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Summary 

 

 

Britain’s older industrial towns are a major part of the country, accounting for around a 

quarter of the population.  They have been hit hard by years of job loss and, as the big cities 

prosper, they are increasing seen as ‘left behind’ places.  After years when growth and 

investment in the cities has been prioritised, the policy agenda has begun to shift. 

 

Manufacturing remains the key component of the economy of Britain’s older industrial towns: 

the proportion of jobs in industry is twice that in the main regional cities, and four times 

higher than in London.  However, the growth in employment in older industrial towns is much 

slower – between 2010 and 2019, growth was five times faster in the main regional cities 

and six times faster in London. 

 

In older industrial towns there are fewer white-collar jobs and earnings are below average.  

Recorded unemployment is low by historical standards but there remains substantial 

worklessness in the towns, and especially high numbers out-of-work on incapacity benefits.  

Employment has been sustained in part by rising commuting, especially to nearby cities – up 

by 200,000 since 2010 – and the trend has been accelerating as job growth in the cities pulls 

away from surrounding towns.  Commuting times suggest that this is neither a sustainable 

solution nor one that can be applied everywhere. 

 

What Britain’s older industrial towns need are more jobs, and better jobs, closer to home.  

The report sets out the policies needed: 

 

 A new emphasis on manufacturing, to build on the distinctive and on-going strength of 

the towns’ economy 

 

 Effective use of State Aid, to strengthen manufacturing in particular, taking advantage of 

the scope within EU rules and the potential new flexibilities following Brexit 

 

 A replacement for EU funding following Brexit – the government’s proposed UK Shared 

Prosperity Fund needs to be worth up to £4bn a year 

 

 Investment in skills, in particular through the apprenticeship system and lifelong learning 

 

 Solutions to property market failure, especially the provision of gap funding to trigger 

private investment in land and buildings for industry and commerce 

 

 Improvements in connectivity, to ease commuting, open up job opportunities and raise 

the towns’ attractiveness to potential employers 

 

 Local powers and local budgets, to bring to bear local knowledge, local expertise and 

local accountability  
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1. INTRODUCTION 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

An upheaval has been happening in the economic and political landscape of Britain.  For 

decades the big cities were blighted by economic decline, beset by social problems and in 

need of major investment.  But not any more: the cities are generally now booming and it is 

the towns around them are increasingly recognised as the problem.  These are the places 

where the economy continues to struggle, where disillusion with globalisation and 

deindustrialisation has set in, and where traditional political allegiances have fragmented. 

 

We should all welcome the resurgence of the cities.  But where does that leave the rest of 

the country?  In particular, where does it leave Britain’s older industrial towns? 

 

This report looks at what is needed to revive the economy of Britain’s older industrial towns.  

It draws on academic evidence and on the long experience of local authorities in working to 

rebuild the economies of their areas. 

 

 

 

Some history 
 

 

Over the last fifty years, the British economy has changed radically.  The country that was 

the first to undergo an industrial revolution has seen most of its original industries – coal, 

steel, textiles, shipbuilding and heavy engineering – either disappear or shrink to a fraction of 

their former size, taking with them several million generally well-paid jobs. 

 

The geography of the British industrial revolution was distinctive.  Industries often grew up 

around natural resources such as coal or iron reserves, rivers or harbours.  As people 

moved to work in the new industries, new urban settlements were created – pit villages, 

towns and smaller cities.  A few of these eventually developed into major regional centres 

but much of older industrial Britain is still made up second, third and fourth-tier regional 

towns, the places once aptly described as ‘lower-league football and rugby league towns’. 

These towns, which were once vibrant centres, have witnessed job losses and economic 

decline.  With the industry around which they grew now so often gone, it is unclear what their 

future might be or where they fit into the wider economic landscape.  Although new jobs 

have been created in the towns, they are rarely of the same quality or wage level as those 

that have been lost. 
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Until recently, little national policy addressed the needs of these towns.  Instead, attention 

focussed on promoting growth in London and the major regional cities, and the heroic 

assumption was that if the cities’ growth could be nurtured the surrounding towns would 

benefit from commuting opportunities and the overspill of businesses.  These arguments 

found favour with successive governments and brought investment and funding into the big 

cities.  Under the banner of the Northern Powerhouse, priority has continued to be given to 

improving connectivity between the main cities of northern England in the belief that the 

benefits will eventually radiate out. 

 

 

 

Growth beyond the cities 
 

 

Whether this city-centric model of growth is sufficient to deliver jobs and prosperity in a 

balanced way to the whole of the country, and to Britain’s older industrial towns in particular, 

is distinctly questionable. 

 

In a report published in 20151, we examined whether the claims about cities being the 

engines of growth were justified and concluded that: 

 

 Big cities do not have the monopoly on economic growth – the data for the 

years leading up to and including the financial crisis did not point to faster 

employment growth in the main regional cities than in surrounding areas, though 

London was certainly forging ahead. 

 

 Cities are good for some types of business but other sorts of economic activity 

flourish better elsewhere.  Firms that require large amounts of land or ready access 

to the motorway network, for example, will normally benefit from a location beyond 

the cities. 

 

 Cities and their surrounding areas have an interdependent relationship.  Cities 

draw on commuters from neighbouring towns, but many services activities in the 

cities depend on the prosperity of businesses and consumers in surrounding towns. 

 

 Commuting times into cities can be lengthy – often well over an hour – limiting 

the extent to which job growth in cities can be expected to pull up the surrounding 

towns. 

 

In a second report, published in 20182, we argued that smaller cities, towns and industrial 

communities are not just there to provide workers and consumers for the big metropolitan 

centres.  These places are important in their own right and policymakers and politicians 

                                                           
1 Industrial Communities Alliance (2015) Growth Beyond the Big Cities: the role of Britain’s industrial 

towns in delivering jobs and prosperity, ICA, Barnsley.  [Link]   
2 Centre for Towns, Coalfields Regeneration Trust, Industrial Communities Alliance and Key Cities 

Group (2018) Places with Purpose: the future of industrial cities, towns and communities, ICA, 
Barnsley.  [Link] 

https://static1.squarespace.com/static/5bb773c49b7d1510743e696f/t/5bb8fdc64192025ef73f1687/1538850249365/growth_beyond_the_big_cities_report.pdf
https://static1.squarespace.com/static/5bb773c49b7d1510743e696f/t/5bb8fc8b1905f431b7289d7c/1538849934619/booklet_towns_web.pdf
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ignore them at their peril.  The report highlighted the downsides of urban living such as 

congestion, environmental pressures and high-cost housing and argued that the older 

industrial communities away from the big cities have their own distinctive and attractive offer: 

 

 Strong identities and communities 

 A spacious and cleaner living environment 

 Access to the countryside 

 A lower cost business environment 

 Land for development 

 A plentiful workforce 

 

The assumptions about trickle-down economics were challenged once again, and the report 

noted that whilst manufacturing remains a mainstay of the economy of many towns and 

communities it has often failed to receive the support it needs.  It is time for a policy focus on 

older industrial towns, the report argued, so that with the right interventions they can 

contribute to national economic growth and prosperity. 

 

 

 

A broken model 
 

 

What has recently become clear is that the old model of growth, based on fostering the cities 

and a reliance on trickle-down to surrounding towns, is running into the buffers. 

 

It is voting patterns that brought this realisation into the mainstream.  In the referendum on 

EU membership in June 2016, the voters in older industrial towns in England and Wales 

backed ‘leave’, generally by two-to-one.  This has widely been interpreted as a protest vote 

against an economy that is failing to work for the millions of people living in these towns, who 

have endured the loss of services, the erosion of identity and self-worth and, at best, the 

replacement of good jobs in the old industries by new forms of insecure and poorly-paid 

employment.  The results of the 2019 general election showed that in older industrial towns 

this disillusion now runs deeper than traditional party loyalties. 

 

As the evidence presented later in the report shows, the recovery from recession has 

happened far more slowly in older industrial towns than in the cities.  Unemployment is down 

everywhere but over the last decade job growth in older industrial towns has lagged far 

behind growth in the cities.  The result has been a surge in out-commuting from the towns, 

which increasingly rely on jobs in the cities. 

 

That job growth in the cities has kept many of the residents of older industrial towns in work 

is welcome but it is deeply questionable whether this city-centric model of economic growth 

offers a sustainable way forward.  Indeed, we may already be near the limits of what it can 

deliver: 
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 The first problem is congestion on the road and rail network.  Britain’s transport 

network was never designed to move vast numbers in and out of the main regional 

cities.  The rail network away from London and the South East is at best skeletal and 

much of the existing rolling stock is unable to handle the demands placed upon it.  

The motorway network was built with long-distance travel in mind but around the 

cities it has become clogged with commuters.  Journey times have increased 

significantly, even in the last five years. 

 

 A second problem is incompatibility with the green agenda.  To help address 

climate change, CO2 emissions from transport need to be reduced.  The growing 

dependence of the residents of older industrial towns on jobs in cities works directly 

against this aspiration and is doubly damaging because most of the commuting 

happens by car, which is especially profligate in terms of emissions. 

 

 A third problem is the social damage of the vast time, money and effort spent on 

commuting.  Commuting is not cheap – indeed its costs are beyond the reach of 

many workers on low pay – and it can be deeply draining of personal energy.  

Commuting is also a challenging option for those with children or other caring 

responsibilities. 

 

There is much pious talk about ‘inclusive growth’ but the long-distance separation of home 

and workplace that is built in to the city-centric model of growth makes it too difficult for many 

people to participate in rewarding employment.  Commuting into the cities may just about 

work for car-owners in well-paid jobs, but not for those on lower incomes.  For shift-workers 

and those who work outside city centres, public transport is rarely a practical option.  Long-

distance commuting also corrodes the strong community networks – the close bonds 

between workplace and home – that have traditionally been one of the best and most 

distinctive features of older industrial towns. 

 

For the older industrial towns at a considerable distance from the nearest city – and there 

are plenty that fit this description – commuting to a city is not even an option.  The travel 

times are simply too great. 

 

The city-centric model of growth is also leading to polarisation in population structures.  It is 

the young and better qualified who are the most mobile, and the combination of job growth 

and the expansion of higher education has drawn them into the cities in big numbers, 

denuding older industrial towns of successive cohorts of young, able people.  The result is 

that the population of the towns is getting older, both in absolute terms and relative to the 

national average.  In Britain’s older industrial towns there are now fewer young working-age 

adults and more older people, and a painful but very real consequence of the city-centric 

model of growth is that a generation who might have looked to their children and 

grandchildren for social and practical support as they grow old now so often has no-one 

close-by to turn to. 
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The new focus on towns 
 

 

The policy agenda has begun to move.  In England in 2018, the government announced a 

Future High Streets Fund, now worth £1bn.  The Fund is designed to help ailing high streets 

and town centres that have been adversely affected by changing shopping patterns and the 

closure of anchor institutions such as banks, post offices and job centres.  The Fund can be 

used for physical infrastructure, transport access, land assembly and support in adapting to 

technological change.  Most of the places that have been invited to work up bids are towns 

beyond the main cities. 

 

The more significant announcement, in 2019, was that in England the government was 

creating a Stronger Towns Fund, now worth £2.6bn, targeted specifically at ‘left behind’ 

places.  The aim of the Fund is to transform towns’ economic growth prospects with a focus 

on improved transport, broadband connectivity, skills and culture.  Of the 100 towns initially 

invited to work up proposals, each worth up to £25m, around half are older industrial towns. 

 

These new initiatives are welcome but there needs to be realism about what they can be 

expected to achieve.  In just about all the selected towns, decades of relative decline are 

unlikely to be turned around by public investment of just £25m, even if additional monies can 

be levered in on the back of this pump-priming.  Indeed, in many cases the new funding will 

be less than the funding removed during a decade of austerity.  Furthermore, there are limits 

to what a local fund on its own can be expected to achieve when so many of the key policy 

levers and really big budget lines remain in the hands of central government. 

 

We should also not forget that many of the older industrial towns in need of support lie in 

Scotland and Wales.  There is no reason to suppose that the devolved administrations are 

any less aware of the problems – Scotland’s Towns Partnership, for example, pre-dates the 

Future High Streets Fund – even though the recent policy developments have been in 

England. The challenges facing older industrial towns are not unique to any one part of the 

UK, and nor are the solutions. 

 

What Britain’s older industrial towns need, above all, is a lasting revival in their economy. 

 

 

  



8 
 

2. THE ECONOMY OF OLDER INDUSTRIAL TOWNS 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

So where do Britain’s older industrial towns currently stand?  What are the distinctive 

features of their economy?  Are they catching up with the rest of the country or falling further 

behind?  And how do they compare with the big cities? 

 

Providing answers to these questions requires the use of data but although Britain’s older 

industrial towns are a substantial part of the country there is no official definition of them to 

assist in the use of statistics.  In this report we therefore use the definition developed by 

Sheffield Hallam University in a 2018 report3.  We also draw on updated figures provided by 

the report’s authors. 

 

The Sheffield Hallam definition covers Britain’s older industrial areas beyond the main 

regional cities and uses district and unitary local authorities as the building block because 

they are the smallest unit for which most contemporary labour market data is available.  The 

list of 91 authorities4 covers most of the places hit by job losses from coal, steel, 

shipbuilding, heavy engineering, chemicals, ceramics and textiles.  In 2018 these authorities 

had a combined population of 16.8 million, or 26 per cent of the GB total. 

 

Four points are worth noting about the Sheffield Hallam definition.  First, reflecting Britain’s 

distinctive industrial geography, the local authorities are all in the Midlands, North, Scotland 

and Wales.  Second, some of the ‘towns’ are actually cities – Sunderland, Hull, Bradford, 

Stoke and Swansea for example – though none of the main regional cities are included.  

Third, a number of the local authorities cover numerous quite small towns, especially in 

former mining areas.  Fourth, some of the local authorities stray in to rural territory just as 

some of the obvious omissions (Northumberland is an example) include sub-areas that are 

clearly older industrial in character. 

 

                                                           
3 C Beatty and S Fothergill (2018) The Contemporary Labour Market in Britain’s Older Industrial 

Towns, CRESR, Sheffield Hallam University.  [Link] 
4 North East: Co Durham, Darlington, Gateshead, Hartlepool, Middlesbrough, N Tyneside, Redcar & 

Cleveland, S Tyneside, Stockton, Sunderland.  North West: Allerdale, Barrow, Blackburn, Bolton, 
Burnley, Bury, Chorley, Copeland, Halton, Hyndburn, Knowsley, Oldham, Pendle, Preston, Rochdale, 
Rossendale, Salford, Sefton, S Ribble, St Helens, Stockport, Tameside, Trafford, Warrington, Wigan, 
Wirral.  Yorks & Humber: Barnsley, Bradford, Calderdale, Doncaster, Hull, Kirklees, NE Lincs, N 
Lincs, Rotherham, Wakefield.  East Midlands: Amber Valley, Ashfield, Bassetlaw, Bolsover, 
Chesterfield, Corby, Erewash, Gedling, Mansfield, Newark & Sherwood, NE Derbys.  West Midlands: 
Dudley, Newcastle under Lyme, Sandwell, Stoke, Walsall, Wolverhampton.  Scotland: Clackmannan, 
Dundee, E Ayrshire, E Dunbarton, E Lothian, E Renfrewshire, Falkirk, Fife, Inverclyde, Midlothian, N 
Ayrshire, Renfrewshire, S Lanarks, W Dunbarton, W Lothian.  Wales: Blaenau Gwent, Bridgend, 
Caerphilly, Carmarthenshire, Flintshire, Merthyr Tydfil, Neath Port Talbot, Newport, Rhondda Cynon 
Taf, Swansea, Torfaen, Wrexham. 

https://www4.shu.ac.uk/research/cresr/sites/shu.ac.uk/files/labour-market-britains-older-industrial-towns.pdf
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Most industrial, not post-industrial 
 

 

The most striking feature of the economy of Britain’s older industrial towns is that they 

remain to an important extent industrial.  The label ‘post-industrial’ is often applied but this is 

quite wrong, a London-based view of the country, perhaps, that assumes the UK no longer 

produces very much and that jobs in industry are a thing of the past.  Far from being post-

industrial, Britain’s older industrial towns would actually be better described as ‘most 

industrial’. 

 

Table 1 shows the sectoral breakdown of the jobs in older industrial towns.  In total 6.4 

million jobs are located in the towns.  Manufacturing, energy and water – ‘industry’ – 

accounts for one-in-seven, or 950,000 jobs in total. 

 

 

Table 1: Sectoral breakdown of jobs in older industrial towns, 2019 

      No.          % 

Manufacturing, energy & water 950,000  14.7 

Construction 460,000  7.1 

Retail, distribution, hotels etc. 1,260,000  19.6 

Transport & communications 510,000  7.9 

Banking, finance & business services 810,000  12.6 

Education, health & public admin 2,080,000  32.4 

Other services 330,000  5.2 

    
 All jobs 6,440,000 100.0 
    

Source: APS 

 

 

As in the rest of the UK, employment in older industrial towns is dominated numerically by 

the service sector, particularly by over 2 million jobs in education, health and public 

administration and by a further 1.2 million in retail, distribution, hotels and related activities.  

However, the jobs in industry and in much of the service sector are not of equal importance 

in driving local economies. 
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The number of jobs in public services such as schools and hospitals is dependent in most 

places on the size of the local population, and many jobs in other parts of the service sector 

follow local spending power, which is also population-related.  By contrast, jobs in 

businesses that serve markets beyond the local area, including most manufacturing but also 

some parts of the service sector, play a key role in driving the whole local economy because 

they bring in income to an area which then recirculates and supports other local businesses 

and jobs. 

 

Manufacturing’s on-going significance to the economy of older industrial towns is therefore 

substantially greater than its share of employment.  Manufacturing continues to bring in 

income that supports jobs in its supply chain – in other manufacturers and in the service 

sector – and the spending power it generates in the local economy supports further jobs in 

local consumer services.  All these jobs in turn help retain population, which in turn brings in 

spending and jobs in public services.  Manufacturing therefore remains a key motor of the 

local economy. 

 

But in this strong on-going dependence on manufacturing Britain’s older industrial towns are 

distinctive.  Table 2 compares the structure of employment in older industrial towns with the 

main regional cities5, London and the national average.  This bears out the point that jobs in 

several parts of the service sector – retailing and public services for example – are found in 

large numbers in all areas because they are tied to population.  The differences between 

older industrial towns and other places are in other sectors. 

 

 

Table 2: Sectoral breakdown of employment: comparisons, 2019 

  

Older 
industrial 

towns 

% 

Main 
regional 

cities 

% 

London 

% 

GB 

% 

Manufacturing, energy & water 15  8 4 11 

Construction 7  7 7 7 

Retail, distribution, hotels etc. 20  17 14 18 

Transport & communications 8  9 13 9 

Banking, finance & business services 13  20 29 18 

Education, health & public admin 32  34 26 30 

Other services 5  5 7 6 

      
 All jobs 100 100 100 100 
      

Source: APS 

 

 

  

                                                           
5 Birmingham, Cardiff, Edinburgh, Glasgow, Leeds, Liverpool, Manchester, Newcastle upon Tyne, 

Nottingham and Sheffield (all defined as their local authority district). 
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In particular, despite years of decline that have often led to the disappearance of whole 

industries, Britain’s older industrial towns continue to have a higher proportion of jobs in 

industry than the economy as a whole, roughly twice the proportion in the main regional 

cities and four times the proportion in London.  They may be ‘older industrial towns’ but they 

remain to a large extent the heartland of British industry.  The converse is that older 

industrial towns have proportionally fewer jobs in banking, finance and business services. 

 

The on-going local dependence on industry is illustrated in Table 3.  There are plenty of 

places on this list where the number of jobs or the share of employment in industry is 

substantial and if the numerous jobs in warehousing – just another ‘industry’ to many people 

– were added in the proportions would be significantly higher, especially in parts of 

Yorkshire, the Midlands and North West where this has become an important component of 

the economy. 

 

 

Table 3: Jobs in industry in selected districts covering older industrial towns, 2019 

  
               Jobs in 

industry 
       as % of 

all local jobs 

Copeland 16,000  45 

Barrow in Furness 9,100  36 

Amber Valley 14,900  29 

Ashfield 13,000  29 

Corby 8,700  27 

NE Derbyshire 6,600  26 

Flintshire 12,300 25 

North Lincolnshire 16,300 25 

Caerphilly 12,600 24 

Bassetlaw 12,900 21 

Blaenau Gwent 4,000 21 

Bolsover 5,600 21 

Neath Port Talbot 9,800 21 

Torfaen 7,000 21 

Sunderland 25,100 19 

Rhondda Cynon Taf 12,700 17 

Hartlepool 5,500 17 

Bridgend 9,200 16 

County Durham 31,200 16 

Warrington 19,100 16 

Redcar & Cleveland 4,800 15 

Fife 20,200 15 

Gateshead 12,800 13 

Doncaster 17,100 13 

St Helens 6,700 12 

Wakefield 16,500 11 

Barnsley 10,000  11 

 

Source: APS  
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The variety of manufacturing jobs in Britain’s older industrial towns is illustrated in Table 4.  

Manufacturing in these places is by no means all ‘metal bashing’ – indeed, the widespread 

use of the term betrays a misunderstanding of what actually goes on in modern 

manufacturing.  Metal goods are an important part of the total but there is plenty of 

employment in newer industries and no doubt much of the remaining older industry is in its 

own way ‘high tech’ and has had to invest in new products and processes in order to survive. 

 

 

Table 4: Manufacturing jobs in older industrial towns, 2018 

                 No. 

Machinery & metal goods 203,000  

Chemicals & plastics 146,000  

Food, drink & tobacco 127,000 

Motor vehicles 53,000  

Paper & printing 52,000  

Electrical & electronic goods 49,000  

Metal manufacture 42,000 

Textiles & clothing 33,000 

Aerospace, rail etc. 33,000 

Pharmaceuticals 12,000 

Other manufacturing 85,000  

 

Source: BRES 

 

 

There is no reason to suppose that manufacturing production in older industrial towns (or 

more generally in the Midlands, North, Scotland and Wales) is any less efficient than 

manufacturing production in South East England or the big cities.  Figures on the wide 

disparities across the UK in gross value added (GVA) per head are widely quoted in 

comparing the productivity of local areas.  However, as a recent report6 has shown, these 

headline figures are a poor guide to the efficiency of production in different parts of the 

country. 

 

The report showed that once the impact of factors such as commuting flows, industry mix 

and occupational structure are stripped out of the GVA data there is little evidence that the 

efficiency of production varies much across the country.  Even London’s huge lead in GVA 

per head is not matched by a significant advantage in terms of efficiency.  The report 

concluded that “the UK’s less prosperous areas are not inherently inefficient or unsuitable 

locations for business activity”. 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
6 C Beatty and S Fothergill (2019) Local Productivity: the real differences across UK cities and 

regions, CRESR, Sheffield Hallam University.  [Link] 

https://www4.shu.ac.uk/research/cresr/sites/shu.ac.uk/files/local-productivity.pdf
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Slow job growth 
 

 

The evidence on job growth in the final part of the 20th century and first years of the 21st did 

not support the view that employment in the UK’s main regional cities was growing 

consistently faster than elsewhere, and in particular no faster than in the hinterlands of the 

big cities where so many older industrial towns are located7.  London was the exception – 

from the beginning of the 1990s onwards its employment growth moved well ahead of the 

rest of the country. 

 

More recent trends, however, point to a very different pattern.  As Table 5 demonstrates, in 

the 2010s job growth in the cities was substantially faster than in Britain’s older industrial 

towns.  In relation to the resident working age population, job growth between 2010 and 

2019 in the main regional cities was five times faster than in older industrial towns, and in 

London it was nearly six times faster.  The GB average growth in employment was also 

nearly three times faster than in older industrial towns. 

 

 

Table 5: Increase in employment in area, 2010-19 

  No. 
as % of working 

age pop. 

London 900,000  16.3 

Main regional cities 500,000  14.2 

Great Britain 2,880,000  7.4 

Older industrial towns 290,000  2.8 

Source: APS 

 

 

The divergence in growth between older industrial towns and the main regional cities was 

especially pronounced between 2016 and 2019, when the respective growth rates in 

employment (in relation to their working age population) were 0.7 per cent and 7.2 per cent.  

A gap in growth has not only opened up, it appears to be getting wider. 

 

Quite why job growth in the cities has now begun to forge ahead is unclear.  It is hard to 

explain by any productivity advantage.  It may owe something to years of public investment 

that is now bearing fruit in private sector job growth.  It probably owes something to the 

expansion of city-based universities that have brought in vast numbers of students and 

added to local spending power.  It almost certainly reflects a model of national economic 

growth that has continued to favour consumption over production and services over 

manufacturing.  The important point, however, is that the upturn in UK employment that has 

marked the recovery from recession has barely happened in Britain’s older industrial towns. 

                                                           
7 T Champion and A Townsend (2011) ‘The fluctuation 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. 



14 
 

Poor quality jobs 
 

 

Manufacturing has traditionally been a source of skilled jobs and decent pay.  This has not 

changed, but the positive influence of manufacturing on the overall labour market in older 

industrial towns is presently swamped by large numbers of poor-quality jobs in other sector 

and by the absence of many of the higher-grade, higher-wage jobs found in the big cities. 

 

Table 6 looks at four indicators of job quality, comparing older industrial towns with the cities 

and the national average. 

 

 

Table 6: Selected labour market indicators, 2019 

  

Older 
industrial 

towns 

% 

Main 
regional 

cities 

% 

London 

% 

GB 

% 

Self-employed (% of employed residents) 11  12 18 14 

Part-time work (% of jobs in area) 25  22 19 25 

White-collar jobs* (% of jobs in area) 39  50 60 47 

Degree or equivalent** (% of 16-64 year olds) 31  41 53 39 

*Managerial, professional, associate professional & technical occupations 

**NVQ level 4 or higher 

Source: APS 

 

 

The first line deals with self-employment.  One of the widespread assumptions about the 

contemporary labour market is that as the UK economy has recovered from recession the 

growth in employment has been skewed towards insecure working, including debased forms 

of self-employment.  A common assumption too is that these forms of employment have 

become particularly prevalent in weaker local economies, such as much of older industrial 

Britain, where welfare reforms have made it increasingly difficult for many claimants to stay 

on benefits.  The proliferation of ‘self-employed’ delivery workers and taxi drivers, for 

example, has in the popular view been a defining feature of the last decade. 

 

At 11 per cent of employed residents, self-employment in older industrial towns actually 

accounts for a below average share of the employed workforce.  Elements of the ‘gig 

economy’, much of which involves self-employment, are possibly more strongly an urban 

phenomenon.  Nevertheless, this snapshot for 2019 does not tell the full story because self-

employment has been growing – an increase of 140,000 in older industrial towns between 

2010 and 2019, accounting for 30 per cent of the overall increase in residents in employment 

over this period.  As the Department for Business has documented8, the modern self-

                                                           
8 Department for Business, Innovation and Skills (2016) The Income of the Self-Employed, BIS, 

London. 
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employed worker is less likely to be a prosperous entrepreneur or freelance worker than a 

quasi-employee with diminished employment rights. 

 

The second line of Table 6 shows that in older industrial towns the share of part-time jobs is 

only a little higher than in the main regional cities and in line with the national average, 

though again the raw figures do not tell the whole story.  According to official figures for the 

UK as a whole9, 2.5 million part-time workers were ‘underemployed’ in 2019 in that they 

wanted to work more hours and were able to start to do so within two weeks.  Additionally, 

there has been an increase in zero-hours contracts, though it is hard to pin down the scale of 

the phenomenon. 

 

By contrast, the third line in Table 6 shows that in older industrial towns the share of white-

collar jobs is far below the level in the cities, and the fourth line that the proportion of the 

workforce educated to degree level is also far lower than in the cities. 

 

There are issues here of cause-and-effect.  One interpretation could be that it is the location 

of white-collar jobs that follows the location of highly educated workers.  There will always be 

cases that fit this model.  A more likely model is that the composition of the workforce in 

older industrial towns reflects the nature of the job opportunities on offer and highly-educated 

workers move to the cities where they are more likely to find appropriate employment.  Some 

of this occurs as school-leavers from the towns move to university, mostly in the cities, and 

then never return. 

 

 

 

Low pay 
 

 

Pay in Britain’s older industrial towns lags behind the national average and behind the best 

parts of the country.  Table 7 shows the median weekly earnings of employees. 

 

 

Table 7: Median earnings, 2019 

  

Older 
industrial 

towns 

Main 
regional 

cities London GB 

Jobs in area      

Gross weekly pay £ 438 £ 481 £ 634 £ 479 

GB = 100 91 100 132 100 

Residents     

Gross weekly pay £ 449 £ 446 £ 589 £ 479 

GB = 100 94 93 123 100 

Source: Annual Survey of Hours and Earnings 

 

                                                           
9 Annual Population Survey 
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The first part of the table shows that jobs in older industrial towns pay less than the national 

average, less than in the main regional cities and substantially less than in London.  The 

median earnings of jobs in London are almost £200 a week (or 45 per cent) higher than in 

older industrial towns. 

 

The second part shows the earnings of residents.  On this measure older industrial towns 

are still below the national average and well below the level in London, though in both cases 

by a smaller margin, but earnings are much the same as in the main regional cities.  The 

differences between the two halves of the table reflect the influence of commuting: some of 

the residents of older industrial towns fill higher-paid jobs in the cities. 

 

One of the consequences of low pay in older industrial towns is that there is a major financial 

burden on the Exchequer.  This occurs because the UK tax and benefit system operates to 

prop up household incomes not just for those out-of-work but also for those in low-paid 

employment, via Tax Credits and Housing Benefit and through Universal Credit as it is 

gradually rolled out. 

 

 

 

The persistence of worklessness 
 

 

In 2019, recorded unemployment in Britain’s older industrial towns stood at 380,000, 

equivalent to 3.7 per cent of all adults of working age or 4.8 per cent of the economically 

active10.  These numbers are not negligible and hide higher unemployment rates in specific 

places.  Nevertheless, taken at face value the figures do suggest that the unemployment 

problem has receded. 

 

Recorded unemployment, however, provides only a partial picture.  Alongside the 

unemployed, DWP benefits data for May 2019 puts the number out-of-work on incapacity-

related benefits11 in older industrial towns at 776,000, or 7.5 per cent of all men and women 

between the ages of 16 and 64.  These figures point to widespread ill health and disability 

among the working age population of the towns but they also point to widespread hidden 

unemployment. 

 

One of the defining features of Britain’s older industrial towns is that as job loss kicked in the 

biggest labour market adjustment was a withdrawal of men and women of working age into 

‘economic inactivity’, mainly on incapacity-related benefits.  Across Britain as a whole, the 

numbers out-of-work on incapacity-related benefits rose from around 750,000 at the end of 

the 1970s to a plateau of more than 2.5 million in the early 2000s and they have 

subsequently only fallen back to around 2.25 million.  Britain’s older industrial towns have 

                                                           
10 Source: APS.  The unemployment figure here uses the International Labour Organisation (ILO) 

definition of unemployment, which counts anyone who out-of-work, available to start work within two 
weeks and has looked for work within the last four weeks.  This differs from the number claiming 
unemployment-related benefits.  The economically active workforce is the sum of the employed and 
unemployed. 
11 Employment and Support Allowance, and as the changeover takes place, Universal Credit on the 

basis of limited capacity to work. 
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been at the heart of this increase: with a quarter of the GB population, they are still home to 

more than a third of the country’s incapacity claimants.  These are men and women whose 

health problems and/or disabilities entitle them to incapacity benefits rather than 

unemployment benefits when they are out-of-work. 
 

Ill health or disability is rarely an absolute bar to employment – official figures show that 

many people with long-term health problems or disabilities do hold down a job12 - and 

comparisons with the much lower claimant rates in the most prosperous parts of the country, 

including adjustments for the underlying differences in health between places, suggest that 

in older industrial towns at least a proportion of the men and women on incapacity benefits 

would have been in work in a genuinely fully employed economy. 

 

However, measuring the extent of this hidden unemployment is not straightforward.  The 

most recent published estimates, for 2017, put the figure for Great Britain as a whole at 

760,00013.  In nearly a dozen local authorities covering older industrial towns the inclusion of 

the hidden unemployed is sufficient to raise the ‘real unemployment’ rate to above 10 per 

cent of the working age population14. 

 

The employment rate – the share of adults of working age in work – paints a complex picture 

of older industrial towns.  The raw figures for 2019 point to an employment rate of 73 per 

cent in older industrial towns, which is a little lower than the GB average or than in London, 

but higher than the employment rate in the main regional cities.  An important distortion, 

however, is the distribution of students across the country: in older industrial towns they 

account for just 5 per cent of all 16-64 year olds whereas in the main regional cities they 

account for just under 10 per cent15.  This distortion has always existed but as student 

numbers have increased it has become more important. 

 

A better measure is therefore the employment rate excluding students.  This points to older 

industrial towns as a whole lagging three percentage points behind the national average in 

2019.  It also closes the gap in employment rates between older industrial towns and the 

main regional cities.  On this measure the labour market in older industrial towns looks less 

convincingly healthy. 

 

 

  

                                                           
12 Across GB as a whole, approaching half of all working age adults with self-reported work-limiting 

disability are in employment.  Source: APS. 
13 C Beatty, S Fothergill and T Gore (2017) The Real Level of Unemployment 2017, CRESR, Sheffield 

Hallam University.  [Link] 
14 Blaenau Gwent, Hartlepool, Inverclyde, Knowsley, Merthyr Tydfil, Middlesbrough, Neath Port 

Talbot, North Ayrshire, South Tyneside, Sunderland. 
15 Source: APS 

https://www4.shu.ac.uk/research/cresr/sites/shu.ac.uk/files/real-level-unemployment-2017.pdf
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More commuting 
 

 

In a physically small country such as the UK, the labour markets of many older industrial 

towns are inevitably intertwined with nearby cities. 

 

In 2019, total net commuting out of older industrial towns stood at 1.06 million, equivalent to 

14 per cent of all residents in employment16.  Not all the commuting will have been into the 

main regional cities but this figure is a net flow – the daily flow outwards will be significantly 

larger, offset in part by in-commuting.  Looking at commuting flows from the other direction, 

in 2019 the ten main regional cities had a net in-flow of 990,000 commuters, equivalent to 27 

per cent of all the jobs located there. 

 

What is striking is that between 2010 and 2019 net out-commuting from Britain’s older 

industrial towns rose by 200,000, and almost half this growth occurred in just three years 

between 2016 and 201917. 

 

These figures point to a major redefinition of the role of Britain’s older industrial towns.  

Increasingly, they are becoming places where people live but work elsewhere.  Increasingly, 

they are becoming dormitories for commuters to the big cities.  This is very different from 

their original role as centres of business and population in their own right.  What we are 

observing here are consequences of faster employment growth in the cities.  Other things 

being equal, faster growth in job opportunities always attracts more commuters from 

surrounding areas and as the growth trajectories of the cities and older industrial towns have 

diverged in the 2010s this is exactly what has happened. 

 

Commuting is at best a partial response to the shortcomings of the economy in older 

industrial towns.  A very real problem is the distance and time involved.  Table 8 shows the 

estimated peak hour travel-to-work times between a number of mainly older industrial towns 

and the nearest major city18.  These travel times allow for traffic congestion and parking and, 

in the case of public transport, for the time taken getting from home to station/bus stop, 

waiting times and then the time taken from station/bus stop to work.  In many cases the 

travel times are far from negligible, and in some cases simply not feasible. 

  

                                                           
16 Source: APS 
17 Beatty and Fothergill (2018) op. cit., using the same data source, put the increase in net out-

commuting between 2010 and 2016 at 110,000. 
18 This is a slightly modified version of the table first published in Growth Beyond the Big Cities 

(Industrial Communities Alliance 2015, op. cit.) 



19 
 

Table 8: Estimated peak-hour travel-to-work times to nearest major city 

  
Nearest major 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 London 2 hr 45 min 1 hr 40 min 

Cumnock Glasgow 1 hr 10 min 1 hr 45 min 

Dalkieth Edinburgh 45 min 1 hr 10 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 50 min 

Dundee Edinburgh 2 hr 1 hr 50 min 

Dunfermline Edinburgh 1 hr 5 min 1 hr 10 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 

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 Edinburgh 1 hr 15 min 1 hr 10 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 and waiting time. 

  

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 

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 Newcastle 2 hr 50 min 3 hr 25 min 

Widnes Liverpool 35 min 1 hr 

Wigan Manchester 1 hr 55 min 

Workington Newcastle 2 hr 40 min 3 hr 10 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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Assessment 
 

 

The evidence on the economy of Britain’s older industrial towns can be distilled down to two 

key observations: 

 

 The economy of older industrial towns remains weak.  The towns continue to 

depend heavily on manufacturing, which should be a positive, but this sector has 

struggled in the UK.  Job growth is slow, earnings are below par, there are too many 

low-grade jobs, and worklessness is still a problem. 

 

 Older industrial towns rely increasingly on jobs in neighbouring cities.  

Commuting from older industrial towns has surged over the last decade, and the 

pace appears to be accelerating, as the growth of job opportunities in the cities far 

outstrips the job growth in the towns. 

 

What Britain’s older industrial towns need a new model of growth that delivers more jobs, 

and better jobs, closer to home. 
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3. THE POLICIES WE NEED 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Delivering growth and jobs in less prosperous parts of the country, such as older industrial 

towns, requires action across a broad front.  There has never been a single ‘silver bullet’ that 

will deliver local and regional economic development; rather, the UK’s long experience 

demonstrates that success requires a toolkit of policies targeting different elements of the 

overall jigsaw.  It is the combined effect of several interventions, working together in tandem, 

that nearly always produces the best results. 

 

The policy proposals set out below are all rooted in experience and discussion at national 

and regional meetings of the Industrial Communities Alliance. 

 

 

 

A new emphasis on manufacturing 
 

 

The most distinctive feature of Britain’s older industrial towns is that they remain strongly 

dependent on manufacturing.  As we noted, the label ‘post-industrial’ is inappropriate: these 

towns are actually the heartland of British manufacturing.  The key step government can 

take to raise the prosperity of Britain’s older industrial towns is therefore to foster the growth 

of UK manufacturing. 

 

A revival of manufacturing should have happened in the wake of the 2008 financial crisis, 

which exposed the UK’s overdependence on the financial sector and on a model of national 

economic growth based on borrowing rather than production.  But this did not happen and 

the old model of growth was largely rekindled, perpetuating imbalances in trade and rising 

consumer debt.  A revival of manufacturing nevertheless remains what the UK economy 

needs and what would help older industrial towns most. 

 

This is an ambitious target, requiring action across a range of departments and tiers of 

government.  To deliver a successful and growing manufacturing sector the UK government 

first needs to get the economic context right: 

 

 A business environment that encourages investment.  Low interest rates are 

helpful but the banks need to invest on a longer-term basis than has so often been 

the case in the UK. 
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 A competitive exchange rate.  This fosters exports and helps businesses compete 

against imports in the UK market.  The Bank of England’s monetary policy has the 

potential to be a helpful influence here. 

 

 A budget strategy that sustains aggregate demand.  The Treasury has a key role 

in averting recessions and in ensuring that economic growth is not held back by over-

zealous deficit reduction. 

 

 Easy access to the EU market following Brexit.  Since the 2016 referendum this 

has been the key concern of the business sector.  The EU is the UK’s biggest export 

market by far. 

 

 Protection from unfair foreign competition.  Outside the EU, the UK will need to 

introduce its own ‘trade defence instruments’ to ensure that British businesses are 

not damaged by subsided or dumped products from other countries. 

 

The commitment to an Industrial Strategy is welcome but so far the UK government has 

prioritised a narrow range of sectors and funding has been targeted at leading-edge 

technologies – fine for the research laboratories of Oxford, Cambridge and a handful of other 

places but less immediately helpful to the businesses that make up the bulk of 

manufacturing in older industrial towns. 

 

As part of its Industrial Strategy the UK government has agreed Sector Deals, for example 

with the aerospace and automotive industries.  These are welcome.  However, the 

government is yet to strike a deal with several other key industries, such as steel.  There 

needs to be progress on this front. 

 

Energy-intensive industries are in an especially exposed position.  There is no dispute that 

the UK needs to reduce its carbon emissions but to impose high carbon charges on UK 

energy-intensive industries will simply transfer production abroad with no net reduction in 

global emissions.  In particular, energy-intensive industries need UK electricity prices that 

are in-line with their international competitors – at present UK prices are far higher – so that 

they are not unfairly disadvantaged. 

 

The transition to a low-carbon economy provides both challenges and opportunities for 

UK manufacturing.  There should be no complacency that the UK will be a world-leader, nor 

that if new jobs and businesses are created they will necessarily be in the older industrial 

towns where they are needed most.  Government has a key role to play in fostering a green 

industrial revolution and in making sure that it delivers for the places in need of jobs and 

growth. 

 

For too long, manufacturing has been undervalued and this needs to change.  By valuing, 

investing in and protecting what older industrial towns make and sell, the economies of these 

‘left behind’ places can become more self-sustaining and contribute to the economic wealth 

of the nation. 
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Effective use of State Aid 
 

 

One of the tools that can be used to foster manufacturing is State Aid.  Prime Minister Boris 

Johnson has spoken positively about the flexibilities that may open up for the UK following 

Brexit, especially to support key industries.  State Aid is on the whole not about rescuing 

bankrupt firms, though there may be occasions when this is necessary.  State Aid, properly 

deployed, is mostly about encouraging the private sector to invest in new products, 

processes and skills, and to do so in the places that need this investment most. 

 

Since the 1970s the UK has operated within EU rules that set limits on the financial support 

the public sector can offer to businesses.  Rules of this kind provide a bulwark against 

subsidy races but it is striking just how much the EU rules do allow – aid for investment, 

training, R&D and environmental measures for example – and how little use the UK has 

made of the opportunities within the rules compared for example to France and Germany19.  

This is especially true of investment aid to businesses in less prosperous parts of the 

country. 

 

EU State Aid rules presently set the framework for the UK Assisted Area map.  This defines 

the places where regional investment aid can be granted and sets the ceilings on how much 

is allowed.  Aid of this kind has the proven potential to be a key tool in delivering inward 

investment and in securing the future of existing businesses.  The present Assisted Area 

map covers a quarter of the UK population, including most older industrial towns in England, 

Scotland and Wales. 

 

After Brexit and the transition period, the extent to which the UK will still follow EU State Aid 

rules is unclear.  Much depends on the trading relationship with the EU.  Easy access to the 

single market is likely to require the UK to accept most if not all of the rules so that the EU 

can be assured there is no distortion to competition.  In this scenario the UK needs to: 

 

 Use State Aid to actively support a wider range of sectors.  In a handful of 

sectors – renewable energy, film & television, and leading-edge R&D – the UK 

government has not been afraid to deploy large sums.  There is a good case for 

extending this purposeful approach to a wider range of manufacturing. 

 

 Restore a budget line for regional aid in England.  In England there has been no 

central government funding stream to take advantage of the opportunities within the 

rules since the demise of the Regional Growth Fund in 2015.  This is a key gap in the 

regional development armoury. 

 

If the UK has greater scope to set its own State Aid rules following Brexit there are a number 

of additional steps it should take to help grow the economy of older industrial towns: 

 

                                                           
19 See Industrial Communities Alliance (2019) State Aid: its role in rebuilding industry and the regions, 

ICA, Barnsley.  [Link] 

https://static1.squarespace.com/static/5bb773c49b7d1510743e696f/t/5d27661089183d000166d699/1562863171327/State_Aid_brochure.pdf
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 Draw a more inclusive Assisted Area map.  Three-quarters of the UK population is 

presently not covered by the map, which is too high a proportion given the quite 

widespread economic disadvantage away from London and parts of the South East. 

 

 Raise aid intensity ceilings.  Under the present EU rules, the maximum aid 

intensity for large firms in Category ‘c’ areas – which make up the majority of UK 

Assisted Areas – is just 10 per cent, which is rarely enough to make a difference to 

business decisions. 

 

 Restore the flexibility to support re-investment by larger firms in existing 

plants.  Since 2014 the EU rules have prohibited regional aid for re-investment in 

existing plants by large firms in Category ‘c’ areas.  This is a major impediment to 

promoting investment in industry and in retaining production within the UK. 

 

 Lift the ban on aid to specific sectors.  Under EU rules a small number of 

industries, such as steel, are presently ineligible for most forms of State Aid.  This 

hampers efforts to address long-term challenges. 

 

 Raise the ‘de minimis’ threshold.  This sets the level at which financial support 

qualifies as State Aid – currently £55,000 a year over three years – and 

unnecessarily restricts the initiative that public bodies can take to provide pragmatic 

and measured support that has little detrimental impact on fair competition. 

 

 

 

A replacement for EU funding 
 

 

Over the last four decades, funding from the European Union has been a major tool in 

promoting jobs and growth in less prosperous parts of the UK, including in most of Britain’s 

older industrial towns.  Following Brexit, this funding will come to an end. 

 

The EU has co-financed a vast range of UK economic development activity – investment in 

infrastructure, skills, R&D, business support and environmental improvement.  The EU 

funding has also been strongly targeted on the less prosperous parts of the UK – West 

Wales & the Valleys and Cornwall in particular in the present spending round, but also much 

of the Midlands, North of England and Scotland. 

 

In 2017 the UK government promised a UK Shared Prosperity Fund to replace the EU 

funds, a commitment repeated to Parliament several times and included in the Conservative 

manifesto for the 2019 general election.  This commitment is welcome, but nearly everything 

about the Fund is still to be worked out. 

 

To replace the EU funding that would have come to the UK in the absence of Brexit requires 

a UK Shared Prosperity Fund worth just under £1.8bn a year.  This can be wholly financed 

by UK monies that will no longer be paid over to the EU.  Active consideration is being given 

to rolling in the UK government’s own Local Growth Fund, which mostly funds infrastructure 
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investment in England, in which case the total budget for the UK Shared Prosperity Fund 

needs to be £4bn a year20. 

 

The new Fund needs to be up and running for 1 January 2021, when new commitments 

from the EU funds are expected to end.  The Fund also needs to operate on the basis of 

multi-annual financial allocations of the longest practicable duration – seven years is the 

basis of the EU funds – so that there is scope for schemes of an ambitious or 

transformational nature. 

 

If Britain’s older industrial towns are to receive the support they need from the Shared 

Prosperity Fund it should be: 

 

 Handled outside the Barnett formula, as with EU funds at present, so that Wales in 

particular receives the share that its needs justify 

 

 Allocated within England on the basis of need, using a robust formula and up-to-

date statistics, not though a competitive bidding ‘beauty contest’ 

 

 Spent primarily on local and regional economic development, on a wider range 

of projects than has been possible in recent years under restrictive EU rules 

 

 Managed locally with greater input from local authorities, who not only know their 

area well but also provide local democratic accountability 

 

 

 

Investment in skills 
 

 

As the heartland of UK manufacturing, Britain’s older industrial towns need a workforce with 

the right skills-set.  The young people coming through the school system are as able as 

anywhere else – in the former coalfields, for example, exam results are broadly in line with 

the national average21 – but the expansion of higher education has fuelled an exodus of 

school-leavers from older industrial towns to universities in the cities and then into higher-

grade jobs, again in the cities..  Rebuilding the economic base of older industrial towns will 

create incentives for those with the top skills to stay local.  It will not, however, necessarily 

do much to address the immediate skills shortages facing local businesses. 

 

In the 1980s and 90s, when manufacturing employment plummeted, the old  

apprenticeship system essentially broke down.  It wasn’t perfect, but what it has been 

replaced by is a hotchpotch of short-duration schemes and college courses that hasn’t really 

plugged the gap.  Too many of Britain’s most skilled workers are now getting too old.  

                                                           
20 The detailed calculations underpinning these figures can be found in Industrial Communities 

Alliance (2020) UK Shared Prosperity Fund: what do Britain’s less prosperous places need from post-
Brexit funding?, ICA, Barnsley.  [Link] 
21 See C Beatty, S Fothergill and T Gore (2019) The State of the Coalfields 2019, CRESR, Sheffield 

Hallam University.  [Link] 

https://static1.squarespace.com/static/5bb773c49b7d1510743e696f/t/5e1353d042d66e7ee6157cd2/1578324946662/UKSPF+Jan+2020.pdf
https://www4.shu.ac.uk/research/cresr/sites/shu.ac.uk/files/state-of-the-coalfields-2019.pdf
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Apprenticeships need to be the cornerstone of vocational education and provide a route into 

work for hundreds of thousands of people in the UK every year.  They matter particularly to 

manufacturing employers, given the hands-on, workplace-based experience they provide.  

The present system is not working well, and in particular there needs to be a review of the 

Apprenticeship Levy, which appears to have reduced the number of opportunities on offer. 

 

Lifelong learning is vital too.  There are varying predictions as to what will happen to the 

labour market in the years to come: the automation of many routine jobs, perhaps, but not 

necessarily mass unemployment if policy makers, employers and communities take practical 

steps to prepare for change. 

 

The challenge will be greatest in Britain’s older industrial towns where so much of UK 

manufacturing is located.  Even if automation brings no job losses, support for retraining will 

be needed to provide local people with the skills to move into new roles.  Action to support 

lifelong learning is needed: 

 

 Training schemes aimed at up-skilling workers to meet the emerging 

requirements of employers, especially in the manufacturing sector 

 

 Retraining for redundant workers on more than the present ad hoc basis that 

typically follows larger job losses 

 

 A new focus on Further Education to ensure that all communities have access to 

college courses providing vocational training 

 

 

 

Solutions to property market failure 
 

 

A key practical problem in just about all older industrial towns is the weakness of the 

industrial and commercial property market.  This is manifest in low land values and low 

property rents, and a reluctance on the part of private investors to take advantage of the 

opportunities the towns offer.  It is a weakness that is ultimately rooted in years of industrial 

job loss and stagnation but it is a problem that is amenable to intervention. 

 

Many of the largest brownfield sites that once blighted older industrial towns have been 

cleaned up as a result of public sector intervention but there are still plenty of derelict or 

contaminated sites for which a solution remains to be found.  The problem is negative land 

values – the cost of cleaning up and site preparation exceeds the value of the completed 

development-ready site.  In these circumstances the private sector fails to bring the site to 

market. 

 

This is classic ‘market failure’, remediable by gap funding from the public sector to make it 

worthwhile for the private sector to invest in bringing forward sites that are often of strategic 

importance to the regeneration of communities. 
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In several market segments in older industrial towns the private sector presently shows a 

reluctance to invest in new quality workspace.  Developers are willing to invest in large 

‘sheds’, generally on the outskirts of towns and often with a specific big-name occupier 

signed up from the outset, but the private sector rarely if ever invests in speculatively built 

space for SMEs, in incubator units for start-ups, or in high-quality office space in town 

centres.  In their eyes, the returns they would expect from investment are not secure enough 

in many older industrial towns and they do not take the risk, preferring instead to plough ever 

more funding into city centre developments. 

 

At one time, local authorities were in a financial position to develop and build industrial units 

and workspaces for SMEs, and central government itself played a key role through agencies 

such as English Estates and the New Town development corporations.  At other times there 

have been public-private partnerships to develop workspace, such as Priority Sites and 

Network Space.  However much of the earlier accommodation has become dated, even run 

down, and does not provide for the needs of newer industries. 

 

Gap funding is needed to help local authorities and development agencies, working in 

partnership with the private sector, to create new workspace in older industrial towns.  Some 

of this will be in new-build property but there is also scope for the re-use of historically and 

architecturally important buildings.  In areas with a strong economy the market generally 

works to re-purpose these buildings but in areas of market failure they face a sad decline, 

with commercial rates of return unable to justify major investment to change their use or 

even to keep them in a fit state of repair.  They can become a blight rather than an asset. 

 

 

 

Improvements in connectivity 
 

 

Whilst the long-term aim needs to be to deliver more jobs, and better jobs, closer to home in 

Britain’s older industrial towns, the figures shows that in recent years the dependence on 

commuting to jobs into nearby cities has been growing rapidly.  Slowing and then possibly 

reversing this trend is likely to take some while.  Meanwhile, the transport infrastructure 

around many of Britain’s older industrial towns is under extreme pressure, beyond breaking 

point indeed. 

 

Older industrial towns were once well served by rail and many retain railway infrastructure 

that, with the right investment, could provide access to job opportunities locally and in nearby 

cities and offer an alternative to journeys by car.  In a 2014 report22 we reviewed the scope 

for investment in the rail network in industrial Britain and, region by region, identified a 

long list of schemes that have been put forward.  These include: 

  

                                                           
22 Industrial Communities Alliance (2014) Tracks to Work: investment in rail in Britain’s industrial 

areas, ICA, Barnsley.  [Link] 

https://static1.squarespace.com/static/5bb773c49b7d1510743e696f/t/5bb8fe5171c10b92926c4207/1538850389861/tracks_to_work.pdf
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 Introducing passenger services on lines that are presently used only for freight 

 

 Reopening closed lines, including some that fell foul of the Beeching cuts 

 

 Incremental improvements to increase network capacity or allow new routes 

 

 New stations on existing lines where communities are presently by-passed 

 

 New rolling stock to ease what has often become chronic overcrowding 

 

These are interventions that would cost a fraction of HS2 and deliver real benefits to older 

industrial towns by easing existing commuting and opening up new job opportunities.  By 

raising connectivity, they would also make the towns more attractive locations for new 

employers. 

 

Bus services can suffer from a bad reputation but still provide the vital link between many 

communities and the jobs in city and town centres and on peripheral trading estates.  Some 

companies have been upgrading their fleets with modern buses, free Wi-Fi, USB charging 

and contactless payment.  But in too many areas the experience of catching the bus has 

remained unchanged for decades – if you’re lucky a draughty bus shelter, no real-time 

information on services and few services after dark or at weekends. 

 

For many on low incomes, bus travel is often something that constrains rather than enables 

access to work.  The transport authorities covering Britain’s older industrial towns need 

proper capital and revenue funding to make a success out of their powers over bus services. 

 

To help all local businesses, and to foster remote working as an alternative to commuting, 

broadband provision in older industrial towns needs to be at least as good as in the cities. 

 

 

 

Local powers and local budgets 
 

 

Rebuilding the economy of Britain’s older industrial towns requires a sustained commitment 

by the UK government and the active engagement of a range of national, regional and local 

players.  It is not something that central government can deliver on its own, but equally the 

centre cannot abdicate responsibility and expect local players alone to provide the solutions. 

 

A practical problem is that after a decade of austerity many local authorities have been 

stripped of much of their financial and operational capability.  Economic development and 

planning, more than any other function of local government, has seen its staffing and 

budgets reduced in order to protect frontline statutory services.  With austerity now ending, 

additional funding needs to be made available to local authorities. 
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There is growing recognition that the devolution of powers and responsibilities makes sense, 

especially in promoting growth and jobs.  In England, a number of sub-regions now have 

combined authorities and elected mayors with new responsibilities.  In England, Scotland 

and Wales, City Deals have shifted responsibility for spending from Whitehall to local 

players.  This direction of travel is welcome – and necessary if local players are to have the 

ability to intervene in local economies and bring to bear their distinctive local knowledge. 

 

Five principles need to be the basis of a further devolution of powers and budgets to local 

partners: 

 

 Local authorities, individually and collectively, should have primacy.  Unlike 

other local players, such as England’s Local Enterprise Partnerships, local authorities 

bring to bear local democratic accountability. 

 

 Devolution should be for all local areas, not just the few.  Traditions of working 

together across wider local economies are not unique to the big cities and the early 

devolution of powers to specific areas should not distort budget allocations in their 

favour. 

 

 Areas with a weaker local tax base should not be disadvantaged.  This is a 

particular worry for older industrial towns, where the stock of businesses and high-

value property is less than in the big cities and the dependence on government 

funding therefore greater. 

 

 Funding that targets areas of need should remain focussed, not divided up 

across the country.  This matters for older industrial towns, which often have some 

of the highest needs. 

 

 Local authorities need certainty and flexibility, not competitive bidding.  

Government departments should step back from micro-management and trust the 

judgement of local partners. 



How to contact us

National Secretariat, Industrial Communities Alliance

1Regent Street, Barnsley, South Yorkshire S70 2EG

Tel: 01226 200768

Email: natsec@ccc-alliance.org.uk

www.industrialcommunitiesalliance.org.uk

       @IndCommAlliance

The Industrial Communities Alliance is the all-party association of local 
authorities in the industrial areas of England, Scotland and Wales.

The Alliance was formed in 2007 by the merger of longer-standing associations 
dating back to the 1980s. Its role is to deliver funding and policies to enable 
economic, social and environmental renewal in the cities, towns and 
communities covered by its member authorities.


