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The 2019 General Election saw the Conservative Party secure a landslide 
majority of 80 seats following a campaign based on a promise to ‘get 
Brexit done’, and to ‘level up’ former industrial heartlands in the North 
and Midlands. Since the election, and for different reasons, both the 
Conservatives and Labour have framed Brexit as a simple ‘deal or no 
deal’ test, almost regardless of the content of a deal. 

In this report, we look at why the only kind of EU trade deal likely to 
be agreed – outside the Single Market and Customs Union – is likely 
to create serious disruption for British manufacturing.1 Based on data 
from the Office for National Statistics, we have taken our analysis down 
to a constituency level. For the first time, we believe, this allows us to 
identify where the likely impacts on manufacturing jobs would be felt 
most severely. We compare the manufacturing jobs potentially at risk 
with electoral majorities in individual constituencies.  Clearly, not all of 
these jobs will be lost, but many could be, and the uncertainty itself will 
create pressure for a policy response from the Government to underwrite 
or, ultimately, replace skilled manufacturing jobs in the seats which both 
main parties feel that they must win to form the next government.

Lexington can help businesses manage the opportunities and risks as 
these tensions play out. We bring trade experience, political insight 
and proven analysis to help businesses shape their strategic response, 
engage with government, and communicate to customers and the 
public. We bring sector expertise in health, agri-food, financial services, 
transport, tech and responsible business, as well as innovative press 
and campaigning experience. Our offices in Manchester, Cambridge 
and London, our presence in Dublin and membership of the global 
Fipra network give us unique insight an experience to help businesses 
navigate the next phase of change in the UK.

Authored by Izzy Duddy, Paul McGrade and Declan McHugh.  
Design by Dan Green.

1. We have excluded Northern Ireland from this analysis because, under the terms of the Withdrawal Agreement Protocol, it will remain 
much more closely integrated into both the EU Single Market for goods and the EU Customs Union i.e. in practice Northern Ireland 
will continue to apply both the EU Customs Code (EUCC) and most relevant rules on goods.

http://www.lexcomm.co.uk
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

 » The UK’s trade negotiations with the EU are heading down one of two paths: 
either a thin deal with zero tariffs and quotas for goods, but which raises new 
non-tariff trade barriers across the economy, or no deal which would also add 
significant tariffs, particularly in agriculture and car-making.

 » Either way, the country is set to experience significant economic pressure in 
the coming months, with manufacturing particularly exposed.

 » 35 of the Red/Blue Wall battleground seats gained by the Conservatives 
in the last election have more jobs in manufacturing than they do political 
majority: 20 of these seats have at least twice as many jobs as they have a 
Conservative majority.

 » The seat of Bury North illustrates the point: the amount of manufacturing jobs 
is 40 times the political majority.

 » Manufacturing is particularly vulnerable to new trade barriers because of its 
integrated supply chains, which will be impacted by delays and costs arising 
from new border checks, as well as other costs that would accompany the 
imposition of tariffs and rules of origin requirements.

 » Although manufacturing employment is an important part of the economy in 
every region of the UK, the average manufacturing dependency in the Red/
Blue Wall electoral battleground seats is 14%, significantly higher than the 
national average.2

 » 290,000 manufacturing jobs are concentrated in these electoral battleground 
seats, and therefore are exposed to the economic uncertainty that would 
follow from no deal, or a ‘thin’ deal.

 » If a proportion of these jobs are lost as a result of new trade barriers, 
compounding the harm already arising from COVID-19, then the wider 
economic consequences will reverberate in these constituencies – and lead to 
demands for a political response.

 » Although one job lost or at risk does not mean one vote lost to the governing 
party, this could seriously threaten the Conservative Party’s electoral strategy 
of holding and extending its reach in the former Labour heartlands in the 
Midlands and North.

2. Manufacturing dependency is defined by the total number of manufacturing jobs as a percentage of total jobs in any one constituency.

http://www.lexcomm.co.uk
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POLITICAL CONTEXT
A new electoral landscape
In December 2019, the UK’s electoral landscape was redrawn as the Conservative Party routed Labour in 
large parts of its traditional industrial heartlands. So-called ‘Red Wall’ constituencies tumbled across the 
country as the Conservatives recorded stunning victories in Blyth Valley, Burnley, Leigh, Redcar, Sedgefield 
and Workington, asthe Conservatives successfully pursued a Trumpist strategy of targeting constituencies 
akin to US ‘rustbelt’ seats. 

The electoral gains that the Conservatives made in these areas led some of the newly elected 
parliamentarians to declare that the ‘Red Wall’ had been turned ‘Blue’. It is clear that a central objective of 
the Government is to add to those in gains in the next election, building a new coalition of voters that will 
form the basis of a long-term Conservative parliamentary majority. To that end, the Government is actively 
pursuing a ‘levelling up’ agenda that is designed to redirect investment in the Midlands and the North, 
rewarding voters for putting their faith in the Conservatives and demonstrating that it will result in tangible 
material improvements. 

The Red/Blue battleground
So what constitutes the key battleground that is now so central to British electoral politics?

Fundamentally, it comprises the Red Wall of Labour constituencies that were won in 2019. This electoral ‘wall’ 
has been defined by pundits and party activists in various ways but by the time of the election the term had 
become synonymous with Labour-held constituencies - typically long-held seats in old industrial areas - in a 
band stretching across the East and West Midlands, the North and North West of England and into Wales. 

In December 2019 some 51 such seats changed hands from Labour to the Conservatives. These ranged 
from Delyn in North Wales through to Barrow in the North West, Ashfield in the Midlands, Great Grimsby in 
Yorkshire & The Humber, and Blyth Valley in the North East. Many of the seats in this group have different 
characteristics. Some like Blyth are classic old industrial constituencies that had been held by Labour for 
most or all of their existence. Others like Stockton South are more in the mould of ‘bellwether’ market town 
seats that have long moved with the national electoral tide. 

To this list of 51 battleground seats we might add six traditionally Labour constituencies that were won by 
the Conservatives in 2017 and which, in the words of one Labour electoral commentator, were arguably 
the first bricks in the original Red Wall to fall to the Tories: Copeland (first won in a by-election), North East 
Derbyshire, Mansfield, Middlesbrough South East & Cleveland, Stoke on Trent South and Walsall North. 

As previously noted, the Conservative party’s political strategy aims not just to hold these former Labour 
seats but to add to them. We may therefore identify another ten Tory target seats that fit this context. Our 
electoral battleground of 67 current and former Labour heartland seats therefore looks like this:

Wales North West East 
Midlands

West 
Midlands

Yorkshire 
and Humber

North East

Bridgend
Clwyd South
Delyn
Vale Of Clwyd
Wrexham
Ynys Mon

Barrow and 
Furness
Blackpool South
Bolton North East
Burnley
Bury North
Bury South
Copeland
Crewe and 
Nantwich
Heywood and 
Middleton
Hyndburn
Leigh
Southport
Warrington South
Workington

Ashfield
Bassetlaw
Bolsover
Derby North
Gedling
High Peak
Lincoln
Mansfield
North East 
Derbyshire

Birmingham, 
Northfield
Dudley North
Newcastle-
Under-Lyme
Stoke-On-Trent 
Central
Stoke-On-Trent 
North
Stoke-On-Trent 
South 
Walsall North
Walsall South
West Bromwich 
East
West Bromwich 
West
Wolverhampton 
North East
Wolverhampton 
South East
Wolverhampton 
South West

Barnsley Central
Barnsley East
Colne Valley
Dewsbury
Don Valley
Doncaster North
Great Grimsby
Hemsworth
Keighley
Normanton, 
Pontefract & 
Castlefored
Penistone & 
Stocksbridge
Rother Valley
Scunthorpe
Wakefield
Wentworth & 
Dearne

Bishop Auckland
Blyth Valley
Darlington
Easington
Middlesbrough 
South and East 
Cleveland
North West 
Durham
Redcar
Sedgefield
Stockton South
Wansbeck

The red/blue 
battleground
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ECONOMIC CONTEXT
The Conservative party’s political strategy was spectacularly successful at the last general election, 
and the landslide majority it won was in large part attributed to the promise to ‘get Brexit done’. 
However, as the end of the transition period approaches, the economic risks associated with 
‘getting Brexit done’ are becoming more material. Moreover, this is compounded by even more 
profound and immediate economic pressure arising from the impact of the coronavirus. These risks 
are examined below. 

Deal or No Deal
The EU-UK trade negotiations are approaching a critical phase, with time running out to secure an 
agreement that could be ratified before the end of the year. As things stand, the UK faces a binary 
choice between a thin free trade agreement (FTA, probably applying to goods but not services), 
or a no-deal scenario, when the transition period ends on 31st December. Whilst the latter would 
mean significant tariff as well as non-tariff barriers, a thin FTA would still serve as a huge disruption 
to trade, and is likely to have serious economic consequences, as the government’s own analysis 
foresees. 

Since the Brexit referendum, the governments of both Theresa May and Boris Johnson have 
consistently prioritised trade with the EU in goods – and in particular manufacturing – over services. 
However, the UK negotiating position has hardened over time, placing a greater emphasis on 
regulatory sovereignty over economic connectivity, and prioritising a zero tariff, zero quota deal for 
goods over de facto access to the EU’s Internal Market. Different sectors of the economy will be 
impacted in different ways. For example:

• Services providers such as banks, law firms and accountants will lose their current access to the 
EU market, and have to operate under ‘host country’ rules, which may require people and capital 
to be located in the EU Member State in which they provide the services;

• UK professional qualifications will no longer be recognised for the provision of services;

• New checks at the UK-EU border, especially for agri-food, will increase costs and disrupt delivery 
times. This will impact all the UK’s points of entry, not just at Dover; and

• Regulated goods such as medicines, goods containing chemicals, or cars can no longer be 
tested, licensed, certified or approved in the UK for the EU market - such approvals will have to 
be obtained in an EU Member State.

So why is manufacturing at risk of serious disruption as the UK leaves the transition period? In a 
no-deal scenario, all regulated sectors will face both regulatory and tariff barriers – the latter mainly 
affecting the food and car industries.  However, even if a deal is done this year, all regulated sectors 
will face regulatory barriers to EU trade, which most economists consider more significant than 
tariffs. The EU position has been largely consistent – for UK goods to freely enter the EU market, 
the UK must essentially follow EU rules. The EU generally sets among the strictest standards for 
regulated sectors globally and, because of the size and wealth of the EU market, its standards often 
become the global norms – as in the chemicals sector, for example. The EU will not risk undermining 
this ‘Brussels effect’ in global trade, or the competitiveness of its own companies, by allowing UK 
goods free access to its market.

Applied to the current UK government negotiating position, this means that the EU would probably 
agree to a zero tariff, zero quota deal for goods. This would be on offer if the UK agrees acceptable 
‘level playing field’ commitments in cross-cutting areas such as environmental and labour market 
standards, State aid, and makes an offer on EU access to UK fishing waters. However, such a 
deal would only remove the tariff barriers to goods, which principally benefits the agri-food and 
automotive sectors, where EU tariffs are otherwise prohibitively high. Regulatory barriers would 
remain. Goods exporters to the EU would face a number of new restrictions, which are likely to 
include:

• zero tariff access to the EU market will only be available to products which meet the EU’s Rules of 
Origin requirements, which under an FTA are likely to allow EU inputs, but not inputs from other 
countries to count towards ‘local content’ quotas (often 55-60% of the product). This means that 
some UK manufacturing, such as car-making (where UK content of the car is rarely more than 
25%) may not qualify, and face tariffs in any case;

• meeting EU product standards as these evolve;

• certification/approval of those standards only by EU-based assessors and authorities;

• maintaining a legal presence or agent in the EU which will vouch for all goods exported from the 
UK to the EU, binding the company in terms of liability for UK-produced goods, and which the EU 
Single Market authorities can inspect and enforce against as necessary;

• uncertainty around continued EU market access, should UK standards diverge from those of the 
EU in future;

• potential retaliatory tariffs or restrictions on market access should the UK breach whatever ‘level 
playing field’ commitments are agreed in a deal;

• disruption to ‘just in time’ deliveries in both directions due to capacity constraints at the borders 
and lorries without the right paperwork;

• manufacturers and suppliers will face customs checks and costs in supplying Northern Ireland, 
which will continue to apply the EU Customs Code and most EU goods rules. 

This will be true unless the Government pivots radically back towards Theresa May’s agreement to 
effectively stay in the Single Market as a rule-taker – the deal over which Boris Johnson resigned 
from government. In practice, there is now no time left to make such a change and negotiate deeper 
market access for manufacturing before the transition period ends on 31st December.

Whilst no-deal would mean 
significant tariff as well as non-
tariff barriers, a thin FTA would 

still serve as a huge disruption 
to trade, and is likely to have 

serious economic consequences
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The Impact of COVID-19
There are two significant impacts of the COVID-19 response. Firstly, while services have been 
more drastically affected in general by lockdown restrictions, particular manufacturing sectors face 
serious long-term impacts as UK and global demand adjusts to changing consumer behaviour in 
the face of the virus. Obvious examples of this are: 

• The drop in demand for aircraft and aero engines as demand for flights has collapsed;

• The impact on agri-food producers as restaurant demand - often for premium food and drink 
products - falls dramatically; and

• Challenges for the construction sector with significant questions marks over the future of 
commercial property demand in city centres. 

Many of these new post-COVID pressures compound the risks to manufacturing from a thin - or 
non-existent - trade deal with the EU. For example, producers of parts for aircraft, or engines 
for export to the EU already face uncertainty over the competitiveness of their UK-based 
manufacturing in the face of the new barriers to trade, disruption to just-in-time supply chains and 
associated costs described above.

Secondly, for the first time in many people’s adult lives, the public have experienced shortages in 
day-to-day consumables such as fresh food, flour, and even toilet roll in the shops.  Even though 
such shortages were generally brief, their political impact suggested that public tolerance for 
shortages is very low. While retailers and manufacturers largely coped with the demand pressures 
of the pandemic, a thin FTA or no-deal scenario would disrupt precisely those supply side 
elements on which modern UK production and retail often relies: predictable delivery times from 
Continental Europe; just-in-time production models; the absence of regulatory or customs checks. 
The dual pressures of COVID-19 and increased trade barriers between the EU and UK will be 
extremely disruptive for manufacturing industries, as well create a politically difficult scenario for 
the Government.

While retailers and manufacturers 
largely coped with the demand 

pressures of the pandemic, a thin 
FTA or no-deal scenario would 
disrupt precisely those supply 

side elements on which modern UK 
production and retail often relies
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Washington and 
Sunderland West
38.8%

Kingston upon 
Hull East
32.6%

Pendle
30.9%

Alyn and Deeside
35.9%

Islwyn
33.6%

Derby South
30.6%

Manufacturing jobs by 
constituency
Manufacturing jobs as a percentage of total jobs 
in each constituency.

Food and Drink

Chemicals

Pharmaceuticals

Motor Vehicles

Aerospace

Shipbuilding

Highlights top 
3 for sector

Ranking (by % 
jobs in region)

2

Yorkshire and the Humber

East Midlands

North East

North West

West Midlands

South West

Wales 

East of England

South East 

Scotland

4 5 106 10 10

London
1 11 11

2 2 4 7 8 11

2 3 3 4 8 8

1 4 8 9 10 11

3 3 4 5 6 7

7 106 81 1

3 5 5 5 6 11

1 9 11

2 6 6 6 7 10

3 9 972 4

92 52 7 9

Manufacturing jobs 
by region
A sectoral breakdown of the key manufacturing 
industries in each region/nation.
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GEOGRAPHY OF 
MANUFACTURING 
EMPLOYMENT
As various studies have shown, Britain’s modern manufacturing footprint is a legacy of its industrial 
heritage, with large numbers of people employed in the Midlands, North West and Yorkshire. It 
is estimated that on average, 8% of jobs across the UK are in the manufacturing sector, with the 
sector contributing to 10% of the total economy.3 The North West, is arguably the manufacturing 
powerhouse of the British economy, with over 350,000 people employed in the sector.  That is more 
than double the equivalent number in London. 

But it would be a mistake to assume that there is a simple North/South divide. The North East - once 
an industrial giant with thousands employed in coal mining and shipbuilding - is today the region 
with the lowest number of manufacturing jobs, at just over 120,000. The South East, by contrast, has 
almost three times that number of manufacturing jobs, notably in the chemical, pharmaceutical and 
automotive sectors, and is second only to the North West in terms of its manufacturing base. Similarly, 
the Eastern and South Western regions both have large numbers employed in manufacturing 
jobs - more than in Scotland and Wales. Despite having the lowest overall number of jobs in 
manufacturing, London still manages to rank highest in regional manufacturing dependency in two 
sectors - pharmaceuticals and food and drink. What this illustrates is that although certain regions 
can be considered hotspots of manufacturing for individual sectors, there is no one overwhelming 
geographical indicator of where manufacturing is concentrated in Great Britain.

Nevertheless, according to the Government’s own estimations, Brexit is likely to have a significant 
impact on regional economies.4 The estimated average gross-value added (GVA) impact of both a 
no-deal and basic FTA is illustrated in the chart below , showing that even in a regional ‘best case’ 
scenario, a basic FTA would result in a 4% reduction in GVA. It is noticeable that the regions with 
high concentrations of manufacturing, such as the North East, North West and West Midlands, are 
forecasted to take the biggest negative impact on GVA of a no-deal or thin FTA outcome. This is 
unsurprising, given that in 2017, the manufactured goods sector group accounted for around 9% of 
the UK economy (£170 billion in GVA), and in 2016, 49% (£138 billion) of the UK's total trade in the 
manufactured goods sector being with the EU-27.5

As the Government’s forecasting illustrates, much attention has been given to the regional impact 
of the UK-EU negotiations. However, in order to truly understand the local impact of potential 
disruption in the areas that are most dependent on manufacturing, it is necessary to zoom in on 
the constituency level itself.  This can bring data to life that has thus far been spoken about on a 
macroeconomic scale, and highlights the huge impact that the trade deal outcome will have on 
regulated manufacturing sectors within these communities.
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3. Rhodes, C. 2020. Manufacturing: Statistics and Policy. Accessed at: https://researchbriefings.files.parliament.uk/documents/SN01942/SN01942.pdf

4. HM Government. 2018. EU Exit: Long-Term Economic Analysis Technical Reference Paper. Accessed at: https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/
uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/759763/28_November_EU_Exit_Long-Term_Economic_Analysis_Technical_Reference_Paper.PDF
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West Midlands 
The West Midlands, as can be seen from the graph, is the hub for motor 
vehicle manufacturing in Great Britain, with the sector constituting 
nearly a fifth of all manufacturing in the region. These jobs are primarily 
concentrated in the following five neighbouring constituencies, which 
together house over 30,000 jobs in the motor vehicles sector alone:

• Solihull

• Kenilworth and Southam

• Coventry South

• Birmingham, Erdington

• Coventry North East

In Solihull, 94% of jobs are in the motor vehicle manufacturing industry. 
The impact of a no-deal scenario could be significant on the West Midlands, as the automotive 
sector would face an increase in tariff barriers, making it harder to trade with the EU. Currently, 8 out 
of 10 cars made in the UK are exported, with the EU importing over 50% of this market share.6 Even 
in the event that a thin FTA is agreed, the automotive sector would be impacted significantly unless 
sector-specific arrangements are met, such as on rules of origin. Motor vehicle manufacturers 
therefore currently face a threat to their operations from either of the deal options on the table.

East 
Despite not traditionally being associated with a large industrial base, 
the East is now home to over 242,000 manufacturing jobs. This is 
in part due to its large pharmaceutical base: this includes not only 
the manufacturing of treatments themselves, but also the extensive 
laboratory research needed to produce them. As in the West Midlands, 
we can identify a cluster of constituencies where pharmaceutical 
manufacturing is concentrated:

• South Cambridgeshire

• Cambridge

• Hertford and Stortford

• Welwyn Hatfield

• South East Cambridgeshire

The pharmaceutical sector in these five constituencies alone houses 9% of the total manufacturing 
jobs across the region, illustrating how vital the sector is to the local economy. However, the 
pharmaceutical sector is put at risk by a thin FTA or a no-deal scenario, as increased regulatory 
barriers would increase costs, as well as introduce uncertainty over supply chains and delivery 
times. Without additional guarantees such as a Mutual Recognition agreement, the British 
pharmaceutical sector is likely to be disadvantaged after the transition period ends, thus putting a 
significant amount of jobs in the East at risk.

East Midlands
The East Midlands has the largest amount of manufacturing jobs in the 
food and drink sector in Great Britain, with the region housing over 
60,000 jobs in the industry. A quarter of these manufacturing jobs are 
located in just four constituencies:

• South Holland and The Deepings

• Sleaford and North Hykeham

• Boston and Skegness

• Newark

The food and drink industry is threatened by tariffs more than any other 
sector, and if no deal is agreed between the UK and the EU, tariffs for 
British manufacturers would be prohibitively high. The food and drink 
industry is also predicated on just-in-time supply chains, due the nature 
of the goods it imports, and as such, a thin FTA would also create significant disruption for the 
industry. When viewed in the context of the East Midlands, this disruption threatens thousands of 
jobs locally, particularly in the constituency of South Holland and The Deepings, where food and 
drink manufacturing constitutes 79% of jobs. 

6. SMMT. 2020. UK Automotive Priorities for International Trade. Accessed at: https://www.smmt.co.uk/industry-topics/europe-and-international-trade/
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ELECTORAL POLITICS 
AND MANUFACTURING 
EMPLOYMENT

Given the importance of manufacturing industry in key battleground seats, and the economic 
risks now facing that sector, it is interesting to examine manufacturing jobs data against electoral 
majorities in individual constituencies.

An aggregate of the 57 seats that the Conservatives won or held in our battleground regions in 
2019 shows that 255,877 votes separated the two main parties. These same seats are home to 
290,175 manufacturing jobs. These are displayed in a constituency breakdown in the table overleaf. 

It should be noted that the figures refer to the number of manufacturing jobs located in a 
constituency, rather than the number of people in a constituency who are in manufacturing work. 
Inevitably, many of the people in these manufacturing jobs will live in other areas. Furthermore, we 
know that boundary reforms are long overdue and that these seats are likely to be redrawn before 
the next election. Nonetheless, most seats are unlikely to change dramatically and even if jobs do 
not equate exactly to electors, a large number of the workers employed in these manufacturing jobs 
will live locally. 

Although it may be a crude indicator, the scale of manufacturing employment measured against 
the electoral majority of MPs in these seats underlines how political fortunes may be impacted by a 
squeeze on this sector of the economy.

As an illustration the table ranks the 57 Conservative-held battleground seats according to the ratio 
of manufacturing jobs to electoral majority. Seven of these seats were held by the Conservatives 
going into the last election, and it is significant that six of these have among the lowest proportions 
of manufacturing jobs to electoral majority, suggesting that prior to 2019 those with a higher 
proportion represented a harder electoral challenge. 

As such, it is noteworthy that in 35 of the 57 Conservative-held battleground seats the number of 
electors that gave them victory over Labour is smaller than the number of manufacturing jobs in the 
constituency. In 20 of these seats there are over two times as many manufacturing jobs as votes 
that separated the parties.  

http://www.lexcomm.co.uk
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# Constituency Majority Manufacturing 
Jobs

Ratio

1 Bury North 105 4215 40.14

2 High Peak 590 6085 10.31

3 Bolton North East 378 3400 8.99

4 Blyth Valey 712 6065 8.52

5 Stoke-On-Trent Central 670 5265 7.86

6 Heywood and Middleton 663 5100 7.69

7 Bury South 402 2945 7.33

8 Dewsbury 1561 8625 5.53

9 Delyn 865 4600 5.32

10 Bridgend 1157 5805 5.02

11 Burnley 1352 6625 4.90

12 Gedling 679 3065 4.51

13 North West Durham 1144 4805 4.20

14 Wrexham 2131 8535 4.01

15 West Bromwich East 1593 5180 3.25

16 Clwyd South 1239 3345 2.70

17 Hyndburn 2951 7720 2.62

18 West Bromwich West 3799 9140 2.41

19 Keighley 2218 4875 2.20

20 Sedgefield 4513 9275 2.06

21 Barrow and Furness 5789 11290 1.95

22 Copeland 5842 11330 1.94

23 Leigh 1965 3530 1.80

24 Scunthorpe 6451 11435 1.77

25 Wakefield 3358 5615 1.67

26 Ashfield 5733 9170 1.60

27 Warrington South 2010 2830 1.41

28 Vale of Clwyd 1827 2420 1.32

29 Wolverhampton North East 4080 5140 1.26

30 Ynys Mon 1968 2475 1.26

31 Lincoln 3514 4305 1.23

32 Redcar 3527 4240 1.20

33 Wolverhampton South West 1661 1870 1.13

34 Bolsover 5299 5490 1.04

35 Crewe and Nantwich 8508 8730 1.03

Battleground seats with a smaller majority 
than the number of manufacturing jobs7

7. Full list of 57 seats can be found in Annex 3
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LOOKING FORWARD 
TO 2024

It is important to recognise that the Conservatives managed to win these seats in the first place, so 
manufacturing jobs are not some kind of political Kryptonite for the Conservatives. Far from it, the 
Conservative advance in these areas was made, in large part, because people employed in these 
industries who had previously been loyal to Labour were won over by the party’s appeal in 2019 - an 
appeal that was heavily focused on Brexit. 

But the fact that these election victories were won, in the words of the Prime Minister, on the 
“strength of borrowed votes” means that they are vulnerable to switching next time. A loss of 
manufacturing employment, and the wider economic harm that would bring, could clearly influence 
such a trend in 2024.  

As the government’s agenda continues to emphasise the ‘levelling up’ of these key electoral 
battlegrounds, the impact of a potential trade deal and COVID-19 will place extraordinary pressure 
on the government to minimise the economic fallout in these seats. Whether this takes the form of 
financial incentives, targeted regional grants or changes in policy, the link between manufacturing 
risk and electoral majorities illustrates the political challenges that will follow leading up to the 2024 
election. This will not just be for the government but for the Labour Party too. Defining an offer for 
these regions which responds not only to historic grievances, but to the likely new uncertainty over 
manufacturing jobs, will be a key test for the government and the opposition into the next election.

In some cases, these jobs are heavily concentrated 
in a particular sector. For example, in Bury, where 
the Conservatives won two seats on very slim 
majorities, and in neighbouring Heywood and 
Middleton, the scale of employment in the chemical 
industry is very high – amounting to 4495 jobs. 
That stands against 1170 votes that represents the 
combined majority of Conservative MPs in these 
seats. Given how exposed the chemicals industry is 
to trade disruption with the EU – owing to its heavily 
regulated nature – this underlines how economic 
harm to manufacturing could do significant electoral 
damage in these Tory-held marginals. 

The significance of specific industries may also be 
seen in those seats which are Tory targets. In the 
ten target seats identified here (listed in the table 
to the right) the two main parties were separated 
by 25,865 votes at the last election, while there a 
total of 46,230 manufacturing jobs located in the ten 
seats. In aggregate terms, these ten seats contain 
a slightly lower average number of manufacturing 
jobs (approximately 4,600) than the 57 battleground 
seats (approximately 5,000) that the Conservatives 
now hold. Nonetheless they are still home to quite 
significant levels of manufacturing employment 
which is vulnerable to the economic headwinds 
approaching. In particular, the cluster of six target 
seats in Yorkshire have a notably high proportion 
of jobs in the food and drink manufacturing sector, 
which is known to be highly exposed to EU trade disruption. 
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Chemicals jobs vs 2019 
majority in three 
constituencies

Constituency MP Result Majority Jobs Ratio

Doncaster North Edward Miliband Lab Hold 2370 1365 0.58

Easington Grahame Morris Lab Hold 6581 5050 0.77

Barnsley Central Daniel Jarvis Lab Hold 3571 4190 1.17

Wallsall South Valerie Vaz Lab Hold 3456 1690 1.36

Barnsley East Stephanie Peacock Lab Hold 3217 5975 1.86

Wentworth and Deane John Healey Lab Hold 2165 4205 1.94

Hemsworth Jon Trickett Lab Hold 1180 2370 2.01

Wansbeck Ian Lavery Lab Hold 814 2190 2.69

Wolverhampton South East Pat McFadden Lab Hold 1235 6385 5.17

Normanton, Pontefract and Castleford Yvette Cooper Lab Hold 1276 9810 7.69

Ten tory target seats
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Annex 1

METHODOLOGY
This report uses official electoral data from the 2019 General Election6 across constituencies in 
England, Scotland, and Wales, and combines it with data from the Office for National Statistics’ 
(ONS) Business Register and Employment Survey (2018).7  Northern Ireland is excluded from this 
exercise because under the terms of the Withdrawal Agreement Protocol, it will remain much 
more closely integrated into both the EU Single Market for goods and the EU Customs Union. 
Furthermore, the ONS do not include Northern Irish constituencies in their dataset, and therefore 
any data collected on employment in Northern Ireland would risk methodological variation. 

In order to illustrate the impact of manufacturing across Great Britain, six core industries were 
selected in each constituency: 

• Food and Drink;

• Chemicals;

• Pharmaceuticals;

• Motor Vehicles;

• Aerospace; and

• Shipbuilding.

Whilst there are of course other manufacturing industries operating in Great Britain, these six 
sectors are both key contributors to the UK economy and highly regulated by EU law. Therefore, 
they will be significantly affected by the outcome of UK-EU negotiations, and can best illustrate the 
impact of this on manufacturing.

By combining the two datasets, this report achieves a constituency-by-constituency breakdown of 
how many jobs in each industry are located in each constituency, as well as what percentage of 
total manufacturing employment this forms (henceforth referred to as manufacturing dependency) 
and how this compares to the 2019 electoral majority. While this report by no means asserts that a 
trade deal negotiated by the UK Government will directly impact on a person’s decision about how 
they vote, this data paints a broader picture of the potential risk that the Government faces as a 
result of greater barriers to manufacturing in individual constituencies.

Annex 2

DEFINITIONS
Manufacturing is defined in this report as the processing of raw materials or parts through the use 
of tools, human labor, machinery, and chemical processing. Our definition therefore excludes the 
collection of raw materials, such as through agricultural and mining activities.

The UK Standard Industrial Classification of Economic Activity (SIC) 20078 is used in this report as a 
uniform and standardised definition of classifying businesses. 

Total manufacturing
UK SIC (2007) Description

10.1 - 33.2 Manufacturing

35.21 Manufacture of gas

72.11 Research and experimental development on biotechnology 

72.19 Other research and experimental development on natural sciences and 
engineering

Food and Drink
UK SIC (2007) Description

10.1 Processing and preserving of meat and production of meat products

10.2 Processing and preserving of fish, crustaceans and molluscs

10.3 Processing and preserving of fruit and vegetables

10.4 Manufacture of vegetable and animal oils and fats

10.5 Manufacture of dairy products

10.6 Manufacture of grain mill products, starches and starch product

10.7 Manufacture of bakery and farinaceous products

10.8 Manufacture of other food products

10.9 Manufacture of prepared animal feeds

11.0 Manufacture of beverages

28.93 Manufacture of machinery for food, beverage and tobacco processi

8. Houses of Parliament. 2020. General Election 2019: full results and analysis. Accessed at: https://commonslibrary.parliament.uk/research-briefings/cbp-8749/ 

9. Office for National Statistics. 2018. Business Register and Employment Survey. Accessed at:  https://www.ons.gov.uk/employmentandlabourmarket/peopleinwork/
employmentandemployeetypes/bulletins/businessregisterandemploymentsurveybresprovisionalresults/2018

10. Office for National Statistics. 2016. UK SIC 2007. Accessed at: https://www.ons.gov.uk/methodology/classificationsandstandards/
ukstandardindustrialclassificationofeconomicactivities/uksic2007 
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Chemicals
UK SIC (2007) Description

20.1 Manufacture of basic chemicals, fertilisers and nitrogen compounds, plastics 
and synthetic rubber in primary forms

20.2 Manufacture of pesticides and other agrochemical products

20.3 Manufacture of paints, varnishes and similar coatings, printing ink and 
mastics

20.4 Manufacture of soap and detergents, cleaning and polishing preparations, 
perfumes and toilet preparations

20.5 Manufacture of other chemical products

20.6 Manufacture of man-made fibres

35.21 Manufacture of gas

Pharmaceuticals
UK SIC (2007) Description

21.1 Manufacture of basic pharmaceutical products

21.2 Manufacture of pharmaceutical preparations

26.2 Manufacture of irradiation, electromedical and electrotherapeutic equipment

72.11 Research and experimental development on biotechnology

72.19 Other research and experimental development on natural sciences and 
engineering

Motor vehicles
UK SIC (2007) Description

29.1 MManufacture of motor vehicles

29.2 Manufacture of bodies (coachwork) for motor vehicles; manufacture of trailers 
and semi-trailers

29.3 Manufacture of parts and accessories for motor vehicles

Aerospace
UK SIC (2007) Description

30.3 Manufacture of air and spacecraft and related machinery

Motor vehicles
UK SIC (2007) Description

30.1 Building of ships and boats

# Constituency Gain (from 
Lab) or Hold

Majority Manufacturing 
Jobs

Ratio

1 Bury North Con gain 105 4215 40.14

2 High Peak Con gain 590 6085 10.31

3 Bolton North East Con gain 378 3400 8.99

4 Blyth Valey Con gain 712 6065 8.52

5 Stoke-On-Trent Central Con gain 670 5265 7.86

6 Heywood and Middleton Con gain 663 5100 7.69

7 Bury South Con gain 402 2945 7.33

8 Dewsbury Con gain 1561 8625 5.53

9 Delyn Con gain 865 4600 5.32

10 Bridgend Con gain 1157 5805 5.02

11 Burnley Con gain 1352 6625 4.90

12 Gedling Con gain 679 3065 4.51

13 North West Durham Con gain 1144 4805 4.20

14 Wrexham Con gain 2131 8535 4.01

15 West Bromwich East Con gain 1593 5180 3.25

16 Clwyd South Con gain 1239 3345 2.70

17 Hyndburn Con gain 2951 7720 2.62

18 West Bromwich West Con gain 3799 9140 2.41

19 Keighley Con gain 2218 4875 2.20

20 Sedgefield Con gain 4513 9275 2.06

21 Barrow and Furness Con gain 5789 11290 1.95

22 Copeland Con hold 5842 11330 1.94

23 Leigh Con gain 1965 3530 1.80

24 Scunthorpe Con gain 6451 11435 1.77

25 Wakefield Con gain 3358 5615 1.67

26 Ashfield Con gain 5733 9170 1.60

27 Warrington South Con gain 2010 2830 1.41

28 Vale of Clwyd Con gain 1827 2420 1.32

29 Wolverhampton North East Con gain 4080 5140 1.26

30 Ynys Mon Con gain 1968 2475 1.26

31 Lincoln Con gain 3514 4305 1.23

32 Redcar Con gain 3527 4240 1.20

33 Wolverhampton South West Con gain 1661 1870 1.13

Annex 3

battleground seats by majority 
and manufacturing jobs
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# Constituency Gain (from 
Lab) or Hold

Majority Manufacturing 
Jobs

Ratio

34 Bolsover Con gain 5299 5490 1.04

35 Crewe and Nantwich Con gain 8508 8730 1.03

36 Darlington Con gain 3294 3220 0.98

37 Don Valley Con gain 2630 3525 0.97

38 Great Grimsby Con gain 7331 6990 0.95

39 Colne Valley Con gain 5103 4660 0.91

40 Birmingham, Northfield Con gain 1640 1460 0.89

41 Stoke-On-Trent North Con gain 6286 5430 0.86

42 Derby North Con gain 2540 2190 0.86

43 Workington Con gain 4176 3440 0.82

44 Rother Valey Con gain 6318 4870 0.77

45 Blackpool South Con gain 3690 2675 0.72

46 Penistone and Stocksbridge Con gain 7210 4820 0.67

47 Bishop Auckland Con gain 7692 5110 0.64

48 Bassetlaw Con gain 14013 8150 0.58

49 Stockton South Con gain 5260 2930 0.56

50 Newcastle-Under-Lyme Con gain 7446 3680 0.49

51 Stoke-On-Trent South Con hold 11271 5125 0.45

52 North East Derbyshire Con hold 12876 4850 0.38

53 Walsall North Con hold 11965 4235 0.35

54 Southport Con hold 4147 1285 0.31

55 Mansfield Con hold 16306 4025 0.25

56 Dudley North Con gain 11533 2060 0.18

57 Middlesborough South and 
East Cleveland

Con hold 11626 905 0.08
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