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Abstract
This article explores the extent to which devolution within England can address the general
malaise that is often described as ‘the English Question’. It considers how far the devolution
genie might be considered out of the lamp. It takes as its basis three broad arguments for
devolution—an economic case, a case concerning public service reform and a democratic
argument for the decentralisation of power—and for each of these three it explores the theo-
retical underpinnings for the argument, how things are currently playing out in the current
political context and what we might expect to see in the future. The article concludes with
some suggestions as to how debates about the English Question might play out in the years
ahead.
Keywords: Devolution, English Question, Northern Powerhouse, democracy, city-regions,
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Introduction
THE ‘ENGLISH Question’ can be framed in dif-
ferent ways. For many commentators it is
framed as a procedural issue within Parlia-
ment concerning whether or not certain ‘Eng-
lish’ affairs should be reserved for Members
of Parliament representing English constituen-
cies, thereby denying Scottish, Welsh and
Northern Irish members a vote on such mat-
ters. The salience of this argument has grown
with the steady delegation of powers to the
devolved nations and now, most recently, the
electoral dominance of the Scottish National
Party since the May 2015 general election.

However, for others the English Question
points to a more fundamental issue about
the way England is governed, of which par-
liamentary reform is but one small element
of the solution. The wider English Question
concerns the nature of devolution in Eng-
land, the relationship between central and
local government and a significant grounds-
well of opinion that England is over-
centralised. This broader conception has also
found its most recent energy in the wake of
devolution to Scotland, Wales and Northern
Ireland at the turn of the century and from
the sense that in England there is unfinished
business.

This short article adopts the broader fram-
ing of the issue and explores the extent to
which devolution within England can
address the general malaise that has
prompted current debates about the gover-
nance of England and how far the devolu-
tion genie might be considered out of the
lamp. It takes as its basis three broad argu-
ments for devolution—an economic case, a
case concerning public service reform and a
democratic argument for the decentralisation
of power—and for each of these three it
explores the theoretical underpinnings for
the argument, how things are currently play-
ing out in the current political context and
what we might expect to see in the future.
The article concludes with some suggestions
as to how debates about the English Ques-
tion might play out in the years ahead.

The economic case for devolution
in England
The global financial crisis revealed funda-
mental weaknesses in the UK economy, not
least its dependence on the financial services
sector, the concentration of most ‘productive’
parts of the economy in London and the
South East and its consequent vulnerability
to global shocks. Ironically, the main effects
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of the crisis were felt far less in the so-called
‘square mile’ from which the problem origi-
nated and far more in the former industrial
cities and regions, for which the global reces-
sion was just the next wave in a steady attri-
tion of industrial sectors that have either
moved to countries where the costs of pro-
duction are lower or ceased to exist alto-
gether.1 In many ways the global financial
crisis highlighted those parts of the economy
that have yet to make a complete transition
from their industrial pasts.

Since 2010, this has led to a renewed focus
on idea of ‘rebalancing’ the economy. For
many people the concept of rebalancing was
primarily concerned with reducing depen-
dency on the financial and professional ser-
vices sector. For others it has been about
addressing the nation’s poor balance of
trade. But in either situation, a crucial
dimension of economic rebalancing has been
the idea that cities and regions outside
London and the South-East need to play a
bigger part in supporting national economic
prosperity.

Geographical ‘rebalancing’ has been a pre-
vailing theme for nearly a century. The Bar-
low Report published in 1940 was an early
attempt to curb the dominance of the capital
city and stimulate growth in the English
regions. Throughout the 1970s and 1980s,
consecutive governments attempted regional
policies designed to protect industrial clo-
sures of key manufacturing sectors. And
even in the early part of the twenty-first cen-
tury, New Labour established well-resourced
Regional Development Agencies with a pri-
mary purpose of ‘narrowing the gap’ in eco-
nomic terms between richer and poorer
regions. Although quickly discredited in
2010, the evidence suggests they provided
significant benefit and value added to their
regions,2 even if they were unsuccessful in
their aim to narrow the gap between the
least and most successful regions.3

The Coalition government of 2010 sought
to address the geographical consequences of
the recession with a big focus on cities. Ini-
tially this took the form of ‘City Deals’
aimed at giving cities greater control over
some aspects of public expenditure on eco-
nomic development (see also Kenealy in this
volume). They also constituted business-led
Local Enterprise Partnerships based on

thirty-nine ‘functional economic areas’ span-
ning most of England. But both of these ini-
tiatives were deliberately laissez-faire. They
were not backed by any coherent industrial
or regional policy; many of the powers that
had once resided with regional development
agencies were in effect taken back to govern-
ment departments at the centre; and funding
programmes such as the Regional Growth
Fund and subsequent growth deals took the
form of nationally driven competitions
between areas for projects to create quick
jobs with little concern about the nature and
shape of local economies. It wasn’t until late
in the parliament that the idea of the strate-
gic economic plans—SEPs—was promoted.

Much of the narrative about city growth
has been underpinned by an academic
school of thought known as New Economic
Geography or New Urbanism. This has
found its most popular expression in the
work of American authors such as Ed Glae-
ser and Bruce Katz who use high-level indi-
cators to argue for the so-called ‘triumph of
cities’.4 It is of course evident to all that our
world is urbanising at a fairly rapid rate, but
the city-centric narrative is supported by
highly economic accounts of the idea of ‘ag-
glomeration’—that many businesses choose
to locate closely together in city centres in
order to minimise transaction costs and
maximise beneficial local ‘spillover’ effects.
Despite the growing body of contrary evi-
dence, not least from European contexts,5 in
policy terms the ideal can be characterised
by a series of autonomous, competitive city-
states—exemplified by the USA but also
drawing heavily on the perceived success of
London.

The strength of this argument has been
bolstered by statistics showing that, outside
London, English cities are ‘under-sized’ in
relation to other developed nations.6 But
one of the most important themes that has
become a core refrain of the city-growth
narrative is that in order to thrive, cities
need much greater autonomy to shape
their local economies. Since May 2015 such
a view has become all the stronger, with
the Cities and Local Government Devolu-
tion Act placing heavy emphasis on the
role of strong, directly elected ‘metro may-
ors’ as key protagonists in driving local
economic growth.
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Since the summer of 2014, this cities narra-
tive has been further framed by the idea of a
‘Northern Powerhouse’, a term regularly
promoted by the Chancellor of the Exche-
quer and bolstered with ministerial champi-
ons since the 2015 general election, but
which remains deliberately vague in terms
of its programme or objectives. The Northern
Powerhouse can generally be characterised
as the sum of the economic weight of the
main Northern cities which might act as a
counterweight to London’s economic
strength. But heavy emphasis is also given
to the importance of connectivity between
Northern cities, and so transport has become
the predominant agenda around which pan-
Northern economic interests are coalescing.

There is much to be said for this emerging
strategy of a city-led but multipolar
approach to economic growth, and ministers
are quick to claim the apparent first fruits of
success with rapid growth in jobs and pro-
ductivity in the cities of Manchester and
Leeds and a boost in business confidence
across the other northern regions. But there
are significant risks both in theory and in
practice with the relatively unsophisticated
narrative that drives the current agenda.

First, the economic theory upon which
many policies are based is increasingly con-
tested. Globally, an overly simplistic under-
standing of agglomeration is coming under
question as the growth of many of the big
global ‘hub’ cities has slowed, with conges-
tion and overheated property markets acting
as constraints on further growth. Rising
inequalities in big cities are perceived to
diminish their quality of life. And in many
circles, urban theory has now turned its
attention to the opportunity and dynamism
of mid-sized cities and broader urban sys-
tems. In many ways the focus on more
diverse metro-regions is ideal for the concept
of a Northern Powerhouse, but too much of
the government’s narrative still remains one
of ‘making Manchester more like London’,
which most would recognise to be neither
plausible nor attractive.

At a more practical level, government pol-
icy on city growth has been piecemeal and
partial. Greater Manchester has been at the
forefront of the ‘deal-making’ between cen-
tral and local government and the ‘Manch-
ester model’ has been eulogised by many

(for a full description see Kenealy in this vol-
ume). It is true that the city’s leadership has
been pioneering in securing new powers and
funds to drive local economic growth, but
progress has been more limited elsewhere,
and, even in Manchester, levels of autonomy
remain far less than is the case in most other
European cities. Tax-raising powers, for
example, are very limited in comparison
with regions in Germany, where the Lander
raise and spend up to half of their own
budgets.

The asymmetrical approach to the devolu-
tion of economic powers and funds makes
some sense insofar as each city has its own
needs and drivers, but it raises significant
questions about the lack of due process for
economic development and the possibility of
highly ‘patchwork’ results. Some would
argue that the informality of deal-making
has rendered economic development subject
to political manoeuvring and brinkmanship,
particularly as government has tied devolu-
tion deals to the introduction of city-regional
‘metro’ mayors (discussed below). And
when cities have attempted to broker the
devolution of key aspects of local economic
development such as education, key areas of
skills and innovation, housing, welfare and
employment support, government depart-
ments have drawn red lines and denied
significant local autonomy.

Within the economic case for devolution
there is a further constraint: the inviolability
of London. Of course it is the case that eco-
nomic growth in England is not a zero-sum
game and it is also true that the success of
London has important benefits for the whole
nation, not least in the tax revenues it gener-
ates. But there are trade-offs to be made in
respect of public policy-making, and there are
limits to the public finances. In both regards
London always seems to win. For example,
transport investment is apparently carved up
on the basis of rigorous and objective apprai-
sal methodologies, but those methodologies
are designed to address congestion and
favour areas with high population densities
rather than valuing the opportunities created
by infrastructure investment to drive wider
economic growth. The outcome is that dispro-
portionate sums of public investment are
made into the capital city in terms of trans-
port, innovation, education and most aspects
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of economic affairs, further fuelling London’s
growth and justifying further investment.
There is no counterfactual. The growth of
London becomes a self-fulfilling prophecy,
ostensibly saving the nation, but apparently
at the expense of the dependency of the rest
of the nation.

Public service reform
The second big driver for the recent drive
for devolution is widespread recognition that
in England we have reached the limits of
what can be done to improve public services
from the centre. In key areas such as health
and education, policy-making and funding
couldn’t become any more centralised, with
headteachers effectively reporting directly to
the education secretary and ministers being
held to account for the failings of particular
doctors or social workers.

In 1997 New Labour came to power with
the view that public services were broken
and that the way they should be fixed was
through strong central government action in
the form of investment and performance
management. Local authorities were not con-
sidered particularly competent either in
terms of service delivery or self-evaluation,
and therefore, alongside many targeted and
ring-fenced spending programmes, a wide
range of performance management regimes
were introduced, culminating in the Compre-
hensive Performance Assessment (CPA).

There is little question that these ‘new
public management’ processes improved
public service provision, but at the same
time they had a series of negative side
effects. Schools, hospitals, police and many
other public agencies soon became preoccu-
pied with achieving national targets—upon
which their funding depended—more than
actually delivering local services and achiev-
ing their intended outcomes. A series of per-
verse incentives started to develop and
‘gaming’ took place: schools devoting too
much energy to pupils on the C/D border-
line at the expense of others, ambulances
holding patients parked outside A&E units
in order to avoid breaching waiting time tar-
gets, etc. Furthermore, ring-fenced funding
and departmental silos meant that public
services became increasingly fragmented and
inefficient.

Towards the end of Labour’s second term
it was already beginning to become clear
that a top-down bureaucratic approach to
public service improvement had run its
course. Schemes like ‘Total Place’ focused on
aligning and pooling funding to deliver
more local effectiveness. By the time that the
Coalition government took office in 2010,
top-down, target-driven service improve-
ment was past its peak.

Coalition ‘localism’ therefore took some
significant steps to decentralise public ser-
vices, not least by attempting to put service
users (parents, patients, citizens generally) in
greater control of local service provision.
Whether through Free Schools, Health and
Well-being Boards, personal budgets or the
‘community rights’ to buy and to bid, the
aim has been to ensure that service users
themselves are better able to design and deli-
ver their own services. Much of this has been
driven by what could be termed a ‘delivery
logic’ for public service devolution: bringing
services closer to people will enable them to
shape delivery around their own needs, so
forcing service providers to work together,
creating opportunities for the so-called ‘co-
production’ of public services and giving
individuals a greater sense of empowerment
and efficacy.

There has also been a ‘fiscal logic’ to pub-
lic service devolution, as ministers have
recognised that there might be significant
efficiencies to be found in joining up services
at the local level. This has often taken the
form of local authorities, health trusts and
the like merging their back-office functions,
but more radically in some cases it has
meant local service providers working
together to coordinate and reduce the multi-
ple ‘interventions’ often made to particular
individuals or families who tend to draw
most heavily on ‘the system’. Community
budget pilots, for example, have seen police,
social workers, schools, housing associations
and JobCentre Plus all pulling together to
agree a long-term package of support for a
particular family at a much reduced cost to
the state and with much more effective out-
comes.

But this fiscal logic has had a more sinister
dimension. In an era of significant austerity,
many perceive that the decentralisation of
public services, coming hand in hand with
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sharp reductions in public spending, has
been used by government as a way to avoid
the blame for difficult decisions about cuts
in service delivery. This has been most acute
in relation to local government, where some
authorities have experienced cuts of as much
as 40 per cent of their 2010 budgets, mean-
ing that their function has been reduced to
little more than the provider of statutory
care for children, older people and disabled
people. And in some cases, councils feel they
can barely manage that.

In the past year, there has been another
significant moment in the devolution of pub-
lic services, with the agreement to devolve
£6 billion of health and social care spending
to the Greater Manchester Combined
Authority (GMCA) (for more detail see
Kenealy in this volume). In truth, this ‘devo-
lution’ would be better described as the for-
mation of a partnership between GMCA,
NHS England and the local health trusts. But
the intention to radically restructure health
and social care services with a much greater
element of local decision-making is unques-
tionably a bold experiment that no other
combined authorities have yet decided to fol-
low. The critical question, though, is not so
much how service reconfiguration will look,
but whether DevoManc can be more effec-
tive than the national approach in address-
ing rising demand.

As with the devolution of economic pow-
ers, it remains the case that the piecemeal
and partial nature of public service devolu-
tion looks the most probable reason why it
is unlikely to have the desired effect. While
on the one hand politicians argue that there
is little public appetite for a big debate about
the wiring of public service decision-making
and delivery, there can be little doubt that if
and when things go wrong, the public will
look for a scapegoat, and the democratic
processes associated with the recent wave of
devo-deals look likely to be found wanting.

Democratic devolution
If arguments for economic devolution have
been largely won, and arguments for public
service devolution remain contested, then it
would be fair to say that in England argu-
ments for democratic devolution have barely
begun. Many would argue that there is a

good reason for this. The New Labour gov-
ernment attempted to devolve more demo-
cratic institutions to the English regions in
the form of regional assemblies at the same
time as new powers were being handed to
London and to the devolved nations. Unlike
the capital city and the devolved nations,
though, their geography had little resonance
with any sense of local identity and the
package of powers that was to be devolved
was far less clear. As a result, in the first ref-
erendum to be held on the formation of a
regional assembly, the people of the North-
East delivered an overwhelming rejection of
the proposed new institution.

Since then, further experimentation with
apparently more decentralised forms of Eng-
lish local governance has met a similar fate.
The Coalition government presented English
cities with opportunity to vote for a local
‘City Mayor’ and only Bristol voted in
favour. (Liverpool also adopted a city
mayor, but at the instigation of a council
vote and not a public referendum.) Police
and Crime Commissioners were introduced
without referenda, but turnouts for their
elections have been less than 15 per cent.

The most recent initiative which has intro-
duced an element of democratic discussion
into the devolution debate has concerned the
imposition of directly elected ‘metro mayors’
on those combined authorities that have
sought extensive devolution deals. While the
Cities and Local Government Devolution Act
does not prescribe metro mayors for every
area seeking devolved powers, ministers
have made it clear that they will be unpre-
pared to devolve any significant functions
without combined authorities adopting this
particular form of city governance. Their
argument—based on a rather partial reading
of the situation in other countries (see Toma-
ney in this volume)—is that city-regions
must demonstrate more visible accountabil-
ity for the new powers and funds that they
are to receive.

This is ironic in two respects. First, the
process of devolution ‘deal-making’ has been
far from transparent. In the absence of any
guidance or timetable, ministerial announce-
ments have been preceded by behind-the-
scenes negotiations between officials and
ministers which have largely excluded all
but the leaders of local authorities. In these
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circumstances, one deal has acted as some-
thing of a template for the next, one negotia-
tion has been taken as a precedent for
another, but the overall effect has lacked
transparency and clarity. This was no more
explicit than in the announcement of the
Greater Manchester Agreement, where all
but a very few appeared caught off guard
by the announcement of health devolution
(see Kenealy in this volume).

Second, following the apparent failure of
previous attempts to reconfigure local
democracy through the means of public ref-
erenda, government has this time effectively
imposed metro mayors on city-regions with-
out any public mandate. This has led many
in local government to cry foul as they
perceive their local powers being sucked up
to city regional mayors. Together, these two
factors leave most people with the impres-
sion that the process is actually anti-
democratic.

It will be very interesting to observe how
far the metro mayors that have been agreed
for Liverpool, Birmingham, Manchester,
Sheffield and the North East city-regions do
galvanise public debate in the run-up to the
first elections in May 2017, and indeed
whether turnout and their subsequent
actions will justify their imposition. Prece-
dents fare reasonably well, with the institu-
tion of the Mayor of London rising in
popularity over time, albeit with only 45 per
cent turnout at the May 2016 election.

Another fascinating dimension of the
emerging democratic debate will be the pro-
gress of mezzanine institutions. The increas-
ing collaboration between transport
authorities across the North of England
under the auspices of Transport for the
North heralds the first statutory body across
a pan-Northern geography. Less than a year
after its inception, it has already broadened
its remit to consider economic issues wider
than transport and it seems likely to provide
a forum and establish a voice to rival those
of Greater London and Scotland. The so-
called ‘Midlands Engine’ and ‘Great Western
Powerhouse’ will be following close behind.
The possibility of these larger geographical
regions becoming the building blocks for a
more federal England still feels far-fetched
but there is a demographic and fiscal logic
to their scale that is in close alignment with

most other successful European federal states
and smaller EU nations.

Conclusion
The people of Scotland, first in the indepen-
dence referendum and then again at the
2015 general election, made it quite clear that
whether or not it was outright independence
they sought, they wanted more autonomy
and they would no longer accept the politi-
cal status quo shored up by the two main
political parties in Westminster. It is very
difficult to know how far such sympathies
extend south of the Scottish border, or
indeed how far these first faltering steps to
devolve power within England might scratch
England’s democratic itch.

There is clearly a strong case to suggest
that regional identities are nothing like as
well formed as in the devolved nations, and
few would expect them to find any demo-
cratic expression in the near future. At the
2015 general election, regionalist parties
fared badly even by their own limited expec-
tations, and there appears little public appe-
tite for any particular form of democratic
innovation, let alone ‘more government’. It is
also easy to point to the fact that constitu-
tional reform in Britain has always been evo-
lutionary and there are few instances of
radical democratic change.

But, on the other hand, the renewed cele-
bration of city identity and ideas about a
Northern Powerhouse have garnered a sur-
prising salience; there is little resistance to
the idea that there should be great local con-
trol of economic development; and despite
vocal antagonists, there is a broader
groundswell of support for the visibility of
metro mayors. There is an equally plausible
argument that despite its faltering first steps,
devolution in England is gaining momentum
and there is little now that Westminster
could do to stop it in its tracks.

So where the debate will go from here
remains to be seen. There is little doubt that
the momentum generated in the first year of
the current parliament will plateau a little as
newly devolved powers take time to bed in
and the structural and institutional ramifica-
tions play out. Government has promised
further deals with new combined authorities
and the Cities and Local Government
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Devolution Act promises an ongoing and
incremental process of deal-making and
reform, particularly in relation to public ser-
vices. The mayoral elections in May 2017
will mark an important milestone for English
devolution as the public is given its first real
opportunity to cast judgement on the process
to date, but this will be limited to just a few
cities and the level of interest within the
population at large may be relatively small.

Perhaps the bigger question within the
current parliament will be the implications
of devolution for public services and for
health in particular. If the experiment in
Greater Manchester is deemed a success then
it is likely that other areas will quickly fol-
low suit and public service devolution will
gather momentum. If, however, cuts to pub-
lic services across the country generate a
widespread sense of unfairness and social
concern, then government will either have to
row back or to pass the blame down. As
noted above, steady incremental change
looks likely to be the preferred direction of
travel but, as demonstrated in Scotland,
change might be galvanised by more unex-
pected democratic moments. The future is

far from certain, but the genie is well and
truly out of the lamp.
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