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for Regional Engagement and 
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Birmingham

“This year’s Birmingham Economic Review is very different to the last. 
Across the country – indeed, the world - businesses are struggling amid 
the impact of the Coronavirus pandemic.

However, Birmingham is extremely resilient, and exciting opportunities for 
recovery and economic growth remain on the horizon. 

I believe in Birmingham. The commentary provided by academics, industry 
leaders and experts throughout this review echoes this passion for our 
city. The Chamber, in collaboration with our members and partners, has 
kept business moving in Greater Birmingham for over 200 years, even 
in the most challenging of times, and we will continue to do so. We are 
committed to making Birmingham the best place to start, grow, move or 
invest in a business.”Paul Faulkner

CEO, Greater Birmingham 
Chambers of Commerce

“It is a great pleasure to welcome you, on behalf of the University of 
Birmingham and City-REDI, to the 2020 Birmingham Economic Review. 
Once again we have worked closely with our partners, the Greater 
Birmingham Chambers of Commerce, to produce a detailed analysis of 
the state of our region.

In my welcome to the 2019 edition of this report I highlighted the tough 
challenge we faced in a time of uncertainty, to maintain the growth 
momentum while rebalancing our regional economy. Since then we 
have lived through unprecedented disruption and the region faces even 
greater economic and social challenges. 

Our review this year looks at the economic outlook ‘before and after’ the 
UK lockdown and focuses on building resilience and future growth.
As ever we have in-depth analysis and commentary from a wide range of 
experts and stakeholders and I would like to express my sincere thanks 
to them all for their contributions.”

The annual Birmingham Economic Review is produced by the University of Birmingham’s City-REDI and 
the Greater Birmingham Chambers of Commerce, with contributions from the West Midlands Growth 
Company. It is an in-depth exploration of the economy of England’s second city and a high-quality 
resource for informing research, policy and investment decisions. 

What follows is a summary version of the full Birmingham Economic Review 2020. The full-length 
publication can be found on the Greater Birmingham Chambers of Commerce website, or requested 
using the contact details at the end of this document. Data and commentary were correct at the time of 
publishing: October 2020.
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2020: A Year of Change  

Birmingham Pre-2020: A growing economy facing challenges on skills

• GVA growth: 6.1% increase in GVA per capita in 2017-2018
• FDI track record: 2nd best performing UK city for FDI (outside London) 2019
• Centrally located: 90% UK businesses & consumers within 4 hours travel time
• Lower skills base: 12.9% of the working age population have no qualifications

COVID-19: A global health & economic crisis, felt locally

• Significant case rate: 11,500 cumulative cases of COVID-19 in Birmingham as of 1st October 2020
• Wider impact on mental health: 26% of West Midlands businesses saw an increase in workforce 

mental health concerns
• Economic disruption: 71% of Greater Birmingham businesses saw a fall in domestic sales Q2 2020
• Jobs losses: 68% increase in the Birmingham unemployment claimant count Feb-Aug 2020

Impacting Key Sectors: 

• City centre economy: 48% reduction in city centre footfall in August compared to pre-lockdown 
levels

• Automotive & supply chain: 40.2% decrease in UK car production to Jan-August 2020 vs. 2019
• Hospitality & tourism: 79% of eligible West Midlands accommodation & food services roles 

furloughed at the end of July
• Arts, culture & live events: 69% of eligible West Midlands arts, entertainment, recreation & other 

services roles had been furloughed by the end of July

Population: Youth & Diversity 

• A young population: 37.5% of the city’s population are aged under 25
• Impacted by COVID-19: 11.5% - Birmingham’s youth unemployment claimant rate as of August 2020
• A diverse population: 238,313 Birmingham residents were born outside of the UK at the 2011 census

 Sustainability: Modal Shift & the Environment

• Short term change: 80% reduction in city centre traffic levels in April/May due to COVID-19 measures
• Environmental benefits: 36% average reduction in pollution concentration in Birmingham in April
• Making it stick: £1m awarded to Birmingham City Council by DfT from the Emergency Active Travel 

Fund

Innovation: Adaption & Resilience Through Change

• Knowledge transfer & networks: 5 universities in Birmingham offering a mix of comprehensive 
research  & industry specialisms 

• Growing tech sector: 17,581 jobs in digital tech & digital tech businesses in Birmingham in 2019
• Home of 5G: £75m investment has been allocated to WM5G testbeds, including Birmingham 
• Weak Government investment in innovation: 3% - the proportion of UK Government & UKRI 

investment in innovation in England received by the West Midlands

Birmingham Post-2020: Once in a generation opportunities, and challenges

• 31st December 2020: The end of the Brexit transition period
• 28th July 2022: The start of the Birmingham 2022 Commonwealth Games
• 2029-2031: Completion of HS2 Phase 1 
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Birmingham Pre-2020

Pre-2020 Birmingham was a city experiencing significant growth, while facing longstanding challenges 
with weaker than average productivity and skills levels. 

• Key sectors: Particularly innovative local sectors include digital, advanced manufacturing, energy, 
healthcare, and the creative industries.

• GVA per Head: 6.1% growth 2017-2018, however by value it remains below the national average 
(£25,477 vs £28,729 at 2018) and behind other core cities such as Manchester (£41,178 at 2018).

• FDI: 53 projects creating 1182 new jobs in 2019/20 – however, this was a reduction on 57 projects 
creating 1,521 jobs in 2018/19.

• Population: 1,141,816 (estimate at mid-2019). The population increased by 15.9% during the period 
2001 and 2018 and 0.4% between 2018 and 2019. 

• Skills: 33.1% of Birmingham’s workforce is educated to NVQ4+, compared to 40% nationally. 12.9% 
of Birmingham’s working-age population has no formal qualifications compared to 7.5% nationally. 
However the Greater Birmingham & Solihull LEP area has a higher leave for study, return for 
employment rate than the national average (34.1% compared to 30.4% nationally). 

• Salaries: There was a notable difference between resident earnings (£523.50 median gross weekly 
pay for full time workers, 2018) and workplace earnings (£584.10). This is indicative of both the large 
numbers of people who commute into the city to work in often highly-skilled, highly-paid jobs and 
that not all Birmingham residents are able to access the better-paid jobs in the city.

• Occupations: During 2019 to early 2020, local labour-market growth has mainly been driven by an 
expansion in professional occupations, with this occupational group making up 23% of the total for 
the city (up from 20.4% in the previous year).

Table 1 Employment by Occupation (%), Birmingham, 2015-2020

SOC2010 Occupation/year 2015 2016 2017 2018 2019 2020

1: Managers, directors and senior officials 8.0 7.3 9.5 8.1 7.2 7.5

2: Professional occupations 20.6 20.9 19.2 21.2 20.4 23

3: Associate prof & tech occupations 13.8 14.3 13.0 13.6 13.6 11.9

4: Administrative and secretarial occupations 9.6 10.4 10.1 8.9 11.4 11.5

5: Skilled trades occupations 9.6 7.8 8.9 8.0 8.6 8.8

6: Caring, leisure and other service occupations 10.2 8.7 8.2 9.5 8.6 8.6

7: Sales and customer service occupations 7.3 7.6 8.1 8.0 6.1 5.7

8: Process, plant and machine operatives 8.4 9.2 8.7 9.8 9.1 8.7

9: Elementary occupations 12.2 13.5 13.5 12.7 14.1 13.8

Source: ONS, Annual Population Survey

As a core city, Birmingham hosts a number of nationally and internationally significant companies (a 
number of whom are featured in this document), reflecting both its manufacturing heritage and the city 
centre’s function as a professional and business services hub for the wider region. The city has offices 
for a large number of financial and professional services companies focused in its financial districts in 
Colmore Row and Brindleyplace.

Birmingham was the third most visited local authority in England in 2019 with 25.9 million annual visitors 
(based on a three year average), following the City of London (54.8 million) and Manchester (29.7 
million). The West Midlands Combined Authority (WMCA) region’s visitor economy was worth a record 
£13.1billion in 2019, up 3.6% on the previous year. In 2019, nearly half of visitor spending in Birmingham 
was on shopping (47%).
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“The Greater Birmingham Chambers of Commerce exists to connect, support 
and grow local businesses. It’s a membership and support organisation here 
to help businesses every step of the way from connecting with customers and 
learning from peers and experts to  navigating business support or entering 
international markets. It was founded in 1813 and today employs c.100 people. 

Through this, we have a unique perspective on both business in Birmingham 
and the wider region, and Birmingham’s place in the world. 

Outside of London, Birmingham is the largest city economy in the UK. It is the 
West Midlands’ regional center of business, retail, leisure and culture. It is also 
the regional heart of employment with almost half a million people working 
in the city. Birmingham has a growing reputation as a location of international 

business and ranks highly for future investability. The city economy performs well on a number of 
measures and, while COVID-19 and Brexit uncertainty hang heavy on the current environment, those 
fundamentals mean the city remains a powerful force to be reckoned with.” 

While the current Coronavirus pandemic and forthcoming end of the Brexit transition period present a 
challenging climate, Birmingham remains home to certain core strengths: 

• Innovation & support networks: 5 universities, 6 business parks and related initiatives, a city centre 
Enterprise Zone comprised of 39 sites across the city, a number of Business Improvement Districts 
and support organisations such as the GBS LEP Growth Hub and Greater Birmingham Chambers of 
Commerce.

• Location & connections: 90% of UK businesses and consumers are located within 4 hours travel 
time of Birmingham which is exceptionally well served by rail (direct services to London and the 
South West, the West Midlands, Scotland, the North West and Yorkshire), road (M6, M5, M42 and 
M40, which provide access to the North West, South West, East Midlands and South East) and air 
(Birmingham International Airport).

• Population: the population is notably younger (37.5% aged under 25) and more diverse (53.1% White 
British with the Pakistani (13.5%),  Indian (6%) and Black Caribbean (4.4%)  population making up a 
significant proportion of the remainder) than national averages.

• Regional Collaboration: Birmingham City Council is part of the West Midlands Combined Authority 
and a partner in the West Midlands Local Industrial Strategy (LIS). The LIS sets out the key growth 
sectors for the region including; mobility and automotive; health and life sciences; and business and 
professional services and the approach and investments that will be made to catalyse this growth. 

The city is also already benefiting from a number of major investments, including HS2 and the 
Birmingham 2022 Commonwealth Games, which are discussed later in this document

Henrietta Brealey
Director of Policy and Strategic 

Relationships
Greater Birmingham Chambers of 

Commerce
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COVID-19 has had a catastrophic effect on the health and wellbeing of populations across the globe, 
including the resident population of Birmingham. National Government and local authorities have 
implemented various measures to limit the spread of the pandemic, and support the NHS in minimising 
loss of life as a result of this crisis.

Globally, over a million people have died as a result of COVID-19. In the UK, the latest Government 
statistics at the time of writing (October 2020) show that over 400,000 people have tested positive for 
the virus and 40,000 people have died within 28 days of a positive COVID-19 test.

Across Birmingham the impact on health and well-being has been multifaceted: 

• Direct Impact: Over 11,500 cumulative positive cases have been identified since the start of the 
pandemic. Almost 1,000 individuals have lost their lives within 28 days of a positive COVID-19 test.

• Wider Impact: As seen at a national level, there are significant concerns that individuals are not 
seeking treatment for non-COVID-19 potential symptoms and conditions risking a wider increase in 
ill-health or possible death from other causes.  

• Mental Health & Wellbeing: According to ONS research, between 30th April and 10th May 2020, 37% 
of people in Great Britain were reporting high levels of anxiety. The British Chambers of Commerce 
COVID-19 Business Tracker (6th July 2020) indicated that 26% of West Midlands region  businesses 
had experienced an increase in workforce mental health concerns compared to the same period the 
previous year.

As a city, Birmingham has a significant proportion of the population who may be at greater risk from 
COVID-19: for example, data from Public Health England shows that 61.7% of adults in Birmingham are 
estimated to be overweight or obese, and across Birmingham and Solihull, 8.2% of people aged 17 and 
older are estimated to have diabetes, 2.9% of people are estimated to have coronary heart disease and 
4.2% of adults have been diagnosed with kidney disease.

Birmingham Public Health identified health inequalities in the city pre-dating COVID-19. Compared to 
the most affluent areas of the city, in the most deprived areas life expectancy is 10.6 years less for men 
and 8.2 years less for women. Public Health England have also identified links between deprivation and 
mortality rates from COVID-19; the mortality rates from COVID-19 in the most deprived areas of the UK 
are more than double those in the least deprived areas, for both males and females.

COVID-19: The Impact So Far on Health & Wellbeing

Dr Justin Varney
Director of Public Health,
Birmingham City Council

“Coronavirus-19 first appeared in the world in December 2019, arriving in the UK in 
February and Birmingham in the second week of March 2020
… we have had to find different ways to talk to communities and listen as well as inform. 
…we have laid strong foundations but this pandemic is a war not a single battle and the 
strategy and approach requires continued innovation and adaption.”

Shelley Rowley
Chief Commercial Officer,

BHSF

“We know that 65 per cent of adults with a pre-existing mental health condition saw 
a decline in their mental health during the pandemic , that an additional 4.5m people 

became unpaid carers since the start of the pandemic , and that, tragically, suicide rates 
are at an all-time high. We offer two products that truly can positively impact the physical 

and mental health of employees across the country. 
And at a time when cash flow was a worry for everyone, we did everything we could 

to help by altering our payment schedules and shortening deployment times, and our 
customers really appreciated it. This was another way for us to demonstrate the strength 

of our culture, not just to our clients, but to our own people.”
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COVID-19: The Impact So Far on the Local Economy & 
Labour Market 

On 23rd March 2020 the Government announced that British people should remain in their homes with 
the exception of essential activities (basic shopping, one form of exercise a day, medical care or work 
where necessary and not possible from home). The hospitality (excluding takeaways), arts, cultural, 
sporting, leisure, non-essential retail and close contact services industries were told to close to the public 
and remain closed for a period of at least three weeks. 

We now know that non-essential retail reopened on 15th June, followed by many parts of the hospitality 
sector and close contact services on 4th July and indoor performances on 15th August. Nightclubs, 
business exhibitions, conferences and major sporting events also remain closed by Government mandate 
at the time of writing (early October 2020). Those businesses that are open must implement strict 
COVID-19 risk reduction activity on key measures such as social distancing, hygiene, additional cleaning 
regimes, workplace risk assessments and recording customer details for NHS Test & Trace.

These substantial measures were aimed at reducing the spread of COVID-19 and preventing the NHS 
from being rapidly overwhelmed with serious cases, and are broadly considered successful in achieving 
that aim. They, in effect, caused the near or total closure of whole segments of the economy, radically 
disrupted business practices through a massive simultaneous shift to digital and remote working and 
caused a collapse in business confidence to progress with planned investments.  At the time of writing 
(October 2020) Coronavirus cases are increasing significantly and it is likely that further measures will be 
imposed to curb its spread.

Ben Brittain
Policy and Data Analyst,

 City-REDI, 
University of Birmingham

“The UK government’s lockdown restrictions caused significant economic harm. GDP 
fell substantially and output fell off a cliff. The fall was historic. But as Birmingham and 
the rest of the UK has emerged from the pandemic and lockdown measures eased, 
output has grown as has growth and business confidence. Regional PMI has registered 
at historical highs for two consecutive months now, indicating a strong rebound in 
quarter 3 for the region and the wider national economy. The difficulty ahead will be in 
maintaining that momentum and that business confidence in to next year, so that the 
growth lost in the first and second quarter is quickly recaptured.

During the pandemic City-REDI has been at the forefront of capturing this data and the 
city’s resilience via the West Midlands Weekly Economic Impact Monitor. The weekly 
monitor brings together data and intelligence from the WM REDI partnership into 
one single source which can be shared and utilised in planning and responding to the 
challenge of the virus. The monitor is feeding into the regional recovery planning that 
can help the regional economy bounce back and quickly move forward once lockdown 
restrictions start to be lifted.”

Raj Kandola
Senior Policy and Patron Advisor, 
Greater Birmingham Chambers of 

Commerce

“Offering local and regional authorities greater funding and flexibility to support 
the most affected firms along with maximising the vast opportunities …such as HS2 
and the Commonwealth Games need to be front and centre of any local economic 

recovery plan. Pressing ahead with structural reform to outmoded methods of fiscal 
revenue collection related to business rates and National Insurance contributions will 

help to alleviate the crippling cost pressures that businesses have faced for years and 
allow them to invest in their people and products at a time when its never been more 

important.”
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The impact on the economy of Birmingham has been, and will continue to be substantial. While many 
official data sources are yet to show the full impact of the pandemic, the following is clear: 

• Unprecedented Economic Shock: Nationally, GDP fell 20.4% in Q2 2020 - the largest fall on record. 
The GBCC’s Quarterly Business Report (QBR) for Q2 2020 showed local businesses experienced the 
most significant fall in economic activity in the report’s over 30 year history. 

• Economic Output: KPMG has forecast that the consequence of the pandemic will likely cause the 
West Midlands economy to contract by 9.1% in 2020, comparing to wider UK contraction of 7.2%. The 
quarterly Economic Outlook forecast highlights that the West Midlands is likely to rebound with 11.3% 
growth in 2021.

• Domestic Demand: In Q2 2020 the QBR balance score for domestic demand fell 41 points to 22 (a 
score of below 50 is indicative of negative sentiment, the lower the score, the stronger the sentiment) 
with 68% of businesses reporting a reduction in domestic orders. It rose to a score of 40 in Q3 2020, 
with 37% of respondents reporting a reduction. 

• International Trade: The QBR balance score for export demand fell 25 points in Q2 2020 to 27 rising 
to 41 at Q3. The GBCC deliver c.6% of all international trade documentation issued in the UK. Overall 
volumes of documentation issued are a useful proxy for changes in volumes of international trade. 
The volume of GBCC export documentation issued declined to 69% of 2019 levels in April 2020 and 
52% in May 2020. It has since risen significantly to 81% (June), 83% (July) and 74% (August) of 2019 
volumes.

• Investment: The QBR balance score for capex fell 26 points to 28 in Q2 rising slightly to 36 in Q3. The 
training investment balance score fell 25 points to 34 in Q2 rising to 39 in Q3, indicating a significant 
reduction in local businesses’ investment intentions across both categories.

The NatWest UK Regional PMI can also give insight as to economic growth. In March West Midlands PMI 
fell to 36.1 indicating a severe reduction in business output. Among UK regions, only Northern Ireland 
and Scotland recorded quicker falls in new business since the previous month. In April, it fell further to 
10.9, near the floor in readings.  Comparatively, the July reading of 61.9 signalled improved economic 
output for the region. It was the second-fastest rate in the survey’s history. This suggests that whilst the 
emergency health measures of the pandemic caused an unprecedented drop in economic output, the 
easing of these measures has allowed for substantial economic growth.  This recovery does not appear to 
have slowed; in August, PMI registered at the same historic high of 61.9.
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Glenn Harris MBE
Chief Executive,

Midland Heart

“Covid-19 has changed all of our lives … For many, not being able to go anywhere for 
weeks on end has really emphasised the importance of a good quality home and a strong 
local community.  These things have been at the centre of Midland Heart’s mission for 
almost 100 years, and even before the pandemic we had already committed to redoubling 
our efforts. We continued to push forward with our ambitious development programme, 
which represents an annual investment of almost £90m in the region. ... despite significant 
delays, social distancing and materials shortages, we are still expecting to deliver 80-90% 
of the homes we planned to complete this year. With the economy gaining £2.84 for every 
£1 invested in housebuilding.”

John Webber
Head of Business Rates,

Colliers International

“the burden of business rates has been steadily growing over the last 30 years to the point 
where Birmingham businesses now shoulder an annual burden close to £500 million. … 

While this had become unsustainable in a buoyant trading environment; in a post Covid-19 
world something has to change… now is not the time for business leaders to be quiet 

about something as destructive as a business rates burden. This needs to be reduced now.”

Dr Abigail Taylor
Research Fellow,

City-REDI, 
University of Birmingham



Significant Government support schemes were implemented to support businesses through the 
pandemic including: the Coronavirus Job Retention Scheme (CJRS), Coronavirus Business Interruption 
Loan Scheme (CBILS), Coronavirus Large Business Interruption Loan Scheme (LBILS), Bounce Back 
Loan Scheme (BBLS), Self-Employed Income Support Scheme, sector specific business rates holiday, 
protections from eviction for commercial tenants, VAT deferment and sector specific VAT reductions. 
Further schemes such as the Job Support Scheme, Kickstart and Jobs Retention Bonus will go live over 
the coming months. 

Looking ahead, conditions are improving for many businesses, however there are a number of concerning 
factors: 

• Weak Cash Flow: Nationally, research from the British Chambers of Commerce undertaken in August 
2020 showed 39% of businesses say they have three months or less worth of cash in reserve. Across 
Greater Birmingham, 63% of businesses reported a worsening cash flow position in the Q2 2020 
QBR, and 47% reported a worsening position in Q3 2020.  This suggests a significant proportion of 
businesses have little financial “buffer” remaining to absorb any further shocks. 

• High Levels of Debt: As of 15th September 2020, £15.45bn of Coronavirus Business Interruption Loans 
and £38.02bn of Bounce Back Loans had been approved nationally. According to the British Business 
Bank, approximately 8% of the West Midlands’ business population had received a CBIL (worth 
£871.4m) and 8% had received a BBL (worth £2.6bn). 1 in 5 Greater Birmingham based businesses 
reported pressure to raise prices arising from finance costs in Q3 2020 QBR.

• Labour Market Risks: Across the UK, by the 31st July 2020, 9.6 million eligible employments had been 
registered on the CJRS – 32% of all eligible employments in the UK. By local authority, Birmingham 
has the highest number of employments furloughed with 156,200 (35% of eligible employments – 
slightly above the national average rate) followed by Leeds with 111,500 (30%). Between June 2019 
and June 2020, the West Midlands saw the second-largest decrease in workforce jobs of any region 
(74,000) after the South East (125,800). Further significant job losses are expected nationally and 
locally as the CJRS closes at the end of October. 

While the causes of the 2008 economic crisis and subsequent recession are entirely different to the 
current crisis it may prove beneficial to consider the impact of the former. Between 2007 and 2009, 
Birmingham lost around 40,000 jobs; approximately 7% of total employment. Over the same period, 
around £1 billion of economic output was lost, approximately 5% of Birmingham’s total GVA. Both 
employment and economic output suffered larger percentage falls in Birmingham than they did 
nationally. 

9

Birmingham Economic Review / 2020

Dr Abigail Taylor
Research Fellow,

City-REDI, 
University of Birmingham

“There is a danger that recent progress in increasing skills and employment levels within 
Birmingham may be slowed or reversed without the introduction of further effective 
countervailing measures at both a national and local level. Birmingham’s population is 
younger than the national average, and young people, particularly those with low skills 
levels, are being hard-hit across the country by the crisis . Policy needs to be developed 
and appropriately funded to ensure young people are effectively supported into training 
and employment. It is crucial that efforts focus on how young people can be best 
supported to gain work experience in the context of social distancing. 
Effective partnerships across the public, private and voluntary sectors (for example, 
youth employment partnerships) will be crucial to expanding opportunities in the long-
run. ”



Ben Willmott
Head of Public Policy,

CIPD

“A recent survey by CIPD found that three-quarters of employers believe that the 
demand for flexible working among employees will increase once lockdown measures 
have been lifted. In all, more than four in ten of the respondent organisations reported 
that they would be more likely to grant requests for flexible working after the end of 
lockdown, with just 7% saying they would be less likely to. 
… Organisations will need to invest more time in ensuring that they select and develop 
people managers who are confident and capable in managing in a more inclusive and 
human way. This will improve both job quality and will also support efforts to boost 
workplace productivity, firm performance and future growth.”
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Joe Galloway
Head of KYC Periodic Review Birmingham,

Lead for Birmingham Junior Talent Network,
 Deutsche Bank

“Deutsche Bank (DB) in Birmingham is in the process of creating a team of 
permanent employees focused on Know-Your-Client (KYC) activity for UK clients.  The 
programme began in 2019 and will continue into 2021.
So far this year we have seen 40 people join the Birmingham KYC team, with all new 
team members being fully trained virtually. We had to adapt quickly to change our 
plans from in-office training, to a situation where everyone is working from home fully.  
We set up all of their home access and were able to offer them process and systems 
training using video conference call and screen sharing collaboration technology.  We 
have received excellent and constructive feedback from the new joiners, and continue 
to refine our training with each additional wave of joiners.
…we are set up for success whether virtually or in the office.”

Tara Tomes
Founder & Managing Director, 

EAST VILLAGE. PR

“Our office lease is up at the end of September so, collectively, we’ve decided not 
to renew and work from home for the time being. … Now, the team can go out and 
experience the great cafes, restaurants and visitor attractions that the city has to 
offer; the flexibility allows more options.
… Covid-19 has definitely shown that with the right mindset you can adapt your 
business in any crisis. … 
From the outset, we dedicated our time to keeping remaining clients happy and 
positioning EAST VILLAGE. as a business that was dedicated to helping everyone get 
through lockdown.
… In the past four months, we’ve refined our client base and we’ve actually won about 
16 new clients.”

Tim Kenny
Head of Marketing,

SCC

“The COVID-19 pandemic has reaffirmed to SCC the importance of people, the resilience 
of business amid the single largest challenge many organisations will ever face, and 
just how important technology will be in the long-term recovery from COVID-19. The 
pandemic has been difficult for us all but also represents the opportunity to review 
business models and do things better, and safer, going forward. We have already 
identified how technology innovations such as AI can reduce human interaction and 
improve efficiency. We’ve seen organisations adopt homeworking and experience such 
productivity gains that they are now developing increased and permanent flexible 
working policies.
 … SCC will continue to support our customers in the public and private sectors adapt 
to the on-going effects of COVID-19 on their business, their cultures and their IT 
infrastructures.”
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Nicola Young
Group Marketing Director,

The NEC Group

“This has been an exceptionally challenging year … The COVID-19 pandemic brought 
the events industry to a halt in March and many organisations, including venues, event 
services and suppliers, have been operating on almost - zero revenue.
… The Government’s retraction of the 1st October resumption date for business events 
and conferences in late September was a disappointment. Whilst we understood the 
reasoning behind the postponement, it essentially took us back to where we were in 
March. No events, no opening date and at the time of writing, we do not expect to 
return to pre-pandemic normality for a couple of years. It is therefore integral to our 
survival that even with health and safety measures in place, the Government need to 
commit to a tailored intervention for our industry. 
Specifically, but not exclusively, we have asked for the continuation of the existing 
Business Rates relief programme; the establishment of a government endorsed, proven 
testing/track and trace programme that allows venues to offer enhanced safety; and a 
commitment to a full or participative review of the opening criteria.    
Strategic economic assets like the NEC Group, which contributes £3 billion annually to 
the regional economy, need to be given specific help to enable safe passage through 
to when guidance changes and trade can once again take place. It is hoped that the 
industry leading work the Group has undertaken in mapping out, developing and 
implementing health and safety standards, will set us in good stead when we are able 
to open once more. There is no doubt that in these uncertain times, they will be key to 
ensuring the future success of events and our business.”  

While the vast majority of businesses have been impacted by COVID-19 disruption or Government 
measures to tackle the virus, certain sectors have been disproportionately impacted.  

• Tourism & Hospitality: 79% of eligible accommodation & food services roles in the West Midlands 
were furloughed at the end of July. Birmingham Airport announced in June that they are operating 
under a passenger scenario for the 20/21 financial year that is 90 per cent less than in 19/20.  

• Arts, Culture & Live Events: Across the UK, at the end of July, 45% of all “eligible employments” arts, 
entertainment & recreation roles were furloughed.

• Automotive & supply chain: 40.2% decrease in UK car production to Jan-August 2020 vs. 2019.

According to the Centre for Cities High Streets Recovery Tracker, Birmingham city centre has seen a 90% 
fall in footfall compared to pre-COVID levels in April 2020. This improved to a 48% reduction in August. 
The composition of this footfall has also changed significantly: pre-lockdown, 48% of city centre workers 
commuted in from outside of the city, 45% from the suburbs and 6% from the city centre itself.  In 
August, 24% of city centre workers commuted in from outside of the city, 62% from the suburbs and 14% 
from the city centre itself.

Birmingham was ranked in the top 10 worst performing cities for recovering volume of footfall, alongside 
Manchester, London and a number of other major city centres. Centre for Cities data indicates that 
domestic tourism has boosted footfall in seaside towns. Cities such as Birmingham where footfall was 
previously comprised of a high proportion of commuting workers have seen a greater impact due to 
ongoing low numbers of office workers returning to business premises. This, of course, has a direct 
impact on city centre retail and hospitality businesses which rely on this footfall and commuter trade. 

Figures released by the West Midlands Growth Company in 2019 indicate the 52% of international 
visitors to Birmingham are travelling on business  compared to 24% for the UK. The region has a strong 
business offer with organisations like the ICC (part of the NEC) alone attracting over 350,000 visitors 
a year, primarily for business expos, conferences and dinner events. While international travel remains 
severely limited and with major business and sporting events unable to operate, the city and region 
face a challenge on how best to attract local and domestic visitors choosing to holiday and undertake 
experiences in the UK as opposed to abroad.

COVID-19: The Impact So Far on Key Sectors 



City centre Business Improvement Districts (BIDs) have been at the forefront of converting road space 
into outdoor dining over the summer to help attract visitors. Hurst Street (part of South Side BID) was 
temporarily pedestrianised and an outdoor seating area installed. Parklets, outdoor community seating 
areas in car parking spaces, decorated with plants have been installed in a number of locations by 
Colmore BID

Other examples of the visitor economy adapting to significant COVID-19 restrictions include Birmingham 
Hippodrome’s Van Gogh Alive exhibition. The Hippodrome is one of the UK’s busiest theatres, usually 
welcoming over 500,000 guests each year. They repurposed their auditorium, converting it into a large, 
multisensory gallery experience to host socially distanced viewings of this major exhibition. 
Despite significant attempts to adapt, there are clear warnings that the regional hospitality and visitor 
economy industries – which are critical to the success of upcoming opportunities such as the Birmingham 
2022 Commonwealth Games – cannot survive intact under current Government restrictions without 
further support. 

There are also significant concerns that the region’s automotive sector, already seriously impacted by a 
sharp fall in customer demand for new vehicles driven by COVID-19 (both domestically and, during the 
earlier parts of the year, in key markets such as China – according to SMMT cars produced for export to 
China fell 53.1% in the first six months of the year), will face significant Brexit related disruption at the end 
of the transition period (see later in this document). 
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Prof Raquel Ortega-Argilés
Chair, Regional Economic Development,

City-REDI,
University of Birmingham

“The city has been a magnet for visitors, especially business driven visitors and this has 
been a key selling point and previous numbers show this with Birmingham having the 
highest number of business trips (800k), spending and overnight stays (2.4m) in England 
in 2019. Visitor numbers and footfall in the city centre is dramatically down, and business 
tourism may take a while to return due to social distancing. Although spend remains 
near the average for cities, and footfall is not as low as other cities such as Manchester or 
London there is still some way to go to get back to levels in last years data. But local high 
streets have gained with walkable places doing well. Places that have been hit harder 
by loss of footfall are those that are university cities and towns, higher percentage of 
knowledge workers and home workers. Going forward … ensuring the city is welcoming 
and has a safe way to bring people back into the city is essential.”

“Covid-19 has hit the region harder when compared to most other regions in the UK, 
for a few main reasons… In economic terms, the West Midlands characterised by a 
high proportion of high-tech manufacturing which has suffered by the disruption of 
value-chains having to stop production and having to diversify in other activities and 
products - such as into medical devices to support health services needed to deal with 
the pandemic… Given its industrial structure, COVID-19 is heavily impacting on the West 
Midlands economy, with car sales plunging to their lowest level since 1946 and new UK 
car registrations decreasing by 40%.

Rebecca Riley
Business Development Director,

City-REDI,
University of Birmingham
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Prof Anne Green
City-REDI,

University of Birmingham

“Existing health inequalities have been exposed by Covid-19, disproportionately 
affecting ethnic minority groups. The economic impacts of Covid-19 are overly 
concentrated on ethnic minority groups also, as shown by analyses of the JRF Pre-
Vaccine Job Risk Index - which takes account of physical proximity to other workers 
when performing a job role, physical proximity to the general public and the risk of 
being made unemployed during recession. The Bangladeshi and Pakistani population 
face the greatest job risks amongst ethnic groups analysed; these two groups are 
around twice as likely to lose their jobs as White workers. The Black population faces 
a similar overall job risk to the White population while the Indian group has the lowest 
job risk. 
… A fair and resilient economy requires that policy tackles ethnic inequalities and 
discrimination in the labour market. ”

Population: Youth & Diversity 

Birmingham is a city that proudly characterises itself as young and diverse. This is very much reflected in 
the statistics: 

• Young: 37.5% of the city’s population are aged under 25.

• Diverse: 238,313 Birmingham residents were born outside of the UK at the 2011 census. 53.1% of the 
population is White British (compared to 79.8% for England) with the Pakistani (13.5%), Indian (6%) 
and Black Caribbean (4.4%) population making up a significant proportion of the remainder.

A growing body of research indicates that young people’s prospects are being disproportionately 
impacted by COVID-19. As of August 2020, the claimant youth unemployment rate for Birmingham 
residents aged 18-24 is 11.5% (compared to 6.1% in August 2019). It was higher than that for the West 
Midlands (10.3%) and Great Britain (9.3%). Beatfreeks Take the Temperate report (May 2020) found that 
58% of respondents to surveying, predominantly aged 16-25, said that COVID-19 has left them unsure 
about their futures.  

Birmingham’s young population is both an asset and a talent pool and a potential risk for the city. 
Stakeholders and businesses alike will need to collaborate to support young people in understanding 
and accessing the opportunities available now, and that will become available as we emerge from this 
challenging period. The Government’s Kickstart scheme represents one such opportunity. 

Birmingham’s working age population is significantly more ethnically diverse than the country as a 
whole. However, employment rates vary widely among different ethnic groups. In 2019, the white group 
had the highest employment rate (73.3%), the mixed ethnic group had the second highest rate at 63.5%. 
The Black and Black British group had an employment rate of 60.8%, while the Pakistani/Bangladeshi 
group had the lowest employment level (48.5%). In the West Midlands in 2018, 9.5% of the self-employed 
workforce was Asian/Asian British. In the same year, 4.4% of the self-employed workforce was Black/
Black British. In total, the percentage share of the non-white ethnic group in the West Midlands self-
employed workforce was 16.0%.  

Unlocking Opportunity, the Value of Ethnic Minority Firms to UK Economic Activity and Enterprise, a 
report by Aston University’s Centre for Research in Ethnic Minority Entrepreneurship and the Federation 
of Small Businesses found that there were 248,000 ethnic minority-led SMEs in the UK in the three years 
ending 2018, equivalent to around 4.4% of all UK business stock. 30% of such businesses were engaged 
in recent product or service innovation – 11 percentage points higher than non-ethnic minority firms, and 
ethnic minority-led business owners in every UK region were more likely to export than other business 
owners.
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Nutan Korpal
Head of Compliance Birmingham and 

Co-Sponsor of dbENRICH Birmingham,
Deutsche Bank

“The recent acts of racism in the US, and the public response that followed around 
the world, are having a profound impact on black colleagues and have served as a 
call to action for all within Deutsche Bank (DB).
… Since July, the DB Birmingham leadership team has hosted people engagement 
sessions opening up the discussion on racism.  The sessions were incredibly 
engaging, conversations were rich, honest, open and allowed us to share 
experiences between our Black, Asian and Minority Ethnic (BAME) colleagues 
and their allies, so that we can all better understand the challenges encountered. 
Based on feedback from these sessions, the Birmingham Leadership team have 
developed location specific anti-racism commitments, complimenting wider 
commitments across the organisation. 
… DB Birmingham is committed to being part of the change.”

The diversity of the city’s population is a clear asset in terms of creating the conditions for innovation by 
offering diversity of perspectives and significant opportunities for enabling international trade through 
the relatively high proportion of the population that speak additional languages alongside English 
and community connections to other nations. Inclusive growth is stated as a priority by many local 
stakeholders and businesses and reducing inequality between ethnic groups must continue through the 
aftermath of COVID-19.

There are a number of initiatives aimed at levelling the playing field for ethnic minority owned businesses. 
The Asian Business Chamber of Commerce (ABCC), part of the GBCC has launched a campaign to 
provide free business advice and guidance to local firms in a range of native languages, including 
Urdu, Punjabi and Bengali following community concerns regarding misconceptions about support 
and challenges understanding and implementing complex COVID-19 guidance in a second language. 
The GBS LEP and Greater Birmingham Commonwealth Chamber of Commerce are delivering an 
Inclusive Commonwealth Legacy Programme to support ethnic minority owned businesses in accessing 
international trade and direct contract opportunities linked to the Commonwealth and Birmingham 2022 
Commonwealth Games.

The 2020 Black Lives Matter protests which took place in Birmingham following the death of George 
Floyd in America raised widespread discussions about how we can better support the Black community 
in the city. As part of such discussions at a national level, a need to better support the growth of the UK 
Black economy was identified. This led to the establishment of the national Black Pound Day campaign, 
which the GBCC are proud to support.

Cllr Sharon
Thompson

Cabinet Member for Homes and 
Neighbourhoods

Birmingham City Council 

“Since the city’s first Black Pound Day on 27 June, a wide-range of Birmingham 
businesses have registered on its website, so consumers can find out where they can go 
to support them.
The economic impact from Covid-19 will continue to affect businesses, but it will have an 
even greater impact on Black communities. We’re already seeing a disparity in business in 
the UK. 
Black entrepreneurs are more than twice as likely to be denied a loan than white 
entrepreneurs and nearly 12 per cent more likely to be rejected for an overdraft. So, it is 
vital that we support black businesses to ensure that they survive.
Birmingham’s own population is incredibly diverse and as a city we want to see all our 
communities thrive – and Black Pound Day is just one way in which they can come 
together to support each other.”
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As we entered 2020 environmental sustainability was high on the world’s agenda. Locally, like many 
major urban centres, Birmingham has faced significant challenges with poor air quality: 

• Poorer Than Average Air Quality: The West Midlands Urban Area (which Birmingham is classified 
as part of) is one and half times over the legal limit in relation to Nitrogen Oxide emissions but still 
someway short of the figure reported for Greater London (2.2 times over the legal limit).  

• Significant Impact on Health:  Poor air quality in Birmingham is contributing to almost 900 deaths per 
year in the city and exacerbating the pre-existing conditions of many residents. Poor air quality also 
disproportionately damages the life expectancy and health of the poorest and most vulnerable in our 
communities, including children.

Transport is a significant contributor to poor air quality. A Clean Air Zone is an area where targeted 
action is taken to improve air quality, in particular by discouraging the most polluting vehicles from 
entering the zone. Due to its poor air quality, Birmingham is one of five cities outside of London across 
the UK that the Government are requiring to implement a Clean Air Zone with the aim of reducing NO2 
in the air to a maximum average of 40μg/m3 as soon as possible. The Birmingham Clean Air Zone was 
due to be implemented in the summer of 2020 but was postponed to June 2021 due to the COVID-19 
pandemic. 

COVID-19 lockdown measures precipitated a sudden change in travel behaviour: 

• Reduction in Travel & Emissions: Birmingham saw traffic levels fall to below a third of their usual levels 
in April due to COVID-19 measures. However, in September Birmingham saw 90% of pre-COVID traffic 
levels as restrictions eased and schools returned. 

• Environmental Benefits: Birmingham saw a 36% average reduction in pollution concentration 
(nitrogen dioxide) in in April.

• Increase in Active Travel: The proportion of journeys undertaken by cycling and walking increased.

• Decrease in Public Transport Journeys: The proportion of journeys undertaken on public transport 
decreased – in June 2020, metro usage in the West Midlands was up to almost 50% of the normal 
pre-Covid levels and bus usage had recovered by approximately 35%.

Anita Lloyd
Director,

Squire Patton Boggs

“… Policymakers across government have been clear that they intend to leverage the 
recovery from this [coronavirus] crisis to accelerate a transformation in clean energy 
infrastructure and technologies …  
The appetite to build back better has brought issues of environmental, social and 
governance (ESG) firmly onto the corporate agenda. ESG-conscious companies 
with sound governance and solid relationships with their suppliers, employees and 
stakeholders have shown greater resilience and outperformed during this period of 
intense volatility. …the call for greater corporate transparency on ESG issues will only 
amplify as ESG factors prove themselves not just to be non-financial considerations, 
but also material drivers of financial performance and business resilience.”

Sustainability: Modal Shift & the Environment



16

Birmingham Economic Review / 2020

In order to see a sustained reduction in emissions from transport, Birmingham (like many urban areas) 
currently faces a significant challenge; continuing to create the conditions for increasing uptake of active 
travel, encouraging a safe return to public transport and discouraging private car journeys where other 
options are available. 

In June, Birmingham City Council was allocated £1 million from the first tranche of the Department of 
Transport’s (DfT) Emergency Active Travel Fund, with match-funding bringing the total to £1.6 million. 
There are 14 schemes outlined for delivery in Birmingham this year including pop-up cycle lanes, low 
traffic neighbourhoods, park & pedal and pavement widening schemes. 

Birmingham City Council has proposed a Clean Air Strategy which sets out high level ambitions to 
achieve cleaner air. The Birmingham Connected White Paper has laid out a 20-year vision for transport 
in the city, including a reduction in emissions from transport and a move to more sustainable transport. 
Birmingham City Council has also published their Blueprint for Low Carbon Fuel Infrastructure. In 
addition to this the West Midlands Combined Authority has a delivery plan for Low Emission Buses, with 
a 40% reduction in carbon by 2030 from the 2010 baseline.

The manner in which Birmingham City Council’s Clean Air Zone is rolled out is vital if the city is to 
avoid any unintended consequences and as a by-product, lose any economic advantage to the likes of 
Manchester and Leeds. The success of the zone also rests upon the level of commercial support which 
can be offered to affected businesses. Financial assistance will be available to help those companies 
that will struggle to upgrade their vehicles within the suggested timeframe, particularly if they have only 
recently upgraded their engines to meet current standards.

Daljit Kalirai
Sales Director, 

UK Bus,
National Express

“All through lockdown, National Express West Midlands carried hundreds of thousands of 
key workers safely to where they needed to be. 
… In just three weeks, we took the service down to under 50% as customers stopped 
travelling. As more people are now catching the bus, we’ve built it back up to 100% so they 
can practice safe social distancing.
… National Express West Midlands promised in February that we will never buy another 
diesel bus, and that our entire bus fleet will be zero-emission by 2030. … All our buses will 
be EuroVI standard (the lowest possible with a combustion engine) by mid-2021 - the first 
city region to be so.
…The quickest and easiest way to tackle climate change and clean up our air is to get 
more people onto buses.”

Cllr Waseem Zaffar MBE
Cabinet Member Transport & Environment

Birmingham City Council 

“The COVID-19 pandemic transformed our city like many others across the world. Due 
to the profound impact on the economy of the city, we requested that the introduction 
of the CAZ was pushed back until at least 2021. This will enable businesses and families 
additional time to recover from the pandemic and plan for the changes. However, this 
decision does not mean that improving air quality in Birmingham is any less important. 
… There is lots more work to be done … Our city can build a bright, healthy future and 
this is now our time to deliver it together.”



COVID-19 has brought to the fore the importance of innovation and the value of innovative clusters and 
innovation support mechanisms in Birmingham and the wider West Midlands. Many firms have been 
forced to adapt and innovate in order to get through the pandemic and government restrictions.

Given the nature of the pandemic, many manufacturers have shifted operations to produce Personal 
Protective Equipment (PPE) for frontline workers, while Birmingham’s NEC was temporarily transformed 
into The Birmingham Nightingale Hospital.

There are a number of significant factors at play in the regional innovation ecosystem: 

• Growing Digital Technology Sector: According to Tech City UK, in 2019 Birmingham had a total of 
17,581 jobs in digital tech and digital tech businesses in the region had a turnover of £2.2 billion. The 
industry in the city is also notable for its diversity, with 26% of digital tech workers in Birmingham 
being Black, Asian or minority ethnic compared to a 15% UK average. 

• Science & Technology Clusters: These include Birmingham Edgbaston for life sciences, Gaydon, 
Warwickshire for automotive technologies; South Coventry for advanced materials and automotive 
engineering; and Warwick and Leamington Spa for computer games software. University institutes 
and research centres are central to many of these technology clusters, producing both new ideas 
and specialist expertise in the form of graduates. 

• WM5G: The West Midlands has been chosen as the UK’s first multi-city testbed for new 5G 
technology with a £75m investment from DCMS and local authorities.  The pilot, covers Birmingham, 
Coventry and Wolverhampton with trials focussing on how 5G can be used in the health, 
construction and automotive sectors to drive economic growth and offer the population new 
digital technologies and public services. One application of 5G will be in the testing of autonomous, 
driverless vehicles. 

• Low Government Investment in R&D: According to ONS, while the region attracts 12% of business 
R&D expenditure (as a proportion of English gross domestic expenditure on R&D) it only receives 3% 
of government and UKRI R&D spend. Ensuring proportional spend by the Government and UKRI in 
the region would have a significant impact on regional innovation and productivity. 

Prior to the COVID-19 pandemic, according to the 2019 UK Innovation Survey, innovation activity in the 
West Midlands has decreased, following a national trend. The West Midlands came fourth out of nine 
English regions for innovation activity. We also have a healthy regional share of jobs in ‘science and 
technology’ sectors; around 360,000 employees, or about 1/5 of all jobs.

Amy Burton
Associate Director,

RSM UK Tax & Accounting Limited

“R&D tax credits can provide SME businesses with a 44p (gross value) cash tax saving 
for every £1 spent on R&D. Whilst R&D claims have been increasing and awareness of 
the relief is more widespread than ever, the West Midlands still only accounts for 5 per 
cent of national R&D claims made.
… Whilst Covid-19 will impose some changes on businesses such as redundancies, this 
time is also an opportunity to adapt and find new ways of operating to reduce costs 
and seek efficiency. Businesses should make the most of the tax regimes and other 
support available to them in doing this.”
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This growing digital technology ecosystem is supported by the planned HS2 rail link and the recent 
arrival of big banks (including HSBC UK) and professional services firms. The availability of flexible 
funding packages for digital startups from Finance Birmingham and support from local networks, 
incubators and related initiatives, including Innovation Birmingham and Silicon Canal, are also influential 
in the sector’s strength. 

The city’s three largest universities (University of Birmingham, Aston University and Birmingham 
City University) are actively engaged in research and knowledge transfer at a regional, national and 
international scale. These three universities have a range of internationally recognised strengths in the 
fields of:

• Advanced Material characterisation and use - including nanotechnology and composites 

• Energy - including Hydrogen and fuel cells, bioenergy 

• Low Carbon Technologies - including low carbon vehicles 

• Innovative Healthcare - ranging from medical devices to clinical trials 

• Digital Technologies - including the use of social media and 3-D imaging

University College Birmingham offers further specialisms in the areas of hospitality and the culinary arts, 
hairdressing and beauty, tourism, business enterprise, marketing, business management, accounting, 
finance, events management, sports management, sports medicine, sports therapy and Early Years 
education.

Birmingham City Centre Enterprise Zone - one of the major projects for the GBSLEP – will further 
support some of Birmingham’s most innovative sectors, focussing on the business and financial services, 
ICT, creative industries and digital media sectors. The Zone is comprised of 39 sites across the city, with 
the potential to create 40,000 new jobs, add £2 billion a year to the economy and make available 1.3 
million square metres of floor space over the lifetime of the project.

Dr Chloe Billing
Research Fellow,

City-REDI
University of Birmingham

“The regional innovation systems (RIS) approach teaches how the conduciveness 
or propensity of a region to innovate is dependent on meaningful interactions 
between regional stakeholders and “how improvements in one part of the system 
(e.g., knowledge creation/universities)” creates “benefits elsewhere via system-
level changes” (van den Broek, 2019). The MIT REAP-UK Initiative is based on 
this principle, focussing on supporting meaningful interactions between regional 
teams of Entrepreneurs, Risk Capital Providers, Corporates, Academics, and 
Government officials. These interactions are built on an evidence-based approach to 
understanding the region’s assets/capacity and draws on the frameworks founded 
and established through the MIT REAP global program. The West Midlands Combined 
Authority (WMCA) is one of six regions currently part of the programme and the MIT 
REAP West Midlands team is currently focussing efforts on supporting the region in 
preparing for their recovery from the COVID pandemic.”
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Clare Francis
Partner, 

Pinsent Masons LLP

“For businesses, grappling with the challenges of an unprecedented global recession, 
clarity over the post-Brexit landscape is needed now more than ever... commonality 
that is emerging though (even if a deal is done) is the introduction of customs 
paperwork and inspections at the UK-EU border, and a regime that will involve tariffs 
on at least some goods crossing the border. The UK government has announced that 
it will defer the introduction of full checks at the border for the first six months of a 
no deal exit, and we can expect a similar approach to new checks if a deal is agreed…
the key takeaway for businesses in Birmingham is to prepare and plan for the end of 
transition”

Prof Raquel Ortega-Argilés 
Chair, Regional Economic Development,

City-REDI,
University of Birmingham

“Innovative and productive economies tend to be more resilient. There is a clear need 
for a transformation of our local industries to enhance productivity and improve regional 
resilience by increasing diversification in a new ‘normal’ post-COVID and post-Brexit 
world. However, diversification, skill and technological upgrading can be costly – because 
they also require new skills and technical infrastructures - so further longer term 
government support is needed to allow industries to adapt to the new conditions with 
more flexible or hybrid business models that ensure resilience in the medium and long 
term.”

On 31st January 2020, the UK left the EU and entered a transition period, scheduled to end at 11pm on 
31st December 2020. The UK Government have confirmed that a new border operating model regarding 
trade with the EU, UK Global Tariff and points based immigration system will be implemented regardless 
of whether a deal is or is not agreed. At the time of writing, the UK Single Market Bill and its implications 
for key sections of the Withdrawal Agreement (namely the protocol on Northern Ireland and state aid) is 
a source of dispute between the EU and UK.

The region’s economy is notably exposed to the potential impact of Brexit. Research by Professor 
Ortega-Argilés’  estimates that:

• Regional GDP: 12.2% of West Midlands GDP is at risk because of negative trade-related consequences 
of a no-deal Brexit. 

• Manufacturing: 32.3% of the GDP of the West Midlands manufacturing sector is at risk

• Services: 12.2% of GDP in the West Midlands’ services sector would also be at risk

The region’s manufacturing and retail sectors are significantly exposed to the potential impacts of Brexit 
due to the international nature of their supply chains. The automotive sector, additionally, is likely to see 
challenges to the widely adopted “just in time” operating model compounding this impact. Both sectors 
are significant contributors to the regional economy and, as noted earlier in this report, both are sectors 
significantly impacted by COVID-19. 

Businesses are also faced with additional challenges: 

• Uncertainty on Future Arrangements: the September update of the British Chambers of Commerce 
Brexit guidance dashboard indicated that of the 35 key questions that businesses have about Brexit, 
only nine could be fully answered, for 19 only partial information was available and for seven there 
was inadequate actionable information.

• Capacity to Prepare Following COVID-19: 33% of  businesses completing the GBCC QBR Q3 reported 
that COVID-19 had negatively impacted their capacity to prepare for Brexit (43%: manufacturers, 31%: 
services)

Beyond 2020: The End of the Brexit Transition Period



Tru Powell
Board Member,

West Midlands Regional Board 
for Tourism

“COVID-19 has turned everything on its head. ‘Survival’ has quickly become the key word 
for many industries –  tourism being no exception. 
… with the battle against the coronavirus far from over, it is imperative that our 
industry continues to receive financial support from government to ensure our 
tourism organisations and staff can thrive in such challenging times. It’s important our 
government recognises that support doesn’t just stop at the easing of lockdown or being 
able to reopen businesses, it needs to provide ongoing financial assistance
… In two years’ time, Birmingham will host the 2022 Commonwealth Games …we must 
see this as a major opportunity to keep our sector alive. … Birmingham is truly a resilient 
city and now more than ever we must dig deep and use this fighting spirit to overcome 
one of our city’s biggest challenges to date.”

The Birmingham 2022 Commonwealth Games will take place between 28th July and 8th August 2022. 
It represents a significant opportunity for the region to boost economic growth, harness legacy benefits 
on skills and international trade relationships and restore the region’s visitor economy following the 
challenges of COVID-19. 

While Birmingham is the host city, events will be hosted in 8 local authority areas, largely within the 
West Midlands region (with the exception of the Lee Valley Velodrome in London and Victoria Park in 
Leamington Spa). According to the business case for the Games, this major global event is expected to: 

• Boost visitors & international reputation: between 500,000 to 1 million visitors are expected to arrive 
during the Games. It will be viewed by a global audience of up to 1.5bn.

• Provide volunteering & employment opportunities: the Games are expected to create on average 
4,526 jobs a year until 2022 and 950 after. It will involve the recruitment, training and deployment of 
up to 12,500 volunteers.

• Direct benefits: The Games represents a £778m investment, generating substantial contracting and 
supply chain opportunities for local businesses.

Research from the GBCC, undertaken as part of the business legacy manifesto A Game Changer for 
Businesses? showed that 91% of Greater Birmingham based businesses believe the Games will have a 
short term positive impact on the city region.

The COVID-19 pandemic has presented challenges for the Games; they were already due to be delivered 
in an unusually tight timeframe (Birmingham originally bid for the 2026 Games, however due to Durban 
losing the right to host the 2022 Games, supported by the UK Government, Birmingham bid to take their 
place). Earlier this year, Games partners announced that, due to the pandemic a £500m athlete’s village 
development in Perry Barr will no longer be completed in time for the Games and will instead form part 
of the legacy benefits from the Games as a regeneration scheme. 

As part of the wider West Midlands, Birmingham may also benefit from Coventry City of Culture in 
2021. The UK City of Culture scheme was launched to build on the success of Liverpool’s experience as 
European Capital of Culture in 2008. Research has shown the positive impact on Hull; more than 5 million 
people visited events, 800 new jobs were created in the visitor economy and £220 million of investment 
was attracted to the city. With the spotlight on Coventry in 2021, the wider West Midlands area will also 
have the chance to promote itself to tourists and change perceptions of the region.

Beyond 2020: The Birmingham 2022 Commonwealth 
Games
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Mark Thurston
Chief Executive Officer,

HS2

“The HS2 project will be transformative both for the UK and for the West Midlands. 
It will provide a new, low carbon railway, release existing capacity on the existing 
crowded network, and greatly improve connectivity across the region.  
…Birmingham, along with other cities around the UK is already benefitting several 
years before the railway opens, as businesses move to the city in anticipation of the 
new connectivity. It’s estimated that HS2 will create nearly 500,000 new jobs and 
around 90,000 new homes in the Midlands and the North.
… There are already over 100 local businesses from across the West Midlands 
contributing to the project, and around 70% of which are small and medium sized 

businesses.”

HS2 is the single largest investment in transport infrastructure in a generation. Birmingham and the 
surrounding area will benefit from two stations: Birmingham Curzon Street and Birmingham Interchange 
(located in Solihull near the NEC and Birmingham airport). HS2 are headquartered in Birmingham and 
enabling works are already underway on the project. Phase 1 (London to Birmingham) is due to be 
completed between 2029 and 2031. Phase two will connect Birmingham and Manchester to Leeds and is 
planned to open in between 2035 and 2040.

The project is expected to have a transformational impact on the region: 

• Economic Impact: HS2 is expected to create a £20bn uplift in GVA levels across the West Midlands. In 
total, the project is expected to generate around £92bn in benefits to the UK economy.

• Jobs & Skills: HS2 is expected to create 175,000 jobs in the West Midlands and has already led to the 
creation of 12,000 jobs.

• Connectivity: On completion of all phases of HS2, Birmingham will be located at the heart of a world 
class high speed rail network connecting 8 out of 10 of the UK’s largest cities. In total, HS2 trains 
will stop at over 25 stations and connect 30 million people which in turn will open up a raft of work, 
business and leisure opportunities.

• Supply Chain: 313 businesses are already in the HS2 supply chain and this number will rise 
significantly as construction on the main civil works increases in the coming months. In total, 20,000 
businesses stand to benefit from the delivery of HS2.

Beyond 2020: HS2

Outside of HS2, there are a number of other major infrastructure schemes under development in 
Birmingham:

• Midlands Engine Rail: Midlands Connect have submitted to the Government an ambitious Midlands 
Engine Rail (MER) programme of rail connectivity improvements. MER is a £3.5 billion plan to 
transform the region’s rail network. It consists of seven projects spanning the East Midlands and West 
Midlands, including the Midlands Rail Hub and Birmingham Airport Connectivity. Up to 60 locations 
could benefit from improved east-west services by creating space for 736 more passenger trains on 
the network each day.

• Midland Metro Extension: led by the Midland Metro Alliance, £1.3 billion is being invested in extending 
the tram system across the West Midlands over the next 10 years. The Midland Metro extension into 
Birmingham City Centre has significantly improved links between the Black Country and Birmingham 
by connecting to the National Rail network at New Street (Birmingham Gateway). Further extensions 
to the network are planned within Birmingham, specifically to the west of the city centre, which will 
better connect areas of economic deprivation with opportunities in central Birmingham. 
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Contact Us:

For queries related to the Birmingham Economic Review 2020 please contact:

Emily Stubbs
Policy and Patron Advisor
Greater Birmingham Chambers of Commerce
E.Stubbs@birmingham-chamber.com

Ben Brittain,
Policy and Data Analyst
City-REDI, University of Birmingham
B.Brittain@Bham.ac.uk

Greater Birmingham Chambers of Commerce
75 Harborne Road
Edgbaston
Birmingham 
B15 3DH
t 0121 274 3262
e policy@birmingham-chamber.com
w greaterbirminghamchambers.com
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