
   



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Make sure the Coronavirus Job Retention Scheme is paying out promptly, businesses are not 

penalised for unintentional errors and employers have early clarity on when the scheme will definitely 
end 

Intervene to ensure that the Coronavirus Business Interruption Loan Scheme is effective and reaching 

the businesses that need it  

Negotiate an extension to the Brexit transition period to reflect the dramatic change in circumstances 

Develop support for directors of limited companies payed through dividends & speed up delivery of 

the Coronavirus Self-employment Income Support Scheme  

 

Take steps to ensure that grants are issued promptly and small businesses that are not responsible for 

business rates are receiving grant support 

Help businesses plan by providing clarity on how the Government will approach easing lockdown 

restrictions once key milestones are met  

Ensure that the grant funding announced for charities reaches small, front line community 

organisations  
 

Give local areas control over devolved funding to support those businesses that do not qualify for 

existing support mechanisms 

Assist landlords and tenants in dispute through further guidance and encouraging greater dialogue 

and communication 

Prevent severe long-term economic damage by bringing forward transitional measures as lockdown 

and key Coronavirus schemes end and the new economic reality becomes apparent  

 

The Greater Birmingham Chambers of Commerce exists to Connect, Support and Grow 
local businesses. Throughout this challenging period we have been working 
continuously to keep businesses informed of the latest developments, support and 
how to access it as well as offering a range of digital services from our member 
marketplace to our legal helpline. Our greatest strength is the same today as it was 
when we were first founded in 1813; our genuine connection to the local business 
community – we are in business, for business.  
 
The support that has been made available to help businesses and charities survive the 
Coronavirus pandemic is unprecedented. However, while we welcome its ambition the 
Greater Birmingham Chambers of Commerce will continue to lobby the Government to 
fill the gaps in existing support on behalf of our members.  
 

 

 

At the heart of it, this crisis is a crisis of cash as many organisations attempt to wait out the lockdown period. Government  

schemes are not real for businesses and charities until they are paying out. Above all; the Government needs to focus on 
shortening the timeframe between announcing support and that support reaching organisations , and finding the simplest 
and most straightforward means of getting cash (be that grants, loans or other finance) where it is needed.  
Paul Faulkner, CEO, Greater Birmingham Chambers of Commerce 

 

 

Introduction 



 
 
 
 
 
Businesses need: 

 The Coronavirus Job Retention Scheme to issue payments to firms within 6 working days of submitting 
applications as promised, getting cash back into the bank accounts of businesses that need it 

 Support for smaller businesses with complicated cases and limited internal accounting expertise on 
calculating furlough payments for their application 

 A zero tolerance approach to intentional fraud, but a supportive approach to unintentional errors – 
for those businesses that make accidental miscalculations in their applications for, or application of, 
furlough 

 Clarity on when the scheme will definitively end  - to ensure that employers have time to plan 
appropriately and adapt their workforces to the conditions of the post-lockdown economy 

 Support for employees that missed the cut off date and were not registered on payroll before the 19th 
March 2020 

 
 

“Our restaurants closed completely in early March and we furloughed almost all of our c.2000 staff. 
We want them to still be working with us when this all comes to an end. Our wage bill is £600,000 

every two weeks. We can’t keep paying it indefinitely when we’re earning no money, even if 
payments will eventually be backdated. The Government’s furlough scheme needs to open for 

applications and start getting cash to businesses urgently. 
 

In terms of the actual process, we’ve found the portal to be user-friendly, but the holding period 
(the lag between paying your staff and being reimbursed by the Government) has proved to be a 

challenge as we haven’t got any sales or turnover coming into the business. 
 

I think the Chancellor and the Government have acted incredibly responsibly in rolling out this 
scheme as it’s keeping my business afloat as I wouldn’t want to get to the end of this period and 

have to re-hire overnight. 
 

Not only does this scheme provide clarity for me but also provided my staff with the reassurance 
that they will still have a job as we emerge from lockdown. 

 
I also believe the Chancellor has done the right thing in extending the length of the scheme to end 
of June; ultimately the Government’s actions are going to be data-led and depending on the latest 

results, the Chancellor will probably need to review this scheme every couple of weeks.”   
MD, large hospitality sector business 

 
 
  

29% 
 

of businesses have already 
furloughed staff 

37%  
 

of businesses plan to 
furlough staff 

44% 
 

of businesses intend to 
furlough between 75% and 

100% of their workforce 

British Chambers of Commerce Coronavirus Business Impact Tracker: West Midlands Region Results (survey period 1st-3rd April) 

Make sure the Coronavirus Job Retention Scheme is paying out promptly, businesses 
are not penalised for unintentional errors and employers have early clarity on when the 
scheme will definitely end 
 



 
 
 
 
 
Businesses need: 

 The Government to de-risk lending to small and vulnerable businesses by backing 100% of loans for 
small businesses, echoing the German Government’s support for small businesses (under 50 staff) 
announced earlier this month 

 The Government to increase the number of accredited lenders for the Scheme to give SMEs as much 
chance as possible to shop around (particularly if they are facing delays in hearing back from the 
lenders) and secure the funds 

 The lenders to offer attractive interest rates beyond the initial 12 month period, with providers 
bringing forwards a cap on the interest rate to encourage greater uptake of the scheme moving forward 
and to help businesses that are still likely to be facing difficult challenges twelve months from now 

 Greater clarity on the CLBILs Scheme – Clearly a loan of £25m will do little to help those firms with 
larger annual turnovers and the Government will need to explore innovative methods of supporting 
those businesses at the top end of the scale  

 
 

“We contacted a high street bank to ask for either an interruption loan or an extension on our 
overdraft in order to pay our fabulous employees who we are desperately trying to hold on to. The 
advice we received from the Bank was to apply for the overdraft extension as accessing loans was 

proving to be problematic. However, the application for an overdraft extension is processed 
overseas and as their overseas offices are also on lock down, we would be looking at 6-8 weeks for 

the money to arrive. We have zero cash flow and this is the most stressful time ever.”  
MD, Independent Hotelier, Tamworth 

 

  

17% 
 

of businesses reported that they 
found the CBILs application process 
too complicated or time consuming 

17% 
 

of businesses reported a lack 
of response from a lender once 
they inquired about the CBILs 

scheme 

British Chambers of Commerce Coronavirus Business Impact Tracker: West Midlands Region Results (survey period 1 st-3rd April) 

Intervene to ensure that the Coronavirus Business Interruption Loan scheme is effective 
and reaching the businesses that need it 
 



 
 
 
 
Businesses need: 

 The Government to avoid two periods of significant disruption within 12 months  by negotiating an 
extension to the Brexit transition period (currently scheduled to end on the 31st December 2020) 

 The Government to provide clarity on what future trading relationship UK businesses can expect to 
have with the EU 

 The Government to prioritise the interests of British businesses in their negotiations to provide them, 
and their employees, with a period of stability and recovery 
 

 

“There are now just 8 months to go until the UK’s transition period with the EU is set to end.  Due to 
the Coronavirus pandemic, there has been little recent media scrutiny of how negotiations are 
going to date. There is no clarity for businesses on what to expect from the new EU-UK trading 

relationship. 
 

Brexit represents the biggest fundamental change to the UK and EU’s trading relationship for a 
generation. 46% of exports from the West Midlands go to the EU, 62% of imports into the region 
come from it (HMRC RTS 2019). 40% of businesses employ EU nationals, nearly half (47%) buy 
goods from the EU and 40% sell goods to the EU (Brexit: How are businesses responding? GBCC 

report, December 2019). 
 

The impact of a significant change in the UK-EU relationship on businesses that are already facing 
severely depleted resources (and therefore reduced ability to invest in planning and preparation) 

could be catastrophic for the economy. A second shock within 12 months must be avoided and the 
transition period extended to give businesses time to recover before this next wave of change.” 

Henrietta Brealey, Director of Policy & Strategic Relationships, GBCC 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

  

56% 
 

of businesses reported being 
“somewhat prepared” for Brexit 

with 11% feeling “not at all 
prepared” 

22% 
 

% reported feeling “very prepared” 
and 7% “completely prepared” 

indicating relatively low levels of 
preparedness just ahead of the major 

31st October Brexit deadline 
British Chambers of Commerce Infrastructure Survey: West Midlands results (surveying period 9th and 28th October)  

Negotiate an extension to the Brexit transition period to reflect the dramatic change in 
circumstances 



 
 
 
 
 
Businesses need: 

 Equivalent support for those directors of limited companies who pay themselves through dividends 
and as such are unable to fully access furlough support at their existing salary levels or the self-
employed income support scheme 

 The Coronavirus Self-employment Income Support Scheme to come online as soon as possible – self-
employed individuals still have many business costs and bills to pay before June 
 

 

“We provide PR and video support to regular clients and for one-off jobs. All of our upcoming video 
production work has been cancelled due to businesses shutting down and self-isolating and our PR 
clients have also either temporarily shut down or have decided not to say anything publicly as a 

result of the current fast-moving crisis. 
 

Hopefully as the picture becomes clearer they will be able to plan for the future again but in the 
meantime, our income has totally disappeared and we are terribly worried about the future. I am 

self-employed full-time working on the business and my wife works part-time for the business. 
 

Although we have previously operated as a partnership, in January 2019 one of the NHS 
organisations we worked for advised us that we would have to become a limited company to be 

given a new three-month contract. 
 

We followed their instructions but now find ourselves excluded from Government support as a 
result, which we feel is grossly unfair. We became a limited company at the insistence of a 

Government employer to retain a contract - not to take advantage of any tax arrangements as has 
been suggested for some businesses. 

 
We are desperately seeking a level of support similar to that offered to full-time and self employed 

workers by the Chancellor. Universal credit alone will not stop us from going out of business.”  
Self-Employed Media Business Owner  

96% 
 

of enterprises employ between 0 and 
9 employees account for one third of 
jobs and one fifth of turnover across 

the private sector  

c.2million 
 

individuals run  their own 
company  

The Institute of Directors 

Develop support for directors of limited companies payed through dividends & speed 
up delivery of the Coronavirus Self-employment Income Support Scheme 



 
 
 
 
Businesses need: 

 Local Government to urgently pick up the pace on issuing grants and ensure that all possible are 
allocated by the end of April 

 The Government to recognise that limiting the Coronavirus Small Business Grant Scheme to 
businesses that receive small business rates relief is too narrow: many modern businesses rent flexible 
office space or units without direct responsibility for relief or have no premises at all 

 The Government to bring forward grant support for those small businesses most in need currently 
excluded from this scheme: we would recommend launching flexible funding, devolved to regions for 
businesses falling through the gaps in existing support (see later in this document) 

 
 

“I run a highly successful swim school which operates through a letting agreement with a local high 
school. Our business ceased trading when the decision to close the schools was implemented. We 

have been established for 18 years and employ 15 members of staff. 
 

While small businesses that pay rates are able to obtain a £10,000 grant I do not have my own 
business premises so therefore do not qualify for this help. I have been unable to get a response to 
obtaining the business interruption loan on the grounds I applied on 13th March for an overdraft 

that was declined. 
 

Our business turnover this year was projected at £120,000 and my staff wages are paid weekly at a 
cost between £1,250 - £1,500 collective. 

 
I have letting costs to meet as per contracts and supplies such as goggles, hats, towels, shoe covers, 

badges, certificates, resources, updated training costs – all still ongoing. 
 

I have NO cash flow at this time. It’s a mess!  I have written emails to Boris Johnson and Rishi Sunak 
pleading for them to adapt the £10,000 grant to our sector to those with higher turnover to cover 

the costs & keep the business alive. 
 

I don’t know where else to turn.” 
Owner, Small Leisure Sector Business 

 
 
 
 
 

  

86% 
 

of respondents employed 
fewer than 50 employees  

11%  
 

Only had accessed grants for 
small businesses at the time 

of surveying  

British Chambers of Commerce Coronavirus Business Impact Tracker: West Midlands Region Results (survey period 8th-10th April) 

Take steps to ensure that small businesses that are not responsible for business rates 
are receiving grant support 



 
 
 
 
Businesses need:  

 Clarity from government on how formal lockdown will end, what order restrictions will be eased in and 
under what conditions this will occur 

 Clarity from the government on the ongoing restrictions businesses can expect over the short to mid-
term on travel, gatherings and workplace health and safety after lock down ends and what support will 
continue to be available for the industries that continue to be the most significantly effected after the 
lockdown is lifted 

 

““We run a small serviced apartment business employing 17 people and we have been temporarily 
closed since the government announcement on the 23rd March.. 

  

 Before COVID hit our average occupancy was 82%. Just before lockdown measures were announced, 
bookings dropped off a cliff – we were taking just £200 a day. We now have zero income while our 

monthly payroll and rent are £25,000 and £35,000 a month respectively. We are trying to get through 
lockdown and come out the other side by renegotiating terms with all our suppliers and landlords, 

furloughing most of the team, and applying for a CIBILS Loan. 
  

It is very hard to plan for the future. On the one hand the Government is working on a three week 

rolling lockdown period. On the other, we’ve heard from public health leaders that it’s likely to be many 
months before we can expect a full return to business as usual. How long will we need to cover our 

costs without any income? If our CIBILS loan is approved will it be enough? We can’t sustainably take on 

any further debt and the Government’s furlough scheme is only guaranteed to the end of June. 
  

Birmingham’s tourism economy is reliant on domestic and international visitors coming into the city for 

cultural pursuits, events and corporate travel. We are very concerned that, given that these were some 
of the first things to go as we went into lockdown, they could be the last things to come back online. 

Will there be a phased return to “normal” when infection levels drop to a certain point? What does that 

mean for our sector? We need more clarity on what to expect so that we can plan ahead. 
  

Looking ahead, once the Government does give us the go ahead to reopen we know that there’s going 
to be a real challenge for our sector in building up people’s confidence in travelling for work and 

pleasure again. It’d be reassuring to know that the Government is thinking ahead on key challenges and 
potential solutions – perhaps a Government or sector-backed certification scheme for premises meeting 

key hygiene and social distancing standards would help restore consumer confidence, for instan ce.” 

Director, Hospitality Sector Business  

23rd March 
 

The date UK “lockdown” 
measures commenced 

70%  
 

The increase in the number 
of firms that collapsed in 
March 2020 compared to 

March 2019 

5,132 
 

The number of firms 
dissolved in the West 

Midlands in March 2020, 
almost double March 2019 

Enterprise Research Centre, Business Dynamism and COVID-19 – An Early Assessment 

Help businesses plan by providing clarity on how the Government will approach easing 
lockdown restrictions once key milestones are met 



 
 
 
 
Charities need 

 The promised Small & Midsized Charity Grants Scheme to open for applications now - while the 
funding was announced on the 8th April, to date there is no clarity on how charities can apply for it  

 Support to reach the small charities on the frontline of delivering vital support and services to 
communities at this time 

 

“There can be few citizens of this country that have not either experienced or seen the positive 
impact that this country’s charities are having on their communities.  

They are supporting vulnerable people, helping house, feed and clothe families in poverty, providing 
legal advice, counselling and services for key workers. They are giving people hope and help in a 

time of unprecedented challenges. 

While demand for support has no doubt increased for many charities, their ability to fundraise has 
been hit hard as charity shops close, fundraisers are cancelled and hard-hit businesses cut back on 

CSR activity and donations. 

The support announced by the Government on grants for charities delivering vital services at this 
time is welcome. But it urgently needs to reach charities, including small community organisations, 

before it is too late. 

There is also the question of how charities that are not delivering COVID-19 related  services but are 
still great cultural and community assets are supported through this period – in particular arts 

organisations and historic attractions.” Paul Faulkner, CEO, GBCC  

 

  

c.900,000 
 

the estimated number of 
people formally employed by 
the charity sector in the UK  

£4bn  
 

The estimated shortfall in finances UK 
charities will face this quarter due to 
closed retail, hospitality & visitor sites 

and a fall in traditional fundraising 
sources  

The National Council for Voluntary Organisations (NCVO))  

Ensure that the grant funding announced for charities reaches small, front line  
community organisations 



 
 
 
 
Businesses need: 

 The Government to recognise that national support schemes are only part of the answer and that local 
authorities and regional combined authorities can play a vital role in effectively matching funding with 
local needs 

 The Government to close the gaps in existing support by brining forward flexible grant funding p ots 
devolved to regional areas for organisations unable to access existing support 

 

Birmingham City Council, with the support of the Core Cities, has submitted a proposal to 
Government requesting additional funding to ensure local businesses impacted by Covid-19 survive. 

The council say that although the Government's measures to support businesses are welcome, 
concerns have been raised that measures do not go far enough and more needs to be done to help 

businesses survive. 

The council’s proposal to Government seeks additional grant funding to establish a £100million 
Business Survival Fund to ensure that gaps in the current provision are addressed by responding to 

the needs of individual businesses. 

The fund would enable the council to offer financial support to businesses, which do not qualify for 
the Government’s Small Business Grants or the Small Business Rates Relief (SBRR) which represents 

near 70 per cent of SMEs in Birmingham. 
Birmingham City Council Press Release, April 2020 

 

 

 
 

  

76% 
 

of businesses had 
experienced a decline 

turnover and profitability 
since January 2020 

46%  
 

are unable to secure 
additional funding leading to 

significant cash flow 
pressure 

50% 
 

will require additional 
funding to continue 

operating over next 6-12 
months 

Birmingham City Council Business Survey (19th March- 27th March 2020) 

Give local areas control over devolved funding to support those businesses that do not 
qualify for existing support mechanisms 



 
 
  
 
Businesses need:  

 The Government to provide additional support –  for commercial tenants experiencing genuine, 
evidenced, short-term hardship and critical cash flow issues arising from Coronavirus that are unable to 
pay their rent in full and at risk of legal action 

 Landlords and tenants to engage in constructive dialogue, compromise and consider the long  term 
implications of actions – many businesses are experiencing hardship due to COVID-19 and landlords are 
businesses with financial obligations too; where possible, landlords and tenants need to work 
constructively to seek compromises and solutions that avoid potential future costly debt recovery 
proceedings 

 The Government to issue guidance on commercial property loans to banks and financers to encourage 
more equal treatment of interest repayments across different providers  
 

 
 

“Our serviced apartments are owned by a number of different landlords. Since lockdown we have 
been unable to generate any income at all and the apartments are empty so we have been trying to 

renegotiate rent commitments, asking for an initial three month rent holiday. 
  

Some of our landlords have been really supportive and have agreed to this or made other 
constructive proposals - others have been less helpful. We appreciate that our failure to pay rents 
means a real loss of income to them and in many cases they will need to cover mortgage or other 
costs. It's a connected chain, and everyone is being forced to pass the buck to someone else. The 

government has suddenly stopped the wheels of the economy spinning, and like musical chairs, 
someone is left with the bill.  

  
It would be very useful if there could be further government action to address this. The aim with the 

economic lockdown measures seems to be to try and put the economy (or parts of it) into 
temporary 'hibernation'. It might be sensible to extend this principle to commercial contracts, so 
that perhaps a new legal framework is introduced to allow the renegotiation of agreements to 

cover this period where the main purpose of the contract is frustrated or interrupted. Or the 
government could go even further and agree to cover a percentage of such contracts which have 

effectively been frustrated by the lockdown measures?”  
Director, Hospitality Sector Business 

 

  

 c.33%  
 

of retailers only met their quarterly rent 
obligations in full in Q1 and Knight Frank predict 

that June’s quarterly rent day will be an even 
greater pinch point than March’s 

 

Knight Frank, COVID-19: what we know, what we expect, what we question (April 2020):  

Assist landlords and tenants in dispute through further guidance and encouraging 
greater dialogue and communication 



“We run a small bar. After lockdown measures were announced, we contacted our landlord to let 
them know that our monthly rent payment would be a few weeks late as we were waiting for our 

small business grant to come through from the local authority. He issued us with a letter 
threatening winding up orders if we did not pay immediately (as he knew he was unable to evict us 
under the Coronavirus Act) and proposed incredibly unreasonable terms for what we would need to 

do if we did miss our rent day to stop him proceeding. 

“We are a member of the Greater Birmingham Chambers of Commerce and contacted them to ask 

what we should do. They provided us with a free legal advice helpline who informed us that the 
landlord could not issue winding up proceedings until the rent was at least 21 days overdue. This 

gave us some relief that we were safe in short term but the fact that he could issue winding up 
orders in future does show that there are some big gaps in the legislation that unscrupulous 

landlords could exploit. We want to pay our rent and still be in business after all of this comes to an 
end, we just wish our landlord would stop making threats and take the time to understand our 

situation (we have no income at all coming in) and meet us in the middle.” Bar Owner  

“We have an extensive portfolio of commercial and residential properties across the UK and on 
quarter day our rent collection was just 10% of what was due; we have since recovered the position 

but are still having to work with our tenants and wait for payment in many cases. Like all 
businesses, we have a wage bill, operational overheads and suppliers requiring payment. We also 
have debt with interest charges which need to be satisfied. If banks and lenders are not supportive 

we are not in a position to pass any respite onto our tenants. 

We are all in this together and really want to help our tenants, we have nothing but sympathy for 
business owners facing real hardship due to lockdown measures. We want our tenants to be able to 
continue trading so that we don’t have multiple voids when we emerge the other side but we are 

also a business with creditors and costs and we are also in survival mode.  

Our tenants can broadly be split into independent businesses, national chains and publically listed 
companies. For the independents we understand that there is genuine hardship and have been able 
to offer support and agree temporary new terms such as monthly rather than quarterly payments 

or rent deferrals. 

 However the national chains and publically listed companies have been exploiting the situation. 

Some companies are in a position to pay and are simply hiding behind the current pandemic. We 
had a national takeaway chain that is both receiving Government furlough support for some staff 

and clearly doing good business through this period write to tell us they had decided to take a 
multi-month rent holiday and would simply not be paying. We had another national company that 
posted multimillion pound pre-tax profits last year, is sitting on significant reserves and has no debt 

against the business tell us they would only be paying 50% of their rents for the next 6 months. 
What we cannot do is simply allow tenants to default on their legal obligations with no dialogue 

between the parties. 

 In some circumstances the only recourse left has been to threaten legal action and being able to do 
so has meant that those large companies have now paid what is due. It is regrettable that it comes 

down to this, but we do need those remedies to remain available so that we still have some 
leverage to ensure that those who can do pay. So far the threat of legal action has been enough to 
force payment which has proved that these parties do have the money and that they simply don’t 

want to satisfy their creditors.” Commercial Property Landlord  



 
 
 
 
Businesses need: 

 The Government to bring forward interim measures to avoid businesses hitting a cliff edge in support 
as lockdown measures are lifted 

 The Government to use this challenging situation as a catalyst for fundamentally reforming key policy 
areas including a radical review of the Business Rates system, reform and simplification of taxation, 
reinvigorating export support with an export tax credit and investment in international trade advisors 
and incentivising business investment in skills and life long learning 

 The Government to  incentivise business investment in challenging economic conditions by extending 
the duration and scope of the £1m Annual Investment Allowance, protecting tax schemes that 
incentivise investment such as SEIS and EIS and reversing the 2017 reduction of the dividend allowance  

 The Government to offer regulatory flexibility in order to promote innovation and investment in 

technology as we emerge from the crisis – we are already witnessing regulatory flexibility and rapid 

adaption of technology in an attempt to tackle, and keep business moving through, COVID-19; it is vital 

this trend continues as lockdown measures are eased 

 The Government to commit to stimulating the economy through maintaining investment in major 
infrastructure projects including all phases of HS2 

 

“The current crisis has brought to the fore many issues that were already holding back the UK 
economy. As we emerge into the post-lockdown world there is a once in a generation chance to 

rethink the way that the Government supports, taxes and regulates businesses as well as its 
investment in national infrastructure. 

By the end of this crisis the Government could end up providing direct support to almost every 
business in the country through the furlough scheme, CBILS, grants and more. A clear plan is 

needed to determine how businesses will be eased off this support in a way that avoids a cliff-edge 
shock to the economy (and the resultant potential impact on jobs losses and GDP) while being 

efficient in terms of cost to the public purse.”  
Paul Faulkner, CEO, GBCC 

 

 

 

  

240bn 
 

the amount that would have 
been added to private sector 

capital stock if business 
investment had continued at 

pre-recession levels 

9,000 
 

jobs already supported by 
HS2, expected to rise to 

30,000 as construction peaks  

£92bn 
 

expected total benefit that 
HS2 will bring to the UK 

economy  

Sir John Cunliffe, Deputy Governor of the Bank of England, speech February 2017  & HS2, Our Story & Key Facts, August 2019 

Prevent severe long-term economic damage by bringing forward transitional measures 
as lockdown and key Coronavirus schemes end and the new economic reality becomes 
apparent 



 


