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Reassessing the concept of policy termination: the case of regional policy
in England

Martin Ferry* and John Bachtler
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of Strathclyde in Glasgow, 40 George Street, Glasgow, G1 1QE, UK

The concept of policy termination is regaining currency as governments reassess
policy commitments and budgets amidst the global financial and economic crisis.
What factors affect the decision to terminate a specific policy? Are some policies
more susceptible to termination than others? This article addresses these
questions using a case study of regional policy in England where, following a
change in UK government in 2010, the institutional and policy basis for regional
economic policy has been overhauled. It assesses whether these changes amount
to a case of policy termination and explores the factors that have influenced
policy change. Based on one of the few non-US cases, it tests the validity of
theoretical frameworks that have been employed for analysing, categorising and
explaining policy termination and draws conclusions on the power of these
frameworks to account sufficiently for the processes of policy change observed.
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Introduction

Policy termination can be regarded as part of the classic policy cycle. Yet, compared
to stages such as agenda setting, policy formation, implementation and evaluation,
termination has been given limited attention in policy research since it was first
explored in the 1960s. The initial theoretical analyses were constrained by the
available material. Critics questioned the relevance of such analyses given the
reluctance of policy-makers to terminate policies (Bauer 2009). ‘“Termination’ was
regarded as a blunt concept; some favoured policy succession, modification or
adjusted continuation to analyse complex processes of policy change (Hogwood and
Peters 1982).

The concept of policy termination is now regaining currency. Indebted govern-
ments in developed countries are reassessing policy commitments and spending, with
deep cuts and cancellation of policy programmes. In these circumstances, ‘knowledge
about the termination conditions for public investment is in fact in great demand’
(Bauer 2009). Renewed academic interest is focusing on the determinants of policy
termination: what factors affect the decision to terminate a specific policy? Are some
policies more susceptible to termination than others?

This article addresses these questions using a case study of regional policy in
England. The case is interesting because of the high profile given to regional policy
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from the election of a Labour government in 1997 up to 2010. This government’s
economic policy goals included a reduction of regional differences in growth and
productivity, and it believed that an effective policy for regional development
required regionally differentiated intervention to address perceived market failures.
A new institutional framework was created, giving increased administrative
responsibilities to regional Government Offices and, later, Regional Development
Agencies (RDAs) for strategic planning and economic development. A so-called
‘regional dimension’ was incorporated into the design and implementation of
numerous programmes for business support, inward investment, rural development,
urban regeneration, skills training, industrial productivity and land management and
regeneration.

However, following the 2010 change of UK government, regional policy in
England was completely overhauled. Ministers in the new Conservative-Liberal
Democrat Coalition government denounced the previous policy as wasteful,
bureaucratic, unnecessary and ineffective. The funding for regional policy instru-
ments was stopped, the RDAs were abolished, and other parts of regional policy
administration were dismantled. Even the collection of regional statistics has recently
been stopped. The process is such that, according to some observers, the word
‘region’ is being removed from the contemporary English policy vocabulary (Bentley,
Bailey, and Shutt 2010; Pugalis 2011).

This article assesses whether recent changes in English regional policy amount to
a case of policy termination and explores the factors that have influenced policy
change. Based on one of the few non-US cases, it tests the validity of theoretical
frameworks employed for analysing, categorising and explaining policy termination
and draws conclusions on the power of these frameworks to account sufficiently for
the processes of policy change observed.

Methodologically, the article is based on empirical analysis and observation of
regional development in England conducted at UK and regional levels over the past
decade. The principal secondary sources are legislation, departmental and RDA
reports, and the professional (regeneration, planning, regional/local development)
and academic literatures. Insights have also been drawn from a longitudinal study of
regional policies in the UK and other European countries, spanning the period of the
case study in this article, and which has included annual interviews with senior
officials in the regional development units of UK government departments (Business,
Innovation & Skills - and its predecessor, the Department of Trade & Industry) and
with senior officials in the regional policy units of former Government Offices and
RDAs in three regions: North-East England, South-West England, East Midlands.
The most recent results of the longitudinal study are reported more fully in Bachtler et
al. (2011) and Davies et al. (2012) (see http://www.eprc.strath.ac.uk/eorpa/default.
php).

The article begins by setting out an analytical framework, based on a review of
the literature. The aim is to meet the two core challenges facing policy termination
analysis (deLeon 1978a): to establish when a policy can be described as terminated
and to identify key factors influencing the process of termination. The article then
applies this analytical framework to the English case, assessing whether it involves a
case of policy termination, what factors have determined the dismantling of regional
policy, and what has made English regional policy susceptible to termination. The
concluding section considers how the empirical research fits with existing policy
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frameworks of policy termination and suggests some refinements to theory.
An important theoretical insight, drawing on ideas in the policy punctuation
literature, is the need for studies of policy termination to take a longitudinal view.

Analytical framework — policy termination and its determinants
Identifying policy termination

A fundamental problem encountered by previous researchers is the difficulty in
establishing when government interventions in a given policy field have actually
ceased. Several factors act as disincentives to termination: the ‘sunk costs’ associated
with dismantling a policy; the negative political connotations of policy termination;
and resistance from interests associated with the policy (implementers, stakeholders,
beneficiaries). Collectively, they support the continuation of policies in some form or
another (Stewart, Hedge, and Lester 2008). Indeed, decisions to terminate a specific
policy do not automatically guarantee that it will come to an end. Policies may
continue to operate, in modified form, long after official decisions on termination
have been made (Frantz 2002). Moreover, certain elements of a policy can cease
without the policy itself being terminated.

The classic definition of policy termination, provided by deLeon (1978b, 370), is
that termination involves the ‘the deliberate conclusion or cessation of specific
government functions, programmes, policies or organisations’. Since then, theorists
have sought to capture the subtle and complex changes associated with termination.
For example, a distinction has been drawn between termination, substitution (when
elimination is compensated for by new measures) and dismantling (partial termina-
tion in which different dimensions of a policy area can be ended, significantly
reformed or redirected without complete termination taking place) (Knill, Tosun,
and Bauer 2009).

The ‘termination schemata’ initially developed by deLeon (1978a) covers four
fundamental components of analysis — functions, institutions, policies and pro-
grammes — that have been taken on in subsequent research (e.g. Daniels 1997). The
first heading concerns the overall policy setting: how the policy in question relates to
the basic functions of the state. State functions are based on fundamental
assumptions about the role and responsibility of government, transcending specific
policies or organisations and, thus, could be strongly resistant to termination.

Institutions are understood as formal organisational relationships among
government agencies, with accompanying rules, hierarchies and decision-making
mechanisms. Termination of an institution occurs when all of its functions have been
eliminated, with no replacement institution (Lewis 2002). The literature on
institutional change emphasises the Darwinian propensity for institutions to adapt,
seeking longevity and resilience (Zhang 2009). The longer they survive, the more
established they become and the more resistant to the threat of termination.

Policies are general approaches or strategies applied to the performance of
government. For several reasons, these are more susceptible to termination than
State functions or organisations, which usually act out of self-preservation and will
sacrifice a policy in order to save the whole. Organisations usually have stronger
political support than policies. Also, policies are easier to isolate and evaluate than
organisations, which may have multiple policy objectives.
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Lastly, individual programmes and instruments are regarded as the easiest
elements to terminate. As operational manifestations of policies, programmes can
readily be dropped and replaced with ‘more effective’ programmes (deLeon 1978b;
Daniels 1997; Geva-May and Wildavsky 1997). As with institutions, research
indicates high risks of termination early in the life of programmes and lower risks
as programmes age (Corder 2004).

Explaining policy termination

The second challenge for theorising policy termination is causality: which factors
determine whether a specific policy is terminated? Previous research reveals a basic
distinction between external factors that can combine to initiate, accelerate or
obstruct policy termination, and internal or policy-specific factors that help explain
why a particular policy is targeted (Geva-May and Wildavsky 1997; Geva-May 2004;
Graddy and Ye 2008; Zhang 2009).

External factors

Budgetary constraint is an obvious factor. Empirical evidence shows that public
budget deficits and government cost-cutting influence the termination of public
programmes or organisations (Kirkpatrick, Lester, and Peterson 1999). Policy
evaluation and appraisal of the efficiency and effectiveness of interventions may
also have a role, especially given the increasing use of evaluation — certainly under
regional policies in Europe (Bachtler 2011). In theory, evaluations that reveal policy
inefficiencies increase the likelihood of termination.

A further potential determinant is a government’s ideological perspective on
the role of the state. A change in the philosophical or intellectual approach to
government, most obviously as the result of elections, may lead to policy termination
(Harris 1997). The explanatory power of ideas in understanding policy change is
central to the theory of discursive institutionalism (Schmidt 2008; Doberstein 2011).
The influence of an ideational or discursive turn goes beyond a shift in the specific
priorities or interests of governing parties, focusing on such fundamental questions
as what the role or ‘size’ of government should be (Taylor 2000). The elections of
Ronald Reagan in the USA and Margaret Thatcher in the UK are often cited as
evidence of the influence of ideological change, at the time regarded as an
‘intellectual eagerness’ to terminate policies, programmes or agencies (Frantz 1992;
Lewis 2002). US experience led deLeon (2002) to argue that ‘fundamental questions
of values and ideologies, rather than economies and efficiencies, provide the grounds
for termination’.

Previous research suggests that a combination of these three factors — financial
constraint, evaluations of policy effectiveness/efficiency and ideological perspec-
tives — helps explain policy termination in most cases. Drawing on theories of policy
change (Kingdon 1995), Geva-May (2004) argues that the combined influence of
these factors may open a ‘window of opportunity’ for policy termination. However,
these external factors do not explain why, when this window opens, a specific policy
is targeted for termination. Budget constraints may place termination on the agenda,
but why do some policies survive while others fall? Evaluations and appraisals may
highlight inefficiencies, but the conclusions of such studies are not always acted on
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(Jones et al. 2009). Lastly, it is challenging to assess the specific influence of
ideological factors in termination processes. The link between a government’s
attitude towards the size and function of the state and the fate of specific policies is
difficult to prove. Changing ideological or political preferences may prompt
expansion or contraction of state intervention, but this does not fully account for
why certain policies, programmes or agencies are targeted (Bauer 2009).

Policy-specific factors

Responding to the limitations of external factors, analyses have emphasised the
characteristics of specific policies that influence termination. One is the institutional
and legal context: policies with a constitutional basis may be more resistant to being
terminated (deLeon 1978a) than policies based on government acts or White Papers.
An actor’s position in the institutional environment also determines its ability to
influence or resist policy change (Richardson 2000; Shockley 2012).

A second policy-specific factor is the resources and capacity attached to a policy.
High levels of funding may strengthen the status of a policy and the scope to resist
termination. The age, size (in terms of budget and personnel) and political autonomy
of government institutions (ministries, departments, agencies) may also be influential
(Bauer 2009; Boin, Kuipers, and Steenbergen 2010).

Lastly, there is the political salience of a particular policy. Policies anticipated
to have a relatively short timescale can have exit strategies, ‘sunset clauses’ or
termination arrangements built in at the design stage (Bardach 1976). Equally, the
issues that a policy is designed to address may have changed sufficiently for policy
intervention to be no longer justified. Decisions on terminating a policy will also be
informed by calculations about potential political repercussions (Bauer 2009).

Taken together, research suggests that these policy-specific factors influence the
likelihood of successful acquiescence or resistance when external factors open the
‘window of opportunity’ for policy termination. This provides a model for assessing
policy termination, involving the identification of the extent and location of policy
termination (on the basis of functions, institutions, policies, instruments) and
assessing the determinants of the termination process (external events, policy-specific
factors). The following section applies this analytical framework to recent changes in
English regional policy. Do these changes amount to policy termination? If so, which
factors (triggering events and/or policy-specific characteristics) have been influential?

Explaining changes in English regional policy — a case of policy termination?

In applying the analytical model elaborated above to the case of regional policy in
England, this section reviews the development of English regional policy over the
1997-2010 period to establish the status quo ante. It then examines the changes to
assess whether they amount to policy termination and explores the factors that have
influenced the process.

Context: regional policy in England, 1997-2010

Until 2010, the ‘UK approach’ to regional policy (in practice, limited to England)
was based on a model developed by the Labour Party in opposition (RPC 1996) and
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introduced after the party took power in the years following the 1997 General
Election (DETR 1997; Balls 2000; HMT/DTTI 2001; Fothergill 2005).

In terms of functions, a new approach to regional policy was framed as part of the
Labour government’s commitment to full employment, requiring ‘an active role in
supporting balanced regional growth and urban regeneration’ (Balls 2000, 11).
Subsequently set out in the 2001 White Paper (HMT/DTI 2001), the government
argued that long-term regional economic disparities could be accounted for by
regional variations in performance (productivity) related to market failures in skills,
innovation, investment, competition and enterprise. Its regional policy response
committed the government to raising the productivity of the UK economy, delivering
the ‘conditions for business success’ in the UK, and improving the economic
performance of all English regions and reducing the gap in economic growth rates
between regions. These ambitions were encapsulated in a Public Service Agreement
(HMT 2002), to which the Treasury, the Department of Trade and Industry (DTI)
and the Department for Communities and Local Government (CLG) were joint
signatories. Although subject to revisions, the PSA maintained a consistent vision of
the government’s role in regional policy for almost a decade.

Concerning institutions, the declared approach to improving regional perfor-
mance, was ‘to support and strengthen regional leadership, empower the regions to
generate their own solutions’ (DTI 2005). Administrative regionalisation was part of
the agenda, notably through the establishment in 1999 of RDAs in each of the eight
English regions and London. Their responsibility was to develop and implement
regional economic strategies together with other local and regional organisations.
The RDA responsibilities progressively expanded, encompassing most English
business support measures as well as responsibilities for transport, tourism
promotion, planning and housing. In addition, RDAs were ‘delegated bodies’ for
managing European regional development programmes in the 2007-2013 period.
Lastly, in 2007, the Prime Minister appointed ministers for the English regions
(HMSO 2007). Nine Regional Parliamentary Select Committees were established to
ensure that regional Ministers, RDAs and the government’s regional policy as a
whole were subject to formal parliamentary scrutiny.

In terms of policy, the government’s strategic approach was elaborated in a series
of reports, consultations and White Papers (HMT/DTI 2001; DTI/DEE 2001;
Cabinet Office and DTLR 2002), leading up to the ‘modern regional policy’ paper in
2003 (HMT, DTI, and ODPM 2003). Shifting the focus from targeting ‘problem
regions’, the new approach sought to ‘maximise the economic potential of all
regions’ by addressing ‘market failures’. The stated task of regional policy was to
stimulate supply-side, endogenous growth (based on innovation and technology
transfer, new enterprise formation, training and education). This involved a more
decentralised approach to policy delivery, but within a centrally determined
framework of objectives and targets.

With respect to instruments and programmes, the use of ‘standard’ policy tools
(such as financial subsidies and incentives) was gradually superseded by programmes
of interventions implemented by the RDAs (Mrinska 2008), although some national
regional policy instruments did continue to be used, notably the core regional
investment aid — Regional Selective Assistance (RSA), subsequently recast as
Selective Finance for Investment in England (SFIE) and in 2009 Grant for Business
Investment (GBI). Resources were allocated to individual RDAs using a complex,
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weighted formula that took account of various measures of need and opportunity,
peaking at around £2.3 billion for 2007-2008.

English regional policy since 2010 — what has changed?

The 2010 General Election and subsequent formation of a Conservative-Liberal
Democrat ‘Coalition government’ in 2010 brought an overhaul of regional policy in
England. The Coalition government launched a series of reforms, termed the
‘disbanding’ (Pugalis and Fisher 2011) and a ‘bonfire’ (Richardson 2011) of regional
policy and the assertion that ‘regionalism is dead’ (Bentley, Bailey, and Shutt 2010).
The key question is whether these reforms amount to a case of policy termination or
if processes of modification, adjustment, substitution or succession are taking place.

Applying the analytical criteria discussed above, the Coalition government’s
assessment of the existing policy model included a strong critique of the functions of
the state in the regional policy sphere. In October 2010, it published a White Paper
arguing that the previous approach to sub-national economic development was
flawed because it was too interventionist; it criticised the belief that government
plans could both determine where growth should happen and stimulate that growth
(Department for Business, Innovation and Skills (DBIS) 2010b). Instead, the
Coalition put forward its ambition for an economy ‘driven by private sector growth’
rather than government intervention. The role of government in setting regional
policy targets was deemed to be misguided. The PSA, through which the previous
government had set high-level performance targets for regional policy, was
abandoned and replaced with a set of general, largely aspatial ‘benchmarks’.

With respect to institutions, the abolition of the RDAs, and the scrapping of the
network of regional government offices in the October 2010 Spending Review
dismantled the regional-level institutional framework. A new institutional architec-
ture has emerged in England, which involves both centralisation and localisation. On
the one hand, the government claims to be shifting power to local communities and
businesses, for example, via the creation of Local Enterprise Partnerships (LEPs),
based on associations of local authorities, with the remit of addressing ‘local barriers
to business-led growth’ through local planning or transport initiatives. The
government has also centralised certain policy instruments, including business
support, innovation and international investment. The tension between a stated
‘localist’ agenda and the centralisation of resource allocation has been termed
‘centralised localism’ (Broughton, Berkeley, and Jarvis 2011, 88). In place of regional
government offices and agencies, DBIS has established six local units to support the
delivery of BIS policy ‘on the ground’, albeit with a fraction of the resources
(approximately 50 staff covering all of England) employed in the former regional
bodies. In comparison, at their peak, the RDAs employed 3,470 staff (in 2008/09).

The policy framework set out in the White Paper emphasised local autonomy, the
role of the private sector and market-based organising principles (DBIS 2010b).
Among four economic ‘ambitions’ set out by the government in a ‘Plan for Growth’
(HMT/DBIS 2011) is the policy objective of ‘rebalancing’ the economy with a move
away from a reliance on a narrow range of sectors and regions, towards a more even
pattern based on investment and exports, with strong growth more fairly shared
across the UK.
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Up to 2010, the main instruments of regional policy in the UK were regional aid,
assistance provided to firms though measures supporting the business environment
and regional development programmes. At the heart of the framework were Regional
Economic Strategies (run by the RDAs) and Regional Spatial Strategies prepared by
Regional Assemblies latterly being brought together in Integrated Regional
Strategies. After May 2010, the Regional Economic Strategies were scrapped and
the Regional Spatial Strategies revoked. State funding for Regional Observatories,
Regional Leaders’ Boards and Regional Select Committees were withdrawn, and
even the collection of regional statistics have been scrapped (Branson 2012).

Concerning regional aid, the Coalition government abolished GBI in February
2011, except for ‘large exceptional projects’ and support for offshore wind schemes.
At the same time, the Coalition government launched a new Regional Growth Fund,
with £1.4 billion over the 2011-2014 period to stimulate private sector investment by
providing support for projects that offer significant potential for long-term economic
growth and the creation of additional sustainable private sector jobs. Also abolished
is the Business Link regional programme, formerly administered by the RDAs,
replaced by a national website and call centre. Reflecting the local and sectoral focus
of the new government’s enterprise policy, the establishment of 21 Enterprise Zones
in England was announced in March 2011, with business rate discounts and public
support for planning and broadband development (and reinstating a policy used in
the 1980s). Another aspect of the strategy is rewarding the pursuit of growth at the
local level by the introduction of business rate retention and tax increment financing.
A consequence of this is that those who are already in growth areas are far more
easily able to benefit from this approach.

English regional policy since 2010 — a case of policy termination?

The analytical framework of policy termination is a useful lens for examining the
rationale and processes of policy change at different levels of policy. By assessing
recent changes to individual components (functions, institutional frameworks, policy
and instruments), the scale and direction of change become clear. It is notable that
termination has occurred primarily in specific, lower-level components of the policy
rather than applying to the policy as a whole. The clearest evidence for termination is
at the level of the service and instrument: RDA and regional Government Offices
have been abolished, the framework of strategies has disappeared, major investment
programmes such as GBI have been radically cut back, withdrawn or amalgamated,
and advisory services have been rationalised. Under other headings, a degree of
substitution has taken place; the functions of the state have been reconceptualised
and rescaled from regional to local and central levels. A number of new initiatives
have been introduced, including a three-year Regional Growth Fund, 21 Enterprise
Zones and regional concessions on national insurance payments. In place of regional
action, LEPs have been created, as part of a wider localism agenda. The creation of
the Regional Growth Fund (albeit with modest resources) shows that, despite the
political narrative, the Coalition government has not completely adopted the
‘functional vision’ of market forces shaping economic geography. The Regional
Growth Fund aims to increase the level of private sector employment in areas
dependent on the public sector. Regional rebalancing is not one of its explicit
objectives but it does focus more heavily on the North. Moreover, there is some
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continuity with approaches under the previous Labour government, and a number of
compensatory new initiatives have been introduced. The overall State task, though
reformulated, still includes the objective of addressing territorial economic imbal-
ances.

The above research underscores the arguments of Bauer (2009) for differentiation
in the concept of policy termination. Applying the case of English regional policy
to Bauer’s differentiation model (see Figure 1), validates his argument that
generating the necessary political support for termination becomes increasingly
difficult — moving from level of service, through instrument, programme, political
aim and State task.

What factors have driven policy termination?

The second question for this analysis concerns causality: what factors influenced the
targeting of regional policy as a candidate for termination? As we have seen, other
studies distinguish between external factors (fiscal constraints, policy evaluation and
appraisal and ideological change) that put termination on the public policy agenda,
and ‘policy-specific’ factors (institutional setting, resources, political salience) that
help explain why a particular policy is targeted for termination.

External factors - finance and ideology

In the case of regional policy in England, financial constraints were a key factor.
Even before the change of government, the economic recession and the need for
fiscal consolidation led to RDA funding of almost £400 million in 2008—2009 being
diverted to other government priorities, in addition to a requirement for operational
savings. Soon after the Coalition government took office, it announced public
expenditure cuts of £6.2 billion in 2010-2011. The budgets of regional policy’s main
sponsor departments were reduced significantly: DBIS spending plans were cut by
£836 million (including £74 million spent via the RDAs) and DCLG by £780 million
(Ward 2010).

Policy evaluation and appraisal were not an obvious deciding factor in the
termination of English regional policy. In 2009, an independent, national-level
evaluation of the impact of the RDAs presented evidence that all RDAs had

Increase in clientele
. .. resistance
Level of Regional policy in England ~
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Figure 1. Bauer’s (2009) differentiation of the concept of policy termination, applied to the
changes to English regional policy.
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generated regional economic benefits which exceeded their costs: every pound spent
by RDAs was said to add approximately £4.50 to regional economies (PWC 2009).
Similarly, an evaluation of regional aid instruments — SFIE and its predecessor
RSA - by Hart et al. (2008) concluded that both schemes were delivering benefits to
the UK economy through net additional employment, higher value-added and a set
of wider benefits linked to regeneration, skill enhancement, supplier networks and
the environmental agenda. Despite these largely positive appraisals, both the RDAs
and the regional aid instruments were dismantled by the incoming Coalition
government, justified at least partly because of their stated ineffectiveness (see below).

Ideological perspectives were more influential. A central theme of the Coalition’s
political ideology was scepticism about an interventionist central state (Hickson
2011). Drawing on a range of concepts, such as ‘civic conservatism’, the ideology
supported ‘non-state’ forms of collectivism based on a rejuvenated civil society and
stronger social responsibility. Launching the Open Public Services White Paper,
Prime Minister David Cameron vowed to release ‘the grip of state control’ over
public services, ‘to dismantle Big Government and build the Big Society in its place’
(“How We Will Release the Grip of State Control” 2011). These arguments about
excessive bureaucracy were related specifically to the abolition of regional policy
strategies and institutions (DCLG 2010a, 2010b).

Thus, in 2010 two of the external factors highlighted in the literature combined to
make policy termination more likely than before. Policy evaluation and appraisal did
not indicate termination for efficiency reasons. However, severe fiscal constraint and
the ideology of the incoming government indicated that policy termination would be
on the agenda. The following section assesses factors that may explain why regional
policy in particular was selected for termination.

Policy-specific factors

The analytical framework indicated the need to assess factors specific to a policy
in determining termination once the window of opportunity is opened by these
external factors. These policy-specific characteristics relate to the institutional
context, resources and political salience.

While some countries, such as Germany, Italy, Spain and Switzerland, have a
constitutional commitment to equalising opportunities or living standards across
their territory (providing a certain security for regional policy), the legal basis for
pre-2010 UK regional policy was provided by government White Papers (e.g. HMT,
DTI, and ODPM 2003) and acts of parliament. Thus, the legal obstacles to
terminating regional policy in England were relatively straightforward to overcome,
either by ministerial decision or new acts, such as the Public Bodies Act 2011, which
abolished the RDAs. Regional policy in England has always been determined by the
national government; there is no elected regional-level administration from which
regional policy actors and bodies could draw a political mandate or use as an arena
to mount a defence of the policy. Also, the status of RDAs as ‘non-departmental
public bodies’ made them vulnerable. They were not integral parts of a government
department (denying them institutional protection), and they faced competition from
local authorities and cities for resources and the representation of sub-national
interests.
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The resources associated with regional policy were not large enough to secure its
status and resist termination. Throughout the 2000s, English regional policy
represented only a small element of inter-regional government transfer payments.
Even in their prime, the expenditure of RDAs was consistently dwarfed by local
authority and central government spending in the regions, amounting to less than 1%
of overall public funding. As already noted, the shift away from the previous regional
policy model involved a significant cut in government spending. The only explicit
regional policy instrument remaining is the Regional Growth Fund, with limited and
temporary funding (£1 billion over two years from 2011 to 2013) compared to the
RDA budgets, and there is little government funding for LEPs (“A Long Hot
Summer in Pursuit of LEPs” 2010).

In relation to issues of political salience, it is certainly not the case that
termination became an option because the policy issue or problem had declined or
disappeared. There continue to be severe concentrations of economic disadvantage
and social deprivation in parts of the country, and a persistent gap in performance
between the northern and southern English regions. Regional data for the past
decade reveal that areas in and around London have grown significantly faster than
the rest of the country. In 1989, dispersion between the regions (as measured by the
coefficient of variation in gross value added) was around 16%, but by 2008 this had
increased to over 24% (DBIS 2010a).

This shifts attention to how this persistent policy problem was interpreted, to the
power of political narrative in framing and mediating the influence of external and
policy-specific factors in the termination process. The incoming Coalition govern-
ment developed a strong policy narrative that justified substantial policy change. The
Conservative Party’s attitude to regional policy had been made clear in opposition,
deriding regionalism as a ‘vanity project’, ‘no longer affordable’ and ripe for execution
(Spelman 2009; ‘RDAs Approaching the End’ 2011). The Coalition used the PWC
evaluation of RDAs to support its rationale that scarce resources must be focussed
where they can have greatest impact. The PWC report concluded that different types
of RDA activity generated different levels of benefit, with more than half of the
benefits of RDA activity arising from less than 20% of their spending (focusing on
business development). In office, the top-down prescriptive regional policy of the
Labour government was contrasted with the virtues of the Coalition’s proposals for
‘localism’. Regional Government Offices were criticised for their arbitrary geogra-
phical areas of responsibility, and the alleged bureaucracy (of regional spatial
strategies, regional economic strategies, housing strategies, transport strategies, etc.)
imposed on local authorities. The policy was variously said to be inefficient, wasteful,
meaningless (referring to regional strategies) and ineffective (in the case of the RDAs)
in reducing regional disparities (House of Commons 2010; Ward 2010). The latter
point was repeatedly cited, to the point where the ‘Local Growth’ White Paper (DBIS
2010b) could claim that ‘governments of the past have contented themselves with
growth concentrated heavily in some areas’. The abolition of regional policy, and
specifically the RDAs, was accompanied by commitments to increased local
accountability, the ‘restoration’ of powers to local councils and speculation that
some RDAs might be reallocated to local authorities. Stopping the collection of
regional statistics was presented as resisting ‘EU diktat’ (Branson 2012). Through this
three-fold narrative, the logic of policy termination was pursued.
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The role of external and policy-specific factors

Previous research has argued that a combination of external ‘triggering’ factors can
open the possibility of termination while the specific features of a policy decide
whether or not it is targeted. With respect to regional policy in England, the role of
policy evaluation and appraisal was not significant, but a combination of severe
expenditure constraints and the election of a government with a clear ideological
agenda for reducing state functions made termination a realistic scenario. At the
same time, factors specific to regional policy made it particularly vulnerable. The
legal and institutional setting of regional policy was weak. Regional policy had
limited legal or constitutional protection, and the political salience of regional
development problems was countered with an effective narrative.

In the case of those policy elements that have been terminated, four of the
facilitating conditions postulated almost three decades ago by Bardach (1976) and
subsequently refined and reworked by others (Behn 1978; deLeon 1978a; Lewis 2002;
Adam et al. 2007; Bauer 2009) apply: a change in administration; delegitimation of
the ideological matrix in which the policy is embedded; a period of turbulence that
justifies discontinuing certain government activities; and cushioning the blow. The
election of a new UK government in 2010, the resulting changed ideological stance
towards government intervention, the effects of the financial and economic crisis and
the introduction of local development structures and policy programmes fit with the
Bardach hypothesis.

Using the more recent typology developed by Adam et al. (2007) to explain
organisational termination, the English case could be characterised as embodying
‘high political incentives’ and ‘low organisational stickiness’. The RDAs’ quasi-
public status as relatively young, ‘arms length’ central government instruments
operating in regions that lacked elected administrations deprived them of the
institutional status to resist termination. The political incentive effect is evident not
just in political turnover and budgetary constraints but also in weak societal pressure
— the limited support for the survival of the policy, and specifically of the RDAs —
and alleged poor performance (problem pressure). Some of the barriers for
organisational change were low, as the RDAs had existed for little over a decade
and had not yet survived a change of government, and individually they were
relatively small. On the basis of the Adam et al. (2007) criteria, the likelihood of
termination was therefore high.

Related, given that the policy was secondary (or even marginal) to the party-
ideology and lacked strong clientele weight, it could be termed a ‘dispensable policy’
according to the typology of termination risk developed by Bauer (2009). This was
exacerbated by the low level of funding associated with regional policy. Even at its
most active, English regional policy only represented a small percentage of total
government spending in the regions. At a time of fiscal constraint it was seen as a
‘luxury’ expenditure policy; even prior to its termination under the Coalition
government, the budget was raided in 2008—2009 to divert funding to other policies.

Situating changes to regional policy in a longer-term perspective

Policy change over the past three years has been profound, to the extent that it meets
several of the criteria for policy termination. Yet, this is not the first time that
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regional policy in England (and the wider UK) has been subject to radical change.
As with the assessment of any policy change, a longer term perspective is needed, and
this puts recent developments into a somewhat different light.

For much of the post-war period, regional policy in England was the subject of a
broad bipartisan consensus, based on an equity-oriented, Keynesian approach to
State intervention that aimed to redirect growth from the ‘overdeveloped’ South to
the ‘underdeveloped’ North (Pike et al. 2010). Despite this, there were periodic
fluctuations in the level of regional policy spending, the political emphasis accorded
to the policy, the coverage of areas of the country eligible for support, and the scope
of the instruments used. Breaks in the policy approach coincided with changes in
government. Differences existed between the Conservative and Labour parties on
some aspects of regional policy: Labour favoured direct grants and broader
territorial coverage of the policy, while Conservatives favoured tax credits and other
indirect subsidies targeted more narrowly on smaller parts of the country (Anderson
1992). The Keynesian consensus came to an end in the 1970s with a shift towards
neoliberalism, reflected in the Thatcher government’s agenda of deregulation and
liberalisation. This turn included a rejection of regional policy based on strong
government intervention through subsidies that were seen as wasteful and potentially
market-distorting. The Conservative governments from the 1970s to the 1990s cut
regional policy spending and shifted investment from automatic support to
discretionary awards, maintaining a strongly centralised approach (Gamble 1994).
The map of areas eligible for national regional policy shrank considerably
(Armstrong 2001).

While the political rhetoric implied termination, this turned out to be a period of
policy modification and substitution. Even during the Thatcher era, the government
encountered political resistance to the dismantling of regional policy. In 1981-1982,
ministers found it impossible to follow through on their stated intention to abolish
regional policy because of, inter alia, political pressure from Conservative MPs in
‘assisted areas’ (Anderson 1992). Although major changes were made, policy
adaptation was ad hoc, and some programmes survived.

To a certain extent, history is repeating itself: as in the late 1970s, an incoming
right-of-centre government is dismantling what it regards as a Labour administra-
tion’s wasteful regional policy. Politicians, notably in the Conservative part of the
Coalition, espouse market-oriented principles and liberalisation (including a localist
perspective) while retaining and acquiring policy powers at the centre. Radical
changes have been introduced but there are elements of continuity. A greater focus
on sub-regional institutional arrangements was already happening under the
Labour administration. This was reflected in several initiatives launched in 2007
under the review of sub-national economic development and regeneration in
England (SNR): the establishment of Multi-Area Agreements between local
authorities; a new statutory economic duty for local authorities and support for
City Development Companies, local Supplementary Business Rates and a Working
Neighbourhood Fund. The funding and powers of RDAs were revised downward
in the final years of the Labour government. The SNR had made provisions to
delegate RDA funding to local authorities, where capacity existed, and to establish
a new Forum of Local Authority Leaders to increase local scrutiny of RDAs. The
centralisation of regional policy instruments under the Coalition government was
preceded by a similar process of re-nationalisation in the last year of the Labour
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administration. This process included the establishment the centralised Technology
Strategy Board which has subsequently assumed responsibility for instruments
previously implemented at the regional level, the abolition of regional Learning and
Skills Councils and the creation of new national agencies such as the Homes and
Communities Agency.

Therefore, drawing on longitudinal analysis of the English regional policy
context and policy punctuation theory, it can be argued that rather than termination,
English regional policy may be undergoing a period of significant instability,
including downscaling in resources and the ambition and scope of State interven-
tions. This periodic disturbance can be seen as part of a pattern of changes to
regional policy that have been closely associated with party politics for much of the
post-war period.

In conclusion — theorising termination

This article set out to assess recent processes of regional policy change in England as
a case of policy termination. The analytical framework provided by policy
termination is useful for assessing the fundamental changes that have been
introduced. By examining the individual components of policy (functions, institu-
tional frameworks, policy and instruments), the scale and direction of change
becomes clear: termination has taken place in some lower-level components of the
policy and much less to the policy as a whole. The degree to which policy is actually
being terminated is still evolving.

The article has emphasised the importance of taking a longitudinal view. An
historical perspective on the evolution of regional policy in England is critical to
understanding the nature of policy change and specifically the extent of policy
termination. This draws attention to the fact that many case studies of policy
termination (and associated theorising) lack reference points for situating cases in the
broader development of policy within a country. There are lessons to be drawn from
the substantial body of political science research involving analyses of long-term
policy change (e.g. Richardson and Jordan 1979; Rose and Davies 1994) and
including systematic quantitative measurement of variables such as legislative
hearings and resource allocation to assess levels of activity in a given policy field.
These highlight the periodic instabilities and disturbances that occur in policy
evolution (see Rose 1990). In this context, recent work involving longitudinal
analyses and identification of a punctuated pattern to policy change is salutary (e.g.
in a UK context, John and Bevan 2012). These studies show that the political agenda
is stable for extended periods of time but is also subject to occasional changes that
are large in magnitude (Baumgartner and Jones 2009).

The analytical framework employed in this article has usefully guided an
exploration of the factors determining the recent course of English regional policy.
Two external factors — fiscal constraint and the election of a government with a clear
ideological agenda for reducing State functions — made termination a realistic
scenario. Factors specific to regional policy also played an important role. Regional
policy’s weak legal setting and institutional resources made it vulnerable.

Beyond this, the analysis draws attention to a factor that is often ignored or
underestimated in theorising on policy termination: the power of political narrative
as an important device in framing and mediating the influence of external and
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policy-specific factors in the termination process. In the case of regional policy in
England, the Coalition government developed a strong policy narrative that justified
substantial policy change, including the termination of some components. This
limited societal resistance — the scope for public and private interests to resist
abolition of the RDAs was undermined by divisions in the business community (for
example, between the Confederation of British Industry and the Institute of
Directors) and among local authorities. Many local authorities had chafed under
the strategic planning role of the RDAs and their control of regeneration funding,
especially in the southern English regions where RDAs were perceived as an
unnecessary layer of bureaucracy (Townsend 2009). Thus, there was no concerted
opposition or alternative perspective to the Coalition government’s negative RDA
narrative. The problem pressure (organisational or policy performance), viewed as
critical for termination decisions (Adam et al. 2007), was theoretically low. The most
recent evaluation of the RDAs had produced broadly positive conclusions on the
effectiveness and efficiency of the agencies, yet these were ignored and indeed
contradicted by the political narrative in the debate on termination.

Finally, the research in this article reinforces some of the fundamental questions
that have been posed about the broader theoretical value of the policy termination
concept. The terminological discussion of what, how, when and why policy
termination is happening and how different categories of policy termination should
be labelled is in danger of distracting from the implications of policy change — what is
happening to the content of policy. There is scope to develop more detailed
comparative analysis of policy content and termination. The significance of
individual cases of regional policy termination could also be evaluated with reference
to other countries. One open question is whether policy change in England will be
seen primarily as a response to cyclical budgetary constraint (mirroring what is
happening to regional policies in Italy or Spain), whether the critical factor is an
institutional shift from ‘regionalism’ to ‘localism’ (comparable to recent regional
policy change in the Netherlands), or whether it represents a shift in the paradigm
of regional development, following the ‘place-based policy’ model that has been
widely discussed (e.g. Barca 2009) though only slowly being put into practice
(e.g. Switzerland). To answer such questions, a comparative perspective is needed to
develop robust conclusions concerning the causal factors that drive termination
processes (Bauer 2009), with systematic comparisons (for instance of institutional
and political contexts) to strengthen understanding of the implications of policy
termination.
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