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THE NORTHERN SUMMIT
LEEDS, 14 JANUARY 2016 
NOTES FROM ROUNDTABLES

Session 1: Principles and purposes
Do you agree with the proposed principles and purposes for the 
Great North Plan?1

• Most participants were in broad agreement with the proposed principles 
and purposes.

• The purpose and aims of a Great North Plan were not clear to all participants. 
Key questions are:

 – What is it for? 

 – Who is it for?

 – How will it be used?

 – What would success look like? What kind of northern future do we want?

• In preparing a GNP it’s important not to conflate process and purpose.

• Similarly it’s important to be clear on the audiences for a GNP, and how 
best to address them. The UK government and European stakeholders are 
important, as are potential investors. Another essential audience is that made 
up of actors within the north, such as local enterprise partnerships (LEPs). 

• A GNP must demonstrate why a regional approach is needed, and the areas 
of policy in which a northern view is most crucial, ‘telling a story of how we can 
add value’. The distinctiveness of the North and of a collaborative northern 
approach should also be articulated. 

• The majority agreed that a GNP should be non-statutory, but it must still 
have sufficient weight (‘traction’ or ‘teeth’) for its aims to be achieved. 
Possible approaches include a combination of statutory and non-statutory 
elements (as in the London and Scottish plans) or links to existing statutory 
plans; a high level of consensus could also be effective.

• There were different views on the importance of defining the North geographically. 
Some participants felt that this was crucial, and that boundaries should be clear 
and strategic. Others were more relaxed about this issue, or simply did not raise it.

• There was no enthusiasm for stated cultural definitions of the north.

• The majority felt that it was important for the plan to be genuinely pan-
northern, and to include regions that are sometimes ‘left out’ or treated as 
peripheral (such as the North East).

• Similarly, the majority felt that both urban and rural areas must be considered, 
and that a GNP can usefully consider the relationships between these.

1 These principles stated that a GNP must be high-level, strategic and brief; it should set out an 
ambitious long-term vision supported by clear actions in the short and medium terms; it should 
be evolutionary, adding value to existing plans and responding to ongoing changes; it should be 
collaborative; it should offer a framework and a set of reference points for other more detailed 
plans; it should be inclusive, speaking to places across the north but ‘asymmetrical’ in its 
treatment of different themes; and it should not be statutory, comprehensive, local, vanilla, or a 
name-checking exercise.

 Four purposes for a GNP were identified; these were ‘establishing a vision’, ‘attracting investment’, 
‘enhancing collaboration’ and ‘galvanising action’.
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• Most participants stressed the importance of setting the North in its national 
and global context, and avoiding any treatment of it as peripheral, isolated 
or ‘an island’.

• There was unanimous support for a collaborative approach between 
stakeholders in a GNP, and between regions within the north. This issue 
was stressed by practically every group. Collaboration was seen as 
essential but challenging, demanding effective and impartial leadership, 
and recognition of existing effective collaborations, formal and informal. 
There is potential to learn from these; the example of Transport for the 
North was cited several times. 

• How to achieve collaboration was debated. Some participants felt that a 
GNP should be broad, general and ‘high level’, focussing on areas where 
agreement can fairly easily be achieved. Others felt that ‘hard questions’ 
must be tackled, and solutions to these sought. It was even suggested that 
a GNP could act as an ‘enabling activity’ for collaboration.

• Competition between cities or areas was generally viewed as unhelpful; 
complementarity and compromise were favoured instead.

• The relationship to other plans and documents is crucial. These could be 
informed by a GNP, and act as drivers for some aspects of its delivery. The 
potential for a GNP to ‘add value’ to strategic economic plans, local plans, 
city deals and so on by identifying common pan-northern themes, joining 
up initiatives and helping them to be ‘more than the sum of [their] parts’. 
Congruence is key.

• The GNP needs a strong evidence base. This could be drawn from existing 
SEPs, which might be supplemented by commissioned research; it would also 
need updating and review.

• Dangers and things to avoid include: cumbersome and bureaucratic 
approaches; too much detail; confusion between ‘making the plan’ and 
‘presenting the plan’.

• Democratic accountability and ways to secure this are crucial; 
it’s also important to ‘get the politics right’.

How would you like to see the presented principles and purposes changed?
• Some participants felt that the plan must be strategic, high-level and ambitious.

• Others felt it should not be too ambitious to start with, focussing instead on 
‘quick wins’ to build confidence and win buy-in. This may be helpful in a period 
of turbulence and change.

• Participants stressed the importance of assigning responsibility for ownership 
and monitoring.

• A GNP must achieve the right balance of local and central government 
involvement, owned by the north but endorsed by and partnered by 
central government.

• The relationship between different functions of a GNP was viewed differently. 
Each of the following roles was mentioned as the ‘most important:

 – a ‘prospectus and promotion’ document to attract investors by 
demonstrating economic opportunities

 – a guide for those planning infrastructure and public investment

 – a combined spatial plan and themed vision

 – a ‘simple action plan’

 – a strategic high-level vision for the North. 
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• Some participants felt that a GNP would be best presented as several 
different documents, while others favoured only one or two.

• Some participants were keen that a GNP should articulate a northern view 
of good jobs and employment for the region. 

• A few participants suggested that the term ‘plan’ may itself be unhelpful.

• The relationship of a GNP to devolution deals was discussed; some felt that 
it should overarch these, while others felt that it should envisage a ‘scope and 
scale’ of desirable devolution, especially given its long-term horizon.

• Views of rebalancing varied; some felt that it was important for a GNP to 
counter a ‘London-centric’ approach, while others felt that this was too 
‘reactive’ a position and that a GNP must engage the South in a vision of 
how the north can benefit the whole of the UK. 

• There was some enthusiasm for an attempt at genuinely radical and 
distinctive northern approaches, such as different ways of ‘doing’ 
procurement.

• A GNP must itself be resilient; it should be written in ways that can ‘survive’ a 
change of government and other shifts in the political and social environment. 
Similarly it must include an element of forecasting for the transformations that 
will take place in society and the economy between now and 2050, and be 
written in a way which allows it to accommodate and build on these changes.

• Those preparing a GNP must learn from the experiences of earlier initiatives 
such as the Northern Way and the RDAs. Other opportunities for learning from 
successful and less successful initiatives include the prospectus used in the 
chancellor’s mission to China for the ‘Northern Powerhouse’ project.

Which purposes should have the highest priority in terms of time and resource?
• No single issue emerged as the most important for the majority of participants. 

• The priority attached to different potential roles of a GNP varied. One fairly 
common view was summed up by the scribe who wrote that ‘a GNP will live 
and die on the basis of its action plan – deliverability is key’. Gaining Treasury 
buy-in by demonstrating the potential impact on GNP and return on capital was 
another key purpose. Another is institutional capacity-building.

• One group rejected the idea of ‘highest priority’ and suggested that major 
issues are all equally important and should be approached in an iterative 
process. 

• Economic growth and development were seen as the key propose of a 
GNP, with other themes as drivers for this. The nature of growth was raised by 
some participants. Economic indicators such as GDP and productivity were 
considered important, but participants also noted the importance of social and 
‘wellbeing’ outcomes, cultural factors, ‘good growth’, equitable approaches 
(benefiting different social groups, communities and parts of the region), and 
also – for practically every group – environmental sustainability.

• Transport was mentioned frequently. It was noted that this is currently the 
area where collaboration is ‘most advanced’ and which therefore can act as 
an exemplar. The function of transport in connecting economic opportunities 
and people was widely prioritised.

• Housing is another key driver of growth; this was seen by some as ‘just as 
important’ as transport. The relationship between housing and transport was 
also stressed.

• Infrastructure must be included. 

• Energy, waste and water are essential issues, and flooding in particular 
must be included.
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• Low carbon development, sustainability, ‘green infrastructure’ and 
environmental factors were viewed both as drivers and as aims for a GNP. 

• A variety of issues related to people, population and skills were raised; these were 
viewed as important by the majority of participants. In particular, the development 
and retention of a skilled workforce is essential for attracting investment.

• While not part of the conventional concern of planning, certain areas such as 
public health could usefully be managed on a pan-northern basis.

• A key function of the GNP is ‘joining up’ themes, places and approaches 
which may not be brought together elsewhere. For example, the impacts 
of policy in apparently unrelated areas (such as skills and transport) and 
the impacts of actions in different places (both urban and rural areas, for 
example) can be considered holistically. It should offer a vision of places 
and how they connect in what one participant called a ‘3D jigsaw’.

• It may not be practical to ‘set’ priorities for the full term of a GNP at the start; 
an initial ‘first round’ might be followed by a ‘second round’ of developing 
themes identified at review.

Additional comments from session 1
• Those preparing a GNP must learn from examples of success (such as Scotland, 

Holland and China), and from emerging evidence that demonstrates how these 
places have been effective. Particularly useful exemplars are plans that have been 
effective for other polycentric regions.

• A GNP can help to guard against the ‘isolationism’ that could accompany 
devolution.

• Both the content and the language and presentation of the GNP must be 
carefully considered to ensure that different regions and themes are treated 
equitably, and that none are treated as ‘add ons’.
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Session 2: the content of a GNP
How would you cast a vision for the north for 2050?
• While most participants felt that ‘vision’ is vital, different versions of how this 

should be formulated and articulated emerged.

• Some felt that it must be high level and should encompass all that can be 
achieved. It should articulate ‘ambitions that allow for opportunity’.

• Others favoured a very simple statement of a vision for the GNP.

• A focus on ‘strategic enablers’ (such as precise travel times between key 
economic nodes, or good connectivity more generally) was proposed.

• Some participants felt that the best vision would be ‘emotive’.

• The importance of leadership in a vision for the GNP was seen as important 
by some participants, while others did not raise this issue. 

• Engagement with communities was viewed as very important but acknowledged 
as difficult to achieve, or to achieve genuinely. Public consultation was seen as one 
option for this. This engagement could lead to the inclusion of grassroots and 
‘bottom-up vision’.

• Business and the private sector must have a voice in developing the vision.

• Targets were favoured by some groups but rejected by others.

• A vision could be drawn up by identifying existing northern strengths and/or 
assets, and ways to build on, sustain and exploit these. 

• Choosing the right methodology for developing a vision is important. One option is 
a SWOT analysis focussing on opportunities and strengths. It is important to take 
account of technological and social changes.

• An excellent evidence base must underpin any vision, and there must be 
opportunities for ongoing updating and review of it. 

• The GNP’s authors need a system for prioritising potentially competing visions, 
plans, interests and so on, and identifying funding streams to match these. 

• It is worth considering the option of a ‘charter’ containing a brief vision and a 
set of core principles.

• The most appropriate time frame may vary for different aspects of vision and 
theme. In any case, the 2050 date will need to be ‘broken down’ with shorter 
milestones and interim ‘vision’.

• Specific aspects of ‘vision’ included:

 – excellent connectivity within and beyond the region

 – economic parity with London and the South East

 – global recognition, role and connectivity for the North

 – a northern approach to national and global concerns such as energy, 
carbon and flooding

 – the achievement of a genuine ‘One North’ by 2050

 – northern reinvention

 – entrepreneurship and enterprise

 – innovation.

• The development and articulation of a vision is another area in which the GNP 
can draw on successful examples from elsewhere. 

After transport, what are the greatest priorities for pan-northern collaboration?
• There was substantial, but not universal, support for the centrality of 

transport and for making this the highest priority. Integrating developments in 
the North with those elsewhere in the UK was seen as important (how can the 
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north benefit from HS2, for example?). Transport quality and capacity were seen 
as being just as important as journey times.

• Economic development was favoured by many participants; aspects of this 
included attracting investment and preparing a prospectus, identifying 
the complementarities of cities, and articulating opportunities. It should be 
grounded in ‘an understanding of what are genuinely pan-northern sectors’. 
The opportunity to present the North to key markets was noted, as was the 
potential for combining regional marketing budgets to make a strong impact. 
In general, collaboration not competition was treated as a core principle for 
growth that works for the whole of the North, and for the North within the UK.

• In practically every case, other issues were seen as important to a large extent 
because of their contribution to economic development.

• Housing was included by the majority of groups, and described as important 
for investment and growth. In particular it was viewed as an aspect of 
population development to support business opportunities and the recruitment 
and retention of skilled workers. For example, housing was seen as a way to 
maximise the impact of gains in connectivity.

• Similarly, skills development and retention were widely raised. In particular, the 
importance of universities and of linking different providers of skills (including 
apprenticeships, schools, colleges and employers) in a strategic approach was 
noted. Higher education institutions were seen both as assets and drivers of skills 
development. It was noted that the spatial aspects of higher education for the UK 
are currently considered only in international, and not regional, terms.

• These latter two issues were brought together in discussions of population that 
were reported by the majority of groups. Graduate retention, through creating 
desirable places to live and career opportunities, was a high priority.

• Environmental investment and adaptation to climate change/carbon 
reduction were also frequent themes. In particular, flood prevention was 
discussed in most groups, and is a key area in which collaboration can be 
effective.

• Energy infrastructure and generation were proposed as priorities; these 
in turn need the right skills mix in the population, and good connectivity.

• Quality of life was an ‘overarching’ issue, and also a ‘unique selling point’ 
for the North.

• Resilience, including resources, infrastructure and water, were all mentioned.

• Digital connectivity and communications were discussed in detail by 
some groups. 

• Health was mentioned by a minority of groups but was linked to economic growth 
in the private sector, and also to the reduction of demand on public resources. 
More generally, wellbeing was considered important by several groups.

What should not be in a GNP?
• There was unanimous agreement that housing allocations and precise 

numbers for these should not be included (this was stated by groups 
who felt that housing should be included at a strategic level as it relates to 
economic growth).

• There was no other general consensus on what should be excluded, and 
topics nominated for exclusion by some groups were strongly advocated for 
inclusion by others.

• All of the following were mentioned as things which should not be in a GNP: 
water; environmental protection; energy; core infrastructure; ‘green belt’ issues; 
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public health and NHS issues; any social issues not associated with economic 
growth; delivery of public services; discussion of ‘devo max’.

• ‘Excessive detail’ was generally felt to be inappropriate; in particular, 
impacts on local communities are better dealt with elsewhere (although 
they must be addressed).

• There should be awareness but not detailed discussion of topics ‘above’ and 
‘below’ the GNP scale, e.g. ‘Local Plan’ issues and topics for national policy. 

• Fixed allocation of resources should not be addressed, but left ‘fluid’ to allow 
response to changing circumstances and review of the GNP.

Additional comments from session 2
• What is the relationship of the GNP to devolution? Is it actually too early for a 

GNP, or do current developments provide a unique opportunity? The GNP must 
engage LEPs and combined authorities which will provide the ‘building blocks’ 
for its implementation.

• The creation of a pan-northern evidence base for issues other than transport 
is essential.
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Session 3: Implementation
Should we take forward the development of a GNP, and if so, how?
• There was [apparent] unanimity that a GNP should be developed.

• However, different views of how this should be done and of the best 
‘next step’ emerged.

• Some felt that the vision must be developed first; others prioritised a 
statement of the precise need for a GNP, while others suggested that the 
prospectus should come first. A ‘flexible, light touch and goal-focussed’ 
approach was described as the best starting point by one scribe.

• Leadership was seen as crucial. A ‘champion’ who can bring together 
stakeholders and key actors and ‘bring them on board’ was proposed. 
However, the nature of such a ‘champion’ was a subject for debate; should 
this be a figurehead, a team, or a commission? If the former, would the 
best candidate be a political, public or business figure? The importance of 
connecting leadership to ‘grassroots’ input was noted by several groups.

• A team should be established in place of, or alongside, a champion. This 
should bring together expertise and a good spread of skills, while avoiding 
‘agendas’ as far as possible (save for a pan-northern one). Commissioning 
and programme management will raise some challenges and will require a 
strong steering group.

• The team should accommodate public and private partnership.

• One group suggested that the core team should include between eight and 
10 senior professionals working as full-time permanent staff or secondees; 
the task is too big to rely on volunteers. The team needs a small and ‘light 
footed’ common secretariat.

• Universities have a key role to play, bringing expertise, research capacity 
and engagement.

• A technical group rather than a public or private ‘body’ was favoured by 
one group.

• Several groups felt that the third sector, including community and voluntary 
groups, must be included. 

• NGOs were favoured as leaders by some participants; IPPR North, the RTPI and 
the RSA were all mentioned as possible leaders or – more often – collaborators.

• There was some enthusiasm for a competition, or for several competitions; 
this might include or prioritise the engagement of young people.

• Most groups felt that the new mayors will be crucial either in preparing the 
plan or – more likely – in taking it forward. The creation of the new mayoralties 
was described as a great opportunity to ‘seize political initiative’ and access 
pan-northern representation; this was seen as being more straightforward with 
seven mayors than with multiple council or even combined authority leaders.

• A devolved budget was seen as an essential enabler.

• Clear lines of ownership and accountability, including responsibility for 
regular review, are important.

• Several groups suggested building on the experience of Transport for the North, 
by replicating their model, drawing on their expertise, or even expanding their remit.

How fast should we move forward with this initiative?
• There was no general agreement on this issue. 

• Some groups felt that it was important to move quickly and capitalise on 
current momentum for northern projects. One suggested that ‘acting fast will 
create a “snowball” effect’ and support embedding of the GNP. 
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• There was general agreement that dates should be co-ordinated with other 
regional developments – for example the implementation of devolution deals 
and – in particular – the election and establishment of the new mayors.

What resources could your organisation commit to its development?
• Most groups felt that universities have a crucial part to play. For example, 

they could offer convening and benchmarking, specialist research and 
consultancy, support for developing an evidence base, and also technical 
services. Several groups noted that all northern universities must be 
involved, and that if necessary their engagement should be incentivised.

• Numerous participants stated that they would like to be involved in a 
voluntary capacity.

• Several organisations stated that their organisations might be able to offer 
staff secondments to help draft the plan. These included businesses and 
local planning authorities, universities and local authorities.

• LEPs could provide specific advice and expertise, on innovation for example.

• It is important that groups of seconded staff include people with expertise of 
the private sector, business, commercial interests, and so on.

• There were few proposals for actual funding, rather than support through staff 
secondments or ‘in kind’. One group suggested that public bodies could contribute 
£10,000–£20,000 each to establish an initial funding ‘pot’, which could then be 
supplemented. One group noted that local authorities could provide informed 
experts, technical support and officer advice, but direct resources could be very 
limited in an era of budget cuts.

• One group proposed that businesses might be prepared to offer resources 
in exchange for ‘kudos’, and that it might be worth identifying ‘targets’ or 
establishing a competition.

Additional comments from session 3
• We should not take too much forward at the start, but make what progress 

we can. It may be more valuable to make real, small changes and thus 
demonstrate what’s possible.

• A GNP should take modest steps, running behind longer-term democratic change.

• It’s good to have ambition but we should not fear failure; it’s more important 
to maintain momentum.

• Transport for the North may provide a useful model; however transport 
doesn’t really address the issue of what happens to the areas that are 
not covered by devolution deals.

• What about Blackburn, Barnsley and Blackpool?

• We should make sure that progress is monitored annually or biannually.

• We need more Northern Summits, perhaps annually! These events should 
include additional opportunities for more active feedback and debate.


