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NEVER HAD IT SO GOOD? 
 

THE NORTH EAST UNDER NEW LABOUR 
 

1997 – 2007 
 
 
 

SUMMARY 
 

This study assesses how the North East of England has changed 
over the last ten years.  The research has been undertaken by 
Professor Fred Robinson of St Chad’s College, Durham University, 
with Ian Zass-Ogilvie and Michael Jackson.  It has been supported 
by a local charitable trust, the Millfield House Foundation.  The 
report aims to provide the basis for informed debate about the 
region and its future development. 
 
 
Key findings 
 
Economy 
 

·  Manufacturing has continued to decline, while the service 
sector has continued to expand.  Strong growth in public 
sector services has been particularly important in reviving the 
region’s economy and generating jobs. 

 
·  The North East has experienced substantial economic 

growth, but the UK’s most prosperous and successful regions 
have grown faster over the last ten years.  Consequently, the 
North East’s relative position was worse in 2005 (the most 
recent data) than in 1997.  The region’s Gross Value Added 
(GVA) index decreased from 81% of the UK average in 1997 
down to 79% in 2005.  The North East is still virtually at the 
bottom of the league table of regional economic performance. 

 
·  The region’s economy is now more diverse and more robust, 

but still has significant structural weaknesses.  It is also 
vulnerable if public expenditure growth is reduced and, like 
the UK economy as a whole, its long-term sustainability is 
questionable. 
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Employment  
 

·  Between 1997 and 2006, the number of people in 
employment in the North East grew from 1,035,000 to 
1,077,600, an increase of 42,600. 

 
·  The gap between the national and the regional employment 

rate has narrowed – a significant improvement. 
 

·  The North East was the region with the lowest proportion of 
self-employed people in 1997 and that was still the case in 
2006. 

 
·  Unemployment, long a major problem in the North East, has 

steadily fallen, down from 9.5% in 1997 to 6.2% in 2006.  
Moreover, the gap between the national and the regional 
unemployment rate has continued to narrow. 

 
·  As unemployment has decreased, attention has shifted to 

tackling ‘worklessness’, through initiatives to improve 
‘employability’ and support individuals to move off benefits 
(notably Incapacity Benefits) and into work.  Worklessness is 
still a big issue in the North East but it is reducing, both 
regionally and nationally. 

 
Income and expenditure 
 

·  Incomes in the North East have increased over the last ten 
years – but incomes in the UK as a whole have grown 
significantly faster.  The gap has therefore widened. 

 
·  The North East is the region with the lowest average 

household incomes in the UK, at 79% of the UK average 
(2003-06). 

 
·  The incidence of relative poverty has been falling since 1997.  

But the North East still has a greater proportion of people 
living in relative poverty (below 60% of median income) than 
most other regions. 

 
·  There are considerable differences in income within the 

region.  Tynedale has the highest median annual income 
(£17,300 in 2004/5), while the lowest is Middlesbrough 
(£13,500).  There is very great variation within local authority 
areas, between areas of affluence and deprivation. 

 
·  Car ownership and home ownership rates continue to rise, 

but the gap between the region and the UK has hardly 
changed. 
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·  Massive house price inflation over the past ten years has 

increased problems of affordability, especially for first-time 
buyers.  It has also increased the wealth divide between 
owner occupiers and people renting their home. 

 
 
Health  
 

·  Life expectancy in the North East has continued to increase, 
in line with national trends.  But life expectancy in the region 
has stayed well below the national average and overall the 
gap has not narrowed.  Life expectancy in the North East is 
around 2�  years less than in South West England, the 
region with the highest life expectancy. 

 
·  More people smoke in the North East; alcohol misuse is more 

common; and obesity has become a serious threat to public 
health.  The region has some effective smoking cessation 
programmes, but it is proving difficult to tackle alcohol 
problems and obesity.  Unhealthy lifestyles link to deprivation, 
socio-economic status and ‘class’. 

 
·  Massive extra investment in the NHS has reduced waiting 

lists, improved treatments and funded more staff and new 
facilities.  But there are still problems, tensions and concerns 
– and demands on the NHS are insatiable. 

 
 
Education  
 

·  Investment in education has grown substantially since 1997, 
and educational spending in the North East has consistently 
been above the national average.   

 
·  Extra spending has funded more teachers, numerous 

initiatives, and new buildings.  FE Colleges have been rebuilt 
and the region’s Universities have expanded. 

 
·  Performance at GCSE has been improving faster in the 

region than nationally – the gap has narrowed.  In 2005/6, 
57.3% achieved five or more ‘good’ GCSEs, only just below 
the national rate of 58.5%. 

 
·  Too many young people are still achieving little at school and 

may be increasingly marginalised.  Raising aspirations, 
especially of the most disadvantaged and hardest to reach, is 
evidently a key issue. 
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Crime  
 

·  Overall, crime rates have fallen – and there has been a 
greater reduction in crime in the North East than nationally.  
The North East is no longer one of the worst regions for 
crime; now, North East crime rates are below national rates in 
almost all categories of crime. 

 
·  Violent crime has been increasing, both nationally and 

regionally, but violent crime in the North East has remained 
below the national average.  The rate of drug offences has 
stayed much the same, but seizures of Class A drugs have 
doubled. 

 
·  The public are especially concerned about drug offences and 

anti-social behaviour.  Alcohol is an important factor, 
particularly in relation to violence, anti-social behaviour and 
criminal damage. 

 
 
Environment  
 

·  The North East’s environment has continued to improve, 
principally as a result of land reclamation, investment in water 
treatment schemes, and the demise of polluting industries. 

 
·  There is now a greater awareness of environmental issues, 

as well as many initiatives and positive trends.  But there has 
been no improvement in environmental sustainability. 

 
·  Responding to climate change will require radical changes in 

behaviour.  In the North East, there seems to be no sense of 
urgency about climate change. 

 
 
People, places, communities  
 

·  The well-being of young people is a cause for concern; they 
face many pressures, compounded by disapproval and even 
stigmatisation. 

 
·  The population is ageing and that presents a wide range of 

challenges, especially in relation to health and social care 
provision. 

 
·  The North East has, proportionately, more of its population 

living in deprived areas than any other region.  Socio-
economic divisions within the region remain substantial – but 
conditions in some of the region’s most disadvantaged 
communities have improved in recent years. 
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·  The region has become a little more culturally diverse, but the 

black and minority ethnic communities are still small.  The 
region’s traditional male-dominated culture is still prevalent. 

 
 
Conclusion  
 

·  The North East has changed, but there is still a real ‘North-
South Divide’ and there are also great divides and differences 
within the region. 

 
·  Looking ahead, five overarching themes are identified: 

economic development; cultural change; the well-being of 
young people; challenges of an ageing population; and the 
implications of climate change. 
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1 INTRODUCTION 
 
New Labour has now been in power for ten years.  The tenth 
anniversary of Tony Blair’s landslide election victory in May 1997 
evidently provides an opportunity to review and reflect upon the 
Government’s record.  More than that, it is a good time to look back 
and consider what has changed – for better or worse – over the past 
ten years. 
 
This report looks specifically at the North East of England, 
assessing how the region has changed since 1997.  It is an 
independent analysis of the region’s economy and society, 
establishing where we are now and identifying the issues and 
challenges which we now have to face.  It aims to provoke debate 
within the region and also further afield. 
 
The North East is Tony Blair’s ‘backyard’; his constituency is 
Sedgefield, in County Durham.  It is traditionally Labour, with a 
working class culture founded on heavy industry.  The North East 
has suffered economic restructuring, deindustrialisation and decline, 
and there were certainly high hopes in 1997 that ‘things would get 
better’ with New Labour in power.  Ten years on, some will say that 
New Labour’s Decade has been disappointing, a missed 
opportunity.  Many find it difficult to see anything other than the Iraq 
War.  But it is apparent that many things in the North East have got 
better and, materially at least, most people have ‘never had it so 
good’. 
 
The North East has shared in the country’s rising p rosperity.   
More people are in work than ever before and unemployment is now 
down to levels which would have seemed unimaginable 20 years 
ago.  Parts of the region have been transformed through substantial 
investment in riverside developments and cultural projects.  Former 
colliery sites have been reclaimed and redeveloped, and the 
region’s poorest communities have benefited from local 
regeneration initiatives.  As elsewhere, there has been major 
investment in public services, notably in education and health.  New 
schools, colleges and hospitals have been built throughout the 
region.  At long last, population decline seems to have come to an 
end, a sign, surely, that things really have got better. 
 
There is much that is encouraging and positive – but that is not the 
whole picture.  Some people have benefited more than others.  
There are individuals and communities which have been left behind, 
perhaps more marginalised than ever in this more prosperous North 
East.  Social and economic divisions remain significant, w ith 
big differences in opportunity, education, health a nd living 
conditions.   Unemployment rates have declined, but there are 
many people without work and with limited prospects in today’s 
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labour market.  There is not abject poverty, but there is some real 
hardship.  There also continues to be a real North-South divide in 
economic performance and incomes.  Population decline may have 
been halted but, still, many of the brightest young people have to 
leave the region to get good jobs. 
 
 
Research methods and aims 
 
This study has been undertaken by Professor Fred Robinson of St. 
Chad’s College, Durham University, with Ian Zass-Ogilvie and 
Michael Jackson, and the work has been supported by a local 
charitable trust, the Millfield House Foundation.  It has essentially 
involved a review of regional press archives and official publications; 
a careful trawl through relevant statistics; and interviews with 40 
people from various organisations and backgrounds across the 
North East.  
 
The archives of the region’s two daily newspapers, the Northern 
Echo (which primarily covers the southern part of the region) and 
The Journal (covering the north of the region) were particularly 
useful in helping to recall key events from the past ten years.  
Official publications, from a wide range of organisations, helped to 
identify salient trends and highlight policy issues.   The trawl through 
statistics was not easy.  Some statistical series have been 
significantly affected by changing methods or are simply not 
available back to 1997; but we have sought to present the most 
relevant figures available. 
 
The interviews with individuals across the region have been 
invaluable in identifying issues and interpreting change in the region 
– from a variety of perspectives. The aim has been to capture a 
wide range of views about how the region has changed and what 
needs to be changed in the future. These interviews have helped to 
shape the report and have substantially informed the analysis. We 
are very grateful to all those (listed in the Appendix) who found the 
time to talk to us. 
   
This report certainly does not cover everything – but it does provide 
a picture of contemporary conditions in the region and points to 
some of the main problems and issues which now confront us.  It is 
hoped this report will provide the basis for inform ed debate, so 
that we can better judge what has happened and enga ge with 
things as they are, rather than as we might imagine  them to be.  
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2.  THE NORTH EAST ECONOMY: POST-INDUSTRIAL REVIVAL  
 
 
Overview: let the good times roll? 
 
The big economic story of the past decade is undoub tedly 
sustained economic growth.   The UK economy has performed 
remarkably well and that has greatly benefited the North East.  The 
region is no longer focused on managing decline; a new post-
industrial economy has become established.  Unemployment rates 
have fallen and attention has now shifted to raising the 
‘employability’ of people who are ‘economically inactive’, bringing at 
least some of them back into the workforce.  But the region’s 
economic revival should not be overstated.  It is uneven, and it is 
unclear whether this economic structure is really robust or 
sustainable.  Moreover, while the North East has witnessed a 
welcome economic revival, the substantial gap between the North 
East and the South of England has persisted and, indeed, grown. 
 
 
Economic structure 
 
Since 1997, the North East has seen the continuatio n of long 
term structural shifts: the further decline of manu facturing 
jobs, coupled with the continued expansion of the s ervice 
sector, particularly public sector services. 
 
By 1997, most of the region’s traditional heavy industrial base had 
already gone.  Since then, some of the surviving elements have also 
disappeared.  Ellington Colliery, the region’s last pit, shut in 2005, 
and Swan Hunter’s, the last shipyard, finally closed down in 2006.  
Other well-known and long-established businesses closed, such as 
Vaux Breweries in Sunderland and Hugh Mackay carpets in Durham 
City.  Across the region, most of the clothing factories which had 
managed to survive the 1980s closed down, finally defeated by 
foreign competition.  Rural areas have also experienced change.   
Weardale, for example, struggling in the aftermath of Foot and 
Mouth Disease, was particularly hard-hit by the loss of the Blue 
Circle (Lafarge) cement works in 2002. 
 
Several of the region’s large branch plants shut down too: Fisher 
Price in Peterlee; Groves Cranes, Sunderland; Electrolux, 
Spennymoor; Rothmans’ factories in Darlington and Spennymoor; 
and L G Philips television tubes factory in Durham.  In each case the 
closure of these large, well-established plants was a shock, but the 
departure of inward investment operations which had only recently 
set up in the North East seemed disastrous.  Fujitsu’s 
microprocessor plant at Newton Aycliffe, hailed as ‘the Nissan of the 
nineties’ when it arrived in 1991, closed down in 1998, and the new 
Siemens microprocessor plant in North Tyneside only lasted nine 
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months.  Samsung, like Fujitsu, another once-promising arrival from 
South East Asia, closed its plants in Billingham in 2000 and at 
Wynyard in 2004, and Sanyo left in 2001. 
 
But, by contrast, there have also been some good news stories in 
the manufacturing sector.  Nissan, which came to the region in 
1984, is still here and remains one of the world’s most efficient car 
factories.  Corus, recently acquired by Indian steel-maker Tata, 
seems to be still going strong on Teesside.  The Fujitsu plant is now 
occupied by another microprocessor firm, Filtronic.  ICI has sold off 
much of its capacity on Teesside, but the chemical industry has 
grown and developed, and further large capital investment by major 
multinationals is underway. 
 
Manufacturing is still important in the North East and the region 
exports more physical goods than it imports – unlike the UK as a 
whole.  But manufacturing is, quite clearly, no longer at the centre of 
the North East’s economy.  By 1997, manufacturing accounted for 
only 26% of the region’s economic output1 (Gross Value Added) and 
that fell further to 18% by 2004.  The decline of manufacturing, such 
a feature of the Tory years, has certainly continued under Labour.  
Not surprisingly, some factory workers, and their trade unions, have 
claimed that New Labour has betrayed them.  Others are perhaps 
more resigned to the seemingly inevitable consequences of 
overwhelming market forces and globalisation. 
 
The impact on jobs2 is shown in Fig. 1.  In 1997, 231,000 workers in 
the North East were employed in manufacturing.  By 2006, that had 
fallen to 149,900.  Manufacturing had accounted for 21.9% of jobs in 
1997; just nine years later, in 2006, that was down to only 13.6%.  It 
is a sobering thought that there are now more peopl e working 
in shops than in factories in the North East.  
 
The growth of the service sector has saved the Nort h East from 
serious economic difficulties, and has more than co mpensated, 
numerically at least, for job losses in manufacturi ng.   That has 
meant that the structure of the North East economy now looks more 
like the national economy.  Probably the most well-known 
component of that service sector growth is the expansion of call (or 
‘contact’) centres.  These very labour-intensive operations now 
employ about 53,000 people at 150 centres across the region, and 
their development has effectively ‘mopped up’ a great deal of 
unemployment.  Some call centres are like the large factories they 
have replaced and are key elements of the local economy.  In 
Darlington, for instance, Orange is now one of the town’s largest 
private sector employers, with 2,400 staff.  About 4.75% of the North 
                                                 
1 GVA by sector; Statistics First Release – Regional Gross Value Added, December 2006 
(http://www.statistics.gov.uk) . 
2 Fig.1 excludes Agriculture & Fishing (in 2006 accounting for 6.800 jobs, 0.6% of 
employment). 
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East’s population is now employed in call centres – the highest 
proportion in the UK.3 
 

Fig. 1 Industrial Sectors by Employment North East England 1997 & 2006
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Other private sector service activities have grown as well.  
Prominent companies such as Sage and Northern Rock have been 
performing strongly and the leisure sector has benefited from 
increasing prosperity – Bannatyne Fitness, for example, founded in 
the region, has seen huge growth.  Throughout the North East there 
are new business parks; examples include Doxford Park, Newburn 
Riverside, Wynyard Business Park, the Teesdale development in 
Stockton, Lingfield Point and Morton Palms in Darlington.  Business 
parks, mostly comprising office developments, have taken the place 
of industrial estates. 
 
Private sector services like banking and finance ha ve had 
significant growth in the region.  But by far the g reatest 
expansion has been in public services.   Employment in Public 
Administration, Education and Health has increased by over 75,000 
since 1997, up from 275,000 jobs in 1997 to 350,200 in 2006.  As in 
the past, increased public spending, notably on health and 
education, has, in many ways, rescued the region, creating jobs and 
generating further economic activity. 
 
It has been argued that the region’s public sector is too large, even 
that the North East is like an old-fashioned East European state.  
However, those in employment in the public sector in the North East 

                                                 
3 Figures cited in ‘Conference calls on contact centre industry to work together to ensure 
future success’, One NorthEast press notice, 7.2.07 (http://www.onenortheast.co.uk).  
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actually account for just 23% of the working age population, only a 
little above the national proportion of 22.1%.  It is a case not so 
much of an over-sized public sector but, rather, a relatively 
undersized private sector.  That said, the region is certainly heavily 
dependent on the public sector and, therefore, on the government’s 
stance on public expenditure. 
 
The region’s economy still has important structural  
weaknesses.   Despite recent growth, business services such as 
banking and finance are under-represented in the North East, as are 
some of the other sub-sectors, such as creative industries and IT, 
which are experiencing the highest growth rates in the UK economy.  
High value business services serving the North East are often based 
in Leeds, rather than Newcastle.  There is still relatively little 
investment in R&D in the region – in fact, under half the national 
average rate and the lowest of all English regions.4  In relation to 
entrepreneurial activity, the most recent State of the Region Report 
(2006) comments: 
 

‘The North East has a much lower number of businesses per 
10,000 population than any other English region and there is 
little sign of growth.  32,000 additional businesses would be 
required for the North East to reach the current national rate 
of businesses per 10,000 population.’5 

 
Having said all that, the North East’s economy is now more diverse 
than it was ten years ago, almost certainly more resilient than it 
used to be, and provides much better working and living conditions 
than at any time in the past. 
 
 

  
Swan Hunter’s, Wallsend; closed 2006 Sage Group HQ, Newcastle 

 
    
       
   
 
                                                 
4 R&D (Research and Development) expenditure data, Department of Trade and Industry.  
R&D expenditure in the North East as a percentage of GVA has, in fact, slightly decreased 
in recent years. 
5 State of the Region Report, North East Regional Information Partnership (NERIP), 2006, 
p.22 (http://www.nerip.com).  
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Economic performance 
 
Although the North East has experienced substantial  economic 
growth in recent years, its relative  performance has continued 
to be well below the national average and far below  the 
performance of the most successful and prosperous U K 
regions.  
 
One NorthEast, the Regional Development Agency, has recently 
summarised the region’s position thus: 
 

‘While progress in absolute levels of economic performance 
has been positive, our level of economic performance in 
comparison with other UK and international regions has been 
poor.  Over the last decade, the North East was one of the 
slowest growing regions of the United Kingdom and levels of 
prosperity are now among the lowest in the country’.6 

 
Over the period 1997 to 2005 (the latest statistical record) the 
performance gap actually widened, but there is some limited 
evidence of recent relative improvement in the region’s growth rate. 
 
The Government’s preferred measure of regional prosperity is Gross 
Value Added per head of population.  It is not a perfect measure, but 
has been widely accepted and is favoured by the Treasury.  
Narrowing the gap in GVA per head is used by One NorthEast, the 
Regional Development Agency, as its key indicator of overall 
performance.  Narrowing the gap in GVA growth rates is also an 
important Government target, set within a Public Service Agreement 
(PSA). 
 
GVA per head in the North East in 1997 was £9,861 and that rose to 
£14,048 in 2005 (not taking into account inflation).  The national 
averages were £12,358 in 1997 and £18,051 in 2005.  Fig. 2 shows 
regional GVA per head relative to the UK, indicating that: 
 

·  the North East’s GVA per head was only 79% of the national 
level in 2005, the second lowest in the UK 

·  the GVA per head index lost ground between 1997 and 2005 
in all northern and midland regions and in Wales, Scotland 
and Northern Ireland.  At the same time the GVA index 
increased in the south of England 

·  the North East’s relative position was worse  in 2005 than 
in 1997 

 

                                                 
6 Quoted from ‘Leading the Way, Regional Economic Strategy 2006-2016: One 
NorthEast, 2006, p.12 (http://www.onenortheast.co.uk).  
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Fig. 2 Economic Output by Regions of UK: 1997 & 200 5
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It is also worth noting that the region’s relative position has 
worsened over the longer term, declining from 85% of the national 
average in 1992, to 81% in 1997, then down to 79% in 2005.  But 
the region has recently had above average growth rates7 so at least 
it is not slipping even further behind.  The primary aim of One 
NorthEast is for the region to reach 90% of national average GVA 
per head by 2016. 
 
The North East’s economy is still, however, lagging behind, still 
virtually at the bottom of the league table of economic performance. 
 
 

 

 

Teesside chemical industry, Wilton New Passport Office, Durham 

                                                 
7 GVA in the North East grew by 4.4% in 2005, compared with 3.9% for England.  This is 
encouraging, but could well be a temporary fluctuation.  See: ‘Regional Resurgence?’ a 
paper produced by the Local Government Information Unit (http://www.lgiu.gov.uk).  For 
a detailed analysis of trends in the North East, see: Summary of Regonal GVA Statistics, 
2005, NERIP, January 2007 (http://www.nerip.com).  See also: Regional Economic 
Performance – Progress to date, HM Treasury, Dec 2006 (http://www.hm-
treasury.gov.uk).  

 



2   THE NORTH EAST ECONOMY: POST-INDUSTRIAL REVIVAL 
_________________________________________________________________ 

 14 

 
Economic prospects 
 
In the North East it is inevitable that there will be some doubts about 
whether the improved economic conditions of the past few years will 
last.  The region has, after all, experienced very difficult times in the 
past.  In places which have suffered a lot of unemployment and 
hardship, there is a degree of scepticism and a feeling that it is all 
very fragile.  But generally the mood these days – particularly in the 
business community - is optimistic and there seems to be a fairly 
widespread assumption that prosperity will continue and large scale 
unemployment will not return.  It is hard to know whether that 
optimism is well-founded and realistic. 
 
Manufacturing industries will remain under pressure from global 
competition, increasingly from China and India.  Some 
manufacturing will survive by producing ‘faster, better and quicker’ – 
by concentrating on the high technology and high skills end of the 
market, by putting more emphasis on design rather than production, 
and by raising productivity and, therefore, employing fewer people.  
It may be that the Regional Development Agency’s investment in 
‘centres of excellence’ for new technologies will pay off.  If that does 
happen, the North East could establish new industrial clusters based 
around nanotechnology, biotechnology, renewable energy and new 
developments in chemicals and pharmaceuticals.  The Universities 
are expected to play an important role in such developments.8 
 
In the service sector, the call centres have proved – so far – more 
resilient than some had feared.  The danger remains, however, that 
many jobs will eventually be lost in the region as a result of 
companies relocating those operations to much lower cost 
countries, and because of the growth of electronic transactions via 
the internet.  Up to now, ‘offshoring’ has been limited; businesses 
have valued their location in the North East and most have wanted 
to avoid the negative publicity and reduction in customer satisfaction 
that often comes from going overseas. 
 
Many private sector services depend on the wider economic 
context.  So long as there is growth, private services, ranging from 
restaurants to business consultancy, will grow and prosper.  
Presumably the time will come when there will, once again, be 
economic recession, and those businesses will be vulnerable. 
 
Perhaps the biggest threat to the region’s economy in the 
medium term is from reduced growth of public expend iture.   
That could hit the region hard and would have important multiplier 
effects through the rest of the North East economy.  It would have 

                                                 
8 See One NorthEast’s Regional Economic Strategy, ‘Leading the Way’, 2006 
(http://www.onenortheast.co.uk).  



2   THE NORTH EAST ECONOMY: POST-INDUSTRIAL REVIVAL 
_________________________________________________________________ 

 15 

impacts not only on the public sector itself, but also on the private 
sector and the voluntary sector – the latter has become increasingly 
reliant on public sector funding and contracts.  The Chancellor’s 
Comprehensive Spending Review, to be published this Autumn, is 
therefore of real significance to the North East – and a slowdown in 
the growth of public expenditure has already been indicated in the 
2007 Budget. 
 
It should be stressed, however, that the region’s economy is much 
stronger, more diverse and, consequently, probably more able to 
withstand economic ‘shocks’ than it was even ten years ago.  
However, there is only a small base of dynamic, growing firms 
headquartered in the region; entrepreneurship is underdeveloped; 
employment and productivity rates are below the national average; 
too much of the economy is in low skill and low wage sectors; and 
there is a high reliance on public expenditure. 
 
The long-term sustainability of the North East econ omy is 
questionable.   Like the national economy, it is based on ever-
increasing consumption, massive household debt, continuing 
economic growth, a seemingly permanent and now enormous 
international trade deficit, and environmentally unsustainable 
technologies.  Economic success and prosperity in the UK over the 
past ten years is, increasingly, being overshadowed by concerns 
about the future. 
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3.  EMPLOYMENT, UNEMPLOYMENT AND ‘WORKLESSNESS’ 
 
 
Overview: back to work 
 
Economic growth – and, in particular, increased spending on public 
services – has led to an increase in the numbers of people in 
employment and, consequently, higher employment rates.  More 
older people are now in work.  However, job opportunities for 
unskilled workers are declining in the North East, as elsewhere.  
With the fall in unemployment rates, policy attention has shifted to 
encouraging others who are economically inactive to move off 
benefits and into work. 
 
 
Employment 
 
The number of people in employment in the North East was 
increasing before New Labour came to power.  Then, employment 
actually dipped in the late 1990s – the time of the Chancellor’s initial 
restraint on public spending, which coincided with some major 
factory closures in the region.  Since 2000, employment has steadily 
increased, apart from a small drop last year (Fig 3).  Over the 
period 1997 to 2006, the number of people in employ ment in the 
region rose from 1,035,000 to 1,077,600, an increas e of 42,600.  
Almost all of that increase is accounted for by an increase in 
full-time  employment.  
 

Fig. 3 Employment in North East England: 1995 to 20 06
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The region’s annual employment rate (the percentage of those of 
working age in employment) reached 70.7% in 2006.  The gap 
between the national and regional employment rates has 
narrowed – a significant achievement.    
Latest figures indicate that the gap has narrowed further in recent 
months, with the North East’s (quarterly) employment rate reaching 
a record 72.1% of the working age population (November 2006 – 
January 2007).9 
 
Those aged 50 to retirement age have had the biggest increase; 
now, 62.8% of this age group is in employment10, compared with 
51.2% in 1995.  A smaller percentage of older people are in work in 
the North East than in other regions – but that percentage is 
growing, quite significantly.  Early retirement, through choice or 
through circumstance, is becoming less common.  New legislation 
outlawing age discrimination could well give additional impetus to 
that trend. 
 
The increase in employment has affected both male and female 
employment rates, to a similar extent.  The male employment rate 
rose from 69.6% in 1999 to 73.7% in 2005, while the – traditionally 
lower – female employment rate increased from 63.5% to 67.9% 
over the same period.  Thus, both male and female rates grew by 
just over four percentage points between 1999 and 2005. 
 
Most of the recent growth in employment has been in  
managerial and professional occupations.   The number of higher 
level and generally better-paid jobs in what some have termed the 
‘knowledge economy’, especially within the public sector, is 
increasing (Fig 4).  There are still many lower skilled jobs in the 
region’s economy – and a greater proportion of lower skills jobs in 
the North East than in any other UK region.  But manual work in 
factories and in other ‘elementary occupations’ is declining quite 
markedly.  These patterns reflect the sectoral shift to services – and 
highlight the growing need for people in the North East to gain 
educational qualifications and relevant skills in order to compete 
effectively in the contemporary labour market. 
 
It has frequently been said that the region has an ‘employee culture’, 
based on a history of working for a big firm rather than for oneself.  
It is still the case that the vast majority of peop le in 
employment are employees, not self-employed.   Furthermore, 
the North East was the region with the lowest propo rtion of 
self-employed people in 1997 and that was still the  case in 
2006.  Despite all the initiatives to encourage and promote 
‘entrepreneurship’, there seems to have been little or no change. In 
1997, 9.0% of those in employment in the North East were self-
                                                 
9 Labour Market Statistics (http://www.statistics.gov.uk).  
10 Employment by age group: data from Labour Force Survey/Annual Population Survey, 
Office for National Statistics (http://www.nomis.co.uk).  
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employed, and in 2006 the proportion was 9.1%.  There was little 
change relative to national figures: in 1997, 13.0% of those in 
employment in Great Britain were self-employed, and 12.9% in 
2006.  In the country as a whole – and even more so in the North 
East – few seem to see self-employment as a realistic, or chosen, 
option.11 
 

Fig. 4 Occupations by Employment North East England  2002 & 2006
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Mass unemployment – a problem solved? 
 
Unemployment has long been seen as the North East’s biggest 
problem.  Twenty years ago, unemployment reached 20% in the 
conurbations of Tyne and Wear and Teesside, and even higher in 
inner city areas, on peripheral estates and in former mining 
communities. 
 
One of New Labour’s key promises was to reduce unemployment.  
In the early years of this Government, there were doubts about the 
extent to which that would be delivered, especially in the north.  
Public expenditure was held back for the first two years to 
demonstrate that New Labour was about ‘prudence’, rather than ‘tax 
and spend’.  In 1998, it was reported that the Governor of the Bank 
of England had said that job losses in the north were ‘a price worth 
paying’ for keeping inflation in the south under control by raising 
interest rates.  At the same time, the North East experienced a 
succession of factory closures.  In 1999, unemployment in the 
region reached 10%, double the national rate. 

                                                 
11 Composition of those in employment: data from Labour Force Survey/Annual 
Population Survey, Office for National Statistics (http://www.nomis.co.uk).  
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The overall trend – already established before 1997  – has been 
a steady fall in unemployment, regionally as well a s nationally.   
In 1997, 108,000 people in the North East were counted as 
unemployed; that had dropped to 71,600 by 2006 (Fig.5).  Not only 
that, but the gap between North East and national 
unemployment rates has been narrowing.   Unemployment in the 
region is now only about one percentage point higher than in Great 
Britain.12  Such low unemployment rates - and such convergence - 
would have been inconceivable a few years ago. 
 

Fig. 5 Unemployment in North East England: 1995 to 2006
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This large reduction in unemployment stems from a variety of 
factors.  The main factors are economic growth and investment in 
public sector services, resulting in higher demand for labour.  It also 
appears to be strongly associated with Government policy initiatives, 
notably New Deal and Working Families Tax Credit.  The New Deal 
has provided routes into work, especially for young unemployed 
people.  Tax Credits, alongside the introduction of the National 
Minimum Wage, have made working worthwhile for lower paid 
people with families.13 
 
 
 

                                                 
12 Unemployment rates from the Office for National Statistics based on comparable, 
standardised International Labour Office (ILO) definitions. 
13 According to the Treasury, ‘since 1997 the New Deal has helped over 124,000 people 
into jobs in the North East … and by April 2006, tax credits were helping around 300,000 
families in the North East’.  Pre-Budget Report – What the Pre-Budget Report Means for 
the North East, HM Treasury, December 2006 (http://www.hm-treasury.gov.uk).  



3   EMPLOYMENT, UNEMPLOYMENT AND ‘WORKLESSNESS’ 
_________________________________________________________________ 

 20 

A new agenda: tackling ‘worklessness’ 
 
Until quite recently, attention has been focused on reducing the 
numbers of people who are ‘officially’ counted as unemployed – 
principally those on Job Seekers’ Allowance.  As unemployment 
has fallen, the focus has shifted to others without  work who 
may be encouraged to be economically active.   That includes 
many different groups, notably people receiving Incapacity Benefit, 
but also some people who are early retired, or carers, who might 
work if a suitable job was available, with the right conditions.  Of 
particular concern is that group of young people who are not in 
employment, education or training – referred to as ‘NEETs’. 
 
Getting as many people as possible who could work into 
employment is a core element of New Labour policy, linking to 
concepts of citizen rights and responsibilities, and in fact also to all 
other social policy areas.  The Government has set a target 
(‘aspiration’) of having 80% of working age adults in employment.  
But it can be very difficult to get people into work if they have limited 
education and skills and, perhaps, substantial support needs.  
Moreover, there is an understandable reluctance to move away from 
the security of benefits and take low paid work.  There may be 
conflict with caring responsibilities and other barriers and difficulties 
to overcome. 
 
These issues have a particular relevance in the North East.  The 
region’s unemployment rate is now close to the national average, 
but overall worklessness is higher in the North East.  The North East 
still has the highest proportion of workless households of any UK 
region.14   
 
That high proportion of workless households and, more broadly, the 
relatively high incidence of worklessness in this region reflects the 
region’s lower employment rate.  It is also related to the high 
proportion of people on Incapacity Benefit.  Now, twice as many 
people are on Incapacity Benefit as are counted unemployed in the 
North East. 
 
In 2006, 9.4% of the working age population in the North East was 
receiving Incapacity Benefit, well above the national rate of 6.6% 
(Fig.6).  Some parts of the region – generally the most 
disadvantaged areas, including the former coalfields – have even 
higher rates, amongst the highest in the country.  In the former 
mining area of Easington, 17.4% of the working age population was 
receiving Incapacity Benefits in 2005 – by far the highest proportion 
in the region and one of the highest levels in the country. 
 

                                                 
14 ‘Workless households’ are households which include at least one person of working 
age, where no-one (aged 16 or over) is in employment.  
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The high proportion of people on Incapacity Benefit in the region is - 
in part - related to the legacy of heavy industry, particularly illness 
and disability associated with coal mining.  In addition, when pits 
closed, many older miners were able to obtain disability benefits 
rather than sign on as unemployed.  However, that legacy has 
become much less important with the passage of time, and many 
now receiving Incapacity Benefit have different disabilities, 
especially mental health problems.  The retirement of former miners 
– and also improved economic conditions – will have helped reduce 
the number of people of working age receiving Incapacity Benefit.  
Fig. 6 indicates a narrowing of the gap between regional and 
national rates. 
 

Fig. 6 Incapacity Benefits Claimants in North East England: 1995 to 2006
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The shift in policy focus from unemployment to the broader issue of 
worklessness has been accompanied by the development of 
initiatives and projects aimed at improving ‘employability’ and 
helping people to overcome the barriers which deter or prevent them 
from working.  Of course, there are a great many ‘workless’ people 
who simply cannot work because they are too ill, too disabled, have 
major caring responsibilities, and so on.  There are others, however, 
who could work – and they are the particular focus for a variety of 
policy measures and initiatives.  For example, local ‘Action Teams 
for Jobs’, run by JobCentre Plus, have been set up in some areas – 
and have demonstrated that practical assistance can make all the 
difference: helping people with transport, clothing and equipment for 
work, sorting out problems such as debt, and also tackling poor 
literacy and numeracy.  In Easington, a scheme managed by the 
local Primary Care Trust gives advice on managing medical 
conditions such as back pain, and there are projects offering 



3   EMPLOYMENT, UNEMPLOYMENT AND ‘WORKLESSNESS’ 
_________________________________________________________________ 

 22 

mentoring, life coaching and other forms of personal support and 
encouragement.  The voluntary and community sector, with its 
‘grass roots’ connections and credibility, is playing an important role 
in tackling worklessness through involvement in Intermediate Labour 
Market schemes, training, and the provision of practical support.  
These initiatives have certainly helped those who are perhaps less 
‘distant’ from the labour market – and, in a relatively tight labour 
market, employers are more likely to give people a chance. 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Meadow Well Estate, North Shields 

 
 

 Intermediate Labour Market scheme, 
Groundwork West Durham 

 
            
It is proving difficult, however, to draw some people who could work 
back into the labour market.  There are cultural barriers – the 
experience of third generation unemployment, for instance, and the 
detachment of some young men from the mainstream economy.  
There is what some call a ‘culture of dependency’, a ‘comfort zone’ 
defined by benefits.  There are problems with basic education and 
skills, insufficient long term tailored support for people with 
disabilities, and poor public transport provision, especially in rural 
areas.  Furthermore, while there are job vacancies, even in the most 
disadvantaged parts of the region, they are often in low paid sectors, 
such as care homes, and are not attractive to many people who are 
out of work and receiving benefits.  There is an increasing trend for 
such jobs to be filled by economic migrants from such places as 
Eastern Europe. 
 
Worklessness is difficult to solve; it has many facets; and measures 
to tackle it can, of course, be controversial - particularly when 
Government ministers start talking about the need for an element of 
compulsion to get more people off benefits and into work in order to 
move nearer to the Government’s longer-term target of an 80% 
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employment rate.15  Much progress has been made in getting 
people into work, but the North East is still quite  a long way off 
from the goal of full employment. 
 
 

                                                 
15 A ‘radical’ review of the welfare system (the Freud Report) has recently been carried 
out, calling for a ‘rebalancing’ of rights and responsibilities, including an increased 
obligation on lone parents with older children to look for work.  The report has been 
welcomed by the Government.  Reducing Dependency, Increasing Opportunity: options 
for the future of welfare to work, Dept for Work and Pensions, March 2007 
(http://www.dwp/gov.uk).  
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4. INCOME AND EXPENDITURE: GETTING AND SPENDING 
 
 
Overview: Never had it so good? 
 
Over the past ten years, incomes have increased in the North 
East, in line with economic growth, but have stayed  well below 
the national average.   Moreover, while almost everyone in the 
region is better off than in the past, many of those dependent on 
means-tested benefits linked to price inflation, rather than to 
average earnings, have seen a relative decline in their incomes.  
The low paid have fared better: the National Minimum Wage16, 
brought in by this Government, has gone up by almost 30% more 
than inflation since its introduction in 1999.  Tax credits have made 
a big difference too (despite some serious problems with over-
payment and then clawback).  Many pensioners have been lifted out 
of poverty by pension credit.  The rich, however, have generally 
become much richer, and the UK remains one of the most unequal 
societies in the European Union. 
 
Household expenditure has grown and there have also been 
considerable changes in patterns of expenditure as a result of wider 
social changes and innovations such as extended Sunday trading 
and online shopping. 
 
Owner-occupation has steadily increased over the past ten years 
and house-owners have seen the apparently inexorable rise in the 
value of their asset.  The downside of that is that it is harder for first-
time buyers to get into the housing market, and the wealth divide 
between owner-occupiers and the rest is growing. 
 
 
Incomes 
 
Weekly household disposable incomes (after tax) in the North East 
have grown by 26%, up from £304 in 1997-2000 (three year 
average) to £382 in 2003-2006.  That increase is well above inflation 
and therefore represents some real growth in household incomes. 
 
As Table 1 shows, that 26% growth is less than the 31% national 
growth in household incomes.  Because incomes in the UK as a 
whole have grown significantly faster, the income g ap has 
actually widened.  In 1997-2000, weekly household d isposable 
income in the North East was 82% of the UK average;  by 2003-
2006 it had fallen to 79% of the UK average.  
 
 
                                                 
16 ‘The National Minimum Wage rises for a million workers’, DTI press release, 7.3.07 
(http://www.gnn.gov.uk).  The adult National Minimum Wage will increase to £5.52 an 
hour in October 2007. 
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The North East is the region with the lowest averag e household 
income in the UK.   In 2003-2006, average weekly household 
disposable income in the North East was a remarkable £227 below 
that of London, the region with the highest incomes.  On average, 
incomes in the region amounted to only 63% of the weekly incomes 
received by households in London.  Of course, the cost of living, 
especially in relation to housing costs, is higher in London and the 
South of England.  But the big difference in incomes is only partly 
offset by differences in the cost of living. 
 

Disposable 
Income

Gross 
Income

Disposable 
Income

Gross 
Income

Disposable 
Income

Gross 
Income

1997/08 to 1999/2000 £304 £363 £370 £455 82% 80%
2003/04 to 2005/06 £382 £455 £484 £596 79% 76%
Growth over period 26% 25% 31% 31%

North East/UK Index

Source: Expenditure & Food Survey - Office for National Statistics 

Table 1: Average Weekly Household Incomes

United KingdomNorth East

 
 
 
Since 1997, the incidence of relative poverty  has been 
decreasing, both nationally and regionally.  And re lative 
poverty has been falling faster in the North East, narrowing the 
gap between the region and the country as a whole.   The North 
East still, however, has a greater proportion of people experiencing 
relative poverty than most other regions. 
 
The standard measure of relative poverty is the number (or 
percentage) of individuals living on less than 60% of the national 
median income, after housing costs.  In 1997/98 to 1999/2000 (a 
three year moving average), 29% of individuals in the North East 
were living on less than 60% of national median income.17  In the 
latest period for which data are available, 2002/03 to 2004/05, that 
had fallen to 23% (Fig 7).  Latest national figures, just released, 
suggest that the downward, improving trend may recently have been 
reversed, but regional figures are not yet available.  These latest 
national figures have led to real concern that the Government will 
fail to meet its targets for reducing child poverty. 
 
 
 
 

                                                 
17 Households Below Average Income 2004/05, Dept for Work and Pensions, 2006 
(http://www.dwp.gov.uk).  



4   INCOME AND EXPENDITURE: GETTING AND SPENDING 
_________________________________________________________________ 

 26 

Fig. 7 Risk of Living in Low-Income Households Nort h East England: 1996 
to 2005
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Data on the median incomes of taxpayers (Fig 8) demonstrates that 
there is considerable geographical variation in incomes between 
local authority areas in the North East: 
 

·  Highest median annual incomes of taxpayers in 2004/5 were 
in Tynedale (£17,300), Durham City (£17,100), Teesdale 
(£16,900) and Chester-le-Street (£16,700).  In these four 
areas, the median annual incomes of taxpayers were above 
the national average in 2004/5. 

 
·  Lowest median annual incomes of taxpayers in 2004/5 were 

in Middlesbrough (£13,500), Berwick (£14,100), Easington 
(£14,100) and Hartlepool (£14,200). 

 
Since 1999, the biggest increases in median incomes have been in 
those rural areas which are attracting growing numbers of high 
earners – Teesdale, Tynedale and Castle Morpeth. 
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Fig. 8 Incomes of Taxpayers by District North East England: 2004/2005
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Finer-grained, more detailed analysis shows that there is very great 
variation within local authority areas.  In Newcastle, for example, the 
Index of Multiple Deprivation (IMD) 2004 gives data for 173 small 
areas (Super Output Areas) and points to considerable differences 
in levels of income and in other aspects of well-being.  Newcastle’s 
Annual Report on Public Health notes that: 
 

‘Across the city the proportion of the population reliant on 
means-tested benefits ranges from 1% (in the least deprived 
areas) to 72% (in the most deprived areas).  The proportion 
of children aged less than 16 years that live in families that 
are ‘income deprived’ ranges from 1% in North Gosforth to 
99% in parts of Cowgate and Benwell’.18 

 
 
Household spending  
 
With lower incomes, households in the North East inevitably spend 
less in total.  In addition to that, there are regional differences in 
spending patterns.  On average, households in the North East 
spend lower proportions of their income on housing, transport and 
food.  Compared with the national average, the region’s households 
spend about the same amounts of money on alcohol and tobacco, 
and on recreation and culture, but since incomes are lower, 

                                                 
18 Commentary on data from the IMD 2004 in Improving Health in Newcastle: Public 
Health Annual Report 2005/06, p.12, Newcastle Primary Care Trust and Newcastle City 
Council (http://www.newcastlepct.nhs.uk).  ‘Income deprived’ refers to section of 
population reliant on means-tested benefits, including tax credits. 
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spending on these represents a relatively higher proportion of 
household expenditure in the North East.  It should be stressed, 
though, that these are averages.  In fact, the poorest households 
are often penalised – for example having to pay far more for gas 
and electricity on a pre-payment basis.19 
 
Table 2 presents figures for car ownership, home ownership and 
household access to the internet.  All three of these selected 
indicators highlight increasing affluence and signify some important 
social trends. 
 
Car ownership has risen relentlessly over time, bot h in the 
region and in the country as a whole.   By 2003-06, 62% of North 
East households had at least one car, up from 59% in 1997-2000.  
The gap between the North East and the UK average has stayed 
much the same, however, and the region still has the lowest car 
ownership in the UK.  Home ownership has similarly grown.  65% 
of households in the North East are now owner-occupiers, 
compared with 70% in the UK.  44% of the region’s households had 
internet access in 2003-06 (three year average) and, no doubt, that 
will have risen to well over 50% today.  Internet access in the North 
East was still lower than in all other UK regions apart from Northern 
Ireland, and consequently, the so-called ‘digital divide’ is a 
particularly important issue in the North East.  Durable goods such 
as televisions and washing machines are now owned by the vast 
majority of households and are at, or close to, market saturation. 
 
 

Internet 
Connection

Home 
Ownership

 1 Car 2 Cars > 2 cars  
1997/08-1999/2000

North East 42% 14% 3% 14% 62%
UK 44% 22% 5% 19% 68%

2003/04-2005/06
North East 41% 17% 4% 44% 65%

UK 44% 25% 6% 52% 70%

Car Ownership

Source: Expenditure & Food Survey - Office for National Statistics, Home Ownership (Table 
109) Department for Communities & Local Government

Table 2: Car & Home Ownership and Access to Interne t

 
 
 

 
 
 
 

                                                 
19 See: The Poverty Premium: how poor households pay more for essential goods and 
services, Save the Children and Family Welfare Association, 2007 
(http://www.savethechildren.org.uk).  This report finds that poor families can end up 
paying an extra £1000 a year for goods and services, including energy, banking and credit, 
and insurance. 
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The past ten years have seen significant changes in how people in 
the North East live and how they spend, changes which are in line 
with national trends.  These changes include: 
 

·  the further development of out-of-town shopping 
·  legislation enabling a major expansion of Sunday trading 
·  liberalisation of licensing laws, with longer opening hours for 

pubs and clubs 
·  the increasing market share and power of the big 

supermarket chains – including the apparently irresistible rise 
of Tesco 

·  the demise of some older retail forms – exemplified by the 
closure of Co-op department stores throughout the North 
East in 2006-7 

·  the continuing loss of corner shops and rural services such 
as post offices 

·  new ‘up-market’ consumption opportunities – for example the 
Psyche store in Middlesbrough: the five-star Seaham Hall 
Hotel; also the Waitrose supermarket chain moving 
northwards (to Durham City and, most recently, to Hexham) 

·  increasing popularity and use of online internet shopping 
·  growth of the – still small� –� sector offering organic/locally-

sourced/fair traded products 
 
Increasing prosperity has driven many of these trends.  There have 
also been quite complex shifts in culture and consumer preferences.  
There are some important underlying factors too, such as the 
decreasing relative cost of motoring alongside above-inflation 
increases in the cost of public transport.  And consumer durables 
and other manufactured goods have, in many cases, come down in 
price, leaving more disposable income available to spend on meals 
out, membership of health clubs and other private sector services. 
 
 

  
Out-of-town shopping, Dalton Park, Murton New housing development 
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Housing costs and wealth 
 
One of the most important components of household expenditure is, 
of course, expenditure on housing.  In the North East, as elsewhere, 
it is self-evident that spending on a mortgage, rather than rent, 
provides not just a roof over one’s head but also almost always 
represents a very good investment.  The continued growth of home 
ownership has been encouraged by historically low interest rates – 
and by the reality, clear to everyone, that nothing beats investment 
in bricks and mortar. 
 
The past decade has seen a huge increase in house prices.  Since 
1997, average house prices in the UK have risen by 139%, while 
earnings have risen by 24%.  Between 1997 and 2005, the average 
dwelling price in the North East increased by 148% (from £52,824 to 
£131,210) – whereas the increase in the previous eight year period 
was 45% (see Table 3).  Over the period 1998 to 2005, average 
earnings rose by 31% in the North East.  New Labour has 
presided over massive house price inflation and mos t home 
owners have enjoyed a large increase in their appar ent wealth.  
 
House prices are lower in the North East but then, so too, are 
average incomes.  Affordability is a more severe pr oblem in the 
South, but nevertheless it is a real and important issue in the 
North East as well.   First time buyers are struggling to find 
proportionately larger deposits, often relying on support from their 
parents.  In addition, they are now having to borrow relatively more 
– and hope that interest rates will not rise.  By 2005, the average 
first time buyer in the North East was borrowing an amount equal to 
2.66 times their annual income – but at least that was less than the 
UK average of 3.08 times.  The regional average does, however, 
mask big variations within the North East.  There are still some 
areas of cheaper housing and, on the other hand, many rural areas 
where young people are simply unable to afford a house and where 
there is little social housing. 
 
A way forward, at least for some, could be the extension of shared 
ownership schemes.  The Government has recently suggested that 
such schemes could even be geared at only 10% purchase, 90% 
rent.20  That could help some, but would still really leave those 
predominantly renting at a big disadvantage in terms of equity and 
wealth. 
 
 
 
 

                                                 
20 The 10% proposal would be an extension of the existing Social Home Buy scheme 
which currently enables council and housing association tenants to buy a minimum 25% 
share of their property and pay rent on the remainder. 
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All Buyers
Average Dwelling 

Price
Average 

Dwelling Price
Percentage 

Advance
Advance/ Income 

Ratio
North East 1989 £36,415 £23,234 87% 1.71

1997 £52,824 £36,628 91% 2.00
2005 £135,210 £93,040 82% 2.66

UK 1989 £54,846 £39,748 83% 2.16
1997 £76,103 £52,674 88% 2.23
2005 £190,760 £141,299 78% 3.08

Source: Regulated Mortgage Survey (Table 513) - Department for Communities & Local Government

Table 3: Cost of Home Ownership

First Time Buyers

 
 
 
House price inflation is having the effect of automatically increasing 
the wealth of those who are already home owners, while the 
downside is that it has become tougher for first time buyers, often 
young families.  Around 30% of households are not owner-occupiers 
and many of them might never own a house and get into the 
position of seeing the value of their property increase and their 
equity grow.  There is a significant social and economic divide 
between owner occupiers and those renting their hom es which, 
if anything, has deepened over the past ten years.  
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5. HEALTH: LIFE AND DEATH IN THE NORTH EAST 
 
 
Overview: investing in health 
 
People in the North East generally experience poorer health and 
have shorter lives than in most other parts of the country.  Over the 
past ten years, the region has improved considerably – but it still 
lags behind. 
 
The Government has recognised underlying causes of poor health 
and has sought to tackle some fundamental issues, such as child 
poverty, unemployment and inadequate access to services.  There 
has also been considerable emphasis on improving public health 
and promoting healthier lifestyle choices and the Government has 
greatly increased investment in the NHS.  Much has been done and 
much has been achieved, both nationally and in the North East; but 
there is still a lot of scope for improvement. 
 
 
Living longer, but still dying earlier in the North  East  
 
Life expectancy at birth 21 has continued to increase, both 
nationally and regionally.  But life expectancy in the North East 
is well below the national average, for both men an d women.   
There are marked differences within the region.  Life expectancy is 
particularly low in the urban areas and in the former coalfield 
communities.  By contrast, people in the more affluent areas, 
including the more rural parts of the region, have life expectancies 
above the national average.  Overall, average life expectancy in 
the North East is around 2½ years less than in Sout h West 
England, the region with highest life expectancy.  
 
Fig 9 shows the continuing long term upward trend in life 
expectancy – and reveals that there has been very little or no 
change in the gap between the region and England as a whole.  
Within the region, life expectancy varies significantly between local 
authority areas (Fig 10).  In Berwick, life expectancy for males is 
more than four years longer than in Middlesbrough; and female life 
expectancy in Berwick is 83.0 years, compared with only 78.3 years 
in Hartlepool.  The differences are much greater at the local ward 
level: in the most affluent wards, life expectancy is around 84 years 
while, at the other end of the range, some wards in the region have 
a life expectancy of only about 70 years (Table 4).   

                                                 
21 Life expectancy at birth is an estimate of the average number of years a newborn baby 
would survive if he or she experienced the age-specific mortality rates of the given area 
throughout his or her life.  Life expectancy at birth is not a guide to the remaining 
expectation of life at any given age.  Survival from a particular age depends only on the 
mortality rates beyond that age, whereas survival from birth is based on mortality rates at 
every age. 
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Lower life expectancy in the region is the result of a number of 
factors which are more prevalent in some areas, and in some 
communities, than in others.  There is the industrial legacy of 
chronic disease, disability and premature death associated with 
mining, shipbuilding and other heavy industries which were 
concentrated in the North East.  Past experiences of hardship – 
damp and overcrowded housing, for instance – are also important.  
Economic deprivation is a major factor, affecting access to 
opportunities, the quality of life and, consequently, health.  There is 
also the strong impact of cigarette smoking, excessive alcohol 
consumption and inadequate diet.  Economic change and increasing 
prosperity are making a big difference, but life expectancy has a 
lengthy time-lag.  The region bears the imprint of traditional cultures 
and lifestyles which contribute to poor health and lower life 
expectancy. 
 
Deaths from cancer and coronary heart disease are higher in the 
North East than in any other English region.  The standardised 
mortality rates of deaths from all forms of cancer and coronary heart 
disease in persons under the age of 75 are well above the national 
rate.  But both the national and regional rates have continued to fall 
over the past ten years – and the gap has narrowed. 
 
 

Fig. 9 Life Expectancy at Birth (in years) North Ea st England: 1991 to 2005
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Fig. 10 Life Expectancy at Birth (Local Authorities ) North East England: 
2005
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Wards (Highest)

Life expectancy at 
birth (years)

Lower 
confidence 
limit (years)

Upper 
confidence 
limit (years) Local Authority

Park West 84.9 82.7 87.1 Darlington
Alnmouth and Lesbury 84.6 79.9 89.3 Alnwick
St Nicholas 84.3 80.9 87.7 Durham
Humshaugh and Wall 84.3 81.4 87.2 Tynedale
Stocksfield with Mickley 84.1 82.5 85.7 Tynedale
South Newsham 84.0 81.0 87.0 Blyth Valley
Wards (Lowest)
Clairville 71.1 69.4 72.8 Middlesbrough
Stranton 71.1 69.3 72.9 Hartlepool
Byker 70.9 69.5 72.3 Newcastle upon Tyne
Pelton Fell 70.4 65.9 74.9 Chester-le-Street
Portrack and Tilery 70.2 68.5 72.0 Stockton-on-Tees
Middlehaven 67.8 65.5 70.1 Middlesbrough

Table 4: Life Expectancy at Birth North East Englan d: 1999-2003

Source: Office for National Statistics

Selected Local Authority Wards

 
 
 
 
Public health  
 
The North East has an enormous amount of disease, d isability 
and premature mortality linked to unhealthy lifesty les.  More 
people smoke than in most other parts of the countr y; chronic 
and binge drinking is more common; and obesity has become a 
serious threat to public health.   Cigarette smoking has been 
identified as the biggest single cause of preventable ill health and 
premature death in the region.  Excessive drinking is very much part 
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of the culture and is even promoted as part of the ‘night time 
economy’.  Obesity is linked to high fat, high calorie diets and lack of 
physical exercise.  Smoking, drinking and obesity all result in a wide 
range of serious diseases, from lung cancer to diabetes, and from 
heart disease to strokes. 
 
Many initiatives have been introduced in an effort to encourage 
people in the North East to adopt healthier lifestyles.  Most success 
has been achieved in reducing smoking.  Smoking pre valence 
is gradually decreasing and the region has implemen ted some 
of the best, most effective, smoking cessation prog rammes in 
the country. 22  Smoking prevalence in the region fell from 31% of 
adults in 1998 to 28% in 2003 (compared with 25% nationally), and 
no doubt has declined further since then.  Cessation services are 
well developed and support, advice and nicotine replacement 
therapies are now widely available; in County Durham, nicotine gum 
and patches have even been made available in some schools.  A 
marked cultural shift away from the perception of smoking as 
‘normal’ has taken place over the past ten years.  Health agencies in 
the region lobbied hard for national legislation to support efforts to 
curb smoking and, from July 2007, smoking will be banned in 
enclosed public spaces and workplaces throughout England.  This 
important legislation is expected to save thousands of lives. 
 
Obesity is now taking the place of smoking as the t op public 
health priority.   Nationally, one in four children is obese and 
childhood obesity levels rose by 40% over the period 1995 to 2004.  
Again, there have been many initiatives in the region, aimed at 
encouraging healthier eating and more physical exercise.  Some 
have been part of national schemes, such as Healthy Living Centres 
and Health Action Zones.  Many voluntary and community sector 
organisations are involved in health initiatives, as are many 
businesses, concerned to improve the health of their employees.  
For children and families, Sure Start and, now, Children’s Centres, 
have promoted healthier lifestyles.  Most schools have signed up to 
the National Healthy Schools Programme, which involves action on 
nutrition and exercise as well as other interventions.  There have 
also been numerous local initiatives such as free fruit in schools, 
organised walking groups, re-orientation of public leisure facilities 
and ‘exercise on prescription’ schemes offered by an increasing 
number of GPs.  Jamie Oliver’s condemnation of the quality of 
school dinners in Peterlee was a notable intervention; there is now 
increasing emphasis on making school dinners healthier and 
restrictions on the advertising of unhealthy food to children are being 
introduced.  Publicity campaigns have been mounted, encouraging 

                                                 
22 The Healthcare Commission’s assessment of smoking cessation and tobacco control 
services judged over two-thirds of the region’s PCTs to be ‘excellent’ and the remainder 
achieved a ‘good’ rating.  Source: ‘No ifs, no buts: improving services for tobacco 
control’, Healthcare Commission, January 2007 
(http://www.healthcarecommission.org.uk). 
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people to eat more fruit and vegetables – at least five portions a day 
– and take more exercise as part of a daily routine.  But, so far, 
there has been limited improvement - and increased employment 
and prosperity have meant more convenience foods and more 
takeaway meals, together with more sedentary lifestyles. 
 
Public health experts also see alcohol as a very se rious 
problem in the region.   It is a major threat to health, but efforts to 
reduce consumption and promote ‘sensible drinking’ have had 
limited impact; in fact, consumption is increasing.  The misuse of 
illegal drugs has – perhaps understandably – a much higher profile 
as an issue of public concern, but the reality is that alcohol is a 
much more widespread problem.  Nationally, there are three times 
more alcohol-related than drug-related deaths each year.  
Furthermore, while there has been great improvement in services 
for drug users, there is little support and few services for ‘problem’ 
drinkers.  A recent report notes that ‘in spite of high demand for 
[alcohol] treatment services, provision in the North East is woefully 
inadequate and waiting times are excessively long’.23  Alcohol is a 
central feature of social life in the North East and it is certainly still a 
drinking culture, not a ‘café culture’.  Alcohol can be said to be the 
‘drug of choice’ for many young people in the North East and is 
more easily available than ever, not least because of this 
Government’s liberalisation of licensing laws, resulting in more 
flexible and longer opening hours. 
 
There are, of course, other substantial public health concerns.  It is 
evident that there has been only limited progress in improving 
mental health in this region, as in the rest of the UK.  There is still 
considerable stigmatisation of people with mental health difficulties, 
and support services in the community are often inadequate.  The 
North East has the highest suicide rate of any region in England.24  
The health of children and young people is a concern, especially in 
disadvantaged communities.  Teenage (under 18s) pregnancy rates 
in the UK are among the highest in Europe, and the North East has 
even higher rates: in 2005, there were 49.6 conceptions per 1,000 
girls aged 15 to 17, compared with 41.3 per 1,000 in England and 
Wales.25  But the region’s teenage pregnancy rates have at last 
started to fall (Fig 11).  In addition, in the North East, as elsewhere, 
there are worries about infectious disease: HIV/AIDS and other 
sexually-transmitted infections; antibiotic resistant infections like 
MRSA and, possibly on the horizon, the prospect of a flu pandemic. 

                                                 
23 North East Alcohol Misuse Statement of Priorities, North East Regional Alcohol 
Advisory Group, September 2006, p.5.  See also: ‘Alcohol and Health in North East 
England’, Occasional Paper, 21, North East Public Health Observatory, January 2006 
(http://www.nepho.org.uk).  
24 Suicide rates in the UK 1991-2004, Office for National Statistics, 22.2.07 
(http://www.statistics.gov.uk).  
25 Data on teenage conception rates from the Office for National Statistics, 2007 
(http://www.statistics.gov.uk). 
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Fig. 11 Teenage Conception in North East England: 2 001 to 2005
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A key feature of public health in the region –as in  the country 
as a whole - has continued to be inequality in heal th associated 
with socio-economic status and ‘class’. 26  That inequality links to 
patterns of affluence and deprivation, differences in access to 
services and a whole host of cultural issues.  Inequality in health has 
increased and become more entrenched, as middle class people 
have responded to health ‘messages’, particularly about smoking, 
diet and exercise.  Smoking and type 2 diabetes, for example, are 
therefore most prevalent in the region’s more disadvantaged, 
working class communities. 
 
 
Investing in the NHS  
 
New Labour has pumped a massive amount of extra inv estment 
into the NHS and that has brought real and very sub stantial 
improvement.   Media reports may be all about crisis, failure, 
excessive bureaucracy and overpaid doctors, but the NHS has 
actually improved.  That is the case across the country and, not 
least, in the North East – which is, nowadays, probably the best 
performing region in the NHS.  The North East has benefited from 
above-average levels of spending on the NHS and has  seen 
faster growth in spending – in response to the regi on’s greater 
burden of ill health.  NHS spending in the North Ea st is now 
well above the national average (Fig 12). 
 

                                                 
26 See: Health Profile of England, Dept of Health, October 2006 (http://www.dh.gov.uk).  
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Fig. 12 Expenditure on Health North East England 20 00 to 2006
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A few years ago, waiting lists were long and people might often wait 
months, even years, for surgery (Table 5).  Waiting lists are now 
much more under control, helped by increased staffi ng and 
better management.   Treatment for serious conditions like cancer 
and heart disease is much faster and much better.  Waiting times for 
such procedures as hip replacements and cataract operations have 
also been greatly reduced.  Primary care for chronic conditions such 
as diabetes, heart disease and hypertension is delivered more 
consistently and to a higher standard. 
 
 

Q3 1999/00 Q3 2006/07 Q3 1999/00 Q3 2006/07

All Specialties 59% 81% 45% 70%
General Surgery 56% 86% 46% 78%
Cardiology 62% 92% 63% 76%
Cardiothoracic Surgery - - 40% 92%
Ophthalmology 57% 94% 46% 83%

Table 5: Hospital Waiting Times North East England: 1999 & 2007 
Percentage of Patients Waiting Less Than 13 weeks f or Admission

NB - Data for 1999/00 relates to health region of Northern & Yorkshire - data for 2006/07 is for North East SHA

Day Case Admissions Ordinary Admissions

Source: Provider Based Hospital waiting List Statistics - Department of Health

 
 
 
There has been major investment in hospitals and ot her NHS 
facilities – often via (controversial) PFI schemes.   Since 1997, 
some £10.6bn has been invested in new NHS premises in England, 
replacing obsolete and often decrepit buildings.  New hospitals have 
been built in Durham, Bishop Auckland, Darlington, Hexham and 
Middlesbrough, for example, and major modernisation schemes 
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have been undertaken at the RVI and Freeman hospitals in 
Newcastle.  In-patient bed numbers have been reducing since the 
1950s and that has continued, facilitated by increases in treatment 
at home, day and short stay surgery, and improvements in the 
management of beds.  New investment in walk-in primary care 
services is helping to enhance convenience and access to services 
and improve care.  NHS Direct has also become a valuable and 
very accessible advisory service. 
 
There have been big improvements in services, but there are some 
significant problems and concerns.  Continual reorganisation of NHS 
structures and processes has appeared to be wasteful and 
disruptive; the past ten years has been yet another turbulent decade 
for the NHS.  There are concerns about bureaucracy, management 
and, especially recently, financial difficulties leading to cuts.  As 
elsewhere, the public in the North East are concerned about access 
to their GPs, especially out of hours access to services.  There are 
worries about the danger of getting MRSA infections in hospital.  
Disputes keep flaring up about restrictions on the availability of 
some treatments, both through national assessments of drugs and 
also as a result of local decisions – the so-called ‘post code lottery’.  
Many people are bemused by ‘patient choice’ and the development 
of Foundation Trusts, and are suspicious of private sector 
involvement in the NHS.  In addition, in some parts of the North East 
capital investment is still awaited – and some of those cases involve 
difficult and unpopular decisions concerning reconfiguration and 
closure of existing hospitals.  It is also questionable whether PFI has 
been the right approach; the NHS is now locked into long term and 
expensive deals with the private sector, paying for buildings and 
equipment which may be outdated before contracts end. 
 
 
Looking ahead  
 
As ever, the NHS will need to manage competing, complex and 
insatiable demands.  The health of people in the North East will, 
however, be determined principally by economic, social and cultural 
factors, rather than by the quality and quantity of NHS services. 
 
There are many challenges ahead, including a tighter financial 
situation for the NHS, technological change and further re-balancing 
of health care, with more delivery in the community.  The NHS has 
become less ‘top-down’, but there is still quite a long way to go 
before it could be described as really ‘patient-centred’.  Tackling 
health inequalities remains a major issue and requires 
comprehensive intervention, especially to break the inter-
generational transmission of disadvantage and deprivation.  For the 
North East, obesity and alcohol misuse are very serious problems 
which are difficult to tackle; much more has to be done to change 
behaviours.  There is evidently a lot of scope for reducing the 
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region’s high levels of preventable disease and premature death.  A 
key overarching issue for now, and even more so for the future, is 
the ageing population.  Helping people to maintain health and a 
good quality of life as they live longer is a major challenge, and it is 
essential to develop better services for them, and better support for 
their carers. 
 
 
 
 

 
        Working Men’s Club, County Durham 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 
    Sunderland Wellness Centre 
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6. EDUCATION, EDUCATION, EDUCATION 
 
 
Overview: doing better 
 
Education, like the health service, has seen major investment in 
buildings and staff.  Perhaps even more than the NHS, educational 
institutions have also been subject to ‘initiativitis’ and performance 
targets.  The Government has prioritised education and that has 
meant a big increase in resources – but also a lot of pressure to 
deliver. 
 
Educational under-achievement is a long-standing fe ature of 
the North East.   Over the past ten years that has started to change 
and the performance gap between the region and the national 
average has markedly narrowed.  There is still a way to go, 
however, particularly in raising aspirations, most especially in the 
region’s disadvantaged communities. 
 
 
Investing in education  
 
Extra money has been invested in all aspects of edu cation, at 
all levels.   Expenditure on education per head of population in the 
North East has risen by 55% over the past five years (Fig 13).  In 
fact, expenditure has grown faster in the region than in the country 
as a whole and is now well above the national average. 
 

Fig. 13 Expenditure on Education & Training North E ast England: 2000 to 
2006
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Initially, the Government focused on primary school s, with new 
money for teachers and school buildings.   Over the past ten 
years, there has been improvement in pupil/teacher ratios, 
particularly for infant classes.  In 1996, nearly half a million 5 to 7 
year olds in schools in England and Wales were in classes of more 
than 30; today there are now very few in such large classes.  
Primary schools have also had many initiatives – not always joined 
up, often time-limited – to provide extra help to children finding 
difficulty with learning, and they have had targeted resources to 
improve literacy and numeracy.  There has been considerable 
emphasis on early intervention, notably through Sure Start centres 
in deprived communities, parenting projects and Family Learning 
schemes, which help parents to support their children’s learning.  
The new Children’s Centres are now being developed to provide 
integrated services for all families with children up to the age of five.   
 
Attention has steadily moved on to improving second ary 
schools.   Most comprehensives now have ‘specialist’ status, with a 
focus on a specialism such as technology, languages, or sport.  
Some of the lowest-achieving schools are being replaced with City 
Academies, which have external sponsors and are free of local 
authority control; the results of that experiment are still unclear and 
very mixed.  As well as continuing with an extensive inspection 
regime, the Government has also been trying to identify and 
promote best practice in school management – emphasising, 
supporting and rewarding effective management and leadership.  
There has been funding for support staff - learning mentors, for 
example - and projects to tackle issues such as bullying and 
behaviour problems.  The Government has also introduced 
incentives to encourage 16 to 18 year olds to stay on at school; 
about 28,000 young people from lower income families in the North 
East are receiving up to £30 a week Education Maintenance 
Allowance.  As from next year, new vocational diplomas for 14-19 
year olds are being introduced. 
 
Throughout the region, old school buildings are bei ng replaced 
or modernised.   School buildings in the deprived and inner city 
areas were the initial priority, but the programme of investment has 
subsequently been broadened to cover other areas.  In County 
Durham, for example, the major ‘Building Schools for the Future’ 
programme is now getting underway and will involve significant 
investment over the next two years.  As with investment in new 
hospitals, much of this has been done through PFI schemes.  The 
PFI approach is certainly not cheap and not easy; but it has 
delivered investment.  Development of new school buildings has 
provided an opportunity for some reconfiguration, including mergers, 
to remove surplus places.  Among the many examples of new 
schools throughout the region is Darlington’s innovative ‘education 
village’, which has new primary, secondary and special school 
provision all on one site. 
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Similarly, there has been investment in Further and  Higher 
Education.   Several Further Education colleges have been able to 
move into new buildings, including Derwentside College, New 
College Durham and Riverside (Stockton and Billingham) College.  
Enrolments in Further Education in the region27 rose by 51% 
between 1997 and 2004/5, well above the national increase of 34%.  
The region’s Universities have had new investment and student 
numbers have continued to expand – in spite of the introduction of 
tuition fees.  In 1997, the North East’s five Universities had 
altogether 75,609 students28 and by 2004/05 that had grown to 
100,910.  Efforts have also been made to widen participation, and 
the Universities are now, for example, running summer schools for 
children from local schools.  Even so, the proportion of young 
people from ‘working class’ backgrounds entering University has 
stayed low and has not changed by much.  The Government’s aim 
is that 50% of young people will go to University; the current national 
participation rate has now reached 43%.  Only 24% of young people 
in the North East enter Higher Education. 
 
 
Educational achievement  
 
More than ever, education is focused on measured performance 
through testing regimes and the acquisition of qualifications, and the 
resulting compilation of league tables.  There has certainly been 
much criticism of that, with questions raised about standards and 
the meaning and validity of league tables.  The indications are, 
however, that the North East has seen some real and significant 
improvements in achievement and it has been shown that young 
people in the North East can do well and schools really can improve 
– and, in some cases, rise above a context of disadvantage. 
 
Scores for English, Maths and Science at Key Stages  1 and 2 
are at, or close to, the national average.   Both nationally and 
regionally, there have been big improvements in achievement in 
primary schools, although the Government’s – challenging – targets 
have not, so far, been attained.  However, performance at Key 
Stage 3 (at ages 12-14), whilst also improving in r ecent years, is 
significantly below the national average. 29 
 
Probably the best-known performance measure is perc entage 
of Year 11 pupils (aged 15+) obtaining five or more  good 

                                                 
27 Learning numbers and enrolment analysis – Learning and Skills Council 
(http://www.lsc.gov.uk).  
28 Source: Student Tables, Higher Education On-line Information Service 
(http://www.hesa.ac.uk).  
29 Regionally – disaggregated data on Key Stage 2 and 3 from Department for 
Employment and Skills, National Curriculum Assessments statistics.  See also State of the 
Region Report, NERIP, 2006, pp. 80-1 (http://www.nerip.com).  
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GCSEs (grades A*-C).  That percentage has increased  each 
year, both in the North East and in the country as a whole.  The 
North East, however, has recently been improving fa ster, 
resulting in a narrowing of the gap.  That is a con siderable 
achievement.   In 2000, the North East was 7.6 percentage points 
behind the national average; by 2005/6 the difference was only 1.2 
percentage points (Table 6). 
 
 

Any Any Inc. English & Maths

2000 2005/6 2005/6

North East 41.6% 57.3% 40.3%
England 49.2% 58.5% 45.3%

5+ GCSE A*-C Grade Passes

Source: National Curriculum Assessments Statistical First Release - Department for Employment & 
Skills

Table 6: Achievement of 15 Year Old Pupils at GCSE Level

 
 
 
In the past, the tendency was for pupils in the North East to perform 
reasonably well at primary school followed by their 
underachievement at secondary school.  That seems now to be 
happening to a lesser extent.  But there are considerable differences 
between local authorities (Fig 14) and certainly some major 
differences in performance between schools even in the same town 
– a reflection of both socio-economic factors and the quality of 
teaching and management of the school.  Furthermore, the 
Government has recently argued that a better measure would be 
achievement of five or more good GCSEs including English and 
Maths.  On that basis, the region is doing much less well, with only 
40.3% achieving that standard, compared with 45.3% nationally 
(see Table 6). 
 
 

 
      Year 9 pupils, Jarrow Comprehensive School 
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Fig. 14 Achievements of 15 Year old Pupils (Local A uthorities) North East 
England: 2005/06
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Whilst many young people in the region are doing be tter at 16, 
there has been less commitment to staying on beyond  16.  But 
that is changing and the gap between the North East  and the 
country as a whole has been narrowing.   In 2004 (latest available 
figures), 69% of 16 year olds stayed on in full-time education at 
school or college – not far short of the national figure of 73% (Fig 
15).  The Government is proposing to raise the age of compulsory 
education and training to 18 in the future (in 2013) – and that will 
have to be linked to a much more coherent system of courses and 
qualifications post-GCSE.  There is still a good deal of scope to 
increase participation in Further and Higher Education in the North 
East. 
 
 

                                 
Redevelopment of New College, Durham 
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Fig. 15 Participation in Full Time Education North East England: 1998 to 
2004
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Challenges  
 
Perhaps even more than the health service, education comes in for 
a lot of criticism.  It is said that standards are falling, exams are too 
easy, schools are chaotic, there is too much time wasted on 
bureaucracy and inspection, and that many school-leavers lack the 
basic skills of literacy and numeracy.  There is also a good deal of 
concern about school admissions practices and policies. 
 
Much has happened and a lot has changed over the past ten years, 
in many ways for the better.  But there remain some substantial 
challenges. 
 
Too many young people leave school with limited qualifications.  
More than 40% do not achieve what is generally considered the 
basic minimum of five good GCSEs.  Nearly 60% leave without 
having both Maths and English GCSE. 
 
A sizeable minority of young people are still achie ving very 
little in school.  As the majority improve, that mi nority is in 
danger of becoming more marginalised.   It is also apparent that 
there are continuing problems affecting young people and their 
education, such as: deprivation; family problems, including parenting 
difficulties; and a whole host of difficult issues such as school 
exclusion, teenage pregnancy, alcohol misuse and drugs, and 
mental health difficulties. 
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A key challenge is to raise aspirations.   That has to include the 
most disadvantaged and hardest to reach, who need to be provided 
with holistic support and also offered attractive and relevant 
educational provision.  A cultural change is needed, involving 
parents and their children, raising aspirations and appreciation of 
the possibilities, value and benefits of education.  The danger is that 
overall standards and performance will continue to improve, but 
leave behind a minority who may be permanently socially excluded. 
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7. CRIME AND COMMUNITY SAFETY 
 
 
Overview: crime rates and public perceptions 
 
There is considerable public concern in the North East about crime.  
In the 1980s and early 1990s the region had overall crime rates well 
above the national average and had a reputation for joy riding, ram 
raids and persistent young offenders causing misery and mayhem.  
Since the 1990s, crime has reduced nationally and, even more 
so, in this region.  There is still, though, a wide spread fear of 
crime and many people find it hard to believe that things really 
have got better.  New Labour has had some success b eing 
‘tough on crime, tough on the causes of crime’, but  violence is 
on the increase, and anti-social behaviour is a big  issue.  
 
 
Tackling crime  
 
Much has changed over the past ten years in terms of approaches 
and resources for tackling crime.  Key developments include: 
 

·  A greater appreciation of the need for multi-agency and 
partnership working in order to tackle crime and its causes in 
a comprehensive way.  Crime and Disorder Partnerships 
have been set up to spearhead that approach. 

 
·  More police, and also the recruitment of Police Community 

Support Officers and neighbourhood wardens – the extended 
‘police family’ and the ‘mixed economy of policing’.  In 1998, 
the North East had 6,824 police officers; that rose to 7,515 in 
2005.30 

 
·  Greater professionalisation of policing – graduate entry, 

greater use and scope of practice guidelines, greater 
intelligence input to policing and more targeting; also 
technological developments in forensic science. 

 
·  New emphasis on community policing, providing visible 

presence; linked to partnership work with other local 
agencies. 

 
·  Huge proliferation of CCTV – cameras covering public places 

in towns and cities throughout the region; also many cameras 
in shops, pubs, offices, etc.  In addition, installation of ‘speed 
cameras’ on the region’s roads. 

 

                                                 
30 Data on number of police officers, by region, from Regional Trends, Office for National 
Statistics/Home Office (http://www.statistics.gov.uk).  
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·  Much greater attention now given to domestic violence, racist 
offences, ‘hate crimes’, and anti-social behaviour.  Also, 
better reporting, recording and responses to these offences. 

 
·  High priority afforded to tackling drug related crime – 

particularly through efforts to get more offenders into 
treatment. 

 
·  Police have had to respond to an increased emphasis on 

centrally determined targets and indicators for crime 
reduction – as well as having to respond to local demands. 

 
The last ten years have therefore seen enhanced resources, 
‘smarter’ policing and much more surveillance – and a huge 
increase in the prison population.  There has also been change in 
the social context – less unemployment and greater prosperity; 
more possessions, and the cost of many goods reducing.  Reporting 
of crime appears to be on the increase owing to changing public 
perceptions and expectations.  The proliferation of mobile phones 
has also enabled people to report incidents more easily and 
immediately. 
 
 
 
 

 
Neighbourhood Watch and Community Policing 

 
CCTV, South Bank, Teesside 

  

 
 
Crime rates 31 
 
Crime is notoriously difficult to measure and crime statistics can be 
difficult to interpret.  Much depends on definitions and on whether, 
and how, a crime is reported and recorded: different sources 
measure different things.  Statistical series are often discontinuous, 
affected by changing methodologies and practice. 
 

                                                 
31 For a useful overview of crime trends in the region, see S. Marshall et al, Crime in 
England and Wales 2005/06: North East Region, Home Office 
(http://www.gos.gov.uk/gone).  
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Comparable recorded crime statistics are available for the period 
2002-06 (Fig 16).  These statistics show that there has been a 
reduction in total recorded criminal offences in th e North East 
over recent years, in line with national trends.  Furthermore, the 
overall crime rate in the region is a little below  the national 
average, at 101.0 offences per 1000 population in 2 005-06, 
compared with 103.3/1000 for England and Wales.  
 

Fig. 16 Total Recorded Criminal Offences North East  England: 2002 to 2006
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Ten years ago, the North East was one of the worst regions for 
crime.  Since then, two of the region’s three polic e force areas 
have greatly improved their rankings.   In terms of total offences 
per head, Durham has improved by 9 places and Northumbria by 12 
places since 1998/9.  Cleveland has stayed the same, still having 
the 4th highest crime rate in England and Wales in 2005/06 (Table 
7), though it is understood that the situation is now improving.  
Those differences in rankings reflect the make-up of these areas 
and, no doubt, also the relative efficacy of their police forces. 
 
 

1998/99 2005/06
Cleveland Police 4 4

Durham Police 18 27

Northumbria Police 9 21

Rankings Out of 42 Police Areas

Table 7: Ranking of Police Forces by Total Number o f 
Offences per Head of Population

Source: Crime in England & Wales - Home Office  
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Fig 17 gives a breakdown of rates for the main categories of 
recorded offences in 2002/3 and 2005/6.  Theft and handling of 
stolen goods, and criminal damage, are the most common offences.  
It is notable that North East crime rates are below  national rates 
in all categories of crime, apart from criminal dam age.  At one 
time, the region, or parts of it, tended to get labelled the ‘car crime 
capital of Britain’; nowadays, theft of and from vehicles in the North 
East is below the national average.  Burnt-out stolen cars are no 
longer a common sight on the region’s deprived estates.  Target 
hardening, especially improved car locking systems, has had a 
particularly significant effect on car theft.  In addition, burglary – a 
crime which generates much public concern and fear of crime – has 
declined to the point where the burglary rate in the North East has 
fallen below the national average. 
 
However, violent crime has increased in recent year s, both 
regionally and nationally.   In 2002/3, ‘violence against the person’ 
stood at 15.5 offences per 1,000 population in the North East.  That 
has increased to 18.2 offences per 1,000 population by 2005/6.  
Violent crime in the North East has stayed below the national rate.  
Increased reporting, particularly of domestic violence, and better 
recording methods have some bearing on the figures. 
 
The number of offences involving firearms32 has been rising, but it 
varies considerably from year to year.  In 2001/2, 129 firearms 
offences were recorded in the North East.  Subsequently, that 
peaked at 240 such offences in 2004/5, falling back to 196 in 
2005/6.  The regional rate is, however, only about one-third of the 
national rate.  There were 29 homicides in the region in 2003/4 and 
the same number in 2005/6. 
 
Drug offences are of great concern to the community  and can 
generate a large amount of related crime as well as  a lot of 
media attention.  As Fig 17 shows, the rate of drug  offences 
has stayed much the same in recent years.  But seiz ures of 
Class A drugs in the North East doubled between 199 8 and 
2004 (Fig 18).   Much of that is accounted for by increased seizures 
of cocaine and ecstasy.  Heroin seizures remained static and ‘crack’ 
seizures are relatively rare in the region.  The big reduction in 
cannabis seizures will have been affected by the re-classification of 
that drug.  Data on drug seizures reflect both availability of drugs 
and the level of police activity and response. 
 

                                                 
32 Data on firearms offences and homicides from Recorded Crime Statistics, Home Office 
(www.homeoffice.gov.uk/rds). 
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Fig. 17 Recorded Offences North East England: 2002 & 2006
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Turning back to all crimes, overall detection rates are relatively high 
in the North East, and have consistently remained above the 
national average over the last ten years.33 
 

Fig. 18 Seizure of Controlled Drugs North East Engl and: 1998 & 2004
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33 The overall detection rate for the North East was 32% in 2005/6, compared with 27% 
for England and Wales, Recorded Crime Statistics, Home Office 
(http://www.homeoffice.gov.uk/rds).  



7   CRIME AND COMMUNITY SAFETY 
_________________________________________________________________ 

 53 

Public perceptions  
 
Community safety is not just about the incidence of crime; it is also 
about how people perceive law enforcement, risk and criminal 
behaviour in their communities. 
 
Confidence in the police is generally not particula rly high, but 
at least it is slightly better in the North East th an in England 
and Wales as a whole.   53.4% of people surveyed in the North 
East in 2005/6 felt the police were doing an ‘excellent’ or a ‘good’ 
job.  Only 41.3% of people in the North East, 44.4% nationally, had 
confidence in the criminal justice system (Table 8). 
 
 

Confidence in 
local police

CJS effective in 
bringing people to 

justice

High levels of 
perceived drug use 

or dealing

High level of 
perceived anti-

social behaviour
% excellent/ good 

job
% very/fairly confident % %

Cleveland 49.1 40.3 36.8 19.4
Durham 51.6 41.7 36.0 18.5
Northumbria 55.7 41.5 27.5 19.6
North East 53.4 41.3 31.4 19.3
England & Wales 50.3 44.4 26.7 17.3

Source: British Crime Survey 2005/6- Home Office

Table 8: Public Perception of Police, Criminal Just ice System (CJS), Drug Usage and 
Anti-social Behaviour 

 
 
 
It is notable that greater proportions of people in the North East are 
concerned about drugs and anti-social behaviour.  To some extent, 
these issues have taken the place of car crime and domestic 
burglary as public concerns. 
 
Anti-social behaviour has become a much more signif icant 
concern over the past ten years.   Government has responded 
with a whole range of initiatives, such as ASBOs (Anti-Social 
Behaviour Orders), Acceptable Behaviour Contracts, Parenting 
Orders and the Respect Action Plan34.  It can be argued that there is 
now greater intolerance of young people in particular, and their 
behaviour is more readily seen as disruptive and threatening.  In 
response to public concerns – which may be more, or less, justified 
– increasing numbers of young people are coming into contact with 
the criminal justice system and acquiring a criminal record. 
 
An underlying issue, of particular relevance in the  North East, 
is alcohol.   Excessive drinking is, as we have previously noted, a 

                                                 
34 Respect Action Plan, Respect Task Force, Home Office, 2006 
(http://www.respect.gov.uk).  



7   CRIME AND COMMUNITY SAFETY 
_________________________________________________________________ 

 54 

significant public health issue, and is also much implicated in crime, 
especially anti-social behaviour, criminal damage and violence. 
 
 
Challenges  
 
Most of the contemporary concerns relating to crime and community 
safety in the North East are not specific to the region.  Across Britain 
there are worries about anti-social behaviour, increasing violence, 
drugs and alcohol.  There are national concerns and debates about 
such matters as the rising prison population, re-offending, 
community sentences, offender management and so on.  There are 
anxieties about terrorism and about civil liberties. 
 
In the North East, there has been real success in reducing crime 
and significantly improving the region’s position in relation to the 
national average and other regions.  Key challenges now would 
seem to be curbing the rise in violent crime and al so focusing 
on alcohol misuse and its consequences.   It is important, too, to 
reduce fear of crime, reassure the public that they are safe, and re-
build inter-generational relationships to foster better understanding 
and tolerance of young people. 
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8. A GREEN AND PLEASANT LAND? 
 
 
Overview: the environmental agenda 
 
Over the past few decades there has been a great im provement 
in the region’s natural and built environment.   Scars of heavy 
industry have been erased; rivers and coastal waters are now much 
cleaner; the air is much less polluted.  The past ten years has seen 
the continuation of that process of improvement – making the North 
East greener, cleaner, more pleasant and attractive.  Attitudes have 
also continued to change, with an increasing public concern about 
the environment and greater awareness and understanding of the 
impacts of human activity. 
 
Climate change has recently become a big – and urge nt – issue 
at the top of the environmental agenda.  It remains  to be seen 
whether there will be an adequate response in this region or, 
indeed, anywhere else, to this truly massive challe nge. 
 
 
Land, water and air 
 
Large parts of the North East are rural and many of these areas 
have a substantial degree of protection from inappropriate 
development and environmental damage.  Much of rural 
Northumberland is designated as National Park, while the North 
Pennines and Northumberland Coast are classed as Areas of 
Outstanding National Beauty.  A large proportion (100km) of the 
region’s coastline is designated as Heritage Coast and there are 
251 sites of Special Scientific Interest (SSSIs).  In addition, about 
6% of the region’s land is designated Green Belt and, in recent 
years, that has been added to with the inclusion of areas north of 
Durham and west of Hexham.  There is pressure on the rural 
environment.  Only 25% of SSSIs (by area) are deemed to be in 
favourable condition, compared to 45% nationally.35  There are 
concerns about the viability of wildlife habitats and biodiversity.  But 
rural areas are now better managed: for example, there is nowadays 
a strong presumption against activities such as opencast mining.  
One significant trend in the past ten years has been the decline of 
farming, with the countryside increasingly regarded as a place to be 
managed for the enjoyment of visitors, rather than for the production 
of food.   
 
The urban and semi-rural coalfield areas of the North East 
experienced severe exploitation and degradation by industry.  In the 
wake of pit closures and industrial decline, these areas have been 

                                                 
35 Data on condition of SSSIs from English Nature; in State of the Region Report, NERIP, 
2006, p.138 (http://www.nerip.com).  
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reclaimed, restored and redeveloped.  In recent years, planning 
policies have given added impetus to that process by pushing 
developers towards brownfield sites.  Nevertheless, while there has 
been a decline in the amount of derelict land, the region still has a 
higher proportion of derelict land than the national average.36 
 
The reclamation and redevelopment of the urban rive rsides, 
begun in the late 1980s, has continued.   The transformation of 
the Newcastle and Gateshead quaysides is, of course, very well 
known and has involved cultural projects, notably the Baltic and the 
Sage, as well as commercial and residential development.  On 
Teesside, the site of Head Wrightson’s Teesdale engineering works 
has similarly been transformed.  Other big brownfield developments 
are set to take place in the future – for example the large scale 
Victoria Harbour docklands redevelopment in Hartlepool, the 
extensive area on the north bank of the Tees at Stockton (‘North 
Shore’), and Middlesbrough Dock (‘Middlehaven’). 
 
 

   
 Artist’s impressions of plans for Middlehaven, Middlesbrough 
 
    
The past ten years have also seen major reclamation  schemes 
to deal with the legacy of the last collieries on t he Durham and 
Northumberland coalfields.   That has been supported by 
substantial Government funding for coalfield regeneration, involving 
English Partnerships.  At Easington, for example, there is now little 
evidence of the former colliery, following clearance and remodelling 
of the site.  In nearby Seaham, the Vane Tempest pit site is now a 
private housing development, East Shore Village.  In Murton, the 
Dalton Park Shopping Centre is now situated where the colliery 
used to be.  The impressive ‘Turning the Tide’ project has restored 
the Durham coast, despoiled by the tipping of colliery waste, and the 
area was awarded Heritage Coast designation in 2001.  That 
project, perhaps more than any other, symbolises how the region 
has changed over the last ten years. 
 
                                                 
36 In 2004, 2.4% of the ‘developed’ land in the North East was classed as ‘derelict’ (that is, 
requiring treatment to bring it back into use).  The corresponding national figure for 
derelict land was 1.7% (data from Office of the Deputy Prime Minister, in State of the 
Region Report, NERIP, 2006, p.140) (http://www.nerip.com).  
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Durham Coastline – after ’Turning the Tide’ Colliery waste tipping, Easington beach, 

1960s 
 
 
The biological and chemical quality of the region’s  rivers has 
steadily improved and is well above the national av erage (Fig 
19).  That has been a result of greater investment, especially in 
sewage treatment works, and much greater regulation, especially as 
a result of European legislation.  The demise of the old industries 
has also removed a great deal of pollution.  The River Tyne, once 
essentially an open sewer, is now considered a great attraction and 
has become the best salmon river in England.  The River Wear is 
said to be the best sea trout river in England.  Coastal water quality 
has also improved, particularly as a result of new sewerage 
schemes, and all the North East’s coastal bathing areas comply with 
EU regulations. 
 
Air quality has also improved over recent decades, principally 
due to the closure of old industrial plants and coa l-fired power 
stations.   In addition, there has been a switch from coal to gas 
consumption in industrial, commercial and domestic premises.  
Increased fuel efficiency and tighter emission standards for cars 
have also helped.  The main source of air pollution now is road 
traffic; rising car ownership and travel threaten to reverse recent 
improvements in air quality. 
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Fig. 19 River Water Quality North East England: 199 5 to 2005
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Acting locally and regionally 
 
As well as these positive trends in the management and condition of 
the environment, there are many examples of an increasingly 
progressive approach to environmental issues in the North East, 
such as: 
 

·  Increasing recycling of household waste – kerbside collection 
of materials; also composting. 

 
·  Increasing awareness, and use, of energy saving measures, 

from low energy lightbulbs to cavity wall insulation. 
 

·  Development of the Great North Forest and Tees Forest.  
This community forest programme was begun in 1990; these 
two forests together account for 41,500 ha – much of it 
former industrial derelict land.  Schemes to offset CO2 
emissions through tree planting have also recently been 
initiated. 

 
·  Growth of ‘green tourism’.  The establishment of Sustrans’ 

cycle routes, notably the C2C, is a good example. 
 

·  Beginnings of new approaches to travel planning: bus lanes, 
provision for cyclists, an innovative park-and-ride system and 
a road charging scheme in Durham.  Also, the introduction of 
free bus travel for people over 60 and disabled people, 
encouraging the use of public transport. 
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·  Renewable energy projects – a few wind turbines (so far) and 
development of a big biodiesel plant on Teesside.  There are 
plans to exploit geothermal energy and other renewables in 
an innovative scheme to develop an ‘eco-friendly village’ in 
Weardale. 

 
·  Growth of ‘environmental industries’ in the region, from 

pollution control to construction of wind turbines – 
demonstrating that business opportunities arising from the 
‘green agenda’ are now being recognised and exploited. 

 
·  Increasing interest in local sourcing of food, including the 

spread of Farmers’ Markets 
 

·  Strategies focusing specifically on environmental matters 
have been developed – notably Local Agenda 21 – and 
environmental issues are nowadays written in to most other 
strategies and plans. 

 
These initiatives are certainly welcome and will contribute to the 
continued improvement of the region’s environment – but are not 
sufficient to deal with the major challenges we now face. 
 
 

 

  
Public transport Congestion: Western Bypass, Newcastle 
 
 
Crisis?  What crisis? 
 
The North East’s economy and society – the region’s way of life – is 
ultimately not sustainable.  That is acknowledged in the recently-
produced North East Strategy for the Environment, which makes 
reference to the region’s ‘ecological footprint’.  This is a measure of 
the land required to sustain current consumption levels and it serves 
to highlight the impact of human activities on natural resources.  The 
Strategy says that: 
 

‘… if everyone in the world lived like the North East we would 
need just over three planets to sustain ourselves.  The South 
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East, at 3.5 planets, is operating at an even more 
unsustainable rate’.37 

 
Although there has been significant progress over t he past ten 
years in terms of environmental conditions, there h as been 
little or no improvement in sustainability.   Still, the region’s 
renewable generation capacity amounts to less than 4% of its 
consumption (the national target is 10% by 2010).  Car ownership – 
which is an indicator of the region’s prosperity – continues to rise, 
and there has been a big expansion in cheap flights, producing 
increasing quantities of CO2 – more damaging at high altitudes.  
Public transport is improving, but far too slowly and is generally not 
seen as an attractive or realistic alternative to the car.  The amount 
of household waste continues to grow, the region has a relatively 
poor record on recycling and huge dependence on landfill disposal.  
There is great dependence on oil, a finite resource with significant 
supply insecurities and probably now at peak production.  Alongside 
that, there is massive inefficiency and waste of energy. 
 
The huge problem of climate change has dramatically highlighted 
the environmental consequences of unsustainable economic 
development.  The ‘greenhouse effect’ has been known for more 
than a century, but awareness of its real importance and 
implications has only developed in recent years.  Ten years ago, the 
Kyoto protocol agreed binding cuts in emissions; but climate change 
and ‘global warming’ were not then very widely seen as major 
issues by the public or politicians.  Now, climate change is 
recognised as a very serious problem which will have massive 
impacts and which poses a great threat to life on earth.38  In 
response to that new awareness, targets have been set to reduce 
greenhouse gas emissions from the burning of fossil fuels.  A 
Climate Change Bill has just been introduced, setting out the 
ambitious target of reducing the UK’s carbon emissions by 60% on 
1990 levels by 2050 (with an intermediate target of 26-30% 
reduction by 2020). 
 
It remains to be seen whether targets will be met by the UK and by 
other countries.  If emissions are substantially reduced, climate 
change will be less dramatic and less damaging – but it will still 
happen.  Therefore, there is a need for adaptation – to plan and 
prepare for the expected impacts of climate change – as well as 
doing everything possible to reduce the production and emission of 
greenhouse gases to mitigate climate change. 
 

                                                 
37 North East Strategy for the Environment, Consultation Draft; Environment Forum 
North East, Dec 2006, p.15 (http://www.sustaine.com).  
38 See: Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC), Fourth Assessment Report, 
2007 (http://www.ipcc.ch).  Also: Stern Review on the Economics of Climate Change, HM 
Treasury, 2006 (http://www.hm-treasury.gov.uk).  
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The worst, most damaging impacts of climate change will be in 
some of the world’s poorest countries, where changes in weather 
patterns and rising sea levels are expected to have catastrophic 
effects.  There would be widespread loss of life, destruction and 
large-scale movement of ‘environmental refugees’.  By comparison, 
the North East of England will have to face some major challenges 
from climate change but probably not major catastrophe.  Here, the 
weather will become generally warmer, with more extreme events; 
there will be more flooding of rivers and coastal areas; wildlife 
habitats will change and agriculture will be affected.  Low-lying 
urban areas may have to be evacuated.  But at least – unlike the 
south east – the region is likely to still have enough rainfall to ensure 
a good water supply.  The North East also has the security of water 
supply from the Kielder reservoir, the largest man-made lake in 
Europe. 
 
There is now very little dissent: it is clear that climate change 
represents an enormous challenge.  Yet, in the North East, perhaps 
because the impacts may be less severe than elsewhere, there is 
generally no real sense of urgency, let alone a sense of crisis.  That 
is despite the recognition that very big changes are going to have to 
be made to the economy and society in order to cut emissions and 
to respond to the consequences of climate change.  Perceptions 
and attitudes will have to change in order to bring  about the 
changes in behaviour needed to respond adequately t o this 
global – and local – crisis. 
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9. PEOPLE, PLACES AND COMMUNITIES 
 
 
Overview: the way we live now 
 
The North East is hardly at the vanguard of social and cultural 
change.  In many respects, it is behind the times.  Even so, the 
region is affected by national trends, and ways of life in the North 
East have certainly changed over the past ten years.  Family and 
community structures have continued to fragment and become more 
complex.  The same can be said of institutional structures.  The 
region has become less predictable, less ‘traditional’, and less 
monocultural.  It has become a little more diverse, and attitudes to 
‘difference’ are – slowly – changing. 
 
 
Families, the young and the old 
 
Families are changing.  The ‘conventional family’, the married 
couple with children, has become less common in the North East, as 
in the country as a whole.  Marriages are at an all-time low and the 
UK has one of the highest divorce rates in Europe.  There are more 
unmarried couples with children, and many more lone parent 
households.  A quarter of all households with children in Newcastle, 
Sunderland and Middlesbrough are single parent households.  The 
breakdown of relationships has also created more complex families. 
 
Over the past ten years, the Government has focused  a good 
deal of attention on families – and expected more f rom them.   
There has been pressure on single parents to move off benefits and 
into jobs; many have done that and that has helped lift them out of 
relative poverty.  As well as tax incentives, the Government has 
improved and subsidised childcare provision.  In 1997, 46% of lone 
parents in Britain had jobs; today, that figure is 57% (the 
Government’s target is 70%).  Moreover, it has become the norm for 
both parents in a two-parent family to go out to work: the 
breadwinner dad/homemaker mum family has become unusual.  
Better childcare provision has helped, as have more flexible and 
family-friendly employment practices: this Government introduced 
statutory paternity leave in 2003 and an entitlement for parents of 
children under six to ask to work flexibly.  But the emphasis on 
employment can conflict with parenting, family responsibilities and 
‘work/life balance’. 
 
The recent and influential Unicef report on young people – which 
placed the UK at the bottom of the international league table – 
highlighted serious problems now facing families and children.39  
                                                 
39 Child Poverty in Perspective: An Overview of Child Well-being in Rich Countries, 
Report 7, Unicef Innocenti Research Centre (http://www.unicef.org/irc). Unicef looked at 
40 indicators relating to the well-being of children and assessed 21 industrialised 
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The report showed that relatively high proportions of children in the 
UK have poor relationships with their families and their communities; 
are unhealthy and unhappy; and engage in risky behaviour.  Young  
people in this country are undoubtedly affected by many 
pressures, including inequality and deprivation, fa mily 
breakdown, poor parenting, materialism, pressure to  achieve at 
school – and the behaviours and lifestyles of some  young 
people are a major cause for concern.  In the North East, it 
appears that young people are, all too often, seen as ‘a problem’ 
(and a minority do create problems), but not seen as a responsibility 
to be taken on board by the wider community.  Furthermore, it may 
be, as some argue, that disapproval of young people, even 
stigmatisation, has increased over the past ten years. 
 
Significant challenges face older people.  The population is ageing; 
people over pension age comprised 17% of the region’s population 
in 2006, and that is expected to rise to 24% in 2029.  That trend is 
despite higher death rates in the North and is related to younger 
people leaving the region.  In 2029 there will be 200,000 more 
people over the age of 65 in the North East.  The number of people 
over 85 will have doubled, growing from 46,000 to 93,000.  The 
region’s ageing population has implications especia lly for 
health and social care.   An important issue is that, increasingly, 
older people are living alone.  Informal sources of support and care, 
principally from the extended family, remain vital.  Even in the North 
East, noted for limited mobility and close-knit communities, those 
informal sources of support are under pressure and are likely to 
decrease – as need increases. 
 
 

 
       Lifelong Learning: ‘Build your own computer’ course, Durham 
 
 

                                                                                                                           
countries.  Note that the data were for 2000-2003, so this may not amount to an entirely 
accurate assessment of current conditions. 
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Deprived places  
 
The North East has, proportionately, more of its population living in 
deprived areas than any other region, as was demonstrated by 
detailed analysis undertaken for the compilation of the Index of 
Multiple Deprivation (IMD) in 2004.40  The IMD study focused on an 
array of statistics measured at the very local level – small areas 
called ‘Super Output Areas’.  In the North East, 38% of the region’s 
population were living within the most deprived 20% of SOAs in 
England – a higher proportion than in any other region (Fig 20). 
 
 

 

 

 
Ashington, Northumberland South Bank – awaiting demolition 
 
 

Fig. 20 Population of England's Regions Residing in  Most Deprived 20% of 
Areas: 2004
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40 See: What the 2004 Indices of Deprivation mean for the North East, NERIP, 2004 
(http://www.nerip.com).  The analysis is very sensitive to local differences, since Super 
Output Areas have populations of only around 1500 people – smaller than most wards.  It 
is expected that the next IMD exercise will be undertaken in 2008. 
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Substantial socio-economic divisions have remained a key 
feature of the North East over the past ten years.  It is evident, 
however, that some of the most disadvantaged areas have 
improved and conditions are by no means as desperat e as they 
once were.   Estates such as Skerne Park (Darlington), Woodhouse 
Close (Bishop Auckland) and Sherburn Road (Durham) have seen 
at least a degree of economic uplift and regeneration.  Like many 
other similar estates, Meadowell, in North Tyneside, has become 
mixed tenure and now has some houses which sell for £140,000.  
That would have been unimaginable ten years ago.  There are now 
new housing developments in unlikely places such as Seaham, 
Dunston, and in many former pit villages and inner city areas. 
 
However, while there has been regeneration of some communities, 
the extent and impact of that should not be overstated.  There are 
still many areas in trouble throughout the region.  Housing market 
failure is visible enough: boarded-up houses in places where there 
is effectively little or no demand.  Parts of Newcastle’s West End 
and Middlesbrough’s South Bank, for example, are bruised, battered 
and apparently hopeless – little changed from ten years ago.  Some 
communities and individuals in the North East still, undoubtedly, 
suffer serious disadvantage and deprivation, and deep and 
persistent social exclusion41. 
 
 
Diversity and Equality 
 
The ethnic minority population of the North East has always been 
very small, a much lower proportion than in many other parts of the 
country.  At the 2001 Census, 60,000 people, or 2.4% of the 
population was classified as within an ethnic minority group, 
compared to 8.7% in England and Wales.  There are historical 
reasons for that: the region did not have the cotton or woollen mills 
that attracted Commonwealth immigrants to Britain in the 1950s and 
its weak economy has encouraged emigration rather than 
immigration. 
 

                                                 
41 The Government now intends to target the most disadvantaged – those experiencing 
‘deep and persistent exclusion’.  See: Reaching Out: Progress on Social Exclusion, Social 
Exclusion Task Force, Cabinet Office, Feb 2007 
(http://www.cabinetoffice.gov.uk/social_exclusion_task_force).  
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         Prayers at the Shah Jalal Mosque, Newcastle 
 

 
Over the past ten years the black and minority ethnic communities 
have grown, particularly as a result of Government policies to 
disperse asylum seekers to other parts of the country, outside 
London and the South East.  There are now some 3,500 to 5,000 
asylum seekers in the region awaiting processing of their 
applications for residence.  There are also refugees who have been 
granted permission to remain, some of whom have stayed in the 
region.  In addition, there are approximately 300+ asylum seekers 
whose applications have been rejected but who remain here, many 
unable to return to their countries of origin.  These newcomers often 
live in difficult circumstances; those awaiting a decision on their 
cases are not permitted to work and depend on subsistence-level 
benefits, and those who have been rejected are left without state 
benefits, often relying on local authorities and charity42.  Refugees 
and asylum seekers have helped to make the region – or small parts 
of it – a little more diverse and, as residents in poor areas with low 
housing demand, are helping to stabilise places like the West End of 
Newcastle. 
 
Many refugees have much to offer, and many bring professional 
skills, are enterprising and keen to work.  However, many of those 
actually allowed to work find it hard to get employment 
commensurate with their skills or, indeed, obtain any kind of 
employment. 
 
By contrast, recent migrants from the EU, notably from the new 
accession states of eastern Europe, are allowed to work and have 
been able to get jobs.  It is estimated that, in the period May 2004 to 
December 2006, over 20,000 people applied under the Worker 

                                                 
42 See: Destitute and Desperate – A report on the numbers of ‘failed’ asylum seekers in 
Newcastle upon Tyne and the services available to them, Open Door (North East), April 
2006 (http://www.opendoor-ne.org).  See also the website of the North of England 
Refugee Service: http://www.refugee.org.uk.  
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Registration Scheme to work in the North East.43  Many are young 
Poles, here mainly to learn English.  They often stay for just a few 
months and they have moved into predominantly low paid jobs 
throughout the region. 
 
The North East has become a little more culturally diverse 
through immigration.   It is probably now more accepting of 
difference and more welcoming than in the past.  It is notable, 
however, that there are still very few people from Black and Minority 
Ethnic communities in key positions, either in the public or private 
sectors.  And the traditional male-dominated culture is still prevalent: 
there are relatively few women in senior positions in most 
organisations in the North East.  Again, that is changing – but 
slowly. 
 

                                                 
43 Data from the Accession Monitoring Report (http://www.ind.homeoffice.gov.uk).  The 
figure here is an estimate, since the Government’s analysis gives only a figure (of 55,435 
over the period) for the North East plus Yorkshire and Humber region.. 
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10. CONCLUSION 
 
 
Taking Stock 
 
The North East has experienced a considerable amount of change 
over the past ten years.  Some of that change is very visible, notably 
the new developments and cultural projects which are now often 
presented as powerful symbols of change and renewal: the 
Newcastle/Gateshead Quayside; Middlesbrough’s new MIMA; 
perhaps the Alnwick Garden and, most particularly, the Angel of the 
North.  More important, though less dramatic and less obviously 
‘symbolic’, are the new hospitals, new schools and colleges, the 
redeveloped brownfield sites, and the new residential developments 
and business parks throughout the region.  The region – or parts of 
it – look different and that cannot be dismissed as simply cosmetic: 
in many ways the region is different. 
 
 

  
Middlesbrough Institute of Modern Art (MIMA) Gateshead Millennium Bridge and the 

Baltic Centre 
 
 
Some changes are less visible, less perceptible.  Gradually, the 
economy has changed and a period of sustained economic growth 
has generated a substantial number of new jobs.  Many people in 
the region may not be fully aware of how much the labour market 
has changed; but the reality is that unemployment is no longer the 
overriding issue facing the region.  Increasing prosperity has meant 
the continuation of long-standing trends, like increasing car 
ownership – and also further emphasised problems such as 
underinvestment in transport and pressure on the environment.  
Some problems have become less important, others more important 
– and, consequently, policy priorities have been changing.  Issues 
like anti-social behaviour, alcohol misuse and obesity have moved 
up the agenda.  One major issue, climate change, has been added 
to the policy agenda and, some would argue, could well be the 
single most important and most difficult issue facing the region now 
and for the foreseeable future. 
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The region has moved on from managing decline; its institutions are 
no longer just administering ‘palliative care’.  Optimists say that the 
region has fundamentally changed, now set on a course of 
economic growth and ever-increasing prosperity.  Only traffic 
congestion and skill shortages can hold us back.  Pessimists, on the 
other hand, say that this economy is fragile, insubstantial, and is 
liable to be seriously undermined by global competition or recession.  
An economy with so little manufacturing production, and which is 
environmentally unsustainable, cannot last.  Most people, however, 
simply accept that, materially at least, they are better off than they 
were, and either assume, or hope, that this prosperity will continue 
and increase. 
 
It is apparent, though, that despite economic reviv al, there is 
still a real ‘North-South Divide’ and the region it self is also 
divided.   The North East still lags far behind the South of England.  
The economy of London and the South East has surged ahead, and 
no attempt has been made to control that; rather, the Government 
seeks to accommodate it.  And, within the region, there are great 
contrasts, perhaps greater than ever.  Put simply: Easington and 
Hexham seem like different worlds. 
 
Gradually – and unevenly – the region’s culture has been changing.  
Some of that is a response to economic change in the region, and 
some of it is a reflection of wider national trends.  The ‘way we live 
now’ has changed, quite significantly, for many people – and the 
amount of change over the past ten years is probably not often 
appreciated.  Today, going abroad is unexceptional; smoking is 
generally condemned; discrimination against gay people is 
unacceptable; and environmental awareness is far more 
widespread.  That said, there are contrasting, very different, cultures 
of affluence and of deprivation.  And the region still has a good deal 
of catching up to do if it is to be more aspirational, entrepreneurial, 
more open and accepting of difference and change. 
 
An important aspect of the region which has stayed much the same 
over the past ten years is its governance and politics.  There are 
some new structures, notably One NorthEast and the North East 
Assembly but, in reality, little has changed.  The creation of an 
elected regional assembly was rejected by referendum two years 
ago for a variety of reasons, including a widespread distrust of 
politics and politicians.  The region is still run by quangos and by 
local authorities disempowered by central government.  Local 
politics are at a low ebb, and voter turnout has continued to fall.  
Hardly surprising, then, that there has been little public reaction to 
the Government’s plans to rationalise local authorities by the 
removal of District Councils in Northumberland and County Durham.  
The North East does not have the institutional autonomy of its 
northern neighbour, Scotland, nor the additional resources which 
Scotland enjoys as a result of the Barnett formula.  Moreover, the 
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North East lacks vision and leadership – and there is remarkably 
little debate about what the region could be, or ought to be, in the 
future.  Last year’s OECD report on Newcastle and its region 
concluded that ‘there is no unified view about what the region stands 
for and has to offer’ and pointed to problems of ‘weak regional 
leadership’ and ‘fragmented governance’.44 
 
 

  
Easington Colliery, Co. Durham Hexham, Northumberland 
 
 
Looking ahead  
 
This report has touched upon many issues and highlighted many 
problems and challenges.  All deserve attention – more analysis, 
more debate and action.  Out of all of this, it seems most useful to 
highlight cross-cutting themes which underlie many specific 
concerns and which can form an agenda for shaping the future 
development of the region: 
 

·  The economy.   Although the North East is now doing much 
better, it is important not to lose sight of the fact that it is the 
least prosperous region in the UK and the economy still has 
significant structural weaknesses.  The region’s economic 
problems have been ameliorated, not solved. 

 
·  Cultural change.   The region’s culture has real strengths, 

but aspects of that culture are problematic and potentially 
damaging to individuals and to the region’s future prospects.  
Those aspects include: unhealthy lifestyles; relatively low 
aspirations, especially in terms of education and skills; lack of 
diversity; and a weak political culture.  Cultural change is 
hugely important in tackling inequality, promoting social 
mobility and overcoming social exclusion. 

 
·  Young people.   The region’s young people are, of course, its 

future.  The recent Unicef report is a timely reminder of the 
difficult circumstances faced by many young people in the UK 

                                                 
44 OECD Territorial Review: Newcastle, OECD (Organisation for Economic Co-operation 
and Development), Nov 2006 (http://www.oecd.org).  



10   CONCLUSION 
_________________________________________________________________ 

 71 

and no doubt, in the region.  In particular, some young people 
are being marginalised, criminalised and effectively socially 
excluded.  More broadly, the well-being of young people is 
undermined by deprivation, family breakdown and weakened 
sense of community.  There is a need to ensure that Every 
Child Does Matter. 

 
·  The ageing population.   The region’s population is ageing 

and, owing to the dynamics of migration, is ageing faster than 
the UK as a whole.  Much more needs to be done in relation 
to identifying the implications of this and developing an 
adequate response. 

 
·  Climate change.   This could well have profound impacts on 

every aspect of life in the North East and deserves a much 
more serious and urgent response.  Climate change must 
open up a much-needed debate about the viability of our 
economy and society, and what the region ought to be like in 
the future. 

 
To conclude: the North East has changed over the past ten years, in 
many ways for the better.  But it is still a disadvantaged region and 
still re-making its economy; the region has to face up to some 
substantial challenges to secure a better future. 
 
 

 
 

 



 

 

APPENDIX: 
 
INDIVIDUALS CONSULTED 
 
 
Nadeem Ahmad Regional Manager, NESPARS (for refugee support) 
Peter Atkinson MP Member of Parliament for Hexham (Conservative) 
Michael Banks Asst. Chief Constable, Durham Constabulary 
Rt. Hon. Alan Beith MP Member of Parliament for Berwick (Liberal Democrat) 
Jonathan Blackie Regional Director, Government Office North East 
Maggie Bosanquet Team Leader, Local Action 21, Durham County Council 
Peter Carr CBE Chairman, North East Strategic Health Authority  
Neil Charlton Deputy Director of Education, Durham County Council  
Alan Coultas Vice Chair, ‘First Stop’ Darlington (for youth homelessness) 
Dr Tricia Cresswell Exec. Director Public Health, Durham & Darlington PCTs 
Leo Finn Financier & former Chief Exec.of Northern Rock 
Colin Garbutt Regeneration Director, Hall & Partners, Newcastle  
Karen Grundy Chief Officer, ‘First Stop’ Darlington (for youth homelessness) 
Gill Hale Northern Regional Secretary, UNISON Northern 
Lord James Joicey Landowner/Manager, Ford & Etal Estates (near Berwick) 
Jenny Lewis Director, Children’s Services, Redcar & Cleveland Council 
Chris Lloyd Deputy Editor, The Northern Echo 
John Lowther Director, Tees Valley Joint Strategy Unit 
Lesley Makin Chief Exec., Corner House Youth Project, Stockton 
Judith Million Deputy Regional Director Communities, Government Office North 

East 
Nick Muse Head of Policy & Research, One NorthEast 
Margaret Nolan Project worker/Debt counsellor, Cedarwood, Meadow Well 
Revd David Peel Project leader, Cedarwood, Meadow Well 
Hon James Ramsbotham 
DL 

Chief Exec., North East Chamber of Commerce 

Mohammed Rauf Chair of South Bank Mosque 
Vince Robinson OBE Former North East Regional Director of Jobcentre Plus 
Paul Rubinstein Asst Chief Exec., Newcastle City Council 
Sue Shaw Rural Development Consultant & Researcher 
Dr Stephen Singleton Regional Director for Public Health, Government Office North 

East 
Ross Smith Regional Affairs Correspondent, The Journal 
Lord John Stevens  Chancellor, Northumbria University, former Commissioner 

Metropolitan Police 
Sue Stirling Director, ippr north 
Prof Ian Stone Economist at Durham University Business School 
Dari Taylor MP Member of Parliament for Stockton South (Labour)  
Simon Underwood Head of Social Inclusion, Newcastle City Council 
Graeme Warren Northumbria Area Manager, Environment Agency 
Betty Weallans Neighbourhood Manager, N.M. Pathfinder programme in Blyth 
Kate Welch Chief Exec., Acumen Development Trust, Easington 
Rt Revd Martin Wharton Bishop of Newcastle (Anglican) 
 
 



 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                            


