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Introduction

On the 12th December 2019, voters across the country will be heading to the polls to elect their local MP 
and, by extension, the new UK Government. 

The Greater Birmingham Chambers of Commerce is an apolitical organisation. Ahead of the election, the 
GBCC are championing the needs of local businesses, raising awareness of what the party’s stand for and 
encouraging the business community to turnout to vote on the day.

This document sets the three largest parties (Conservative, Labour and Liberal Democrat’s) policies on 
key business and economy related areas. You can find links to their full manifestos here. 

➤ Brexit

Conservative: The Conservative Party manifesto states that if they are elected with a majority 
government, they will start the process of pushing the prime minister’s deal through Parliament before 
the Christmas break so that the UK can leave the EU by the January deadline. The Conservatives are 
pledging to leave the customs union and the single market so that the UK can set its own tariff rates 
and negotiate its own free trade agreements with non-EU countries. The manifesto also states that the 
Conservatives will not extend the implementation period (at the end of which the UK and EU need to 
come to an agreement on their “new relationship”/trade deal by or risk a “no-deal Brexit” scenario) 
beyond December 2020. 

Labour: The Labour Party manifesto states that they will renegotiate a new Brexit deal within 3 months of 
taking office. This new deal will involve a customs union with the EU and close alignment to the EU single 
market. Once the party have negotiated a new deal, they will put it to a legally binding referendum within 
six months alongside the option to remain in the European Union. 

Labour has pledged to scrap the EU Settlement Scheme and grant EU nationals the automatic right 
to continue living and working in the UK. The party are also committed to dynamic alignment with the 
EU on workers’ rights and consumer rights and are seeking continued participation in EU agencies and 
funding programmes. 

Liberal Democrat: The Liberal Democrats manifesto contains a commitment to stop Brexit and stay in 
the European Union. The party have said that if they are elected with an overall majority, they will revoke 
Article 50 and if not, they will continue to campaign for a second referendum with the option of staying 
in the EU on the ballot paper. 

➤ Taxation
Conservative: The manifesto states that there will be no rises in the rates of income tax, National 
Insurance or VAT and the threshold for National Insurance will rise to £9,500 from 2020. The 
Conservatives have also shelved plans to reduce corporation tax from the current rate of 19% to 17% 
next year and will launch a fundamental review into business rates. As a first step, the Conservatives 
will increase the business rate discount available to retail businesses with a rateable value of less than 
£51,000 from 33% to 50% in 2020/21.  

The party is also planning to introduce ten freeports across the UK but has not yet specified where they 
will be located. Freeports are designated areas where the normal tax and tariff rules of the country in 
which they are based do not apply. They would also increase the R&D tax credit rate, which provides tax 
relief to companies as an incentive for investing in innovation, from the current rate of 12% to 13%.  They 
would also increase the employment allowance from £3000 to £4000. 

Labour: The Labour Party has said that they will raise the main rate of corporation tax from the current 
rate of 17% to 26% which will bring the UK above the OECD average. The Labour Party pledge to split 
the threshold for the higher rate of income tax and make an additional rate payable from £80,000. 
Individuals earning £125,000 and above will face an even higher rate of income tax. The manifesto also 
includes a commitment to rule out any further increases to VAT. Business Rates will also be reviewed 
as the party have said they will look at the option of replacing it with a land value tax on commercial 
landlords.



Liberal Democrat: The Liberal Democrats have said that they would reverse the Conservatives’ 
corporation tax reduction by increasing it to 20 per cent from 17 per cent. Of the three major parties, the 
Liberal Democrats will be the only one proposing an increase in the basic rate of tax. The party propose 
bringing in a 1p rise on the basic, higher and additional rates of income tax which they anticipate will 
raise £7 billion a year in additional revenue.  The capital gains tax-free allowance would also be scrapped 
under the Lib Dems as they propose merging the allowances of capital gains and salaries into a single 
allowance. However, they have not provided any details on what the new allowance will be.   

The party has also pledged to increase the Digital Services tax from 2% to 6% and would look to replace 
the Business Rates system in England with a Commercial Landowner Levy based solely on the land value 
of commercial sites rather than their entire capital value. 

➤ Investment
Conservative: The Conservatives plan to invest £100bn in additional infrastructure spending on roads 
and rail. They have pledged to invest in the Midlands Rail Hub which will involve a £2bn package of 
improvements to support rail connections between Birmingham and other major cities across the 
Midlands. The party will also invest £5bn in rolling out gigabit broadband across the country by 2025, 
with this funding being prioritised for the 20% hardest to reach areas of the country.

Labour: The Labour Party have committed to establishing a new National Investment Bank which will 
provide £250bn in loans over a 10 year period. The National Investment Bank will be supported by a 
network of regional development banks and provide funding for small businesses and infrastructure 
improvements. Labour’s plans to renationalise the Post Office will see them establish a Post Bank with 
a network of branches across the country. The Post Bank would host a Business Development Agency 
which would provide free support and advice on how to launch and run a business. The party has also set 
itself the target of spending 3% of GDP on research and development by 2030.

Liberal Democrat: The Lib Dems pledge to invest £130bn in infrastructure over the next five years 
which includes a commitment to extend fibre optic broadband across the UK. Small and medium sized 
businesses would be prioritised as it is rolled out. The party has pledged to put significant resources into 
infrastructure projects across the Midlands and would increase spending on research and development to 
3% of GDP.  

➤ Skills & Employment
Conservative: The Conservatives have pledged to create a new National Skills Fund at a cost of £3bn 
over the next Parliament. Very few details were released about the fund with a consultation proposed on 
the final design of the fund. The funding would be allocated to both individuals and SMEs for the purpose 
of education and training. The manifesto pledges that the party would ring-fence £500m from the new 
UK Shared Prosperity Fund for upskilling individuals from disadvantaged background. The UK Shared 
Prosperity Fund will replace EU funding after the UK leaves the EU. The Conservatives have also pledged 
to raise the National Living Wage to two thirds of median wages by 2024 which would see an increase 
from the current rate of £8.21 to £10.50 an hour for individuals over the age of 21. 

Labour: The manifesto proposes creating a national education service to provide lifelong learning for all. 
The proposals would enable any adult without an A-level or equivalent qualification to study them for 
free. Funding would also be provided for training at Levels 4-6 which would allow individuals up to six 
years of free study for undergraduate degrees and equivalents.  

The Labour Party has said that it will reform the Apprenticeship Levy by opening it up to a wider range 
of accredited training in order to make it easier for businesses to spend. Levy-paying employers will also 
be able to transfer up to 50% of it to non-levy-paying-employers and Labour will introduce an online 
matching service to assist large companies in locating small businesses to transfer their funds to. A 
Climate Apprenticeship programme would also be launched with employers expected to allocate 25% of 
the funds in their Levy pot to training climate apprentices. 

The Labour Party has pledged to increase the living wage from £8.21 to £10 within the next year which 
will apply to all workers over the age of 16. Larger companies (250+ staff) will also be required to set 
up Inclusive Ownership Funds (IOFs). Under this proposal, up to 10% of a company would be owned by 
the employees through shares, with dividends (up to £500 each year) distributed equally among the 
workers.  



Labour has also said that they will ban zero-hour contracts and ensure that people working regular hours 
for more than 12 weeks would be entitled to a regular contract.  Statutory maternity pay would also be 
increased from 9 to 12 months and the party also plans to reduce the working week to 32 hours within a 
decade. The Labour Party claims that this would not hit workers’ pay as it will be offset by increases in 
productivity. 

Liberal Democrat: The party would introduce a new Skills Wallet to provide every adult in England 
with £10,000 to spend on education and training throughout their lives. This fund would be aimed at 
supporting workers, whose jobs are affected by automation, enabling them to retrain and gain new skills.  
The fund would be distributed in three phases with the government putting in £4,000 at the age of 25, 
£3,000 at the age of 40 and £3,000 at the age of 55.  

The party have also said that the apprenticeship levy would be expanded into a wider ‘Skills & Training 
Levy’ with a quarter of the funds raised going towards a ‘Social Mobility Fund’ targeted at areas with the 
greatest skill needs. 

The Liberal Democrats have pledged to make changes to zero–hour contracts by setting a 20% higher 
minimum wage for individuals on zero-hour contracts at times of normal demand. This has been 
designed to compensate for the uncertainty of working a zero hour contract and individuals working 
them will also have the right to request fixed hours after 12 months. The party will also create a new type 
of employment status called dependent contractor to protect workers in the ‘gig economy’. This new 
status would provide an individual with minimum earnings levels, sick pay and holiday entitlement. There 
would also be changes to flexible working with employers required to make flexible working open to all 
employees from their first day in the job. 

The Liberal Democrats would also introduce a number of policies aimed at encouraging employers to 
give their employees a stake in the business. For listed companies with more than 250 employees, the 
Liberal Democrats propose giving their staff the right to request shares in the company and they would 
also be required to have at least one employee representative at board level. 

➤ Immigration
Conservative: The Conservatives have said that they will end freedom of movement in January 2021 and 
replace it with an Australian-style points-based immigration system. The prime minister says that this 
new system will give the government control over who is coming in and out of the country. The manifesto 
states that fewer low skilled migrants will be allowed into the country and the overall numbers will be 
reduced. EU Citizens and non-EU citizens will be treated equally under the new immigration system 
and most people will require a clear job offer before they can come. EU citizens in the UK will have until 
December 2020 to apply for the government’s EU Settled Status scheme which guarantees their existing 
rights.  

Labour: As the Labour Party is committed to holding a referendum on EU membership, freedom of 
movement will continue if the UK chooses to remain in the EU. If the UK decides to leave, Labour has said 
that it will seek to protect freedom of movement rights but this will be subject to negotiation. 

Liberal Democrat: By pledging to stop Brexit and remain in the EU, Liberal Democrat policy will ensure 
that freedom of movement will continue and businesses will have the same level of access to EU workers 
as they do currently. The manifesto also includes commitments to replacing Tier 2 visas (which are 
currently capped at 20,700 a year) and establish a new 2 year visa for students to work after graduation. 



➤ Other
Conservative: The Conservatives have made a number of changes to their fiscal rules including the 
commitment to balance the budget in 3 years’ time (excluding public sector net investment). The party 
has dropped their target of keeping public borrowing below 2% of national income and set a limit on 
borrowing for investment at 3% of GDP. The manifesto states that the government will only borrow to 
invest and not to fund day-to-day spending. The UK’s debt servicing costs currently stand at 4.6% and 
the Conservatives have said that they will reassess their current plans if this exceeds 6% of government 
revenue. 

Labour: The Labour Party has pledged to renationalise a number of industries including rail, postal 
services, energy and water. The party are also committed to delivering free full fibre broadband to 
all businesses and homes by 2030.  They pledge to renationalise the parts of the BT Group that are 
responsible for the UK’s internet infrastructure so that the public sector can run the network and roll 
out full fibre at scale. The manifesto states that it intends to pay for the operating costs by taxing tech 
companies. The Labour Party has pledged to tackle late payment issues and is committed to banning 
late-payers from public procurement. 

The Labour Party has acknowledged that it will need to borrow to invest and therefore not all of its 
commitments would be funded from immediate taxation. The party has committed to a fiscal credibility 
rule to eliminate the current budget deficit in five years’ time. They have also said that they would 
improve the overall balance sheet of the government by the end of the Parliament. Labour is focussed 
upon increasing the public sector net worth over the next five year term and says that it will exclude 
borrowing for investment from their borrowing targets and recognise renationalised industries as 
government assets. The party has also pledged to limit debt servicing costs to 10% of the nation’s tax 
revenues. 

Liberal Democrat: The Liberal Democrats have announced a number of policies designed to support 
small businesses which include creating a new ‘start-up allowance’ to help those starting a new business 
with their living costs and providing mentoring support for businesses looking to scale up. The party has 
also pledged to expand the remit of the British Business Bank so it can play a more prominent role in 
tackling the shortage of equity capital for growing firms. They propose forcing large businesses to sign 
up to the prompt payment code in an attempt to address the impact of poor payment practice.     

The Liberal Democrats manifesto states that the party would manage the nation’s finances responsibly 
by making sure that day-to-day spending does not exceed the income raised in taxes. Out of the three 
main parties, they are the only one to have made a commitment to ensure that the overall national debt 
continues to decline as a share of national income. By remaining in the EU, the party claim that this will 
deliver a £50bn “Remain bonus” that can be invested in public services. This figure is based upon growth 
forecasts in a scenario in which the UK remains in the EU. 

What is the GBCC position on the General Election 2019 party 
manifesto pledges?
The Greater Birmingham Chambers of Commerce Business Priorities: General Election 2019 sets out the 
key areas we believe that the next Government should deliver on in order to create a thriving business 
environment (click here). It was developed in partnership with the GBCC’s Chamber Council which is 
made up of individuals elected by their fellow Chamber members to represent their needs and views.  


