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Meeting: Local Enterprise Partnership Overview & Scrutiny 

Date/Time: 24 February 2022 at 10.00 am 

Venue: Virtually (Via Zoom) 
 

Agenda 
 

No. Title of Item Lead Time 
1.  Welcome and Introduction Gov Manager 10.00 

2.  Election of Chair Gov Manager 10.15 

3.  Declarations of Interest Chair 10.20 

4.  

Growth Hub Introduction – The Growth Hub 
Manager to provide an introduction to the 
business support provided by the York and 
North Yorkshire Growth Hub. 

Growth Hub 
Manager 10.25 

5.  

LEP Covid Impact Report – The LEP 
Research and Evaluation Officer to present a 
written report providing a summary of the 
position of the York and North Yorkshire 
economy and future challenges. 

Research and 
Evaluation 

Officer 
10.50 

6.  Future Meeting Dates and Work 
Programming Gov Manager 11.20 

7.  Any Other Business  Chair 11.25 

Finish Time 11.30 
 
Date of Publication: 16 February 2022 
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Membership: 
 
No. Name Representing 
1.  Councillor Caroline Goodrick North Yorkshire County Council 

2.  Councillor Anne Hook City of York Council 

3.  Councillor David Staveley Craven District Council 

4.  Councillor Paul Haslam Harrogate Borough Council 

5.  Councillor Paul Cullen Richmondshire District Council 

6.  Councillor Lindsay Burr Ryedale District Council 

7.  Vacant Hambleton District Council 

8.  Vacant Scarborough Borough Council 

9.  Vacant Selby District Council 

Quorum: 3 

  

2



 

   Item 5 
  

 

 OFFICIAL - SENSITIVE 

York & North Yorkshire Local Enterprise Partnership 

LEP Overview & Scrutiny Board 

24 February 2022 

LEP Covid Impact Report 

Report of the Head of Strategy  

 

1.0  Purpose of the Report  
1.1 The economy has suffered through nearly two years of the pandemic and various 

restrictions, varying from extreme lockdowns to social distancing and mask-
wearing requirements. Initial forecasts around the impact of Covid-19 suggested 
there would be a massive increase to unemployment. However, the current 
landscape differs from those expectations, particularly in terms of labour 
shortages.  
 

1.2 Consequently, the attached evidence base (Appendix 1 - Covid-19 Evidence 
Review) reflects on those original forecasts, the current position of the economy 
and future challenges; whilst this report provides a high level summary of the 
findings through the following themes: People, Business, Place and 2022 & 
Future Outlook.    

 
2.0   People  
2.1 Unemployment levels have remained relatively static, despite initial forecasts of 

mass job losses. Oxford Economic forecasts suggest that employment 
decreased by 0.03% between 2019 and 2020 and then increased in the following 
year. 
 

2.2 At the start of the pandemic, there was a major reliance on the Job Retention 
Scheme, which helped to minimise redundancies. This consistently reduced from 
January 2021 until its closure in September 2021. 

 
2.3 Claimant count levels still remain 55% higher than pre-Covid levels, but they 

have consistently decreased between February 2021 and October 2021. 
 
2.4 The pandemic has demonstrated that the role that public health plays in the 

economy can no longer overlooked. 
 
3.0   Business  
3.1 Labour shortages are one of the biggest challenges right now across multiple 

sectors (particularly logistics, care, agriculture and manufacturing). The 
pandemic, combined with Brexit, has contributed to this and forced businesses to 
adapt and provide better pay and conditions. 
 

3.2 Supply chains have been seriously disrupted, initially from the sudden 
introduction of lockdown which removed key markets for many overnight. The 
challenge is ongoing due to labour shortages, self-isolation requirements and 
major increases to prices. 
 

3



 

  

OFFICIAL - SENSITIVE 

3.3 Consumer habits have also changed as a result of the pandemic, for example the 
ONS reporting the ecommerce values increased by 46.1% between 2019 and 
2020.  

 
3.4 Business investment has been muted due to a lack of confidence about the 

future and, at a national level, it remains more than 20% below where it was at 
the end of 2019.  

 
4.0  Place  
4.1 The introduction of home-working has forced businesses to reassess working 

models and whether large urban office spaces are really necessary. If quality of 
life now outweighs proximity to an urban centre, this could provide an opportunity 
for York and North Yorkshire to attract and retain talent. 
 

4.2 Increasing popularity in York and North Yorkshire during the pandemic has 
worsened the issue of housing affordability. In some rural and coastal areas, 
prices increased by three times the national rate in some in July 2021. This could 
force more younger people to seek cheaper housing in neighbouring 
geographies. 

 
4.3 The pandemic has also proven that viable and attractive towns and cities need 

strong connectivity (physical and digital). 
 
4.4 Despite the pandemic hitting cities the hardest, the centre of York has proven 

resilient and fared much better compared to other Northern cities. 
 
5.0   2022 & Future Outlook 
5.1 Uncertainties for the future remain and will be dependent upon the following: 

• Businesses ability to adapt to the EU Exit 
• New coronavirus variants 
• Inflation squeezes household budgets and leads to reduced consumer 

spending 
• Widening inequalities  
• Staff shortages continue to be prevalent.  

 
5.2 Alongside these challenges for the future, there are also potential behavioural 

changes that need to be considered: 
• Local supply chains become preferable 
• Hybrid-working becomes the norm for most businesses 
• New consumer habits 
• Reduced international travel 

 
5.3 Ultimately, the pandemic may have caused less drastic impacts on 

unemployment levels than originally forecasted, but uncertainties for the future 
remain, particularly as the landscape is ever-changing.    

 
6.0 Corporate and Strategic Implications 

Legal None 
Financial None 
Governance and Assurance None 
Equalities None 
Data Protection and Privacy None 
Communications and Engagement None 
Business & Innovation None 
Low Carbon & Environment None 
Places None 
Skills & Employability None 
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7.0  Recommendations  
7.1 That the contents of the Covid-19 Evidence Review be noted. 
 
8.0  Additional Information  
8.1  Appendices –  

Appendix 1 – Covid-19 Evidence Review  
 

8.2 Background Documents – None 
8.3  Contact –  

Name/Title: Kate McHugh, Research & Evaluation Officer  
Contact: Kate.mchugh@ynylep.com  
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Part 1: Intro
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01 | Introduction
The economy has suffered through nearly two years of the 
pandemic and various restrictions, varying from extreme lockdowns 
to social distancing and mask-wearing requirements. This report 
looks to reflect on the current impact of the pandemic, whilst also 
considering initial forecasts and the pre-pandemic economy of York 
and North Yorkshire. 

The report is broken down by the following themes: 
 People
 Business
 Place 
 2022 & Future Outlook

Each theme seeks to provide a summary of the current climate. 
However, the pandemic is ever-changing and current trends that 
have been highlighted may easily shift. 
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Part 2: Summary
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02 | Summary
People
• Unemployment levels have remained relatively 

static, despite initial forecasts of mass job 
losses. Oxford Economic forecasts suggest that 
employment decreased by 0.03% between 
2019 and 2020 and then increased in the 
following year.

• At the start of the pandemic, there was a major 
reliance on the Job Retention Scheme, which 
helped to minimise redundancies. This 
consistently reduced from January 2021 until 
its closure in September 2021.

• Claimant count levels still remain 55% higher 
than pre-Covid levels, but they have 
consistently decreased between February 2021 
and October 2021.

• The pandemic has demonstrated that the role 
that public health plays in the economy can no 
longer overlooked.

Business
• Labour shortages are one of the biggest 

challenges right now across multiple sectors 
(particularly logistics, care, agriculture and 
manufacturing). The pandemic, combined with 
Brexit, has contributed to this and forced 
businesses to adapt and provide better pay and 
conditions.

• Supply chains have been seriously disrupted, 
initially from the sudden introduction of 
lockdown which removed key markets for many 
overnight. The challenge is ongoing due to 
labour shortages, self-isolation requirements 
and major increases to prices. 

• Consumer habits have also changed as a result 
of the pandemic, for example the ONS 
reporting the ecommerce values increased by 
46.1% between 2019 and 2020. 

• Business investment has been muted due to a 
lack of confidence about the future and, at a 
national level, it remains more than 20% below 
where it was at the end of 2019. 

Place
• The introduction of home-working has forced 

businesses to reassess working models and 
whether large urban office spaces are really 
necessary. If quality of life now outweighs 
proximity to an urban centre, this could provide 
an opportunity for York and North Yorkshire to 
attract and retain talent.

• Increasing popularity in York and North Yorkshire 
during the pandemic has worsened the issue of 
housing affordability. In some rural and coastal 
areas, prices increased by three times the 
national rate in some in July 2021. This could 

force more younger people to seek cheaper 
housing in neighbouring geographies.

• The pandemic has also proven that viable and 
attractive towns and cities need strong 
connectivity (physical and digital).

• Despite the pandemic hitting cities the hardest, 
the centre of York has proven resilient and fared 
much better compared to other Northern cities.

2022 & Future Outlook
Challenges:
• Businesses ability to adapt to the EU Exit
• New coronavirus variants
• Inflation squeezes household budgets and leads 

to reduced consumer spending
• Staff shortages continue to be prevalent

Opportunities:
• Local supply chains become preferable
• Hybrid-working becomes the norm for most 

businesses.
• New consumer habits
• Reduced international travel
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Part 3: National
Context
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03 | National Context
There are large scale issues happening at a national level 

which are equally reflected within York and North 

Yorkshire. For example, there was a massive decrease to GDP 

nationally in 2020 (-9.7%), which is the steepest drop since 

consistent record began in 1948, as shown in Image 1.

There has been a significant increase to inflation – it’s the 

highest it’s ever been, with the Bank of England raising interest rates 

from 0.1% to 0.25%. Alongside this is the increasing cost of utilities, 

in November, the average price of gas was 46% higher than a month 

ago and the highest recorded.  

Staff shortages continue to persist at scale, exacerbated by 

self-isolation requirements. The health and social care sector, in 

particular, has been strained as a result of this. Age UK research 

suggests council tax would need to rise by 10% to maintain social 

funding. Other sectors are similarly being impacted by this. 

Image 1: GDP Graph from the House of Commons Library, Coronavirus: Economic 

Indicators Report
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Part 4: People
 Unemployment Forecasts
 CRJS & Claimant Count
 Current Reality
 Employee Forecasts
 Economy Vs Public Health
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04 | People – Unemployment Forecasts
Historically unemployment has not been a major 

issue for York and North Yorkshire, with a low rate of 

2% during 2019 (which is lower than the UK’s total rate of 

3.9%). However, there was a great expectation that the 

pandemic would lead to mass job losses, as almost one 

quarter of all businesses were forced to temporarily close or 

pause trading due to the lockdowns implemented in April 

2020. The highest level of closures were within the hospitality 

and tourism sector. This was a particular concern for YNY, as 

the economy is heavily reliant on these sectors in terms of 

employment – 39,000 people are employed within 

accommodation and food services, making it the third largest 

employment sector. 

The Coronavirus Job Retention Scheme established 

by Government was a welcome relief in order to 

protect the most vulnerable jobs. As shown in Table 1 

(on the next page), there was a heavy reliance on the furlough 

scheme. At its peak, in June 2020, ~113,300 people (30%) 

were furloughed. Considering this high level, original forecasts 

by the LEP suggested that a worst case scenario, where the 

economy would not rebound immediately, could lead to an 

unemployment rate of up to 25%. 

Alongside the furlough figures, the impact from Coronavirus 
on people can also be seen in the massive spike of benefit 

claimant levels. In April 2020, the total level of 
claimants increased by 127% and remained 
relatively high throughout the year. Only from 
February 2021 did the levels begin to consistently 
decrease.  

All of the data suggested that unemployment 
increasing was not a matter of ‘if’, but ‘when’, 
especially with the end of the furlough scheme 
approaching in October 2021. Evidencing this was a 

quarterly recruitment survey from the Chamber of Commerce 
in September, which found that 1 in 5 businesses were 
planning to make redundancies. Throughout the pandemic, 
we also saw large retailing chains begin to collapse, such as 

the Arcadia Group. Although lockdown increased local 
shopping and the popularity of independents 
increased, bricks and mortar stores still felt the 
strain of lockdown and restricted opening. 
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Table 1: Number of furloughed employments throughout the pandemic

Source: HMRC

Table 2: Number of claimants throughout the pandemic

Source: ONS (The experimental Claimant Count consists of claimants of 
Jobseekers Allowance and some Universal Credit Claimants)

04 | People – CJRS & Claimant Count 
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04 | People – Current Reality
Despite these challenges, the reality is that 
unemployment levels have changed very little since 
pre-pandemic. Throughout 2020, the unemployment rate 
saw only a minor increase within YNY at 2.4%. HR1 redundancy 
notifications – where employers are required to notify at least 
30 days before the first dismissal when 20 or more 
redundancies are proposed – were also very low; and, in 
December 2021, the level of pay-rolled employees was higher 
than one year ago.  

Table 3: Pay-rolled Employees from PAYE* North Yorkshire

Source: ONS
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04 | People – Employee Forecasts

The latest Oxford Economic forecasts around employee 
levels also reflect this current climate. The forecasts show 

that between 2019 and 2020, there was only a 
minor decrease in employment (-0.03%), likely a result 
of the Government’s furlough scheme and various covid-19 
support schemes. The figures for 2021 show an increase of 

employees by 0.5% compared to the previous year. Based 
on these forecasts, the economy is relatively 
buoyant with employee levels expected to increase up 
until 2027 where a minor drop from the previous year is 
expected:

Table 4: Employee Forecasts from Oxford Economics
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Source: Oxford Economics (updated October 2021, *refers to forecasts. Please note: 
the forecasts will be next updated at the end of January 2022)
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04 | People – Economy Vs Public Health
The pandemic has also demonstrated an interconnectedness 
between public health and the economy, which can no longer be 
overlooked. This is evident again by rising concerns around the new 
variant, Omicron, its transmittable levels and what this might mean for the 
economy and employment levels. As of Thursday 9 December 2021, the 
Prime Minister announced the return of certain measures to slow the spread 
of Omicron, including the extension of face covering requirements to cover 
most crowded indoor settings, guidance calling for working from home to be 
reintroduced where possible, and the use of vaccine passports for crowded 
settings like nightclubs.

Alongside the physical impacts of coronavirus, there have been 
consequences to people’s mental health and wellbeing. According 
to ONS, young people have struggled to recover from the worry of the 
pandemic, with “anxiety levels among 20 to 24 year-olds remaining high 
between April and June 2021 - higher than the national average”. This could 
be down to employment rates amongst young people being the most 

affected during the pandemic. Those workers from an ethnic minority 
group, low paid workers and disabled workers were also the 
most negatively economically impacted by the pandemic. 

Although it is optimistic to see unemployment levels remain low, 
challenges still remain around those furthest away from the 
labour market. According to ONS, between July 2020 and June 2021, 
17,500 people that are classed as economically inactive do want a job. There 
is an opportunity to encourage these people to fill any current employment 
shortages and return to the labour market. 
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Table 5: No. of Covid-19 Positive Tests for York & North Yorkshire

Source: Public Health
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Part 5: Business
 Labour Shortages
 Building Resilience
 Productivity
 Sector Highlight
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05 | Business – Labour Shortages
Since the pandemic started back in 2020, businesses 
have been thrown into a tumultuous period, with 
very little certainty for the future. In parallel to this, 
there has also been the aftermath of the EU Exit. 
Consequently, they’ve had to deal with a multitude of 
challenges. 

At the start of the pandemic, most forecasts 
predicted an increase in unemployment. In reality, 

the real challenge has been labour shortages, 
which was triggered by the following:
• Less migrant workers due to the EU Exit;
• Shifts in employment patterns (i.e. employees 

moving to more secure sectors that are less 
vulnerable to the pandemic);

• Vaccination requirements for certain sectors;
• Changes in consumer habits (i.e. increases in 

staycations, greater reliance on ecommerce)

Logistics, hospitality, health and social care, 
agriculture and manufacturing are the 
sectors that have been hit the hardest by 
labour shortages. According to the Road Haulage 
Association (RHA), there is currently a shortfall of 
about 60,000 drivers due to around 30,000 HGV 
driving tests not taking place last year due to the 
pandemic. Brexit has also been labelled as one of the 
factors causing this, with many drivers unsure of their 
rights to work in the UK. This is then having knock-on 
impacts within the supply chain, with manufacturers 

unable to transport their products to customers 
without serious delays. 

In August 2021, the number of people coming 
forward for vacant jobs within the care sector was 
down by 70% within North Yorkshire and still remains 
low. This has been exacerbated by vaccine 
requirements and competition with other sectors. For 
many, hospitality and retail are able to offer more 
attractive positions, both in terms of pay and 
available hours. This could potentially be strained 
further by the new Omicron variant as staff are 
required to self-isolate more regularly and many care 
homes are now under lockdown due to an increase in 
cases.  

For the agriculture sector, there have been challenges 
both for arable and livestock farmers. Within 
Yorkshire, farmers were forced to kill hundreds of 
piglets as the labour shortages in local abattoirs 
meant adult pigs were not being killed fast enough. A 
report from the NFU highlighted some further factors 
that were causing this shortage:
• Reliance on migrant labour
• Age profile of employees in the sector
• Negative perceptions of the sector
• Competition from other businesses
• Skills shortages 
• Geographical spread and rurality
• Introduction of IR35
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05 | Business – Building Resilience
The sudden introduction of lockdowns created major 
disruptions to supply chains. There was some initial panic buying from 
consumers which led to product shortages, whilst businesses also found it 
difficult to purchase certain materials due to both shortages and increased 
costs. There were logistical limitations, as air freight had become extremely 
expensive. Transportation is a sector that is continuing to struggle with 
demand outweighing the available labour to supply this. 

Lockdown also meant that many businesses lost their key markets 
overnight. For example, agricultural businesses that sold to the hospitality 
sector and schools were worse off than those that had contracts with large 
supermarkets, who were able to remain open throughout the pandemic. 
Dairy farmers in particular suffered as they lost their customers from cafes, 
hotels and restaurants; which led to a major wastage of products. 

In order to survive, the pandemic made it evident that businesses 
needed to be quick to adapt. From seeking new markets and ways of 
reaching their customers to different processes, working with reduced staff 
(as a result of isolation requirements) and better use of technology. As 
shown in Image 2, research suggests that the pandemic accelerated the 
implementation of technology in many sectors. It also increased online 
retailing, with the ONS reporting that ecommerce values increased 46.1% in 
2020 when compared with 2019, the highest annual growth reported since 
2008. 

Image 2: Table from the Local Industrial Strategy Council’s Annual Report
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05 | Business – Productivity
Although the pandemic has driven forward some 
positive changes, it has also made businesses far more 
hesitant with investment, which could have negative 
consequences on productivity. According to ONS data, 
business investment fell by 27% in 2020 Q2, recovering only slightly 
in the third quarter, with investment still more than 20% below 
where it was at the end of 2019. Productivity across the whole of 
the UK economy fell by 1.2% in Q3 2021 compared with previous 
quarter, which is a total of 4.8% down compared to the previous 
year.  Even before the pandemic, York and North Yorkshire suffered 
with low productivity and in 2019 was lagging behind England’s 
output per hour by 14%, as shown in Table 5.  

Table 5: Productivity Comparison between York & North Yorkshire and England 
(Output per hour worked (£))
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The table below includes a summary of key challenges and opportunities for 
the sector:

SWOT Analysis

Sector Highlight

05 | Business - Hospitality
Hospitality is one of the sectors that has been most under threat from 

the pandemic. During lockdown, some sub-sectors (i.e. accommodation) had very 

little ability to change their services and remain operating. Pressures continued even as 

the economy reopened, with increased costs around cleaning, safety materials and 

signage, limitations due to social distancing and what became known as the 

“pingdemic”. Businesses had all of this to contend with, combined with historical issues 

such as seasonality. 

However, the sector is currently bouncing-back as limitations around travelling abroad 

have created a staycation boom. In 2020, North Yorkshire was the most visited 

county and at the start of 2021, the Yorkshire Dales was the fifth highest 

location for people to book. It is unclear yet how much of that popularity has 

converted footfall into sales, as figures from Visit Britain are only available for 2019 

(total of 445,888 visits and spending of £168.35m). The key for hospitality going 

forward will be to retain that market and reduce seasonality, as spending 

typically peaks during July to September. 

Strengths

 Consumer habits are changing 

– greater preference for local 

independents 

Weaknesses

 Limited cash flow worsened by 

increase to costs (i.e. energy)

 Negative perceptions around a 

career in this sector (i.e. bad 

pay, long/hard hours, no career 

progression)

Opportunities

 Reduced/limited abilities for 

traveling abroad increase 

staycations

 Change mind-sets around this 

industry and improve 

employment opportunities 

Threats

 Omicron variant leads to 

stricter rules, or even lockdown

 Restrictions are implemented 

without further support from 

Government

 Consumer confidence dips, 

which leads to last-minute 

cancellations and limited 

 Supply chain disruptions 

 Labour shortages 

 Greater reliance on ecommerce 

from consumers – businesses 

need to adapt and better utilise 

technology
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Part 6: Place
 Urban Vs Rural
 Housing Affordability
 Connectivity
 High Streets
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05 | Place – Urban Vs Rural 
York and North Yorkshire is an attractive and diverse 
geography, with the urban centre of York, expansive rurality 
(which includes two National Parks and three Areas of 
Outstanding National Beauty), distinct market towns and a 
breath-taking coastline. These assets have led to multiple 
accolades throughout the pandemic:
• York was ranked fifth for the best city in Yorkshire and the 

Humber to start a remote business (March 2021, Dojo);
• Right Move have voted Skipton as the second happiest 

town in the UK (December 2020); 
• Harrogate was deemed the best place to work from home 

in the UK, due to its high levels of digital connectivity, huge 
amounts of green spaces, low crime rates and good 
schools (October 2020).

However, not all of our towns have maximised their 
potential. 6% (30) of our Lower Super Output Areas are in 
the 20% most deprived locations in England and this is 
particularly concentrated in Scarborough (Indices of Multiple 

Deprivation, 2019). The prosperity of the region often 
conceals these pockets of deep-rooted deprivation. 
Added to this is the widening inequalities that have been 
created during the pandemic. Research by the New 
Economics Foundations showed that disposable incomes of 
the poorest 50% fell by an average of £110 in real terms, but 
the richest 5% have seen gains of more than £3,300 a year. 

Building on the changes from the pandemic, there is an 
opportunity to maximise our strengths, but also to level-up 

those locations that have previously been overlooked or left 

behind. One of the biggest opportunities has been 
presented through home-working requirements 
which were implemented as part of lockdown 
measures. As of April 2020, nearly half (46.6%) of people in 
employment did some of their work from home due to 
Covid-19. Recent research has shown that home-working 
does not negatively impact productivity, so it is unsurprising 
that companies are increasingly exploring options for a more 
dispersed model of working, reducing the reliance on large 

urban office space. This has significant potential for 
York and North Yorkshire, where quality of life can 
now more effectively outweigh proximity to urban 
centres.

Future Role of Urban Centres?
There has been some debate around the role of larger cities and whether their popularity will decrease, 
both for residents and businesses, based on the pandemic. If it does, there is an opportunity for rural 
locations and smaller cities to attract new talent and inward investment. However, current research by the 
Guardian suggests that this has not yet become a reality. In fact, it showed that more people are now 
living in the biggest English city centres – for example, Leeds City Council estimates that 5,000 more 
people are living in its centre now than in 2019. A similar picture has been painted in Liverpool, areas of 
London and Manchester. 
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05 | Place – Housing Affordability
The ever-increasing popularity of the sub-region can be seen 
primarily in the demand for housing throughout the 
pandemic. House prices were rising at three times the national rate in 
some rural and coastal areas in July 2021, such as Richmondshire in the 
Yorkshire Dales (21.4%). Even before the pandemic, housing affordability 
was a challenge within York and North Yorkshire (particularly in York and 
Harrogate) and this has been exacerbated further. Between October 2019 
and October 2021, average house prices in all York and North Yorkshire 
districts (except Harrogate), saw an increase of 10% or more, as shown in 
Table 5.

There are serious challenges that go hand-in-hand with the 
increased interest in rural living. According to a report from ONS, 
“young and low paid workers in tourist hotspots are increasingly facing 
the prospect of being unable to afford to live there”. This is likely to strain 
labour shortages further as industries that are most reliant on younger 
people (i.e. hospitality) are some of the worst to be hit. 

Within YNY, prior to the pandemic, there was already a 
prevalence of an ageing population (45% are >50 years old, 

compared to 38% for England); and this could increase if younger 
people are forced to seek cheaper housing in neighbouring 
regions. Alongside housing affordability, talent retention within the 
region remains an issue because of more attractive and better paid 
opportunities for higher level qualified roles in large cities. 

Table 5: % Change of Average House Prices between October 2019 and October 

2021

Source: UK House Price Index
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On top of affordable housing, for places to be 
viable and attractive locations to live and work, 
there also needs to be excellent connectivity 
(physical and digital), which has been 
emphasised further by the pandemic. 

In terms of transport connectivity, there are 
two key challenges. Firstly, any lingering 
negative perceptions around public transport 

safety. Throughout the pandemic, people 
were encouraged to minimise their 
usage of public transport for risk of 
spreading coronavirus further. There has 
also been reduced travel demand from 

commuters throughout the pandemic. Prior 
to this, the popularity of public 
transport was already wavering, with 
local bus services in North Yorkshire decreasing 
by 29% between 2009 and 2019. 
Comparatively, the city of York has proven 
more resilient with only a 3% decline. 

This is likely tied into the second key challenge 

for transport connectivity. The expansive 
rurality of North Yorkshire often limits 
the viability of public transport and 
accessibility, forcing residents and visitors to 
rely heavily on private car usage. According to 

Transport for the North, around 90% of visitors 
to National Parks will travel by car. Similarly, 
Whitby was the most popular staycation option 
in 2020, but it has very limited public transport 
that is attractive to consumers, particularly 
when travelling between North Yorkshire 
towns. From Scarborough to Whitby, it would 
take a minimum of four hours to travel by train 
with two changes required, although it’s under 
20 miles down the coastline. 

It is no surprise then that transport is the 
largest emitting sector for York and 
North Yorkshire. The pandemic could 
provide a platform to reduce carbon, rather 
than contribute further emissions. For 
example, the National Infrastructure 
Commission suggested that “private car use in 
the UK could fall by up to 10% in coming years 
if a long-term shift toward more homeworking 
takes hold in the wake of the pandemic”. 

Throughout the pandemic, nationally 
there was also an increase in active 
travel and investment into this mode of 
transport from Government via their Active 
Travel Fund (North Yorkshire was awarded a 
total of £1,144,750 and the City of York 
received £851,637). But, was this trend 

apparent in the North? Figures from the 
Department for Transport show that in 
Yorkshire and the Humber, 13.8% of the 
population cycled at least once a month in the 
year to November 2020; which was down from 
14.3% the year before.

Limited digital connectivity is also a 
consequence of the geography’s 
rurality. Only 36% of premises across York 
and North Yorkshire are able to receive 
ultrafast broadband (>100 mbps), compared to 
64% nationally; and 8% of premises across York 
and North Yorkshire are not able to receive 

superfast broadband (>30 mbps). With 
increased home-working and new ways 
of learning, having digital connectivity 
is critical now, more than ever.
Otherwise, the resultant ‘digital poverty’ has 
implication for overall health and wellbeing and 
is a contributory factor to a deepening sense of 
isolation. 
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The increased need for home-working has 
also contributed to greater demand from 
local high streets. Throughout the pandemic, it has 
been city centres that have suffered greater damage; 
primarily because there has been a reduced level of 
office-workers, and hesitation to be in confined and 
busy urban centres. However, data from the Centre for 
Cities has shown that York has often rejected that 
trend. In terms of footfall, York has often had much 
better rates compared to other major cities in the 
North. It also ranked third in a city comparison of 
consumer spending compared to pre-pandemic levels; 

only superseded by Wakefield and Blackpool.  

Within York and North Yorkshire, stakeholders have 
continuously reported relative buoyancy from 
market towns, in particular those that 
provide services to surrounding towns and 
villages, and are less reliant on tourists. In May 
2021, Skipton high street saw nearly 300% increase in 
footfall compared to the previous year (although it 
was still dramatically down compared to 2019). 

Despite the demand on high streets, multiple 

lockdowns have still taken a strain and can be seen in 
some of the vacancy rates of our key settlements in 
table 7 (on the next page). 

Challenges in the high street, such as increased desire 
for leisure experiences and the ever-growing 
popularity of ecommerce, were already happening 
pre-pandemic but have been accelerated further. The 
pandemic should be a catalyst for change in these high 
streets, particularly rethinking their purpose and 
delivering new consumer demands. For example, 
creating collaborative business space like the new Co-
Lab space in Harrogate, which aims to support the 
growth of digital and tech businesses. 

Image 3: Data from the Centre for Cities High Street Recovery Tracker

There is an opportunity to push 
our high streets to become more 
vibrant and dynamic, as has been 
previously highlighted in our 21st

Century Towns Report. 
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Challenges for the future:

 Businesses ability to adapt to the EU Exit. 

With the pandemic dominating public attention, 

Brexit has often taken a backstreet, but there are 

many changes still underway which will impact 

businesses. For example, there will be new rules 

of origin paperwork requirements and 

declarations for agri-food sectors and they will 

see many new additional barriers to moving 

goods across UK-EU borders in supply chains in 

2022. 

 New coronavirus variants. The recent 

Omicron variant already poses a threat due to its 

high transmission levels, although symptoms may 

be less severe. It could lead to limitations in 

access to people and trade movements due to 

self-isolation requirements, adding an extra layer 

of challenge when many sectors are already 

struggling for capacity. Early evidence already 

suggests that there has been a decline in retail 

footfall and cancellations of bookings in the 

hospitality sector. But a worst case scenario 

would be a new variant that is vaccine-resistant. 

 Inflation squeezes household budgets 

and leads to reduced consumer spending. 

This has been a result of disrupted supply chains 

and a surge in energy prices. Consequently, the 

Bank of England raised interest rates from o.1% 

to 0.25%, the first rate rise in over three years. 

There is an expectation that inflation will reach a 

peak of around 6% next April before falling back.

 Widening Inequalities. Numerous 

research has shown that those in the most 

deprived areas have been hit the hardest 

by the pandemic. With the increasing cost 

of spending, this could be exacerbated 

further.

 Staff shortages continue to be prevalent. 

The disruptive impact of labour shortages on the 

economy has already been seen throughout the 

pandemic. For example, the shortages in HGV 

drivers massively impacted the manufacturing 

sector as they were unable to transport their 

goods to customers. Could this challenge be 

worsened if older workers choose to retire earlier 

due to health concerns from the pandemic? Not 

only would this potentially leave employment 

shortages, but it could create skills gaps in many 

businesses. 

Opportunities for the future:

• Local supply chains become preferable, as 
the pandemic and Brexit have forced businesses to 
build greater resilience in sourcing materials. 

• Hybrid-working becomes the norm for most 
businesses. For York and North Yorkshire, this 
provides a real opportunity to attract a new, diverse 
talent base. Although the Office for Budget 
Responsibility suggests that greater home-working 
could undermine innovation and knowledge sharing. 

• New consumer habits, for example the 
acceleration of online consumption and preferences 
for local, independent businesses caused by the 
pandemic.

• Excess savings. Data from ONS showed that the 
saving ratio (household savings as a proportion of 
household disposable income) increased from 8.9% 
in January-March 2020 to 25.9% in April-July 2020, a 
record high since the series began in 1987. This 
could mean increased spending from consumers in 
upcoming months. But, equally, it could be 
constrained by the increased living cots.

• Reduced international travel. The pandemic 
led to a staycation boom as flights abroad were 
either fully restricted or limited, with added costs 
for PCR testing requirements. There is a potential for 
this pattern to continue, or at least for the 
hospitality and tourism sector to maximise this new 
trend further. 

Ultimately, the pandemic may have caused less drastic 
impacts on unemployment levels than originally 
forecasted, but uncertainties for the future remain, 
particularly as the landscape is ever-changing.   
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