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Local priorities, national missions: how Mayoral Strategic
Authorities are navigating central-local relations in
industrial policy

Key takeaways

e As part of its aim to boost economic growth across the UK, in 2025 the Government asked
Mayoral Strategic Authorities (MSAs) in England to develop Local Growth Plans (LGPs). These
documents set out an economic overview of the areaq, agreed priorities between MSAs and
government, and an investment pipeline. The majority of England’s current MSAs have now
published final or draft versions of their plans, with more to follow over the coming months.

e LGPsvary significantly, but there are several common features linking those that have been
published so far. As might be expected, analysis reveals close alignment between the eight
growth sectors identified by government in its Modern Industrial Strategy (known as the IS-
8) and those emphasised in LGPs. For example, Advanced Manufacturing features as a key
sector in 11 of the 12 LGPs analysed for this research. There is also evidence of narrative
alignment in the LGPs on nationally led policy priorities in areas such as national security,
productivity and energy.

e However, some MSAs are using the LGP development process to assert regional autonomy.
This is particularly evident in the LGPs produced by larger, established devolved institutions
such as West Midlands Combined Authority and the Greater London Authority.

e LGPs highlight the dual nature of English regional devolution: while presented as locally
shaped strategies, they largely function as instruments for delivering nationally defined
industrial priorities, limiting their ability to fully reflect local strengths.

e Although mayoral authorities are maturing and the integrated, multi-year settlements
available to established MSAs allow greater flexibility in local prioritisation, England’s
centralised fiscal system keeps local economic strategy closely aligned with national policy.
This may limit the potential of LGPs to shape regional economic development policies
distinct from a national-level agenda, which may inhibit realisation of shared priorities.

Devolution White Paper of 2024 — England
remains a highly centralised nation, with
direct funding for MSA activity reliant largely
on transfers from central government. Just
5% of taxis taken at the sub-national level in
England (mostly council tax and business
rates), compared to around 14% in France,
24% in Spain and 33% in Germany (OECD
2023). While MSAs will soon have the option
to introduce taxes on tourism, their power to
raise money for spending on local priorities
remains limited compared to regional
governments in similar sized European
nations.

1. Introduction

Since the mid-2010s, devolution in England
has established new institutions at the
regional level with responsibilities over a
wide variety of policy areas. Mayoral
Strategic Authorities (MSAs), also known as
combined authorities, are tasked with
coordinating strategic transport, identifying
housing and planning priorities, and aligning
skills training with the needs of local
employers. Yet, despite frequent claims from
successive governments of a “devolution
revolution” — most recently in the English
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As aresult, scholars have wrestled with how
to characterise English devolution, and the
implications for MSAs operating within the
tight fiscal constraints of current
arrangements. Mark Sandford (2017: 64), for
example, describes arrangements between
English devolved institutions and national
government as a contractual arrangement,
with regional policymakers able to “pursue
agreed outcomes in discrete policy areas
where a common interest can be identified”.
Others have identified the tension of
devolution between “building up local
priorities and potentials, on the one hand,
and ensuring that local places are
contributing what is needed to realise
national missions, on the other” (Ayres et al.
2025, 11). Regional policymakers in England
are also operating in an institutional
environment where significant powers and
responsibilities are held at the spatial level
below MSAs, with local authorities
responsible for a wide variety of services
including social care, housing and transport.

This tension — between devolution, UK
government’s desire to fulfil its own policy
priorities, and the key role in delivering
services of local authorities —is currently
being played out in industrial policy.
Following its election in 2024, the Labour
Government announced its intention for
MSAs to produce statutory Local Growth
Plans (LGPs). As part of the Government’s
mission to ‘kickstart economic growth’, it
simultaneously launched its own Modern
Industrial Strategy (MIS), identifying sectors
deemed to be of critical importance for the
UK’s economy and security and developing
proposals for supporting these sectors.

This policy briefing, based on interviews with
economic development officers in MSAs and
analysis of the emerging LGPs, explores how
regional policymakers are seeking to
prioritise local economic development
needs, balanced alongside strategic
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government objectives on important policy
issues such as climate change, national
security and improving productivity. It finds
that while significant work has been
undertaken by local policymakers to
develop LGPs, their potential to shape
regional economic development outcomes
may be stymied by their requirement to be
closely aligned to the key sectors identified
in the national industrial strategy.

2. Industrial strategy and local
economic development

The MIS identifies eight key sectors
(commonly referred to as the IS-8) deemed
to be of critical importance for the UK's
economy and security: advanced
manufacturing; clean energy industries;
creative industries; defence; digital and
technologies; financial services; life
sciences; and professional and business
services. Sector plans have been produced
for each of the IS-8 sectors, developed in
collaboration with industry stakeholders.
LGPs should, according to the Government,
“highlight connections between local and
national initiatives to support the growth-
driving sectors set out in the Industrial
Strategy and its eight sector plans” (MHCLG
2025, 7). In developing LGPs, MSAs were
asked to state how they will use their
“devolved powers, funding and functions
across strategic planning, skills and
transport” to support the IS-8 sectors.

LGPs are the latest example of regional
leaders in England being tasked with
developing place-based economic
strategies linked to national priorities. Under
Theresa May's 2016-19 Conservative
government, combined authorities
developed Local Industrial Strategies
aligned to the national Industrial Strategy,
with each identifying sectors of regional
significance. City Deals, introduced by the
2010-2015 Coalition government, provided



https://www.gov.uk/government/collections/the-uks-modern-industrial-strategy-2025
https://www.gov.uk/government/collections/the-uks-modern-industrial-strategy-2025
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new powers and funding for local authorities
and Local Enterprise Partnerships (LEPs) over
business support, skills and training and
transport, with leaders required to identify
local assets that could help boost economic
growth. In the 2000s, the Labour government
established Local Area Agreements, with
targets and outcomes across arange of
economic and public service policy areas
agreed between local authorities and UK
government, later expanding this model to
Multi Area Agreements covering city-
regions.

All Mayoral Strategic Authorities (MSAs) in
England (currently 14, including London) are
required to produce an LGP which provides:

¢ Aneconomic overview of the area

e Agreed shared priorities between MSAs
and government

e Aninvestment pipeline

There is no publicised deadline for MSAs to
publish their LGPs, but most have now
produced draft or final versions of the plans.
While there is no set format, most LGPs are
closely aligned with the IS-8 sectors. Most
also have a spatial element, identifying key
sites or areas where particular types of
economic activity are likely to take place.
Several LGPs go beyond a narrow, sector-
focused approach to industrial strategy by
identifying wider priorities covering policy
areas such as skills, housing and transport.

3. How do central-local relations
shape Local Growth Plans?

Between July and October 2025, | conducted
12 semi-structured interviews with senior
economic development officers
representing 8 MSAs that had produced
draft or final versions of their LGP. | also
carried out document analysis of the 12 LGPs
that had been published by the end of
October 2025. My overarching objective was
to develop understanding of the character
of central-local relations in England’s
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current devolution framework. To achieve
this, | wanted to understand how regional
policymakers, working within MSAs, went
about the task of designing LGPs, and how
this process was influenced by national
industrial policy. In the interviews, and when
analysing the plans, | focused on three key
questions:

e Sectors: Which IS-8 sectors are included
and/or emphasised in each LGP?

¢ Government priorities: Which national
policy priorities are reflected in each
LGP?

e Agency: How do LGPs reflect local and
regional priorities?

Sectors

There is a high degree of alignment
between LGPs and the MIS in the key sectors
identified, illustrated in Table 1. Several 1S-8
sectors are included in almost all LGPs,
limiting the distinctiveness of LGPs and
arguably their potential to reflect specific
local and regional sectoral strengths.
Advanced Manufacturing, for example,
features in 11 of the 12 analysed LGPs, as
does Digital and Technologies. Other
popular sectors include creative, clean
energy and life sciences.

Financial services feature in only two LGPs
(London and West Yorkshire) despite
representing 9% of total UK economic output
(Hutton et al. 2024). Similarly, professional
and business services accounts for 13.6% of
UK economic output (ONS 2025) but also
only features as akey IS-8 sector in two
LGPs (London and West Midlands). While this
accurately reflects the dominance of
London in these sectors in terms of
economic output, both sectors are also
significant contributors to economic output
across the country. In Cambridgeshire and
Peterborough, for example, financial and
property services (not included as a priority
sector in the LGP) contributes 15.4% of GDP,
while manufacturing (included in the LGP)




sits at 12.9% (North East Evidence Hub 2025).

This may indicate priority being given to
national rather than local priorities.

One MSA officer described discussions with
civil servants when developing the plan:

“I'm reminded of the Ford thing — ‘you
can have any colour, as long as it’s black'.
So government’s guidance on this was
‘oh, you can do whatever you like, it's your
plan - but it's got toinclude X, Y and Z.””

Table I. The 12 LGPs analysed for this research and the IS-8 sectors as growth, priority or key sectors within

them.
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Liverpool City X X X X X Visitor
Region economy
Maritime
Greater X X X X X
Manchester*
Lancashire** X X X X Visitor
economy
West Yorkshire X X X X X
South Yorkshire X X X X X X
York and North X X X X Food
Yorkshire
London X X X X International
education
(universities)
Visitor and
experience
economy
North East X X X X
West Midlands X
Cambridgeshire X X Agri-food
and Peterborough
East Midlands X X X X X X Visitor
economy
West Midlands *** X X X X Everyday
economy

* The Greater Manchester LGP had not been published at the time this research was undertaken. Analysis
of sector coverage is derived from draft documents and interviews with MSA officers.

** Lancashire currently has a Combined County Authority not an MSA.

*** The West Midlands LGP identifies five specific sectors with high growth potential. advanced
engineering, light electric vehicles and batteries; clean tech and smart energy systems; health and
medical devices, diagnostics and associated digital healthcare; digital tech and creative; next generation
services. For the purpose of this research these sectors are re-categorised into the IS-8 sectors.
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Government priorities

Key national policy priorities are reflected
throughout the MIS and the individual LGPs.

Raising productivity is a core objective in
many LGPs, and government guidance
states they should “set out the priorities
where the authority will focus its devolved
powers and funding to drive productivity
and growth” (MHCLG 2025, 3). As detailed in
a previously published Heseltine Institute
policy briefing, productivity is central to the
Liverpool City Region LGP, with an objective
to close the current 11% productivity gap
between LCR and the England average.

National security is also a common theme
across the MIS and LGPs, reflecting UK policy
consensus about the need for increased
defence spending following the 2022
Russian invasion of Ukraine. Five of the 12
LGPs analysed included defence as a key IS-
8 sector, while some documents made
explicit reference to national security issues
and the region’s role in supporting national
defence priorities. Lancashire’s LGP, for
example, states:

“At a time of heightened conflict and
uncertainty, Lancashire’s contribution has
never been greater, drawing on some of
the area’s largest and most successful
employers, assets, and products. These
support national food and energy
security, as well as defence-related
manufacturing and operational
capabilities.” (LCCA 2025)

A third example of alignment is an emphasis
on net zero carbon emissions, in line with the
UK's climate objectives. West Yorkshire's LGP
(one of only two of the 12 analysed that did
not include clean energy as akey IS-8
sector), makes clear throughout that any
growth strategy must be aligned with green
policy objectives including an aspiration to
achieve net zero in the region by 2038. The
East Midlands LGP meanwhile positions the
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region as a national leader in clean growth,
while York and North Yorkshire is “in a prime
position to support national and global
efforts to combat climate change, even
going beyond net zero and becoming
England’s first carbon negative region”
(YNYCA 2025, 21).

Agency

Despite strong sectoral and narrative
alignment with national policy, there is also
evidence that MSAs are using LGPs to exert
their agency and address local economic
development policy priorities — although the
extent to which this is being achieved varies
between MSAs. Several MSA officers
interviewed, for example, highlighted how
the process of developing LGPs has
provided opportunities to engage further
with local businesses, advance the
development of local economic evidence
and interrogate how devolved
responsibilities can be leveraged to address
local barriers to economic growth.

There is particular evidence of MSAs
emphasising the local priority of ‘inclusivity’
as well as growth, with one officer explaining
how the tension between these two
objectives may be navigated within LGPs:

“If you care about regional productivity,
you might extend the transport network
from the city centre to a quite wealthy
area. If you care about inclusion, you
probably connect it the most deprived
neighbourhoods. If you didn't care about
just productivity and cared about that
plus how we make sure the benefits are
distributed widely, you'd have to go the
extra mile..we have chosen to kind of sit
somewhere in the middle with the
strategy we've chosen.”

There is also some limited evidence of
divergence from the IS-8 sectors, primarily
within those LGPs produced by the largest
and longest established MSAs. London’s LGP,
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one of the first produced, identifies
international education (not in the IS-8) as a
growth sector, highlighting the fact that
more than a quarter of undergraduates at
London universities and two thirds of
postgraduates come from outside the UK,
and making clear that the Mayor and
Greater London Authority would be setting
out its own distinctive policy approach to
universities. Others set out alternative
approaches to growth and productivity,
marking a difference in approach from the
sector-focused MIS. The West Midlands LGP,
for example, is accompanied by a theory of
growth which “understands the West
Midlands economy as a complex system
and differs from traditional approaches to
developing a regional economic strategy”
(WMCA 2025, 4). It sets out an alternative to
the ‘archetype and benchmark’ model of
defining what a strong economy looks like
and identifying how the region’s sectoral mix
differs from this model, instead proposing a
more structural approach promoting
greater spatial and sectoral diversity.

4. Negotiating the tension between
national policy objectives and
regional autonomy

LGPs illustrate both the promise and
limitations of the current model of English
regional devolution. On the one hand, LGPs
are promoted as locally designed strategies.
They provide opportunities for local
policymakers to build on existing economic
development activity, collate economic
evidence, identify key industrial and sectoral
assets, and develop approaches to
removing constraints on growth. On the
other hand, they are vehicles for the delivery
of a nationally designed Industrial Strategy.
The identification of eight sectors within the
MIS, and the instruction from government
that LGPs should focus primarily on these
sectors, may narrow their potential to be
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genuinely reflective of local strengths and
assets.

The statement, in the English Devolution
White Paper, that mayors are “key partners
in delivering the growth mission” (MHCLG
2024, 41), is revealing of how the relationship
between government and the devolved
institutions established over the last decade
is perceived within parts of the state.
However, as this research highlights, LGPs
exemplify the tight control that the central
state can continue to exert on devolved
institutions despite recent progress to
provide them with more powers and
responsibilities.

The concept of ‘shared’ priorities between
MSAs and UK government could be tested
as new strategic authorities are introduced,
and established MSAs experience changes
in political leadership. The multi-year
integrated settlements now delivered to
established mayoral strategic authorities do
provide some additional flexibility for
regional policymakers, but the absence of
devolved fiscal levers in England’s highly
centralised system means local economic
strategies will remain closely tied to national
industrial policy priorities. This close
alignment between national industrial
strategy and LGPs could result in missed
opportunities to develop distinctive
economic policy offers tailored to local and
regional needs — potentially stifling the very
growth that government is pushing for.
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