 

In these places, where there is ‘polycentric’ growth, spread across a range of towns and 

smaller cities, the devolution of power and responsibility that is being offered to some big 

cities looks a long way off. 

 

So in implementing multi-speed, asymmetrical devolution, the likelihood is not only that there 

will be widening differences between places in terms of administrative freedoms – which 

seems certain to generate confusion and uncertainty – but also that this will rebound on the 

scale and location of economic growth that is deliverable on the ground.  The economic 

advantage that big cities are thought, however erroneously, to have over other places has 

the potential to become entrenched in administrative structures. 

 

Asymmetrical devolution is not a formula for balanced growth across the UK, nor indeed for 

economic and industrial policies that aim to maximise the potential of all parts of the country. 
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A more inclusive agenda 
 

 

Generating growth and devolving power are not the same things, though there are important 

points of overlap.  What the towns of older industrial Britain need are first and foremost more 

growth and more jobs.  This requires actions across a broad front, by Westminster or the 

devolved administrations, by local authorities, working singularly or together, and by their 

local partners. 

 

If the devolution of powers and responsibilities to local authorities helps them do their job 

better, then devolution is welcome.  But if devolution is accompanied by an abdication of 

responsibility by central government or a cut in funding, the net benefits are likely to be 

illusory. 

 

 

Devolving to local authorities 

 

The Industrial Communities Alliance has a clear notion of what the devolution of powers to 

local authorities needs to look like if it is to be of real economic benefit to older industrial 

Britain.  In November 2014, the Alliance adopted a paper on the devolution of power in 

England25.  The five principles in the paper are of equal applicability in Scotland and Wales: 

 

 

PRINCIPLE 1 

Local authorities, individually and collectively, should have primacy in any arrangements for 

the devolution of power 

 

The powers and budgets that might be devolved from central government or the devolved 

administrations should be placed firmly under local democratic control.  At present there is a 

proliferation of local decision-making structures.  Some are accountable to elected local 

authorities but many others report back to government departments.  Ministers cannot hope 

to exert effective scrutiny over the local work of so many agencies, quangos and 

departmental outposts.  Where the boundaries of local economies extend well beyond the 

boundaries of individual local authorities, the flexible pooling of powers between 

neighbouring authorities is the way to align democratic accountability with local economic 

realities. 

 

 

PRINCIPLE 2 

Devolution of power and responsibility should be for all local areas and authorities, not just 

the few 

 

The devolution of power and funding should not be only to the cities or city-regions.  The 

notion that areas beyond the big cities are simply not ready or capable to take on powers 

from government is incorrect.  Traditions of working together across wider local economies  

 

                                                           
25 Industrial Communities Alliance (2014) Five Principles for the Devolution of Power in England, ICA, 

Barnsley. 
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are not unique to the big cities.  Some shire counties have long performed this role, while 

some city-region structures are actually very new.  The early devolution of power to any sub-

set of authorities also runs the risk of distorting budget allocations in their favour. 

 

 

PRINCIPLE 3 

Fiscal devolution must ensure that areas with an inherently weaker local tax base are not 

disadvantaged 

 

Greater financial autonomy for local authorities is welcome but there needs to be caution 

about the way in which this is implemented.  A number of cities have called for the retention 

of business rates.  Whilst superficially attractive, this runs the risk that areas with a large 

stock of businesses and high rateable values – parts of London, for example, but also city 

authorities outside London that lie at the heart of commuting networks – would gain 

financially and do so directly at the expense of other places.  The transfer of business rate 

revenue to city-regions as a whole, rather than to individual authorities, would only partly get 

around this problem.  The retention of a strong element of equalisation, through government 

grant, is vital to compensate areas with an inherently weaker local tax base.   

 

 

PRINCIPLE 4 

Funding streams that target areas of need should remain focussed on these places, not 

divided up across the whole country 

 

Over many years, central government has prioritised the needs of specific places through 

targeted funding streams.  Dividing up these targeted funding streams among all local 

authorities or city-regions would be a mistake.  The effect would be to take money from 

many of Britain’s least prosperous areas and redistribute it in favour of more affluent places.  

Incorporating these funding streams into a new ‘block grant’ but with a weighting in favour of 

some places rather than others would not circumvent the problem: in many cases there is 

good reason for targeting funding solely at the places where it is needed most. 

 

 

PRINCIPLE 5 

Local authorities need certainty and flexibility in the allocation of funding, not competitive 

bidding 

 

The ‘devolution’ of funding to the local level has often proved to be little more than the 

delegation of operational responsibility, while real power has remained with government 

through the setting of priorities and targets.  Government departments need to step back 

from micro-management and trust the judgement of local authorities.  It is local authorities, 

working with their local partners, that are best placed to assess local needs and priorities.  

Similarly, local authorities need to operate with greater freedom from the constraints of 

narrow departmental spending silos, shifting money according to local priorities, and they 

need the certainty of budgets that are set some years ahead and offer the flexibility to move 

spending between financial years as local circumstances dictate. 
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Rebalancing the UK economy 

 

The Westminster Government and the devolved administrations also need to recognise that 

if there is to be growth and prosperity in Britain’s industrial towns, central government too 

needs to play its part by rebalancing the UK economy.  What Britain’s industrial towns need 

is a shift from over-reliance on financial services in London in particular, and to a lesser 

extent in the big regional cities, towards a more broadly based model of growth building on 

the potential of industry across the country. 

 

One of the reasons the pre-2008 model of economic growth failed is that the UK relied too 

heavily on public and private borrowing rather than on income generated through selling 

goods and services to the rest of the world.  Too many manufacturing industries were 

allowed to wither, and too many communities and towns have suffered as a consequence. 

 

Rebalancing the economy towards industry is a win-win strategy:  A revival in industrial 

investment and production is a key part of what the UK economy needs to sustain growth.  A 

new emphasis on industry would also be especially beneficial to the industrial towns of the 

Midlands, North, Scotland and Wales because despite years of job loss these places are 

where so much of what remains of UK manufacturing is still located. 

 

Rebalancing the economy requires the right macroeconomic policies: 

 

 A low exchange rate to enable British businesses to compete effectively in domestic 

and international markets 
 

 Low interest rates, to help foster investment 
 

 A measured approach to deficit reduction that recognises the need to sustain the 

overall level of spending in the economy 

 

Rebalancing requires the right industrial policies: 

 

 Tax and regulatory regimes that encourages investment in plant, machinery, R&D 

and skills 
 

 Investment in education and training 
 

 A banking system that provides finance to business on reasonable terms 
 

 Balancing the needs of the environment against the need for jobs 
 

 Maximising the benefits of public procurement 

 

And rebalancing requires the right regional policies: 

 

 Incentives for businesses to invest in less prosperous areas 
 

 Infrastructure investment to promote development 
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Conclusions 
 

 

Growth in Britain’s big cities is welcome.  But a strong emphasis on the big cities to the 

exclusion of other places runs the risk of distorting the policy agenda and neglecting the 

potential for growth in numerous industrial towns across the country. 

 

The evidence that cities are the drivers of UK regional economic growth is distinctly mixed, 

as this report has shown.  London has done extraordinarily well in recent years, but the big 

provincial cities do not have a consistent track record of job creation at a faster pace than 

either their immediate hinterlands or wider regions.  Britain’s big cities do not have a 

monopoly on economic growth. 

 

Nor should policy-makers assume that growth and jobs in the big cities necessarily deliver 

benefits across far wider areas.  There are substantial commuting flows into the big cities, 

but London is once again the exception rather than the rule because of its vast and complex 

rail and tube network.  Elsewhere, as the report has shown, travel-to-work times into the big 

cities are often substantial.  Indeed, some industrial towns are distinctly remote from the big 

cities.  Reliance on job growth in the big cities does not offer a way forward for most 

residents of Britain’s industrial towns. 

 

What the industrial towns of England, Scotland and Wales need is devolution that empowers 

local authorities to address the challenges they confront, and adequate finance to do so.  

Solving the problems in local economies, or rising to the challenge of opportunities, requires 

support from Westminster and the devolved administrations but the devolution of powers 

and responsibilities to the towns halls of industrial Britain is part of the toolkit for growth. 

 

What industrial towns also need is sustained action to rebalance the economy.  For too long, 

industry’s role in UK economic growth has been neglected, and the economy as a whole is 

weaker as a result.  Rebalancing in favour of industry, investment and exports is what the 

economy needs, and Britain’s industrial towns would be among the beneficiaries. 

 

Britain’s industrial towns have the potential to contribute to the country’s wealth and 

they should be given a fair and equal opportunity to do so. 
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APPENDIX: Estimated peak-hour travel-to-work times to nearest core city 

  
Nearest core city 
 

By car 
 

By public transport 
 

Aberdare Cardiff 1 hr 1 hr 20 min 

Accrington Manchester 1 hr 5 min 1 hr 30 min 

Airdrie Glasgow 40 min 50 min 

Alfreton Nottingham 45 min 50 min 

Alloa Glasgow 1 hr 5 min 1 hr 15 min 

Ashfield Nottingham 50 min 55 min 

Ashington Newcastle 55 min 1 hr 10 min 

Atherstone Birmingham 55 min 1 hr 15 min 

Ayr Glasgow 1 hr 10 min 1 hr 15 min 

Barnsley Sheffield 50 min 50 min 

Barrow-in-Furness Manchester 2 hr 45 min 2 hr 40 min 

Biddulph Manchester 1 hr 15 min 1 hr 35 min 

Bishop Auckland Newcastle 1 hr 5 min 1 hr 40 min 

Blackburn Manchester 1 hr 1 hr 20 min 

Blyth Newcastle 50 min 1 hr 20 min 

Bolsover Sheffield 1 hr 5 min 1 hr 40 min 

Bolton Manchester 45 min 45 min 

Bradford Leeds 35 min 45 min 

Bridgend Cardiff 55 min 45 min 

Burnley Manchester 1 hr 5 min 1 hr 35 min 

Bury Manchester 35 min 50 min 

Caerphilly Cardiff 35 min 40 min 

Castleford Leeds 45 min 50 min 

Chesterfield Sheffield 45 min 40 min 

Chester-le-Street Newcastle 35 min 40 min 

Clay Cross Sheffield 50 min 1 hr 20 min 

Clydebank Glasgow 30 min 50 min 

Coleford Bristol 1 hr 15 min 3 hr 20 min 

Consett Newcastle 40 min 1 hr 30 min 

Corby Birmingham 1 hr 50 min 2 hr 40 min 

Cumnock Glasgow 1 hr 10 min 1 hr 45 min 

Dalkieth Glasgow 1 hr 30 min 2 hr 20 min 

Darlington Newcastle 1 hr 5 min 55 min 

Doncaster Sheffield 1 hr 5 min 50 min 

Dover London 2 hr 20 min 1 hr 30 min 

Dundee Glasgow 2 hr 25 min 1 hr 50 min 

Dunfermline Glasgow 1 hr 20 min 1 hr 30 min 

Ebbw Vale Cardiff 1 hr 10 min 1 hr 25 min 

Falkirk Glasgow 50 min 50 min 

Greenock Glasgow 55 min 1 hr 20 min 
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Grimsby Sheffield 2 hr 2 hr 

Halifax Leeds 45 min 1 hr 

Hamilton Glasgow 35 min 50 min 

Hartlepool Newcastle 1 hr 5 min 1 hr 20 min 

Houghton-le-Spring Newcastle 40 min 1 hr 30 min 

Hucknall Nottingham 30 min 55 min 

Huddersfield Leeds 50 min 45 min 

Hull Leeds 1 hr 50 min 1 hr 20 min 

Huyton Liverpool 30 min 40 min 

Ilkeston Nottingham 30 min 1 hr 

Irvine Glasgow 1 hr 1 hr 25 min 

Jarrow Newcastle 30 min 45 min 

Kilmarnock Glasgow 50 min 1 hr 5 min 

Kirkcaldy Glasgow 1 hr 45 min 2 hr 10 min 

Leigh Manchester 45 min 1 hr 10 min 

Livingston Glasgow 1 hr 10 min 1 hr 10 min 

Llanelli Cardiff 1 hr 35 min 1 hr 45 min 

Maesteg Cardiff 1 hr 1 hr 15 min 

Mansfield Nottingham 45 min 1 hr 

Merthyr Tydfil Cardiff 1 hr 1 hr 20 min 

Middlesbrough Newcastle 1 hr 20 min 1 hr 50 min 

Motherwell Glasgow 40 min 50 min 

Neath Cardiff 1 hr 10 min 1 hr 5 min 

Nelson Manchester 1 hr 10 min 1 hr 55 min 

Newcastle-under-Lyme Birmingham 1 hr 20 min 1 hr 45 min 

Newport Cardiff 45 min 40 min 

Nuneaton Birmingham 1 hr 55 min 

Oldham Manchester 35 min 55 min 

Paisley Glasgow 30 min 35 min 

Peterlee Newcastle 1 hr 1 hr 10 min 

Pontefract Leeds 45 min 1 hr 10 min 

Pontypool Cardiff 1 hr 5 min 1 hr 20 min 

Pontypridd Cardiff 40 min 50 min 

Port Talbot Cardiff 1 hr 1 hr 10 min 

Redcar Newcastle 1 hr 40 min 1 hr 45 min 

Rhymney Cardiff 1 hr 5 min 1 hr 20 min 

Rochdale Manchester 45 min 40 min 

Rotherham Sheffield 35 min 35 min 

Sanquhar Glasgow 1 hr 40 min 1 hr 45 min 

Scunthorpe Sheffield 1 hr 25 min 1 hr 25 min 

Seaham Newcastle 55 min 1 hr 5 min 

South Shields Newcastle 40 min 55 min 

Spennymoor Newcastle 1 hr 1 hr 15 min 

Stockton-on-Tees Newcastle 1 hr 15 min 1 hr 35 min 
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Source:  ICA calculations based on AA Route Planner and Traveline. 

Figures allow for congestion, parking, and travel to and from stations/bus stops. 

  

Stoke-on-Trent Birmingham 1 hr 20 min 1 hr 15 min 

Sunderland Newcastle 40 min 55 min 

Swansea Cardiff 1 hr 20 min 1 hr 20 min 

Tredegar Cardiff 1 hr 10 min 1 hr 50 min 

Wakefield Leeds 40 min 40 min 

Warrington Liverpool 45 min 50 min 

Whitehaven Manchester 3 hr 25 min 4 hr 

Widnes Liverpool 35 min 1 hr 

Wigan Manchester 1 hr 55 min 

Workington Manchester 3 hr 15 min 3 hr 20 min 

Worksop Sheffield 1 hr 1 hr 

Wrexham Liverpool 1 hr 15 min 1 hr 30 min 

Ystradgynlais Cardiff 1 hr 40 min 1 hr 50 min 
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The Industrial Communities Alliance is the all-party association representing some 60 local 
authorities in the industrial areas of England, Scotland and Wales. 
 
The Alliance was formed in 2007 by the merger of the longer-standing associations covering 
coal and steel areas and also includes a wide range of other industrial areas. 
 
The aim of the Alliance is to promote the economic, social and environmental renewal of the 
areas covered by its member authorities.  The Alliance works with the governments and 
parliaments in London, Edinburgh and Cardiff, with Brussels, with development agencies 
and with its own member authorities. 
 
 
Alliance Secretariat, 9 Regent Street, Barnsley, S Yorkshire S70 2EG 
Tel: 01226 200768 
Email: natsec@ccc-alliance.org.uk 
www.industrialcommunitiesalliance.org.uk 
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