NCUB response to Northern Growth Strategy
consultation

Questions

Supporting connectivity within and between city regions, including towns:

Northern Powerhouse Rail will transform the region’s connectivity, and government will work
closely with local leaders, businesses and other stakeholders to ensure those benefits are
realised as quickly as possible.

a) What should the priorities for government and its partners be, through the wider Northern
Growth Strategy, to make sure the economic benefits of improved rail and wider transport
connectivity are fully realised and delivered?

The economic benefits of new transport infrastructure will only be fully realised if investment
is aligned with decisions about housing, commercial development, education and skills,
innovation and public services. This includes essential infrastructure, such as water. The
Northern Growth Strategy should therefore connect transport planning with local growth
plans, identifying where improved connectivity can expand labour markets, and connect
people across businesses, universities, colleges and other economic assets.

Our members were keen to highlight the importance of transport connectivity to their
individual missions, and the wider economic and societal growth ambitions of successive UK
governments. Members highlighted that improved transport connectivity should support
access to education and employment across the North, not only journeys into the largest city
centres.

For our members who sit outside some of the larger city centres, better connections can
widen participation by making it easier for learners to reach colleges, universities and
training opportunities. However, members also noted that current transport links can be
overly focused on moving people from smaller towns into major cities, rather than supporting
movement between different towns and economic centres. The Northern Growth Strategy
should therefore consider how transport investment can strengthen connectivity across the
whole of the North of England, recognising that not everyone works, studies or seeks
opportunities in major cities such as Manchester.

Increasing effective city size, density and town regeneration:

Over the coming months, government will work with Mayors and councils to identify how
local and central government levers can work most effectively together to densify city
centres.

a) Other than viability gaps, what do you see as the main barriers to accelerating
densification and development in the North? In what ways are they distinct from wider
national challenges and how can they be tackled?

Strengthening the enduring institutional relationships between education, local government
and business

Driving growth in the North will not simply be the cumulative result of individual projects. It
depends on local government, businesses, universities, colleges and other educational
leaders developing a shared understanding of a place’s assets and constraints, agreeing



priorities and pulling in the same direction over a sustained period. This is harder where local
structures are unclear or still developing, the industrial base is diffuse or changing, or the
capacity to convene and deliver has been weakened.

Greater Manchester demonstrates the value of strong relationships, clear leadership and
sustained institutional capacity. However, these arrangements developed over decades and
cannot simply be replicated immediately elsewhere. Devolution of powers and funding
should therefore be accompanied by support to build local analytical, convening and delivery
capacity, particularly in places without mature partnership structures. Government should
therefore invest not only in individual projects, but in the enduring institutional relationships
and local capacity through which those projects are identified, connected and delivered.

Universities as anchor institutions

As identified, universities are essential to these partnerships, acting as anchor institutions.
However, their ability to scale their roles as anchor institutions and conveners should not be
taken for granted. More than a third of English higher education providers reported a deficit
in 2024/25, rising to more than four in ten forecast for 2025/26, while changes to
international student policy will disproportionately affect institutions with less ability to
diversify their recruitment and income. This has particular significance in parts of the North
where universities form a substantial part of the economic and institutional base. For
example, our members with more outsized presence in smaller Northern towns and cities
such as Preston and Burnley highlighted the importance of university footprints in places,
where higher education institutions are central to local economies and are seen as anchors
for attracting new investment, new companies and skilled people.

In this context, financial retrenchment risks not only university jobs, but also the capacity to
support businesses, convene local partnerships, maintain innovation facilities and invest in
regeneration. The Northern Growth Strategy should therefore recognise universities’
financial and institutional resilience as part of the enabling infrastructure for growth.

Looking beyond major city centres

As with their reflections on transport connectivity, NCUB members were keen to emphasise
that policies to increase city size, density and regeneration in the North must not focus solely
on the largest city centres. The North’s economic geography is broader than those urban
centres.

There was recognition of agglomeration effects and how they can be used to unlock and
develop new areas of sectoral expertise, bringing together key stakeholders — such as
universities, businesses, and investors — into closer physical proximity. It is essential that an
evidence-based approach is utilised by local and national governments, and other significant
public funders, when identifying new and emerging clusters.

However, members raised concerns that national datasets do not always fully capture
emerging, specialised or distributed concentrations of expertise across the North.
Quantitative cluster mapping should therefore be tested against local intelligence from
businesses, universities, colleges and economic development bodies. Otherwise, there is a
risk that investment follows only established and highly visible concentrations of activity,
reinforcing existing geographies rather than identifying where intervention could unlock new
growth across the North. This would represent a real missed opportunity, and our members
felt that the Northern Growth Strategy represents a good vehicle to address these data and
understanding gaps.



Linked to this, our discussions with members highlighted a need to avoid ‘pigeon-holing’
towns and cities into single industries, as this was seen to be a potential repeat of mistakes
made in the past. Many Northern towns are seeking to diversify their economies and reduce
dependence on high levels of employment tied to one sector. Teesside, for example,
highlighted the strength of its clean energy sector, while also pointing to growth opportunities
in other industries such as gaming.

The opportunity is to support diverse economies across the North, and support towns in their
regeneration efforts. A successful Northern Growth Strategy should recognise and support
this economic diversity.

Supporting business investment and innovation:

Given the continued gaps in access to finance, in particular equity finance, for start-up and
scaling firms in the North, the government is interested in understanding firms experience of
raising investment.

b) How can local and central government help connect scaling companies in the North with
the investor community?

Firms’ access to capital is unequal across the UK

The UK has a well-diagnosed problem of companies not being able to access the capital
they need, particularly at key growth inflection points. Access to private growth capital is a
national challenge, but Tony Hickson’s review of university-investor links demonstrates that it
has a pronounced spatial dimension. Between 2013 and 2024, the Golden Triangle
generated 45% of UK university spinouts but attracted 67% of the venture capital they
raised. By contrast, the rest of the UK generated 55% of spinouts but secured only 33% of
investment.

This suggests that the issue outside the Golden Triangle is not a lack of promising
companies, but their unequal access to capital. They face particular difficulties accessing
specialist lead investors, larger funding rounds and later-stage capital, compounded by
thinner networks of experienced founders and scale-up leaders, specialist infrastructure and
professional support. The challenge for the North is therefore to connect its strong innovation
assets to deeper national and international pools of specialist investment and expertise.

Although Hickson’s analysis focuses on university spinouts, its wider lessons about the
importance of investor visibility, specialist expertise, management talent and connected
regional ecosystems are also relevant to other innovation-led firms seeking to scale.

Members stressed the need for clearer end-to-end funding pathways for firms in the North,
with local and national government working together to simplify the system so that
businesses can access the right finance at different stages of their growth cycle. This reflects
recommendations made through NCUB’s Business-led R&D Taskforce work, which
highlighted the importance of more coherent and simplified routes through the innovation
and investment landscape. A clearer front door for firms could help them identify relevant
support, expertise, funding and partners. However, navigation alone will not address the
underlying gap. Local and national partners also need to curate investable pipelines, make
emerging companies more visible, develop sustained relationships with sector-specialist
investors and connect Northern firms to national and international capital.

University-business collaboration essential, but under pressure



In this regard, the Northern Growth Strategy must champion one of the key partners in
connecting promising companies to investment opportunities: universities. Universities
across the North play a vital role as convenors and connectors within regional innovation
ecosystems. They collaborate with businesses to undertake research, providing expertise
and access to vital infrastructure. Businesses, from start-ups and scale-ups through to SMEs
and larger firms, benefit from these collaborations, enhancing their competitiveness through
knowledge exchange. Universities have developed strong links to the most innovative firms
in their areas, and their data and relationships could be used more effectively to demonstrate
the pipeline of companies seeking to scale. This evidence could help investors better
understand the breadth of innovation activity across the North.

This capacity has been built over decades. Between 2004 and 2023, university income from
business collaboration increased from approximately £900 million to £1.5 billion, a rise of
62%. Most UK nations and English regions shared in this growth, demonstrating that
university-business collaboration has become a genuinely national asset rather than one
concentrated in a handful of places.

However, recent progress has begun to reverse. Business collaboration income fell by 3.7%
in real terms in 2024/25, while the number of university-business interactions also declined.

This suggests that the financial pressures facing universities and businesses are beginning

to weaken the relationships needed to translate research and expertise into local economic

impact.

These pressures have been compounded by the loss of European Structural and Investment
Funds, particularly the European Regional Development Fund (ERDF). ERDF enabled
universities to engage local SMEs, provide business and skills support, and develop the
collaborative infrastructure needed for innovation. The UK Shared Prosperity Fund did not
fully reproduce either the scale of this support or the role previously played by universities,
and ended in March 2026. While the new Local Growth Fund provides a successor source of
local growth funding for eleven Mayoral Strategic Authorities, support is less certain
elsewhere.

The Northern Growth Strategy should therefore provide stable, multi-year support for the
partnership infrastructure that enables universities, businesses and local leaders to work
together, not only short-term funding for individual projects. Without this capacity, the North
risks losing relationships and experienced delivery teams that have taken years to develop,
precisely when stronger collaboration is needed to build the pipeline of innovative companies
capable of attracting investment and scaling.

A local lens to nationwide initiatives that unlock private capital

Members pointed to the importance of continued support for schemes such as the Enterprise
Investment Scheme and Venture Capital Trusts, which provide important routes for investors
into small and growing firms. Maintained long-term support for these schemes is essential.
However, there were suggestions that the Northern Growth Strategy should encourage local
government to consider how these national schemes can be used more effectively within
northern innovation ecosystems.

Indeed, our members felt that localised versions of national initiatives aimed at increasing
access to capital should be explored in the Northern Growth Strategy. This should include
how regional pension assets and national institutional capital can be channelled into
professionally managed vehicles capable of investing in high-growth Northern firms,
consistent with fiduciary duties. Public and university-affiliated funds (such as Northern
Gritstone) can help aggregate opportunities, share risk and crowd in private capital, without

4



requiring investors to privilege geography over commercial quality. Across our discussions
with members, it was reiterated that the Northern Growth Strategy represents an opportunity
to scale up successful and effective models of connecting capital to high-growth firms.

Finally, NCUB has conducted analysis in the past on foreign direct investment (FDI) into UK
R&D, to understand what makes an area or region attractive to overseas investors. This
identified some significant challenges faced in Northern English regions, but also many
strengths and opportunities. Again, universities were strongly cited in the research as a key
driver for companies making investments in a certain area. The Northern Growth Strategy
should look to embolden areas across the North to seek higher levels of inward private
investment, and universities would be ideal partners in this endeavour.

An NGS not in isolation

It is worth noting that while NCUB consulted its members in the North of England, there was
clear recognition that the challenges identified in this questionnaire — on transport
connectivity, densification, access to capital and skills, and enriching culture — are not only
faced by the North. Many other parts of the UK face similar hurdles. The Northern Growth
Strategy should rightly identify the specific place-based issues that it can address. However,
the UK Government must ensure the Northern Growth Strategy is not positioned as an
‘either or’ policy agenda. Any existing or future regional growth strategies should seek to pull
in a similar direction — one that sees the common challenges addressed across the country,
and unlocking opportunities in all parts of the UK.

Investing in skills and human capital:

The government will work with local and regional businesses, alongside Mayors and
councils, to identify the extent of skills gaps, and seek to direct interventions to best meet
them, growing the workforce and supporting our Industrial Strategy sectors.

a) What measures across skills, employment and health would see a greater workforce
participation rate in your area, particularly for young people?

Workforce participation is not just an education issue

Increasing workforce participation requires coordinated interventions across transport,
health, education and employer demand. Young people need visible progression routes into
growing sectors, but also affordable transport to reach education and employment,
meaningful experience of the workplace, and employers willing to provide entry-level
opportunities. For those outside the labour market, employment support should be integrated
with health and wellbeing services and designed around local labour-market conditions.

Stronger partnership between employers, universities, colleges and local leaders is essential
to understanding both current skills shortages and the capabilities that places will need in
future. Skills England’s Standard Skills Classification is a significant step forward in
supporting partnership, providing a common terminology for employers and providers to use
when describing skills needs. Skills England’s forecasting similarly provides a valuable,
shared evidence base, including its projection that employment in priority occupations will
grow by almost a quarter by 2035. However, national forecasts must be combined with local
intelligence about planned investment, changing technologies and emerging clusters. Local
partners should use this evidence collectively to anticipate demand and translate it into
decisions about curricula, provision and progression pathways, rather than responding only
once shortages have materialised.



The Strategy’s focus on young people, including those not in education, employment or
training, is both necessary and urgent. However, it should form part of a wider approach to
lifelong learning. Technological change, demographic pressures and the transition of
established industries will require many people already in work to retrain or develop new
capabilities during their careers. Indeed, Skills England concludes that the education pipeline
alone will be insufficient to meet projected demand and that substantial reskilling of the
existing workforce will be required. Pathways should therefore allow people to move
between technical, vocational and academic education throughout their lives, incorporating
qualifications below Level 6, modular and flexible provision, apprenticeships and clear routes
into higher-level study.

Empower employers in skills system, but recognise capacity constraints

This means that collaboration needs to extend throughout the learner journey and include
employers helping to shape curricula; contributing live projects and industry expertise to
courses; providing work experience, internships, apprenticeships and paid placements; and
supporting people to move successfully from education into employment.

In many universities, experiential learning is becoming an increasingly important part of
education, ranging from project-based activity within degrees to full-year placements, but it
depends on sustained commitment and investment from employers. The Strategy’s focus on
young people needs to acknowledge that employer resource is finite, and measures to
increase experiential learning for younger people, or only those on vocational pathways,
could result in less collaborative activity elsewhere in the system. It is important that the
wider impact of any policy interventions is monitored over time, as employers redistribute
capacity.

There are signs that capacity for skills development is under strain for both employers and
providers. Employer investment in training per employee has fallen over the longer term and
remains substantially below the European average. At the same time, financial pressures are
increasingly forcing universities to close or consolidate courses according to what is
affordable to deliver, which may not align with the future needs of local employers or the
wider economy. This creates a risk that strategically important provision — particularly higher-
cost technical and specialist courses — is lost at precisely the point when demand is
expected to grow. The Northern Growth Strategy should therefore support sustained local
employer-education partnerships, including co-investment in experiential learning and
mechanisms to identify and protect provision that is essential to future regional capabilities.

NCUB’s forthcoming High-Skill Economy Inquiry will bring together employers and
universities to develop specific recommendations for anticipating future capability needs,
strengthening collaboration and ensuring education and training provision keeps pace with
changes in the economy and ways of working. Its findings will be relevant to the
implementation of the Northern Growth Strategy and to similar place-based growth
strategies across the UK.

Universities’ role in local talent pipelines

As has been discussed in our response, NCUB’s members have been keen to emphasise
the role of universities in towns and cities across the North, particularly those outside the
largest urban centres. Institutions such as the University of Lancashire and Teesside
University pointed to the high rates of local people entering higher education: this is essential
to skills development within areas outside of large cities.



These institutions also pointed to the high levels of graduate retention, with significant
proportions of students remaining in towns like Preston and Middlesbrough once they have
completed their studies. This is a critical talent pipeline for businesses, and strengthens the
pitch for local government when seeking to attract firms to relocate or stay in regions outside
of big cities.

By no means however do universities work in siloes on this initiative, and our members
stressed the importance of inclusive growth and clear progression pathways for young
people. Universities work closely with schools and colleges to demonstrate routes into higher
education, skilled employment and emerging sectors. In Northumbria, the Energy Central
initiative is an example of how local partnerships can help young people understand and
access opportunities linked to regional economic strengths. These need not always be Level
6 qualifications: indeed many of these initiatives seek to highlight the breadth of training
pathways for local people, and the ability to move between different types of education.

The Northern Growth Strategy again represents an opportunity to scale these types of
activities, and with relatively small levels of public funding, unlock greater collaborative skills
initiatives that best serve areas across the North.

Enriching culture:

Over the coming months, government will work with local leaders and cultural organisations
to explore how investment, governance and major events can be better aligned with
regeneration and growth objectives, ensuring culture plays a full role in northern growth.

a) How can the impact of northern cultural institutions be maximised to attract investment to
the region, and to regenerate local communities in your area?

On this point, our members felt it was important to reiterate the role that universities play in
supporting regeneration and attracting investment. Members pointed to the Turner Prize
being held in Middlesbrough as an example of how major cultural events can form part of
wider regeneration programmes. The Northern Growth Strategy should consider how cultural
assets and events can be better connected to place-based growth strategies, helping to
strengthen local identity, attract visitors and investment, and support broader economic
renewal.



