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Introduction 

In order to create and administer a successful strategy for ’tackling the causes of Brexit’ in 

predominantly Leave-voting areas, we must first establish precisely what these causes are, as well as 

their importance relative to one another. It is essential to connect with people’s self-identified 

motivations, as well as examining the deeper structural problems that may be behind them. These are 

less likely to be identified in opinion polls etc as leading factors, but it is important to ask whether 

people’s feelings would have been different, had they not been in play. Hence, a successful PV 

campaign running on this platform must be two-fold; it must present a narrative that appeals directly 

to the issues most commonly cited by Leave supporters as reasons for their vote - among these are 

likely to be immigration, support for social & healthcare services, issues of sovereignty etc. It must also 

aim to tackle the growing issue of economic inequality between those who have benefitted from 

globalisation/economic growth and those who have not, as well as going further to address short-

comings in our own political system which combined may well have contributed to the feelings of 

cultural isolation and dislocation reported by many who supported the leave campaign.  

 

If nothing else, the Brexit vote provides us with an invaluable opportunity for self-reflection and, 

hopefully, long-awaited rectification. Issues which have for too long been disregarded by Westminster 

must be surfaced, especially if the outcome of a second referendum is to be substantively different 

from the first. This report aims to summarise the primary causes of the outcome of the 2016 

referendum, and offer some solutions. 



 

  

 

 

Executive summary 

The structure of this report is based loosely around a set of proposals put forward by 

CommonGroundUK entitled ‘Tackling the Causes of Brexit’, a three-pronged investment programme 

with a focus on healthcare, immigration and deprived local economies. While placing emphasis on the 

need for substantial investment, this report aims to further examine the deep-rooted constitutional, 

cultural and economic issues that may be to blame for the referendum result in 2016. 

 

Sovereignty emerged as one of the most important factors in the vote to Leave. The feeling that voters 

lack control over their own financial and political destinies must be understood and properly 

addressed. The UK’s own demographic deficit may be in part to blame for this, with an 

unrepresentative electoral system, unelected second chamber and the emergence of elected 

dictatorships brought about by partisanship and use of the whip all contributing to a growing 

disconnect between politicians and voters. The introduction of a system of proportional representation 

(this report posits the Single Transferable Vote) as well as an elected second house and limitations on 

the whip system will collectively help rebuild a political system that is inducive to voter satisfaction 

and engagement.  

 

A more direct approach to addressing issues of sovereignty would be the greater decentralisation of 

powers away from Westminster and Whitehall in favour of local authorities and city mayors. By 

devolving the powers of local spending, service provision and industrial strategy to regional 

authorities, it is ensured that policy decisions will befit the unique needs of individual communities.  In 

order for this to be made possible, limitations on local councils’ ability to raise and set their own 



 

  

budgets must be lifted. Local corporations should also, where appropriate, be the first port of call 

when commissioning contracts in the local area. 

 

The issue of immigration perhaps more challenging; CommonGroundUK suggest investing in a 

Migration and Communities Fund, which is aimed at areas hardest hit by high levels of immigration. 

However, many areas that express the strongest anti-immigrant sentiment have relatively small 

migrant populations, meaning the ‘hardest hit areas’ may be hard to identify. Other solutions should 

be centred around improving the assimilation of migrants into local communities via English language 

courses and cross-community projects. Tighter regulations on employers preventing the exploitation 

of migrant workers and undercutting of the work force are also key. Efforts must be taken to 

distribute asylum seekers more evenly across the country, and reduce the concentration living in 

deprived areas.  

 

Given that Leave voters are more likely to live in areas were unemployment and poverty rates are 

high, taking steps to improve, strengthen and invest in struggling local economies may be key to 

tackling the causes of Brexit. Decades of economic stagnation following the 2008 financial crash, 

coupled with the subsequent period of austerity and spending cuts has hit areas outside of the South-

East disproportionately hard, further entrenching the UK’s long-standing North-South economic 

divide. Investing in the North is essential if we are to restore jobs and prosperity to the area, and prove 

that it is possible for all citizens to benefit from globalisation and trade.  

 

The North has huge growth potential in many of the UK’s most promising industries; advanced 

manufacturing, health innovation, digital and energy. Boosting manufacture and investing in SMEs 

will help stimulate growth and generate employment at all levels of the supply chain. Investing in R&D 

will also help provide a much needed boost to these key industries. Skills shortages are currently one 

of the most pressing issues facing UK industries, and it is crucial that Northern schools are given the 

support they require in order to ensure the best possible outcomes for pupils. 



 

  

 

In order for Northern cities to maximise their collective productive capacity, improved transport links 

connecting major Northern hubs should be an immediate priority. Faster journey times and more 

affordable ticket prices will help cities to pool resources and capital to become an agglomerated 

market of people and goods that will rival the size of London.  

 

Finally, public services are in need of thorough overhaul. Migrants are commonly thought of as 

placing an insurmountable burden on the NHS, though the majority of research suggests that this is 

not the case. To improve both the quality of healthcare provision and with it, public attitudes towards 

immigration, a significant investment must be made in the NHS with a particular focus on struggling 

trusts in deprived and vulnerable communities. In order to improve on the current level of service, 

funding must be increased by around 4% per year.  

 

Overview of the causes: 

A review of numerous surveys/opinion polls carried out shortly after the referendum by the Nuffield 

College Centre for Social Investigation found that the two issues cited by Leave voters most frequently 

as reasons for their vote were ‘immigration’ and ‘sovereignty’. A separate longitudinal survey had the 

same result. Of all the possible reasons, ‘to teach British politicians a lesson’ was ranked last by a 

significant margin, contrary to the claim that Brexit was a ‘protest vote’ (at least in the direct sense). 

Conversely, ‘the economy’ was ranked first among reasons why voters chose to Remain. [1]  

 

1. Sovereignty 

 

The rise of nationalism as a global phenomenon has had a profound impact on the way in which 

people view multinational organisations. The UN, NATO, the IMF etc are increasingly perceived as 

being anti-democratic, elitist, and as posing a threat to national sovereignty. [2] For Britain, the EU is, 

or is at least perceived to be, the greatest threat to British sovereignty and democratic law-making. An 

http://csi.nuff.ox.ac.uk/wp-content/uploads/2018/05/Carl_Reasons_Voting.pdf
https://poseidon01.ssrn.com/delivery.php?ID=693102115122094117008004121100015124025033010045057018088111127064104121106065116014024027057111007030003085074083002004113031011048088035048120113002028113120111041015071017066031080079079107127116007117013096097021065126102002025074020120024098065&EXT=pdf


 

  

express desire for all laws concerning Britain to be made by a body directly elected by the British 

public is widely thought to be at the heart of the Brexit debate. [3] [4] 

 

While it is true that EU membership has had an effect on parliamentary sovereignty in Britain, for the 

most part, sovereignty has given way to greater influence on the international stage. [3] The UK is 

involved in a great number of international treaties, many of which have the apparent effect of 

reducing the UK’s ability to make self-regarding decisions by subjecting it to a ‘higher authority’. Of 

course, there is a difference between power and authority; agreements like the 1972 EC Act constrain 

the exercise of sovereignty, with the effect of making its exercise more effective. [5] In fact, the UK has 

not only agreed to 95% of EU laws, but initiated many of them. [6] Moreover, the UK remains free to 

withdraw from any of these treaties, should it choose to do so - the referendum is a glaring example of 

this. [5]   

 

The Leave campaign’s narrative surrounding sovereignty is therefore somewhat poorly founded. A 

more valid concern, however, is the democratic deficit which undeniable exists within the EU. Both the 

European council and parliament are not directly elected by voters, and are therefore almost entirely 

unaccountable. There is no unified European electorate, and voters are unable to collectively remove 

the EU’s leadership. Notoriously low-turnout in EU elections likely reflects voter’s dissatisfaction at 

their lack of influence in EU affairs. [7] [5] [8] Without major reform requiring extensive international 

cooperation, these problems will doubtless persist.  

 

However, the general feeling among the populous of being disillusioned with elites, and unrepresented 

by politicians is not solely attributable to Brussels, though it made an easy scape-goat for the Leave 

campaign. In fact, perhaps the most significant threats to British democracy begin at home. There are 

myriad solutions to the UK’s democratic deficit, changes that can and should be made to enhance the 

quality of British democracy and, directly or indirectly, restore the public’s faith in the idea that the 

political system will work for them. Some of these approaches will have a more immediate appeal to 

https://www.economist.com/britain/2016/03/19/dreaming-of-sovereignty
http://ukandeu.ac.uk/new-polling-reveals-shift-from-immigration-to-sovereignty-as-the-priority/
https://www.economist.com/britain/2016/03/19/dreaming-of-sovereignty
https://www.ft.com/content/fece7238-1071-11e6-91da-096d89bd2173
https://www.ft.com/content/fece7238-1071-11e6-91da-096d89bd2173
https://www.economist.com/special-report/2017/03/23/how-to-address-the-eus-democratic-deficit
https://www.ft.com/content/fece7238-1071-11e6-91da-096d89bd2173
https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2018/mar/09/brexit-eu-democratic-britain


 

  

voters, while some may be more discreet, addressing more general issues with the quality of UK 

democracy as a whole. All should be considered.  

 

1.2 The UK’s democratic deficit; 

 

Firstly, and perhaps most fundamentally, the FPTP system used in UK general elections inescapably 

leads to the formation of unrepresentative governments. Due to the nature of the simple plurality 

system, governments are generally formed on a minority of the popular vote [9] - the Conservative 

majority in 2015 was founded on a 37% popular vote share, for example. [10] This was hardly unusual 

- FPTP sacrifices quality of representation for the formation of strong, single party governments. 

Smaller parties are sidelined as votes are generally insufficiently concentrated in a particular locality, 

meaning support is rarely manifested into seats. [9] The proportion of wasted votes is enormous as a 

consequence - in 2015, close to 75% of votes, representative of 22m people, were wasted [11]. Voters 

are left feeling as though they cannot vote for their preferred party, for fear that their vote will be 

valueless, and tactical voting ensues [6]. It is no wonder then, that the populous feel disenfranchised 

and unrepresented by Westminster.  

 

Furthermore, the formation of single party governments, strengthening partisanship and the use of the 

whip system give rise to ‘elected dictatorships’; the government of the day is able to coerce its MPs into 

voting along party lines through use of the whip, and providing they have a majority of seats in the 

House, are able to force their policy agenda through parliament with little to no constitutional 

obstruction. The commons no longer provide an adequate check on government action. [12] Internal 

party pressure means that MPs feel obligated to vote with their party, regardless of the wants of their 

constituents. This greatly reduces their ability to represent constituents effectively. [6]  

 

While the FPTP system has long been popular among British voters (the public voted decisively 

against AV in 2011 [13]), the emergence of a multi-party system in the UK has thrown this into doubt. 

https://www.uk-engage.org/2013/06/what-are-the-advantages-and-disadvantages-of-using-the-first-past-the-post-voting-system-2/
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/election/2015/results
https://www.uk-engage.org/2013/06/what-are-the-advantages-and-disadvantages-of-using-the-first-past-the-post-voting-system-2/
https://www.electoral-reform.org.uk/latest-news-and-research/publications/the-2015-general-election-report/
https://www.independent.co.uk/news/uk/politics/reform-now-10-ways-to-save-our-system-1691813.html
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-politics-13297573


 

  

Growing support for smaller ‘third’ parties has made it increasingly more difficult for major parties 

to win majorities, let alone decisively. This resulted in the formation of a coalition government in 2010 

[14], a minority government in 2017 [15], and an unconvincing Conservative majority of just 6 seats in 

2015. [10] The FPTP system is failing to perform its most fundamental duty - to form single party 

majority governments. If its most prolific virtue is being undermined, it may well be time to overhaul 

the system in favour of a more representative alternative.  

 

1.3 Electoral Reform; 

 

Introducing a form of proportional representation, for example, Single Transferable Vote, would 

arguably have an overwhelmingly positive impact on the quality of representative democracy in the 

UK. STV gives rise to constituencies and governments that accurately reflect the diversity of opinions 

within an area/country, and eliminates wasted votes and the need for tactical voting. Moreover, the 

system creates an MP-constituency link that is stronger than under FPTP, as a greater proportion of 

the electorate are represented by an MP they voted for personally. [16]  

 

1.4 Parliamentary reforms; 

 

Other reforms to the parliamentary system like limitations on the use of the whip and the introduction 

of an elected second chamber (as an alternative to the unelected and politically weakened House of 

Lords) may further help address the UK’s democratic deficit. The Electoral Reform Society propose 

an elected second chamber comprised of around 300 members elected on 12-15 year terms under STV. 

Longer term lengths would ensure that the Commons always maintained a fresher democratic 

mandate, and that members would be less preoccupied by re-election. [17] Existing conventions (the 

Salisbury-Addison convention etc [18]) should be codified as a means of preventing the two houses 

from entering into gridlock, as is so often an issue in the United States. Measures should be taken to 

encourage diversity among candidates, and the running of independents. [17]   

https://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/election-2010/
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/election/2017/results
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/election/2015/results
https://www.electoral-reform.org.uk/voting-systems/types-of-voting-system/single-transferable-vote/
https://www.electoral-reform.org.uk/campaigns/elected-house-of-lords/
https://constitution-unit.com/2018/06/12/what-is-the-salisbury-convention-and-have-the-lords-broken-it-over-brexit/
https://www.electoral-reform.org.uk/campaigns/elected-house-of-lords/


 

  

 

1.5 Devolution & enhanced localism; 

 

Such measures, by improving the quality of UK democracy and representation, may help to subtly 

reverse the growing sense of disillusionment and dissatisfaction with the political order among British 

voters. However, a more direct approach to the issue of sovereignty involves heavy devolution and 

advanced localism. Devolution will be a recurring theme throughout this report, and will be addressed 

in the contexts of education, industrial strategy and healthcare. Here we will discuss the constitutional 

framework of decentralisation and the importance of devolution to British democracy.  

 

The disparity that currently exists within British society has been widening, and is partly a product of 

the growing centralisation of powers in Westminster, with political alienation most prevalent among 

poor communities. A focus on localism will also help to improve social cohesion [19], and devolving 

powers over industrial strategy, infrastructure and public service delivery helps to ensure that policy 

is best suited to the complex and individual needs of each locality, and maximum use is made of local 

assets. [20] Giving communities the opportunity to strengthen their local economy will help to 

rebalance the UK economy away from London and the South East. [21]  

 

Local governments are often seen by voters as being ineffective and largely irrelevant. Though the 

reality is obviously very different - local councillors often do more than MP’s when it comes to 

determining the day to day order of their constituent’s lives - taxes and spending are still largely 

organised and allocated by central government. [22] The government has recently, however, taken 

valuable measures to devolve more powers to local councils - from 2020, councils will be able to keep 

all revenue raised in business rates, and lower or raise them by a small amount. Local councils are also 

able to set fees such as parking charges and leisure centre fees. [23] The 2016 Cities and Local 

Government Devolution Act made provisions for the election of ‘metro-mayors’ to Manchester, 

Liverpool and the West Midlands who run in cooperation with local councils.  

https://coanalysis.blog.gov.uk/2015/08/11/community-organisers-inspiring-people-to-build-a-bigger-stronger-society/
https://locality.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2018/03/LOCALITY-KEEP-IT-LOCAL-002_revised260318_summary.pdf
https://www.oecd.org/site/govrdpc/49995986.pdf
https://www.ft.com/content/b81c3a14-179b-11e7-9c35-0dd2cb31823a
https://citizensassembly.co.uk/how-is-local-government-funded/


 

  

 [24] [22] 

 

However, a 2015 survey found that 50% local council members were concerned that their councils 

would no longer be able to maintain their provision of basic services, and over 90% felt that the 

current system of funding was no longer fit for purpose. [25] The government’s goal is for local 

councils to become financially self-sufficient, though this will remain impossible unless they are given 

the ability to set their own budgets and, if necessary, levee their own hypothecated taxes. It is this that 

constitutes real fiscal devolution, and will allow local councils to take the first steps towards reforming 

local services and improving local economies. [25]  

 

Since 2012, councils have been unable to increase council tax by more than a fixed rate each year 

(currently set by the central government at 2%), without first holding a referendum. This has 

decreased the amount of council tax raised by 10% in real terms since its introduction. This law must 

be removed in order to allow councils to effectively raise local funding. The introduction of higher 

council tax bands, including additional taxes on high-value properties, may also help generate 

additional revenue. Councils should also be given greater control over the fees and charges currently 

under the jurisdiction of central government, for example, planning and licensing fees. In some cases 

councils report that current fixed rates are not sufficient to cover the cost of the service. [23] New 

small local taxes could also be introduced, and tax increment financing could be used to cover 

particular projects like infrastructure improvements. Other means of value capture may include 

public asset corporations etc. [26] Similarly, investing in commercial property may also provide a 

viable supplementary income stream - Eastleigh council owned £188m of commercial property in 

2011, generating an annual net profit of £2.5m. The Scottish Parliament now has the ability to set its 

own rates of income tax, and it has been suggested that local councils should also be given the ability to 

either retain a set percentage of income tax for local spending or set their own additional rate of 

income tax. [23]  

 

https://services.parliament.uk/bills/2015-16/citiesandlocalgovernmentdevolution.html
https://www.ft.com/content/b81c3a14-179b-11e7-9c35-0dd2cb31823a
http://eprints.lse.ac.uk/63181/1/democraticaudit.com-Local%20government%20needs%20fiscal%20devolution%20more%20power%20in%20the%20hands%20of%20councils%20and%20communities%20and%20resp.pdf
http://eprints.lse.ac.uk/63181/1/democraticaudit.com-Local%20government%20needs%20fiscal%20devolution%20more%20power%20in%20the%20hands%20of%20councils%20and%20communities%20and%20resp.pdf
https://citizensassembly.co.uk/how-is-local-government-funded/
https://www.centreforcities.org/blog/brexit-trump-new-localism/
https://citizensassembly.co.uk/how-is-local-government-funded/


 

  

It is also important to ensure that those living in non-metropolitan areas that are not represented by a 

democratically elected mayor still benefit from the process of decentralisation. Mayors from different 

cities could come together to represent larger areas of the country. This would address the 

‘asymmetric UK’ problem through the creation of formal legislative bodies that exclusively represent 

English regions. [22]  

 

It is also important to view cities in particular as complex networks governed by many different 

sources of hard and soft power - policy should be focused on fostering collaboration between elected 

officials and heads of universities, major companies and non-profit organisations etc to help produce 

integrated solutions to difficult local issues, enabling stakeholders in all sectors to come together in 

pursuit of a common goal. Cities should also collaborate with one another to exercise their collective 

civic and market power. For example, issuing joint bonds allows cities to raise significantly more 

capital than if they had acted individually. [26]  

 

Rather than outsourcing service contracts to large multinationals and, in some cases, non-profits, the 

focus of local authorities should shift towards local commissioning. This means that local resources are 

optimally harnessed and that more wealth stays within the local economy, ensuring a more resilient 

local economy overall. The current commissioning system is fragmented, with divides between 

commissioners and procurement officers, with the two often being perceived as distinct disciplines. 

The system needs to be unified in order for the process to be made more efficient for local 

organisations. [20]  

 

Allowing municipalities greater influence over local affairs may help tap into the desire for ‘control’ 

among voters that so many agree lay at the heart of the Brexit vote, and the fiscal measures mentioned 

above must be at the heart of this. It is fiscal devolution that will allow local authorities to ‘take back 

control’ over healthcare, housing and education etc, the importance of which will be discussed further 

in the following sections.  

https://www.ft.com/content/b81c3a14-179b-11e7-9c35-0dd2cb31823a
https://www.centreforcities.org/blog/brexit-trump-new-localism/
https://locality.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2018/03/LOCALITY-KEEP-IT-LOCAL-002_revised260318_summary.pdf


 

  

 

2. Immigration 

 

In May 2014, immigration overtook the economy as the leading concern of British voters. [27] A 

survey conducted by Lord Ashcroft shortly after the vote found that 33% Leave voters stated their 

main motivation for voting was because Brexit ‘offered the best chance for the UK to regain control 

over immigration and its own borders’. It also found that 81% and 80% of Leave voters considered 

‘multiculturalism’ and ‘immigration’ as ‘forces for ill’ respectively, compared to just 19% and 20% 

Remain voters. [28] Research also consistently supports the thesis that sociocultural factors and 

‘cultural backlash’, were most important in determining the outcome of the vote. [29] [30] [31] [32]  

 

There is increasing mention in the relevant literature of the growing ‘cultural cleavage’ in Britain 

between the ‘anywheres’ - university educated, geographically mobile professionals - and the 

‘somewheres’ - those with a more fixed sense of identity defined by their place of birth, who are more 

resistant to rapid change. [30] As traditional left-right class antagonisms become less relevant, the 

most significant political divides in Britain increasingly revolve around cultural factors; sovereignty vs 

global cooperation, conservatism vs progressivism, nationalism vs multiculturalism etc. The divide is 

also strongly generational - older people are overwhelmingly more likely to support more conservative 

values than younger people. Though the silent trend among most Western countries continues to move 

in a generally liberal direction, older generations are the most likely to vote by a significant margin, 

meaning their values have gained enormous traction. [30] 

 

The emergence of these authoritarian-populist values has occurred, in large part, due to rapid social 

change - the emergence of multiculturalism, fluid gender identities, egalitarian gender roles etc - and 

the response by once predominant sectors of the population - white, non-college educated men - to this 

change. Attitudes towards immigration and race are an important factor in this broad rejection of 

‘out-groups’. [31] However, there is also overwhelming evidence in support of the idea that the 

https://www.demos.co.uk/files/Changing_places_-_web.pdf
https://theconversation.com/hard-evidence-how-areas-with-low-immigration-voted-mainly-for-brexit-62138
https://papers.ssrn.com/sol3/papers.cfm?abstract_id=2818659
http://blogs.lse.ac.uk/brexit/2018/09/04/cultural-backlash-the-generational-gap-over-brexit-is-driven-by-authoritarian-and-populist-values/
https://www.un.org/development/desa/dspd/wp-content/uploads/sites/22/2018/09/Norris_Inglehart_Cultural_Backlash_Overview_Chapter-1.pdf
https://papers.ssrn.com/sol3/papers.cfm?abstract_id=2941611
http://blogs.lse.ac.uk/brexit/2018/09/04/cultural-backlash-the-generational-gap-over-brexit-is-driven-by-authoritarian-and-populist-values/
http://blogs.lse.ac.uk/brexit/2018/09/04/cultural-backlash-the-generational-gap-over-brexit-is-driven-by-authoritarian-and-populist-values/
https://www.un.org/development/desa/dspd/wp-content/uploads/sites/22/2018/09/Norris_Inglehart_Cultural_Backlash_Overview_Chapter-1.pdf


 

  

‘populist reflex’ is accelerated by wider economic factors. Mass automation, industrial decline, and the 

emergence of a knowledge-based economy brought about by globalisation have led to unemployment 

and declining real incomes in many parts of the UK, and created huge disparities between the 

prosperous South-East and the rest of the country. [33] The areas hardest hit, the North and the 

Midlands, were also the worst affected by the 2008 financial crash and the subsequent period of neo-

liberal government-led austerity measures. [34] [35]   

 

Support for the Leave campaign was similarly concentrated in northern England and the midlands. 

[36] Leave voters are statistically far more likely to live in de-industrialised areas were unemployment 

is high, and average incomes are low. There is an undeniable relationship between experience of 

economic insecurity and the prevalence of populist/socially conservative values. It is therefore likely 

that a partial solution to growing anti-immigrant sentiment will be found in improved regional 

economic management and reinvestment in areas of deprivation. [31]  

 

2.1 Migration & Communities Fund; 

 

A solution to growing animosity surrounding immigration according to CommonGroundUK would be 

to establish a ring-fenced ‘Migration and Communities fund’, channelling funding into areas of the 

country ‘which have experienced sudden or significant population changes’ as a result of migration 

from inside and outside of the EEA. While it acknowledges the overall positive contribution that 

immigration makes to the UK economy, the report notes that this wealth is not always distributed 

across the areas that are most in need. The aim is to give those in affected areas a direct and tangible 

indication of the value that freedom of movement can bring to communities. According to the report, 

if just half the money EEA citizens currently contribute in tax money were to be used in this way, it 

would amount to around £2.4bn per year. The money would be given directly to local authorities. [37]  

 

https://drodrik.scholar.harvard.edu/files/dani-rodrik/files/populism_and_the_economics_of_globalization.pdf
https://www.independent.co.uk/news/uk/home-news/north-south-divide-tory-austerity-conservatives-government-cameron-recession-a8667666.html
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-england-42049922
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-politics-36616028
https://www.un.org/development/desa/dspd/wp-content/uploads/sites/22/2018/09/Norris_Inglehart_Cultural_Backlash_Overview_Chapter-1.pdf
http://www.commongrounduk.com/reports/tackling-the-causes-of-brexit/


 

  

Immigration is clearly an immensely important issue in the UK, and should be addressed in one form 

or another - the Migration and Communities fund tackles the issue head on, and may resonate with 

leave voters on this basis. The localist sentiment is also to be commended - devolving power to local 

and regional authorities and decentralising power and resources away from the South-East are 

essential (as will be discussed in depth in the following sections), and will help recipients regain a sense 

of control over their own communities. The importance of this cannot be understated, given the 

influence of the ‘Take Back Control’ slogan in the Leave Campaign.  

 

2.2 Issues for consideration; 

 

It is, however, worth considering the potential issues with this; firstly, a fund which aims to offer 

residents ‘compensation’ for high levels of immigration risks stigmatising immigration in a 

unnecessarily negative way. One may argue that this is simply a reflection of prevailing attitudes, 

though one wonders whether it is consequently a good idea to add fuel to the fire. Though the 

supposed intention of the fund is to compensate for the strain (whether it be actual or perceived) on 

public services etc caused by an influx of migrants to an area, it is hard to say whether it will be taken 

as such. It is very possible that it would simply reaffirm pre-existing anti-immigrant sentiment in 

Leave-voting constituencies, though of course, public opinion is notoriously hard to predict. 

 

Yet more important is the fact that in the majority of cases, areas that are most likely to be opposed to 

immigration tend to have the least direct experience of it. [28] Areas with high immigrant populations 

tend to be the most tolerant, whereas communities which have just begun to experience immigration 

tend to feel most culturally disorientated, and predominantly white areas are most fearful of 

impending change. [27]  

It is therefore unclear how the fund aims to address this, and how the ‘hardest hit’ areas will be 

defined. Many of the areas that have expressed opposition to immigration may have experienced a 

relatively low level of overall demographic change. If the aim of the fund is to compensate for over-

https://theconversation.com/hard-evidence-how-areas-with-low-immigration-voted-mainly-for-brexit-62138
https://www.demos.co.uk/files/Changing_places_-_web.pdf


 

  

burdened public services, will funding be allocated to areas where migrant populations are highest 

(many of which are in London and the South-East)?  [38] [39] While there is no link between the 

relative size of an areas’ migrant population and its support for Leave/Remain, there is some link 

between the rate of recent increase of the migrant population and support for Leave. Small towns such 

as Boston, Norwich, Maldon, Melton, Redditch and West Lancashire among others have experienced 

upwards of a 200% increase in the number of migrants between 2005-15.  These areas reliably voted 

strongly to leave. [40] It may therefore be possible to allocate additional funding on this basis - areas 

that have experienced the most rapid rate of change are allocated the greatest funding.  

 

2.3 Alternative solutions - fighting exploitation and improving access to learning; 

 

The genuine cultural anxieties with regards to immigration should not be overlooked. There is a need 

for practical policy that reduces the impact of immigration on ‘left-behind’ communities, as well as 

taking action against racism and xenophobia. Firstly, action should be taken in the way of preventing 

undercutting by and exploitation of foreign labour. A poll conducted by TUC in 2014 revealed that 

people’s primary concern about immigration was the depression of wage rates and working 

conditions. It is known that migration as a whole does not damage employment rates, but individual 

experiences at the hands of unscrupulous employers who illegally use migrant workers to undercut the 

existing workforce are enough to distort collective perception. It is far too easy at present for 

employers to break with regulation, paying workers below minimum wage and housing them in unfit 

conditions, with the effect of reducing standards for the entire workforce and forcing greater numbers 

of people into low-paid, insecure jobs. Almost two million workers now occupy precarious temporary 

jobs and close to six million earn less than minimum wage. [41]  

 

The labour market is in need of tighter and better enforced regulation, which goes further to tackle 

exploitation. New legislation should aim to tackle issues like zero-hours contracts and loopholes 

surrounding posted, temporary and agency workers. Greater resources must be made available to 

https://migrationobservatory.ox.ac.uk/resources/briefings/migrants-in-the-uk-an-overview/
https://www.theguardian.com/uk-news/2016/oct/12/london-population-growth-twice-that-of-uk-official-figures-show
https://www.economist.com/britain/2017/04/15/explaining-britains-immigration-paradox
https://www.tuc.org.uk/sites/default/files/ManagingmigrationbetterforBritain.pdf


 

  

enforcement agencies like the HMRC, Employment Agencies Standards Inspectorate and GLAA, all 

of which have seen budgets cut in recent years. Industry-level wage setting should be allowed via 

selected mandated bodies such as modern wages councils. Trade unions should have the power to 

engage with employers in this process via collective bargaining. [41]  

 

In order for unions to be properly supported in identifying instances of exploitation, it is crucial that 

workers know their rights, and institutions are equipped with effective laws that prevent slavery and 

exploitation. This must be accompanied by tighter control of national borders to prevent trafficking 

and illegal immigration - more resources and personnel should be deployed to border forces. 

Employers should also be prevented from advertising jobs based in the UK abroad, in areas like 

Eastern Europe. [41] 

 

The TUC has also argued that there should also be greater emphasis on filling skills shortages with 

local labour, rather than relying on EU migration as a long-term solution. However, skilled positions 

in education, engineering and healthcare etc require high levels of education and training; training 

facilities and funding for apprenticeships etc are insufficient to meet this demand. The government 

should consequently work to improve access to a high standard of training and education in basic 

skills for both young people and older workers. [41]  

 

2.4 Supporting cultural assimilation; 

 

The government should also take steps to aid the assimilation of migrants and reduce the segregation 

and isolation of migrant communities, which reduces the opportunity for meaningful discourse, 

interaction and understanding. In order to build tolerance, there should be an emphasis on 

establishing social cohesion through the celebration of shared British values; the TUC outlines these as 

‘doing your bit, respect for difference and a profound opposition to racism and extremism’, though 

individual freedom, respect for democracy and the rule of law etc might well also be included among 

https://www.tuc.org.uk/sites/default/files/ManagingmigrationbetterforBritain.pdf
https://www.tuc.org.uk/sites/default/files/ManagingmigrationbetterforBritain.pdf
https://www.tuc.org.uk/sites/default/files/ManagingmigrationbetterforBritain.pdf


 

  

these. [41] In today’s world, national identities tend to emerge from the bottom up, as opposed to being 

enforced from the top-down. It is therefore recommended that the government enforce basic 

parameters like flag, civil rights and justice, while devolving the power to establish different vantage 

points on a common British identity on individuals and associations. Distinct from multiculturalism, 

this exemplifies multiple nationalism - groups with different characteristics are united around shared 

national identity. [27]  

 

Creating opportunities for communities to promote and collectively embrace  these values creates a 

bridge between migrant and resident populations. An example of a successful initiative was a TUC, 

Migrant Voice and Hope Not Hate project which linked unions, local authorities and voluntary groups 

in Corby, Manchester and Southampton. Participants of the project went on to form Southampton 

Fairness Commission with Southampton Council which helped to establish better services, wages, and 

employment opportunities for the town. RS Components, a major employer in Corby, also signed a 

collective agreement guaranteeing equal treatment for migrant and local workers and access to skills 

training. [41] The government should continue to establish cross-community initiatives - volunteer 

programmes, inclusivity at national events (Royal celebrations, sporting events, remembrance etc) - 

centred around shared values. This will help to maintain and nurture a strong sense of patriotism and 

national unity whilst maintaining the advantages of a diverse and multicultural society.  

 

It is essential that everyone has the opportunity to learn English, so that they can engage fully with 

their new communities, build relationships and take full advantage of employment opportunities. 

Significant cuts of up to 24% were made to non-apprenticeship based forms of training in 2015, and 

language courses for non-English speakers have been amongst the worst affected. [41]  

 

2.5 Tackling the uneven distribution of asylum seekers; 

 

https://www.tuc.org.uk/sites/default/files/ManagingmigrationbetterforBritain.pdf
https://www.demos.co.uk/files/Changing_places_-_web.pdf
https://www.tuc.org.uk/sites/default/files/ManagingmigrationbetterforBritain.pdf
https://www.tuc.org.uk/sites/default/files/ManagingmigrationbetterforBritain.pdf


 

  

The UK’s current system for dispersing asylum seekers is hugely varied, and reveals a stark divide 

between North and South. There is concern that the greatest burden in terms of numbers of asylum 

seekers is being placed disproportionately on the areas that can least afford it. The entire South-East 

of England (excluding London) is home to around 481 asylum seekers, and an overall population of 

8.5m. Stoke, by contrast, has a population of around 250,000, but houses 886 migrants under the 

asylum dispersal scheme. Bolton, Swansea, Rochdale, Sandwell, Stockton and Oldham among other 

areas all take in more migrants than the entire South-East. [42] According to Home Office data, 57% 

of migrants taken in under the scheme are placed in the poorest third of the country. [43]  

 

The disparity exists despite the fact that all councils in the South-East volunteered collectively to 

become dispersal areas in 2016. [42] This is largely because of a policy change introduced in 2012 that 

simultaneously privatised contracts for housing asylum seekers and reduced the funding available to 

execute them. The inevitable efforts by private companies to procure the cheapest housing has led not 

only to asylum seekers living in unsafe or unsuitable conditions [42], but to migrants being housed 

overwhelmingly in the lowest-income areas. Local authorities are not provided additional resources to 

cope with the strain on public services etc caused by migrants, who are entitled to basic healthcare and 

school places whilst waiting for their claims to be heard. The lack of central government funding also 

deters other areas from taking part in the scheme. [43] Budgets for housing procurement contracts 

must be expanded in order to allow migrants to be placed more evenly throughout the UK, or failing 

that, resources allocated to deprived areas to help them better cope with the strain. The unfair burden 

on deprived areas exacerbates local resentment of migrants and reduces social cohesion. [43]  

 

3. Improving & Rebalancing the UK economy 

 

3.1 The current crisis; 

 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=N0sqE_mPm2E
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2017/apr/09/its-a-shambles-data-shows-most-asylum-seekers-put-in-poorest-parts-of-britain
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=N0sqE_mPm2E
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=N0sqE_mPm2E
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2017/apr/09/its-a-shambles-data-shows-most-asylum-seekers-put-in-poorest-parts-of-britain
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2017/apr/09/its-a-shambles-data-shows-most-asylum-seekers-put-in-poorest-parts-of-britain


 

  

Rising levels of income inequality [44], poor productivity [45] and economic stagnation following the 

2008 financial crisis [46] were heavily responsible for the outcome of the referendum. Though the 

economy ranked below other concerns such as Immigration and Sovereignty, unemployment, low 

wages and poor access to public services likely contributed to the level of general dissatisfaction among 

British voters, and stimulated their unprecedented desire for change. Cuts to public services and job 

losses post-2008 doubtless played a role in emancipating voter’s concerns over immigration in 

particular.  

 

The slump in UK productivity sparked by the finical crisis shows no sign of improvement. Indeed, the 

UK’s productivity crisis has been more severe than in any other leading western economy, and the UK 

still ranks near the bottom of the G7 league table in terms of productivity. Annual productivity growth 

has slowed dramatically from around 2.3% before the crisis to just 0.4%, with the computer 

programming, energy, finance, mining, pharmaceuticals and telecoms accounting for three fifths of 

this decline. This is most marked in areas outside London and the Southeast. [45] As a result, Britain 

has lost over a decade of economic growth which, according to current forecasts, will never be 

recovered - the OBR’s latest figures put GDP per capita in 2022 as a mere 8% higher than 2008 levels, 

compared to the 27% suggested by the pre-2008 growth trend. This is largely responsible for the worst 

decade in terms of wage stagnation that the UK has faced since the Napoleonic Wars. [46]  

 

Perhaps still more worrying is the level of stark socioeconomic inequality in the UK, which reached a 

peak in 2009-10. Despite being the fifth largest economy in the world, the UK ranks third amongst the 

most unequal countries in Europe, [47] and is the 7th most unequal of the 30 OECD countries [48], 

with richest 10% of households owning 45% of all wealth, and the poorest 50% owning just 8.7%. [48] 

Not only is wealth unevenly distributed across income brackets, but across regions. Households in the 

Southeast own, on average, over twice the amount of wealth as households in the Northeast. [48]  

https://www.equalitytrust.org.uk/how-has-inequality-changed
https://www.ft.com/content/6ada0002-9a57-11e8-9702-5946bae86e6d
https://www.independent.co.uk/news/business/news/britain-decade-growth-lost-austerity-institute-fiscal-studies-a7621411.html
https://www.ft.com/content/6ada0002-9a57-11e8-9702-5946bae86e6d
https://www.independent.co.uk/news/business/news/britain-decade-growth-lost-austerity-institute-fiscal-studies-a7621411.html
https://www.businessinsider.com/the-8-major-economies-with-most-inequality-2017-8?r=UK&IR=T
https://www.equalitytrust.org.uk/scale-economic-inequality-uk
https://www.equalitytrust.org.uk/scale-economic-inequality-uk
https://www.equalitytrust.org.uk/scale-economic-inequality-uk


 

  

 

[48]  

 

In fact, the decade following the 

crisis exhibited an exacerbated 

trend of widening inequality 

that began in the 1970s; over the 

last 40 years, 50% of the UK’s 

population has almost entirely 

failed to benefit from economic 

growth. Between 1979-2012, a 

mere 10% national economic 

growth was received by the 

poorest 50%, with the bottom 33% gaining almost nothing. Almost 40% of wealth went to the top 10% 

of earners. [49]  

 

 

 

 

 

https://www.equalitytrust.org.uk/scale-economic-inequality-uk
https://www.ippr.org/files/2018-08/1535639099_prosperity-and-justice-ippr-2018.pdf


 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

[49] 

 

As a consequence, the share of national income going to wages and salaries has fallen markedly over 

recent decades. Bank of England estimates place the ‘labour share’ of national income at close to 70% 

in the mid-1970s; the current share is around 55%. A rising share of GDP is now occupied by owners 

of capital, as returns on assets have continued to grow at a rate outpacing the national economy. [49]  

 

3.2 The North-South Divide; 

 

Huge disparities in levels of wealth and investment between the South-East and the rest of the country 

have led to a pronounced North-South divide, which exists despite government efforts (such as the 

largely unsuccessful Northern Powerhouse) to rebalance the UK economy. [50] Despite the effect the 

2008 crisis had on The City, the gap between London and other UK cities has continued to widen over 

the last 10 years. [51]  

 

The divide is such that socioeconomic deprivation has led to a 20% higher chance of early death in the 

North of England than the South East. Those aged 35-44 are 49% more likely to die suddenly if they 

live in the North. [52] Furthermore, of the ten cities in the UK with the lowest levels of employment, 9 

of them are in the north. [53] Despite this, government investment continues to be concentrated in 

London and the Southeast - analysis of government figures in January 2018 by the IPPR found that 

London was to receive £4,155 per person in 2018, 2.6 times more than the North and almost 5 time 

https://www.ippr.org/files/2018-08/1535639099_prosperity-and-justice-ippr-2018.pdf
https://www.ippr.org/files/2018-08/1535639099_prosperity-and-justice-ippr-2018.pdf
https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2018/sep/05/rebalance-economy-rent-wages-britain
https://www.theguardian.com/business/2016/nov/06/the-legacy-of-leaving-old-industrial-britain-to-rot-is-becoming-clear
https://www.independent.co.uk/voices/north-south-divide-life-expectancy-northern-powerhouse-inequality-opportunities-a7887771.html
https://www.independent.co.uk/arts-entertainment/north-south-divide-uk-british-education-economy-gender-pay-gap-difference-a7484046.html


 

  

more than Yorkshire and the Humber. [54] More than half of UK transport investment is in London. 

[55] There is also a disparity of over £700mn per year in arts funding between the north and south. 

[52] The IPPR estimates that, with parity funding, the North would have received £59bn more 

investment in transport over the last decade, [56] and though house prices are lower in the north, more 

homes continue to be built in London than in all the cities in the ‘Northern Powerhouse’ zone 

combined. [52] 

 

3.3 Problems facing the North; 

 

The decline of northern towns is largely down to mass deindustrialisation and the outsourcing of 

labour in the manufacturing sector to cheaper locations overseas. Since Blair’s government came into 

power in 1997, manufacturing’s share of the economy has almost halved, and around 212,000 

manufacturing jobs have been lost in the North since the mid-1990s. [51] Blue-collar anger at the loss 

of decently-paid industrial jobs in America was widely heralded as one of the main causes of Trump’s 

victory in 2016 [57], and in Britain, the decline has been even more marked. While America remains a 

global industrial power, deindustrialisation in Britain has contributed to a cycle of overspending, an 

enormous budget deficit and an unsustainable reliance on debt-driven growth. After the booming 

asset-price bubbles in the Southeast (tax revenue from which had hitherto been recycled into funding 

for declining Northern areas) burst in 2008, investment in the North fell sharply. [51]  

 

Research has shown that areas where job josses are the most acute are now the greatest recipients of 

incapacity benefits and tax credits, as well as the areas likely to be worst affected by cuts to welfare 

made under the coalition government by 2020-21. Employment rates continue to fall well below those 

in other, more affluent areas of the country [58]; a lack of private sector growth and investment means 

that job opportunities are scarce, save for low-paid service sector jobs in call centres etc. A lack of 

purchasing power is both a symptom and a cause of this decline, and was worsened by austerity 

measures post-recession. [51]  

https://www.ippr.org/news-and-media/press-releases/new-transport-figures-reveal-north-to-receive-indefensible-2-555-less-per-person-than-london
https://www.theguardian.com/uk-news/2017/feb/20/more-than-half-uk-investment-in-transport-is-in-london-says-study
https://www.independent.co.uk/voices/north-south-divide-life-expectancy-northern-powerhouse-inequality-opportunities-a7887771.html
https://www.huffingtonpost.co.uk/entry/anger-north-south-transport-spending-divide-59-billion-a-decade_uk_597ec9ade4b0da64e87a2145
https://www.independent.co.uk/voices/north-south-divide-life-expectancy-northern-powerhouse-inequality-opportunities-a7887771.html
https://www.theguardian.com/business/2016/nov/06/the-legacy-of-leaving-old-industrial-britain-to-rot-is-becoming-clear
https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2016/dec/12/trump-brexit-cities-countryside-rural-voters
https://www.theguardian.com/business/2016/nov/06/the-legacy-of-leaving-old-industrial-britain-to-rot-is-becoming-clear
http://www.onrec.com/news/adview/the-big-uk-unemployment-north-south-divide
https://www.theguardian.com/business/2016/nov/06/the-legacy-of-leaving-old-industrial-britain-to-rot-is-becoming-clear


 

  

 

Austerity has been shown to have affected Northern areas disproportionately hard, [35], and yet 

according to a recent report by Sheffield Hallam University, de-industrialised areas are responsible 

for a cumulative £20-£30bn worth of the governments’ £55bn deficit, largely due to the widespread 

use of incapacity benefits and tax credits to supplement the wages of those in low-end jobs. Economic 

growth and government attempts to reduce claimant numbers have so far failed to lessen these 

impacts. The report outlines the process by which job destruction in the North eventually led to the 

welfare cuts now being borne by it - job losses meant Northern areas required greater spending, which 

increased financial pressure on successive governments and thus, the need for cuts. [59] It is not 

remotely surprising then, that the UK, and in particular the North, has experienced a surge in 

nationalist and isolationist sentiment, given that so many citizens have almost entirely failed to benefit 

from the process of globalisation.  

 

The solution to the problem must obviously involve an injection of wealth into Northern areas, 

whether it be of private or public sector origin. The Northern Powerhouse has largely failed to live up 

to expectation [60]; the scheme aims to connect Northern cities into an economic agglomeration that 

attracts private sector investment and business growth. Aside from investing in individual projects 

and businesses in the R&D, arts & culture and science & technology sectors via private sector 

partnerships, the Northern Powerhouse is centred primarily around the new high-speed North-South 

rail link HS2. [61] Not only has the scheme come under fire for the lack of projects completed so far, 

but HS2 itself has also been heavily criticised (see report on HS2). Train services continue to be 

unreliable and journey times between Northern cities have not been improved [62], schools in 

Manchester and Liverpool continue to fail and  poor student outcomes are putting the long-term 

development prospects of the North at risk. [63]  

 

3.4 Solutions; 

 

https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-england-42049922
https://www4.shu.ac.uk/research/cresr/sites/shu.ac.uk/files/cresr30th-jobs-welfare-austerity.pdf
http://unitelive.org/labour-blasts-tories-failed-northern-powerhouse/
https://northernpowerhouse.gov.uk/about-us/
https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2018/jun/01/tories-northern-powerhouse-transport-system-cities-george-osborne
https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2016/feb/23/northern-powerhouse-local-schools-manchester-liverpool-education-policy


 

  

While poorly executed and badly prioritised, the sentiment behind the Northern Powerhouse is sound. 

Deprived areas require urgent investment the cycle of low investment, low productivity and low pay is 

to be ended and if the UK economy effectively rebalanced. The alternative put forward by 

CommonGroundUK takes the form of a ‘Jumpstart Fund’, whereby a significant proportion of the 

£36bn approx. saved by maintaining membership of the EU should be allocated to the most deprived 

areas of the UK, in addition to the £2.2bn they already receive from the EU structural and investment 

funds. The money would go to local councils, who would be given full control over how the money is 

spent. [37] A one-off payment of billions of pounds, followed by supplementary annual investment, 

would go at least part way to making up for years of neglect by Westminster and Whitehall. Again, the 

emphasis on localism is critical - giving communities the power to both raise and distribute funding 

allows for careful, case-by-case evaluation of funding allocation, as well providing reassurance that it 

is possible for people to take control of their lives and communities while remaining in the EU. 

Funding would likely be put towards improving public services, infrastructure and housing, as well as 

improving local skills. [37]  

 

3.5 Promoting private sector & industrial growth; 

 

As well as short-term investment in public services etc, measures must be taken to ensure sustainable 

economic growth and development. Private sector investment and business growth will be central to 

securing this. Currently, the UK economy is driven predominantly by household consumption - the 

OBR estimates that in 2017, this was responsible for nine tenths of economic growth. [64] Investment 

is a far more powerful driver of growth and productivity in the long-term, but is currently at a level 

5% of GDP lower than the average for developed countries, and has been declining for 30 years. 

Corporate investment has now fallen below the level of depreciation leading to declining capital stock. 

Similarly, investment in R&D is lower than in many of our major competitors. Pressure from a 

banking system too heavily geared towards short-term returns encourages businesses to distribute a 

greater proportion of their revenue across shareholders, rather than investing it into longer term 

http://www.commongrounduk.com/reports/tackling-the-causes-of-brexit/
http://www.commongrounduk.com/reports/tackling-the-causes-of-brexit/
https://www.ippr.org/files/2017-09/cej-interim-report-summary-170911.pdf


 

  

growth. Deregulation is partly responsible for low productivity and underemployment; low wages 

breed low productivity and vice versa, and too many sectors have fallen into this cycle - almost a third 

of adult workers are overqualified for their jobs. [64] Addressing these issues will help to build a 

stronger national economy. However, specific measures must also be taken to tackle regional 

disparities in growth and industrial planning.  

 

Industrial growth in the north, perhaps with a focus on smart manufacturing or renewables etc would 

also have the additional benefit of improving the UK’s trade balance; at present, the UK has a trade 

surplus in services, but an overall trade deficit that is larger as a proportion of national GDP than any 

other G7 country. The UK’s manufacturing sector accounts for a smaller share of GDP than in most of 

its major competitors - less than 10%. UK exports are concentrated across a few sectors and many 

industrial supply chains are heavily dependant on foreign imports. [64]  

 

The recently published Northern Powerhouse Independent Economic Review outlined the North as 

having potential for global competitiveness in the fields of manufacturing, digital development, health 

and energy, which is as of yet untapped. [65] Promoting and supporting high value-added 

manufacturing industries such as the automotive and transport industries - both of which already 

employ large numbers of workers in the North and contribute substantially to the UK economy [66] 

[67] - may help to boost employment and grow regional GDP. In order for these industries to succeed, 

it is essential to address existing skills shortages in the relevant sectors, including in STEM, at all levels 

throughout the supply chain. [68] Targeted business support in the form of tax breaks, grants and 

subsidies for Northern SMEs etc should be used to help encourage growth in promising sectors. [69]  

[68]  Domesticating UK supply chains is of huge importance, and adds huge value to UK industries by 

reducing their reliance on foreign imports. An ambitious trade strategy involving the reshoring of 

existing jobs, and investment in new, advanced industries for which the UK has a decisive comparative 

advantage will help provide a substantial boost to the North’s export capacity. [68] Such industries 

https://www.ippr.org/files/2017-09/cej-interim-report-summary-170911.pdf
https://www.ippr.org/files/2017-09/cej-interim-report-summary-170911.pdf
http://www.sqw.co.uk/about-us/latest-news1/northern-powerhouse-independent-economic-review/
https://www.smmt.co.uk/wp-content/uploads/sites/2/SMMT-Motor-Industry-Facts-June-2018.pdf
https://www.thenorthernecho.co.uk/news/16174510.newton-aycliffe-based-high-speed-train-manufacturer-praised-for-boosting-area/
https://www.smmt.co.uk/reports/uk-automotive-priorities-new-parliament/
https://www.npif.co.uk/
https://www.smmt.co.uk/reports/uk-automotive-priorities-new-parliament/
https://www.smmt.co.uk/wp-content/uploads/sites/2/SMMT-Manifesto-2017-online.pdf


 

  

may likely include ultra-low emission vehicle (ULEV) production and renewables like offshore wind 

power. 

 

A report by RenewableUK found that British companies already provide close to 50% of British 

offshore wind power, and investment in the industry is helping to support over 600 companies across 

the UK. A further £17.5bn investment is expected over the next four years, which it is hoped will help 

to reinvigorate local economies and grow the UK’s manufacturing sector. [70] The UK is currently a 

world leader in offshore wind farming, and competitive contract auctions will help to maintain this 

position. The UK was responsible for installing 53% of Europe’s net 3.15GW offshore wind capacity in 

2017. [71] This provides a valuable opportunity to gain a share of the now $300bn global renewables 

industry [72], by exporting renewable energy as well as cutting-edge technology to other countries 

wishing to follow suit, among these being China, India, Taiwan and the USA. [70] The report also 

outlines the industry’s potential to help rebalance the UK economy by promoting industrial growth in 

the North. [73] 

 

ULEVs and autonomous vehicles may also provide a valuable boost to Northern manufacture, and 

policy should therefore aim to support their production and uptake. Removing regulatory barriers to 

the development of connected and autonomous vehicles (CAVs) and providing funding for the 

implementation of supporting infrastructure are important precursors to growth in the industry.  

Establishing the UK as an internationally renowned testbed for CAVs will also help to attract 

investment in R&D. [68]  

 

3.6 Improving education in the North; 

 

Improving the quality of education in the North is of paramount importance, the reason for which is 

two-fold; firstly, high standards of education and training allow pupils to pursue higher education and 

employment opportunities, and provide businesses which the pool of skilled labour required to expand 

https://www.renewableuk.com/news/373133/New-report-highlights-economic-benefits-of-offshore-wind-across-UK.htm
https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2018/feb/06/uk-built-half-of-europes-offshore-wind-power-in-2017
https://www.renewableuk.com/news/405400/New-report-shows-UKs-wind-and-marine-energy-companies-exporting-to-44-countries.htm
https://www.renewableuk.com/news/373133/New-report-highlights-economic-benefits-of-offshore-wind-across-UK.htm
https://www.ippr.org/files/images/media/files/publication/2013/07/pump-up-the-volume_offshore-wind_July2013_11006.pdf
https://www.smmt.co.uk/wp-content/uploads/sites/2/SMMT-Manifesto-2017-online.pdf


 

  

by eliminating skills shortages in extant industries. [74]  [75]  [76] Secondly, good schools make areas 

more attractive to prospective home owners, and encourages existing residents to stay. This may act as 

a counteractive force to the flow of skilled labour out of the North. [74] [76]  

 

Northern schools are currently lagging far behind their southern counterparts according to an Ofsted 

report published in December, 2016. [78] The report was preceded by another cross-party study 

chaired by then-Deputy prime minister Nick Clegg, which similarly found there to be widening levels 

of inequality in student outcomes between London and the North East, Yorkshire and the Humber 

and the Midlands, with London’s performance having surged in recent years whilst the latter three 

consistently under-perform. The study of education performance figures found that in London, 70 

percent of students achieved at least 5 good results at GCSE, compared to 63 per cent in Yorkshire 

and Humber. [78] A recent NPP report also found that Northern students score, on average, one 

GCSE grade lower than students in the South-East. [80] Almost a third of schools in the North-East 

are currently Ofsted-rated ‘less than good’, which, according to Sir Michael Wilshaw, Ofsted’s chief 

inspector, threatens to undermine the North’s potential future contribution to the national economy. 

[80] The government’s pilot National Teaching service, a scheme aiming to recruit outstanding 

teachers to under performing schools, was abandoned in 2016 shortly after its launch, having received 

just 54 successful applications. [90]  

 

The question of how to address the imbalance in education standards is difficult to answer fully. It is 

widely understood that teaching quality is one of the most crucial factors in determining the success of 

a school, and that deprived areas generally struggle to recruit and retain teachers. Given that 

Northern cities have some of the highest levels of socioeconomic deprivation in the country, the 

inability of northern schools to recruit high-quality teachers is hardly surprising. [74] It is hoped that 

better understanding of this phenomenon may shed more light on potential solutions - the NPSS 

Weller review outlines the importance of implementing a better system to measure teacher supply and 

demand, as well as conducting further research into strategies that successfully recruit and maintain 

https://www.centreforcities.org/blog/northern-challenge-improve-regions-schools/
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https://www.theguardian.com/money/2018/mar/18/regions-london-brain-drain-graduates-metro-mayors
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/574186/Ofsted_annual_report_education_and_skills_201516_web-ready.pdf
https://www.telegraph.co.uk/education/educationnews/12094271/North-South-divide-widens-as-school-performance-figures-show-vast-inequality-in-education.html
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quality teaching staff. [74] A range of approaches must be designed, funded and tested, and it is key 

that any funding allocated to Northern schools is done so in an evidence-based way.  

 

London’s enormous success in improving it’s schools may mean it is possible to learn by example; 

the London Challenge initiative was launched in 2003, and aimed to improve student outcomes in 

under-performing London schools. [91] The programme received funding of £40 million per year at its 

height [74], and was largely centred around improving the quality of school leadership and of teaching 

and learning. This involved a comprehensive leadership training programme for both existing and 

prospective school leaders, and professional support for teachers looking to improve their teaching. 

Improved data use was also used to examine the performance of individual departments within schools 

and of students from different economic and cultural backgrounds to allow for a more targeted 

approach. Experienced advisors were appointed to schools to monitor improvements and allocate 

financial support. [91] However, the role of the London Challenge in improving the performance of 

London schools remains contested; government analysis of performance data suggests that it may have 

been the improved quality of primary education that was responsible for improved student outcomes 

in London at secondary level. [92] In addition, the budget for the London Challenge is over double the 

yearly funding earmarked for the NPSS, which covers an area with over double the population of 

London. [74]  

 

Sir Wilshaw’s proposals for improving education in the North involve a greater degree of 

collaboration between councils, communities and school boards, and call for a more intensive means of 

local action. This is in contrast to the government’s current strategy of ‘academisation', a means of 

centralising control over schools in Whitehall and taking power away from local authorities. However, 

evidence suggests that local partnerships and collaboration have more success in improving the quality 

of education and student outcomes when partnered with effective teaching and leadership. 

Furthermore, in some of the lowest-performing areas, the majority of schools are already academies. 

[93] Northern primary schools demonstrate relatively high levels of attainment, which can be 

https://www.centreforcities.org/blog/northern-challenge-improve-regions-schools/
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attributed in large part to input from high-performing local authorities, which provide a valuable 

source of expertise. This risks being lost  at secondary level (where the problem lies) if more schools 

become academies. [94] Education policy should therefore focus on establishing and maintaining a 

system of collaboration between all key players - school leaders, local councils, businesses, parents and 

multi-academy trusts. In major cities, the responsibility of oversight should be given to local leaders: 

councillors and mayors. [93]  

 

Funding for Northern schools is also lower than for schools in the South and South-East [95], despite 

having a more demographically challenging intake. When attainment scores are adjusted for school 

intake, the North East and North West come out as two of the highest performing regions in the 

country, next to London. This clearly demonstrates the more difficult task faced by Northern schools 

as a result of their intake, for which they must be compensated in order to boost raw results. [94] As 

well as a shortage of funding, many Northern schools operate in ‘cold spots’ where there is little access 

to support from teaching schools. This severely exacerbates the problem of teaching recruitment in 

these areas. Funding should therefore be weighted accordingly, with emphasis on disadvantaged areas, 

and there should be a greater effort to redirect teaching and leadership support to cold spots via 

professional development programmes or incentives such as student-loan write-offs for those who 

choose to work in disadvantaged areas at struggling schools. [94]  

 

3.6 Improving connectivity & transport infrastructure; 

 

Improving transport infrastructure and connectivity between Northern cities is at the heart of the 

government’s current Northern Powerhouse programme, and should remain a key pillar of any plan 

to renew or rebalance the UK economy. [96] The North currently suffers from disproportionately low 

levels of investment in transport infrastructure, which has resulted in huge inadequacies in the system. 

The North boasts some of the slowest journey times, highest ticket prices and most unreliable services 

in the country. [97] [98] A study by the Sheffield Hallam University has found that problems are so 

https://www.ippr.org/publications/northern-schools-putting-education-at-the-heart-of-the-northern-powerhouse
https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2016/feb/23/northern-powerhouse-local-schools-manchester-liverpool-education-policy
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https://www.prospectmagazine.co.uk/politics/northern-transport-is-off-the-rails-but-is-anyone-really-surprised


 

  

severe that poor transport links prevent underprivileged families from finding work. Workers cited 

frequent delays on bus services as making it hard to guarantee punctuality, and cars and trains as 

being unaffordable. [99]  

 

The government’s plans for HS2 have come under fire for a number of issues including spiralling 

costs, delayed implementation and poor compensation for those whose assets will be affected. There is 

also concern that HS2 will be of the greatest benefit to London and the South-East, and will fail to 

provide its intended boost for Northern cities - the first phase of the line will link Birmingham to 

London, with links from Birmingham to the Midlands and the North coming later, in phase two. 

Analysis of high-speed networks in France, Spain and South Korea that suggests that the main 

beneficiary of high-speed rail is often the pre-established economic core, with the network’s main 

effect being to draw in yet more wealth into the centre. [100] It is possible that HS2 will simply pull 

Birmingham into the South East labour market. [101]  

 

Instead of HS2, the emphasis must be on connecting Northern cities, rather than establishing 

additional transport links with London. Indeed, the journey times for London connections already 

outstrip those on trans-Northern lines. [101] Connecting Northern cities will allow them to act as one, 

major agglomerated market of goods and labour that rivals the size of London. [102] Urban 

agglomerations have been shown to be better at generating wealth than several smaller cities 

functioning independently, and are considered to be a key driver of socioeconomic development. [103]  

An efficient, affordable and well-connected transport system would provide a £100bn boost to the UK 

economy and open up an additional 850,000 jobs by 2050, according to predictions. [96] [104] 

Connectivity within agglomerations is hugely important in maximising the productivity of these 

regions - lower commuting costs and shorter journey times encourage more people to travel to major 

CBDs for work, expanding the size of the CBD workforce and increasing the productivity and wage 

premium of the economy. [102]  

 

https://www.theguardian.com/uk-news/2018/aug/07/north-england-unreliable-public-transport-stops-poor-families-finding-work
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/magazine-24159571
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The IPPR has urged the government to prioritise HS3, a ‘crossrail for the North’ connecting 

Liverpool, Manchester, Sheffield, Leeds, York and Hull, over HS2. [106]  This would deliver far more 

significant economic benefits to these cities and come at a lower overall cost, allowing spare funds to be 

spent on additional regional transport improvements. [101] The benefits of HS3 to the Northern 

economy would be enormous, and bring 1.29 million more people and 29% more businesses within a 

60 min train journey and 90 min train journey of 4 or more major northern cities respectively. [106] 

The New Economics foundation has also proposed an alternative £33bn package of investment 

including upgrades to existing east and west coast rail lines, local rail enhancements, investment in bus 

and tram networks and improved cycling and walking infrastructure. Under this approach, funding 

would still be available for the extended roll-out of super-fast broadband infrastructure. 

http://stophs2.org/news/10028-hs2-facts-and-problems  

 

Transport for the North has identified 7 major ‘corridors’ for investment that offer the greatest 

growth opportunities: the Energy Coasts, Central Pennines, Southern Pennines, the West & Wales, the 

East Coast to Scotland, the North West to Sheffield City and Yorkshire to Scotland. These corridors 

link economic hubs and areas with advanced capabilities in major promising industries including 

health innovation, digital, energy and advanced manufacturing as mentioned previously. [106] Smart 

ticketing and smart cards/contactless payment systems should also be rolled out across the rest of the 

UK, reducing queuing times and improving the ease and convenience of travel for customers. In 

addition, capping daily or weekly travel costs for multi-modal journeys gives passengers confidence 

that the pay-as-you price will never exceed that of the best value travel pass.  

[107] [109] To help fund regional road network improvements and improvements to the strategic road 

network, a significant portion of VED revenue may be reallocated to Highways England in addition to 

existing government funding flows. Projections estimate the overall contribution of VED to the road 

network to be around £28-43bn over 30 years if this approach is adopted. Funding may also be 

derived from the hypothecation of future profits generated by the Northern and Trans-Pennine 

express franchises. To incentivise this, demand management could be optimised, networks could be 

https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-england-37011839
https://www.theguardian.com/uk-news/2018/oct/27/northern-mps-tell-labour-change-your-mind-on-hs2
https://transportforthenorth.com/wp-content/uploads/STP-Key-Messages.pdf
http://stophs2.org/news/10028-hs2-facts-and-problems
https://transportforthenorth.com/wp-content/uploads/STP-Key-Messages.pdf
https://transportforthenorth.com/wp-content/uploads/IST-Phase-1.pdf
https://transportforthenorth.com/wp-content/uploads/IST-Phase-3.pdf


 

  

offered additional investment and the fares system reforms to best suit the needs of the network. This 

could bring in a further £9-23bn over three decades. [109]  

 

Locally-derived funding for particular schemes, interventions and projects in the form of targeted 

grants, redirection of project revenues and new levies and charges is also a valuable potential funding 

source, and could make a substantive contribution to more extensive projects like HS2 that have large 

catchment areas. However, this may not always be feasible or appropriate, as, firstly, the North is not 

represented by its own democratically-elected tier of government, and therefore has no revenue 

raising capacity of its own (regional devolution may help to solve this problem). Secondly, parallel 

local transport initiatives are likely to be priorities by local authorities over and above centrally 

organised schemes if funds become available. [109] The efficacy and feasibility of centrally and locally 

derived funding will vary from area to area and from scheme to scheme. Each case must therefore be 

analysed on an individual basis in terms of the realistic potential for improvement, and the 

contribution and subsequent return that can be expected from either funding source.  

 

3.7 Investing in Research & Development; 

 

The UK government currently spends around 1.68% GDP on R&D, and has committed to a goal of 

2.4% by 2027, and a longer term goal of 3%. Government investment accounts for only a small 

proportion of overall investment, with the majority coming from businesses and a smaller proportion 

from not-for-profit organisations. Investment in R&D helps grow industries, create jobs and improve 

quality of life through advancements in healthcare and technology etc. Research and innovation are 

also critical if the UK’s productivity gap is to be closed - research has shown firms that invest in R&D 

are 13% more productive on average than those that do not. [110] This is particularly true of the four 

industries with the largest potential for growth in the UK, cited above; energy, health, digital and 

advanced manufacturing. All rely heavily on cutting edge scientific advancement and continuous 

investment in research to ensure that they reach globally competitive status.  

https://transportforthenorth.com/wp-content/uploads/Funding-our-long-term-Investment-Programme-Technical-Report-undertaken-by-KPMG.pdf
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The distribution of R&D investment is yet again, unequal; almost half of research funding goes to the 

South-East while just 20% goes to the North. Around a quarter of the UK’s higher education 

institutions are located in the ‘golden triangle’ region between Oxford, Cambridge and London, many 

of these being renowned internationally. Government should aim to replicate the success of these 

institutions in other areas of the UK, by building on research strengths in both the public and private 

sector. [111] Private sector investment tends to follow public money, though this alone is not enough to 

guarantee sufficient funding. Industrial strategy must be geared towards incentivising businesses to 

invest in R&D, and base their R&D in the UK, particularly in the North. [110] The UKRI, a merger of 

the 7 UK research councils and Innovate UK (which offers grants to businesses) has been set up to 

help address the imbalance in R&D spending with a budget of £6bn per annum to offer out in the 

form of business grants. However, the board has been criticised for the makeup of its membership, all 

but one of whom are from the South-East. There is also worry that without the creation of new, 

specially allocated funding streams, additional funding will do little to address the regional imbalance. 

Locating major research institutions outside of the South East, as well as the creation of specifically 

targeted funding streams may prove more effective. Fostering collaboration between major Northern 

universities will allow them to gather sufficient resources to attract and bid for funding. [111]  

 

4. Public services 

 

4.1 Healthcare; 

 

Public spending on health has increased substantially over the history of the NHS,  

rising from 3.5% of national income in 1949–50 to 7.3% in 2016–17. Though spending has grown at a 

historically slow pace since 2009–10 (1.4% per year on average), we spend twice as much on health 

today as we did 20 years ago, taking into account inflation. [112] However, despite increased funding, 

the demand on the NHS has also continued to rise. Subsequently, there is increasing evidence of strain, 
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with lengthening waiting times, increasing numbers of cancelled operations and widespread provider 

deficits. [113]  

 

The role of EU migration in contributing to this pressure it hotly contested, and, at present, there is 

not a sufficiently robust evidence base from which to draw any reliable conclusions. There is a general 

lack of data available from most routine data sources - patient use of GP and community services is 

not routinely recorded, let alone information on use by immigration status. Tentative estimates by the 

Department of Health based on research conducted in 2013 puts the overall cost of provided health 

services to immigrants at around £2bn per year at the highest end of the estimate. This includes 

migrants from countries with which the UK has a reciprocal agreement, and the cost of ‘health 

tourism’ which was estimated to cost around £60m - £80m per year. [115] Other estimates concerning 

EU migrants in particular yield yet more modest figures - FullFact estimates that EU migrants 

contribute around £160m of annual NHS spending. [115]  This compares to the annual NHS budget 

for the same year of £113bn. [114] [116] 

Analysis by the Nuffield Trust shows that the role of migration is dwarfed by other factors such as the 

use of new technology, rising wages and an ageing population when it comes to increasing the burden 

on healthcare services. [115] 
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Researchers generally agree that immigrants, particularly recent immigrants from inside the EEA, 

tend to make a positive net fiscal contribution to the UK public services, paying more in taxes than 

they receive in welfare and healthcare costs. [117] Two independent studies carried out by researchers 

at UCL and campaign group Migration Watch found that migrants from inside the EEA made a 

greater positive contribution to the UK central budget than both UK natives and migrants from 

outside the EEA. The UCL study estimated EEA migrants to be the only group to have been positive 

net contributors during the period, during which the UK was running a budget deficit. [115] Research 

on the effects on immigration on hospital waiting times found that immigration decreased wait times 

for outpatient referrals, and had a negligible effect on A&E wait times and elective care. [118]  

 

In addition, migrant workers make a valuable contribution to NHS service provision, with around 

20% NHS workforce (including 30% doctors) coming from countries outside of the UK. [114] Severe 

staff shortages are already being reported following the referendum and are set to worsen after Brexit, 

highlighting the reliance of the NHS on workers from overseas. [120] [121]  

 

Furthermore, rules for immigrants have already been made more stringent. Those entering the UK for 

more than six months are now required to pay a charge prior to entry in order to gain free access to 

the NHS. Measures have also been put in place which aim to recover costs from migrants who use 

NHS services - some immigrants from outside the EU now have to pay a charge amounting to 150% of 

the cost of treatment. [114]  

 

Immigration, therefore, does not present any significant threat to the provision of healthcare services, 

and migrant workers are essential to its function. Despite this, 55% British voters believe that 

immigration has a negative effect on the healthcare system according to a ComRes/ITV news poll in 

2015. [121] This is likely due in large part to narratives pushed by the Leave campaign and other anti-

immigration groups in the run up to the referendum, though it is worth baring in mind that the effects 

of immigration on public services, while insignificant at a national level, may be more pronounced in 
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certain areas of the country. One study found that immigration did have a negative effect on wait 

times for outpatient referrals in deprived regions outside of London and the South East (though these 

effects had largely disappeared over a period of 3-4 years). [118]  

 

While immigration may not constitute the primary source of the problem, the NHS is clearly 

struggling in large part due to a lack of government funding. In order to improve the quality of service 

provision, and with it, a degree of the existing anti-immigrant feeling with regards to this issue, the 

government must invest substantially in the health service. This should includes concentrating 

investment in areas where populations are most deprived, counter to a new government proposal 

which would see funding allocated to areas based on the age of the population; with life expectancy 

highest in more affluent areas, areas of deprivation with lower life expectancies would lose out 

significantly, risking a deeper entrenchment of the UK’s North-South Health divide. [122] 

 

The 2015 Spending Review provided additional funding for the NHS in the form of a £1.8 billion 

annual ‘Sustainability and Transformation Fund’. This funding did lead to a fall in deficits, but 44 per 

cent of trusts still overspent their budgets in 2017/18, with acute hospitals accounting for almost 90 per 

cent of all providers in deficit. NHS providers reported an overall deficit of £960 million in 2017–18. 

[123] Further analysis by the Nuffield Trust suggests that in fact, the real deficit is even greater than 

that which has been reported. [124]  

 

In June of 2018, the government announced plans to increase NHS funding by 3.4% a year in real 

terms until 2022/2023, resulting in a net increase of £20bn by the final year. This may be sufficient to 

maintain the NHS’s current level of service provided there are no major changes to population 

demography or public health [37], but increases of approximately 4% a year would be needed to 

provide any improvement in services and to invest in priorities such as mental health, cancer and 

general practice. Social care funding will need to increase by 3.9% a year to meet the needs of an 

ageing population and an increasing number of younger adults living with disabilities. [113] These 
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larger increases would increase health spending in the UK from £154 billion in 2018–19 to £278 billion 

in 2033–34, a rise of around 2.5 percentage points of national income. [125]  

 

CommonGroundUK suggests investing the remainder of the ‘wealth dividend’ into the NHS in order 

to meet this target. Sources of NHS funding and solutions to the NHS funding crisis are discussed at 

length in separate reports, found here; 

https://drive.google.com/drive/u/1/folders/1Bmrxa141BKvWheT__TaJidnlbYsSYbje and here; 

https://drive.google.com/drive/u/1/folders/1Bmrxa141BKvWheT__TaJidnlbYsSYbje  
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