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INTRODUCTION

INTRODUCTION
Simon Parker, Director, NLGN & 
Bob Clarke, Executive Director, Jacobs

The rise of the combined authority has been one of the most 
remarkable aspects of the coalition government’s urban policy. Since 
the abolition of the metropolitan counties in 1986, England’s northern 
cities have arguably been underpowered economically, lacking the 
critical mass to lever power and investment from Whitehall and the 
strong governance arrangements that would allow them to pool funds 
and direct them at the best prospects for growth.

The last four years have seen a new flowering of urban collaboration, with 
most of the north’s great cities now clustered together into city regions with 
clear economic strategies and substantial pooled investment funds. The 
most ambitious of the new combined authorities in Greater Manchester has 
struck deals with government that give the city access to an element of 
benefits spending and a share in the uplif t in national taxation driven by its 
new tram project.

This collection provides an overview of what this new spirit of collaboration 
has achieved thus far, and looks ahead to how the new combined authorities 
could develop in coming years. With both the Conservatives and Labour 
now committed to multi-billion pound growth deals for local government, 
channelled through local enterprise partnerships, combined authorities are 
set to become very important players in England’s economic geography.

The potential benefits are clear. The West Yorkshire City Region has committed 
to the creation of a gigantic £1.6bn transport fund, which it estimates will create 
20,000 new job and generate £2.4bn in GVA by the mid-2030s, outperforming 
the local impact of the new High Speed 2 rail link. Just as importantly, 
collaborative working is starting to unlock new efficiencies for public services. 
Greater Manchester has always seen economic growth and social development 
as intrinsically linked; by generating more prosperity, it can lift more people out 
of poverty and put its services on a more sustainable footing.
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This is not just a northern agenda. The capital has also been moving 
towards new kinds of sub-regional working, with the West London Alliance 
widely accepted as being the most impressive example. The six WLA 
authorities work together in areas such as procurement, property and 
children’s services to save what is expected to be over £37m this year. It is 
now turning its attention to a major new whole place community budget pilot 
focused on growth, skills and jobs.

Councils have entered into the arrangements for very dif ferent reasons. 
Some see it as a new kind of governance for their cities, others primarily as 
a way to access new powers and money through city deals, and one or two 
councils have only entered the new arrangements with an arm firmly twisted 
behind their back. 

But once combined authorities are in place, it seems unlikely that many 
councils will row back from them. Recession and austerity have given a 
new sense of urgency to local government collaboration and the logic of 
increased economic growth and significant cost savings will be hard to 
resist. Where might this new approach to governance go next?

Experience in the United States might provide some of the answers. A 
surprisingly small number of US metro regions have established formal 
collaborative arrangements and the dif ficulties are generally the same as 
those experienced in the UK – a tendency for neighbours to compete for 
their own narrow economic advantage. 

Writing in this collection, the Brookings Institution’s Jennifer Bradley argues 
that public sector collaboration is not enough for US cities. Metro areas also 
need the support of strong networks from the business and civil society 
communities. A number of US success stories are powered by philanthropic 
initiatives such as Northeastern Ohio’s Fund For Our Economic Future.

Bradley’s contribution is a reminder that, while combined authorities 
provide strong public sector governance, it would be a terrible mistake to 
lose the emphasis on business engagement provided by Local Enterprise 
Partnerships. As Leeds chief executive Tom Riordan has put it: “We need to 
be a bit more like business and business needs to be a bit more like us”. 
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The next step may be to engage the voluntary sector in a fuller way in the 
discussion about the future of cities.

It does seem likely that combined authorities will take on more responsibility 
over time. As the WLA shows, collaborative working provides an excellent 
platform for sharing services, albeit generally in clusters of two or three 
boroughs rather than all six at once. Greater Manchester already has a 
shared economic think tank and public service reform team. 

With transport spending increasingly being managed at city-wide level, it 
is possible that at least some elements of wider infrastructure investment 
and perhaps even services such as fostering and adoption could be better 
managed at a metro-level. We can easily imagine a future in which borough 
and district boundaries become much less important as more power is 
shared at the neighbourhood and metro-levels.

At least three clear challenges remain:

The first is for government to deliver on the promise of the Heseltine review 
and devolve substantial new pooled budgets to combined authorities. This 
money will help to ensure that the new structures rapidly evolve beyond the 
talking shop phase and start providing a real strategic economic lead to 
their cities. The coalition has promised £2bn, Labour has promised £4bn. 
The figure needs to become much larger.

The second is about how to spread the collaborative revolution from the 
great northern cities to the south and the shires. Counties such as Essex 
have made a compelling case about their economic contribution to the 
Treasury coffers. They need support to access the same benefits as cities 
through mechanisms such as economic prosperity boards. 

The final challenge is about bringing the public into the debate about 
England’s future governance. Cities are about to undergo what amounts to 
the largest process of restructuring in 20 years. NLGN has argued that the 
core cities should follow Scotland’s lead and hold constitutional conventions 
to secure public backing for a new wave of democratic devolution. The 
best way to secure the next wave of English localism is to have the public 
demand change from their MPs.
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COMbined authorities: Greater 
MaNCHESTER AND BEYOND 
Mike Emmerich, Chief Executive, New Economy

We are seeing a global shift towards growth being increasingly driven 
by cities; 62% of global GDP growth in the next 10 years will come from 
them. By 2015, 70% of the world’s population will be urban. Research by 
McKinsey shows that while mid-tier cities are at present home to only 7% 
of the world’s population, by 2025 they will generate 19% of world growth.1 
This is something that UK cities need to prepare for and to put in place the 
right mechanisms and governance to generate growth.

The combined authority model, in place in Manchester since 2011, allows 
us to design and implement a uniform, long term vision; as a result, Greater 
Manchester is the best placed city outside of London to become a net 
contributor to UK plc. We had one of the first city deals - a modest yet 
unprecedented gain in decentralisation - as well as a more efficient and 
ambitious investment framework tailored to the needs of the conurbation. 
It is for these reasons that we put forward Greater Manchester as a leading 
exemplar to other cities of what a Combined Authority can achieve. 

Greater Manchester’s journey to a Combined 
Authority model

It is widely acknowledged that, for successful policy, local authorities need 
to collaborate with other cities and higher levels of government, as well as 
with private sector and non-governmental stakeholders. Such public-private 
collaboration has long been central to Greater Manchester’s governance 
structure, with the most recent phase arriving in response to the biggest 
urban study ever undertaken in the UK, the Manchester Independent 
Economic Review (MIER). Following the review partners across Greater 

1  McKinsey Global Institute (2011). Urban world: Mapping the economic power of cities. 
Available at http://www.mckinsey.com/insights/urbanization/urban_world
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Manchester came together to produce a strategy for future growth, building 
on the recommendations of the MIER as well as input from a range of 
stakeholders. The Greater Manchester Strategy (GMS) was signed off by the 
Association of Greater Manchester Authorities (AGMA) in the summer of 2009. 

Both the MIER and the GMS provided a framework for economic 
development across the conurbation, and illustrated to central government 
Greater Manchester’s unparalleled knowledge of its own economic and 
social challenges as well as what was needed to address them. This was 
a crucial factor in us being announced as the country’s first combined 
authority in April 2011, giving Greater Manchester for the first time a 
statutory framework to coordinate key economic development, regeneration 
and transport functions across the conurbation. 

Combined authority benefits for Greater 
Manchester

Following strong growth over the past decade, Greater Manchester has 
generated around £46 billion p.a of total economic output, and is now the 
UK’s largest population and economy after the capital. Although certain 
factors, such as the high level of connectivity it derives from its key 
transport infrastructure routes, help to explain the impressive rate of growth, 
what sets Greater Manchester apart is that its governance framework is 
capable of capturing these benefits. 

Shortly after the establishment of the combined authority, the government 
approved AGMA’s proposal for a GM-level Local Enterprise Partnership 
(LEP). One of the combined authority and LEP's first achievements was 
agreeing a Manchester city deal with the government, meaning that up 
to £1.2bn invested in infrastructure improvements by Greater Manchester 
will be paid back to the combined authority as real economic growth is 
measured, a significant achievement since it slightly reverses centralisation 
and gives us a tax lever to support growth. 

However, significant challenges remain. Although Greater Manchester has a 
recognised geographical travel to work pattern, businesses in the region do 
not exploit these as effectively as firms elsewhere in the UK. Company level 

http://www.guardian.co.uk/uk/greater-manchester
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productivity is lower than expected given the size of the local economy, and 
business density is lower than the national average, suggesting a below par 
level of entrepreneurship. The region is punching below its weight; going 
forward, Greater Manchester aspires to become a financially self-sustaining 
city and a net contributor to the Exchequer. Currently there is a £5 billion 
gap between tax revenue and public spending in GM; closing this shortfall 
would be a key step in making a multi-polar UK economy a reality. 

We are working with Government to achieve this ambition and have recently 
been developing our unique “Growth and Reform Plan”. This contains a 
series of asks of Government: more influence over the total spend of all 
Greater Manchester’s public agencies, increased freedom to determine 
our growth priorities and enhanced capacity to fulfil our place shaping 
role, while at the same time taking on greater risk and accountability. Our 
approach is underpinned by an expansion of the £100m GM Investment 
Fund, which combines capital from councils with central government funds 
to support infrastructure investment, and we aim to prepare for multi-year 
budgets from a possible Spending Review in 2015/16 which would support 
growth and incentivise reform.
  
The clarity and ambition of this vision has come about as a result of the 
strong leadership provided by the Combined Authority model. This model 
has also reduced bureaucracy within the GM Investment Framework, 
thereby improving its ability to identify and prioritise projects according to 
GVA impact and other local criteria. Additional agreements on business 
support, inward investment and skills – alongside the £100 million 
investment fund that Greater Manchester has created – mean that the city 
now has more tools than most to kick-start local growth.

Why combined authorities for other cities?

Although far from easy, with the right supportive national framework the 
UK’s major cities have the potential to become net contributors to national 
prosperity. To succeed economically, cities must exploit and maximise their 
opportunities, but at the same time this must be supported by the national 
policy framework from central government. Evidence suggests that where 
cities are given more autonomy they respond by being more proactive, 

http://www.agma.gov.uk/documents/latest-news/gm-investment-strategy/greater-manchester-call-for-projects/index.html
http://www.agma.gov.uk/documents/latest-news/gm-investment-strategy/greater-manchester-call-for-projects/index.html
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entrepreneurial and successful. We believe that Greater Manchester’s 
existing governance framework provides a sound basis for such freedom 
and autonomy.

Greater Manchester’s experience provides an example to other areas about 
how good governance across a demonstrable travel to work area can be 
used to foster economic growth. The Combined Authority structure provides 
a democratically accountable structure capable of making the dif ficult 
decisions all public authorities are currently faced with. The UK’s city 
regions should all aspire to this new form of governance.
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The West London Alliance:  
collaborating for over 15 years
Ian Carter, Assistant Director Strategy, Intelligence and Engagement,  
London Borough of Hounslow

The West London Alliance (WLA) is a coalition of six London councils 
that work together to improve services and promote the interests of 
residents and businesses, It comprises Hounslow, Hillingdon, Harrow, 
Ealing, Brent and Barnet, so a political mix of Labour, Conservative and 
no overall control.  Yet it has a long and strong track record of successful 
partnership working for over 15 years. 

Following a strategic review in 2012/13, it is now embarking on a more 
ambitious phase of collaborative working, increasingly working with a much 
wider range of organisations. This was consolidated in July 2013 when 
the WLA was admitted into the government-sponsored Public Service 
Transformation Network following a bid to develop a multi-sector approach 
to growth, skills and business development. This is where city deal meets 
community budget.  So how has it managed to develop and sustain such 
collaboration, and how might it fare in the harder times ahead?

The WLA’s strong record of partnership at all levels started in 1998. It 

was initially set up to promote the interests of West London residents and 

businesses, mainly focusing on economic development, transport and 

spatial planning issues. But from 2006 the councils have been working 

collaboratively to improve their efficiency and effectiveness in the provision 

of services through a mix of joint commissioning and procurement, shared 

services and shared management of contracts. 

Shared services include legal services, internal auditing and shared 

directors of public health.  Innovative joint contracting has led to the 

appointment and shared management of common service providers for 

three councils’ parking services, three councils’ leisure services and two 
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library services. WLA initiatives are expected to save the participating 

councils over £37m this year alone.

A few of its achievements in the last three years include:

�� A children’s services improvement and efficiency programme, including an 
award winning SEN programme, which is on track to achieve significant 
service improvement and has already saved around £1.5m in 2012/13; 

�� A procurement board and hub aimed at delivering savings of £15.7m by 
2015 with an innovative joint parking procurement in 2013 saving three 
boroughs £7.3m over five years. 

�� A property and asset management programme aimed at delivering 
significant savings through better management of the public sector 
estate and leveraging contract efficiencies through scale. 

�� Building on significant savings through joint procurement of a range 
of adult care services, the alliance has now put a new commissioning 
framework in place to focus on joint strategic market management. 

�� A programme of public health collaboration encompassing joint 
procurement and contract management and a framework for joint 
commissioning.

Irrespective of their political diversity, the councils work together to identify 
shared needs and goals and develop shared responses. They actively 
engage with their public sector partners as well as private sector suppliers. 
The WLA also maintains a number of active knowledge sharing and learning 
networks. So what do they have in common?

Firstly there is geography – the broad swathe of north west London from 
Heathrow and the north bank of the Thames at Brentford in the west, 
sweeping clockwise to beyond the M1 in the north. It is a distinct sub-
region within London, reflected in its transport infrastructure, travel to work 
and learn patterns and economic activity. The six councils serve 1.8 million 
people and an economy as large as or larger than many city regions with 
over 82,000 VAT registered business and 800,000 employees, including the 
largest single employment site in the country at Heathrow and the biggest 
industrial park in Europe at Park Royal. 
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Of course, there are governance arrangements to ensure decisions are 
genuinely shared and inclusive. The strategy and direction of the alliance 
is set at meetings of the WLA councils’ leaders and chief executives 
board, the chief executives meeting monthly to provide oversight and 
performance management as well as identifying and tackling future 
opportunities and challenges.
 
The agreement to work together is articulated in an ‘accord’ document 
developed by the councils. Each WLA programme has its own programme 
board of relevant directors with a Chief Executive sponsor and a 
representative from West London Treasurers. A three-year business 
planning horizon and clear project management underpins this to ensure 
programmes stay on track and deliver, and the WLA has a small jointly 
funded team to support and coordinate its work. 

Active use and sharing of data, innovative approaches to collaborative 
commissioning and outcome based performance management, combined 
with benefits realisation management, results in substantial f inancial 
benefits year on year for the councils. Just on its existing plans, the WLA 
councils and their partners aim to achieve cost savings of £57million by 
2017. The financial imperative all councils are facing is a strong incentive 
to make collaboration work and contribute signif icantly to the much larger 
overall savings needed.

All of these factors help keep the Alliance together and delivering 
successfully, but they don't explain it fully. The real key to its success 
is f lexibility. Many of the collaborations do not involve all six councils. 
Some involve just two or three, others extend beyond the WLA’s six.  
Participation is entirely voluntary. 

This results in a rich mix of arrangements, where dif ferent configurations 
of organisations come together where it makes sense, but there is 
no compulsion where it does not. This seeks to ensure high levels of 
commitment to joint arrangements and avoids problems that can arise if 
there is a sense of obligation rather than willingness. It works because it 
maintains a strong identity while remaining flexible. It results in successful, 
resilient and sustainable solutions. 
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So will the WLA still be with us in another 15 years? If so, what will it look 
like and what might it be doing? Predicting the future is a risky business 
and 15 years is a long time with three general and four London borough 
elections along the way. A strong track record of efficiencies and substantial 
savings through working together is a strong incentive to stay together 
through prolonged austerity. No-one expects local government to find a pot 
of gold when the current funding reductions finally end, so this incentive is 
likely to remain beyond that. 

Much will also depend on the success of the current growth and 
regeneration programme. Each Borough inevitably has its own local 
regeneration and growth plans and finding the right way to embrace 
these within a wider West London programme without creating unhelpful 
competitive tensions will not always be easy. 

But economies are bigger than individual boroughs and too complex and 
varied to be managed solely at a London-wide level. So sub-regions have 
a natural role to play in recognising the broader inter-relationships while 
still having the local insight and engagement with communities needed to 
ensure initiatives are appropriate and relevant, and so more likely to work. 
And the geography and transport infrastructure, strengthened by Cross-Rail, 
will physically bind the area together. 

Above all, if the WLA maintains its flexible and pragmatic approach to joint 
working where it works, through a coalition of the willing, rather than a 
sense of obligation that might come with more formal partnerships, then its 
future should be secure.
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Economic collaboration in U.S. 
METROS
Jennifer Bradley,  Fellow, Brookings Metropolitan Policy Programme

For the last half of the last century, metropolitan areas in the United States 
were considered problems that needed to be solved. Researchers and 
scholars of local government devoted considerable energies to examining 
whether competition between the component parts of metropolitan 
areas – their cities, suburbs, and towns- was better than collaboration. If 
collaboration did happen, was it better to divide responsibilities between 
two layers of metropolitan government? Or to consolidate different 
jurisdictions into one super-government? Or perhaps it was better to leave 
things to ad hoc voluntary agreements? Which kinds of services belonged 
at which level of government, and how could we preserve democracy and 
accountability while aspiring towards more efficiency? Finally, was bigger 
better, or were metros in danger of becoming unmanageable?

But these intense debates amongst academics and theorists have not had 
a tremendous impact on the way local governments in the United States 
actually behave. Over the last century or so, there have been sporadic and 
localised efforts to unite metropolitan areas into single governments, but 
they have not been widely or consistently successful. There are only about 
34 instances in which cities and their immediately surrounding suburbs 
have agreed to consolidate (through a process known in the United States 
as city-county consolidation). That represents less than 10 percent of the 
nation’s 381 metropolitan areas.2

  
There are even fewer instances in which several counties have joined 
together to form a metropolitan government. The two best known are The 
Metropolitan Council in Minneapolis/St. Paul, Minnesota and Portland, 
Oregon’s, Metro government, which is the only elected regional government 

2 The impact of these consolidations was diluted in most cases because the separate 
municipalities maintained separate government-funded school districts.  This meant that there 
were separate property tax regimes for separate schools, and that urban districts were unable to 
tap into the greater resources and wealthier student populations of suburban districts.  
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in the country. But even these two oft-cited examples are not general 
purpose governments, but rather have fairly specific remits related to land 
use planning, physical development and infrastructure. Similarly, it is quite 
rare for communities to distribute tax resources at the metropolitan scale, 
with only two regions in the United States pooling and redistributing a 
portion of their local property tax base.  

When they do choose to collaborate, local governments in the U.S. usually 
do so in an ad hoc way, issue by issue. Historically, the issues on which 
metros collaborate have been transportation, land use, and the protection 
of treasured natural resources, but this collaboration is not exactly common.  
In some cases, the jurisdictions in a metropolitan area will agree to raise 
a special sales tax to pay for amenities such as museums and cultural 
institutions, or sports facilities, but again, this is the exception, not the rule.  

Because local jurisdictions in the United States raise on average 60 
percent of their local budgets through local taxes – usually on property, 
businesses and residents within their own borders – it is easy for them to 
see their neighbours as competitors, not as potential collaborators. There 
are exceptions. The Denver metro mayors caucus has been a successful 
forum where more than 40 mayors from the Denver region have worked 
out common strategies on transportation, energy, and other issues of 
shared concern, and local civic leaders in the UK would do well to emulate 
what Denver has done. In most metros, tradition and immediate incentives 
mitigate against local governments working in harmony.3   

So the most fruitful ground for metropolitan collaboration in the United 
States lies outside the public sector. The economy seems to be moving 
faster than the politics can keep up. Metros are themselves defined 
economically, and their boundaries change over time, as new counties join, 
or as former satellite cities grow into independent economic powerhouses 
and become the core of a new metro area.
 
So the trend in the United States is not more metropolitan governments, but 
rather more metropolitan networks that incorporate business, philanthropic, 

3  One important exception, which could serve as a model for UK mayors is the Metro Mayors 
Caucus 
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civic, NGO and government leaders and resources. Particularly in the 
aftermath of the Great Recession, people are realizing that government and 
all other sectors must work together to harness the myriad assets of their 
metropolitan areas and create stronger, more differentiated economies.  
These leaders are starting to come together to form new organisations or re-
energise existing organisations in order to revitalise metropolitan economies. 
This multi-sector engagement around economic goals is, I think, the future of 
metro area collaboration in the U.S., and perhaps the U.K., for two reasons.

First, metropolitan collaboration is a response to shrinking government 
resources. The federal government in the United States has made across-
the-board cuts in most areas of domestic spending, largely because of 
political disagreements between Democrats and Republicans. But the 
problem with the national government is not just partisanship. In the coming 
years, required spending on elderly and vulnerable people, combined with 
interest payments on the national debt will take up an ever larger share of 
the budget, crowding out much of the spending that has traditionally gone 
to programs for local governments.

States, too, have cut back on the money that they send to local governments. 
And local governments themselves are still not fully recovered from the effects 
of the recession While sharing services can be a way to reduce local costs 
over the long term, in the short term costs tend to rise as salaries are levelled 
up to match the higher-paying jurisdiction, computer and accounting systems 
are harmonised, and other transition costs are incurred. So there is less 
public sector money to devote to investments in economic growth, and other 
sectors are stepping in to fill the void.  For example, philanthropic foundations 
in several metropolitan areas in Northeast Ohio (Cleveland, Akron, 
Youngstown and Canton), have invested millions of dollars in an organisation 
called the Fund for our Economic Future.   

The Fund has helped create new networks that connected the region’s 
entrepreneurs, inventors, manufacturers, and worker training programmes 
and focused on building the biomedical, alternative energy, flexible 
electronics, and water technology clusters that had historic roots in the 
region. Northeast Ohio is still not where it needs to be in terms of job growth 
or other indicators of competitiveness, but there are signs of a turnaround. 
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The Fund estimates that the grants it has made have helped add 10,500 
jobs, $333 million in payroll, and $1.9 billion in investments to the region.   

Second, people outside of government are often better positioned to serve 
as stewards of the network of metropolitan actors who must be involved in 
order to make change. Leaders of smaller suburban communities can resent 
being overshadowed by the metro’s largest city, and not necessarily want to 
join metropolitan efforts that are started by the city. Or the leaders of large 
cities can sometimes resent what they see as suburban attempts to gain 
businesses and jobs at their expense.  

As one metro NGO leader in the United States explained, “While often it 
may be one city or mayor’s office that is the thrust behind [a metropolitan 
effort], if it is truly to be a metropolitan effort that has regional buy-in, you 
need an organisation that is neutral and pulling for the greater good of the 
metro to have the leadership.” Moreover, when a mayor’s term of office 
ends, the energy behind a particular regional collaboration often ends as 
well, especially if the new mayor rejects his or her predecessor’s initiatives.  
Building metropolitan collaboration, forging trust amongst dif ferent actors, 
and sustaining initiatives long enough to get results can take years, and 
non-government actors are sometimes better able to take the long view.  

This observation is not meant to denigrate the men and women who run 
and staff local governments, who work extremely hard to make the most of 
limited resources. But it is exactly because they are so busy that they are 
rarely able to put in the time and resources necessary to build and sustain 
networks – they have too many other responsibilities.  

Even Portland, Oregon, the paragon of metropolitan government in the 
United States, has also turned to a new institution to coordinate the work 
of governmental and non-governmental actors alike to strengthen the 
economy of the region. Greater Portland, Inc. is a partnership between local 
governments, businesses, and non-profit institutions including universities.  

GPI describes itself as the “quarterback” (forgive the blatant American-ism 
– perhaps team captain would be a more internationally appropriate term) 
of the metro-wide effort to increase the size of Portland’s export economy.  
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While the push to get more companies in the metropolitan area to export 
their products and services abroad was started by a former mayor of the 
city of Portland, the mayor and his staff realized after two years of working 
with businesses and other groups that the initiative needed to be led by a 
regional entity if it was to succeed and endure. GPI was the logical choice.  

Metropolitan areas are more than governments. They are networks of 
leaders from every sector, all of whom have an interest in seeing the 
metropolitan area thrive. And these networks need leadership and 
stewardship. A 2010 report by the Council on Competitiveness, a non-profit 
group of CEOs, university presidents, and labor representatives, states, “It 
is not sufficient to have multiple organisations that act regionally on specific 
development issues…. What is needed is a systems integrator that primarily 
focuses on the regional aspect of regional economic development, not just 
the specific economic challenges. Without such an intermediary, there is no 
ongoing entity to organise regional action on a regular basis.”4  

The lesson that UK local governments can take from the American experience 
is that governments, even governments that work together, cannot do 
everything necessary to steer a region to economic success. Their work 
is absolutely necessary, but not sufficient. The challenge for metros is not 
necessarily government, but governance and coordination of many actors 
around a single goal of broadly shared and fairly distributed prosperity. 

Jennifer Bradley is the co-author, with Bruce Katz, of The Metropolitan 
Revolution & Fellow, Brookings Institution Metropolitan Policy Program.

4  Council on Competitiveness. “Collaborate: Leading Regional Innovation Clusters,” June 2010. 
pp. 45-46 (www.compete.org/images/uploads/File/PDF%20Files/Final_Collaborate.pdf ).

http://www.amazon.co.uk/Metropolitan-Revolution-Politics-Fragile-Brookings-ebook/dp/B00D3QBXX6/ref=sr_1_1?ie=UTF8&qid=1399394505&sr=8-1&keywords=the+metropolitan+revolution
http://www.amazon.co.uk/Metropolitan-Revolution-Politics-Fragile-Brookings-ebook/dp/B00D3QBXX6/ref=sr_1_1?ie=UTF8&qid=1399394505&sr=8-1&keywords=the+metropolitan+revolution
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WEST YORKSHIRE: Leadership 
for The Long Haul
Keith Wakefield, Leader, Leeds City Council

With an historic referendum on the question of Scottish independence 
only months away, it is not only spring in the air but much talk of 
decentralisation. With Wales, Northern Ireland and London also making 
the case for more power and funding from Whitehall, many commentators 
are asking whether England’s core cities and their wider city regions stand 
ready do the same.

Economic profile

As a functional economic sub-region, the Leeds City Region (LCR) extends 
across West, North and South Yorkshire, to include Barnsley, Bradford, 
Calderdale, Craven, Harrogate, Kirklees, Leeds, Selby, Wakefield and York.
With a population close to 3m, 1.4m employees, over 100,000 businesses 
and an economy worth £55bn per year, the city region has economic strength 
and scale. We are home to no fewer than eight higher education institutions 
producing more than 34,000 graduates each year. Moreover, within this 
grouping, the Universities of Leeds and York (together with the University 
of Sheffield) are members of the White Rose Consortium, the combined 
research power of which ranks alongside that of Oxford and Cambridge. 

As home to nearly 2/3 of the GVA, population and employment in the 
Yorkshire and Humber region, the LCR is the largest of the northern city 
regions. Within a northern context, therefore, the economic performance 
of the sub region is of critical importance, and because the LCR’s output 
accounts for around 5% of national total, it is also significant in terms of the 
potential to rebalance the national economy.

By definition, almost everywhere has been affected by the depth and protracted 
nature of the global financial crisis. Whilst the LCR has been no exception, the 
city region’s employment has recently recovered to better than pre-recession 
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levels although there is evidence of underemployment holding back growth.  
Thankfully though, zero growth has not become the new normal.

Much of the city region’s economic resilience can be attributed to a tradition of 
making and doing, manifest in its diverse industrial base. This includes 139,000 
manufacturing jobs — more than anywhere else in the county — the largest UK 
financial centre outside of London, and a strong and growing presence in health 
and life sciences, innovative manufacturing, creative and digital, food and drink 
and low carbon and environmental industries.

Local Leadership

World economic conditions have made it harder to sustain an environment 
in which enterprise can flourish and businesses can deliver a sustained 
economic (and therefore social) recovery. The LCR has been well-placed to 
respond to this challenge. For 10 years, the constituent authorities have been 
working to secure the alignment of key economic strategies, and the better 
integration of investment, across governmental and administrative boundaries 
that (if they ever did) long since ceased to have any economic logic.  

Since 2007 when constituted as a joint committee, the LCR Leaders Board 
brought together 11 local authority leaders with a single vision for the city 
region — a vision that has enabled the Partnership to take tough decisions 
on the prioritisation of regional funding and on the promotion of programmes 
designed to enhance the economic competitiveness of the city region as a 
whole.  In 2010 the Leeds City Region Economic Partnership (LEP) was created 
to ensure the voice of local business is heard locally, and by Government.

The city region has already starting working together to make the most 
of the new policy opportunities on offer from the government, including 
becoming one of the first authorities to sign a city deal.

Alongside our commitment to a NEET-free city region, perhaps the most 
visible of our shared city deal commitments is to put in place a £1.6bn West 
Yorkshire and York Transport Fund and a £400m LCR Economic Investment 
Fund, created through the pooling of local resources and devolved national 
funding. The delivery of the Transport Fund alone would improve connectivity 
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within a congested region to the extent of creating 20,000 additional jobs and 
£2.4bn per annum in GVA by the mid-2030s – even more than the forecast 
local impacts of the Government’s flagship proposal of HS2.

It is LCR Partnership’s contention that dynamic city region level working 
will be vital to create the conditions in which businesses and communities 
can recover and begin, once again, to grow and prosper. And in recognition 
of the scale of our financial undertakings to drive growth, our city deal 
also included a commitment to ensure West Yorkshire’s governance 
arrangements are streamlined, transparent and accountable.  

Our governance review concluded that of the various options available, the 
move to a statutory Combined Authority model of governance for the area of 
West Yorkshire would provide a streamlined and efficient model in the best 
interests of the residents and businesses of the city region. On 1st April, we 
became one of the four new city regions established in the north.

All of these Combined Authorities share a common broad aim to align, 
or combine, decision making on strategic economic development and 
transport investment. In West Yorkshire, the Combined Authority is 
committed to delivering a long term £2bn programme of major transport and 
economic investment which will be targeted irrespective of administrative 
boundaries to deliver the strategic economic plan of the wider LCR. This 
ambition is supported by bespoke constitutional arrangements provided for 
in the order, including:

�� Cross-party political representation to ensure there is long term 
commitment to sub regional investment priorities;

�� LEP membership so that the voice of business is hard-wired into 
decision making; and

�� The dissolution of both the Integrated Transport Authority and the 
Passenger Transport Executive for the area and the transfer of their 
combined staffing and assets into the Combined Authority to create a 
delivery body which is delivery ready.
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The Path Ahead

Local political and business leaders are by nature realists and fully aware 
that, at a time of economic dif ficulty and political uncertainty, the prize 
of locally determined growth could prove ephemeral. With some peaks 
already in view and requiring to be scaled, the LCR expedition remains in 
the foothills and there is little doubt that, even at this point, much work 
will need to be done if strong and consistent cross-Whitehall support 
for a coordinated, functional sub-region approach to economic analysis, 
planning and investment is to be secured. Much also remains to be done 
if government is to fulfil its commitment to ensure the legislation is fit for 
purpose to enable our Combined Authority to cover more of the city region, 
including York.

Moreover, in taking on the challenge of achieving all that we have set out in 
our City deal and strategic economic plan, we will be regularly reminding 
ourselves that we are in this for the long haul. Through the Combined 
Authority and LEP we will be redoubling our efforts to ensure that residents 
and businesses across the city region are fully engaged in the regional 
agenda going forward. We will also be working hard to demonstrate to the 
prospective leaders of any new Government that support for extended city 
region collaboration makes political and economic sense.

These challenges are not small ones, but enhanced prosperity and better 
governance are noble causes.  If collectively we are to address the social 
and economic ills of the day - by tackling low wages, unemployment and 
establish our vision for a NEET-free city region – they are also what local 
leadership is, and in truth always has been, about.
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Jennifer Bradley
Fellow, Brookings Metropolitan Policy Programme

Jennifer Bradley is a fellow at the Brookings Metropolitan Policy Program and 
the co-author of The Metropolitan Revolution (Brookings Press, 2013). The 
book, and her work in general, explain the critical role of metropolitan areas 
in the country’s economy, society, and politics. Jennifer has written for The 
New Republic, the Atlantic Monthly, Democracy, and the American Prospect. 
During a brief legal career, she co-authored Supreme Court briefs in cases that 
affirmed the constitutional powers of local governments. She has a J.D. from 
Georgetown University Law Center, and MPhil from Oxford University, which 
she attended on a Rhodes Scholarship, and a B.A. from the University of Texas.

Ian Carter
Assistant Director, Strategy, Intelligence and Engagement, London Borough of Hounslow

Ian has extensive experience in local government, spanning a range of councils 
and both service based and corporate roles. He started his career in housing in 
London and Bristol, then moved into corporate roles in policy, performance and 
management before joining the Audit Commission. There, he worked closely 
with councils in the South West of England before taking up a national role 
developing national assessment frameworks. Ian moved back into ‘mainstream’ 
local government, taking up his current role in early 2012.  He is responsible 
for corporate policy, performance, scrutiny, communications, community and 
voluntary sector engagement and research and intelligence.

Bob Clarke
Executive Director, Jacobs

Bob served over 20 years in local government, including top management 
posts, before transferring to the private sector to deliver and develop major 
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outsourcing contracts. He has written extensively on municipal engineering 
and public services, and helped set up the Beacon Councils Panel in 1999, 
chairing it for 4 years. Bob was appointed OBE in 2004 for services to local 
government.

Mike Emmerich
Chief Executive, New Economy

Mike served as principal consultant and then deputy director at the Centre 
for Local Economic Strategies (CLES) from 1991 to 1996. After a period 
as management consultant at Ernst & Young in 1997, he became a policy 
adviser with HM Treasury before becoming a senior adviser in the Prime 
Minister’s Policy Unit. Prior to joining New Economy, Mike was director of 
the Institute for Political and Economic Governance at the University of 
Manchester, and dean of external relations in the Faculty of Humanities.

Keith Wakefield
Leader, Leeds City Council

Councillor Keith Wakefield was first elected to Leeds City Council in 1988. 
He is the leader of Leeds City Council and has been the leader of the 
Labour Group for nine years. Keith represents the Kippax and Methley 
Ward, covering many of the former mining villages in the East of Leeds.
Prior to being leader of the council, he was leader of the opposition for 
six years, served as deputy leader of the council and also a member of 
the Executive. He currently chairs a number of boards including Leeds 
City Council's Executive Board and the Leeds Initiative Board. In his 
time as a councillor, he has been responsible for the council's budget, 
housing, regeneration, community safety, highways, education and tackling 
inequalities. He was also responsible for creating the council's first ever 
Community Safety and Regeneration Department, including the council's 
One-Stop Centres.
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Jacobs is one of the world’s largest (2013 revenues of $11.8 billion) 
and most diverse providers of technical, professional and construction 
services, with a focus on building long-term, collaborative client 
relationships. Our global network includes more than 250 offices in 28 
countries, and our 70,000 employees around the world provide a broad 
range of  services to industrial, commercial and government clients. 

Local government partnerships are core business for Jacobs in the UK, 
covering all aspects of engineering, transport, architecture, sustainability, 
construction, programme management, and operations & maintenance.

For more information, please visit www.jacobs.com

 





The rise of the combined authority has been one 
of the most remarkable aspects of the coalition 
government’s urban policy. Since the abolition 
of the metropolitan counties in 1986, England’s 
northern cities have arguably been underpowered 
economically, lacking the critical mass to lever 
power and investment from Whitehall and the 
strong governance arrangements that would allow 
them to pool funds and direct them at the best 
prospects for growth.

The last four years have seen a new flowering of 
urban collaboration, with most of the north’s great 
cities now clustered together into city regions with 
clear economic strategies and substantial pooled 
investment funds. The most ambitious of the new 
combined authorities in Greater Manchester has 
struck deals with government that give the city 
access to an element of benefits spending and a 
share in the uplif t in national taxation driven by its 
new tram project.

This collection provides an overview of what this 
new spirit of collaboration has achieved thus far, and 
looks ahead to how the new combined authorities 
could develop in coming years. With both the 
Conservatives and Labour now committed to multi-
billion pound growth deals for local government, 
channelled through local enterprise partnerships, 
combined authorities are set to become very 
important players in England’s economic geography.
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