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The levelling up white paper! (LUWP) provides a welcome and overdue statement of
government intent to tackle deep-seated geographical inequalities in the UK, representing
arguably the most important intervention in this area since Labour’s Regional Development
Agencies White Paper in 1997.2 It recognises the scale of the regional problem in the form of
wide and deep-rooted inequalities between areas at different spatial scales and sets out a
series of ambitious cross-government missions to tackle them by 2030. But how likely are
these missions to succeed, compared to previous efforts to address geographical inequalities
in the UK? In attempting to answer this question, we consider the LUWP’s diagnosis of the
regional problem, as well as assessing its approach against recent work by economic

geographers which sets out a number of policy principles for levelling up strategy.®

The LUWP provides a detailed analysis of geographical inequalities in chapter one, covering
a range of dimensions and indicators. While this is the strongest part of the document, the
evidence base that informs it is rather narrow, drawing principally on the ‘new economic
geography’ (NEG) and urban economics which have been important influences on spatial

economic policy in the UK over the past decade or so?, although social and institutional
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theories are also incorporated. The NEG in particular is associated with city-centric policies
emphasising the benefits of urban agglomeration in increasing overall productivity and
innovation, arguing against efforts to spread economic growth to lagging regions.® The rather
abstract macro-level summary offered by the white paper does not engage with more in-depth
research on the conditions of disadvantaged ‘left behind places’ (LBPs) which could have
provided a richer and more nuanced understanding of the regional economies to be subject to

levelling up.®

The influence of the NEG is particularly evident in the overall framing of regional disparities
in the UK as the product of cumulative, self-reinforcing economic forces resulting in regional
divergence (p.50). While this characterisation rings true in broad, historical terms, it is
fundamentally at odds with the objective of redressing regional disparities. The question of
whether and how policy can intervene to overcome these divergent economic forces is not
addressed. While the LUWP rightly argues that targeted policies to boost local growth have
proved successful in some notable instances, supporting growth in poorer regions will not
necessarily lead to levelling up in the sense of reducing regional disparities if successful
places also experience growth.” Here, the LUWP lacks an explicit theory of change in terms
of how its approach will alter the operation of the spatial economic forces generating regional
divergence. The assumption seems to be that ambitious government missions, improved
central and local government decision-making, local empowerment, better data and enhanced
oversight and scrutiny can somehow overcome long-run divergence. This seems like magical

thinking.

At the same time, the beneficiaries of levelling up policy are largely absent: the LBPs to be
levelled up. As so often in regional policy frameworks, the model of cumulative economic
growth presented is based on the experience of successful city-regions. This model is based

on the framework of six capitals — physical, human, intangible, financial, social and



institutional — which are identified as the drivers of spatial disparities, fostering mutually
reinforcing economies of agglomeration in successful places and self-reinforcing cycles of
decay in declining places. LBPs are portrayed as multiply under-capitalised, lacking
endowments of these capitals. Yet while levelling up means taking action to replenish the
different capitals when they are weak or depleted, the LUWP provides little sense of how this
can be done, particularly in terms of the scale and breadth (across the different capitals) of

investment required to transform vicious circles into virtuous ones (p.xvi).

While reflecting the ambition and scope of the levelling up agenda, the range of missions and
initiatives is also a potential source of weakness, risking incoherence and fragmentation. As
the Institute for Government has pointed out, most of the missions are not clear or realistic.®
Some are poorly defined, while others are not ambitious enough or overly ambitious. Many
of the missions articulate an aspiration of reducing the gap between the best performing and
worst performing areas, although it remains rather unclear as to how this be achieved in most
cases. Rather than setting out substantial new funding commitments (having been preceded
by the three-year autumn Budget), the LUWP offers something of a hotpotch of existing and
new policy proposals®, including SME access to finance, support for manufacturing, three
new innovation accelerators, the designation of Education Investment Areas, Local Skills
Improvement Plans, the identification of 20 places for ‘transformational’ regeneration and a
new parks fund.'® These do not add up to a coherent policy programme, supported by the
level of investment required to achieve the missions by 2030. The lack of new spending
commitments in the LUWP has been widely criticised, reflecting a sense in which the
economic policies set out do not match the ambition of the levelling up agenda and its
analysis of regional inequalities.** While various levelling up funding pots exist —the
Levelling Up Fund, Towns Fund, UK Shared Prosperity Fund and the creation of Freeports —

these remain fragmented and divorced from the analysis and framework set out in the LUWP.



Judged against the levelling up principles set out by economic geographers, the LUWP falls
short.!? It is particularly deficient with respect to offering a radical decentralisation of the
state.’® The LUWP offers a ‘new devolution framework’ for England, setting out three levels
of the devolved powers on offer to local areas. This represents an extension of existing deal-
based approach to devolution, with central government retaining control over the process.'*
Indeed, in its broader pre-occupation with the role of central government, the LUWP does
seem to assume that levelling up can be done ‘top-down’.*®> An alternative approach would be
to offer more meaningful levels of devolution to a wider range of places, start from the
predicaments and needs of LBPs themselves, and provide binding new funding commitments
to support more ambitious policies aimed at tackling economic inequalities.*® Supported by a
coherent national framework, such an alternative approach would set out clearer priorities for
LBPs, based on the identification of local assets and aspirations, aiming to support income

and livelihoods, invest in social infrastructure and promote inclusive forms of innovation.’
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