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Foreword
The North East is a region with great strengths, from our manufacturing base and our exporting tradition, to 
our position at the forefront of innovation in the life sciences, digital and renewables sectors.

We’re also a region with great quality of life, beautiful natural landscapes, affordable housing and a diverse 
cultural offering.

More importantly, this is a region of tremendous promise hampered by historic underinvestment, creaking 
infrastructure and deep socio-economic inequality.

The Chamber is a constant advocate on behalf of North East England and its business community, but it 
has never been more important to address these underlying issues and make genuine progress towards 
‘levelling-up’ the economy and tackling the North-South divide.

Doing this right starts with taking an honest look at the current picture and highlighting where process 
needs to be made to allow the region to not only weather the storm of Coronavirus but be stronger and 
more resilient for decades to come.

There are long term structural issues built into the North East economy: a lower proportion of people 
educated to NVQ Level 4 (31.9% compared to 40.2% nationally); gross weekly pay more than £50 less 
than the UK average; proportionally more jobs in the public sector, human health, social work and 
manufacturing than the UK as a whole with fewer in finance and professional services. 

These long term features play a role in the region’s ability to recover from recession, which can be seen 
following the 2008/09 financial crisis. The region was slow to emerge from that recession, taking until 2014 
(£58,490m) to surpass the 2007 peak (£58,399m) for GDP in real terms.  

Viewed per head however, GDP has never returned to that 2007 peak (£22,794) in real terms, coming close 
in 2015 (£22,719) before falling back and needing to build again into 2018.

The Coronavirus pandemic has been an international crisis and the UK government’s initial lockdown 
response was a national one, but the effects are being felt differently in different parts of the country.

The Chamber’s constant refrain, even in normal times, is the importance of closing well established gaps 
between the North East and the rest of the UK on a range of economic and social measures – everything 
from employment and economic growth, to housing, health and skills.

Right now, these gaps are leaving the region more exposed than ever.

By analysing the government’s official statistics, both from before the crisis and during it, it’s clear an extra 
focus is needed to build the region’s resilience and ability to recover quickly.

As lockdown measures are gradually eased and we move from a national approach to a local one that 
regional resilience will again be called into question. Meanwhile, the national support packages, which have 
done so much to soften the landing for many businesses, will no longer be available in their present forms.

The Chamber’s most recent Quarterly Economic Survey, which assesses the region’s economic outlook, 
returned the worst results for three decades. Figures for the last quarter reached negative territory far 
beyond what was seen in the depths of the 2008/9 financial crisis.

Highlighting that the North East economy was weaker entering the crisis and harder hit during it isn’t being 
unduly negative. Confidence and positivity are important, but you can’t talk your way out of a recession 
when what is needed is substantial and sustained support to tackle long term economic inequalities.

Introduction

The North East Economy – before Coronavirus

The UK average GDP per head grew steadily during this period. Even when London and the South East are 
excluded, the North East had a slower and more inconsistent recovery than fellow English regions.

1 https://www.nomisweb.co.uk/reports/lmp/gor/2013265921/report.aspx#tabquals
2 https://www.ons.gov.uk/economy/grossdomesticproductgdp/datasets/regionalgrossdomesticproductallnutslevelregions



The Unemployment Rate Gap
On some measures, significant good progress was made in recent years – particularly relating to the labour 
market. The gap between the North East unemployment rate and the UK average rate narrowing to within 
0.4% in Q2 2018 , and the North East accounting for a significant portion of the UK’s overall jobs growth.

However, since that point, while the UK as a whole was setting record lows for unemployment, the North East 
figure began to tick back up, with the gap widening once again to as much as 2.3% in Q4 2019. This high of 
6.1% in the North East came as the UK hit a record low of 3.8%, in Q1 2020, just as the Coronavirus lockdown 
approached the North East figure stood at 5.4% to a UK average of 3.9%.

As relevant as the stubborn gap between this region’s unemployment rate and the national average, is a 
similarly stubborn gap relating to economic inactivity.

As of Q1 2020, the North East economic inactivity rate is 22.9% , 3.3% above of the national average of 19.6% 
- although this figure is lower than it has been over the last two years.

Additionally – and particularly relevant with the backdrop of a public health crisis – 28.4% of those are 
economically inactive due to long term sickness, compared to a national average of 24.6%.

Built into the economic inactivity figure is the outlook for public health. Unfortunately, the North East carries 
a slate of among the worst public health statistics in the country .

Our life expectancy of 77.9 for men and 81.7 for women is the lowest in the country and trails the national 
average by about 18 months in each case. There is great inequality in life expectancy too, with the least 
deprived men in the region living 11.8 years longer than the most deprived, with a gap of 9.3 years for 
women. This inequality is around two years above the national average.

The Economic Inactivity Gap and Public Health

There were significant structural issues too.

Outside of London, the North East has highest proportion of households without access to a car (29%), 
meaning a greater reliance on public transport compared to the relative isolation of private vehicles. 

Amongst English regions, the North East has the second smallest services sector (73.9% of the North East 
economy).

This greater reliance on manufacturing will mean a greater difficulty working from home. This would leave 
a greater proportion of businesses needing to close or reduce staffing numbers to operate safely and a 
risk of a greater number of lost days due to employees isolating.

 6  https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/821513/nts9902.ods
  7 https://www.ons.gov.uk/economy/economicoutputandproductivity/output/articles/fivefactsabouttheukservicesector/2016-09-29

Given this, it’s unsurprising that the region’s under 75 mortality rate is also the highest in the country – 395 
per 100,000 compared to a national average of 330. There are also high instances of death from cancer 
and cardiovascular diseases, both well above the national average. 

There are behavioural and social concerns too. The highest levels of hospital admission for alcohol-related 
conditions in the country, an above average proportion of smokers, low levels of physical activity and high 
levels of obesity.

The region also has the highest proportion (22.9%) of children in low income households, well above the 
English average of 17.0%.

Each of these is a challenge to be faced even in normal times, but become even more concerning when 
facing a global public health crisis. Closing these gaps and building the region’s resilience should form an 
integral part of the response to this crisis and the threat of future pandemics.

3 https://www.ons.gov.uk/employmentandlabourmarket/peopleinwork/employmentandemployeetypes/bulletins/
regionallabourmarket/june2020/relateddata
4  https://www.ons.gov.uk/employmentandlabourmarket/peopleinwork/employmentandemployeetypes/datasets/
headlinelabourforcesurveyindicatorsforthenortheasthi01
5  https://fingertips.phe.org.uk/profile/health-profiles/data#page/0/gid/1938132701/pat/15/par/E92000001/ati/6/are/E12000001/
iid/90366/age/1/sex/1/cid/4/tbm/1/page-options/cin-ci-4_car-do-0_eng-vo-0_eng-do-0_ine-vo-0_ine-yo-3:2016:-1:-1_ine-ct-9_ine-
pt-0_ovw-do-0



A Lack of Resilience and Structural Weakness
Therefore, entering the Coronavirus crisis the North East had:

• a lower level of GDP per head than the UK average
• a higher unemployment rate
• a higher economic inactivity rate
• a higher incidence of inactivity as a result of long term sickness
• several poorer public health outcomes than the national average

Why is that important?

It’s clear that the region entered the crisis less robust and less resilient than the UK as a whole, with much of 
this fragility masked by positive economic figures on a national scale.

In the case of the region’s labour market, the indicators had only just begun to move in the right direction 
when the Coronavirus lockdown pressed pause on the economy as a whole.

The Impact of Coronavirus

In the North East, 72.4% of businesses have reported a decrease in turnover of up to 50%, compared to a 
UK average of 64.8%. This was the highest proportion reported by a UK region.

8 https://www.ons.gov.uk/businessindustryandtrade/business/businessservices/bulletins/
coronavirusandtheeconomicimpactsontheuk/latest

All data from the ONS Business Impact of Coronavirus Survey, wave 6 

Turnover Declines

The region’s exporting businesses were also hardest hit, with more businesses saying exporting had 
fallen (65.2% compared to 52.9% nationally) and fewer saying exporting had not been affected (28.2% 
compared to 38.5% nationally).

Exporting Falls



Traditional Finance Sources Failing to Help
Of those businesses who have continued to trade during this period, 11% had received additional finance 
from banks, broadly in line with the UK average of 10.7%. However, of those, fewer (71.2% compared to 
78.7% nationally) said the support had helped them continue trading during this time, and more (23.7% 
compared to 18.8% nationally) said it had not impacted their ability to continue trading.

Clearly business finance is a complicated topic, and you can only draw limited conclusions from this data 
based on the questions asked. For example, across the UK, businesses were more likely to seek additional 
funding when they had to cease trading temporarily, rather than continue as in the data above – so access to 
finance is not always the deciding factor in continuing to trade.

However, couple the access to finance data with the data on falling turnover and exports and the picture still 
emerges of the struggle businesses are facing.

The Government’s Business Support Schemes

Just 1 in 10 North East businesses have not applied to any support schemes – be that the Job Retention 
Scheme, government-backed loan schemes or business rates-related grants. This figure, 9.9%, is below the 
UK average of 16.8% and the lowest figure for a UK region – the North East’s businesses are reaching out 
for help.

9 in 10 (89.4%) have made use of the Coronavirus Job Retention Scheme to place staff on furlough, eight 
percent above the UK average of 81.4%.

And across the English regions, the North East has the highest proportion of businesses accessing the 
government-backed accredited loans or finance agreements.

There is no official publication of the regional breakdown of businesses accessing these schemes, so it’s 
not possible to assess the degree to which applications have been successful, or look at the total borrowed 
per business or per region.

Regional data on the Government’s Coronavirus Business Support Schemes is hard to come by, with most 
information kept at a national aggregate level.

However, the ONS Business Impacts of Coronavirus Survey asked about applications to these schemes, and 
broke the results down by region.

A business community reaching out for help

Region Coronavirus Job 
Retention Scheme

Loans or finance 
agreements

Business grants funded 
by government

Northern Ireland 75.7% 17.8% 23.9%

Scotland 84.3% 15.5% 21.3%

Wales 81.0% 18.6% 32.4%

England 81.9% 16.0% 13.7%

South West 84.3% 15.6% 16.2%

South East 81.6% 13.5% 14.2%

London 78.0% 12.5% 10.9%

East England 83.1% 14.3% 14.0%

West Midlands 87.8% 14.1% 15.7%

East Midlands 85.8% 15.0% 16.4%

Yorkshire & the Humber 86.8% 14.3% 16.5%

North West 84.4% 14.4% 15.1%

North East 89.4% 16.1% 16.1%

UK 81.4% 16.9% 17.5%



The Government has only released regional figures relating to the Job Retention Scheme (JRS) and the Self-
Employment Income Support Scheme (SEISS). Even those statistics lack context, with the number of workers 
furloughed presented without the context of the total number of jobs within a region, or even the total 
number of businesses included in the scheme. The SEISS is presented with the total number self-employed 
people per region which the Government has deemed potentially eligible, but not the total who consider 
themselves self-employed.

In the North East, 282,500 employments have been furloughed. This is the lowest number in England and is 
presented as such by the official statistics . However, when viewed as a percentage of total in employment, 
combining the furlough scheme data with ONS labour market data , the North East is broadly in line with the 
national average with 22.69% of total jobs furloughed, slightly below the figure for England on 23.04%.

This figure won’t be definitive, as it’s possible for one individual to be furloughed from multiple roles at the 
same time, but it does give an indication of the depth of reach of the Job Retention Scheme, and a far more 
useful comparison across regions than the raw numbers.

Combining these figures with those for the Self Employment Income Support Scheme  – where the North 
East has the smallest proportion of jobs supported 5.38% compared to the 7.35% average for England – and 
you can see that across the country, region by region, nearly three in ten jobs are supported by government 
in the mid-June statistics.

In the North East, 28.08% of jobs have been reached by the government’s support schemes.

3 in 10 jobs in receipt of government support
On the SEISS, one of the key criticisms was of its limited eligibility criteria. It excluded those who became 
self-employed after April 2019, those who made less than 50% of their income through self-employment, 
and those who were self-employed through a limited company. On the SEISS, one of the key criticisms 
was of its limited eligibility criteria. It excluded those who became self-employed after April 2019, those 
who made less than 50% of their income through self-employment, and those who were self-employed 
through a limited company.

By the government’s assessment, 94,000 people in the North East were eligible for the SEISS, of which 
67,000 or 72% made claims. This take-up rate is broadly in line with the rest of the country, where the 
average for England is 70%.

However, by drawing in the Annual Population Survey  we can see 151,304 people in the region consider 
themselves self-employed, which would mean a support rate of 44.28%, with more than 84,000 missing 
out on support.

Within that 151,304 total, 108,000 were self-employed on a full time basis. The Annual Population Survey 
also shows that in each of the last full tax years included in the survey – 2017/18 and 2018/19 – 13,000 
people became self-employed. It seems fair to assume a similar number in the region missed out on 
support during the crisis because they had only become self-employed in 2019/20 and were yet to submit 
a tax return.

Self-Employment Support Limitations

9 https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/891249/Coronavirus_Job_
Retention_Scheme_Statistics_June_2020.pdf
10  https://www.ons.gov.uk/employmentandlabourmarket/peopleinwork/employmentandemployeetypes/datasets/
headlinelabourforcesurveyindicatorsforallregionshi00
11  https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/self-employment-income-support-scheme-statistics-june-2020

12 https://www.ons.gov.uk/employmentandlabourmarket/peopleinwork/employmentandemployeetypes/datasets/
selfemploymentbynuts1region



The future outlook
The ONS has acknowledged that the Coronavirus crisis is moving too rapidly for traditional labour market 
statistics to keep track. These figures are always time delayed, but the impact of that is heightened in a time 
of crisis.

While unemployment has remained static in the figures so far, hours worked were down 8.9% from 
February to April 2020, with pay and vacancies down and the early indicators for the Claimant Count 
significantly up .

The Chamber’s Economic Survey
The Chamber has been collecting quarterly economic data from its members for more than 25 years, 
making it the longest running regional survey of its kind.

It does not provide a weighted response, but asks each business to make a judgement on key indicators 
and report whether things are better, worse or the same over the past and next three months.

The results for Q2 2020, conducted entirely since the Coronavirus lockdown occurred contain record lows 
across many of the measures, far exceeding the figures seen in the depths of the 2008/09 financial crisis.

The full report is available on the Chamber’s website14.

Even on the measures of future outlook, where optimism usually reigns, all the indicators are negative. 
The change from Q1 – despite survey work for that quarter being carried out in February and March with 
lockdown on the horizon – to Q2 is stark.

13  https://twitter.com/ONS/status/1272771569136230402
14  https://www.neechamber.co.uk/uploads/files/blora7OWL2U1blP7.pdf

What does all this mean?
Pre-crisis, the North East was less robust that much of the rest of the UK, with slower GDP growth, higher 
unemployment, higher economic inactivity and a larger proportion of the workforce inactive with long 
term sickness.

During the crisis, North East businesses have been more likely to experience a fall in turnover and export 
sales, and more of them have reached out for government support than elsewhere in the country.

After the crisis, extra support will be needed to ensure the region not only keeps pace with the rest of 
the UK, but also closes the gap (as per the Government’s much trailed ‘levelling up agenda’) and builds 
resilience for future crises.

As we move from national lockdowns to local ones, this kind of tailored, sustained support will be even 
more important to avoid long term economic scarring and an uneven return to economic growth.

The Chamber’s Role
Throughout the crisis, the Chamber has provided information and support to businesses in the North East, 
helping them access government support schemes, navigate queries and change their ways of working, all 
while remaining connected with their network and the region’s business community.

The Chamber will continue to push for a recovery in the North East built on principles of community, 
fairness, sustainability and opportunity.

In the coming weeks we will publish work on what the region needs to recover, based on consultation with 
the region’s businesses in a project led by our Partner members.
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