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Big productive society: Making 
deprived areas strong again 
The Big Society is about connecting up society in new, different ways; this 
offers an opportunity to question the current structure of local economies 
and the future development of place. To make some of the more deprived 
areas productive again, we need to connect up the various components of 
these places in new ways. For us a big, new, productive society for our de-
prived places is dependent upon a range of approaches, policies and ways 
of working, which we outline in this paper.

The economy is currently unbalanced both geographically and between 
sectors, with an over reliance on financial and professional services based 
in the South East. Clearly, this needs to be addressed and this paper states 
the case for locally tailored, Assisted Area policy being an important tool in 
achieving this. 

As localism has moved up the agenda, enterprise policy has moved in the 
opposite direction. Approaches that offer individual, tailored interven-
tions, such as Grants for Business Investment (GBI), are to be cancelled as 
the Government considers a new slim lined business support portfolio.

The evidence presented in this paper shows that Assisted Area policy deliv-
ers the objectives of the new government, as well as making economic and 
social sense. Highly focused and targeted assistance can help create new 
jobs and ‘quick wins’ for both government and local communities, and help 
build the Big Society through increasing social capital.

Continuing Assisted Area funding, together with other targeted interven-
tions will also tackle entrenched problems and ongoing market failures in 
struggling places, developing their ability to be self-sustaining.

Sustainable economic growth in Assisted Areas, and the social benefits 
this brings, is unlikely to occur if unassisted by public resource. If specific 
support is not available, it is unreasonable to expect anything but decline, 
particularly in areas impacted by public sector cuts. Such resource must be 
more than that provided by the Regional Growth Fund, which on its own 
will not solve the issues of areas with weak local economies. 



The myths about Assisted Areas
The Assisted Area funding programme props up failing 
places and would be better spent elsewhere
Evidence suggests otherwise. Incentives such as GBI have proven to be im-
portant for increasing levels of business investment in the UK and in creat-
ing and safeguarding jobs across the country – a cost effective solution to 
creating significant levels of private sector jobs, and there are numerous 
examples of the return on public investment of funding. 

Assisted Area funding has not been effective 
in boosting struggling economies
The impact of Assisted Area status and funding should be judged relative 
to what would have been the case if the support had not been provided. 
Area assistance has had a positive impact and helped areas move forward, 
creating jobs and investment to a value that far exceeds the level of sup-
port given. 

Assisted Areas will have to be funded indefinitely 
There is no suggestion that places with Assisted Area status will always 
have a need for specific funding, for example GBI. The current Assisted 
Area funding regime can be central to the Government’s aim in spatially 
rebalancing the economy. Area assistance should help places become self-
reliant, with the support carefully withdrawn as this becomes evident; 
however the Government must ensure that Assisted Areas are supported 
as they continue to enhance their economic vitality.

Considerations in the design of economic policy
There are a number of considerations which the Government needs to 
address in the design and delivery of its emerging economic development 
policies.

Targeting public resources 
Evidence suggests that the most effective use of resources would be to 
target individual businesses to create the highest return on public invest-
ment. Assisted Area funding has provided incentives for individual busi-
nesses to invest and helped areas which are not economic growth nodes to 
markedly increase their resilience, providing considerable value for money. 

Rebalancing the economy 
If local support is not available to Assisted Areas then decline will be at 
a heavy cost, particularly in terms of public resources. It will also mean 
that we are further than ever from a sustainable and balanced economy. 
Rebalancing the economy also requires increasing manufacturing activity; 



the Government should harness the legacy in manufacturing that is within 
many areas with Assisted Area status.

Creating sustainable growth 
There is a need for places lacking a strong private sector to diversify and 
build a solid footing in other industries, particularly in the post-recession 
environment. Targeted assistance and funding through GBI could help 
break into new markets and ensure that Assisted Areas are more resilient 
in the face of future economic shocks through developing and strengthen-
ing a range of sectors. Such policy will trigger transformation from state 
dependency to self-sufficiency.

Developing a skilled workforce
Both upgrading local skills and addressing the jobs gap must be addressed 
together. To be efficient and cost effective, training opportunities need to 
be tied into local job opportunities where possible. Simultaneously target-
ing the jobs and skills gaps in Assisted Areas is crucial for their economic 
future, helping to attract further investment and helping such places 
become self-reliant.

Big Society 
Assisted Area policy will be important in helping the Government achieve 
its objectives of Big Society. The Government states that it must help 
build up the Big Society, and support for Assisted Areas is exactly the help 
that such places need before they can create an activist civil society and 
enhance social capital – if the support is not available then the ability for 
communities to become the focus of Big Society activism is eroded as they 
are left to decline. 

What might a future area based policy look like?
The key elements of a targeted area policy in the future could include:

• retention of GBI – retention of GBI will provide sustainable job 
creation in qualifying areas and open doors to new and emerg-
ing markets through increased levels of business investment and 
expanding horizons in terms of demand;

• acknowledging the jobs gap and acting on it – ensure active 
engagement and support to help stimulate private sector job crea-
tion. This would be through both grant aid to attract investment 
and providing a stimulus for organic growth and new starts;

• addressing skills issues to complement actions in tackling 
the jobs gap – this will ensure that we are not wasting existing 



(and latent) talent and helping raise aspirations of young people to 
gain higher level vocational qualifications which are linked to local 
job creation programmes. A key element of this policy ambition is 
to ensure that jobs being created through new business investment 
are able to be taken up by the local population;

• further diversification of the economy and increasing capac-
ity for the business base to innovate – continuing to provide 
support mechanisms for the development of a broad and diverse 
local business base, an environment conducive to innovation, en-
suring opportunities for all local people;

• a locally led approach – All of this would be done with a firm un-
derstanding of the local context, and using delivery bodies relevant 
to the nature of the support, which would help focus resources ap-
propriately. This will ensure efficiency and value for money through 
highly focused policy being targeted on specific industries, firms 
and individuals. 

For a copy of the full report, please visit CLES’ website:

www.cles.org.uk
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