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14.	 ‘Places left behind’: national urban 
policy in the UK – from boom to 
slump and recovery?
Andrew Tallon

1.	 INTRODUCTION

Urban regeneration is a diverse, multi-disciplinary and significant component 
of urban studies globally. Since the mid-twentieth century in the UK, national 
urban regeneration has endeavoured to deal with economic, social and envi-
ronmental problems that cities have experienced as a result of factors such as 
the decline of manufacturing industry and the growing intensity of competition 
between cities at the global level. Cities across the developed and developing 
world have experienced striking and profound changes since the mid-twentieth 
century. Their economic bases, their social composition, their physical land-
scapes, their modes of governance, and their relationships with host nations 
and with other cities, have all been transformed. Through time, urban policy 
has consistently sought to level up ‘places left behind’ in terms of economic 
growth (Bolton et al. 2020).

The term ‘left behind’ has become common currency since the 2016 UK 
referendum vote to leave the European Union. ‘Left behind’ places are those 
that have been bypassed by the economic prosperity from which others have 
benefited. They are concentrated in post-industrial and coastal areas, and often 
housing estates on the peripheries of towns and cities. Residents in these areas 
have markedly worse socio-economic outcomes compared with those living in 
similarly deprived areas, and they have fewer job opportunities, lower levels of 
educational attainment and poorer health (Bolton et al. 2020).

Urban regeneration can be defined as a ´comprehensive and integrated 
vision and action which leads to the resolution of urban problems and which 
seeks to bring about a lasting improvement in the economic, physical, social 
and environmental conditions of an area that has been subject to change´ 
(Roberts 2017, p.  18). ´The large-scale process of adapting the built envi-
ronment, with varying degrees of direction from the state, is today generally 
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referred to (…) as urban regeneration´ (Jones and Evans 2013, p. 2), indicating 
the importance of national-level direction. Urban policy in the UK is generally 
accepted to include programmes and initiatives targeted at resolving social and 
economic, and intermittently environmental, problems in the most deprived 
areas, generally those former industrial heartlands. The sponsoring govern-
ment departments have historically been those of the environment, commu-
nities and local government, and this remains the case. In the UK, related 
issues of energy, resources and climate change have an ‘urban dimension’ but 
have been dealt with by separate government departments and policy bundles. 
These are referred to as variously environment policy, energy policy, climate 
change policy and such, rather than ‘urban’ policy.

In this wider context, this chapter gives a historic and contemporary over-
view of national urban policy, and critiques national urban policy initiatives 
implemented by central governments during the postwar period in the UK. 
The chapter first aims to provide a wider context for national urban policy in 
the UK; second to briefly outline successive periods of urban policy in the UK 
from the immediate postwar period until the start of the 2020s, across sequen-
tial episodes of boom followed by slump followed by apparent recovery; third 
to focus particularly on national urban policy in the last decade; and fourth to 
give a broad assessment of national urban policy in the UK from the 1960s to 
the 2020s.

2.	 THE CONTEXT FOR NATIONAL URBAN 
POLICY IN THE UK

There is striking evidence to show that cities across the world have undergone 
these dramatic transformations since the mid-twentieth century, and particu-
larly since the 1970s. These changes have been referred to as part of a shift 
from the ‘modern’ or industrial city to the ‘postmodern’ or post-industrial 
city (Tallon 2013). Major processes have been at work which have driven and 
shaped the changes which have benefited some places and groups in society 
but not others that remain left behind. Understanding these processes helps 
make sense of how and why cities are changing and the implications for urban 
policy. These processes encompass post-industrialisation, as reflected in the 
shift from production to consumption and knowledge services (Short and 
Kim 1999); globalisation and its multiple dimensions (Begg 1999; Short and 
Kim 1999); changing landscapes of inequality and exclusion (Levitas 2005); 
growing social and cultural diversity (Forrest and Kearns 2001; Kearns 2003); 
the emergence of new forms of urban governance (Harvey 1989; Hall and 
Hubbard 1996; Andrew and Goldsmith 1998); and the development of new 
types of urban space (Dear 1995; Soja 1995). All of these are inextricably 
linked with urban regeneration policy as a global urban process. Making sense 
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of these changes is challenging but vital for those with an interest in urban 
places if they are to understand and intervene effectively in continuing and 
evolving processes of urban change through national urban policy.

Each of these six major processes of change at work since the mid-twentieth 
century is closely linked with urban regeneration and urban policy. They 
illustrate how and why urban landscapes have changed, who the beneficiaries 
are, and what the implications are for the future of urban space globally. It is 
clear that since the late 1970s, urban regeneration has been underpinned by 
a focus on economic and property development, with intermittent attention 
paid to social and cultural issues in the UK. Particularly since the early 1990s, 
urban regeneration has been based on a series of assumptions linked to the 
macro-economy, including continued economic growth in the context of glo-
balisation, low unemployment, low inflation, low interest rates, rising property 
values and increasing owner-occupation of housing. Much successful urban 
regeneration had taken place during the period prior to the global economic 
crash, but this abruptly came to an end after 2007/2008. Economic recession, 
housing market decline and a contraction in manufacturing industry, and their 
impacts on the private sector and consumers, along with a significant reduction 
in public spending, have had severe impacts upon urban regeneration and 
urban policy through a whole decade of austerity. Lessons for urban regen-
eration and urban policy in the UK context can be drawn from past central 
government policies to inform a new urban policy in the 2020s to level up the 
‘places left behind’.

3.	 PHASES OF NATIONAL URBAN POLICY IN THE 
UK

There have been a number of distinct thematic shifts in urban policy in the UK 
since the Second World War, which are illustrated in general by Table 14.1. 
This shows the periodisation used to frame successive periods covered in this 
chapter, which illustrates continuities and changes in UK urban policy over 
more than 70 years. This section will chart urban policy chronologically over 
the decades through to the present day. It should be cautioned that these his-
torical periods are not mutually exclusive. As Hall and Barrett (2012, p. 151) 
warn, ´While it is tempting to characterize urban policy in a series of distinct 
periods of development, this tends to underemphasize the degree of continuity 
between periods and overemphasise a clear sequential trajectory to policy 
development.´ Despite this reservation, Hall and Barrett (2012, p. 151) go on 
to suggest that ´as a pedagogic device the periodization of urban policy does 
have some merit when viewed in broad terms´.

In terms of UK national urban policy, broad phases of policy responses can 
be distilled as shown by Tables 14.1 and 14.2, although it must be recognised 
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that these are to an extent generalised and not mutually exclusive. A postwar 
period of physical redevelopment and area-based social welfare projects 
dominated in the UK and many other Western European and North American 
countries. Approaches focused upon improving living conditions in cities and 
providing services and infrastructure for increasing urban populations (Couch 
1990; Atkinson and Moon 1994). Urban redevelopment following the end of 
the Second World War aimed to redevelop declining and war-damaged housing 
and commercial areas. The approach was physical and thus failed to tackle 
growing economic and social inequalities generated by structural economic 
and social change. Town and country planning and new standards for housing 
development were also introduced to tackle the problems of urban sprawl and 
poor construction. Urban redevelopment was largely funded and regulated by 
the public sector, and during this period local–central government relations 
were much more closely aligned to achieve urban redevelopment objectives 
(see Atkinson and Moon 1994). By the mid-1960s, continuing and entrenched 
problems of poverty and growing racial disquiet were recognised by national 
government. The response was the implementation of a distinct urban policy 
for the first time in the UK in 1968, and the first wave of area-based social and 
welfare policies targeted at the most deprived areas of cities (see Table 14.2). 
These initially took a social pathology approach to the problem, blaming the 
victims for their plight, and aimed at promoting self-help in communities and 
improving public services. However, the policies were hampered by a lack of 
knowledge of the causes of the urban problem, the shortcomings of the social 
pathology model, and a lack of coherence of these policies (Atkinson and 
Moon 1994). The events that took place during the early-to-mid 1970s were 
to have a profound impact on the ideological and political nature of urban 
policy. A severe structural crisis resulted in rising unemployment and signifi-
cant economic decline. The lack of effectiveness and subsequent loss of faith 
in Keynesian demand management economics created a context from which 
the New Right emerged, characterised by a sustained attack on the postwar 
consensus, and emphasising a minimal state, individual liberty, choice, the free 
market and the entrepreneurial spirit.

Thus, by the early 1980s, neo-liberalism emerged as the key model for 
managing the UK economy. Entrepreneurial and property-led regeneration 
dominated urban policy responses in the US and UK in particular, as a per-
ceived solution to urban economic and environmental problems (Turok 1992; 
Imrie and Thomas 1993). Atkinson and Moon (1994) argued that the verdict 
on the general approaches to urban regeneration during the 1980s was pre-
dominantly negative. On the whole, policies failed to create sufficient service 
sector jobs to replace those lost in manufacturing. Additionally, the types of 
jobs and the nature of the built environment required by service industries were 
somewhat different from those of manufacturing industry. Social and spatial 
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inequalities continued to widen, especially in cities. Finally, and paradoxically, 
general approaches such as property-led regeneration were dependent on state 
resources. In response to the severe criticisms, the Audit Commission (1989) 
concluded that urban policy in the 1990s should attempt to overcome these 
problems. The report argued that policy should be more straightforward and 
less complex, and that local authorities should take a more active role in policy 
formation and instigation (Jacobs 1992). Urban policy in the 1990s should 
therefore place the problem of social inequality and related unemployment, 
poverty and social segregation at its centre, and not just focus on economic 
development (Oatley 1995). It should also integrate public and private efforts 
at urban regeneration and include mechanisms that ensure that local residents 
derive some benefits from developments. It was recognised that market 
mechanisms alone were unable to ensure an effective, efficient and equitable 
allocation of investment and employment opportunities.

Economic competition in urban policy emerged as a model for distributing 
urban funds in the UK and elsewhere during the 1990s (see Oatley 1998), 
a period which also saw a re-integration of social and environmental aims with 
economic imperatives. From the late 1990s until the early 2010s, urban regen-
eration sought to combine economic development and social justice in urban 
policy, through urban renaissance and neighbourhood renewal policies such as 
Grands Projets de Ville (GPV) in France, Kvarterløft (‘neighbourhood uplift’) 
in Denmark, New Deal for Communities (NDC) in England and Soziale Stadt 
(‘Social City’) in Germany. Urban policy remained a confusing landscape in 
the mid-1990s. Attempts had been made to mitigate this criticism as the Single 
Regeneration Budget merged 20 existing programmes and rendered the 1980s 
policy programmes irrelevant. This seemingly brought to fruition the promise 
of coordination and more strategic thinking, as did bringing local authorities 
back into the urban policy and regeneration process. However, commentators 
remained unconvinced and Robson et al. (1994) feared that the swing back 
towards local authorities went too far and that there was little evidence of 
a strategic vision for urban policy. Herbert (2000) argued that schemes such as 
City Challenge did not amount to a clear inner-city strategy.

In addition to official government evaluations and summaries (see for 
example CLG 2008; 2009), there are a limited number of general evaluations 
of urban renaissance and neighbourhood renewal policy between 1997 and 
2010 (Shaw and Robinson 2010; Tallon 2013). More common are assessments 
of particular policies, for example of NDCs (Lawless 2010; 2011; Lawless 
and Beatty 2013). Shaw and Robinson (2010, p. 123) argued that ´while New 
Labour’s approach since 1997 has been distinctive and, in some respects, 
innovative, especially in relation to community engagement, it has continued 
to adopt a flawed conception of the urban problem which has led to a limited 
policy response´.
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Neighbourhood renewal programmes under New Labour aimed to target 
resources at the most disadvantaged neighbourhoods to tackle multiple depri-
vation and improve public services (Smith et al. 2007). The flagship New Deal 
for Communities programme targeted 39 of the most deprived neighbourhoods 
in England, which each received around £50 million over a ten-year period. 
Although resulting in some modest improvements in those areas targeted 
by neighbourhood renewal area-based initiatives (ABIs), the problems of 
ABIs as a concept continued to attract criticism (Shaw and Robinson 2010; 
Matthews 2012). They were allocated relatively limited resources through 
which to tackle pre-determined problems for pre-determined periods of time 
(Lawless 2010). Assessing the impacts of ABIs such as the flagship NDC 
programme is tricky because of problems establishing the counterfactual 
(Lawless 2010; 2011). Further, it would be unrealistic to claim that ABIs 
could regenerate entire towns or cities, because of their tightly defined areas 
(Lawless 2010). However, NDCs were the most intensively funded and one of 
the most significant ABIs ever devised and tackled previous shortcomings of 
short termism, lack of focus and inadequate community engagement (Lawless 
2010). Five key highlights of NDCs as the flagship ABI were identified by 
Lawless (2010). First, ABIs tend to improve places rather than the fortunes of 
individuals within them; employment and economic development objectives 
are better suited to city-regional and national interventions. Second, involving 
and engaging community is fraught with problems; there is no evidence of 
increased social capital and often there is heightened conflict over decisions. 
Third, size matters as bigger NDC partnership areas were associated with more 
positive gains than smaller ones. Fourth, NDCs worked with a wide range 
of agencies to achieve positive change in relation to all six outcomes, but in 
dealing with mainstream organisations, regeneration partnerships need to be 
outcome focused, realistic in terms of what can be achieved and selective with 
whom they engage. Fifth, there is a tension in achieving an appropriate balance 
of power between central government, on the one hand, with local government 
and local residents, on the other.

4.	 NATIONAL URBAN POLICY IN THE UK IN THE 
2010S

Urban regeneration policy appeared to have returned to the 1980s during the 
2010s with the driving force being economic growth in response to the credit 
crunch and resulting global financial crisis from 2007/2008. This led to an 
era of austerity politics with central government funding to local authorities 
being significantly reduced by around 40 per cent and area-based regeneration 
schemes finishing (Hall 2015; Lowndes and Gardner 2016). At the same time, 
the philosophy of localism and devolution of powers has been promoted to 
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an extent (Hambleton 2015; 2017) and the regional level of governance has 
been abolished (Pike et al. 2018). Limited additional resources have been 
provided by central government for these new institutional arrangements, with 
the emphasis being on encouraging market forces and attracting development 
to particular areas of cities, along the lines of the approaches of the Thatcher 
governments of the 1980s.

Urban regeneration policy since the 1980s has principally been about cor-
recting market failure, with regeneration being ‘the broad process of reversing 
physical, economic and social decline in an area where market forces will not 
do this without intervention’ (CLG 2011). However, the urban problem as 
demonstrated by the 2019 Indices of Deprivation remains as entrenched as 
ever (MHCLG 2019). The enterprise culture espoused by Michael Heseltine in 
the 1980s was exemplified by policies such as Enterprise Zones, with 38 desig-
nated between 1981 and 1996 (Jones 2006), Urban Development Corporations, 
of which 13 were created (Imrie and Thomas 1999), and Estate Action (Pinto 
1993). This was followed by the challenge funding model of the 1990s, 
embracing principles of competition, partnership, targeting of resources and 
comprehensive regeneration whilst being time limited and output monitored 
(Oatley 1998). The initiatives of City Challenge (Davoudi and Healey 1995) 
and Single Regeneration Budget (Rhodes et al. 2005) were flagship policies 
of the period. The latter programme comprised six competitive rounds which 
resulted in 1027 regeneration projects equating to over £5.7 billion in financial 
support and £26 billion of total expenditure across England, £9 billion of 
which came from the private sector. During the 2000s, the ‘third way’ princi-
ples of supply-side intervention, local intervention, partnership, participation 
and public investment dominated urban policy (Tiesdell and Allmendinger 
2001). Key initiatives were neighbourhood renewal (Smith et al. 2007), urban 
renaissance (Colomb 2007) and sustainable communities (Raco 2007). Then in 
the most recent phase of urban policy during the 2010s, localism as a principle 
was articulated in the context of ‘broken Britain’, a ‘post bureaucratic age’ and 
devolution (Clarke and Cochrane 2013; Hall 2015). Key initiatives included 
Local Enterprise Partnerships, Enterprise Zones, Tax Increment Financing, 
the Regional Growth Fund and City Deals (Pugalis and McGuinness 2013). 
However, these policies were expected to be successful in an age of austerity 
urbanism which has witnessed a differential impact of local government cuts 
affecting the most deprived areas the greatest (Hastings et al. 2015; 2017) and 
of wider welfare reform (Beatty and Fothergill 2013; 2016).

The evaluation of urban policy, as will follow in the next section, over the 
decades since the 1960s has been a challenge due to methodological problems 
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associated with the ‘5Cs’: counterfactual, confound, contextual, combinatorial 
and choice (Robson et al. 1994). Action for Cities found that

public resources appear to have made an impact on turning around aspects both of 
the economic and residential distress in urban areas. But in the most deprived areas – 
and especially in the conurbation cores and in areas of high unemployment – policy 
has not been able to make significant inroads into the socio-economic problems. 
(Robson et al. 1994, p. 49)

Further, evaluating New Labour’s urban policy,

by 2007, evidence was indicating that NRF and mainstream government spending 
was generating large and noticeable improvements in neighbourhood environments 
and services; for example, new child care centres, health centres, community build-
ings, better neighbourhood management and policing and reduced crime, a higher 
standard of housing, new school buildings and extended services in schools, gaps in 
neighbourhood satisfaction were closing slightly, and residents reported that their 
neighbourhoods were getting better. (Lupton et al. 2013, p. 33)

However, evaluation of regeneration under the Coalition government found 
that

there is no evidence at present of the economic re-balancing that will be needed to 
underpin regeneration (…) there is no evidence yet of a spiral of decline amongst 
the poorest neighbourhoods but equally no evidence of further progress from the 
situation the Coalition inherited. Gaps remain very wide on key indicators. (Lupton 
and Fitzgerald 2015, p. 33)

In terms of contemporary debates, ´well funded Area Based Initiatives may 
have an important role to play in public good provision (e.g. better parks, 
lower crime) but they have not, on average, improved individual economic 
outcomes in targeted areas (…) overall, policy should focus on encouraging 
labour market activity and removing barriers to mobility´ (Lawless et al. 2011, 
pp. 34–35).

Because of the similarity of the economic growth policies to those of the 
1980s, several criticisms remain relevant. Potter and Moore (2000) found 
that Enterprise Zones might not be very good at attracting inward investment, 
might create low-skill jobs, and local businesses might simply relocate to 
zones. On the 45 new Enterprise Zones, Larkin and Wilcox (2011) took 
a pessimistic view, with concerns expressed over the regeneration of deprived 
areas no longer being a priority; limited new jobs being created by the original 
zones and at great expense; and displacement and deadweight effects being 
experienced. Therefore policies must minimise displacement and increase 
employment, reduce capital-based initiatives and relax planning regulations 
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but recognise that they are not always a barrier to growth (Larkin and Wilcox 
2011). Furthermore, any incentives should be matched to goals. Sissons and 
Brown (2011) identified three weaknesses of Enterprise Zones: job displace-
ment, little being done to promote lasting economic prosperity, and high 
cost per job created. However, advantages of Enterprise Zones include that 
businesses can be attracted to depressed areas quickly, economic momentum 
can be generated, they can be a vehicle for improving competitiveness, and 
local market failures can be overcome. Sissons and Brown (2011) made three 
policy recommendations for such an economic growth initiative: they must be 
the right size to minimise displacement; they must address long-term competi-
tiveness with investment targeted at skills, infrastructure and regeneration; and 
they must be free from conflict with national and local government.

Urban regeneration policy as commonly understood had largely disappeared 
from the discourse of public policy during the 2010s, and it can be argued 
that it did not exist at all as such, with a move away from area-based strategy 
(Crowley et al. 2012; Lupton and Fitzgerald 2015) and neo-liberal commenta-
tors who reject these arguments in favour of facilitating enhanced geographical 
mobility (Leunig and Swaffield 2008; Lawless et al. 2011) and a more recent 
move to focus on industrial strategy, productivity, competitiveness and invest-
ment in infrastructure (HM Government 2017). Going into the 2020s it appears 
that the UK remains in an era of ‘post-urban policy’ or ‘after regeneration’ 
(Hall 2015; O’Brien and Matthews 2016).

5.	 EVALUATING NATIONAL URBAN POLICY IN 
THE UK IN THE 2020S

As is evident from the successive periods of urban policy since the 1940s, each 
had its distinctive philosophies, approaches, achievements and weaknesses 
which governments of subsequent policy periods sought to address. Key 
lessons can be synthesised from the evidence of past experience to inform 
future approaches in the 2020s. Some of the weaknesses of urban policy were 
operational in nature related to particular policies or programmes, and other 
criticisms were wider and strategic in nature. Several categories of failure can 
be derived from an evaluation of the periods of national urban regeneration 
policy since the mid-1940s (Stewart 1987; Wilks-Heeg 1996; Shaw and 
Robinson 1998; Gripaios 2002; Tallon 2013; Edwards and Imrie 2015; Hall 
2015).

First, it is evident that over time, in many national contexts, there has been 
a lack of clarity and purpose of urban policy. For example, the European Union 
has no formal urban policy as such; rather, it has policies that recognise the 
role of and impact upon urban areas such as regional policy and environmental 
policy. The objectives of urban policy initiatives driven by central government 
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have often been too broad and ill-defined, and area-based initiatives are unable 
to realistically tackle the multiple problems faced by society. Imprecision of 
purpose has caused unrealistically high expectations, especially amongst local 
communities. Multiple objectives have meant that it has been difficult to set 
priorities and focus on feasible targets. Related to this problem with its remit, 
urban regeneration policy has seen insufficient commitment and resources 
from central governments over timescales which are too short-term for realis-
tic change to be achieved in the UK. Some policies can be seen as token and 
a diversion from mainstream policies such as health and education. ‘Quick fix’ 
rather than long-term sustainable commitment has been an accusation levelled 
at central government urban policy in many European countries.

Second, excessive central government control of urban policy has often 
acted as a hindrance to urban regeneration and renewal at the local level. 
Governments have often been accused of being dictatorial about urban regen-
eration as it has been conducted in top-down fashion, reducing the scope 
for local solutions to local problems. Little analysis of local geographical 
context and the dominance of ‘one size fits all’ policies have resulted in little 
potential for flexibility, creativity or innovation in local urban regeneration 
and renewal. Central governments set a plethora of targets, give little room 
for local discretion, and cause friction amongst local partnerships, especially 
when government priorities have differed significantly from those at the local 
level (Johnstone and Whitehead 2004). Often partnerships have been forced 
together and have failed to cohere, and they have not been given enough time 
to develop and flourish under many policy initiatives (Atkinson 2003). Local 
authorities have few powers or resources to tackle urban policy issues in the 
context of a highly centralised country (Hambleton 2017). The short-lived 
Regional Development Agencies, established in 1998 and abolished by the 
Coalition government in 2010 as part of the austerity programme, were effec-
tive mechanisms (Pike et al. 2018). From 2010, much reduced central gov-
ernment finance was allocated to local authorities (Latham 2017). Hambleton 
(2019) argued that in essence the UK central state has chosen to decimate 
central government financial support to local government. Factoring in infla-
tion and population growth, council spending per person has fallen 30 per cent 
in real terms since 2010. The housing budget has seen a cut of 48 per cent and 
the planning budget 55 per cent (Hambleton 2017). Overall, local government 
cuts have affected cities in the north of England more severely than those in 
the south.

Third, poor coordination and a lack of coherence has characterised urban 
policy in the UK. Urban policy under successive governments has suffered 
a lack of horizontal and vertical coordination across departments of central 
and local government (Atkinson 2003; Johnstone and Whitehead 2004). Many 
local initiatives have been largely isolated from mainstream government pro-

Andrew Tallon - 9781839109058
Downloaded from Elgar Online at 04/23/2021 12:51:10PM

via free access



‘Places left behind’: national urban policy in the UK 297

grammes and services. Government has pursued separate short-term initiatives 
rather than taking a longer-term perspective driven by changes in mainstream 
services, with greater local coordination (Atkinson 2003). Fragmented and 
piecemeal projects and small resources have resulted in marginal achieve-
ments in many cases and policy has not been coordinated or strategic (Shaw 
and Robinson 1998).

Fourth, implementing one-dimensional urban policies has constrained 
the effectiveness of many national level approaches. The urban problem is 
multi-dimensional, but policy responses have often been too cautious and 
narrow. Policies have focused on a property-based approach (Turok 1992), 
or limited social programmes (Atkinson and Moon 1994), or business devel-
opment (Parkinson 1989), or community regeneration (Taylor 2003; 2007). 
Successful urban regeneration requires the connection to be made between 
each of these physical, economic and social dimensions in combination.

Fifth, dealing with neighbourhoods as units isolated from their wider urban 
context has been a problem. There has been insufficient understanding of the 
function played by an area in the wider housing and employment markets, and 
of the relationship of neighbourhoods with surrounding areas. Artificial and 
arbitrary boundaries have been drawn around areas designated for neighbour-
hood regeneration, and issues of displacement, gentrification and leakage have 
been overlooked. It has also been argued that the explicit targeting of deprived 
areas has increased problems related to stigma and poor place image (Hastings 
and Dean 2003).

Sixth, there has been a consistent failure in realising community potential 
within regeneration schemes across the world. However, since the late 1990s 
in particular, communities have been placed at the heart of regeneration 
(Atkinson 2003; Taylor 2007). This reflects a communitarian view and a belief 
in self-help and social capital (Putnam 1993; 2000; Taylor 2003; 2007). This 
can be seen as a romantic notion considering the tensions and conflicts within 
communities; the tendency for burn-out or fatigue in these communities 
because of the demands of successive initiatives; and the challenges that face 
such communities (Atkinson 2003). Empowering and involving communities 
remains a major challenge within urban policy despite the lexicon surrounding 
this during the period of the Coalition and subsequent Conservative govern-
ments (CLG 2011).

Seventh, austerity politics and the abolition of a distinct urban policy in the 
UK has affected the delivery of traditional regeneration objectives (Crowley et 
al. 2012; O’Brien and Matthews 2016), although these have both been seem-
ingly reversed by the Conservative government elected in December 2019. 
Throughout this period, there has been an absence of an urban policy as under-
stood and implemented by UK national governments since 1968. Area-based 
social regeneration schemes were abolished and there was a shift to economic 
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growth and productivity policies as a replacement, which were not necessarily 
targeted at those most deprived places left behind (Beatty and Fothergill 2013; 
2016). This period of austerity was most strongly associated with the Coalition 
government under David Cameron and George Osborne, which came to an 
end with the vote for Brexit in 2016. The following Theresa May and Boris 
Johnson governments have shifted away from this approach, and there are 
suggestions, if not any concrete polices as yet, of a renewed traditional national 
urban policy in the context of the aim to re-industrialise areas in the midlands 
and the north of England as part of an industrial strategy.

The UK election in December 2019, won by the Conservative Party, 
highlighted the importance of infrastructure and investment for addressing 
a decade of economic challenges and austerity politics – particularly in ‘towns 
left behind’ (Bolton et al. 2020). The election manifestos of the major parties 
for the 2019 General Election explicitly and implicitly articulated a range of 
issues related to urban regeneration, though the actual word ‘regeneration’ was 
mentioned only three times in the Conservative Party manifesto (Conservative 
Party 2019) and once in the Labour Party manifesto (Labour Party 2019). The 
winning Conservative manifesto devoted a whole chapter to the theme of ‘we 
will unleash Britain’s potential’, which focused on reviving towns and cities 
in towns left behind, a new deal for towns rather than big cities, and investing 
in large-scale transport infrastructure to redistribute economic growth. A key 
part of the plan is to ‘level up’ the UK’s cities and regions to connect them 
and rebalance the economy away from the south east. ‘Levelling up’ (Policy 
Connect 2020), productivity and growth, and public spending on infrastruc-
ture and town centres have subsequently been the focus of the 2020 Budget 
and associated policy initiatives. The Stronger Towns Fund is a key recent 
development in terms of national urban policy. Announced in 2019, this is a 
£1.6 billion fund which will build on City Deals, which were agreed in 28 of 
England’s biggest conurbations in the 2010s. £1 billion of the new fund will be 
allocated using a needs-based formula, with the remaining £600 million being 
available through a competitive process. The focus is on a combination of 
productivity, income, skills, deprivation indices and the proportion of the pop-
ulation living in towns, rather than cities. This targets funding at the left behind 
places with economies performing less well compared to the average, whose 
residents are living on lower incomes, and where larger proportions of the 
population have low skill attainment. This and other policies arguably witness 
the meaningful return to attention to national urban regeneration policy in the 
UK for the first time since the late 2000s, prior to the global economic crash 
and subsequent era of austerity.

The change in approach to policy has been demonstrated in the first few 
months of 2020, with the UK’s leaving of the European Union on 31 January 
being made possible by a Conservative government with a significant 80-seat 
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majority. The recent emphasis has been on town centre regeneration, business 
rates reduction and a focus on the micro scale of small and medium towns 
rather than the macro issue of Brexit which dominated the previous two gov-
ernments from 2015–2017 and 2017–2019. The focus of the debate following 
the General Election has been on domestic priorities such as public services, 
particularly in the traditionally Labour towns of the midlands and north which 
were won by the Conservatives as part of the demolition of the so-called ‘red 
wall’ – the exact towns that are seen as being left behind (Bolton et al. 2020). 
There has also been a continued focus on productivity gaps in the context of 
the industrial strategy (HM Government 2017; What Works Centre for Local 
Economic Growth 2018) and through the UK Shared Prosperity Fund as 
a driver of national urban policy. This was announced in 2017 by the UK gov-
ernment as a replacement for EU Structural Funds. During the 2019 election 
campaign, the Conservative Party reiterated this pledge and committed to, at 
a minimum, match the size of the structural funds in each nation to directly 
replace EU structural funding contributions to regional development (House of 
Commons Library 2020). In the period 2014–2020, the European Union allo-
cated the UK £10.6 billion, with the majority being distributed to peripheral 
regions in Wales, Scotland, the North East and the South West; therefore there 
is little direct association between these funds and urban policy.

Despite these categories of national urban policy problems, it is important 
to acknowledge that urban regeneration policies since the end of the Second 
World War have attempted to solve some of the most deeply entrenched and 
‘wicked’ social and economic issues facing Western European and North 
American countries. Therefore, it is perhaps not surprising if government 
policies are not always entirely successful. Shaw and Robinson (1998) argued 
that urban policy had been characterised by a form of ‘policy amnesia’ in that 
there had been a failure to learn from past experiences. Within this context, 
‘research is rapidly forgotten ensuring that wheels have to be re-invented and 
long-established truths have to be rediscovered’ (Wilks-Heeg 1996, p. 1264), 
which remains valid going into the 2020s.

6.	 CONCLUSION AND THE SITUATION IN THE 
EARLY 2020S

Cities around the globe continue to witness dramatic and profound changes in 
the early twenty-first century. Urban regeneration policies and strategies have 
played a part in these transformations, and at the same time there is a necessary 
role for urban regeneration in response to processes of urban change. The main 
changes which continue to be experienced, principally in advanced Western 
economies, are a decline of jobs in manufacturing; a growth of jobs in services; 
a growth of centres of entertainment and tourism in city spaces; construction 
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of flagship buildings; staging of signature events; creeping suburbanisation 
of retail, business and leisure; the emergence of new types of usually smaller 
households; a sharpening of racial and ethnic divides; and the emergence of 
a climate of vulnerability and fear. Urban regeneration initiatives driven by 
central government, and experiences and responses at the city level, are con-
stantly evolving. These have emerged in the context of the key major themes 
of the transition from production to information and consumption, the local 
impacts of globalisation, exclusion and threats to social cohesion, increasing 
social and cultural diversity in cities, the transition to entrepreneurialism and 
new forms of city governance, the rise of postmodern urban landscapes, and 
the growing challenges of climate change and sustainable development.

National urban policy in advanced economies tends towards phases and 
cycles of initiatives. Early physical, built environment approaches in the 1940s 
and 1950s gave way to a focus on area-based social welfare initiatives in the 
late 1960s and 1970s. From the 1980s, the focus on the private sector and 
economic regeneration led to property-led regeneration and the philosophy of 
public–private partnerships. Subsequently, communities and local authorities 
have been afforded a greater say in urban regeneration, and sustainability has 
been an inextricably integrated concern. From the late 1990s until the late 
2000s, urban regeneration sought to combine economic, social and environ-
mental dimensions, although policies appeared to be constrained by the scale 
of urban problems, resources and timescales, and the complex nature of gov-
ernance and funding regimes. A period of austerity and the disappearance of 
area-based urban policy initiatives characterised the whole decade of the 2010s 
with a focus on economic and business growth, and devolution of powers to 
institutions such as directly elected mayors, of which there are 15 city mayors 
and nine metropolitan city-region mayors.

Economic growth and localism objectives characterised the approaches 
to urban regeneration throughout the Coalition and Conservative govern-
ments through the 2010s and into the 2020s. There was a move away from 
the area-based and neighbourhood renewal programmes characteristic of 
New Labour due to the natural end of programmes, government austerity 
measures and different philosophical approaches to urban and economic 
policy. Arguably there has been no explicit national urban policy in the UK 
throughout the 2010s, and the issue remains in a state of flux at the time of 
writing in early 2020 with the election of a new Conservative government 
under Prime Minister Boris Johnson in late 2019. Early indications suggest 
an increase in borrowing and spending on towns left behind, high street 
regeneration, and large-scale infrastructure investment particularly connecting 
the north to the south of England. Additionally, Bolton et al. (2020) suggest 
that the government create a community wealth fund to invest in the most left 
behind neighbourhoods in the country, the majority of which are located in 
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the ‘red wall’ areas in the midlands and north. This would take the form of 
a new permanent endowment funded by dormant assets to secure long-term 
support in the most ‘left behind’ neighbourhoods. The Stronger Towns Fund is 
distributed to ‘left behind’ neighbourhoods in the towns already identified for 
support by the government by acknowledging existing ‘pockets of deprivation 
and neighbourhoods’ that have missed out. Bolton et al. (2020) argue that the 
government should allocate funding directly to residents of peripheral housing 
estates and other areas such as coastal towns to contribute to community 
economic development initiatives. Another recommendation is that a propor-
tion of the UK Shared Prosperity Fund should be invested into ‘left behind’ 
neighbourhoods as identified by the Indices of Multiple Deprivation (MHCLG 
2019). The establishment of a joint cross-government and civil society task 
force on ‘left behind’ neighbourhoods is a final recommendation for national 
urban policy (Bolton et al. 2020) to consider evidence about how the issues in 
‘left behind’ neighbourhoods could be addressed through local public spend-
ing bodies working together to support community action.

Overall, this chapter has illustrated how national urban policy over a period 
of more than 70 years has focused on what are currently termed by the govern-
ment ‘places left behind’. National urban policy in the UK has evolved sequen-
tially through periods of economic boom exemplified by entrepreneurialism 
in the 1980s and the urban renaissance during the 2000s, and into slump eras 
such as the 1970s and late 2000s/early 2010s and subsequent recovery, as was 
showing by the late 2010s. This chapter has outlined a historic and contem-
porary overview of national urban policy and critiqued national urban policy 
initiatives during the postwar period in the UK. An overall policy evaluation 
has been presented, and a focus on the past decade and current urban policy sit-
uation indicated the extent to which there has even been an urban policy during 
the 2010s, and the extent to which there are indications of a re-emergence of 
a national urban policy. Key current issues are dealing with places left behind 
in the shadow of Brexit and the loss of EU funds, and re-industrialisation in 
the north through a new tranche of urban policies. In early 2020, it may be 
suggested that urban regeneration as a national government policy field is back 
on the agenda with a reversal of the idea of ‘post-urban policy’.
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