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Abstract

Following the 2019 general election, the Prime Minister claimed that leaving the EU would enable
him to ‘get Brexit done’ and introduce policies to “level up” inequalities in a post-EU UK. There still

is, however, considerable uncertainty as to exactly what the government means by this, though it

seemingly includes reducing differences in economic performance and opportunities between

North and South in England, how it will achieve this goal and how ‘levelling up’ relates to the policy

objective of restoring national economic growth, and with the added complication of also seeking a

transition to a zero-carbon green economy and society. This ambition to ‘level up’ became even

more challenging as COVID-19 both further revealed and reinforced existing deep socio-spatial

inequalities. A more fundamental question is whether such an ambition is realisable within the
context of a capitalist economy. Even so, despite the ambiguities and uncertainties surrounding it,

‘levelling up’’ is undoubtedly a politically important message, directed at those voters, newly

converted to the Conservative vision and who caused the former ‘red wall’ of Labour support

partially to crumble. Some of these constituencies had not returned a Conservative MP for decades,

others had never before returned a Conservative to Parliament.

Keywords

socio-spatial inequalities, Brexit, “levelling up”, uneven development, capitalism, state policies,

COVID-19

Introduction

The 2019 general election enabled the Prime

Minister to claim that leaving the EU would

restore the UK to its rightful status as a sov-

ereign state with control over its destiny,

boundaries and laws and enable him to ‘get

Brexit done’ and introduce policies to ‘level up’

inequalities in a post-EU UK. There was and

still is, however, considerable uncertainty as to

exactly what the government means by this,

though it would seem to include reducing

differences in economic performance and
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opportunities between North and South in

England. It is equally unclear as to what the

government proposes to do to ensure that this

occurs. Whilst there are some specific pro-

posals for particular places, there is a lack of

clarity as to what a comprehensive coherent

policy would mean in practice. This absence is

especially significant as claims about ‘levelling

up’ were made against the background of an

‘extreme version of Brexit’ (O’Toole, 2021)

and a trade deal with the EU which has sig-

nificant omissions and inherent weaknesses.

It also remains unclear as to how ‘levelling

up’ would relate to the pressing policy objec-

tive of restoring growth in the national

economy – with echoes here of policy di-

lemmas that had defeated national governments

since the 1930s (Hudson, 1989), and with the

added complication of also seeking a transition

to a zero-carbon green economy and society.

This ambition to ‘level up’ became even more

challenging as COVID-19 both further re-

vealed and reinforced existing deep socio-

spatial inequalities (Dibb et al., 2021). A

more fundamental question is whether such an

ambition is realisable within the context of a

capitalist economy, a question I return to later in

the paper, Even so, despite the ambiguities and

uncertainties surrounding it, ‘levelling up’ is

undoubtedly a politically important message,

directed at those voters, newly converted to the

Conservative vision, who had caused what

some have referred to as the former ‘red wall’

of Labour support partially to crumble as

29 former solidly Labour voting constituencies

in England switched to the Conservatives

(Butler, 2021; Rayson, 2020). Some of these

constituencies had not returned a Conservative

MP for decades, others had never before re-

turned a Conservative to Parliament.

How is Boris Johnson’s post-December

2019 government seeking to ‘level up’?

The scale of the challenge is easily demon-

strated empirically. For example, the UK is

Europe’s most regionally unequal major

economy (Forth, 2021) and is now more re-

gionally divided than ever (Webb et al., 2022).

In 649 neighbourhoods across the country, at

least half of children are estimated to be living

below the breadline (Marsden, 2021). Whilst I

will mainly focus upon the North/South divi-

sion in England and more specifically on the

north east of England in the empirical examples

below – not least because of their electoral and

political salience – this is but one manifestation

of the inequalities that would need to be ad-

dressed in a comprehensive ‘levelling up’

policy agenda. There are sharp divisions at

other socio-spatial scales (Martin et al., 2021)

as well as deeply embedded inequalities along

dimensions including class, ethnicity, race and

gender, a consequence of the particular form of

capitalist development in the UK.

The macro context: The state of the post-EU na-

tional economy and the Brexit constraints. As the

effects of COVID-19 bit deeply into the fabric

of economy and society, the UK economy

shrank by an unprecedented 8.75% in 2020 –

the largest annual decline in 300 years – and by

a further 1.5% in the first quarter of 2021.

Whilst recovering to a degree in the rest of

2021, by 2022 it was still below pre-COVID

levels. Whilst registered unemployment re-

mains relatively modest by historical standards,

this reflects the pressures on people to take any

form of employment on offer in the context of

growing poverty (Bettington, 2021). Record

levels of government borrowing and of public

debt further define the economic context in

which the government seeks to deliver on its

promises to voters in the North to ‘level up’,

reducing structural inequalities that became

further etched into the social fabric as a result of

three decades of Blatcherite neoliberalism and

the previous decade of austerity policies im-

posed by successive Conservative governments

(Johns, 2020). The politics of austerity severely

cut levels of state welfare support and provision

and encouraged increasingly precarious labour

market conditions rather than delivering
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equality of outcomes – a much more salient

issue for those suffering from the adverse ef-

fects of diverse inequalities (Beynon and

Hudson, 2021). Given this context, what is

the likelihood of the ‘levelling up’ agenda

being meaningfully delivered in the foreseeable

future via an unspecified narrowing of oppor-

tunities in markets of various sorts and in levels

of state provision?

The trade deal between the EU and UK also

forms an important part of the political-

economic context within which the govern-

ment seeks to pursue its policy commitments.

Doubts were soon raised as to what the new

trade deal, limited as it is, would mean in

practice, whilst questions were raised as to

whether the government had carried out an

assessment of the impact of Brexit on the UK

economy (Stewart, 2021) and understood what

it meant. In particular, at his celebratory press

conference the Prime Minister proclaimed that

‘there will be no non-tariff barriers to trade.

And instead, there will be a giant free trade

zone of which we will at once be a member’

(emphasis added). This was not a slip of the

tongue. The claim is in the written text of his

speech as published on the UK government’s

website. It has not been deleted or withdrawn

(O’Toole, 2021). For Johnson to declare that

there are ‘no non-tariff barriers’ for trade with

the EU was a ‘manifest error’ (Islam, 2020) – a

blatant lie.

That these non-tariff barriers will be a

structural feature of future EU-UK trade was

forcefully pointed out to the Prime Minister by

James Ramsbotham, CEO of the North East

Chamber of Commerce (Ramsbotham, 2021).

As such, these restrictions will further un-

dermine the economies of those Northern

deindustrialised areas that will supposedly

benefit from post-Brexit ‘levelling up’

(Morris, 2018). With a reliance on just-in-time

supply chains and components that cross and

re-cross customs boundaries countless times

in the process of becoming part of a completed

product, barriers to international trade are

a major concern to many remaining

manufacturing industries, notably automobile

assemblers heavily reliant upon the EU as a

source of inputs and a market for final products

(Hudson, 1995, 2003). The failure of a com-

ponent to arrive in the specified location at the

allotted time threatens the viability of pro-

duction in that place. Moreover, there are also

now non-tariff barriers within the UK between

Great Britain and Northern Ireland, with po-

tentially profound political implications for

the constitutional integrity and unity of the

United Kingdom.

Some examples of how the government is

seeking to deliver on the ‘levelling up’

agenda

New post-Brexit trade deals? Heralded with

great fanfares – and assuming that they would

be easy to negotiate, with other sovereign states

queueing up to sign them (Hudson, 2020) –

new trade deals have been notable by their

absence1. Such deals as have been agreed are

roll-overs from EUmembership and minimal in

scale relative to the loss of trade with the EU.

Consider the roll-over deal with India, an-

nounced by the Prime Minister early in May

2021. This, he claimed, would create over

6500 jobs and pave the way for a more am-

bitious bi-lateral free trade agreement. The

agreement includes £533m in investment from

India, expected to create more than 6000 jobs.

British businesses have allegedly secured ex-

port deals with India that are expected to create

more than 400 British jobs. Several things

therefore remain uncertain: how much new

investment will there be and where will it lo-

cate? How many new jobs will there actually

be, where will they be located? What type of

employment will be provided? Could the deal

reinforce rather than narrow the North/South

divide? Will this initial small deal lead to any

bigger future agreement? Will this deal form

the model for further deals with other coun-

tries? Until such questions are answered, it is

impossible to say whether such trade deals and
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any investment associated with them will en-

hance of reduce the North/South divide.

Freeports: A tired initiative, already tried and re-

jected in 2012. The freeport experiment was

introduced by the government of Margaret

Thatcher as one dimension of a plethora of small

area policies following the urban riots of 1981.2

Six freeports were created in coastal locations

(Hudson andWilliams, 1986, 144–148) but these

were unsuccessful and closed down in 2012.

Such developments have certainly been suc-

cessful in moving production from the Global

North to parts of the Global South (Dicken, 2015)

and as such have contributed to reinforcing the

North/South divide in England. Moreover, evi-

dence from other parts of the Global North re-

vealed that they simply divert firms from one

location to another within a national territory in

pursuit of tax and other advantages.

Nonetheless, in announcing the Brexit deal,

Prime Minister Johnson emphasised his in-

tention to establish a ‘Singapore-on-Thames’,

which would be in direct competition with the

EU and indeed the wider world. What ‘we’re

jointly creating’, he declared on December 24,

is a ‘giant free trade zone’. The UK, its sov-

ereign status newly restored, would now ‘be

able to decide how and where we are going to

stimulate new jobs and new hope, with free-

ports and new green industrial zones’ (Stevens,

2020). Following an invitation in November

2020 to submit bids3, proposals for eight

freeports in England were announced by the

Chancellor of the Exchequer in the March 2021

Budget. It seems the government intends

freeports to be ‘national hubs for global trade

and investment’, to ‘promote regeneration and

job creation’, especially high skilled jobs and

‘create hotbeds for innovation’. Freeports will

allegedly provide ‘dynamic environments

which [will] enable innovators, start-ups,

businesses and regulators to generate and test

new ideas and technologies across a range of

sectors’.

The new freeports will be in a variety of

locations: East Midlands Airport; Felixstowe

and Harwich; Humber; Liverpool City Region;

Plymouth and South Devon; Solent; Teesside;

and Thames. With less than half in the North,

however, it is unclear how they relate to re-

ducing, let alone eliminating, the broader

North/South divide. They could as well exac-

erbate as narrow that divide. In terms of spatial

policy, they seem intended more as a way

solving specific local problems wherever they

are, driven by a political rather than economic

agenda – whilst perhaps attracting some jobs to

a lagging region (The UK in a Changing Eu-

rope, 2021, 10).

To take one well-publicised example of such

local problem solving, the Freeport on Tees-

side, encompassing the site of the former BSC/

Corus/SSI steelworks (Hudson and Swanton,

2012), has attracted considerable attention, not

least as the Conservatives had made significant

electoral gains there and had hopes of making

more (they subsequently won the parliamentary

by-election for the Hartlepool constituency in

May 2021, a seat previously always held by

Labour). Encompassing an area central to plans

of the Conservative government of the early

1960s for Teesside to become a major centre of

self-sustaining economic growth – plans that

came to nothing (Hudson, 1989; Beynon et al.,

1994) – there have been claims that it will now

lead to thousands of new jobs, many integral to

a new green economy via the production of

hydrogen and the development of carbon

capture and storage and vast offshore wind

arrays (Tees Valley Combined Authority,

2018). This has led to concerns that it could

exacerbate inequalities within the north east,

widening the gap with deprived areas further

north in Tyneside and Wearside.

In summary, Chancellor of the Exchequer

Sunak asserts that these freeports would pro-

vide ‘an unprecedented economic boost across

the UK’4. Others are less sanguine, however,

arguing that there was little evidence that

freeports create additional jobs or economic

activity, and suggesting that at best freeports

would lead to relocation of already existing

economic activity and jobs in search of the
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benefits that freeport location would confer

(The UK in a Changing World, 2021).

Decentralising state jobs

There is a long history of routine back office

civil service jobs being decentralised to the

north east. These include the Post Office

Savings Certificate Division (Bowden and

Gibb, 1970) and the Passport Office to Dur-

ham City, the Benefits Offices of the DHSS to

the giant complex at Longbenton on the

northern fringe of Tyneside, employing around

8000 (Robinson, 1988, 41), and the DHSS

Child Benefit Centre to Washington New Town

which by the late 1970s employed

4000 women, mostly married, on part-time

‘flexi-time’ contracts (Hudson, 1980, 31).

More generally, many of these modestly paid

devolved jobs have been taken by women,

again many on a part-time basis. Even so, they

have provided employment and helped diver-

sify the range of available jobs, although not all

schemes have come to fruition (e.g. as with the

Property Services Agency: see Beynon et al.,

1994, 110–111).

Seen in this light, more recent proposals to

decentralise civil service jobs to the north east

as part of a more general commitment to de-

centralise 22,000 such jobs by 2030 are neither

without precedent nor particularly ambitious.

They include 750 Treasury and Business De-

partment jobs to Darlington. A second housing

department headquarters has been created in

Wolverhampton and the new UK Infrastructure

Bank is based in Leeds. But will these involve

the transfer of high-level jobs and officials from

London? Will Permanent Secretaries, notori-

ously difficult to dislodge from London and its

immediate environs, be made to re-locate? Or

will these be just further instances of low-grade,

poorly paid clerical jobs for local people? Jake

Berry, Chair of the Conservative Group of

Northern MPs has emphasised that ‘We need to

see the government move forward with their

promises to move government departments in

their entirety out of London… including

permanent secretaries’ (Hayward, 2021). It

remains to be seen whether Darlington will

become home to Permanent Secretaries from

the Treasury.

The north east is also the location of several

prisons. The Ministry of Justice now proposes

to create a Category 3-style prison to detain

female asylum seekers awaiting deportation on

the site of the former Hassockfield Secure

Training Centre near Consett in north west

Durham, which closed in 2015 with the loss of

around 150 jobs (Englebrecht, 2021). Ac-

cording to Richard Holden, recently elected

Conservative MP for North West Durham ‘To

re-use the Hassockfield site as a secure im-

migration removal facility for 80 inmates is a

sensible use of taxpayers’ money and the

150 good full-time local jobs in North West

Durham that will be created are a very sig-

nificant boost to the local economy from a

Conservative government that is determined to

see foreign criminals deported’. Whether it

would provide ‘good full-time local jobs’ re-

mains a matter of some debate as the contract

for running the facility has been given to Mitie,

the UK’s biggest provider of services for mi-

grant detention centres. It is also a company

with a record of abuse of migrants, poor

management of its facilities and paying poverty

wages to its employees. Nevertheless, a small

number of poorly paid jobs in activities that

would be seen as undesirable in other parts of

England is being presented as evidence of

government commitment to its ‘levelling up’

agenda and a reward for voting Tory.

New industries in a green economy?

As generally understood, a green economy

would embrace a diverse range of activities,

different processes of production and forms of

consumption, united by a concern to minimise

their environmental impacts, especially in re-

lation to global warming – for example

changing patterns of food consumption, tour-

ism and travel, the production and installation

of materials for home insulation, lithium ion
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battery ‘gigafactories’ producing power units

for use in electrically powered vehicles, pro-

duction of windmills and turbines to produce

electricity from windfarms and batteries to

store the electricity they produce, the transition

to hydrogen as a source of power and so on. As

yet, however, there is no strategic vision as to

how the various possibilities combine into a

coherent zero-greenhouse gas energy strategy5,

let alone a more comprehensive ‘green econ-

omy’, that could be realistically implemented

and in a way that contributed to delivering the

political commitment to ‘levelling up’.

Whilst there are good reasons for moving to

a more environmentally sustainable economy

with a much lower impact on natural systems

(Hudson 2021), it is difficult to see how the

disconnected set of proposals currently on offer

amount to a coherent economic strategy that

will significantly reduce environmental

warming whilst contributing seriously to

‘levelling up’ the multiple inequalities that

characterise the contemporary UK. Not least,

following the failure of Foreign Direct In-

vestment policies in north east England and

south Wales in the 1990s (Beynon and Hudson,

2021), the UK now has virtually no capacity to

produce integrated circuits6 and lags far behind

in building battery ‘gigafactories’which will be

critical to its industrial future. China currently

produces 80% of the world’s batteries to power

vehicles, with firm plans for more giga-

factories; 16 battery gigafactories are planned

in the EU (See BBC News, 2021c); the UK has

plans for one. This factory is at Blyth, in north

east England, in a constituency that returned a

Conservative MP for the first time in decades in

the 2019 general election. It is intended to

produce batteries for 300,000 automobiles per

annum by 2027 (Wright and Clarence Smith,

2021)7. As with the new proposed develop-

ments in the Tees Valley noted above, there is a

suspicion that such decisions are being driven

more by an electoral and political rationale

rather than any coherent economic strategy and

are further widening inequalities within the

north east.

The vulnerability of the automobile sector

largely results from a decision by the Labour

government in the early 2000s to focus on

producing diesel engines, with tax breaks given

to owners of new diesel cars. Whilst reinforcing

the UK’s position as a centre of excellence in

combustion engineering, it was a policy choice

to back an old technology rather than investing

to establish first-mover advantage in new

electronic technologies and enhance national

economic performance, spatially re-balance the

national economy and move towards a more

environmentally sustainable future. Because of

the size, weight and cost of electric car

batteries – with a battery accounting for some

40% of the cost of a medium-sized

automobile – the location of the gigafactories

will strongly influence the location of assembly

plants and companies in the supply chain and

the other stages in the manufacturing process.

However, the location of the gigafactories will

depend upon access to the requisite supplies of

lithium, cobalt and the rare earths required to

make magnets and other components and the

UK has no deposits of these materials8. The UK

lacks significant reserves of copper, for which

demand will grow rapidly as production of

wind and solar power devices increases whilst

each battery powered vehicle requires 2 to

3 times as much copper as one powered by an

internal combustion engine (McKie, 2021). It is

difficult to see, therefore, how the government

can realistically engineer a transition from

carbon- to electric-powered vehicles9, let alone

a more comprehensive transition to green

technologies across economy and society

without at the same time creating import de-

pendency in relation to key strategic minerals.

But can the UK develop the international trade

deals necessary to secure access to these key

materials? And if so, over what time period?

The Faraday Institute estimates that at least

eight battery plants will be needed by 2040,

without which 114,000 jobs will be lost in the

UK’s automotive manufacturing sector (see

also BBC News, 2021b). Almost all of these

will be in areas that already have a history of
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deindustrialisation, areas that are supposedly to

be the beneficiaries of the government’s

‘levelling up’ agenda (Collingridge, 2021, 5).

More generally, 180,000 jobs would be at risk

in the 2500 component suppliers in the wider

supply chain. More immediately, under the

terms of the post-Brexit trade agreement, au-

tomobile assemblers have to source batteries

for electrically powered vehicles from within

the UK or EU by 1 January 2027. Failure to do

so would result in the imposition of tariffs, with

the risk that production in the UK would be-

come insufficiently profitable. Clearly there is a

serious threat to automobile production and the

hundreds of thousands of jobs involved in

component production and final assembly.

Many of these jobs would be in the North. If the

gigafactories were to be built, where would

they be located? In places that would advance

or retard the ‘levelling up’ agenda? In sum-

mary, all this in relation to one key industry and

its technological options powerfully empha-

sises the more general absence of a coherent

Industrial Strategy and could both deepen ex-

isting regional divides and open up new ones

rather than reducing those between North and

South.

A Northern ‘Big Bang’?

So, is there hope for the North? In

2014 Chancellor of the Exchequer, George

Osborne, launched the Northern Powerhouse

initiative, intended to stimulate growth in the

North. In practice, other than the creation of a

‘Metro Mayor’ for Greater Manchester, it had

little impact and seemed overly pre-occupied

with HS2, which was more likely to lead to

further concentration of activities in London

than to decentralisation to the North. Unlike

the pepper-potted, one-off ad hoc measures

outlined above, intended to reward voters is

specific constituencies voting Tory for the

first time in 201910, the Northern Group of

Conservative MPs is seeking to develop a

broader strategic vision to regenerate the

economy of the North. Its report, A Northern

Big Bang (Berry and King, 2021), sets out

recommendations as to how to stimulate

private sector investment across the macro-

region of the North of England and so –

allegedly – create a globally recognised

economic powerhouse. As such, it is the latest

in a long line of policy initiatives that believe

the solution lies in the same market forces as

were the initial superficial cause of the

North’s economic problems.

The Northern Group’s aim is to replicate

the impact of the 1986 ‘Big Bang’, which

unlocked multi-billion-pound investment in

banking and financial services in London and

the South East, but with measures which re-

flect the North’s existing strengths and future

potential. Its report calls for a new Initial

Investment Incentive – a cash payment to

attract new investments and global capital to

the region. This could (but would not neces-

sarily) be focused explicitly on green growth

and meeting Net Zero targets, for example by

incentivising investment into new giga-

factories, which it asserts would help spur a

Green Industrial Revolution. As noted above,

however, a Green Industrial Revolution would

require much more than just gigafactories and

electrically powered vehicles, problematic

though they would be – for example, appro-

priate strategies to create the necessary skilled

labour and supply chains for various final

products – and would have to contend with the

fact that China’s own strategy to transition to a

green economy would absorb a large per-

centage of available processed rare earths, as

well as the difficulties of sourcing other key

materials, as noted above. Other recommen-

dations include changes to taxation arrange-

ments to entice fresh investment and more

flexible planning regulations to encourage job

creation. To ensure local decision-making

remains central to this regeneration project,

the Report advocates for the creation of a new

Growth Board for the North, and a Northern

Recovery Bond, to encourage local invest-

ment. Implementation of the Report’s pro-

posals would, it is implied, restore the
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Northern economy to the heart of the

national – even international – economy, as it

was in the nineteenth century. Whilst recog-

nising that the root of the problems of the

Northern economy lies in the operations of the

market, the Report is equally insistent that the

route to ‘levelling up’ between North and

South also lies in the operations of the market,

suitably shaped and supported by state

policies11.

‘Levelling up’ and the lack of a coherent

industrial strategy

The Northern Big Bang initiative has, how-

ever, to be seen in the context of the absence of

coherent national industrial and spatial strat-

egies. How would this initiative for the North

relate to strategies for other regions and na-

tions? The counterpart of the UK’s continued

dual emphasis on marketisation and locating

factories and jobs in response to short-term

party-political priorities and electoral gain is

the lack of a coherent industrial strategy. Such

a strategy would need, inter alia, to decide on

those products that for strategic reasons

needed to be produced within the national

territory; encompass the sourcing of key raw

materials, not least those needed for a tran-

sition to a green economy, with appropriate

trade policies in place to secure these; un-

derstand the material flows and links between

different activities, firms and places in supply

chains (see, e.g. The White House, 2021);

acknowledging synergies between different

sectors, activities and places, it would rec-

ognise a clear strategic role for the state be-

yond simply setting market conditions and

parameters. Whilst recognising a strategic role

for public ownership and accountability, it

would avoid the mistakes of past nationali-

sations of particular loss-making parts of

sectors (witness the histories of the partial

nationalisations within the coal and steel in-

dustries) by keeping a focus on the links be-

tween the various components of production

systems and the places in which they were

located. In contrast to this, the continuing

emphasis on the market rather than an engaged

and pro-active state in steering the trajectory

of the economy and the fate of places cul-

minated in the formal announcement of the

government’s plans to disband the Industrial

Strategy Council in 2021. In the face of

chronic inequalities in economic performance

within and between North and South in En-

gland, between England and the Celtic na-

tions, a weak and faltering national economy,

and urgent economic challenges to mitigate

the worst effects of climate change, as well as

meeting the UK’s legal obligations under the

Paris Climate treaty, the ramifications of re-

lying on market solutions have become even

more apparent during the COVID-19

pandemic.

Could an ambitious strategy be devised that

conjoined industrial and environmental objec-

tives whilst at the same time meeting the goal of

‘levelling up’? Or is there a need to recognise

that some policy objectives will need to be

sacrificed as others are prioritised? Consider

again the example of the transition to a green

economy and the production of electric bat-

teries, central to a transition from carbon-

powered road vehicles. In order to sustain a

viable vehicle production system in the UK,

eight battery gigafactories would need to be in

production by 2040; so far, plans for one in

addition to the existing facility at Nissan’s

Sunderland complex. This factory is at Blyth,

in north. Should the remaining gigafactories be

pepper-potted around in locations that are

electorally important to the Conservative

government, even if these are economically

sub-optimal locations that could threaten the

international competitiveness of vehicle pro-

duction in the UK? Or should they be located in

economically more optimal locations within the

overall vehicle production system – say close to

major ports in the south of England – locations

through which both imports of key raw ma-

terials and components and export of finished

vehicles could smoothly flow whilst widening
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the North/South divide? Is it possible to devise

a policy that simultaneously meets the aims of

‘levelling up’ and creating a coherent inter-

nationally competitive production system for

electric vehicles in the UK simply by relying on

market forces? Or will reliance on market

forces necessitate sacrificing one or more of

these objectives in pursuit of others? Whether

such a strategy is possible within the structural

constraints of a capitalist economy is a question

to which we return later.

Whilst the government has been reticent

in spelling out the broad outlines, let alone

the details, of its overall strategy, confining

itself to a set of disparate measures across a

variety of places (e.g. see BBC News Reality

Check Team, 2021), promising much but

failing to deliver (Webb et al., 2022: Ta-

ble 1,1), the Confederation of British In-

dustry (CBI) has been much more

forthcoming as to what would be required to

promote both national economic growth and

international competitiveness and the inter-

ests of its members (e.g. see CBI, 2020,

2021a, 2021b, 2021c). In particular, it has set

out five goals for the economy (developing

one that is de-carbonised, innovative, glo-

balised, regionally thriving and inclusive)

alongside that of ensuring a healthier nation

and set out proposals as to how these goals

can be achieved (CBI, 2021a). The devel-

opment of new innovative clusters is seen as

particularly important in terms of reducing

regional inequalities (see also CBI, 2021b).

It remains a matter for debate as to whether

such ambitious goals can be simultaneously

achieved. Whilst ‘levelling up’ and inclusion

should be compatible (although reducing inter-

regional disparities could well create new intra-

regional inequalities), it is unclear as to whether

‘levelling up’ would be compatible with de-

carbonisation and innovation, but at least this

provides a broad strategic overview so far

lacking in government statements.

The clearest indication of what the gov-

ernment may finally come to in terms of a

strategy that seeks to address enhancing

national economic performance with im-

plementing the ‘levelling up’ agenda is the

report by Lord Sainsbury (Sainsbury, 2021),

which shares certain features in common with

the CBI Report. It relies upon institutional

and governance changes to create conditions

in which new forms of market-led regionally

more even development could be encouraged

at the cost of greater intra-regional inequal-

ities. However, it has nothing to say about a

transition to a green(er) economy. The core

proposition of the Report is that to both en-

hance national economic performance and

the growth rate of the national economy and

at the same time ‘level up’ the significant

differences in regional economic perfor-

mance, the weaker cities in the lagging re-

gions must develop clusters of globally

competitive, high value-added economic

activities (a view that has come to be accepted

by the government: see HM Treasury, 2021;

HM Government, 2022). There is no indi-

cation as to the activities to be carried out in

these high-performing clusters – the Report

simply states that they could be in

manufacturing or services. As such, they

could deepen rather than help resolve envi-

ronmental impacts and hinder a transition to a

green(er) economy whilst focussing growth

on a few cities might enhance national growth

and narrow inter-regional inequalities in eco-

nomic performance whilst enhancing intra-

regional differences, creating ‘losers’ as well

as ‘winners’ in the place market. To underpin

and facilitate the growth of these clusters, local

government should be reorganised, with Mayors

as key animateurs12. Mayoral Combined Au-

thorities should be given responsibility for co-

ordinating growth and supporting innovative

high value-added clusters. As well as powers to

coordinate spatial planning and transport, the

Authorities should be able to ensure that edu-

cational establishments offer training and edu-

cation relevant to the labour-power needs of the

new clusters (echoing the historical role of

Further Education and Technical colleges).

Whilst it is debatable as to whether such
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institutional change is necessary, it is certainly

insufficient in itself to bring about ‘levelling

up’13.

Capitalism in the UK: Is ‘levelling

up’ feasible or are inequalities

unavoidable?

So how realistic is the claim of Boris John-

son’s Conservatives to be able to ‘level up’?

What precisely would constitute ‘levelling

up’? Presumably it must at a minimum imply a

considerable reduction, if not elimination, in

differences in economic performance and

opportunities between North and South in

England. This, however, is but one expression

of uneven and combined development within

the UK. There are significant inequalities

within as well as between North and South:

between areas within major conurbations,

between rural and urban areas and so on14. The

map of uneven development is complex and

multi-scalar. These spatial inequalities are but

one dimension of the problem of ‘levelling

up’, however. In addition, as well as the

fundamental structural inequalities of class,

there are significant inequalities of age, gen-

der, ethnicity and race, related to, but never

reducible to, those of class. For example, in

2020 someone both under 25 and black was

nine times less likely to find work than a white

adult (Bettington, 2021, 35). These complex

patterns of inequalities are deeply inscribed

into the UK’s social formation (Hudson and

Williams, 1995). It remains to be seen how the

Johnson government proposes to eliminate

them to create a ‘levelled up’ United King-

dom. The long and long-delayed government

White Paper (HM Government, 2022), setting

out its understanding of the causes of in-

equality and uneven development and pro-

posed ways of tackling them by 2030 via

various ‘missions’, provides little cause for

optimism (Shearer, 2022). Whilst it sets out a

long list of things the government promises to

do by 2030, it singularly fails to demonstrate

how these will in practice be delivered and

abolish inequalities among people and places

in the (dis)United Kingdom. In short, it as-

sumes that markets can be re-configured to

eliminate inequalities but a reliance on the

mechanisms and processes that initially pro-

duced and then reproduced inequalities as the

route to eliminating them is far from

convincing.

This is particularly so as the historical ge-

ography of the United Kingdom is charac-

terised by deep spatial divisions, some pre-

dating the rise of capitalism, with London

and the south east already the centre of eco-

nomic and political life and power (Hazeldine,

2020). In the initial phases of the long transition

to capitalism, the dominance of London and its

surrounding region was reinforced, regarded as

natural, even inevitable, the centre of political

power, of the growing Empire and a major

industrial and trading centre until it was

eclipsed as a centre of capitalist industrial

production by the rise of the North in the

nineteenth century. Even then, however, Lon-

don remained the centre of political power, of

Empire and of banking and finance – and the

destination of profits from manufacturing and

mining in the North. At the same time, the

growth of Empires, both formal and informal,

was also significant in the North becoming, for

a while, one of the workshops of the world, a

pivotal region of global capitalist production.

The slump following the end ofWorldWar One

and the recession, then depression, of the inter-

war years recreated the divide between a

prosperous South and depressed North. How-

ever, this regional divide began to be under-

stood as socially produced, a consequence of a

particular structure of class relations and of the

ways in which markets operated rather than a

natural inevitability. As a result, the North/

South divide became seen as a political prob-

lem that required attention by the state. Con-

sequently, for many years – from around

1930 to 1975 – UK governments of both major

political parties pursued policies that attempted

to keep this divide within politically and
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socially tolerable limits. Even in relation to

those modest objectives, however, these poli-

cies had at best limited success.

In more recent decades, with various ver-

sions of neoliberalism in the ascendant, gov-

ernments led by both major parties have

increasingly proclaimed that there was little

they could do to reduce inequalities and re-

verse the workings of market forces. Instead,

they were more concerned to release

Schumpeterian ‘animal spirits’ and encourage

a culture of entrepreneurialism, of winners and

losers, in pursuit of national economic growth.

The specific Blatcherite (Jenkins, 2006)

political-economic policy arrangements pur-

sued by Conservative and New Labour gov-

ernments alike over the last four decades have,

deliberately or inadvertently, deepened in-

equalities to levels not seen since the Victorian

era of liberal capitalism. When Conservative-

led UK governments subsequently responded

to the global financial and economic crises of

2007–2009, they did so by bailing out the

banks with unprecedented levels of financial

support and introducing austerity policies that

impacted most severely on those people and

places that were already severely disadvan-

taged, further widening socio-spatial in-

equalities. Seen in this context, governmental

claims about successful post-Brexit – and

post-COVID-19 – policies of ‘levelling up’

look particularly thin and unconvincing: in-

deed, ‘much of the “levelling up” agenda is

itself likely to be thwarted by Brexit’ (McCann

and Ortega-Argiles, 2021). This strongly

suggests that in the current conjuncture,

‘levelling up’ is a political slogan rather than a

realistic spatial economic policy objective,

one seen as electorally and politically neces-

sary by the Prime Minister and his political

allies as they seek to ensure the continuing

support of those first-time Tory voters in the

2019 general election.

There undoubtedly are different forms of

capitalism and some of these are less unequal

than others. In that sense, a move to a social

formation incorporating a more socially

democratic and radically reformist mode of

regulation would be desirable, but there is little

sign of that on the horizon in the UK. More

fundamentally, government policies for

‘levelling up’ ignore the reality that capitalism

unavoidably has socio-spatial inequality

structurally and deeply inscribed into its

landscapes (Harvey, 1982). Given this, and the

long history of inequality in the United

Kingdom – perhaps more accurately described

by Prince Charles in 1985 as a ‘divided

realm’ – the Prime Minister’s claim as to the

feasibility of ‘levelling up’ was a bold one.

Whether based on a failure to understand the

essential character of capitalist economies or

upon a cynical political calculation regarding

the next general election, or perhaps both, re-

mains to be determined.

What is undeniable is that inequalities are a

structural rather than contingent characteristic of

capitalist development, so that eliminating in-

equalities and ‘levelling up’ are not simply

unattainable policy goals within capitalist social

formations but eliminating inequalities would

pose an existential threat to the economy as

constituted around and through the social rela-

tions of capital. As such, claims by Prime

Minster Johnson that Brexit was an event rather

than one moment in a long-established process

(O’Toole, 2021; Thompson, 2017), so that once

he had ‘got it done’ his government could easily

introduce successful ‘levelling up’ policies,

would require the impossible to be necessary

whilst the necessary remained impossible in

terms of state policies (Offe, 1976). Will the

unavoidable failure of policies to ‘level up’ be a

critical tipping point, leading to a crisis in the

legitimacy of the Johnson government that is

reflected electorally and/or, in a manner remi-

niscent of Brexit, produce a reaction against the

wider political establishment?
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Notes

1. As I was finishing this paper, it was announced

that the first new deal, with Australia, was

imminent. However, Australia is an economy

heavily reliant upon food and raw material

exports, especially to China. The scope for

extensive trade with the UK is limited and, in

some respects, politically controversial. Ac-

cording to figures from the UK Treasury, the

Australia deal will lead to an estimated 0.02%

increase in UK GDP in contrast to a 4.0% de-

cline in UK GDP as a result of the loss of EU

trade (see BBC News, 2021a).

2. Whilst these, and several of the other ad hoc

government initiatives, were later to re-appear

(see The Treasury March 2022£), this policy

paper fell some way short of an integrated,

coherent growth strategy, particularly one that

would effectively address the issues of ‘levelling

up’.

3. Seeking to address inequalities via competitive

bidding inevitably creates ‘losers’ as well as

‘winners’ and as such undermines any attempt to

‘level up’.

4. See also Sunak (2016), in which he unambig-

uously identifies Brexit as an enabling condition

for an expanded programme of freeports.

5. Whilst political discourse generally refers to

zero-carbon futures, carbon dioxide is by no

means the only – or most potent – greenhouse

gas. Current investment is focussed largely on

renewable energy opportunities, hydrogen

production, and carbon capture and storage

(HMG, 2021) and the government is yet to

produce a credible energy policy.

6. South Korea and Taiwan together account for

83% of global production. China, the EU and

USA all have ambitious plans to create their own

domestic capacity (Nimmo, 2021a).

7. Shortly afterwards, Nissan announced that a

battery facility would be constructed at its

Sunderland factory to produce batteries for up to

100,000 Nissan vehicles per annum, creating

600 new jobs there, as well as 4500 in the wider

supply chain. It will be funded by a Chinese

company, Envision AESC, which also owns a

smaller factory nearby that already supplies

batteries to Nissan for its LEAF model, and will

create another 750 job (Hiscott, 2021). As

production of electric-powered cars is less la-

bour-intensive, it is unclear what will become of

the 6000 jobs at Nissan currently involved in

producing vehicles powered by petrol and diesel

engines, of the 24,000 jobs in the existing supply

chain, and where the new 4500 supply chain

jobs will be located.

8. Over 75% of global lithium reserves are found in

Argentina, Bolivia, Chile and Australia

(González and De Haan, 2020; Lohan, 2021;

McKie, 2021). Over 50% of global cobalt re-

serves are in the Democratic Republic of Congo

(World Economic Forum, 2019; González and

De Haan, 2020). Re-chargeable batteries used in

a wide range of commodities already account for

60% of global cobalt production, much of which

is mined in ethically dubious conditions in the

DRC (Scheele et al., 2016; Jolly, 2020). China

dominates the global production of rare earths

minerals, with about 80% of global reserves and

60% of the processing capacity. For further

discussions of rare earths see Krebs (2017);

Meyer (2021); Nimmo (2021b); Northam

(2019).

9. McKie (op.cit) quotes Professor Richard Her-

rington, head of earth sciences at the Natural

History Museum, London. ‘… if you want to

turn all the UK’s 31m cars into electric vehicles

you would require about 12% of the world’s

entire copper output – just for Britain. That is an
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unrealistic demand, given that we are hoping to

be making electric cars only within a decade’.

10. As another example, 47 of the 56 Parliamentary

constituencies awarded funding under the

Towns Fund announced in the March 2020

budget have Conservative MPS, including 14 in

seats gained from Labour in the 2019 general

election. There was widespread concern as to the

criteria and process deployed in reaching this

distribution (National Audit Office, 2020;

House of Commons Public Accounts

Committee, 2020). The PAC was ‘not con-

vinced by the rationales for selecting some

towns and not others’ whilst ‘The justification

offered by ministers for selecting individual

towns are vague and based on sweeping

assumptions’ (p.3).

11. There are clear echoes of the 1960s Hailsham

proposals for the north east which manifestly

failed to deliver their promise of self-sustaining

economic growth there (Hudson, 1989).

12. As of now, not all major cities have elected

Mayors.

13. More recently, Webb et al. (2022, 6) have argued

for a more wide-reaching devolution of powers

to the North from central government, sug-

gesting that this will be both a necessary and

seemingly a sufficient condition for successful

‘levelling up’.

14. For example, the Index of Multiple Deprivation

reveals that alongside areas of great affluence,

half of London boroughs were in the most de-

prived third of English local authorities in 2019:

London Councils (2019).
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