
West Lancashire Economic Study
Economic Baseline Report and Action Plan

October 2009

Executive Summary



West Lancashire Borough Council                 Economic Baseline Report and Action Plan 

October 2009 
2 

Contents 

  
1. INTRODUCTION ...................................................................................................... 3 

2. KEY FINDINGS ........................................................................................................ 5 

Functional Geography of West Lancashire 5 

Demographic & Socio-Economic Analysis 7 

Business Structure 8 

3. PROJECTING THE WEST LANCASHIRE ECONOMY ........................................... 9 

4. SWOT ANALYSIS.................................................................................................. 11 

Strengths 11 

Weaknesses 13 

Opportunities 14 

Threats 15 

5. DRIVING THE WEST LANCASHIRE ECONOMY FORWARD (RECOMMENDATIONS) 16 

West Lancashire’s Role within the Region 16 

Delivering Redevelopment of Skelmersdale Town Centre 17 

Land and Premises 18 

Business Support 20 

Branding and Marketing 22 

Labour Market Initiatives 23 

    

          
 

   



West Lancashire Borough Council                 Economic Baseline Report and Action Plan 

October 2009 
3 

1. INTRODUCTION 

1.1 GVA Grimley was commissioned in August 2008 to prepare an Economic 
Study for West Lancashire Borough on behalf of West Lancashire Borough 
Council.  

1.2 The primary purpose of this study is to develop a better understanding of the 
Borough’s economic baseline position and its key sectors to provide the 
Council with a robust evidence base and set of priorities in order to encourage 
future growth and to take forward its economic regeneration work from the 
West Lancashire Inspire and Enterprising West Lancashire (EWL) projects, 
both of which are due to end in 2009.  

1.3 This Study provides the most detailed statistical and qualitative evidence base 
on the West Lancashire Economy to date. It will be of great use not just for the 
Borough Council itself, but also for other public bodies, the third sector and for 
the local business community; in fact for all those who have a stake in the 
sustainable economic development of the Borough. 

1.4 The Study is grounded in the regional and sub-regional economic 
development framework set out by the Northwest Regional Development 
Agency, (NWDA) and Partners. As such the Study relates issues and 
recommendations back to the regional, Lancashire wide and Liverpool City 
Region investment and thematic priorities.  

1.5 The Study analyses the factors that make a strong local economy. 
Specifically, the need for: a skilled and available workforce; quality training 
provision locally; suitable and available land and premises for employment 
use; an attractive and affordable local housing offer; good strategic highway 
and public transport links; proximity to major markets; high-quality broadband 
infrastructure provision: an efficient and supportive regulatory environment; 
and quality of environment.  

1.6 The Study provides the basis on which to develop economic planning for the 
next 5-10 year period of the Borough’s development, with the 
recommendations setting out what needs to be done. 

1.7 The Study was commissioned by the Council’s Enterprising West Lancashire 
Project, through the West Lancashire Local Strategic Partnership’s Northwest 
Regional Development Agency funded ‘Investing in Business’ Regeneration 
Programme. 

1.8 Where possible, West Lancashire has been compared to its eight immediate 
neighbours – Liverpool, Sefton, St. Helens and Knowsley in Merseyside, 
Preston, South Ribble and Chorley in Lancashire and Wigan in Greater 
Manchester. In particular, the comparison to Chorley is an important one, 
because as well as from being a neighbouring authority, the Borough is 
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classed by the Audit Commission as a benchmark authority to West 
Lancashire due to the statistical similarities between the two areas. 

1.9 In addition the main report provides national comparisons between West 
Lancashire and the Borough of Corby and the Unitary District of Telford & 
Wrekin. These two districts, both including former New Towns, share a 
number of similar characteristics with West Lancashire and these case studies 
have been included to gain a greater understanding of the Borough’s position 
within the wider national economy and to see if lessons learnt from Corby and 
Telford & Wrekin can be applied to the West Lancashire context.     

1.10 Throughout the study the wards within West Lancashire have been grouped to 
present information which best represents settlement level patterns. This 
enables us to differentiate between the urban areas of Skelmersdale and Up 
Holland, Ormskirk / Aughton and Burscough; and the rural Northern, Western, 
and Eastern / Southern parishes.  The six sub-areas are illustrated on Figure 
1 below: 

Figure 1: Ward Groupings for Analysis 

 

 Source: GVA Grimley 
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2. KEY FINDINGS 

Functional Geography of West Lancashire 

• The majority of West Lancashire is open space, and less than 15% of the 
Borough is taken up by domestic and non-domestic buildings, roads, 
railways etc. The Department for Communities and Local Government’s 
Generalised Land Use Statistics indicate that over 85% of the Borough is 
greenspace.  

• Further 92.5% of the land in the Borough lies within the Green Belt, more 
than any other Lancashire Authority.  

• Most areas of the Borough are within 15 minutes of the strategic motorway 
network (M58 and M6). However, parts of the Northern Parishes are 
further from the motorway network, with longer drive times of around 30 
minutes.   

• West Lancashire is reasonably well served by its local strategic highway 
network. However, there are two significant gaps in provision: the need to 
ease traffic congestion through Ormskirk along the A570; and the issue of 
heavy goods vehicles having to access horticultural producers in and 
around Tarleton/Hesketh Bank on ill-suited rural roads, particularly those 
through Tarleton Village.  

• In regard to rail transport, while Ormskirk/Aughton has an excellent rail 
service to Liverpool, the rest of West Lancashire is much less well served. 
Skelmersdale, home to almost a third of West Lancashire’s population, 
has no train station (though Up Holland station is nearby) The Southport-
Wigan line, which passes through Burscough, Parbold and Appley Bridge, 
provides an important rural service for the Borough 

• Bus transport on the main Wigan-Skelmersdale-Ormskirk-Southport 
corridor is relatively strong. However, bus services enabling access to 
employment in the rural areas and in Skelmersdale are poor/non-existent.  

• 2001 Census Data indicated that West Lancashire was a net exporter of 
labour. Some 20,891 people travelled from West Lancashire to 
surrounding areas for work each day, with the main flows to the 
surrounding local authorities of Liverpool (3369), Wigan (2163) and Sefton 
(5258). In 2001, 15,802 people travelled from surrounding areas into West 
Lancashire. A large proportion of people travelling into West Lancashire 
come from Wigan and Sefton, illustrating an element of interdependency 
with these local authorities. However West Lancashire has seen strong job 
creation since the last census, and these movement patterns are likely to 
have changed.  
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• In 2001 over 63% of West Lancashire‘s workforce came from within the 
local authority area.  

• NHS Migration statistics show a strong relationship between Sefton and 
West Lancashire in terms of migration, with 24% of those moving into the 
area originating from Sefton and over 20% of those moving out of West 
Lancashire moving to Sefton. West Lancashire also has significant 
relationships to Liverpool, Wigan, St Helens, Chorley and Knowsley. 

• West Lancashire has a polarised housing market, with major differences 
between the housing offer in the former New Town estates of 
Skelmersdale and that in the rest of the Borough.  A large proportion of the 
housing stock in Skelmersdale is of non-traditional construction with 
Radburn layout and this housing has been relatively unpopular with the 
wider housing market since its construction. While these New Town 
estates were originally built as social housing, right-to-buy sales have 
eroded this, yet social housing still forms more than 30% of the housing 
stock in Skelmersdale, compared to less than 10% across the other parts 
of the Borough.  

• Average house prices in Skelmersdale have risen dramatically over the 
last 5-10 years, but they are still less than half those in much of the rest of 
the Borough, averaging around £120,000.  In comparison, average house 
prices in the rural parish areas are more than £250,000. (Figures based on 
valuations during October 2008). 

• A significant proportion of land in West Lancashire is Green Belt, and 
supply of land for employment uses is relatively constrained.  The major 
concentrations of established employment areas include former New 
Town industrial estates within Skelmersdale which suffer from high public 
infrastructure maintenance liabilities due to the relatively inefficient use of 
land when they were originally designed and developed. (Although, more 
recent development of employment sites at White Moss Business Park 
and XL Business Park in Skelmersdale have avoided such problems). 

•  West Lancashire’s Employment Land Monitor 2008 indicated that the 
Borough has less than 63.17 hectares (ha) of land remaining, with the 
majority of this land within Skelmersdale. 

• Commercial and Industrial Floorspace statistics show that West 
Lancashire has added some 345,000m2 of new commercial and industrial 
floorspace since 1998.  This has largely been driven by a significant rise in 
warehouse floorspace. Unlike most if its neighbours, and bucking the trend 
in the wider UK economy, West Lancashire has also seen a slight rise in 
the amount of factory floorspace, whereas the Northwest, England and 
most of its neighbours have seen decline. 

• Despite the positive picture with regard to warehouse and factory 
floorspace, West Lancashire has added comparatively little commercial 
office floorspace over the same period.  West Lancashire has the least 
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retail and the least commercial office floorspace of any if its immediate 
neighbours.  

• Plans for the regeneration of Skelmersdale Town Centre could add up to 
an additional 24% of retail floorspace and an additional 4% increase in 
commercial floorspace, as well as significant additional new housing, with 
a resulting boost for employment, if developed out as proposed.  

Demographic & Socio-Economic Analysis  

• Over the past 25 years West Lancashire has seen population growth at a 
rate of 2% per annum, which is lower than the Lancashire sub-region, but 
a higher level of growth than the Northwest. Future population growth over 
the next 30 years is expected to be over 8% in total, lower than that 
expected across Lancashire and the Northwest. This is likely to be 
characterised by a significant growth in the elderly population and a 
decrease in the main working age population.  

• Although the overall population structure of West Lancashire is similar to 
that of the sub-region and wider region, there are clear disparities at the 
local level. The Eastern / Southern and Western Parishes currently have a 
higher proportion of elderly residents, whereas Skelmersdale & Up 
Holland is characterised by a younger population. This indicates that as 
the population increases, some areas may become over dominated by 
elderly residents.  

• This aging population may be a potential weakness within the local 
economy. As over 63% of workers are from within West Lancashire, a 
decrease in the working population could impact upon the economic 
activity and productivity of the West Lancashire area.  

• 37% of West Lancashire’s population is classified by DEFRA as living in 
an Urban area (Skelmersdale) with 62.2% of residents living in the rest of 
the Borough classified as rural. 

• There are clear concentrations of deprivation within parts of Skelmersdale, 
particularly in the wards of Digmoor, Birch Green and Tanhouse.  61% of 
the 23 SOAS in Skelmersdale are ranked within the top 20% most 
deprived SOAs nationally. Employment, skills and income deprivation are 
significantly higher in these areas, which is reflected in the high proportion 
of benefit and job seekers allowance claimants. West Lancashire’s 
economy provides relatively few well paid jobs. Only 29% of the workforce 
within West Lancashire is employed in higher wage managerial, 
professional and technical occupations, compared with between 39-43% 
across Lancashire, the Northwest and England and Wales. A higher 
proportion of the workforce are process plant and machine operatives or in 
elementary occupations. 

• Consequently average wages in West Lancashire are just £409 per week, 
significantly lower than some of West Lancashire’s neighbours.  
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• However residents in West Lancashire are accessing higher value jobs 
elsewhere. Although only 30% of jobs in West Lancashire are in higher 
wage managerial, professional and technical occupations, 38.6% of 
residents (in 2001) are employed in these higher value jobs – suggesting 
residents commute out of the Borough to access these jobs. 

• Average resident wages are significantly higher in the rural parishes than 
the rest of the Borough. 

• Around 27% of West Lancashire’s working age population have no 
qualifications, 18% have NVQ Level 4 / 5 (degrees or postgraduate 
degrees). These headline figures are broadly similar to all of West 
Lancashire’s neighbours (and indeed the proportion of residents with level 
4/5 qualifications in West Lancashire is higher than in many of its 
neighbours and higher than the northwest average). 

• These figures conceal major disparities between levels of qualifications in 
Skelmersdale and the rest of West Lancashire. Fewer than 10% of 
Skelmersdale’s working age population have a degree and nearly 40% of 
Skelmersdale’s working age population have no qualifications, significantly 
higher than anywhere else in the Borough. 

Business Structure  

• There were some 3,450 VAT Registered Businesses in West Lancashire 
at the start of 2007, key sectors included wholesale and retail, business 
services, construction and agriculture. Compared to the wider picture in 
the Northwest and the UK West Lancashire has more than twice as high a 
proportion of agricultural businesses and a smaller proportion of business 
services. 

• Growth in Business stocks has been sluggish. From 2001 – 2007 West 
Lancashire has grown its business base by just 4%, compared to growth 
of 11% across the Northwest and Great Britain, and growth of as much as 
23% in Knowsley, 18% in St. Helens. Growth was lower than all eight of its 
neighbours with the exception of Preston. 

• Employment in West Lancashire is concentrated in 5 main sectors of the 
economy.  Collectively Distribution and Retail, manufacturing, health, 
business services and education account for 67% of all employee jobs in 
the Borough.  

• Employment has risen by some 5,500 jobs between 2001-2007.  Key 
growth sectors have been education and ‘distribution & retail’ (both of 
which have added some 1,800 jobs), Business services and health (both 
of which have added some 1,500 jobs) and transport and communications 
(which has added some 900 jobs).  
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• However, West Lancashire’s manufacturing and agriculture sectors have 
both shed jobs over this period, manufacturing has shed around 2200 
jobs, agricultural around 1000 jobs – around a quarter of the total for each. 

• Major employers are concentrated in Skelmersdale, but key employers 
outside of Skelmersdale include Edge Hill University, West Lancashire 
Borough Council in Ormskirk and Wrightington Hospital on the northeast 
edge of the Borough. In addition a small number of large private 
companies are located in Burscough. 

• At the sub-area level, although VAT Based Enterprises are spread 
relatively evenly across the Borough, employment is concentrated in 
Skelmersdale & Up Holland. More than half of the jobs in the Borough are 
located in this sub-area.  

• The average size of VAT based enterprises varies and reveals essentially 
two economies in West Lancashire, a “small and medium sized enterprise” 
economy in the Borough outside Skelmersdale, with just less than half of 
the Borough’s employment and firms averaging less than 10 employees; 
and a “large national / multinational” economy in Skelmersdale & Up 
Holland with proportionally fewer, larger firms employing on average 36 
people. 

3. PROJECTING THE WEST LANCASHIRE 

ECONOMY 

3.1 In considering the future of the West Lancashire Economy, it is important to 
consider the effects of the recent problems in the wider UK and global 
economy. The past year has seen the global credit crunch, major swings in oil 
and commodity prices, ongoing house price falls, significant unemployment 
announcements, nationalisation of one bank and major changes in the rest of 
the high street banking sector, the collapse of the Icelandic banking system, 
UK and other economies experience a decline in GDP and a major decline in 
the value of the Pound against the Euro and Dollar. 

3.2 Consequently, despite recent actions, economic forecasters predict a difficult 
period for the world and UK economy over the next 18 months to 2 years. 
Such is the pace and dynamics of change in the marketplace at the moment it 
renders both the estimates and commentary therein almost redundant within 
days of announcing them.   

3.3 Recent economic forecasts produced for West Lancashire by Experian and 
Oxford Economics both suggest that West Lancashire will experience modest 
employment growth between 2006 and 2016.  
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3.4 These forecasts are examined below, but clearly recent economic events cast 
doubt on both of these forecasts, with the scale of the downturn in the UK 
economy accelerating and new jobs losses announced on a daily basis. 

3.5 Consequently, these forecasts may offer a too optimistic view of the future for 
the West Lancashire economy. 

3.6 The Experian forecast predicts an increase of 1,280 jobs to 2016, or 
employment growth of around 2.5%.  The Oxford forecast suggests West 
Lancashire will add 1,498 additional jobs between 2006 and 2016, slightly 
more than the Experian forecast. Beyond 2016, the Oxford Forecast predicts 
that West Lancashire will add an additional 2452 jobs between 2006 and 
2026, or nearly 1000 additional jobs between 2016 and 2026. 

3.7 It is clear that both of these forecasts, which in the case of Oxford predate the 
sharp downturn in the UK economy and the dramatic policy announcements 
since late 2008 offer at best a limited guide to the future of the West 
Lancashire economy. 

3.8 These forecasts should therefore come attached with a health warning – they 
offer only a limited picture of what the future holds, especially beyond 2016. 
However, some key trends do emerge: 

• An on-going decline in manufacturing employment (though not necessarily 
in all manufacturing sectors) as firms substitute capital for labour; 

• A decline in agricultural employment – for similar reasons as above; 

• Growth in transport / communications – though the logistics sector is 
becoming increasingly efficient with regard to labour as well; 

• Growth in service sector employment, especially business services, with 
implications for the type of land and premises West Lancashire will 
require; 

• Growth in retail – and both forecasts do not appear to include the potential 
impact of the redevelopment of Skelmersdale Town Centre 

3.9 While these forecasts for West Lancashire both indicate that overall growth in 
employment is expected, these forecasts predate the recent economic bad 
news and the rapidly deteriorating UK economy. Recent forecast 
unemployment estimates indicate a severe recession for the UK. A number of 
commentators fear that unemployment could reach 3 million over the next 2 – 
3 years.   

3.10 Therefore, the longer term forecast increases in employment predicted by 
Oxford Economics and Experian may be offset in the next year or two by 
increasing unemployment.   

3.11 However major sectors of the West Lancashire economy, including the public 
sector, health and education sectors may be, if not recession proof, then 
recession resistant as indeed may West Lancashire’s agricultural sector, and 
due to its already weak position, Skelmersdale’s retail sector. 
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3.12 The successful redevelopment of Skelmersdale town centre could add in the 
region of 1,500 net additional jobs to the West Lancashire economy in retail 
and office based employment alone, not withstanding jobs created through the 
construction period. 

3.13 This in effect sets the challenge for West Lancashire. How can it develop a 
strategy that lays the foundation for recovery that surpasses its recent past?  
In truth it is likely that the stated baseline forecast is too optimistic but is still 
useful as a benchmark for achievement for West Lancashire going forward. 

3.14 Consequently, we feel that West Lancashire ought to focus on 5 key sectors 
for the future, and these have informed our recommendations. These sectors 
are: 

• Food and Drink 

• Business and Professional Services 

• Distribution 

• Retail 

• Advanced Manufacturing 

3.15 Beyond these key sectors, West Lancashire will need to continue to focus on 
and provide support for other important sectors of its economy, notably Edge 
Hill University, which has the potential to both create new employment in the 
Borough and act as a magnet to other employers, the small business sector 
across the rural parts of the Borough, and the agriculture sector, to try and 
minimise the forecast decline in employment.  

3.16 West Lancashire may also wish to try and grow its small creative and digital 
sector – but the five sectors above represent both the Borough’s current 
strengths and a significant proportion of its employment. 

4. SWOT ANALYSIS 

4.1 The detailed baseline work and evidence base detailed in the previous 
chapters has enabled us to produce a detailed assessment of the strengths 
and weaknesses of the West Lancashire economy, and consider the key 
opportunities and threats to economic growth going forward.  

Strengths 

• Good location, strategically placed between the growing triangular market 
bases of Manchester, Liverpool and Central Lancashire (Preston) City 
Regions.  

• Good links to the Motorway network – the majority of the Borough is less 
than 15 mins drive from a motorway junction. 
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• The rural nature of West Lancashire with its extensive countryside makes 
it an attractive location for residents, businesses and employees.  

• Tourism and environmental assets – such as Martin Mere, Ribble Estuary 
Regional Park, the Leeds – Liverpool Canal, Beacon Country Park and 
other green assets. 

• Positive heritage assets, including Ormskirk Town Centre, Rufford Old Hall 
and conservation areas in many of the Borough’s settlements. 

• Strong links to the Liverpool City Region, but isn’t solely dependent on 
Greater Merseyside for growth. The Borough has strong links to Wigan, 
and minor but significant relationships with Central Lancashire and the 
Manchester City Region. 

• Low unemployment in comparison with Lancashire, the Northwest and 
England and Wales averages.  

• High rates of economic activity compared with the wider Northwest region.  

• An attractive housing offer in much (though not all) of the Borough, 
reflected in house prices that have been consistently higher than the 
average across Lancashire and the Northwest. 

• Strong growth in employment over the last several years in key sectors 
including health and education, distribution & retail and business services. 

• A sharp rise in the number of VAT registered businesses within West 
Lancashire over the past decade.  

• Highly skilled workers – if not high skill employment.  Almost 39% of West 
Lancashire residents were employed in higher skills occupations.    

• Not simply a dormitory - 63.9% of people live and work in the Borough. 

• Less exposure to the recession than many other areas to the economic 
downturn. The Borough has a large agricultural sector which has yet to 
see significant downturns –Some 16,500 West Lancashire jobs are in 
health, education, agriculture and public administration – around 1/3 of the 
West Lancashire economy may be relatively recession proof.  

• A strong competitive advantage in warehousing and distribution, due to its 
position so close to the M6. West Lancashire has captured more than 25% 
of all new warehouse floorspace in the immediate area over the period 
1998-2007. 

• A competitive advantage in manufacturing – West Lancashire has bucked 
national trends and has experienced a modest increase in factory 
floorspace since 1998, at a time when many of its neighbours have seen 
significant declines. 

• Edge Hill University is a key strength for the economy; it is growing 
strongly, has brought students, jobs and investment into the Borough over 



West Lancashire Borough Council                 Economic Baseline Report and Action Plan 

October 2009 
13 

the last several years and plans to continue to invest heavily over the next 
few years.  

Weaknesses 

4.2 Despite possessing a number of strengths identified above, the West 
Lancashire economy has a number of weaknesses: 

• Limited public transport - Ormskirk has a good service to Liverpool via 
Merseyrail but internal links within the Borough generally are poor, and 
Skelmersdale is especially poorly served. 

• Poor local road network with some areas suffering from local congestion, 
especially Ormskirk. 

• Although most of the Borough has access to broadband internet access, 
West Lancashire is less well served with the latest broadband technology 
– none of West Lancashire’s nine telephone exchanges are SDSL enabled 
as yet – and has relatively less competition in the broadband market – 
reducing the range of services available to West Lancashire businesses. 

• West Lancashire has an increasingly elderly population. The main working 
age population in West Lancashire (aged between 30-59) is set to decline 
by 13% to 2031.  

• Dependency upon manufacturing - this sector has shed a quarter of its 
employment over the seven years from 2001 and 2008 and is likely to 
continue to do so in the current economic downturn and beyond.  

• A key growth sector has been distribution and retail but the current 
downturn is set to hit these sectors particularly hard. 

• Manufacturing and distribution are becoming increasingly capital intensive 
businesses, becoming leaner and employing fewer workers. Even if these 
businesses remain in the Borough, they are likely to employ fewer people 
in the future. 

• There is core long term deprivation / worklessness prevalent across 
Skelmersdale, where nearly 15% of residents are claiming work related 
benefits.  

• Significant reputational problem for Skelmersdale that deters some firms 
from investing / locating in Skelmersdale. 

• Although an important sector, agricultural employment has declined by 
almost a quarter over the last seven years. Reliance on overseas labour 
and overseas suppliers mean that leakage from the agricultural sector out 
of the West Lancashire economy is significant. 

• Despite the long service sector boom in the UK economy, West 
Lancashire has seen little growth in new office premises. Commercial and 
Industrial Floorspace Statistics show that West Lancashire has added just 
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12,000sqm of new commercial office floorspace over the period 1998 – 
2007, proportionally less than many of its neighbours. 

• West Lancashire is a lower wage economy. Average wages for jobs within 
West Lancashire is £432 per week, up to £30 per week lower than 
average wages across the wider Northwest region.  

• West Lancashire is perceived by many to lack a strong identity or brand to 
capitalise upon. 

• Skelmersdale’s clusters of large businesses do not appear to have strong 
supply chain connections with SME businesses within the Borough.  

• Despite sharp rises in the number of VAT registered businesses in the 
early 1990’s, since 2001 there has been an increase of just 4% compared 
with those across the Northwest and Great Britain where they have risen 
by 11%, and several of West Lancashire’s neighbours including Chorley, 
Wigan, St. Helens and Knowsley where they have risen by 13% 14%, 18% 
and 23% respectively.  

• Lack of cross-networking opportunities between SME and large 
companies in West Lancashire, no physical Chamber of Commerce 
presence in the Borough and limited awareness within the business 
community of what other businesses are active in West Lancashire 
potentially valuable agglomeration benefits are being lost. 

Opportunities 

4.3 Thinking forward, the analysis of the West Lancashire economy suggests a 
number of opportunities for the Borough going forward: 

• The decline in the value of £ sterling against the dollar and the Euro (if it 
should persist) is potentially good news for exporters and may represent 
limited good news for West Lancashire’s manufacturing sector. 

• Edge Hill University has increased the student population within West 
Lancashire, providing an opportunity to develop spin off businesses and 
tailor the town centre retail, leisure and commercial offer to capture more 
of this market. 

• West Lancashire is well placed to benefit from strong growth in it’s 
neighbours in the future.  It is located within a reasonable distance from 
Liverpool, Manchester and Preston, all three of which have grown over 
recent years and are likely to continue growing strongly in the future, once 
the current economic difficulties are over.  

• West Lancashire can also offer an excellent quality of life – outside parts 
of Skelmersdale, West Lancashire has an attractive housing offer, plenty 
of greenspace and is within easy distance of Manchester, Liverpool and 
Preston. 
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• Redevelopment of Skelmersdale Town Centre provides the opportunity to 
improve the retail offer within West Lancashire and ‘claw’ back some of the 
current leakage to adjacent areas and add in the region of 1500 new jobs 
as well as significant employment during the construction phases. 

• Media City in Salford presents a major opportunity for the Northwest.  With 
appropriate broadband connectivity there is no reason why some spin off 
businesses from Media City should not locate in West Lancashire. 

• Longer term, proposed improvements to the rail network will improve the 
attractiveness of West Lancashire, with any rail link to Skelmersdale, and 
improved links through Ormskirk to Burscough, much improving the 
attractiveness of West Lancashire to businesses.  

• Relatively cheap land and premises, and in the ‘belt –tightening’ economic 
climate this may make West Lancashire a relatively more attractive 
location for businesses to locate and / or expand / invest. 

Threats 

4.4 Finally, although there are undoubted opportunities that West Lancashire 
could capitalise on, there are also a series of threats, including threats at the 
Macro Economic or Regional level that West Lancs can do little to avoid (but 
could help to mitigate) but also more localised threats that West Lancashire 
and partners could address. These include: 

• The broader macro-economic picture presents a significant threat to the 
West Lancashire economy. A long recession has the potential to cause 
significant damage to West Lancashire’s economy and business base.  

• The recession may force businesses to look harder at costs prompting 
West Lancashire’s manufacturers to bring forward decisions to offshore, or 
to substitute capital for labour – further reducing manufacturing 
employment 

• A decline in the value of £Sterling against the Euro and the $Dollar will 
impact on industries that import their inputs – for example the horticultural 
sector import inputs from Europe (machinery, seed etc)  

• Major completed retail developments at Liverpool One, Grand Arcades 
(Wigan), the proposed Tithebarn development in Preston and the major 
proposed retail development at Kirkby (if approved) will place further 
pressure on West Lancashire’s retail sector and make it harder for the 
Skelmersdale Masterplan to succeed to the same scope and scale. 

• The importance of Skelmersdale to the local economy also means that 
whatever happens in Skelmersdale and its immediate hinterland has a 
material impact / contribution to the local economy. Safeguarding the role 
and effectiveness of Skelmersdale will underpin a significant base of the 
West Lancashire’ economy.  Skelmersdale's manufacturing and 
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distribution sectors, which have driven growth in the area, may struggle in 
the current downturn.  

• A shortage of land for future employment area expansion within the 
Borough, and in Burscough in particular, and a reluctance from Burscough 
Industrial Estate businesses seeking to expand/re-locate to consider 
Skelmersdale due to negative perceptions of the area.  

• Planning is an important issue for many of West Lancashire’s rural 
businesses (outside Skelmersdale). These issues must be addressed to 
build up trust between rural businesses and the Council. 

• West Lancashire’s higher than average dependency level on the 
agriculture sector means threats to this sector (which has shed a 
significant number of jobs in recent years) would have an unwelcome 
impact on the rural parishes in West Lancashire.  

5. DRIVING THE WEST LANCASHIRE ECONOMY 

FORWARD (RECOMMENDATIONS) 

5.1 In considering the future of the West Lancashire economy, a number of 
recommendations have been made, drawing on discussions with local 
businesses and key public sector agencies and partners including the 
Northwest Development Agency (NWDA), Lancashire Economic Partnership 
and Lancashire County Developments Ltd.  

5.2 This report presents two overarching recommendations, and a number of 
thematic recommendations. 

West Lancashire’s Role within the Region 

5.3 West Lancashire is administratively part of Lancashire, and consequently 
currently sits within the Lancashire sub-region governance structures. Parts of 
the Borough such as the Northern Parishes, have a strong relationship with 
the Central Lancashire City Region, However this report has demonstrated 
that West Lancashire has much stronger links to the Liverpool City Region, 
and Wigan. 

5.4 Consequently, this report recommends that West Lancashire seek to primarily 
engage with and participate with the structures and networks within the 
Liverpool City Region, and the balance of resources, policy and energy should 
be oriented towards this. 

5.5 This is not to say that the Preston-led Central Lancashire City Region, or the 
rest of Lancashire should not be engaged with, it should.  However West 
Lancashire has little in common with East Lancashire or Lancaster and 



West Lancashire Borough Council                 Economic Baseline Report and Action Plan 

October 2009 
17 

relatively weak links with the Central Lancashire City Region (save for the 
Northern Parishes)   

5.6 Neither should West Lancashire ignore the relationship with Wigan MBC, with 
which West Lancashire has a strong relationship.  

5.7 West Lancashire must ensure that it is seen as a major partner in the 
Liverpool City Region. Initial work with The Mersey Partnership and partners 
on City Region wide economic modelling, and joint working with Halton, 
Knowsley and Sefton on the Joint Employment Land and Premises Study has 
already taken place, and West Lancashire already has an effective 
relationship with Sefton Borough Council.  It is important that City Region 
issues are considered across all areas of West Lancashire’s Local Strategic 
Partnership agenda. Equally, for this to occur Liverpool City Region partners 
must fully consider West Lancashire in their city region wide working.  

Delivering Redevelopment of Skelmersdale Town Centre 

5.8 The redevelopment of Skelmersdale Town centre is the biggest element of 
economic potential in the short term for West Lancashire and this report 
considers it critical for the economic future of Skelmersdale, if not as vital for 
the rest of West Lancashire.   

5.9 The proposed redevelopment of the town centre is proposed to include new 
office and retail floorspace, improved public realm, a cinema, library and new 
buildings for Skelmersdale College. The scale of development proposed at 
Skelmersdale means that even taking into account leakage and displacement 
effects, could generate more than 1500 net additional jobs, not including 
employment in construction.  

5.10 Implementation of the Masterplan is of regional importance. Under current 
regional planning policy RDF1, (Spatial Priorities), Skelmersdale is listed as 
one of the 3rd priority towns/cities which should be making provision for 
development. (Only the core of Manchester and Liverpool City Regions is 
listed as a higher priority compared to these 3rd priority towns/cities). 

5.11 The re-development of Skelmerdale Town Centre is the key to unlocking the 
potential of Skelmersdale to deliver this additional development.  

5.12 Based on evidence from the recent draft Strategic Housing Land Availability 
Assessment for West Lancashire, in the region of 2,500-3,000 net additional 
housing units will be required over the plan period (to 2028). A vastly 
improved retail and leisure offer is required if Skelmersdale is to attract the 
housing developers to deliver this number of new housing units. 

5.13 Implementation of the Masterplan is important for five main reasons:  

• Improved Reputation - Skelmersdale’s reputation is a significant challenge 
for West Lancashire, with the town centre masterplan proposals 
representing the only opportunity to significantly improve the town’s image.  
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• Addressing retail leakage - The redevelopment of the town centre and 
consequently a stronger retailer offer in the town is critical to address retail 
expenditure leakage from the Borough and ensure more of the income 
earned by the residents of West Lancashire is spent in West Lancashire.  

• Increased employment offsetting manufacturing decline - The town centre 
has the potential to deliver significant local employment. This will be vital 
for Skelmersdale as long term trends, and current economic forecasts, 
show that Skelmersdale’s manufacturing sector is likely to continue to 
shed jobs as firms improve the efficiency of their operations.  

• Unlocking further development - implementation of the town centre 
masterplan is a pre-requisite to attracting further office employment to 
Skelmersdale - a key growth areas for the West Lancashire economy 
Unlocking housing investment - a considerable amount of new housing 
development is envisaged as part of the Town centre Masterplan.  

• Unlocking housing investment - a considerable amount of new housing 
development is envisaged as part of the Town Centre Masterplan. 
Confidence that the retail and office facilities will be delivered will be 
important in ensuring both that these developments proceed swiftly. 

 

5.14 In addition to these two key recommendations, we have identified a number of 
specific, thematic recommendations falling under four broad headings: 

• Land and Premises 

• Business Support 

• Branding and Marketing 

• Labour Market Initiatives 

 

Land and Premises 

Review Existing Green Belt Boundaries 

5.15 Green Belt Policy constrains economic growth in some parts of West 
Lancashire. However any fresh allocations of employment land must, under 
the current national, regional and local planning framework be targeted 
at/around Skelmersdale as the Regeneration Priority Area for the Borough. 
Subject to the recommendations of the emerging JELPS for the Borough, a 
review of existing Green Belt boundaries could be undertaken to identify 
suitable locations where there is significant need and demand for further 
employment land, in order to facilitate sustainable economic growth and 
development.  
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5.16 Minor changes to the Green Belt Boundary could be made within West 
Lancashire, adding additional land to facilitate development or expansion but 
this must be done with full consideration to the impact such development 
could generate. 

Justification  

5.17 West Lancashire is uniquely constrained by its Green Belt, which prevents 
urban sprawl between Merseyside, Wigan and Central Lancashire. Whilst 
Green Belt land is an asset to the Borough as a whole it is also constraining 
further economic development in some parts of the Borough.  

5.18 Such constraints are recognised by the NWDA who are supportive of the need 
to review land uses where this promotes sustainable economic development 
in line with planning policy. 

Review Existing Employment Areas in Skelmersdale 

5.19 Pimbo Industrial Estate and Gillibrands Industrial Estate were planned in the 
1960-70’s to provide employment areas for the then New Town of 
Skelmersdale.  

5.20 A review of these key employment areas, and possibly other employment 
areas in the Borough, should be undertaken to assess current land use and 
potential for future redevelopment.  A detailed study should provide 
recommendations on how to maximise the use of existing employment land 
and improve the image of the area and quality of land available within these 
key locations in the Borough.  

Justification  

5.21 Although these estates generally have an adequate infrastructure and 
extensive areas of structure and amenity landscaping, they also contain areas 
which are unsightly and run down. This presents a wasted resource, and the 
estates could be remodelled to provide a more attractive environment for 
business that better meets their operational requirements. 

5.22 LCDL have indicated that they would support such an initial study, and over 
the longer term may be willing to help provide capital funding for such an 
intervention. 

Rural Technology Hubs 

5.23 West Lancashire should exploit its rural base and facilitate the development 
and growth of its small, high value rural businesses in the Knowledge 
Economy. Start up units and grow-on space with high speed broadband 
connections should be developed and made available for such businesses, 
preferably on the outskirts of West Lancashire’s key service areas (rural 
towns/villages).  

Justification  
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5.24 Agriculture and rural businesses play a significant role within the West 
Lancashire economy. Many businesses require grow-on space in areas that 
are well connected to the strategic transport network and within close 
proximity to the key service areas. There are currently no business units of the 
right specification and in the correct location to accommodate the bespoke 
requirements of many agricultural and rural businesses. West Lancashire 
could seek assistance and funding grants from the NWDA as the development 
of the rural business base is one of the NWDA’s key regional priorities.  

Development of ‘branch office’ accommodation 

5.25 West Lancashire’s proximity to Liverpool, Manchester and Preston may 
provide the opportunity for West Lancashire to offer a low cost office offer to 
capture ‘branch office operations’ from the thriving business services sectors 
in the three cities.  

Justification  

5.26 West Lancashire’s strategic position within the triangular bases of 
Manchester, Preston and Liverpool provides a key opportunity for spin-off 
businesses and ‘branch office’ functions for businesses within these areas, 
which are in a more economical and strategic location. The relocation of the 
BBC to Manchester may also provide some opportunities for West Lancashire 
to develop such businesses.  

Business Support 

Planning Officer 

5.27 Provide officer resource to promote the positive role the Council’s planning 
function plays in facilitating business development and growth and in seeking 
to minimise the time and costs that are associated with the planning process. 

Justification  

5.28 The planning system in West Lancashire seeks to protect the qualities that 
attract many individuals and businesses to the Borough (e.g. open space and 
lack of urban sprawl), while achieving sustainable economic growth.  

5.29 A Planning Officer (Business) (which could be incorporated into an existing 
post) will meet the duty placed on the Council by the UK Government to 
support business during the credit crunch.  
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Construction Contractor Panel 

5.30 Linked to the development of Skelmersdale Town centre, West Lancashire 
should continue to work with the Lead developer to ensure that West 
Lancashire’s construction firms are able to compete for construction contracts 
and sub-contracts linked to the redevelopment of Skelmersdale Town centre. 

Justification 

5.31 The redevelopment of Skelmersdale Town Centre is the major opportunity for 
West Lancashire’s construction sector.  West Lancashire has a large 
Construction Sector. These businesses need to be encouraged, within the 
confines of current procurement legislation/practices, to bid for work relating to 
the redevelopment of Skelmersdale Town Centre to ensure leakage of jobs 
and income out of West Lancashire is minimised. 

Enterprising West Lancashire 

5.32 Ensure the businesses of West Lancashire benefit from the services available 
through the EWL project and in the longer term have well signposted access 
to the products and services of Business Link Northwest. 

Justification 

5.33 The EWL project has provided businesses within West Lancashire with a 
dedicated team of qualified and experienced Business Advisors who have 
offered one-to-one advice tailored to the specific needs of businesses. The 
EWL team has worked closely with a range of partner organisations from 
across the region and has also helped support and develop businesses within 
the Borough. The EWL team has also provided business support and advice 
to encourage the formation of new businesses within the Borough and offer 
business focused workshops. In the longer term clients will migrate from EWL 
support to Business Link Northwest products and services. 

Business Networking Group 

5.34 A West Lancashire Business Networking Group should be developed which 
provides both small and larger businesses within the local area the opportunity 
to build supply chain connections and develop key skills.  

Justification 

5.35 Continuing and progressing the networking activities provided through the 
EWL project will enable businesses across the Borough to develop strong 
mutually beneficial business relationships, make new contacts, share 
information and hopefully find new clients.  
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Broadband Access Improvement 

5.36 Improve the availability and speed of Broadband internet access across West 
Lancashire to facilitate business growth and development.  

Justification 

5.37 Broadband internet access is now a given and taken for granted across most 
of the UK.  Next generation broadband is vital in ensuring that West 
Lancashire remains competitive with its neighbours. The NWDA have 
indicated a willingness to assist in funding improvements to West Lancashire’s 
broadband infrastructure.  

Branding and Marketing 

Ormskirk as a University Town 

5.38 Consideration should be given to the potential of co-promoting Ormskirk as a 
market and university town. This could capitalise on the economic benefits of 
the University and the opportunity to attract sustainable knowledge based 
employment into the Town. This co-promotion will also ensure that Ormskirk’s 
long established status as a market town is respected and supported. 

Justification 

5.39 The promotion and marketing of the area as a university and market town will 
facilitate sustainable economic growth in the retail and service sector and 
attract knowledge based and innovative businesses to the town. Similar 
initiatives have been employed in areas such as Lancaster, where businesses 
have capitalised upon the region's strong research and knowledge base 
available through its higher education sector. 

West Lancashire Farm Shops / Local Produce 

5.40 Engage with West Lancashire’s rural businesses to aid agricultural 
diversification.  

Justification  

5.41 At present, there are numerous small scale local farm shops, all operating 
independently and often in peripheral locations outside the main market town. 
Support should be given for agricultural growers and farm shops within West 
Lancashire to work in partnership to put themselves on the local food map.  

5.42 LCDL are currently supporting a pilot project in Fylde and Wyre and may be 
willing to fund a similar initiative in West Lancashire.  

5.43 This may be a useful item of work which could be taken forward by the newly 
formed Lancashire West Local Action Group. 
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Promotion of Skelmersdale 

5.44 Skelmersdale should be promoted following the regeneration of its town 
centre in order to improve the image of the town and attract further investment 
and economic growth.  

Justification  

5.45 One of the greatest constraints on the development of Skelmersdale to date 
has been its perceived negative image.  If implemented, the town centre 
masterplan will completely redevelop the area and establish a new mix of 
uses, improving the quality and design of the public realm and buildings in the 
town centre. As part of this process there is an opportunity to establish a new 
image for the area through rebranding and marketing the town as a 
destination for shoppers, visitors and businesses. 

Labour Market Initiatives 

Retail Skills Training Programmes 

5.46 Development of retail opportunities across the Borough, in particular 
Skelmersdale Town Centre should re-development take place, will provide a 
significant number of jobs in retail. It will be important for the Council and 
Partners to ensure that local residents possess the necessary skills to access 
these opportunities, through the expansion of and addition to the existing retail 
apprenticeship courses at Skelmersdale and Ormskirk College. 

Justification 

5.47 In the case of Skelmersdale, development of over 30,000m2 of new retail 
floorspace as part of the Skelmersdale masterplan has the potential to create 
more than 1100 net retail jobs in West Lancashire. Retailers are  increasingly 
seeking specific skills, especially for higher paid management posts.  Training 
courses should be developed, working with retailers, which provide these 
skills and therefore maximise the number of these new jobs that are filled by 
West Lancashire residents. 

50+ Worker Initiative 

5.48 Key stakeholders within West Lancashire including the Borough and County 
Council’s, Jobcentre Plus and major employers should work together to 
encourage 50+ workers to remain actively employed.  

Justification 

5.49 West Lancashire’s future population structure will be characterised by an 
aging population and a declining proportion of its population of working age. 
This will have a significant impact on economic development and growth as it 
will reduce the economically active population and the pool of skilled labour 
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within the area. Businesses in West Lancashire will find it increasingly difficult 
to access staff and will be forced to recruit staff from further afield, or relocate 
to be nearer pools of labour.  

5.50 A summary table, presenting the full list of proposed actions is produced over 
the page in Table 1 
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Table 1: Recommendations 

 Proposed Action Priority Timescale 
(Short, 
medium 
and long) 

Lead 
Organisation 

Key Partners Potential 
Funding 
Sources 

Subject to the recommendations of 
the emerging JELPS, review existing 
land uses inc. Greenbelt Boundaries 

Medium  Medium  WLBC Government Office / 
other statutory 
organisations 

WLBC 

Review Existing Employment Areas 
(Particularly in Skelmersdale) 

High Short WLBC/LCDL Existing Businesses / 
LCC Highways / 
Highways Agency 

LCDL/NWDA 

Development of Rural Technology 
Hubs 
 

High Medium WLBC NWDA / LCDL / 
Department for 
Environment, Food and 
Rural Affairs 

NWDA / Private 
Developers / 
LAG 

L
a
n
d
 a
n
d
 P
re
m
is
e
s
 

Facilitate the development of ‘branch 
office’ accommodation  suitable for 
the business services priority sector. 
 

High Medium WLBC / 
LCDL / LEP 

NWDA / LCDL WLBC / LCDL 
/ Private 
Developers 
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 Proposed Action Priority Timescale 
(Short, 
medium 
and long) 

Lead 
Organisation 

Key Partners Potential 
Funding 
Sources 

Planning Officer (Business): 
Identify staffing resource to promote 
to local business the Council planning 
function’s role in enabling sustainable 
economic  growth. 

High Short WLBC N/A WLBC 

Develop a Construction Contractor 
Panel to tie in with opportunities 
created by the proposed 
Skelmersdale Town Centre Re-
development. 

High Medium WLBC / 
Private 
Developers / 
West 
Lancashire 
Construction 
Academy 

Private developers N/A 

Ensure efficient migration of 
Enterprising West Lancashire clients 
to Business Link Northwest products 
and services. 
 

High Short WLBC Business Link 
Northwest / LCDL 

N/A 

Development of existing Business 
Networking Groups. 

High Short WLBC LCDL / Business Link 
Northwest /Chamber of 
Commerce 

LCDL 

B
u
s
in
e
s
s
 S
u
p
p
o
rt
 

Work with partners and business to 
improve broadband provision in the 
Borough  
 

High Medium WLBC/NWD
A 

WLBC / LCDL / NWDA 
/ LEP 

NWDA/LCDL/ 
Broadband 
Providers 

Co-promote Ormskirk as a Market and 
University Town.  
 

Low Medium WLBC / Edge 
Hill University 

WLBC/Edge Hill 
University 

Edge Hill 
University / 
WLBC 

B
ra
n
d
in
g
 a
n
d
 

m
a
rk
e
ti
n
g
 

Develop partnership working between 
West Lancashire’ Farm Shops and 
local growers to promote West 
Lancashire produce. 

Low Medium WLBC  National Farmers Union 
/ LCDL 

LCDL/LAG 
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 Proposed Action Priority Timescale 
(Short, 
medium 
and long) 

Lead 
Organisation 

Key Partners Potential 
Funding 
Sources 

Promotion of Skelmersdale, 
(contingent on Town Centre Re-
development). 

Medium Long WLBC  Homes and 
Communities Agency 
LCC / Private 
Developers / 
Registered Social 
Landlords 

LCDL/LAG 

Retail Skills Training Programmes 
 

Medium Long WLBC  Skelmersdale and 
Ormskirk College / 
Edgehill / CXL 

Skelmersdale 
and Ormskirk 
College / 
Job Centre Plus 
/ LSC 

L
a
b
o
u
r 
M
a
rk
e
t 

Older Worker Initiative Medium Medium WLBC  Department of Work & 
Pensions, U3A, Age 
Concern, Job Centre 
Plus, LCDL, local 
businesses, West 
Lancashire CVS 

Department of 
Work & 
Pensions, Job 
Centre Plus, 
local 
businesses 

 


