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1. Introduction
The UK Government’s aim is that 
Freeports become national hubs for 
global trade and investment; hubs 
that promote regeneration and job 
creation in the regions, hubs that 
become hotbeds of innovation.

As we outlined in our February 2021 
Freeports publication, the economic 
shockwaves caused by Covid-19, coupled 
with the potential new opportunities facing 
Global Britain, have positioned Freeports as 
a key tool for levelling-up the UK’s economy, 
and address the issues faced by some of the 
UK’s most deprived regions. To do so with 
optimal effect, they must not only meet 
their economic objectives, but they must 
also provide social value. 

When it comes to the allocation of 
Government funding, social value is no 
longer a ‘nice to have’. In its Procurement 
Policy Note 06/20, the Government states:

“Social value should be explicitly evaluated 
in all central government procurement, 
where the requirements are related and 
proportionate to the subject-matter of 
the contract, rather than just ‘considered’ 
as currently required…” 

Specifically, that means any publicly 
funded enterprise must now embrace five 
clear criteria: Covid-19 recovery, tackling 
economic inequality, fighting climate 
change, ensuring equality of opportunity, 
and ensuring wellbeing. 

The Freeport locations have been named, 
and consortia are coming together at 
varying speeds to start their development 
at East Midlands Airport, Felixstowe and 
Harwich, the Humber region, the Liverpool 
City region, Plymouth, the Solent, Thames, 
and Teesside.  

This presents a unique opportunity for 
the UK to embrace data analytics like 
never before: using geospatial data, 
urban analytics, real-time transportation 
modelling, and other data sources to create 
a ‘social value digital twin’. This could help 
to baseline the starting point, engage local 
stakeholders to help shape Freeports to 
their communities’ benefit, and let data drive 
the best decision-making, with speed, so 
that Freeports’ are fit for purpose, net zero-
ready, engines of change that will benefit 
future generations. 

This paper explores why and how this idea 
must be explored right now. 
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2. The opportunity of now
Geographically located from Teesside 
to Plymouth, with one exception at 
East Midlands airport, the UK’s new 
Freeports are located near coastal 
towns and cities. Soon, they will be 
making their mark. So, it’s imperative 
that we act now to ensure they 
will deliver against their purpose: 
boosting both social and economic 
value for the communities that 
surround them.

One important advantage we have is that we 
are at the starting line. We know that Tees is 
already starting to recruit project managers, 
master planners and engineers, and cost 
modellers but crucially, at this stage, we 
must consider three important factors: and 
take the macro-level view.

First, we must now work hard to understand 
the communities, the geography, and 
the skills that are characteristic to each 
Freeport area. What are their current 
unemployment levels? Which areas suffer 
from social mobility being stifled? What’s 
life really like for the people who live there? 
And what do local organisations really want 
it to achieve? Only when we ask, and can 
answer, these questions can we build an 
accurate picture of what an area looks like 
on the ground – from where we can make 
effective, long-lasting change. 

Next, while each Freeport is under 
construction, they need to be continually 
adding value along the defined criteria. 
Obviously, that means by creating jobs, but 
also by seeking ways to reskill the local 
workforce to create higher value jobs, and 
by boosting educational opportunities. For 
example, we can’t expect young people to 
go straight into apprenticeships if they’ve 
left school with no qualifications. Freeports 
should act as the catalyst to this important 
upskilling for local communities. 

Finally, we need to consider what legacy 
we want each Freeport to deliver. Once 
they’re fully in operation, how can we make 
sure they have social value embedded into 
what they do, and they’re not just a shiny, 
new set of buildings where companies get 
tax breaks? Along each step we absolutely 
must consider how each Freeport is adding 
social value. 

So – that’s the challenge. And we believe 
that new, digital tools can be a powerful 
enabler in encouraging local people to 
engage in proactively shaping how Freeports 
help create the communities they want, and 
measure them, so that any required change 
in direction can be made quickly.
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Because current means of measuring 
economic or social value are way too 
slow. The most current English index of 
deprivation was compiled in 2019, and 
new data is only released every three to 
four years. These data focus on income, 
employment, education, health, crime, 
barriers to housing and services, and the 
living environment – but they do not show us 
changes in deprivation over time. Similarly, 
ONS data on changing health inequalities 
is only published every six years. We need 
to find smarter, faster ways to measure 
Freeport progress, as near as we can get to 
real-time, as they evolve. 

Engaging local stakeholders, communities, 
and third sector organisations with using 
new and innovative ways of providing 
digital views and feedback represents a 
new and exciting area of engagement. This 
is especially the case when it comes to 
planning decisions. Historically, planning has 
only been accessible to, or even of interest 
to, certain groups of people – but digital 
tools can take that division away – you don’t 
have to be present to attend meetings, and 
a user-friendly interface can prompt fast, 
effective responses from everyone who will 
be affected by that same decision-making. 
In the same way, a decade ago the NHS 
committed to ensuring “no decision about 
me, without me” meant that every patient 
should have a say in shaping their NHS 
through forums and patient groups. 

Just in the same way that the Barclays 
bank Digital Eagles programme helped 
first time internet users understand how 
it could enhance their daily lives and 
work, why couldn’t Freeports provide the 
same innovation to engage their local 
stakeholders? It’s happening elsewhere; 
one major software company is currently 
looking at importing Ordnance Survey basic 
mapping data into Minecraft, so that people 
can use it to have their say over what they 
think are the best ways to introduce more 
sustainability measures in their local area. 

Let’s think broadly here: how can digital 
tools in the hands of local residents, 
employees, students and young families give 
us the answers we need, quickly, to ensure 
their local Freeport becomes a catalyst 
that positively responds to drastic local 
skills shortages, low-paid work, growing 
health inequalities, and higher education 
cold spots? 

Let’s go a step further: what opportunity 
might Freeports provide for developers, 
using gamification, to create interactive 
digital tools that communities can use 
to have their say? 

Copyright @ UWE
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3. Placemaking
Consider the UK’s historic ports. 
While their colonial history is far 
removed from the societal and 
economic context in which they exist 
today, they have nevertheless gone 
through a process of regeneration 
themselves to become desirable 
places to live and work. 

Tate Liverpool opened in 1988 to provide 
cultural enrichment to a regenerating city. 
Bristol’s city centre docks have housed two 
major cultural venues since the early 1980s. 
Newcastle has earned a reputation as an 
epicentre for culture, heritage, and nightlife. 
Other areas across Scotland, Wales and 
Northern Ireland have seen significant 
regeneration in recent decades too, drawing 
on their maritime history – from the Port 
of Leith to Cardiff Bay to Belfast’s Titanic 
Quarter. And, with the recent development 
of another GCHQ presence in Manchester, 
the city is exploring how it might position 
itself as Global Britain’s state-of-the-art hub 
for cyber security in England.  

This kind of regeneration doesn’t happen 
by accident, these are just a few examples 
of early place-making. What used to be 
undesirable, derelict waterside buildings, 
skirted on areas of high unemployment 
and economic deprivation are now cultural 
and leisure meccas. They provide space 
for offices and high-skilled jobs, alongside 
entertainment and leisure venues that boost 
each of those cities’ day and night-time 
economies. They are, simply, nice places 
to be. 

As the Project for Public Spaces says: 

“As both an overarching idea and a hands-on 
approach for improving a neighbourhood, 
city, or region, placemaking inspires people 
to collectively reimagine and reinvent public 
spaces as the heart of every community. 

Strengthening the connection between 
people and the places they share, 
placemaking refers to a collaborative 
process by which we can shape our public 
realm to maximize shared value.” 
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And there’s that word ‘value’ again – 
creating value, social value, is about much 
more than creating jobs.

Freeports are now providing us with an 
exciting new opportunity to be shaped in 
a way that benefits not just businesses 
operating within them, but also the 
communities that surround them. But they 
must be attractive in order to do that; if local 
residents are given the confidence that good 
things are happening, and that things are 
changing, people will want to stay there, or 
move into the area, and live and work there. 

This also links directly with the criteria 
of wellbeing: social prescribing is only on 
the up, so when people have nice local 
green spaces to go to walk, run and cycle, 
this arguably has a positive impact on 
the health of that community. And what 
about a feel-good factor of working for an 
ethical employer? 

As this Deloitte thought piece outlines: 

“Generation Z will soon surpass Millennials 
as the most populous generation on earth, 
with more than one-third of the world’s 
population counting themselves as Gen 
Zers… To win the hearts of Generation 
Z, companies and employers will need 
to highlight their efforts to be good 
global citizens. 

“And actions speak louder than words: 
Companies must demonstrate their 
commitment to a broader set of societal 
challenges such as sustainability, climate 
change, and hunger.” 

Here Freeports have the potential to become 
meccas, perhaps, for renewables, hydrogen, 
electric vehicles – the modern-day Silicon 
Valley giants.” 
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4. Exploring real-time measurement
So, what are the real-time data 
sources that must we tap into to 
keep Freeports developing in the way 
we need them to, to ensure their true 
social value is realised? 

One is geospatial data; the mapping 
of data onto the physical realm, 
represented visually. 

Geospatial information systems allow us 
to see activity in relation to other activity 
nearby; input data relating to, say, fuel 
poverty, debt prevention, Instagram likes, 
Facebook shares, retweets, job applications 
via LinkedIn, energy performance ratings, 
traffic jams – a geocoding of an entire 
population in a deprived area – then the 
data layers will emerge; we have a picture 
of how activity fits together, where patterns 
are forming. 

Then we can throw in a theoretical 
intervention – a new policy, initiative, or 
service – and see how the model changes. 
Can we bring together modern methods 
of geospatial data and other sources to 
substantiate decisions made to benefit 
local communities? Could we use a system 
of digital traffic maps to look at how a 
Freeport moves from being a big brownfield 
site to a humming, thriving set of digital 
businesses? How can we recruit those local 
digital agents to provide that invaluable 
information via a smartphone? 

What other sources are we missing that 
we could be using – such as how many 
new software licences have been issued 
to new tech start-ups? The numbers of 
5G installations? And could we map some 
of that data together to build a social 
value digital twin; that draws together 
intermediate indicators to show us where 
good progress is being made and social 
value is increasing? What would the ideal 
Power BI levelling-up dashboard really 
look like? 

There will be much early activity going on in 
and around Freeports, so we must grapple 
with how to baseline it, measure it, and 
use it smartly. We must know where we’re 
jumping off from to quantify the benefits, 
if we’re to have any hope of changing an 
approach that’s not working and do so in an 
agile way. 

Without the use of new technologies, 
there is no doubt that we will not be able 
to understand the actual social outcomes 
of decisions made now. We can’t wait 20 
years, as has been the case historically, 
to determine whether a policy change has 
been a success or a disaster. Technology can 
provide us with mitigation measures against 
unintended consequences through continual 
monitoring. Getting fast, smart feedback 
loops into Freeports design is, we think, vital 
to their long-term success and legacy.
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5. The need for ‘co-opetition’
So we’ve covered the vision: the art 
of what’s possible. But how would 
this shared data Valhalla work? 
This is the arguably the biggest 
challenge. Welcome to the need 
for ‘co-opetition’ – the notion that 
competing businesses must realise 
that cooperation is also essential to 
their competitive success. 

Because crucially, if we want to make 
Freeports a success in terms of the all the 
SMEs, large corporates, and everything in 
are going to have to work together. And 
bluntly, as things stand, most companies 
just don’t get it. Of course, barriers must be 
in place to ensure levels of data protection, 
of course there must be demarcation points 
created to ensure all involved play fairly for 
the benefit of everyone, but this is not a one-
size-fits-all argument. Sharing valuable data 
is key to collaboration and building up an 
inclusive picture of activity. 

There are some examples of how and why 
it works well today – such as in the Defence 
sector, where companies must work 
together and share information because the 
project is so big it needs them all to do that 
– but these examples are specific, and rare. 

The Open Data Institute has been very 
useful in this regard; and their Data Access 
Map was developed in recognition that: 

“When it comes to sharing or 
increasing access to data, there 
is a wide range of different 
approaches out there and finding 
the most suitable approach can 
be tricky… the Data Access Map 
help[s] people and organisations 
explore the various options and 
navigate this difficult terrain… 
we’ve embarked on a journey to 
research, map and describe the 
various data access approaches 
out there in the hope that we can 
help people and organisations to 
navigate this vast landscape.” 
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The ODI also recognises the enormity of the 
challenge and sets it into context: 

“It is a difficult challenge, but one 
we think is important and, much 
like the high seas in the sixteenth 
century, worthy of exploration.”

So – there’s a start. It’s early evidence that 
asserts if organisations can understand how 
to actually pull these data points together, 
enormous value could be realised, industry-
wide, and for industry-wide benefit. The 
challenge to industry is that everyone must 
be at the table: companies can’t enter into 
such a challenge by thinking only what value 
they themselves could get from sharing 
their own datasets if they were to work with 
the competition, small, contextual, datasets 
will mean virtually nothing; to get value 
from data, it must be from a very broad, 
vast sum of datasets to really drive any 
meaningful intelligence. 

Getting all Freeport consortia to engage in 
this shift of approach is going to be difficult, 
but not to do so will lead to missing out 
on boundless opportunity. This will involve 
activity such as making sure the workforce 
is representative of local demographics, 
but also on a more logistical level, it 
will involve driving crucial improvement 
in sustainability, operating zero carbon 
logistics, introducing pontooned automated 
trucks, and completely digitizing the 
Freeport’s supply chain so that they can, for 
example, consolidate supply chain activities, 
consolidate consignments, and reduce 
carbon. All of which directly links to the 
criteria of fighting climate change. 

And while we will have the ability to digitize 
the border of a Freeport – not to have the 
ability to seamlessly digitize the production 
or manufacturing processes taking place 
within it, with all the benefits that would 
have to bear, does appear to be missing 
the bigger picture. The environmental and 
societal value that could have been created 
is gone.
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6. Global Britain 
We are now Global Britain. 

Yet levelling up is a term used only internally 
to the UK. So, as we conclude, it’s wise to 
look at the potential of Freeports not just 
through a lens of being able to boost social 
and economic value at home, but also to 
consider that the success of Freeports 
will largely be determined by levels of 
foreign investment. We must retain that 
global perspective.  

So, it’s important to look broadly, beyond 
the UK and our own societal context, out 
towards how we can use Freeports as 
our exemplars to the world. If we get this 
right, we could export our Freeports model 
around the world, pulling investment back 
into the UK as we are the hotbed of green 
and net zero innovations and sustainability 
for the future. We can use our Freeports 
to demonstrate best practice in building 
applications and industry solutions on top 
of technology, that are fit for the Generation 
Z future. 

7. Conclusion 
The UK’s Freeports are set to 
become powerful mechanisms to 
level-up the nation’s economies and 
communities. They will create new 
industrial clusters, boost innovation 
in green technologies, and attract 
new inward investment. 

But being part-funded by Government 
means there are other criteria they must 
align to as well: their focus must be on a 
wider range of metrics than just shareholder 
financial value. They must have the ability 
to supercharge social value for generations 
to come. 

By listening to, and engaging with, local 
communities, and by giving them the 
tools to engage with time-effectiveness 
to support good decision-making, and 
by setting out a clear data strategy that 
supports these inclusive and ambitions aims 
– we will be able to harness the valuable 
data these special areas will produce. 

This will have the power to unlock the 
inherent social value within our deprived 
communities. Now is the time to plan the 
next steps on this exciting, innovative, and 
worthwhile journey. 
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