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Thesis Summary

The introduction of Regional Development Agencies (RDAs) in the English regions in 1999
presented a new set of collaborative challenges to existing local institutions. The key
objectives of the new policy impetus emphasise increased joined-up thinking and holistic
regional governance. Partners were enjoined to promote cross-sector collaboration and
present a coherent regional voice. This study aims to evaluate the impact of an RDA on the
partnership infrastructure of the West Midlands. The RDA network incorporates a wide
spectrum of interests and organisations with diverse collaborative histories, competencies
and capacities. The study has followed partners through the process over an eighteen-month
period and has sought to explore the complexities and tensions of partnership working ‘on
the ground’. A strong qualitative methodology has been employed in generating ‘thick
descriptions’ of the policy domain. The research has probed beyond the ‘rhetoric’ of
partnerships and explores the sensitivities of the collaboration process.

A number of theoretical frameworks have been employed, including policy network theory;
partnership and collaboration theory; organisational learning; and trust and social capital. The
structural components of the West Midlands RDA network are explored, including the
structural configuration of the network and stocks of human and social capital assets. These
combine to form the asset base of the network. Three sets of network behaviours are then
explored, namely, strategy, the management of perceptions, and learning. The thesis explores
how the combination of assets and behaviours affect, and in turn are affected by, each other.
The findings contribute to the growing body of knowledge and understanding surrounding
policy networks and collaborative governance.

Key words: Regional Development Agencies, policy networks, assets,
behaviours, social capital.
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Chapter One

Introduction

This study aims to evaluate the impact of an RDA on the partnership infrastructure of the
West Midlands. The research began six months before the official start-up date of the RDA, in
April 1999. During this time, partners were beginning to maneuver and position themselves in
anticipation of the new regional experiment. Local stakeholders were faced with a new set of
collaborative challenges. Some were better positioned to deal with those challenges than
others. The collective impact of regional governance restructuring, and the ensuing effects on
local partners has been explored. The research seeks to evaluate the impact of a RDA in the
West Midlands and the subsequent formation of a new policy network. A close evaluation of
events over a period of eighteen-months has enabled an in-depth exploration of the

complexities and tensions of partnership working in the region.

The study has probed beyond the ‘rhetoric’ of partnership working through a detailed
exploration of ‘thick descriptions’: in-depth accounts of how key stakeholders themselves
view partnership working in the region. These accounts reveal certain patterns of behaviour.
The research has developed a ‘system of explanations’ to account for the ways in which the
network has developed and transformed. These explanations can be used to highlight best

practice and identify areas of collaborative weakness in the network.

A mass of primary research evidence has been produced based on the interpretations and
perceptions of key individuals at the heart of the network. At this point, it is important to
thank those individuals who kindly gave their time and valued expertise to the research
process. Almost one hundred hours of contextually rich, tape recorded data has been
produced, covering a broad range of issues and themes. The data provides a series of
‘compelling stories’: stories that are robust enough to convince and offer persuasive
arguments about the true nature of partnership working in the West Midlands. The findings
incorporate a body of understanding that has slowly emerged and crystallised as the research

process unfolded. The literature and knowledge base surrounding policy networks and
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collaborative governance is far from exhaustive or conclusive. The research findings thus
contribute to this growing body of thought through a close examination of the introduction

and evolution of a new policy domain.

In order to guide the work from the outset a working research model has been used (the
details of which are outlined in the section titled ‘Developing a Theoretical Model” in Chapter
Four). The research model (Figure 1.1) was developed in an iterative process and reflects the
critical inter-relationship between network assets and behaviours. The model was generated
following a critique of an earlier framework (Figure 4.10). This earlier framework was
rejected on a number of accounts relating to the dynamics of network structure and behaviour.
The model used in this thesis reflects ideas about the way in which the assets of an area or
region (A) are mobilised through transformative behaviours (T) to result in a new stock of

assets (A¥).

Figure 1.1. Asset base renewal through transformative behaviours

APT>A*

The thesis is structured to reflect the unfolding story: how the evidence base has been
developed, extended, crystallised and summative judgments made. The discussion begins with
an exploration of the underlying themes and influences surrounding regional governance in
the UK (Chapter Two). The practical co-ordination challenges facing local stakeholders are
posed at multiple governance levels. Both macro- and micro level pressures are relevant here.
This evaluation provides the context within which the development of the RDAs may be more
fully understood. Chapter Two explores the principal influences and considerations
underpinning the recent resurgence in regional policy in the UK. The scope for concern and

influence ranges from global policy to community level issues.

14



As noted, the accumulation of ‘compelling stories’ has led to the generation of a research
model (Figure 1.1). The subsequent Chapters (Chapters Three to Seven) are structured using
the framework of the research model. Chapter Three explores what is now a very large but
nonetheless inclusive corpus of research emanating from a diversity of paradigms and
theoretical traditions. The research builds upon a number of theoretical frameworks, including
policy network theory (Kickert et al, 1997; Marsh and Rhodes, 1992; Rhodes, 1994),
partnership and collaboration theory (Benson, 1982; Gray, 1989; Huxham, 1996),
organisational learning (Argyris and Schon, 1996; Sitkin, 1996), and trust and social capital
(Lane and Bachman, 1998; Putnam, 1993; Sako, 1992). The research is multi-disciplinary,
reflecting the multitude of variables and considerations inherent in network analysis. The
review is divided into six key sections. First, the structural components of the network are
discussed, including structural configuration, stock of human capital and social capital. These
concepts combine to form the asset base of the network. The distribution of these assets will
affect ensuing behaviours. Three sets of network behaviours are explored, namely, strategy,
the management of perceptions, and learning. In a reciprocal or feedback loop, behaviours

can be used to transform the existing rule (asset) base.

The research has adopted a strong qualitative methodology based on the interpretations of the
subjects in the research field. A deep, exploratory approach was adopted, aimed at the
generation of ‘thick descriptions’. Chapter Four explores the design, nature and structure of
the research process. The Chapter is split into five broad sections namely, the nature of the
research problem; adopting an appropriate methodological paradigm; techniques for data
gathering; the analysis process and finally, evaluating validity, reliability and generalisability.
The research process combines elements of both deduction and induction. A set of analytical
categories was generated deductively. However, these preliminary categories transformed and
evolved through a process of inductive enquiry. Based on a review of the literature, ten
preliminary research questions are highlighted. These questions have been used to frame the
research process. A single-method approach to data gathering, relying solely on semi-
structured interviews, was selected. Two rounds of data collection were completed providing
two ‘snap shots’ in time (a comparative static analysis). The exploration of politically and

personally sensitive concepts like social capital, perceptions and negative relationships has
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been made possible due to the use of a qualitative methodology. This is argued to be one of

the key strengths of the research.

Chapters Five and Six present the mass of evidence generated in the data gathering stage
between February 1999 and September 2000. The research findings are structured following
the logic of the research model and the six key themes in the literature. Chapter Five presents
the research findings of the first round of data gathering. The first round interviews
commenced in February 1999, just two months before the official start up date of AWM.
Partners had been anticipating the new move towards regionalism for some time. There was a
measure of turmoil and the research findings reflect the mood and views of partners during
this time. Chapter Six explores the transitory partnership environment of the West Midlands
during the spring and summer of 2000. Partners viewed this period as a critical stage in
regional partnership development. Many partners who were previously unknown to one
another were congregating in various meetings. This period was characterised by ‘newness’.
The research findings illustrate and explore this period of transformation and the strategies

and behaviours being pursued by local partners during this time.

The evidence outlined in Chapters Five and Six provides the basis for a more comprehensive
analysis, exploring the evolution of the network over a period of time. A number of key
contributory factors have been identified as highly influential in the evolution ofthe WMRDA
network. Chapter Seven outlines a series of scenarios that illustrate the key inter-relationships
between assets, behaviours and the subsequent effects on partnership development. The
magnitude and scale of influence that each of these critical factors has had on the network is
discussed. This analysis is intended to develop an authentic view of collaborative action on
the ground. Three evaluative questions are identified in Chapter Seven that respond to the

central research issues raised in Chapter Four.

The following section in Chapter Seven looks at the formal structure and relationship maps of
the West Midlands RDA network. The relationships and tensions between local partners in
the network have been mapped in diagrammatic form. This mapping exercise visually

illustrates the accumulated outcomes of the changes in assets and behaviours. The network
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diagrams detail firstly, evidence of cross-sector relationships and secondly, the negative
relationships between partners. These findings reflect the variation in responses between
rounds one and two of the interviews. They also illustrate the changes in the network structure
during this period. A series of ‘compelling stories” have amassed, providing an in-depth
understanding and greater clarity regarding the collaborative environment of the West
Midlands. The primary evidence unearthed during the course of the research is then drawn
upon to appraise the success of the RDA in terms of achieving externally imposed policy
requirements. The final section in Chapter Seven identifies and explores a number of
inconsistencies between the research findings presented in this thesis and claims made in the

literature.

The concluding Chapter (Chapter Eight) of the thesis outlines the contributions made by this
research to the current body of thought surrounding policy networks and collaborative
governance. It is argued that the research findings make a contribution in two specific areas.
First, the research framework may be used as an evaluative technique, complementing or
standing in contrast to the classic ‘goal achievement model’ (Klijn and Koppenjan, 2000)
which uses ex ante objectives and policy outcomes. This research has evaluated the RDA
process in the West Midlands based on ex post satisfying criteria (Klijn and Koppenjan,
2000), which take into account the processes involved in collaboration and the views of
participating individuals. The second area of contribution relates to the wider debate on policy
networks and collaborative governance. The research has explored a number of theoretical
propositions within a new policy domain, thus contributing to the growing body of thought
surrounding the subject. Following this, a number of issues are raised with regards to the
implications for policy and management. Finally, a number of suggestions are made regarding
the future direction of this research. A comparative cross-regional analysis is highlighted as a

logical progression, within other UK and European regions.
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Chapter Two

The Underlying Themes and Influences Surrounding Regional

Governance in the UK

This Chapter explores the underlying themes and influences surrounding regional governance
in the UK. The various accountabilities of local partners involved in regional restructuring are
discussed. The practical co-ordination challenges facing local stakeholders are posed at
multiple governance levels. Both macro- and micro- level pressures are relevant here. This
evaluation provides the policy context within which the development of the RDAs may be

more fully understood.

The introduction of a new, regional tier of governance in the West Midlands poses a variety of
opportunities for and threats to local actors. Some partners will be affected by the economic
implications of regionalism, others by the European dimension resulting in territorial and
accountability impacts, yet others by local issues. The scope for concern and influence thus
ranges from global policy to community level issues. Some partners will welcome the new
agenda and the opportunities it presents. Others will be (more or less overtly) opposed to the
restructuring of existing arrangements and may doubt the motives of Central Government as
the prime mover in the inception of the RDAs. The regional policy agenda requires a holistic
approach, a collective response. Trial and error is inevitable in these circumstances, and every

attempt should be made to harness the lessons learnt from failure.

The increasing focus on cross-sector partnerships incorporating political, economic, social,
educational and environmental institutions is fraught with risk. The West Midlands has a
history of partnership working, dating back to the 1960s (Jacobs, 1997). This research seeks to
explore the introduction of an RDA and the complexities and tensions of partnership working
‘on the ground’. The onus is thus on the dynamics and social interactions taking place
between various agencies and individuals within the West Midlands. This means in turn,

evaluating a range of resource and behavioural issues.

18



If lessons are to be learnt from the partnership experience of local actors in the initial start-up
phase of the RDAs then the evaluation of interactions and behaviours is critical. Instead of
looking towards policy outcomes, in terms of gross domestic product (GDP), the apparent
urgency of the Regional Economic Strategy (RES), Structural Fund bids and other economic
aggregates, this research looks at the process of collaboration and regional institutional
building. The ‘soft’ measures involved in partnership development are considered and
evaluated as criteria for success. Chapter Two outlines the multi-level influences surrounding
the RDA policy impetus and explores the challenges facing local actors in the UK and the West
Midlands region. The policy domain shapes the behaviours and constrains the choice of local

partners.

Regional Institutional Development

This section seeks to explore the principal influences and considerations underpinning the
recent resurgence in regional policy in the UK. The first section (‘The Global Dimension’)
focuses on the impact of economic globalisation and the liberation of markets. The capacity of
the nation state in dealing with an increasingly complex global system is examined. One key
driver in this is the pervasive influence of European institutions on the contemporary
development of UK local government and regional institutions. The following section (the
‘European Dimension’) explores the increasing vertical pressure being placed on regional
stakeholders to provide a coherent response to European policy and, in turn, to generate the
capacity to influence European decision-making. Looking horizontally across state borders, the
English regions are perceived to be at a disadvantage relative to some other highly developed
European regions, for example, the Third Italy and Baden-Wurttemburg. There is an emerging
consensus that economic restructuring is best organised around regional networks,
partnerships and institutions (Amin and Thrift, 1994; Cooke and Morgan, 1993; Porter, 1990;
Rhodes, 1991; Scharpf, 1994). European development is being matched by national policy
change. In this context, (in the section titled the ‘UK Dimension’) the recent commitment of a
Labour government in facilitating network and partnership mechanisms in various areas of

public policy at the regional and sub-regional levels is evaluated.
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The following section (the ‘Regional Dimension’) evaluates the introduction of Government
Offices for the Regions (GORs) and the subsequent development of Regional Development
Agencies (RDAs). A number of commentators (Webb and Collis, 2000; Lynch, 1999) have
criticised the RDA policy oeuvre on the basis of poor accountability, endurability and low
stakeholder inclusion. The RDAs are constrained within national policy guidelines and these
guidelines may often conflict with local views and aspirations within each region. Local
stakeholders have the opportunity to influence the evolution of RDAs through a process of
formal and informal collaboration. This process is explored in the ‘Local Dimension’. Finally,
the concept of social capital and the related issue of trust (the ‘Inter-personal Dimension”) are
discussed in relation to regional development. Putnam’s view that horizontal social networks
are conducive to regional economic growth is assessed. The concepts of trust and social capital
may have considerable implications for the success or failure of the RDA process with its focus

on co-operation, collaboration and a cross-sector, multi-agency approach.
The Global Dimension

The new wave of regionalist theorising designates a body of thought which contends that
“(1)... the “region” is becoming the crucible of economic development and (2) ... the “region”
should be the prime focus for economic policy’ (Lovering, 1999a, p. 380). As Lovering notes,
the second hypothesis is clearly a normative one. The logic of regionalism as a process is
inextricably tied in to regional theory, with the supposed transition of regional economics from
Fordism to post-Fordism. In response to the prolonged accumulation crisis of the 1970s many
small firms began to adopt a system of flexible specialisation as a means of dealing with the
uncertainty engendered by the fragmentation of formerly secure and stable markets (Piore and
Sabel, 1984). This signalled the re-emergence of the region as, conceptually, the system of

flexible specialisation encouraging spatial clustering and integration at the regional level.
Compounding the economic resurgence of the region in the context of the transition to post-

Fordism has been the political resurgence of the region in the context of the restructuring —

some even suggest the ‘end’ (Ohmae, 1995) — of the nation state. Economic globalisation and
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the liberation of markets have led to a widespread consensus that the nation-state is no longer
the most appropriate level at which to formulate and co-ordinate economic policy (Webb and
Collis, 2000). Too small to deal with capitalism as a global system and too large to respond
effectively to the rapid changes taking place at the local level, the nation state has been forced
to cede more and more of its powers to supra-national bodies above it and to sub-national

bodies below (Amin and Tomaney, 1995).

This so-called ‘hollowing out of the state” (Jessop, 1994) has prompted the emergence of a
new kind of regional policy, more spontaneous and with diffuse structures of power
(‘multipolar”), which emanates from below rather than above. The nature of this new policy
regime is captured by the phrase ‘governance’. One interpretation of governance, a word with
multiple meanings, roots the term in inter-firm networks and their public policy equivalents,
public-private partnerships. The focus of attention on the regional level is a response to the
failure of top-down policies to deal with the complexities of local and regional development in
a globalised world. The concepts of the ‘policy paradigm’ (Cooke and Morgan, 1993) and
“institutional thickness’ (Amin and Thrift, 1994) place great weight on the wider terms, trust,
co-operation and reciprocity. The region appears, in this argument, to be the optimal level at
which institutional networks and institutional thickness may be developed — it is small enough
to allow for face-to-face contact upon which trust and co-operation are built but large enough

to permit economies of scale and scope.

The basic insight gained from this body of work on regionalisation is that the:

‘enduring competitive advantages in a global economy lie increasingly in local things —
knowledge, relationships, motivation — that distinct rivals cannot match’ (Porter, 1998,

p. 78).

The institutional capacity of a region is deemed crucial to this redefined comparative
advantage. The way in which local knowledge, relationships and motivation interact to create

learning, innovation and growth is of particular significance. From this perspective, a primary
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concern for policy makers should be to nurture the region’s so-called ‘untraded dependencies’.
These facilitate institutional learning, which strengthens networks of association and generates,
in turn, clusters of innovation. These characteristics have become manifest in a key area of

European policy, namely, European Union (EU) cohesion policy.

The European Dimension

The origins of European regional policy date back to the 1960s (for an account of these see
Bach, 1999). A step-change occurred in 1988, with the reform of EU structural funds and the
introduction of EU cohesion policy. This area of EU policy provides a compelling illustration
of the tensions between European wide policy and national diversity. In addition, it is arguably
the most prominent example of EU influence on regionalism in the UK. The European
dimension shapes the incentives and structures within which regional and local actors mobilise
and demonstrate regional capacity. These EU-wide incentives cascade through member states’
policy environments characterised by highly diverse institutions, political practices, policies and
problems and are transformed in the process. This section explores how EU cohesion policy,
incorporating the reform of the structural funds in 1988, has differentially affected governance

in the member states, in particular the United Kingdom.

The European Union, as a model of governance, is problematic insofar as it seems to defy
traditional categories of governance cast in the language of nation-state politics or international
collaboration (Wallace, 1990). Its decisions exert a pervasive influence and directly affect a
broad spectrum of public and private interests in the Union. In that respect, it seems to
resemble national states more than international organisations (Schmitter, 1992a). However,
compared to national states, it has extremely limited means to exert political rule. Until the
1988 reforms, the common European policy on inter-regional cohesion was extremely modest
in both scale and scope. The 1988 reform meant a radical overhaul. It imposed a strongly
uniform regulatory framework on extremely diverse national contexts. A crucial building block
of the reform is partnership. This refers to a set of rules and procedures, which require the

European Commission, national and sub-national authorities to collaborate closely and
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continually in the design and implementation of EU-funded programmes. Partnership was
intended to aid indigenous economic development by involving actors with intimate knowledge
of the particular local problems. This meant that sub-national agencies - local and regional
authorities — would be involved on a par with the Commission and national executives, and
that they would collaborate closely and systematically in the design and implementation of the

policy.

The partnership concept was institutionalised by way of a cascade of co-decision committees
and supporting rules. The structure was uniformly applied to every aspect of cohesion policy in
all member states. As such, the reform was bound to affect territorial relations in the member
states by empowering sub-national authorities, especially in the UK, Ireland and Greece in
which sub-national authorities were weak. Hence, the reform was not just about shifting policy
priorities, but crucially about imposing uniform EU policy co-design procedures in divergent
national contexts. Partnership arrangements also enabled European institutions to penetrate the
politics and governance systems of the individual member states. Member states differ in the
extent to which EU partnership rules are compatible with their domestic practices in regional
development. In the UK, the Commission’s interpretation of partnership ran counter to

received norms in managing relations with sub-national actors.

Overall, sub-national mobilisation has increased in the wake of the cohesion reform, but the
pattern is highly uneven. Cohesion policy has led a rethink in governance practices in the
European Union. The supranational, national and sub-national authorities increasingly find
themselves in a game of high stakes, in which each tries to gain maximum influence while
attempting to avoid being dominated by other players. This dynamic is well captured by the
policy network concept, which is defined as a set of mutually resource-dependent

organisations.
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“The relationships in a policy network could vary from a tightly integrated policy
community to a loosely coupled issue network, depending on the type of members,
their commands over resources and the amount or type needed for a policy problem,
and the resulting degree of interdependence among players. In EU cohesion policy,
then, partnership is the institutionalised expression of this form of joint control’

(Hooge, 1997, p. 17).

The formal rules of the partnership require sub-national, national and European authorities to
exchange (intangible as well as tangible) resources as partners in pursuit of a common goal.
Sub-national authorities are thus directly involved in EU cohesion policy making alongside
national state actors and the European Commission. State executives do not then always
appear to be the most efficient gatekeepers between the domestic and European arena: the
fixed territorial boundaries of the national state are thus permeated and diluted by these EU
partnerships. However, the extent of permeation depends on the territorial span, degree, and
substantive scope of partnership, and these vary greatly across the Union. The multi-layered
character of EU cohesion policy may thus be captured by the term ‘multi-level governance’

(Marks, 1992; Marks et al, 1993; Scharpf, 1994).

Multi-level governance generates distinct expectations about sub-national involvement in
European politics (Hooge, 1995a). The concept argues first and foremost that the sub-national
tier stands on a par with national and European levels of governance. The European arena is
therefore, not closed off from domestic actors. This presents sub-national authorities with a
choice. They could seek to influence European policy indirectly through member-state
channels, but they may also gain direct access to the European arena by setting up their own
representational offices at the heart of the EU. These may then be used as a platform for
participating in European-wide associations of sub-national interests, or for organising lateral
association alongside other affected sub-national authorities around specific European issues
(Hooge and Keating, 1994). By way of example, in 2000, local partners in the West Midlands
set up a Brussels office. A collaborative effort involving the West Midlands Local Government

Association (WMLGA), business sector and education institutions raised the required funds for
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the European venture. One interpretation of this new ‘theatre’ of operations was to harness
longer-term resource flows from the EU for the region. This demonstrates the reciprocal
resource dependencies of Europe on the West Midlands and the desire for local stakeholders in

the West Midlands to present a coherent voice at the European level.

The multi-level governance model states, furthermore, that sub-national empowerment is not
replacing national states. Sub-national empowerment is one dynamic in a wider process of
power dispersion across the European Union. Political control has also spun away to
strengthen European institutions, while nation state institutions have simultaneously retained
significant control over resources. Regions or local authorities with a wide array of resources
have a much better chance of gaining access to policy theatres than sub-national actors with
few resources. Success depends, in this interpretation, on a sub-national actor’s capacity to
provide indispensable resources for policy-making like information, organisation and expertise.

It is notable here that these resources are as often intangible as tangible in nature.

The EU regional policy networks in the UK before 1988 were heavily weighted towards
central government control (Bach et al, 1997). Central government still has overwhelming
resources at its disposal for controlling the domestic implementation of the structural funds,
despite the 1988 reform. However, the impact of EU cohesion policy on the regional
infrastructure of the UK is considerable. Rhodes argues that the system of governing beyond
Westminster and Whitehall is being transformed ‘from a system of local government into a
system of local governance involving complex sets of organisations drawn from the public and
private sectors’ (1991, p. 1). One of the problems posed by this proliferation of actors is that

the system becomes fragmented, and is difficult for the government to steer as a result.

In the EU context, there is a risk that this fragmentation will weaken the British position in the
competition for funds, given the Commission’s stated preference for dealing with regional
authorities with coherent strategies. To avoid losing out, some co-ordination of the complex
regional institutions and local authorities is required. The Government has responded to these

problems by introducing ‘integrated regional offices’ (GORs). Government Offices and the
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subsequent introduction of RDAs may be viewed, in part, as a response to the institutional

deficits highlighted by the structures and processes of EU cohesion policy.

The UK Dimension

The regional agenda in England was driven by a number of determinants. These included:

e The belated diffusion of the regionalist ethos prevalent within Europe to the UK and
codified in the concept of a ‘Europe of the Regions’.

e The need to develop regional bodies capable of securing access to European Structural
Funds.

e The rise of the regionalist movement in England in response to the perceived success of
development agencies in Scotland and Wales (Lynch, 1999).

e The internal policy dynamics of the Labour Party.

There was a widely acknowledged need to rethink traditional, largely centrally determined
regional policy in the face of the nation state’s weakened capacity to steer in a globalised and
Europeanised world. Drawing inspiration from success stories such as those of the Third Italy
and Baden-Wurttemburg, a general consensus emerged that economic restructuring was best
organised around regional networks, partnerships and institutions (Deas and Ward, 2000). In
the UK, interest in the effectiveness of regional institutions for economic policy making has
increased as the costs and failures of the free-market approaches of the 1980s have become
more apparent (Smith, 1993). The promotion of high levels of innovation, upgrading of skills
and the shift to knowledge-based activities are increasingly seen as central to economic
development in the UK. As successful national economic management becomes more
problematic, there has been a growing interest in the region as a key site for economic
governance (see Ohmae, 1995; Scott, 1995; Cooke, 1995). Commentators have, as a part of
this consensus-building, sought to identify the key factors underpinning the creation of regional

advantage in a highly competitive global arena.
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A number of factors have been identified. Porter (1990) and Storper (1993) advocate for ‘an
innovative corporate milieu’ which balances competition and co-operation (Porter, 1990) with
socio-cultural conventions (Storper, 1993). Cooke and Morgan (1993) emphasise extra-
economic supports such as education, training and research and familial networks. Also
highlighted was a need for a strongly embedded and interactive institutional fabric, based on
public-private association within ‘intelligent’, ‘networked’, and ‘learning’ regions (Cooke and
Morgan, 1993; Florida, 1995). The focus on networking and co-operation as an alternative to
competition is however, only a hypothesis and it is far from a tried and tested method of
regional management. RDAs would, in this regard, have responsibility for facilitating such

behaviour, enabling the regional actors to operate in an environment that may be unfamiliar.

Tomaney (1996) has stressed the importance of the role of nom-market institutions in
underpinning the economic performance of the best performing of the world’s industrial
economies. Institutions of regional government, with significant - if varying - powers over
economic development, are now a feature of every large member state of the European Union.

He argues for a minimum efficient scale for governance purposes.

‘Is there perhaps something about population units of around three to eight million (the
size of many US states, regions of larger European states, or the small European nation
states themselves) that make policy-making between public authorities and business
organisations particularly useful and flexible? s Britain missing something by having no

autonomous political institutions at this level?” (Crouch and Marquand, 1989, p. 23).

The claim of relative UK disadvantage has been articulated within the business and trade
communities. Business leaders have become increasingly concerned about the weaknesses of
the present support infrastructure in the English regions compared with that of some other
European competitors. Concerns have been expressed about the organisation of mward
investment, the lobbying for, and management of European funds, and the future of regional
strategic planning. This is set against the background of uncertainties arising from successive

local government reorganisation. The management of these functions and the division of
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responsibilities between various agencies has resulted in further complications at the sub-
regional level as Chambers of Commerce, Training and Enterprise Councils (TECs) (and their
successor bodies, the Learning & Skills Councils) and local authorities and their regional
associations/forums have vied for leading roles (Bennet ef al, 1994). Local fragmentation is
thus seen as a driver to a higher degree of regional consolidation, a point underscored by

Mawson (1997).

‘Given the increasingly complex and multifaceted nature of the regeneration task and
the need to co-ordinate the overlapping programmes and roles of a myriad of agencies,
many of which are funded by central government, directly or indirectly, it has been
recognised that organisational capacity at the regional level needs to be strengthened in

areas such as partnership and network development” (Mawson, 1997, p. 203).

It should be recognised here that the changing needs of society demand a flexible and
continually changing pattern of response in terms of adaptive public policy. Special purpose
agencies with clearly determined tasks assume a certainty and fixity of purpose that may often
be inappropriate to a rapidly changing urban and rural environment (Mawson, 1997). It is clear
that central government is searching for new ways to resolve these tensions and issues of
interdependency of public policy, through improved territorial co-ordination. The
establishment of GORs and RDAs reflects precisely this concern. Another response is the
recent commitment of government to facilitate networks and partnership mechanisms in
various areas of public policy at the regional and sub-regional levels. A question remains over
how enduring these various partnership structures currently being propagated at regional and
sub-regional levels will be in the longer term. This is especially relevant given that they
comprise partners often with quite different perspectives and sets of interests. Multiple

objectives and goals, often conflicting, are surely to be expected in this context.
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The Regional Dimension

The regional debate has been evident in British politics throughout the post-war period. There
are a number of forces underlying regional policy developments (for a chronological account of
these see Mawson, 1996, pp. 300-308). This discussion starts in 1994 when central
government set up Government Offices in ten regions, giving them particular responsibility for
spending on regeneration. This has led, in turn, to a strengthening of institutions representing
both local authority and private sector interests at the regional level. A debate is now underway
as to how business interests should be best represented. Local strategies based on partnerships
between business and the public sector require both parties to be well organised (Coulson,
1997).

The new integrated offices were introduced alongside a major reform in the government’s
regeneration programmes (Mawson et al, 1994). For the first time, civil servants working in
the English regions in the Training and Enterprise Division (TEED) of the then Department of
Employment (DE) and the Department of Environment (DOE), Transport (DT) and Industry
(DT1) were made accountable, in management terms, to one senior regional director (SRD). A
set of overall objectives has been established for the GORs and within this framework; each
SRD has been given a degree of local autonomy to develop structures and processes

appropriate to the local situation. The overall objectives of this reform may be summarised as:

e To achieve the operational requirements of each participating department of state in the
region.

e To promote a coherent approach to competitiveness, sustainable economic development
and regeneration, using public and private resources.

e To develop the skills and methods of working staff to achieve these objectives.

e To develop local partnerships to meet these other objectives.

e To provide a single point of access and deliver high quality services on Citizens Charter

principles (Mawson and Spencer, 1995).
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The GORs were widely seen as inadequate in themselves in achieving an adequate capacity in
multi-level governance at the regional level (Coulson, 1977). Thus, the Regional Development
Agencies Act (1998) and the strategic guidance published the following year (DETR, 1999)
signalled the incorporation of the nine English RDAs from April 1* 1999 and the arrival of a
new tier of regional governance in England. Their establishment also represented the
culmination of an intensive formative period of negotiation and positioning among existing
agencies in the regions. The effectiveness of the RDAs in the coming period will depend, to a
significant extent, on how thoroughly the existing partners have pursued this formative and

exploratory planning process.

The RDAs are business-led, but they also include people with experience and expertise from
local government and further and higher education, as well as trade unions and the voluntary
sector. Figure 2.1 outlines the structure of the RDA network in the West Midlands,
incorporating a multitude of stakeholders at different governance levels. The RDA network is
an informal conglomeration of the key stakeholders in the region. Despite having no official
mandate, relevant interest groups play a pivotal role with regards to RDA activities. Local
partners expect to be informed, consulted, scrutinise RDA decisions and ultimately, influence

regional policy.

In this sense, this informal grouping of disparate interests and organisations is a hugely
powerful force. It is a force that needs to be kept ‘on side’ if the RDA’s proposals are to be
approved and implemented. The lines between the organisations (in Figure 2.1) demonstrate
how the various partners might be linked together either through accountability, working
relationships or collaborative activities. The intention is that they will bring greater coherence
into national programmes by helping ‘to integrate them regionally and locally’ (DETR 1997a).
Initially, no additional financial resources were promised to support the activities of the RDAs.
However, the intention was to allow each English region, within a common framework of
objectives, functions and funding arrangements, to develop an RDA that matched the

circumstance and needs of that region, as interpreted locally.
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Figure 2.1. The WMRDA Network
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An RDA can thus be defined as:

‘...a regionally based, publicly financed institution outside the mainstream of central
and local government administration designed to promote economic development’

(Halkier and Danson, 1997, p. 249).

The effective operation of such a regional organisation will also reflect the level of support that
is provided by the other stakeholders and actors in a region, that is the existing regional
institutional capacity (Roberts and Whitney, 1991) and degree of ‘buy-in’. This is particularly
so in regions that have already established a dense infrastructure of bottom-up development
organisations. Indeed, in such circumstances, a major difficulty experienced by many
developmental organisations, and especially by new entrant agencies, is persuading existing
bodies to participate in the preparation of a regional development strategy and, having agreed
the strategy, to co-operate in its implementation. Regional development organisations do not
readily or automatically command the support of all parties in a region. Their position and
effectiveness can thus be eroded or weakened as a consequence of inter-agency conflict, or if

their regional development role is contested (Roberts and Lloyd, 2000).

The West Midlands has a tradition of partnership working. The precursor to Advantage West
Midlands (AWM) - the West Midlands Regional Economic Consortium (WMREC) - involved
the key stakeholders in the region in the design process for the new Agency. WMREC was
formed in the early 1990s in conjunction with the creation of GOWM. Its members included an
array of predominantly economic interests, including local government, the regional
Confederation of British Industry (CBI), the region’s Chambers of Commerce (COC),
Members of European Parliament (MEPs) and the representatives of Members of Parliament
(MPs) in the region. The consortium met quarterly to debate current issues and concerns. It
had no statutory powers, membership was voluntary and the process worked predominantly
through the power of consensus. Its purpose was to secure European funding. However,
towards the end of the 1990s members began to realise the need for a transition from a wholly
economic focus towards a more inclusive forum, representing social and community concerns.

WMREC dissolved itself in 1999 in the advent of the creation of the RDAs and the West
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Midlands Regional Chamber. The major representatives of WMREC have been subsumed into
the current Regional Chamber structure. Given this strong partnership ‘heritage’, how will the
historical tensions and complex partnership infrastructure of the West Midlands accommodate
a new ‘broker’ in the form of AWM? Will the same commitment to and motivation for co-
operation be evident in light of a centrally imposed requirement to collaborate? Will
‘compulsory collaboration’ prevent the emergence of relations based on goodwill and genuine

commitment? These issues are explored in Chapters Five and Six.

In this context, a premium will be placed on the leadership and networking skills and analytical
and strategic management capability of key local partners. For Mawson and Hall (2000),
support and training is needed to enable various partners to manage the emerging process and
structures effectively. Early lessons need to be translated as quickly as possible into operational
models of management which can then be disseminated as best practice (ibid). In this
argument, competitive advantage is increasingly becoming dependent on local assets and the
development and promotion of these assets will need to be exploited at the regional or local
level. The government has established regional bodies, the prime responsibility of which is to
develop and promote, by means of ‘soft’ supply side measures, a culture of innovation and

entrepreneurship founded on the ‘relational assets’ present in each region.

Webb and Collis (2000) have criticised the RDA programme on two principal grounds. The
first concerns the issue of accountability, the criticism being that too much power and authority

is retained by central government. The second criticism relates to:

*...[a] business led ethos which permeates the government’s regional agenda, with the
fear being that a narrowly conceived focus on competitiveness will undermine the
pursuit of wider goals such as sustainability and social inclusion’ (Web and Collis,

2000, p. 859).



Such fears appear to be borne out by the government’s insistence that each RDA will ‘provide
a business-driven direction for the region’s economy’ (DETR, 1999b). In addition, it would
appear that the institutions of regional governance have emanated from above rather than from
below. The central state’s influence over those institutions shows little sign of having been
hollowed out by localist empowerment. The objectives and functions of the RDAs are
prescribed by central government, their boards are chosen by, and are accountable to, central
government and their ability to develop unique strategies is hindered by the constraints
imposed by central government guidelines. This stands in contrast to the wishes expressed by

many regional stakeholders during the consultation period (Foley, 1998).

RDAs “will need to work within the framework of national policies” (DETR, 1999b, p. 2), “will
aim to support and enhance national policies’ (DETR, 1999, p. 3) and will facilitate the
‘effective delivery of government programmes’ (DETR, 1997, p. 1). Lynch (1999) suggests
that the RDAs themselves initially appear more as a mechanism to facilitate central intervention
rather than autonomous regional action. Consequently, the claims that the RDAs are at the
crest of a new wave of bottom-up regionalism, informed by the demands for greater
democracy and framed by the ‘hollowing out’ of the state, have been challenged (Webb and
Collis, 2000).

The Local Dimension

Each RDA network is geographically bounded and is thus, a territorial community (Rhodes,
1988). The defined territory (a standard region) challenges existing local partners insofar as it
necessitates their working beyond their traditional geographical boundaries. A further
challenge is provided by the injunction on actors to ‘join-up’ their activities and policies, to
pool resources and to construct a unique policy space within which the RDAs might operate.
The guidance (DETR, 1999) is explicit to the effect that these challenges can only be met
through a process of local negotiation and partnership formation. The effectiveness of the
formative negotiating process is thus held to be key to the ultimate success of the RDAs

themselves.
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Partners have sunk substantial assets in the developmental process to date - assets of time and
of forward-committed tangible resources, comprising data sharing agreements, delineation of
‘turf” and the like. The expectation is clearly that these investments will enable each RDA to
establish a legitimate and unique role in relation to the complex fabric of existing services in the
regions. What motivates the partners in incurring these costs is the prospect of new public
value for their areas compared to the status quo ante. This requires considerable public
entrepreneurship and measured risk-taking on the part of existing partners - again, key thrusts
of the Labour Government’s emerging urban regeneration agenda (Mawson, 1999). Central
Government has effectively handed down a series of problems for solution to local agencies,
while retaining key resource bases for central determination. The structuring of the challenge
presented by the RDA to local partners can be conceptualised in terms of the glass jar concept.
The glass jar image describes a situation in which broad goals are set for a target group of

partners, but:

‘... the way in which they are going to meet (them) (how they distribute costs and
benefits) is left to themselves “under the glass jar” (de Bruijn and ten Heuverelhov,
1998, pp. 83-4).

Partners have policy aspirations and are manoeuvring among themselves within the confines of
this policy glass jar in order that their ambitions might be achieved. Their ability to realise their
own objectives within externally set parameters and the impact that this may have on fellow
partners is likely to have far reaching consequences for future policy development in the

regions.

This study explores what happened to the partnership infrastructure of the West Midlands once
the hypothetical glass jar had been placed over the region. At an early stage it was important to
conceptualise what was occurring under the glass jar. As has already been mentioned, a
research model was developed. The research model provides a way of conceptualising the
findings. The details of how this conceptualisation occurred and how it has been u<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>