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Introduction

1. In February 2004 the Deputy Prime Minister invited the three northern Regional Development Agencies to show how the North could unlock the potential for faster economic growth and bridge the output gap between the North of England and the rest of the country.

2. In response the Northern Way Steering Group, led by the three northern RDAs, developed the Northern Way Growth Strategy published in September 2004.  The strategy has its genesis in the realisation that the economy of the North is underperforming with a gap currently around £30 billion between the combined output of the three Northern regions and the England average.

3. The strategy is based on detailed analysis of the North’s economic assets, weaknesses and potential. In essence the Northern Way’s approach to the acceleration of economic growth over the next 20 years has been guided by the principles of:
· adding value by tackling pan regionally ten key challenges facing the North including the creation of truly sustainable communities and improving connectivity;

· accelerating growth across the North’s eight city regions, identified in the strategy, which together offer the greatest potential for significant economic growth.  
4. The Regional Spatial Strategy, in setting out the long-term strategy for the spatial development of the North West, is able to make a significant contribution to the achievement of the Northern Way Growth Strategy through the wider adoption of the latter’s vision and aims. The Northern Way Sustainable Communities Team (NWSCT), therefore considers that some elements of the draft RSS could usefully be strengthened so as to fully embrace the Northern Way Growth Strategy, including the role of the city regions, and enable the acceleration of the North’s economic growth. It is against this background that we comment on this matter. 
The City Region Concept
5. The twenty-first century has begun with recognition of the new role cities are playing in national and regional economies. After seemingly inexorable decline in the eighties and nineties, stemming from processes of deconcentration and deindustrialisation, cities are being reinvented as the dynamos of today’s knowledge economies (Core Cities Working Group, 2004). But the ‘footprint’ of these economies differs from those of the past, extending beyond where cities are situated on maps, or their administrative boundaries. That footprint encompasses places from which people travel to cities – for example, to work, to shop, or for entertainment. The concept of a ‘city region’ captures this new real-world economic geography. 

6. The idea that there is such a thing as a city region has subsisted for some time (Parr, 2005), but the possibility of it having practical application has only been recently revived. The realisation that cities (and the hinterlands that make them so) are the places that fuel regional economies (Harding et al, 2004) and that successful regions depend on successful cities (Parkinson et al, 2004) demands that, collectively, we now plan to accelerate their growth. That is why the Northern Way, in our strategy (Northern Way Steering Group, 2004) to accelerate significantly the rate of growth of the North’s economy, has embraced the city region concept.

7. But achievement of that strategy now depends, critically, on wider adoption of the concept and the RSSs present a significant opportunity in this regard. The NWSCT, therefore, supports the broad reference to the city regions in the RSS and the inclusion of sub regional policy frameworks to reflect the three city regions covering the North West of the country, with overlaps into Yorkshire and Humber. The NWSCT in its evidence on Matters 1A and 1C has, however, already suggested that the draft RSS could provide greater clarification of the overall city region concept, its context and their contribution to maximising sustainable economic growth in the North. Against this background we turn to the Panels questions on the City Regions. 

Accelerating the growth of our city regions

8. The “needs and pressures” of the North West region will ultimately be addressed by the region becoming a more successful or, more properly, competitive one. A key question is thus how to bring about that increased competitiveness. Traditional answers to this question focus on regional economic performance as a whole (see Kitson et al, 2004; Turok, 2004). Increasingly, though, it has become apparent that there is a need to differentiate economically the places that form a region. 

9. Harding et al (2004) highlight, from their analysis of NUTS 3 GVA data, that

“… The emerging knowledge economy is increasingly ‘urban’ and we can expect an ever closer correspondence between regional competitiveness and well-being and the health of key cities in future.” (Harding et al, 2004: 71)

Critically, they conclude that there is

“… now incontrovertible evidence that English city-regions play a decisive and growing role in driving regional competitiveness and productivity.” (ibid)

10. This is reinforced by the empirical work of Parkinson et al (2004), who in their European-wide analysis of cities (of differential territorial extent), demonstrate that the most competitive regions

“also ha[ve] the most competitive cities.” (Parkinson et al, 2004: 53)

11. Against this background, the North West region must plan to accelerate the growth of its cities and their hinterlands – the city regions. Where, then, does a city region begin and end? 

12. As suggested previously, to focus, in answering this question, on geographical extent is to overlook the nature of real-world economic activity – the ‘flows’ of labour, of trade, etc, to a city from the surrounding area and vice versa – which cannot be contained by administrative or physical geography (Jacobs, 1961). It is more useful to think in terms of city regions’ economic ‘reach’. That can be said to correspond in broad terms with cities’ travel to work or leisure areas, shopping catchments, housing market areas, etc (Northern Way Steering Group, 2004) but being dynamic – with flows expanding and contracting over time – it cannot be precisely determined.

13. What matters more is our understanding of the interaction of economic flows with a city, from which we can learn:

· what assets a city has that act as a stimulus to economic activity;

· the actions that can be taken to exploit those assets further, accelerating economic growth;

· what barriers there are to economic activity and accelerating economic growth, and how those barriers can be overcome.

14. Central to the Northern Way strategy (Northern Way Steering Group, 2004), therefore, was an invitation to the North’s city regions, including Manchester, Liverpool and Central Lancashire in the North West, to prepare city region development programmes (CRDPs) providing

“in depth analysis and …. [setting] out how they can … contribute more to accelerating the economic growth of the North.” (Northern Way Steering Group, 2004: 67)

15. The first CRDPs were published in June 2005 and are to be strengthened further in 2006. But it is already clear that to succeed, they must be reflected in Regional Spatial Strategy’s, because it is that which provides a

“… a broad development strategy for the region for a fifteen to twenty year period.” (ODPM, 2004: 1)

16. In essence, to be truly successful, spatial strategies must be informed by the realities of economic geography rather than administrative boundaries. In so doing, the opportunity exists to provide a comprehensive spatial framework for a whole region that:

· captures the distinctive function and potential of different places – not just cities and city regions but places such as Carlisle and Crewe too;

· identifies where particular types of development should be located; and

· integrates development and investment of different kinds so that they make the optimum contribution to delivering sustainable communities,

thereby enabling the acceleration of regional economic performance as a whole.

17. For these reasons city regions are not viewed within a hierarchy, but neither are they equal. Clearly each city region does and will continue to have a different level of economic output which the CRDPs, and accordingly, the RSS seek to maximise to the benefit of the North. The success of each city region in increasing its economic output does, not however, result in a hierarchy for reasons of distinctiveness in terms of role and function.

Conclusion

18. We wish to direct the EiP Chairman to the following points:

· The ‘needs and pressures’ of the North West region will ultimately be addressed by the region becoming more successful or, more appropriately, a competitive one.

· City regions offer the greatest potential for significant economic growth and the opportunity to bridge the output gap between the North of England and the rest of the country.

· The achievement of the Northern Way Growth Strategy now depends, critically, on wider adoption of the concept and the RSSs present a significant opportunity in this regard.

· However, the NWSCT considers that in order to be truly successful the RSS must be informed by the realities of economic geography, rather than administrative boundaries. This approach is advocated by the city region concept.

· The NWSCT would stress that such an approach enables the RSS to capture the distinctive function of places, not just those within the city regions.

· As part of this approach it is essential to understand the interaction between economic flows.  This has and is being explored through the CRDPs. The NWSCT, therefore, considers it crucial that the findings of the CRDPs are reflected in the RSS in order to ensure that sustainable economic growth is achieved.
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