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Foreword 
 
 

How the UK Works – A Spatial View  
 
Why a Spatial Planning Perspective? 
 

The Royal Town Planning Institute’s New Vision for Planning promoted 
the concept of spatial planning in 2000. The enactment of the 2004 
Planning and Compensation Act and Scottish planning reforms have 
given it a major boost. Box 1, which identifies the different levels of 
spatial plans that affect the UK, highlights the major gap in the 
hierarchy of plans at a national level.  
 
The RTPI has long advocated that this gap must be filled if the nation 
is to tackle vital investment and development issues that local or 
regional planning cannot address. In 1999 therefore it established a 
Working Group to promote it.  
 

The Need 
 

All regions depend upon core national infrastructure networks, which 
involve long term national commitment to capital spending and impact 
on the nation’s economic competitiveness. A national spatial planning 
framework is essential to achieve an integrated approach to the future 
of airports, ports, and major road and rail projects. Other essential 
national infrastructure networks and supplies, including those for 
energy, IT and water, cut across the boundaries of established 
administrative regions and cannot be planned on a local, or even 
regional, basis.  
 
Without a national framework therefore it is considered that some of 
the government’s key goals will not be met. These include: 
 

 

 
 
 

• PSA2 which seeks to reduce the gap in growth rates between all the 
regions of the UK  

• The Communities Plan which seeks to deliver four key growth areas 
and tackle market failure  

• Implementing the findings of the Barker Report 

• Tackling Climate Change 
• Responding to the new European context for structural funds 
 

The effectiveness of the planning 
system therefore depends on the 
clarity of the national policy context 
within which all plans, whether local or 
regional, must fit. The relevance of 
national policies depends on their 
sensitivity to the great spatial variation 
in the needs and opportunities 
throughout the country. However the 
soundness of such policies also 
depends on the evidence base that 
underpins them.  
 
This Study  
 
As part of its wider commitment to 
promoting more effective national 
planning the RTPI therefore 
commissioned the present study in 
2005 in order to: 
 

Box 1 UK Spatial Planning Levels 
 
���� Local Development 

Frameworks/Plans 
 
���� Regional Spatial Strategies 

(England) 
���� Strategic Development Plans 

(Scotland) 
 
���� Devolved Administrations: 

���� Northern Ireland Regional 
Development Strategy. 2001 

���� Wales Spatial Plan. 2004 
���� National Planning 

Framework for Scotland. 
2004 

 

� No Development Framework for 
England 

 

� No National Spatial Strategy for 
the UK  

 
���� European Spatial Development 

Perspective 
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1. explore what data sources are already available,  
2. highlight any important gaps in these sources, and  
3. to develop ways to map this information to depict the key aspects 

of life in the UK.  
 
The study has also assembled a large number of indicators to describe 
the forces that drive and shape these areas. From this the authors have 
proposed six functional areas whose existence, let alone interests, is only 
partially recognised by any existing instruments of government.   
 
Whilst there may be debate about the details of the areas identified, it 
cannot be doubted that large polycentric regions exist and are expanding. 
Such functional areas raise a host of important questions about future 
national priorities, in terms of  
 

1. what is their implication for regional planning since the functional 
areas cut across established administrative units; 

2. what are the inter-relationships between these functional regions 
and how should these be managed; and  

3. what is the relationship between these core regions and the wider 
and more rural parts of the UK. 

 
The Group intends to identify and publicise these questions in the months 
ahead. 
 
One way that the working group will be compiling these questions will be 
by testing future development scenarios. This might, for example, involve 
highlighting the spatial implications of some of the Government’s major 
strategies – its PSA 2 targets, its Sustainable Development Strategy and 
its Sustainable Communities Plan – in terms of their compatibility and to 
highlight key policy decisions or potential interventions that need to be 
required to pursue them.  The RTPI hopes to publicise the outcomes of 
this work in the near future. 
 

 
 
 
 
The RTPI does not intend to produce its own version of a national spatial 
planning framework nor even will it attempt to define the scope of one. 
For while it is keen to demonstrate the benefits of a National Spatial 
Planning Framework, and while it will be seeking ways to promote and 
demonstrate its purpose, the challenging task of putting a framework into 
place must rest with Government itself.        
 
Finally, I would like to thank Professor Cecilia Wong and all her team for 
their excellent work and commitment to this project. 
 
 
 

���������		
���
����������		
���
����������		
���
����������		
���
�����
The RTPI National Spatial Planning Framework Task Group 
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Introduction 

 

Research Objectives 
 
This research is a follow-up study to previous work carried out by the 
University of Manchester to examine whether there is a need to have a fully 
integrated national spatial planning framework for the UK

1
. A test case of 

housing and employment was used in the 2000 report to explore inter-sectoral 
issues and the spatial impacts brought by their close interactions. One of the 
strong arguments emerging is the need to provide more effective national 
solutions to the pervasive force of a changing spatial structure. The main 
purpose of this research is, therefore, to provide a better understanding of the 
spatial structure that underpins the development of different parts of the UK.  
 
The spatial arrangements of human activities constitute spatial structures, 
which are the outcomes of both unintentional and deliberate action. These 
structures are relatively stable and in turn impose themselves upon the 
population and perpetuate further spatial change. It is, therefore, important to 
examine the spatial function and characteristics of different areas and how 
they interact with each other in our national spatial system. 
 
Without any pre-conception of what the UK spatial structure is or should be, 
this study focuses on analysing the spatial connectivity and interaction of 
different areas, as well as the key demographic, social, economic and 
environmental factors that drive spatial change. The use of GIS techniques 
allows us to map many spatial patterns as far as possible at detailed spatial 
scales without being prejudiced by the boundaries of existing administrative 
areas. The findings of the study will help inform the Royal Town Planning 
Institute and its task group to further develop different policy scenarios in 
relation to the debate for having a UK Spatial Planning Framework.  
 

Policy Context 
 
Over the last few years, there has been a trend towards more strategic 
thinking about co-ordinating planning activities in the UK. A framework for 
regional planning and development in England is emerging through the 

                                                 
1
 Wong, C.; Ravetz, J. and Turner, J. (2000) The UK Spatial Planning Framework, 

London: the Royal Town Planning Institute. 

publication of the White Paper on Regional Development Agencies
2
 and 

Planning Policy Guidance Note 11
3
. The publication of the European Spatial 

Development Perspective (ESDP)
4
 adds a new dimension of concern, and 

has stimulated thinking about the need to develop a national policy framework 
with a strong spatial dimension for England and the UK. In response to the 
call from the ESDP, Northern Ireland led the way by completing its Spatial 
Strategy in 2001

5
. The Wales Spatial Plan

6
 and the National Planning 

Framework for Scotland
7
 were both published in 2004.  

Despite the fact that there is no National Spatial Strategy for the UK, it is clear 
that government policies have spatial implications. In some instances these 
spatial implications are made explicit, as in the case of the ODPM, DTI and 
Treasury sharing a Public Service Agreement target to make sustainable 
improvements in the economic performance of different parts of England and 
over the long-term reduce the persistent gap in growth rates between different 
regions. Reducing gaps in differential spatial economic performance is 
recognised as important from an ‘equity’ perspective, as well as from an 
‘efficiency’ standpoint. The idea of the adoption of ‘floor targets’ in social 
inclusion and neighbourhood renewal policy aims to promote a minimum 
standard which under-performing areas are required to achieve, so that 
‘headline targets’ are not achieved at the expense of increasing inter-area 
disparities. Mainstream government policies (e.g. supply-side measures for 
tackling non-employment, on defence expenditure, and investment in the 
science base) have implications for the spatial distribution of economic activity 
and opportunity.  
 

                                                 
2
 DETR [Department of the Environment, Transport and the Regions] (1997) Building 

Partnerships for Prosperity: Sustainable Growth, Competitiveness and Employment in 
the English Regions, Cm 3814, London: the Stationery Office. 
3
 DETR (2000) Revision of Planning Policy Guidance Note 11 Regional Planning, 

London: Department of the Environment, Transport and the Regions. 
4
 European Commission (2000) European Spatial Development Perspective, 

Strasborg: European Union. 
5
 Northern Ireland Office (2005) Shaping Our Future - The Regional Development 

Strategy for Northern Ireland 2025, Belfast: Department of Regional Development. 
6
 Welsh Assembly (2004) People, Places, Futures - The Wales Spatial Plan, Cardiff: 

Welsh Assembly. 
7
 Scottish Office (2004) National Planning Framework for Scotland, Edinburgh: 

Scottish Office. 
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National policy development and proposals can raise important regional 
issues. For example, the Sustainable Communities Plan

8
 sets out proposals 

for four growth areas in the ‘Greater South East’ to provide 200,000 extra 
houses by 2016, and identifies nine ‘Pathfinder’ projects for revitalising areas 
of low demand housing in the Midlands and Northern regions; the Barker 
Review of Housing Supply

9
 identifies the need for affordable housing, 

highlights the benefits of lower house price inflation for the economy, and 
shows that to achieve this would require substantial new house-building; the 
Lyons Review of Public Sector Relocation

10
 argues that a new pattern of 

government service location can make significant contributions not only to 
national policies for reform of public services, but also to policies for 
reductions in economic disparities in the fortunes of regions, and to 
devolution. 
 
The main concern is that administrative areas tend to be used as the spatial 
entities to deliver planning policy and initiatives. The boundaries of 
administrative areas such as regions and local authorities, however, do not 
define functional entities. There are also sectoral policies that focus on 
network planning; the most obvious example being the national transport 
strategy. However, these sectoral plans do not integrate with other policy 
sectors to examine the interactive effect on the spatial order within the nation. 
There are also a lack of national policies explicitly dealing with activity flows 
that have the greatest potential to transcend the geography and hierarchy 
within the national spatial system. The spatial processes of change and the 
socio-economic and environmental driving forces do not stop at administrative 
boundaries. The movement of investment, pollutants, traffic and population 
means that it is increasingly difficult to handle spatial planning and economic 
development issues within a tightly bounded local or regional planning 
framework.  
 
The differential spatial contours generated by activity flows inevitably produce 
inter-regional issues. This creates the need for examining inter-sectoral 
linkages over a broader spatial framework at national or even supranational 
levels. At a regional level, this is perhaps most clear in the case of London, 

                                                 
8
 ODPM (2003) Sustainable Communities: Building for the Future, London: Office of 

the Deputy Prime Minister. 
9
 Barker, K. (2004) Review of Housing Supply: Delivering Stability: Securing our Future 

Housing Needs, London: HM Treasury. 
10

 Lyons, M. (2004) Well Placed to Deliver? Independent Review of Public Sector 
Relocation, London: HM Treasury. 

 

the South East and East of England regions, where three regions are 
influenced by the role of London as a ‘World City’ and where a key policy 
area, the Thames Gateway, straddles regional boundaries.  Elsewhere, there 
are also important inter-linkages, as illustrated by the functional links between 
parts of Derbyshire (in the East Midlands) and Sheffield (in Yorkshire and the 
Humber), and the Milton Keynes South Midlands Growth Area which has 
impacts across regional boundaries. Within regions, certain sub-regions (such 
as Chester in the Northwest) may have stronger linkages with Wales than with 
other parts of the same region (such as the northern Manchester districts). 
 

Exploring the Spatial Structures 
 
Over the last two decades or so, a number of broad spatial trends are 
apparent

11
: 

 
� an urban-rural shift in population and employment; 
� a trend towards longer and more diffuse journey-to-work flows; 
� a ‘North-South’ shift in economic activity – with persistent inter-

regional disparities in economic performance and competitiveness. 
 

While there are signs of a turn-around in fortunes in some instances (as 
shown by the recent reversal in London’s population decline), many of these 
spatial trends seem well entrenched. It is, therefore, important to identify a 
number of key drivers that will shape life and work in the 21

st
 century over the 

medium- and longer-term, as these drivers pose certain challenges for the 
future pattern of spatial development and for the fortunes of people and 
places. These drivers include

12
: 

 
� demographic factors: age structure and population change etc. 
� socio-cultural factors: level of deprivation and quality of life etc. 
� knowledge economy and business competitiveness: skills, 

qualifications, industrial structure and research capacity 

                                                 
11

 Wong, C.; Ravetz, J. and Turner, J. (2000) The UK Spatial Planning Framework, 
London: the Royal Town Planning Institute. 
12

 see DTI (2005) Regional Competitiveness and State of the Regions, London: 
Department; ODPM (2002) ‘The development of town and city indicators database’, 
Urban Research Summary, No. 3, London: Office of the Deputy Prime Minister; 
Weissbound, R. and Berry, C. (2004) The Changing Dynamics of Urban America, 
Chicago: RW Ventures and CEOs for Cities; Wong, C. (2002a) ‘Developing indicators 
to inform local economic development in England’, Urban Studies, 39 (10): 1833-63. 
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� environmental conditions: transport modes, air emissions and 
preservation of resources. 

 
In order to understand how these drivers shape the spatial structures and 
spatial trends of the UK, the analysis focuses on the interaction and 
connection between places as well as the spatial outcomes caused by these 
drivers of change. The findings then help to identify whether any meaningful 
functional spatial clusters

13
 exist that may have policy implications for spatial 

planning.  

While people engage with multiple geographies, and the forces of spatial 
change operate at different spatial scales, this study concentrates on the 
macro analysis of the national spatial system. Due to the concentration of 
population and activities in urban areas, the analysis of the national spatial 
structure will inevitably be dominated by the urban spatial form. However, the 
urban structure is increasingly characterised by decentralisation, dispersion, 
and multiple employment centres. It is this broader interactive process 
between agglomerative and dispersive forces that makes the analysis of 
connections between urban and semi-rural / rural areas interesting.  
 
There is a suggestion that the spatial forces of change interact in very 
complex ways and simple policy interventions are unlikely to be effective in 
correcting inefficiencies in spatial structures. It is the understanding of the 
complexities in the spatial structures that helps pose challenging questions to 
policymakers about rethinking the principles of spatial organisation of 
activities. The purpose of this exercise is not to prescribe a particular set of 
functional spatial boundaries, but to demonstrate the methodological analysis 
that could be used as a toolkit to improve our understanding of the interaction, 
connections and characteristics of different places. This will allow us to 
evaluate whether existing administrative boundaries and policy instruments 
provide a sensible and appropriate framework to deliver spatial strategies for 
future change.   
 
 
 
 

                                                 
13 Functional spatial areas are coherently defined spatial entities that have similar 
characteristics in terms of the social and economic relationships such as patterns of 
journeys to work and catchment areas for shopping, social facilities and schools. The 
most widely used policy instrument is the definition of functional labour market areas  
(or travel to work areas) on the basis of the commuting patterns of workers. 

Report Structure 
 
This report consists of three main analytical sections: 
 
Part I: Functional Spatial Connectivity  

In order to understand the connectivity and spatial structure of 
different places in the UK, key transport infrastructure networks, 
commuting flows and migration patterns are analysed to illustrate the 
dynamics and intensity of such spatial interactions. 

 
Part II: Key Drivers of Change 

This part of the report highlights the spatial patterns of a range of 
demographic, socio-cultural, economic and environmental factors that 
underpin the processes of spatial change. This allows us to 
understand the impact of the key drivers on the spatial structure of the 
UK. 
 

Part III: Spatial Structure of the UK 
This part of the study aims to synthesise the findings of the earlier 
analysis and highlight the nature of the spatial structure in the UK and 
whether any meaningful functional spatial clusters emerge that may 
have policy implications for spatial planning. 
 

The research methodology, as well as the gaps and limitations of the 
indicators included in the analysis are discussed in Annex 1. The definitions, 
data sources and health warnings for each indicator are detailed in Annex 2. 
In Annex 3, a more detailed explanation of the derivation of the functional 
spatial clusters is provided, with accompanying figures. 
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Part I 
Functional Spatial Connectivity 
 
The physical-spatial system of our nation is characterised by interrelated 
networks of nodes and flows and such connectivity has created spatial order 
in a functional way. In order to examine the spatial structure of the UK, the 
layers of infrastructural networks such as roads, railways and airport flows are 
mapped to illustrate how they connect the key functional nodes of our towns, 
cities and ports. 

Places are connected primarily through the movement of individuals between 
locations. On a daily basis residences and workplaces are connected through 
the spatial process of commuting to fulfil economic production functions. 
Recent research, however, shows that there has been a concurrent trend of 
disintegration between residential and employment locations in the last few 
decades

14
. Commuting patterns have become very complex, including the 

traditional patterns of travel from suburban residential locations to work in 
urban centres, and also commuting between suburbs, as well as reverse 
commuting from urban homes to non-urban workplaces. This complexity is 
exacerbated by the increase in dual career households with long commuting 
trips from the chosen home location

15
. The logistics of transport networks and 

car usage have enlarged these travel-to-work patterns. Consequently, the 
total number of travel to work areas has reduced from the original 642 in 1971 
to 334 in 1981, and to the current set of 308 in 1991

16
.  

Migration is the last resort used to resolve the tension between residential and 
work locations when the option of commuting is not viable. Inter-regional 
migration is widely seen as related to the business cycle. The boom and bust 
economic cycle in the early 1990s produced a significant downturn in the 
housing market and many homeowners, especially in the South East, were at 
risk of acquiring negative equity

17
. The rapid re-emergence of job 

opportunities in the South after the recession in the early 1990s has attracted 

                                                 
14

 Breheny, M. (ed.) (1999) The People: Where Will They Work? London: Town and 
Country Planning Association. 
15

 Green, A. E. (1997) A question of compromise? case study evidence on the location 
and mobility strategies of dual career households, Regional Studies, 31, pp 641-657. 
16

 Coombes, M. (1998) 1991-based Travel-to-Work Areas, London: Office for National 
Statistics.  
17

 Wilcox, S. (1995) Housing Finance Review, York: Joseph Rowntree Foundation. 

a migrant workforce from the North during the mid-1990s
18

. It is this type of 
long-term population exchange and inter-flows that illustrates the ties between 
places. 

The spatial structure of the UK is, examined here via a number of indicators 
that either illustrate the infrastructural connectivity or the dynamic population 
movement between different spaces. Table 1.1 outlines the indicators 
included in the analysis. 

 

 

Table 1.1: Indicators used to examine functional spatial 
connectivity 
 

Key factors 
 

Indicators 

Infrastructure  � Road and rail networks 
� Quality of inter-city rail links: time and 

service 
� Major international airports: scheduled and 

charter flights 
� Air transport links within the UK 
� Major ports and tonnage of traffic 
 

Commuting 
distance 
 
 
 

� Short distance commuting (up to 5 km) 
� Commuting distance of up to 10 km 
� Long distance commuting (over 20 km) 
� Very long distance commuting (over 60 km) 

Migration flows � Net migration flows 
� Inter-urban migration: net flows 
� Inter-urban migration: gross flows 
 

 

                                                 
18

 Holmans, A. and Simpson, M.  (1999) Low Demand: Separating Fact from Fiction, 
Coventry: Chartered Institute of Housing. 
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Infrastructure 
 
Figure 1.1 shows the overall distribution of our transport infrastructure, the 
arterial road and rail networks connecting to the major hubs of towns and 
cities, international airports, and major ports. 
 

Road and Rail Networks: Uneven Spatial Density 
The spatial configuration of our land transport networks show that the 
distribution of the road network is closely related to the distribution of our train 
stations. While the coverage of major road and rail infrastructure in the UK is 
generally high, there is a clear spatial differentiation in the density of such 
networks. Figure 1.1 shows that the land transport network density is 
significantly reduced when entering North Yorkshire. The network density is 
even lower in western Northern Ireland and the Scottish Borders; the latter 
area currently has a campaign to re-establish the rail link that was closed in 
1969, while the former has not been as well connected since the closure of 
stations after nationalisation in 1948. 

 
Quality of Rail Networks: Inter-City Links 
Rail networks serve a particularly important role in connecting different cities 
throughout the country, enhancing the mobility of the population and of 
business activities. Figure 1.2 maps the two-way links between 21 selected 
UK cities, including both direct and indirect connections. It is clear that London 
is the central hub of rail transport for all major cities in the country. The other 
main cities such as Birmingham, Glasgow, Manchester, Leeds, Newcastle-
upon-Tyne, Nottingham and Sheffield also have a strong web of inter-city rail 
links. It is, however, important to note that Bristol, Cardiff, Edinburgh, and 
Liverpool have a lower level of inter-city connectivity in comparison with other 
large cities. Brighton on the south coast stands out as a place with a very high 
level of connectivity, though this is largely due to its frequent train connections 
with London. It is thus important to further differentiate the quality of the 
connections in terms of the level of direct links and the actual journey time 
incurred.   
 
Table 1.2 shows the top ten cities with the highest level of direct rail links to 
other cities. As expected, London stands out as the hub with 734 direct 
services travelling between London and the other cities on a daily basis. 
Outside London, Birmingham and Manchester offer the highest level of direct 
service, though they are still operating at two-thirds of London’s capacity. 
While there are 256 direct train journeys going from and to Bristol, it is 
interesting to note that only a short distance away in Cardiff, the number 

drops significantly to 91. With regard to Brighton, only 132 direct services are 
on offer and its strong rail links are overwhelmingly related to its connection to 
the London network. 
 
 

Table 1.2: Direct inter-city rail links (to and from the city) 
 

London 734 

Birmingham 456 

Manchester 456 

Sheffield 392 

Leeds 346 

Newcastle-upon-Tyne 346 

Bristol 256 

Edinburgh 252 

Liverpool 238 

Glasgow 206 

 
 
In order to illustrate the rail journey times for inter-city links, London and 
Manchester are used as examples. Figures 1.3 and 1.4 show the differential 
quality of the two nodes in terms of the actual journey time incurred. While 
both cities have excellent rail links with other cities in the country, it is clear 
that London offers 1.6 times more direct links than that of Manchester. With 
fast speed rail links, the journey time between London and many northern 
cities such as York, Newcastle-upon-Tyne, Edinburgh and Glasgow are 
significantly compressed, thereby enhancing the mobility of the population for 
business and leisure trips. In spite of the fact that Manchester is in closer 
proximity to these northern cities, train journey times are actually very similar 
to those of London. 
 

Major UK Airports 
There are 29 airports targeted by the 2003 White Paper The Future of Air 
Transport for significant development. They are forecast to have a minimum 
of 20,000 air transport movements in 2030. In this analysis, Northern Ireland’s 
two main airports have also been included, owing to their strategic importance 
and high level of air transport movement (see Figure 1.5). 
 
In 1999, Heathrow Airport accounted for 37% of all passenger movement at 
UK airports. In total, the five major London-area airports accounted for nearly 
two-thirds (64%) of all passenger movements. Outside London, the largest 
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passenger share was at Manchester Airport, but with only 10% of all UK 
passenger movements. In 2004, London-area airports accounted for 60% of 
total passenger numbers, reflecting the growth in regional airports associated 
with low-budget airlines. As shown in Figure 1.6, the largest growth occurred 
at Liverpool and Prestwick airports, with passenger number increases of 
158% and 207% respectively. 
 

International Flight Capacity 
As one might expect, Heathrow dominates international connectivity among 
UK airports, with 36% of all international passengers. Gatwick with 16%, 
Stansted with 11%, and Manchester with 11%, account for the bulk of the 
remaining international passenger share. In total, the five major London 
airports accounted for 67% of all international passengers at UK airports in 
2004. 
 
When scheduled international flights (Figure 1.7) are considered separately, 
the dominance of London-area airports is even more marked. In total, they 
accounted for over three-quarters (77%) of all international scheduled 
passengers in 2004, with Heathrow alone having the lion’s share of 46% of 
the total. The largest share at a regional airport was Manchester, with less 
than 7% of all international scheduled passengers. 
 
In terms of international charter passengers (Figure 1.8), two UK airports are 
clearly dominant: Gatwick and Manchester, with 27% and 25% of the UK 
share in 2004. The next largest in terms of passenger share are Birmingham 
(8%) and Glasgow (6%). In contrast to its overall dominance of UK aviation, 
Heathrow accounts for just 0.3% of all international charter passengers.  
 
The contrast between Figures 1.7 and 1.8 clearly illustrates the differential 
status of airports in the UK. The wider London and South East area enjoys 
accessibility to international, especially scheduled, flights which connect the 
UK with the rest of the world and serves as a hub for business travellers. 
 

Connectivity of Air Infrastructure: Domestic and International  
Domestic air traffic in the UK is dominated by three routes, all of which 
connect to Heathrow Airport. In 2004, the Heathrow-Edinburgh link had 1.7 
million passengers, Heathrow-Glasgow had 1.5 million, and Heathrow-
Manchester had 1.4 million. Other major internal linkages include Heathrow-
Belfast City (0.8 million), Heathrow-Aberdeen (0.6 million) and Belfast 
International-Liverpool (0.6 million). 
 

By overlaying the domestic connectivity of UK airports onto the share of 
international passenger numbers in Figure 1.9, it becomes clear that London 
serves as the international air travel gateway for other UK cities. If passengers 
flying from regional airports do not wish to fly to London for international 
connections, they are left with a much smaller range of flight destinations than 
they would otherwise be.  
 
In terms of passenger numbers, Glasgow and Edinburgh airports are of a 
similar size, with 8.6 million and 8.0 million respectively in 2004. Similarly, 
they both exhibit a high degree of connectivity to London airports, particularly 
Heathrow as shown in Figure 1.9. The level of connectivity between the main 
Northern Ireland airports and the rest of the UK is very high (see Figure 1.10), 
and the strongest links are with London airports, specifically Heathrow and 
Gatwick, and to a lesser extent Stansted. 
 
Given its central geographical location in the UK context, Manchester (see 
Figure 1.11) is particularly well connected to other domestic airports. It is 
clearly the most significant non-London airport in the UK in terms of 
international connectivity, particularly in relation to its large share of charter 
passengers. However, with a total international passenger flow of 17.6 million 
in 2004, it is still subordinate to Gatwick (27.4 million) and Heathrow (60.2 
million) in total passenger volume. 
 

Major Ports 
In 2004 approximately £330 billion of the UK's international trade was moved 
through its seaports. Around 95% by volume and 75% by value of the UK's 
international trade is transported by sea

19
. The UK ports industry is the largest 

in Europe in terms of freight tonnage, handling a total of 573 million tonnes of 
foreign and domestic traffic in 2004. Each year around 50 million international 
and domestic passenger journeys are made through UK ports. 
 
There are around 120 commercially active ports in the UK, but much of the 
tonnage is concentrated in the top fifteen ports as they account for almost 
80% of the country’s total port traffic (see Figure1.12). Grimsby and 
Immingham is the largest port in the UK, followed by Tees and Hartlepool and 
London, and they are the sixth, seventh and eighth largest ports in Northern 
Europe respectively. There is, however, a spatial concentration of the ports as 
nearly a third of UK tonnage and three-quarters of container units go through 
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South East ports, which tend to specialise in international traffic (see Figure 
1.13). 

Growth in imports has been much stronger than exports over the last two 
decades, reflecting the changing structure of the economy from manufacturing 
to service industries. Domestic traffic has declined over the same period. 
Figure 1.13 shows that a number of ports specialise in handling domestic 
tonnage, especially the east coastal seaports in Northern Ireland, ports in 
Scotland and in northwest England. 
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Figure 1.3 
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Figure 1.5 
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Figure 1.7 
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Figure 1.9 
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Figure 1.12 
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Commuting Distance 
 
According to the 2004 National Travel Survey

20
 data, the average commuting 

distance in Great Britain was about 13.7 km (a 13% increase from the 
1992/94 figure), and the average time taken was about 26 minutes. The high 
level of car ownership throughout the UK has encouraged commuting by 
motor vehicles. Indeed, the mobility of the workforce has compressed the 
spatial distance between homes and workplaces, and has the potential to 
substitute longer distance commuting for migration. 
 

Sustainable Commuting: Urban and Remote Rural Areas 
Recent research shows that the largest volume of commuting flows are short 
journeys of less than 5 km

21
 (see Figure 1.14), and about 70% of journeys to 

work in England and Wales in 2001 were under 10 km
22

 (see Figure 1.15), 
which is similar to that of 1991. As expected, urban areas and especially their 
inner cores tend to have higher shares of short distance commuting of under 
5 km. This is probably related to the fact that there are more job opportunities 
in the local area. When extending the commuting journeys up to 10 km in 
Figure 1.15, the spatial patterns provide a clear reflection of the spatial 
structure of all main metropolitan areas in the country. In spite of the fact that 
people working from home are not included in this analysis, it is interesting to 
find that some remote rural areas also show a relatively large share of up to 
10 km commuting journeys. This is probably a reflection of the self-
containment threshold of remote rural communities.  
 

Urban Commuter Belts 
When examining the pattern of long distance commuting in Figure 1.16, the 
wider commuting-belt around major UK cities can easily be identified. The 
most noticeable pattern is the large commuting zone surrounding the London 
urban area. With 20-58% of commuters from the surrounding South East 
travelling more than 20 km to work on a daily basis. Long distance commuting 
tends to be found in shire areas that neighbour large urban centres, which is 
particularly true in the less urbanised North East and Scotland. However, the 
apparently large share of long distance commuters in Scotland has to be 
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interpreted with reference to the fact that the total number of commuters 
involved is not very large, since the population density is rather low in most 
areas.  
 

Super-London Functional Labour Market – the ‘London Eye’ 
Figure 1.17 examines the pattern of very long-distance commuting of over 60 
km. The unique spatial pattern emerging from the South East is very 
noticeable, as there is a clear commuter ring embracing the London urban 
area in a shape that resembles a symmetrical eye. At the outer rim of the eye, 
up to 10-20% of the commuters are travelling over 60 km to work. This form of 
extreme commuting does not seem to be taking place in other major urban 
areas in the UK, though a much smaller scale of extreme commuting is also 
found in Northern Ireland around the Belfast urban area. 
 
In order to examine the ‘London eye’ effect further, Figure 1.18 maps the 
average commuting distance by ward. Those areas that have shown a 
significant share of commuters doing extremely long journeys to work are also 
areas with a very long average commuting distance that ranges from 22 to 68 
km. These spatial patterns echo the findings of another research study

22 

which found that there has been a recent rise in very long commutes. 
According to 2001 Census data, more than 800,000 workers in England and 
Wales now travel more than 48 km to work, up by a third since the 1991 
Census. Most of these long-distance commuters lived around London and in 
the South East. 
 
Both Figures 1.17 and 1.18 confirm that there is a super-London functional 
labour market area with a 60 km radius stretching out from central London. 
Recent research studies

23
 on commuting patterns in the South East suggest 

that there is a tendency for those with professional and specialist skills to seek 
appropriate employment opportunities over a much wider search area rather 
than the nearest alternatives. This is coupled by a parallel trend of a 'roots' 
effect where households increasingly choose a fixed residential base and 
cope with workplace location changes by commuting. Residence close to 
motorway corridors is popular for dual career households and the M40 is a 
well-known example.  
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Figure 1.14  
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Figure 1.16 
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Migration Flows 
 

The North-South Drift 
The major migration flows within the UK in many ways reflect the long-
established pattern of population drift from north to south. The broad spatial 
pattern of net flows in 1991 (see Figure 1.19) bears much similarity to that of 
2001 (see Figure 1.20). For example, in 2001 the North East had an outflow 
of 2,537 and an inflow from just 345. In contrast, the South East had an 
outflow of 22,908 and an inflow of 28,760, which resulted in an overall 
increase of 5,852. It is however interesting to note that while London was a 
net loser to other regions in 1991, its fortunes turned around by 2001. The net 
flow between the North East and London in 2000/2001 was 909, while from 
the North West the figure was 1,919. There was, nevertheless, no net inflow 
to London from the South West or the East Midlands during this period. 
 

The South-East Triangle 
There exists a strong pattern of inter-regional migration between London, the 
South East, the East of England and the East Midlands (see Figure 1.22) with 
London as a loser of population. In 2000/2001, 52,315 people moved out from 
London to the South East and the East of England. Elsewhere, there was a 
net outflow from London to Northern Ireland, and also from the South East to 
Wales and Scotland, though in absolute terms these were relatively small. 
When compared with the situation in 1990/91 (see Figure 1.21), it is clear that 
the trend of London losing population to the South East and the East England 
has been long-standing. However, in 2000/2001, there were more net 
outflows from London directly to the South West, from the South East to the 
South West, and from the East of England and the South East to the West 
Midlands. 
 

London Gravity 
When examining the migration flows between the main urban areas in 
2000/2001, it is clear that the net movement in the UK favours the London 
conurbation (see Figure 1.23 and Table 1.3); not surprising when we 
consider its large population share and the job opportunities available there. 
In terms of migration towards London, the strongest net flows are from 
Birmingham, Nottingham, Manchester, and Liverpool (see Figure 1.24); and 
the weakest are from Belfast, Cardiff, and Edinburgh. When examining net 
flows of more than 100 between the major urban areas of the UK, the 
dominance of London over the other English regional cities becomes clear. 
Also, the lack of significant connections at this level between Belfast and 
elsewhere is notable. 

 
Other than gaining population from elsewhere in the UK, London as a world 
city is also a magnet for international migrants. As shown in Figure 1.25, 
there has been an increasing number of international migrants moving to the 
London region since the early 1990s. This inflow is much larger than the total 
number relocating elsewhere in the UK. According to the 2001 International 
Passenger Survey, 104,400 international migrants moved to London, but only 
67,500 went to other regions in the UK. The latest migration statistics

24
 show 

that London had an inflow of 574,200 and a net gain of 270,100 international 
migrants during the period between 2001 and 2003. 
 

Table 1.3: Inter-urban migration in the UK, 1991 and 2001 

 2001 1991 

 
URBAN AREA INFLOW OUTFLOW NET NET 

London 33208 27853 5355 -416 

Manchester 15975 16349 -374 455 

Liverpool 7191 9299 -2108 -563 

Sheffield 9113 9887 -774 218 

Newcastle 5840 6473 -633 -173 

Birmingham 11755 13210 -1455 -428 

Leeds 15918 15007 911 106 

Bristol 5615 5436 179 422 

Nottingham 5483 5347 136 -139 

Cardiff 3556 4018 -462 127 

Glasgow 5133 6185 -1052 -55 

Edinburgh 6390 6057 333 446 

Belfast 995 1051 -56 0 

 

The Northern England Nexus 
While Manchester and Leeds are both losing population to London, they have 
significant inflows from other urban areas in northern England. This is partly 
due to their success in reconfiguring their economic structure in recent years 
to provide more employment opportunities, and their geographical proximity to 
other major northern cities. From the patterns shown in Figure 1.26, it is 
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possible to identify a ‘northern nexus’ in England that contains Liverpool, 
Manchester, Leeds, and Sheffield in the first tier; and Birmingham, 
Nottingham, and Newcastle-upon-Tyne in the second tier. The dynamics of 
population movement among these urban areas suggest that there is a 
polycentric spatial configuration of development in northern England. 
 

Spatial Connections 
In order to gain a full understanding of the spatial connections between 
places, gross (two-way flows) rather than net population movements between 
the main urban areas are mapped in Figures 1.27 and 1.28. The message 
emerging from these figures further reinforces the analysis above. In relation 
to the spatial structure of migration in the UK, there is a strong weighting 
towards London, particularly from other English regional cities. In spite of 
being overshadowed by the influence of London, there are strong migration 
networks among urban areas in northern England. A strong triangular nexus 
of Liverpool-Manchester-Leeds-Sheffield can be identified, and this nexus is 
then further extended to include Birmingham, Nottingham, and Newcastle-
upon-Tyne to form a polycentric spatial structure. In Scotland, much of the 
inter-flows are found between the Glasgow and Edinburgh conurbations. 
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Figure 1.19 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 1.20 
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Figure 1.21 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 1.22 
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Figure 1.23 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 1.24 
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Figure 1.25 
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Figure 1.27 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 1.28 
 


