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The impact of COVID-19 on the 
English regions 
This article should be read alongside Nick Gallop’s article on devolution (pp.2–6) 

As well as causing conflict between the four nations of the UK, the COVID-19 pandemic has 
highlighted the North–South divide within England. Questions have been raised about whether central 
control from Westminster is the correct approach to dealing with the crisis, or if a more regional 
approach would be more successful. Compared to many of its European neighbours, the UK is highly 
centralised. Would local officials be able to manage COVID more effectively? Should there be more 
devolution and decentralisation within England? 

Asymmetric decentralisation 
In 2000 the Greater London Authority was created and the London Mayor and Assembly were given 
powers over transport, policing, economic development and emergency planning. This was followed in 
2004 by referendums on devolution in the Northwest. After low turnout, and with those who did vote 
being 3–1 against, the idea was dropped. Ten years later, the coalition government offered first 
Manchester and then, between 2014 and 2018, the West Midlands, Liverpool, Cambridgeshire and 
Peterborough, North of Tyne, Tees Valley, Sheffield, West of England and West Yorkshire, the 
opportunity to have increased devolution of power and resources and a directly elected mayor. 

This created an asymmetrical system, where eight areas (20% of the UK population) have a metro 
mayor with considerable powers, and other regions, including cities such as Oxford and most rural 
areas, do not. The system of elected mayors has been created in an unplanned fashion, based on 
separate negotiations, and is mostly focused on economic development. Powers and budgets vary 
considerably between these regions. 

The impact of the COVID crisis on the regions 
Andy Burnham, metro mayor of the Greater Manchester Region, became the popular figurehead of 
the struggle between central and regional government in October 2020, when he refused to agree to 
Manchester being put into tier 3 restrictions without additional financial support. Burnham also 
objected to the imposition of the tier without consultation. Before this, many people in Leicester had 
complained that lockdown decisions there were imposed from London without negotiation or clear 
data to support them. It has also been argued that the spring lockdown of 2020 was lifted when it was 
appropriate to do so in the south, but not in the north, where the virus had hit later. This, it was 
suggested, meant that the COVID rates were higher in these areas over the summer and reflected the 
London-centric bias within Westminster. It also suggested that a regional approach would be more 
effective. 
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The row between Burnham and the government revived the argument that decisions made in 
Westminster tend to favour the south of England. Burnham argues that England has ‘devolution in 
name but not in reality’ and has called for significant increases in powers and budgets. Alongside 
other metro mayors such as Steve Rotherham, mayor of the Liverpool City Region, he called for more 
consultation and involvement in the decision-making process over COVID restrictions. However, this 
was not successful. 

Another argument for further devolution can be linked to the failure of the track and trace system. 
Burnham has spoken of the need for a better regional and local response to the pandemic, where 
people who know the area are involved in contact tracing and supporting those who need to self-
isolate, instead of the privatised centralised system, which has seen many people fail to self-isolate. 
Germany is often used as an example of a much more successful system. 

Arguments in favour of further English devolution 
• Government closer to the people is likely to be more trusted and policies can be designed that 

are appropriate to local need. 

• The north has suffered from years of neglect from Westminster. This would be a chance to 
end this injustice and ‘level up’. 

• The asymmetry of the present system lacks any clear design or planning and is confusing and 
illogical. 

Arguments against further English devolution 
• It introduces a new layer of bureaucracy and could create unnecessary expense and 

confusion. 

• Unless the new bodies have real powers and significant budgets (like the Scottish Parliament) 
they would be unable to be very effective. 

• National oversight in many areas such as infrastructure is always necessary. 

What next for England? 
The pandemic has shown that England is still highly centralised. Boris Johnson has talked about his 
‘levelling up’ agenda and the need to ‘build back better’. He also needs to keep the Red Wall seats at 
the next general election — these areas are highly sensitive to accusations of London bias, which was 
part of the reason for support for Brexit. It may be that there will now be further decentralisation of 
power in England. A white paper was promised but has been delayed. However, a move to a more 
federal system (like Germany or the USA), where regional or state power has equal and protected 
status, is highly unlikely. 
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