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The situation with regards to Coronavirus (COVID-19) will continue to 
evolve rapidly. This report provides an initial snapshot of views and 
experiences between the 17th February and 9th March 2020 - already the 
impact on businesses is clear to see. If the situation continues to escalate 
as expected businesses may face a short, sharp shock that it will not 
possible to fully prepare for – at the same time as many businesses should 
be investing time and resources in preparing for trading post-Brexit 
transition. Support for businesses impacted both directly (i.e. through 
workforce disruption) and indirectly (i.e. through the knock-on impacts on 
consumer confidence) is essential. Our recommendations, and the Greater 
Birmingham Chambers of Commerce’s support for businesses, are outlined 
below.  

Henrietta Brealey, Director of Policy & Strategic Relationships, Greater 
Birmingham Chambers of Commerce 

The Greater Birmingham Chambers of Commerce (GBCC) is a membership-led, business support 
organisation that has acted as the voice of local businesses since 1813. Today, we continue to connect, 
support and grow local businesses.  

We are one of the largest Chambers in the country with more than 3,200 member companies covering 
six geographic areas across the region (Birmingham, Burton, Chase, Lichfield and Tamworth, Solihull and 
Sutton Coldfield) and four themed divisions (Asian Business Chamber of Commerce, Future Faces, 
Commonwealth Chamber of Commerce and the Transatlantic Chamber of Commerce).  

We employ c.100 staff who deliver practical support for businesses. In 2019 we organised over 250 
events for over 13,000 delegates, issued 33,000 export documents to businesses trading internationally 
and brought the latest news to over 14,000 subscribers and 90,000 social media followers five days a 
week. 

 

The Greater Birmingham Chambers of Commerce are committed to supporting our members in 
managing the potential impact of Coronavirus and related market responses.  

Throughout the coming months we will be working to support our members through up to date 
information, advice and guidance. We will also be convening and lobbying stakeholders to secure 
interim measures and support to aid businesses in managing current and expected disruption.  

For guidance for businesses on key steps to take visit www.greaterbirminghamchambers.com.   

http://www.greaterbirminghamchambers.com/


 

 

 

Key Findings:  

 28% of respondents report having been impacted by Coronavirus to date (19%) or expecting or 
concerned about imminent future disruption (9%) 

 The most commonly reported impacts to date relate to supplier disruption (23%) and cancelled 
appointments, events & trade shows (21%) particular in relation to their  impact on pipeline of 
work  

 A higher proportion of manufacturing sector respondents (52% of all manufacturing sector 
respondents) reported experiencing or expecting disruption than services sector respondents 
(25% of all services sector respondents) 

 By business size, a higher proportion of small businesses (49%) and medium businesses (39%) 
reported experiencing or expecting disruption than the average for all businesses.  

 

Recommendations for Stakeholders:  

1) Bring forward emergency short-term funding, grants and/or relief for businesses to support 
them through the direct (e.g. high volume of employee sickness or business disruption) and 
indirect (i.e. market confidence) impacts of Coronavirus. 

2) Ensure measures to support employers reach businesses in a swift and straightforward to access 
manner to ensure businesses most in need are able to benefit.  

3) Consider additional support for businesses doubly exposed to Coronavirus and Brexit related 
change (such as availability of EU labour and changes to trade & market access).  

4) Maintain a proportionate response with measures and announcements grounded in science not 
public pressure to act. 

5) Maintain calm and consistent communication with businesses on best practice prevention, 
employer obligations (e.g. statutory stick pay) and emerging containment measures. 

6) Maintain close links and on-going two way communication and engagement with business 
representative organisations to ensure that the latest developments are understood, escalated 
and responded to as the situation evolves.  

 

Recommendations for Businesses: 

1) Maintain awareness of the official Government guidance in relation to Coronavirus 
2) Review your own policies, procedures & communication with your workforce, customers and 

suppliers to ensure your organisation is as resilient as possible to potential Coronavirus 
disruption 

3) Inform your Chamber of Commerce or trade body of issues your organisation may be 
experiencing in order to help them advocate on your behalf  



 

 

Between the 17th February and 9th March 2020 the GBCC undertook a survey of local businesses on the 
impact of Coronavirus to date on their organisations. This period was relatively early on in the evolution 
of Coronavirus in the UK and saw the number of confirmed domestic cases rise from 9 (17th February) to 
319 (9th March), a fast developing outbreak in Italy and continuing outbreaks in China, South Korean, 
Iran and other nations around the world. 

During this period the Government issued evolving advice for travellers to avoid and self-quarantine on 
return from severely affected areas and entered the initial “contain” phase of their tactical response.  

301 businesses took part. 87 (28%) reported that they had either been negatively impacted by 
Coronavirus or Coronavirus related disruption to date.  

 19% reported having experienced some form of impact to date 

 2% expected to be impacted in the near future 

 7% were concerned about specific potential impacts 

 36% reported no impact or concerns to date 

 36% did not leave a response 

 
Among those who had experienced, expected to experience or were concerned about experiencing 
difficulties due to Coronavirus, the primary issues identified related to supplier disruption (23%), 
cancelled appointments, events & trade shows (21%), potential loss of customers (20%), diversion of 
resource to resilience planning (10%) and broader travel disruption (8%). A further 8% were concerned 
about future potential cancellation of appointments, events & trade shows, 7% were concerned about 
future supplier disruption and 5% reported direct loss of contracts due to Coronavirus. 
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Among respondents, a higher proportion of manufacturers reported experiencing or anticipating being 
impacted by Coronavirus related disruption than services sector firms:  

 52% of manufacturing sector respondents reported current or potential future impacts 

 25% of services sector respondents reported current or potential future impacts 

Within the services sector, 50% of hospitality & tourism industry firms reported current or potential 
future impacts. 

Among companies by size, a higher proportion of small (10-49 employees) and medium (50-249 
employees) reported experiencing or anticipating being impacted by Coronavirus than micro (under 10 
employees) or large (over 250 employees): 

 17% of micro respondents reported current or potential future impacts 

 49% of small respondents reported current or potential future impacts 

 39% of medium respondents reported current or potential future impacts 

 22% of large respondents reported current or potential future impacts 

Please note: the above findings should be treated with caution due to the relatively low proportion of 
hospitality & tourism (4%) and large businesses (8% of the total sample) taking part in the survey and 
suggest avenues for further investigation. 

 

For Government & stakeholders: 

1) Bring forward emergency short-term funding, grants and/or relief for businesses to support 
them through the direct (e.g. high volume of employee sickness or business disruption) and 
indirect (i.e. market confidence) impacts of Coronavirus. 

2) Ensure measures to support employers reach businesses in a swift and straightforward to access 
manner to ensure businesses most in need are able to benefit.  

3) Consider additional support for businesses doubly exposed to Coronavirus and Brexit related 
change (such as availability of EU labour and changes to trade & market access).  

4) Maintain a proportionate response with measures and announcements grounded in science not 
public pressure to act. 

5) Maintain calm and consistent communication with businesses on best practice prevention, 
employer obligations (e.g. statutory stick pay) and emerging containment measures. 

6) Maintain close links and on-going two way communication and engagement with business 
representative organisations to ensure that the latest developments are understood, escalated 
and responded to as the situation evolves.  

For many businesses outside of the events industry, cancellation of appointments, events and trade 
shows in and of themselves are not the primary concern – it is the impact these cancellations have on 
their future pipeline of work and opportunities to meet future customers. The disruption from 



 

 

Coronavirus could continue to impact businesses for many weeks after the spread of the virus itself 
subsides. Likewise, disruption to suppliers will continue to be felt by many businesses many weeks after 
the suppliers themselves return to business as usual due to the lag in goods delivery time related to 
global shipping industry timeframes.  

While Government’s are traditionally quick to announce interventions, the process of support actually 
reaching employers in need can be slow and arduous. Many firms across the UK are still awaiting 
promised grant support from the winter 2019 floods. For some, that support is now too late. A 
significant proportion of businesses, particularly smaller businesses are not cash rich and will not have 
high levels of reserves to cushion ongoing disruption.  It is also apparent that the situation is fluid and 
close ongoing communication and engagement will be key to delivering the most effective response.  

Our research indicates that a higher proportion of manufacturers and (to be confirmed with further 
research) hospitality & tourism related businesses believe they are directly or potentially impacted by 
Coronavirus. These industries are also among the industries most likely to be exposed to Brexit related 
change following the end of the transition period on the 31st December due to availability of EU labour 
and changing market access requirements for goods exports. Additional consideration should be given 
to this by the Government as they announce measures to support businesses with adapting to the new 
EU-UK relationship in due course.  

Much of the impact on businesses seen to date has been from consumers and customers being 
“spooked” by the potential impact of Coronavirus, not the impact of the virus itself. While businesses 
want to see the UK acting a world leader in best practice prevention and containment, these measures 
have to be grounded in genuine scientific research and advice rather than growing public pressure and 
concern in order to avoid any unnecessary negative impact on the economy. Ongoing calm, clear and 
consistent communication with employers will be key to ensuring they are able to effectively play their 
part in managing the spread and impact of Coronavirus in the UK. 

For businesses:  

1) Maintain awareness of the official Government guidance in relation to Coronavirus 
2) Review your own policies, procedures & communication with your workforce, customers and 

suppliers to ensure your organisation is as resilient as possible to potential Coronavirus 
disruption 

3) Inform your Chamber of Commerce or trade body of issues your organisation may be 
experiencing in order to help them advocate on your behalf  

It is likely that the media coverage of Coronavirus will continue to grow in coming weeks. In order to 
ensure that you are responding to official guidance rather than speculation or opinion, maintain 
awareness of the Government’s advice here. 

The GBCC have produced a checklist for businesses on steps to take in order to be as resilient as possible 
to potential Coronavirus disruption which can be found here. 

The GBCC will continue to support our members and lobby for support and intervention as required 
over the coming months. In order to ensure that we are representing the local business community as 
effectively as possible, please do contact us if your organisation is experiencing disruption relating to 
Coronavirus. 

https://www.gov.uk/guidance/coronavirus-covid-19-information-for-the-public
https://www.greaterbirminghamchambers.com/research-campaigning/coronavirus-covid-19/


 

 

Our site in Changzhou has been affected. We had a closure for 14 days - production is now behind. We 
have seen a high increase in shipping rates. This is due to Charter flights being required to move freight. 
Large manufacturer 

We import our product from Taiwan and the factory uses Chinese workers.  Many workers went home 
for New Year and have not been allowed back to Taiwan - this may have an impact on our supply chain. 
Midsized manufacture 

Just cancelled our major sales conference scheduled for 26th March at National Conference Centre. 
Customers have started introducing no travel policies and we lost 30% of delegates which would have 
been more by the day. Small manufacturer 

Travel bookings have collapsed as people worry about contagion. Existing bookings are asking about 
cancellation possibilities. Small tourism & hospitality business 

We purchase wholesale goods that come from China so have had to forward purchase and stock more 
items than usual. Micro retail or wholesaler 

We are an approved supplier to [a large automotive sector firm] whose production has been cut largely 
due to the situation in China and the lack of parts availability. We also anticipate clients and candidates 
may be reluctant to attend face to face interviews if the situation worsens. Micro professional services 
business 

Yes two contracts cancelled. One was because the client is diverting budget for training into contingency 
budgets. The other was a paid speaking engagement for a client in London who have cancelled non 
business critical external people entering their office. Micro professional services business 

As an event company this is the biggest worry we have at the moment. We have already had cancelled 
events and uncertainty about future events. A lot of worry about the future of our business due to the 
impact of this. Micro professional services business 

 

 

 

 

Henrietta Brealey 

Director of Policy & Strategic Relationships 

Greater Birmingham Chambers of Commerce 

H.Brealey@Birmingham-Chamber.com 

www.greaterbirminghamchambers.com  

mailto:H.Brealey@Birmingham-Chamber.com
http://www.greaterbirminghamchambers.com/

