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Chapter 1: The UK’s Geographical 
Disparities: Drivers and Potential Policy 
Approaches

This section describes the past and current 
geographical disparities that have created the need 
for Levelling Up. Areas in which there are notable 
gaps include, productivity, earnings, skills, health.
• The differences between the highest and 

lowest performing areas are large, with the 
gap in productivity between London (highest) 
and Northern Ireland (lowest) at around 60%. 

• Even within more developed areas, such as 
London, there are discrepancies within and 
between cities, with Birmingham and Sheffield 
productivity rates below the national average. 

• Not all towns and rural areas underperform, 
with Darlington’s productivity as high 
as central Manchester’s for example. 

• Geographical disparities are not stereotypical, 
with the report stating that “differences within 
UK regions or cities are larger than differences 
between regions on most performance metrics”.

• While most Western European cities 
see an increase in gross value added as the 
population increases, most UK cities fall 
well below the Western European standard.

Synthesising the approaches 
By understanding the economic and social geographical 
discrepancies, the report lists broad lessons to 
understanding drivers and determinants of local growth:
• Multiple factors are responsible for driving 

and widening geographic differences in the UK.
• Every capital is high in places which 

grow strongly and sustainably.
• For left-behind places, the picture is more complex.
• The dynamics of modern economies 

are often divergent, not convergent.
• These forces have been amplified 

by large historical shocks.
• In many places, weaknesses in jobs, incomes and 

skills have been compounded by weaknesses 
in the social and institutional infrastructure.

Future Structural Factors Driving 
the UK’s Economic Geography

• The commitment to Net Zero emissions by 2050 
could cause a structural shift with long-lasting effects 
across the economy and could create opportunity 

in many left-behind places, while also posing a risk. 
• The largest emitting industrial areas are in 

the Midlands and North of England, as well as 
Scotland, Wales, and Northern Ireland, and in 
the Midlands, the North and Scotland, one in 
every two jobs is in carbon-intensive industries. 

• With the investment into new infrastructure 
and production processes using new 
technologies, there could be an average £50-
£60bn in capital investment per year by 
the end of this decade and into the 2030s. 

• The “Green Industrial Revolution” will 
require upskilling, with those in carbon-
intensive sectors being the most 
vulnerable to long-term unemployment. 

• There are five areas in which there is noticeable 
disparity and which Levelling Up will address: 
physical capital, intangible capital, social capital, 
institutional capital, and financial capital.

• Technological transformation will also put more 
deprived areas at risk with the use of automation 
including artificial intelligence and machine learning. 

• Low skilled workers are the most vulnerable, 
as well as those with predictable work 
patterns and those involving heavy machinery. 

• The North East, South East and coastal areas are the 
most vulnerable to automation-induced job loss.

The Role of Public Policy

The report suggests four high-level objectives for 
public policy which includes:
• Boosting productivity, pay jobs and living standards 

by growing the private sector
• Spreading opportunity and improving public 

services
• Restoring a sense of community, local pride and 

belonging
• Empowering local leader and communities. 
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Chapter 2: Systems Reform

This section outlines why past attempts to ‘level up’ 
have been unsuccessful and what lessons can be taken 
from that experience. Sweeping changes in approaches 
are considered crucial in transforming the system 
of government and governance of spatial policy. 
The transformation is supported by five key pillars:

1. A mission-oriented approach to setting policy
2. Reorientation of central government decision-

making
3. Greater empowerment of local government 

decision-making
4. A revolution in data and transparency at the 

subnational level
5. Enhanced transparency and accountability of this 

new regime

Lessons from past policy approaches

Historical interventions have had some positive long-
term effects, such as the revitalisation of some of the 
UK’s cities. However, five key shortcomings can be 
identified, including a lack of:

1. Longevity and policy sufficiency
2. Policy and delivery coordination
3. Local empowerment
4. Evidence, monitoring and evaluation
5. Transparency and accountability

Principles for a successful policy regime

There are five key elements to successful policy 
regimes:
• Longevity and sufficiency: Well-defined 

medium-term objectives provide clarity about 
the policy objective and anchor the policy change 
necessary to meet this objective.

• Coordination: Institutions and frameworks 
that coordinate policy design and delivery 
are critical to system-wide success.

• Local empowerment: The principle 
of subsidiarity says that decision-making 
should take place at the most delegated 
or localised level at which it can be most 
effectively performed, provided it has 
effective leadership and adequate resources.

• Data monitoring and evaluation: The 
effectiveness of quantitative evaluation of the 
policy actions necessary to meet medium-
term targets suggests a levelling up policy 
regime needs to be grounded in granular data, 
sound monitoring and rigorous evaluation.

• Transparency and accountability: The 
OBR, Bank of England, NIC, NICE and CCC 
have a public duty to publish their assessments 
of performance to inform policy decisions and 
debate. There are also clear, transparent, and 
rigorous accountability mechanisms for decision-
makers when acting in an independent capacity. 
This suggests a levelling up policy regime needs 
to be transparent, expert, and accountable.

New policy regime

Reversing geographic disparities will require a 
fundamental rewiring in the system of decision-
making, locally and nationally, across the UK. Learning 
the lessons of past experience, the following five 
pillars should underpin this policy regime:

1. Medium-term missions
2. Reshaping central government decision-making
3. Empowering local decision-making
4. Data, monitoring and evaluation
5. Transparency and accountability
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Chapter 3: The Policy Programme

This section outlines the next steps in the 
policy programme, with specific interventions 
designed to begin to deliver the missions and 
objectives mentioned in the previous sections.

Boosting Productivity, Pay, Jobs, and Living 
Standards by Growing the Private Sector

The Government is setting four core missions, 
spanning living standards, research and development, 
transport infrastructure, digital connectivity.

By 2030, pay, employment and 
productivity will have risen in every area 
of the UK, with each containing a globally 
competitive city, and gap between the 
top performing and other areas closing

There are five key elements that will 
support the delivery of living standards:

1. Small and medium-sized enterprise (SME) finance
2. Institutional investment 
3. Mobile investment and trade policy 
4. Adoption and diffusion 
5. Manufacturing

Unlocking institutional investment

• There is huge potential for institutional 
investment to support levelling up, across 
infrastructure, housing, regeneration, and SME 
finance. Institutional investors currently hold UK 
pension assets of over £3.5tn.

Adoption and diffusion

• The UK Government’s Help to Grow initiative 
will enable over 30,000 SME leaders to enhance 
their management capabilities and support 
100,000 SMEs to adopt productivity-boosting 
digital technologies. This will be delivered UK-
wide. 

• The UK Government will also embed adoption 
and diffusion into its business support schemes, 
particularly in areas with low productivity, and 
encourage collaboration with similar schemes in 
Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland. 

Manufacturing

• Manufacturing businesses provide high skilled, 
well-paid jobs, with 84% of the sector located 
outside London and the South East. 

• From the Life Sciences Vision to the Defence 
and Security Industrial Strategy (DSIS), to the 
forthcoming Food Strategy, a significant effort 
is already underway to support and grow 
manufacturing businesses across a range of 
sectors. 

• The Made Smarter programme is the UK’s 
industrial digitalisation initiative, aiming to boost 
UK manufacturing productivity and growth and 
to reduce CO2 emissions. The UK Government 
will also work in partnership with the Made 
Smarter Commission to help shape the vision for 
the future of UK manufacturing, enabled by these 
transformative technologies. 

• Looking ahead, the UK Government wants to 
ensure that manufacturers, from across all sub-
sectors and in all parts of the UK, are automating, 
decarbonising, and building resilience by 2030. 

R&D and innovation

• Gross R&D (GERD) spending is currently 
unevenly distributed across the UK, with 54% 
taking place in London, the South East and East 
of England. 

• The UK Government’s ambition is for the UK 
to be a global hub of innovation by 2035 and a 
science superpower.

• BEIS will aim to invest at least 55% of its R&D 
funding outside the Greater South East by 2024-
25. This covers domestic R&D funding including 
UKRI funding, other BEIS R&D funding com-
petitions, industry R&D programmes and R&D 
infrastructure expenditure.

• In addition to these broader measures, BEIS will 
invest £100m between 2022-23 and 2024-25 to 
pilot three Innovation Accelerators. These will 
be centred on Greater Manchester, the West 
Midlands, and the Glasgow City-Region and will 
develop UK innovation clusters

• DfT will harness its £299m R&D settlement for 
decarbonising transport to trial zero-emissions 
road freight, invest in maritime emissions reduc-
tions in and around major ports and leverage 
private investment into decarbonised transport 
schemes across the UK.
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• DEFRA will spend £75m on Net Zero-related 
R&D in related sectors in the next three years, and 
£140m over three years to scale-up the Natural 
Capital and Ecosystem Assessment, in addition 
to the current Farming Innovation Programme. 

• The MOD will continue to increase its 
spending outside of the Greater South

• East, including through the implementation 
of the DSIS. The MOD will expand the 
regional footprint of the Defence Science 
and Technology Laboratory (Dstl).

• By 2030, local public transport connectivity 
across the country will be significantly closer 
to the standards of London, with improved 
services, simpler fares and integrated ticketing. 

Transport connectivity 

• The policy programme is focused on: lo-
cal transport; empowering local leaders; and 
connectivity between economic centres. 

• In places where it will make the most impact, 
the UK Government will enable increased fre-
quencies and reduced fares, with high-frequen-
cy services in densely- populated areas and 
new forms of demand-responsive transport to 
places, such as business parks and rural villag-
es, that are not well served by linear bus routes. 

• In cities, new bus priority lanes will make buses 
faster, more reliable, more attractive to passengers 
and cheaper to run – enabling operators to invest 
further in making services better and reduce fares. 

• For the MCA areas, the Government’s £5.7bn City 
Region Sustainable Transport Settlements include 
investments of around £1bn to improve buses. 

• A further £360m will be spent to introduce 
London-style contactless ticketing across regional 
rail commuter networks, delivering price capping, 
ending queues at ticket windows and ensuring 
that passengers are always charged the best fare. 

• In 2021, the UK Government announced City 
Region Sustainable Transport Settlements, 
with an investment package of £5.7bn for eight 
English city regions to transform local transport 
networks through London-style integrated 
settlements. These settlements also reinforce 
local leaders’ responsibility for local transport. 

• Local Transport Authorities (LTAs) will take on 
greater powers and responsibilities, so that they 
can plan their transport systems more effectively.

• For areas in England that agree the highest-level 
devolution deals with directly elected leaders, 
the UK Government will make more targeted 
resource support available sooner, so that they 
can put Local Transport Plans in place before the 
end of this Parliament.

• The UK Government will also explore devolving 
more transport powers and responsibilities in 
England. In MCA areas, the UK Government will 
provide new powers of direction to increase 
mayors’ control over Key Route Networks. 

• The UK Government is also investing heavily 
to boost connectivity between the UK’s key 
economic centres, focusing on places where 
connectivity is weak. It has launched the Integrated 
Rail Plan (IRP) – the biggest ever public investment 
in Britain’s rail network. 

• The UK Government is also supporting the 
development of 13 early-stage proposals to 
restore lost rail connections with up to £50,000 
for each project – including in Greater Manchester, 
East Yorkshire, Wales and Devon. 

By 2030, the UK will have nationwide 
gigabit-capable broadband and 4G 
coverage, with 5G coverage for the 
majority of the population. This mission is 
focused on improving digital connectivity.

Digital connectivity 

• The UK Government has agreed a £1bn deal 
with mobile operators to deliver the Shared Ru-
ral Network programme. This will see operators 
collectively increase 4G coverage to 95% by 2025. 

• Since 2017, the UK Government has provided 
£200m in funding for 5G Testbeds and Trials, 
supporting over 200 start-ups and SMEs across 
a range of sectors – including healthcare, 
manufacturing, Agri-Tech and creative industries – 
to better understand how to use the technology 
to develop new solutions and services. 

Spread opportunities and improve public 
services

• To drive improvements, the UK Government is 
setting three core missions spanning education, 
skills and health. This focuses on ensuring 
that by 2030, well-being will have improved 
in every area of the UK, with the gap between 



top performing and other areas closing.

By 2030, the number of primary 
school children achieving the expected 
standard in reading, writing and maths 
will have significantly increased. In 
England, this will mean 90% of children 
will achieve the expected standard.

• The UK Government will invest £300m to build 
the network of Family Hubs and transform Start 
for Life services for parents and babies, carers 
and children in half of local authorities in England. 

• The UK Government is also investing an extra 
£200m to expand the Supporting Families 
programme in England. This brings total investment 
to £695m over the next three years so that the 
programme can improve the life outcomes and 
resilience of up to 300,000 vulnerable families. 

By 2030, the number of people 
successfully completing high-quality 
skills training will have significantly 
increased in every area of the UK. 

Skills and training

The policy programme is focused on:
• Putting local employers at the heart of provision
• Strengthening locally accessible institutions
• Ensuring that all individuals 

have lifetime access to training
• Offering new opportunities to access high 

quality work and progress in the workplace
• Providing employment support for disabled 

people and people with health conditions
• The UK Government will continue to encourage 

work-based training through apprenticeships in 
England, increasing funding to £2.7bn by 2024-25. 

Restore a sense of community, local pride 
and belonging
• By 2030, pride in place, such as people’s satisfaction 

with their town centre and engagement in local 
culture and community, will have risen in every 
area of the UK, with the gap between top 
performing and other areas closing. There are 
three elements that will support the delivery 
of this mission: regeneration, communities and 
cultural, heritage and sport.

Empower Local Leaders and Communities

By 2030, every part of England that 
wants one will have a devolution 
deal with powers at or approaching 
the highest level of devolution and 
simplified, long-term funding settlement.

The policy programme is focused on:

• Local devolution in England
• Private sector led partnerships
• Local growth funds

Conclusions

The Levelling Up White Paper was keenly anticipated 
but received a mixed response. While former cabinet 
minister Damian Green hailed it as a “genuine one 
nation Conservative document”, Shadow Levelling 
Up Minister Lisa Nandy accused the 12 missions of 
being “an admission of failure” and some accused the 
Government of providing little detail as to how these 
12 missions would be achieved. She even accused 
Gove of stealing some of former PM Gordon Brown’s 
ideas from when he was Prime Minister in 2008.

Secretary of State for Levelling Up, Michael Gove, 
said that the White Paper would “shift both money 
and power into the hands of working people” after 
telling the BBC that the Government was in danger 
of losing new Conservative voters if the Levelling 
Up agenda fell short of expectations. Its efforts to 
appeal to working class communities that have 
been distanced from Westminster is timely, as it 
comes while the Government reels from weeks of 
damaging revelations over allegedly illegal gatherings 
during the various COVID-induced lockdowns.

The core idea – to shift power and wealth away from 
the South East and towards other regions of the UK 
– is supported by aims to improve regional transport 
connections, quality of education, greater devolution 
and job opportunities, but there is little to explain 
exactly how this will be done. Critics claim that the 
White Paper lacks both vision and funding, while its 
supporters hope that the Levelling Up agenda will 
give this Conservative Government the defining 
slogan and manifesto pledge to retain its majority.
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Industry Reactions

Will Tanner, director of Conservative think tank 
Onward, said: “In the long term, the Government 
is crucially changing the rules of the game – by 
committing the entirety of Government to a list of 
concrete missions to level up the UK by 2030, which 
will be underpinned by legislation and against which 
departments, including the Treasury, will be held to 
account. Just as the Office for Budget Responsibility 
drives fiscal discipline, so too will this regime 
create a rod for the government’s back to ensure 
that opportunity is spread fairly around the UK.”

The Scottish Government rejected Mr Gove’s 
invitation to First Minister Nicola Sturgeon to 
work together on the Levelling Up, saying that 
Scottish ministers were not consulted “in any 
way” about how to spend money in Scotland.

The Local Government Authority’s Chairman, 
Cllr James Jamieson, said: “The local response to 
the COVID-19 crisis has demonstrated what is 
possible when central and local government work 
together towards a shared goal, highlighting the 
place leadership role councils play in responding 
to the needs of local communities. It is positive to 
see devolution being extended beyond England’s 
city regions and further opportunities for 
Mayoral Combined Authorities.” He noted that 
“councils want to work with the new Levelling Up 
Advisory Council” to deliver change and progress.

Jeremy Hinds, director of Savills, said that “levelling 
up is a process, not an event” and the Government’s 
commitment to a 2030 deadline demonstrated 
that it would take time to enact such an agenda.

Bruntwood chief executive Chris Oglesby 
supported the increase in R&D funding but noted 
that “this must be the start point, not the end”.

Cllr John Blundell of Rochdale Council 
called the Government’s promises “pennywise 
and pound foolish” while referencing the 
Government’s decision to water down the 
Northern Powerhouse Rail project in 2021.

Nigel Wilcock, executive director of the 
Institute of Economic Development argued 
that “there is not enough in there to understand 
how systemic change will be achieved in practice.”

Colin Drury, managing director of Medlock, 
called the White Paper “a step in the right direction, 
particularly the commitment to improving high-
quality skills training in every area of the UK”.

Bill Davidson, Managing Director of P4 Planning, 
noted that “it’s good that Levelling Up is taking centre 
stage but the proof will be in the pudding. It has been 
on the agenda in various forms so many times before 
and needs now to focus on improving education and 
infrastructure to create the platform to accelerate 
economic growth and enhance social wellbeing”.

Sebastian Payne of the Financial Times 
noted that “Michael Gove versus Lisa Nandy on 
the Levelling Up White Paper is a serious tour de 
force” and that “Labour finally found the right 
person to attempt its fightback in the Red Wall”.

Paul Johnson of The Economist noted 
that “over the last decade, spending cuts have 
been greater in poorer local authorities and 
poorer schools than elsewhere” and that there 
is “plenty of scope for a change in direction”.
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