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What is the West Midlands Combined Authority Local Industrial Strategy? 

In November 2017 the UK Government released their Industrial Strategy White Paper. The Industrial 
Strategy aims to boost productivity and earning power throughout the UK. It focuses on five 
“foundations of productivity”; Ideas, People, Infrastructure, Business Environment and Places. It also 
prioritises four Grand Challenges which the Government believe the UK must overcome if it is to continue 
to play a leading role in the global economy. You can find out more about the Industrial Strategy here.

Local Industrial Strategies set out how areas across the UK are responding to the Industrial Strategy and 
the direction they believe their local economy should take. The West Midlands Combined Authority is a 
pilot area for Local Industrial Strategies and will be one of the first areas in the country to deliver one. 

In October 2018 they released a consultation document outlining their vision and the actions they 
believe need to be taken in order to make it a reality. This document summarises the main areas from 
this consultation document that the GBCC believe will be of interest to the business community. The 
consultation closes on the 15th November. You can find out more and take part in the consultation here. 

The document outlines the strengths and challenges facing the region and how the WMCA believe that 
they can be overcome. The WMCA propose that the following are the key strengths and challenges 
impacting the region:

People, Skills & Employment

Strengths: A young and diverse population, strong graduate retention figures , falling unemployment and 
increasing numbers of people with high skill levels (from a low base).

Challenges: Low social mobility, wage growth and access to opportunities for all communities. Pockets 
of high unemployment and deprivation – poor health outcomes for deprived groups. Higher than average 
proportion of the population with no formal skills or qualifications, lower than average proportion of the 
population with high formal skills or qualifications.

Ideas & Innovation

Strengths: A thriving innovation ecosystem with a focus on advanced manufacturing and engineering, 
digital technologies and data, systems integration and next generation transport systems.

Challenges: Need to increase innovation across the business community and particularly improve levels 
of process innovation (as opposed to product innovation).

Infrastructure

Strengths: Strong road, rail and air connections between the region, UK and rest of the world. 

Challenges: Overreliance on the road network, poor air quality, congestion, rapidly increasing house 
prices and a shortage of social housing.

Business Environment 

Strengths: Strong regional exports and attraction of Foreign Direct Investment (FDI). 

Challenges: Lower than average productivity and uneven distribution of jobs created through FDI across 
the WMCA (weighted towards Greater Birmingham & Solihull, lower in the Black Country and Coventry & 
Warwickshire).

How could the WMCA Local Industrial Strategy affect my business?

The WMCA’s Local Industrial Strategy outlines what it believes to be key sectors for the local economy 
and actions it will take to boost productivity and inclusive growth. As a result, the sectors and core areas 
outlined are likely to receive more support and interventions from local public sector led programmes 
than those that are not.  It is important for local businesses to be aware of these proposals and to 
respond if they feel they do not match their experience of operating in the region.

https://www.greaterbirminghamchambers.com/research-campaigning/hot-topics/industrial-strategy/
https://www.wmca.org.uk/what-we-do/industrial-strategy/


Key Sectors

The WMCA highlight the following as key sectors for the regional economy:

• Automotive (particularly Powertrain and battery propulsion, Connected & Autonomous Vehicles and 
Prototyping and product development)

• Aerospace
• Rail
• Metals & Materials
• Low carbon
• Food & Drink
• Business, professional & Financial Services
• Medical technologies and life sciences
• Creative

They identify the following as particularly distinctive strengths for the region:

• Mobility and transport innovation, as the home of electric vehicles, connected and autonomous 
vehicles and battery manufacture in the UK, supported by a dense and diverse network of supply 
chains

• Health care diagnostics, devices and testing, driven by data and AI
• Global professional services, driven by the largest full-service cluster outside London
• A globally-significant creative sector, with particular strengths in new content platforms, software and 

gaming

Commitments 

The WMCA set out 10 commitments in the Local Industrial Strategy consultation document. All have 
implications for the wider environment within which businesses operate. They focus on employment and 
skills, inclusive growth, the key sectors outlined above, infrastructure and innovation. The full list can be 
found in the WMCA Local Industrial Strategy consultation document here (p.22).   

Actions  

The WMCA highlight c.70  actions to be taken to ensure successfully delivery of the proposed Local 
Industrial Strategy. The full list can be found in the WMCA Local Industrial Strategy consultation 
document here.  Those actions  which the GBCC believe could have the most direct impact on local 
businesses are: 

Employment & Skills

Skills

• Create a West Midlands Career Learning Hub to improve the focus and impact of careers education 
and advice. Inspire more young people and encourage them to access new regional opportunities, for 
example by celebrating and promoting our most powerful role models - our young talent across the 
region. 

Employment

• Deliver current and future training and skills provision through the Adult Skills Budget (c£100m) and 
retraining funds (c£10m) building on successful provision across region

Skills for Business Growth

• Accelerate the uptake of quality apprenticeships by maximizing Levy investment for the West 
Midlands. Lead a regional campaign to promote the benefits of apprenticeships – to employers, 
young people, employees and key stakeholders. Support more young people to access pre-
apprenticeship provision and to progress into high quality apprenticeships

• Support the introduction of new T-level routes and work experience openings to improve the work-
readiness of young people

• Create employer-led taskforces, for each of our priority sectors, to drive curriculum and skills 
provision that meets employers’ needs. Develop an investment plan to build teaching capacity and 
access to industry standard teaching equipment and facilities, across the region

https://www.wmca.org.uk/media/2571/west-midlands-industrial-strategy.pdf
https://www.wmca.org.uk/media/2571/west-midlands-industrial-strategy.pdf


• Attract and retain the talent business needs with employers and education providers working 
together to attract the brightest and best to the region

• Create the West Midlands new Digital Skills Partnership that links the region’s existing and emerging 
digital offer with national and sector based initiatives

Work progression

• Help workers to move up the value chain and access more employment opportunities through in-
work progression. This will happen by increasing the West Midlands offer around cross-sector in-
work progression opportunities accessible to employers and residents working in retail and other low 
paying sectors. Support retraining for those whose jobs are at risk of automation.

• Create employer-led, sector action plans that address current and future skills priorities 
• Direct £40m Apprenticeship Levy funding to support more apprenticeships for SMEs, targeting 

Science, Technology, Engineering and Mathematics (STEM) skills in our priority sectors and supply 
chains

Transport & Infrastructure

Smart urban mobility - lead the smart, low carbon movement of people and goods

• Run a Challenge Fund call to look at digital services to support productive travel
• Establish data and mobility technology scholarships for the analysis of mobility data and application 

of disruptive technology into the manufacturing supply chain and logistics
• Working with the private sector to rapidly accelerate the delivery of electric vehicle charging 

infrastructure

Improving Connectivity & Opportunity

• Build on planned investment of more than £15bn in local energy projects to 2030 to secure the 
additional power which industry needs, particularly the manufacturing supply chain

Housing & Land

• Increase the rate of housing delivery by implementing the £350m housing plan, investing £250m 
in land remediation and developing the skills required through the National Brownfield Institute 
in Wolverhampton. The WMCA will deliver quality through a West Midlands wide design standard 
for new buildings and diversify this increased delivery by encouraging new entrants to the market, 
including through modular build, and support the provision of new skills needed as the industry 
changes

• Implement a strategic programme of employment land development whilst also revitalising existing 
sites to bring them back into productive use. Provision will also include smaller units for SMEs and 
grow-on space to support scale-up businesses and growing industries like our gaming cluster

Business Environment

Connecting Businesses

• Increase internationalisation by continuing to leverage national resources and the Midlands Engine 
brand, focussing on both high value contracts and those new exporters and securing first overseas 
orders. This will include identifying, researching and accessing new markets with a particular focus on 
smaller businesses, which may not currently be supported

• Embed support for growing business in our most deprived and diverse communities for business-led 
inclusive growth 

Innovation Support System

• Innovation networks and linkages: Building on existing programmes to join-up assets, entrepreneurs 
and exploitation of synergies across sectors, technologies and supply chains, including shared 
incubator environment, sector specific tech transfer networks and business led forums to advise on 
sharing and developing intellectual property

• Innovation investment programmes: Integrate investment in innovation with local supply chains, 
supporting broad and accessible investment and access to a good supply of appropriate finance 
products on attractive terms including equity financing and innovation support funding, such as SME 
Reach Fund and finance for smaller scale R&D projects



• Innovation talent: Support business with the skills needed to innovate and deliver, either through 
access to appropriate training, or to resource in universities, Catapults, and technology innovation 
networks, including exploring proposals such as CITEC and supporting businesses developing the 
management skills needed to unlock innovation

• Innovation intelligence: Create a West Midlands foresight programme as a mechanism to generate 
new ideas and promote awareness of latest market demand from large firms and the public sector for 
innovative SMEs as well as technology drivers of change

• Innovation culture: Showcase the impact and importance of innovation across the West Midlands’ 
public and private sectors

Business Support

• Build on the existing advanced manufacturing supply chains to improve their global competitiveness 
through supply chain SME support led by businesses for businesses, including the Advanced 
Manufacturing Supply Chain programme 

• Deliver dedicated, segmented business support focused on our highest growth potential industries 
through dedicated “cluster” support for future high growth sectors

• Maximise our management and leadership capabilities, building on existing successful programmes 
and increase peer-to-peer mentoring provision with business leaders of today mentoring leaders of 
tomorrow, building on successes of pilot programmes

• Launch a fund for new industry co-investment to provide wrap-around support for businesses looking 
to grow into new sectors, supply chains and markets, who need to invest in new technologies and 
capital to grow into those markets

• Tackle access to finance from both the supply and demand side. Maximise existing routes for loan and 
equity finance, attracting more private investment but also working with our businesses to ensure 
that they are investment ready through business planning, support and advice from entrepreneurs

• Develop a virtual Productivity Factory, working with businesses and trade bodies, to strengthen 
supply chains by improving firm level productivity. Using expert industry benchmarking and coaching, 
masterclasses on management processes, accessing new markets, supplier efficiency and sector 
specific topics

• Expand scale-up support to ensure that no high potential companies miss out on support which will 
help position them to provide the good jobs of the future

Regional Opportunities

• Maximise the opportunity of the Commonwealth Games and City of Culture, including through 
focussed support to extend the season and further increase business tourism. Targeted support to 
drive productivity through the visitor economy, developing bespoke qualifications for staff looking to 
step into management roles, providing key underpinning skills and competencies together with the 
business insights required

• Maximise the opportunity of HS2 to create regional supply chains and the skills both to service 
HS2 and wider infrastructure projects to include a long-term rail/infrastructure strategy along with 
dedicated support to address both supply and demand side challenges ensuring our businesses 
benefit fully from HS2 opportunities

• Create a national Centre of Excellence for Commissioning to drive procurement excellence, social 
and environmental value and innovative behaviour through contracts, particularly focussing on 
construction and digital infrastructure

Sector Specific 

Life Sciences 

• Working with the national Centre for Data Ethics and Innovation to provide evidence on how to 
improve the use of data and AI between businesses/sectors

Business, Professional & Financial Services

• Developing better links with local Higher Education and Further Education colleges to facilitate 
business growth through attraction and retention

• Support for digital innovation and new approaches in the supply chain to encourage new products 
and services

• Further inward investment marketing to establish the West Midlands as a key location for firms and 
business



Creative & Gaming Cluster

• A business led Creative Innovation & Talent Hub to discover, develop and showcase new creative 
content and diverse talent in broadcasting, arts, games and social media and develop and implement 
an ambitious cultural investment programme

• Implement a strategic programme of employment land development including smaller units for SMEs 
and grow-on space to support scale-up businesses and growing industries like gaming within the 
creative cluster

• The WMCA will respond to high demand for production by investing in the TV and film production 
capacity of the region by establishing new studio and production facilities

• Through the WMCA’s 5G testbed, provide a public asset and platform capable of driving market 
opportunities around new content generation

• Continue to foster spaces and networks for sharing IP and building new approaches to developing 
valuable ideas

• Explore a business led Creative Innovation & Talent Hub to discover, develop and showcase new 
creative content and diverse talent in broadcasting, arts, games and social media and develop and 
implement an ambitious cultural investment programme

What is the GBCC’s position on the proposed Local Industrial Strategy? 

The Greater Birmingham Chambers of Commerce welcome the ambition of the WMCA Local Industrial 
Strategy and the focus on many of the core areas that the GBCC has been supporting the business 
community with for some time (such as international trade, business support and business productivity).

The focus on upgrading infrastructure and bringing coherence to the fractured skills system is also 
positive. Rising congestion and difficulties bridging skills gaps are two of the most frequently cited issues 
raised by our members. The forward looking view at preparing for the expected growth in low carbon 
technology and autonomous vehicles is also welcome as a strategy for ensuring the region stays ahead 
of the pack on attracting jobs and investment in this space.  

However, the GBCC would like to see clarity from the WMCA on how the interventions outlined will be 
funded – which are already fully funded, which require additional funds from Government and which 
would involve raising taxation for local citizens and/or businesses in order to deliver. 

Brexit receives only one brief mention in this document, appearing in the introduction. While this is in 
some ways understandable (with so much as yet unknown on the future of the UK’s relationship with 
the EU the region cannot afford to “wait and see” before pressing ahead with fixing the fundamentals in 
the local economy) there is no denying that Brexit has far reaching implications for the region and key 
industries highlighted by the WMCA. In terms of challenges and opportunities, Brexit should be explicitly 
highlighted in this document.

The emphasis on employer led activity is welcome. However, responsibility will lie with the WMCA to 
ensure that employer taskforces and groups are appropriately resourced and supported to ensure that 
they are effective. 

The focus on supporting businesses with innovation and development of Intellectual Property (IP) 
is welcome, however the GBCC would like to see equal emphasis on supporting businesses with the 
commercialisation of IP. This includes ensuring funding remains available to help unlock business 
investment in capital equipment.  There is no escaping the fact that the overwhelming majority of grant 
and match funding support for businesses looking to invest in capital equipment to grow is EU funded 
and will need replacing post-Brexit.

The GBCC look forward to exploring opportunities to work with the WMCA on achieving meaningful 
progress on improving the local skills infrastructure, maximising opportunities for businesses arising from 
major events and investment and creating the best possible environment for businesses to grow, increase 
productivity and flourish. The next step will be turning words into deeds and ensuring that local people 
and employers are able to see, feel and access the benefits of the coming investment and expected 
productivity growth in the region.



How can the Greater Birmingham Chambers of Commerce help?
 
The Greater Birmingham Chambers of Commerce can help businesses with a number of the areas raised 
in this document:

• Innovation & productivity: Our Invest to Grow campaign provides inspiration and information for 
businesses on how to boost productivity through investing in innovation R&D, technology and 
machinery (click here)

• Productivity, leadership & management skills: Our Growth Through People campaign helps 
businesses boost productivity through leadership and management skills (click here)

• International trade: Our International Business Hub can help businesses start or grow their exports 
and accesses export documentation and translations services (click here)

• Business support: The GBCC are deliver partners in the GBS LEP Growth Hub and Staffordshire 
Growth Hub a one stop shop for businesses looking to identify public funded support to help them 
grow (click here)

• Peer learning & networks: The GBCC has over 3,000 members of all shapes and sizes (and growing). 
Through GBCC membership businesses can meet and share experiences with peers, reach potential 
clients and learn new skills (click here).

We would also welcome GBCC members’ views on the WMCA’s proposed Local Industrial Strategy to 
inform our response to the consultation. If you are a GBCC member and would like to share your views on 
the questions below please send your feedback to Daniel Clarke, Policy & Patron Assistant on D.Clarke@
Birmingham-Chamber.com by COP 2nd November.

1. Have the WMCA identified the right strengths and competitive advantages in our sectors?
2. Are the challenges and opportunities facing the local economy accurately articulated?
3. Are these the right opportunities for the West Midlands take in order to benefit from these Grand 

Challenges and make a major contribution to the UK’s response?
4. Does this emerging approach to inclusive growth have the potential to meet the challenge?
5. How could your organisation get involved to help?
6. Are these the right ten strategic commitments?
7. Do they reflect the momentum which is underway and the opportunities ahead?
8. Will these emerging actions help your business or community grow and succeed?
9. What else will help your business and/or community grow and succeed?

https://www.greaterbirminghamchambers.com/research-campaigning/hot-topics/invest-to-grow/
https://www.greaterbirminghamchambers.com/research-campaigning/hot-topics/growth-through-people/
https://www.greaterbirminghamchambers.com/international-business-hub/what-is-the-international-business-hub/
https://www.greaterbirminghamchambers.com/business-support/growth-hub/
https://www.greaterbirminghamchambers.com/membership/packages-prices/
mailto:D.Clarke%40Birmingham-Chamber.com?subject=
mailto:D.Clarke%40Birmingham-Chamber.com?subject=

