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Introduction 
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.  

Data and commentary were correct at the time of publishing: October 2020. 
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Connecting Communities: What next for the region’s infrastructure?  
 
Transport links across Birmingham were severely impacted by the Coronavirus 
pandemic and subsequent lockdown restrictions, in line with the rest of the 
country. Transport is a key contributor to regional air pollution, which local 
stakeholders have committed to urgently addressing through measures including 
the implementation of a Clean Air Zone in Birmingham’s city centre. 

The Industrial Strategy recognised investment in transport, housing and digital 
infrastructure as one of the most significant opportunities for the government to 
influence the UK economy in the long-term. It expressed a clear intention to 
instigate a major upgrade to this infrastructure to boost the earning potential of 
people, communities, and businesses. 

Lying at the heart of the West Midlands Region, there are important linkages 
between Birmingham and the city’s neighbouring areas. These have implications 
for the delivery of infrastructure to meet the city’s growth aspirations. An 
assessment of the linkages within the city and between neighbouring areas 
provides useful insights into Birmingham’s wider economic role as well as internal 
economic and labour market dynamics. The quality and speed of linkages 
between areas (connectivity) are key factors that drive economic performance. 
The role that locations play within a given area is influenced by connectivity.  
 

COVID-19: The impact on transport in the region 
COVID-19 lockdown measures and the Government’s intervention to restrict 
public transport use for essential travel and essential workers precipitated a 
sudden change in travel behaviour at the end of March and start of April. As a 
result of the COVID-19 pandemic, the proportion of journeys undertaken by 
cycling and walking increased and the proportion of journeys undertaken by 
public transport decreased. 

Overall traffic levels have almost returned to pre-COVID levels since restrictions 
eased and schools re-opened.  

Birmingham saw traffic levels fall to below a third of their usual levels in April due 
to COVID-19 measures, and a 36% average reduction in pollution concentration 
(nitrogen dioxide) in the same month. However, in September Birmingham saw 
90% of pre-COVID traffic levels as restrictions eased and schools returned, which 
lead to further calls from local politicians to press ahead with the rollout of the 
Clean Air Zone in due course (see later in this chapter). 

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%. 

Rail service timetable changes commenced on 6th September which increased 
services to approximately 90-95% of pre-COVID levels. Timetables will still be 
different but with more carriages on these services. There are measures in place 



at busy stations to manage back to school and work where this is expected to 
have greater impact.  

The Department for Transport (DfT) has published official statistics on transport 
use during the coronavirus (COVID-19) pandemic. These mirror available local 
figures. 

Use of national rail services fell to 4% of pre-COVID levels during the start of April, 
in conjunction with the most stringent national lockdown measures. According to 
the most recent week of DfT figures at the time of writing (21st-27th September), 
use of rail services continues to be below pre-COVID levels, with passenger levels 
at between 38% and 40% of those seen prior to the advent of the COVID-19 
pandemic. These were gradually trending upwards between the end of March and 
beginning of September, however guidance issued by the Prime Minister on 22nd 
September to return to working from home where possible appears to have led to 
a slight reduction in usage. 

DfT figures also show that use of buses outside of London fell to a low of 10% of 
pre-COVID levels in April of 2020 during the lockdown period. In the most recent 
week of DfT figures at the time of writing (21st-27th September), use of busses 
outside of the capital was between 54% and 60% of pre-COVID levels. These 
appear to have plateaued since the Prime Minister’s announcement on 22nd 
September.  

Whilst motor-based transport has reduced, there has been a noticeable increase 
in cycling usage across the country, with the latest DfT figures showing cycling at 
up to 123% of pre-COVID levels in the week of 21st-27th September. Cycling 
appears to have peaked at 385% of pre-COVID levels in May, as government 
restrictions began to ease and the country experienced a heatwave.  

Figure 1 below demonstrates the increased uptake in cycling in the West Midlands 
in 2020, in comparison to 2019. 

Figure 1 Data from TfWM showing the uptake in cycling in 2020 compared to 2019.  

 
Source: Transport for West Midlands 



COVID-19 has also significantly impacted international travel from the region; with 
passenger numbers at Birmingham Airport in 2020 projected to be considerably 
below pre-COVID levels (see later in this chapter). 

 
COVID-19: The impact on footfall in Birmingham 
Footfall is a good measure of the volume of people interacting with a given space 
and their effect on the local economy. It can be a good barometer of the potency 
of a town or city’s recovery from the lockdown. However, it should be noted that 
this data includes Wolverhampton within the defined Birmingham geography. 

From the time the Prime Minister urged people to start working from home on 16th 
March footfall in Birmingham city centre had already dropped over 30%. This then 
fell by nearly 90% from a pre-lockdown baseline in April.  

Since the gradual ease of lockdown measure at the beginning of July, footfall has 
increased to nearly half the level seen in February.   The opening of non-essential 
retail helped stimulate greater footfall as did the re-opening of pubs in England on 
4th July.  

Figure 2 is an index measuring footfall via randomized mobile phone data in 
Birmingham City Centre from February 2020 to September 2020.  

 

Figure 2 Footfall in Birmingham 

 
Source: Centre for Cities 

 

The percentage of people coming from outside the city has decreased since pre-
lockdown, from 53% to 47%. However, the amount of people coming in to the city 
centre from the city’s suburbs has increased from 44% before lockdown to 50%. 
This could validate an assumption that since the pandemic, consumers prefer to 
shop more local than before.  

The commuting patterns of workers in the city centre also give insight to the type 
of recovery Birmingham is experiencing and the changing nature of working 
habits. Before lockdown, 48% of workers in the city centre came from outside the 



city. This has now plummeted to 24%. As such, the share of city centre workers 
commuting from the city’s suburbs has increased from 45% before lockdown to 
62%.  

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.  

Overall, the data suggests that Birmingham has yet to the same levels of visitor 
interaction with the city centre as there were before the pandemic, despite an 
uptick since the ease of lockdown measures.  

  



Industry Insight 
Daljit Kalirai, Sales Director, UK Bus, National Express 

Lockdown 

All through lockdown, National Express West 
Midlands carried hundreds of thousands of key 
workers safely to where they needed to be. 75% of 
bus users cannot do their job from home. So in July, 
we were transporting ¾ million people every week. 

Since March, we have changed our entire bus route 
network eight times - the biggest rescheduling 
exercise ever in the privatised British bus industry. 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 practise safe 
social distancing. 

This took a colossal amount of work from all our employees - we’re grateful for 
their hard work and so impressed by their resilience. 

Our current passenger numbers are the best in the country and much better than 
the national average. 

We’ve become even more obsessed with safety. And communicating that to our 
customers to reassure them has been vital, especially as the government was 
telling people for a while not to use public transport unless absolutely necessary. 

Working with the Chamber was also crucial. They have provided information and 
best practice, contacts and introductions, political intelligence and a forum to 
brief key stakeholders on how we were keeping the city moving. 

The future 

At National Express, we believe there are opportunities from out of this horrible 
pandemic. We have the chance to adapt and build inclusive and ecologically 
sustainable growth into the region’s economic recovery. 

The population of the West Midlands will grow by half a million people in the next 
decade - that’s the population of Sheffield. There are no new roads being built 
and they will need to get about.  

Our environment 

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. 
We already have 19 fully electric double deckers in service on the 6 from 
Birmingham to Solihull. 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 Clean Air Zone is coming in 2021. The quickest and easiest way to tackle 
climate change and clean up our air is to get more people onto buses. 

Before the pandemic, central government announced £3 billion of funding for 
buses across the country. Birmingham City Council has pledged support in its 



recent Bus Statement.  By working together with councils and Transport for West 
Midlands in the Bus Alliance, we are accelerating £260m of highways investment - 
targeting 1mph improvement in average bus speeds. That doesn’t sound a lot, but 
for every 1% that bus journey times improve, we get an extra 1% of passengers on 
board. 

Our customers 

The other key driver to attract and keep customers is innovation - to sell them bus 
travel in ever-easier ways. 

September is our busiest time, with schools, colleges and universities returning. 
We're making it easier than ever before for students to attend classes by 
providing them with that all-important bus pass. 

All college passes are now issued through a special website, making it easier for 
college staff to administer. For universities, we're attending virtual events with 
great content and offers and using social media to reach and reassure nervous 
new starters. My sales team have been working closely with all our schools to sell 
tickets and reassure parents that we'll have enough space for all the children.  

Back to work 

Our corporate travel scheme has always given the region’s big employers the best 
rates on staff travel. We have given our biggest client, Birmingham City Council, a 
24/7 web portal so employees can sign up online for whatever travelcard suits 
them best. This is less hassle for the passengers and the council, and a great way 
for us to incentivise people to stay loyal to public transport. Three more councils 
are switching to digital.  

National Express West Midlands is building on our work with Job Centres to 
remove barriers to work. We are giving advisors a bespoke website for seamlessly 
issuing jobseekers with a ticket to get them to interviews.  

We're also working with TfWM to relaunch Workwise, which gives unemployed 
people free and discounted travel for their first month back in work. Three 
quarters of those who use it stay in work, and keep on using public transport. 
We're making it simpler and extending it to apprentices and trainees.  

We're also working on new 3-day and 7-day capped tickets for autumn, targeting 
customers who might be working from home more often post-covid, as well as 
flexible “bundles” of tickets. 

Opportunity 

At National Express West Midlands, we know there is a lot of work to do, but we 
believe the future is in our hands - and working with our partners in the city, we 
have the experience, the innovation and the employees to seize it. 

 

 

 



Beyond-COVID: Pollution and the environment 
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. 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. 

 
Emission source:  

Table 1 - Data gathered in relation to the maximum modelled annual mean concentration of 
N02 across a series of different geographies in the UK (2018) 

Name of geographical Zone Maximum modelled annual 
mean concentration 
(μg/m3) 

Number of times over the 
legal limit 

Greater London Urban Area 89 2.2 
South Wales 62 1.6 
West Midlands Urban Area 58 1.5 
Glasgow Urban Area 61 1.5 
Tyneside 54 1.4 
Teeside Urban Area 55 1.4 
Southampton Urban Area 55 1.4 
Source: Department for Environment, Food & Rural Affairs 

 
In October 2019, the UK Government published data related to national levels of 
air pollution based on legal requirements imposed under the EU Ambient Air 
Quality Directive.. According to European Union legislation, all EU members are 
obliged to provide data on pollution levels across an array of pollutants such as 
Particulate Matter (PM2) and Nitrogen Oxide (NO2).   Data released from DEFRA 
revealed that only 7 out of 43 designated Zones had complied with the limit value 
for the annual mean NO2 emissions1 in 2018. The table above highlights a number 
of regions across the country that are failing to meet the legal limits of nitrogen 
dioxide in which the annual average concentration cannot exceed 40µg/m32.  

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. 

According to Table 1, the West Midlands Urban Area (of which Birmingham is 
classified as part of) is one and half times over the legal limit in relation to Nitrogen 

                                                           
1 DEFRA, 2019,  Air Pollution in the UK 2018   
2 Client Earth, 2019, UK Air Pollution: How clean is the air you breathe? 

https://uk-air.defra.gov.uk/assets/documents/annualreport/air_pollution_uk_2018_issue_1.pdf
https://www.clientearth.org/uk-air-pollution-how-clean-is-the-air-you-breathe/


Oxide emissions but still someway short of the figure reported for Greater London 
and only slightly behind South Wales.  According to data released by Birmingham 
City Council last year, in 2018 the annual mean for Nitrogen Oxide was exceeded 
at the automatic monitoring sites at Moor Street Queensway and St Chads 
Queensway - (the annual mean figure for both was 55 and 48 µg/m3 
respectively)3.  
 

Reducing Transport Emissions 
2018 data shows the source of emissions in Birmingham, with distribution near-
even split across Industry, Commercial, Domestic and Transport.  
 
Table 2: Source of emissions in Birmingham, 2017 

 
Industry and 
Commercial Domestic Transport 

LULUCF 
Net 

Emissions 
Grand 
Total 

Population                                              
('000s) 

Per Capita 
Emissions 

(t) 
Area 
(km2) 

Birmingham 1,325 1,432 1,377 -4.7 4,129 1,141.4 3.6 267.8 

Source: BEIS, 2017 

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 

                                                           
3 Birmingham City Council Annual Air Quality Report 2019 



that will struggle to upgrade their vehicles within the suggested timeframe, 
particularly if they have only recently upgraded their engines to meet current 
standards. 

  



Industry Insight 
Councillor Waseem Zaffar MBE, Cabinet Member Transport & Environment, 
Birmingham City Council 

Birmingham is a vibrant, diverse city in the midst of significant 
growth and transformation. To reflect this, we published the 
draft Birmingham Transport Plan (BTP) in January 2020 which 
sets out the vision for transport in Birmingham, prioritising 
cleaner, greener, healthier and more sustainable transport to 
enable us to meet and exceed our target of a net carbon zero 
Birmingham by 2030.  

To ensure this happens, four big moves were identified: 

1. Reallocating road space  
2. Transforming the city centre 
3. Prioritising active travel in local neighbourhoods  
4. Managing demand through parking measures  

Towards the end of the public consultation of the plan, the country was placed 
into lockdown to reduce the spread of the novel coronavirus COVID-19. As a 
result of this, travel patterns were transformed overnight with traffic down to a 
third of usual levels for a period of several months.  

Figure 3: vehicles per week travelling along the A38(M) at Dartmouth Circus.  

 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

Source: Transport for West Midlands, (TfWM) 

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.  



The impact in terms of a quieter, safer environment for walking and cycling with 
much-improved air quality made a noticeable difference to every citizen, 
providing a glimpse into what a cleaner, greener Birmingham could look like. 
From this, we felt that whilst the pandemic provided us with challenges, it also 
presented Birmingham with a unique opportunity to transform the way we travel. 
Therefore, we published the Emergency Birmingham Transport Plan on 14th May 
2020 which set out the short, medium- and longer-term actions Birmingham will 
take to enable a low carbon, clean air recovery from COVID-19.  

The Emergency Birmingham Transport Plan maintained the four big moves 
outlined in the Birmingham Transport Plan. As such, measures and schemes were 
brought forward in line with these big moves. For example, over the short and 
medium term, temporary pop up cycle lanes have been created in areas such as 
Selly Oak and Small Heath through reallocating road space. In addition, low traffic 
neighbourhoods will be piloted over the coming months in Lozells and Kings 
Heath, closing roads to through traffic to make walking and cycling safer. These 
measures will also be trialled in the city centre through a traffic segments 
initiative, using filtered permeability to create a less traffic dominated 
environment and eventually remove through trips. In the long term, such 
measures will be made more permanent, creating dedicated ‘active travel’ cycling 
and walking infrastructure which extends across Birmingham.  

By providing better active travel infrastructure, alongside restricting private 
vehicles in neighbourhoods, and the introduction of the Clean Air Zone in 2021, 
citizens will feel safer walking and cycling which will aid modal shift towards 
active travel. In turn, this will result in citizens adopting an active lifestyle, creating 
a healthier, cleaner Birmingham as we strive towards becoming net carbon zero 
by 2030. A healthier Birmingham will also bring additional benefits to businesses 
such as reducing the number of employees affected by health conditions caused 
by poor air quality and/or lack of physical activity whilst simultaneously boosting 
mental health.  

We recognise that walking and cycling are not suitable for all journeys. Within the 
Birmingham Transport Plan and the Emergency Birmingham Transport Plan, equal 
attention has been paid towards public transport, which plays a vital role in 
enabling modal shift away from private vehicles. Such transport links need to be 
fully integrated and high quality, with walking and cycling infrastructure woven 
throughout the system. We are determined to create high quality public transport 
infrastructure, particularly as the COVID-19 pandemic has had a detrimental 
impact on public transport patronage, with the effects of this still being felt by 
bus and train operators. The benefits of a highly sophisticated public transport 
network will be felt by all, with less traffic congestion facilitating efficient freight 
transport, and dedicated transport links into the city centre resulting in an 
increase in productivity as well as providing better access to job opportunities, 
connecting employers with a wider pool of potential employees.  



The COVID-19 pandemic introduced several unique challenges to businesses 
throughout Birmingham, with a real need to support businesses and employees 
through an extraordinary situation.  We will continue to support businesses and 
organisations with planning for and managing travel as their operations adapt to 
the easement of lockdown. We will also continue to support those companies who 
allow for agile and flexible working, which aids in the reduction of peak travel 
congestion periods. We will also roll out more school streets to promote 
sustainable travel to schools and enable social distancing.  

The Birmingham Transport Plan, Emergency Birmingham Transport Plan and 
Clean Air Zone are only the start of our work to build a sustainable, healthy 
recovery for the whole city. There is lots more work to be done, however this is 
the start of a new era as we recover from COVID-19 with the ability to travel 
safely, healthily and sustainably. Our city can build a bright, healthy future and this 
is now our time to deliver it together. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  



Beyond COVID: The future of transport 
Despite limited uptick in transport usage and the challenge of financial stability of 
the sector, there are significant projects planned for Birmingham that will enhance 
regional and national connectivity whilst powering economic growth.  
 

The future of transport: HS2 
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).  

High Speed 2 is potentially the most significant transport infrastructure project in 
the UK since the motorways were built in the 1950s and 1960s, and is currently the 
largest infrastructure project in Europe. HS2 will have a substantial impact on the 
economic and transport environment in Birmingham and its surrounding areas. In 
February 2016 the headquarters of HS2 opened at Snow Hill in Birmingham city 
centre. 

Owing to rising costs for the project Prime Minister, Boris Johnson called for 
spending review into HS2 to assess “whether and how” it should proceed. 
However, the outcome of that review signed off on the Government’s full support 
for the first phase of HS2 (London Euston to Birmingham Curzon Street), as well 
as Birmingham Curzon Street to Crewe. The government are also producing an 
intergrated rail plan to assess how rail links can be improved between the 
Midlands and the North Phase One, under which trains would run from London 
Euston to Birmingham Curzon Street with stops at Old Oak Common and 
Birmingham Interchange near Solihull, began in 2017 and is earmarked for 
completion between 2029 and 2031. It is expected to reduce rail times between 
Birmingham and London by 32 minutes. Lines to Leeds and Manchester planned 
for completion between 2035 and 2040.  The project will be one of the largest 
civil engineering projects ever undertaken in the UK.  

HS2 is expected to have significant economic benefits for the West Midlands, 
attracting new business and investment to the region as well as enabling existing 
businesses to benefit from greater connectivity with London and other major UK 
cities. 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.  

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

Furthermore, it will embed Birmingham at the heart of the national network as 
better links with Leeds and Manchester will create a large number of supply chain 



opportunities. Improving connectivity for local businesses will help rebalance the 
national economy and unlock the latent potential of Birmingham and the wider 
region. 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. 

The new station to be built in Birmingham city centre will also help to transform 
the Eastside area of the city centre, stimulating regeneration in this formerly 
industrial part of the city. 

Curzon Street Station is set to open in 2026, with seven high-speed platforms. 
The new station will provide a new gateway and public space into Birmingham 
city centre, integrated into the existing local and regional rail and tram network. 
The Curzon Street Investment Plan put forward by Birmingham City Council 
proposes a total of £900 million be spent on regenerating the area around Curzon 
Street. This regeneration will take place over 30 years, and will lead to 4,000 new 
homes, 36,000 jobs and several new neighbourhoods. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  



Industry Insight 
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.   

After years of planning, design refinement and a comprehensive 
independent review, 2020 saw the Government give its backing 
to proceed with the HS2 Programme and the issuing of Notice to 

Proceed for our four main works civils contractors building Phase One of the project 
between the West Midlands and London.  The Prime Minister’s visit to Curzon Street 
earlier in the year cemented political support for the project. 

This was an important milestone for us, and one which would not have been possible 
without the support of the Chambers of Commerce and the wider Birmingham 
business community.  I would personally like to thank you all for getting behind the 
project and helping to make it a reality.  

The start of full construction is a shot in the arm to our industry, and the region. 
Around 10,000 jobs are already supported by the project. At its peak that figure will 
reach 30,000 including 2,000 apprentices. 

An estimated 400,000 supply chain contract opportunities for UK businesses will be 
created during Phase One of HS2. Our assessment is that around 95% of those 
contract opportunities will be won by British-based businesses and around two thirds 
of those will be small and medium sized businesses. 

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. 

2020 also saw us achieve some major construction milestones as part of our early 
works programme, which is starting to bring the project to life for Birmingham and 
the West Midlands.   

We achieved planning permission for both of our Birmingham stations, Curzon Street 
and Interchange, and are now engaging with the market to bring on board 
construction partners to build them.  

We also put in place the first permanent structure on the project - a road bridge over 
the M42 - which will help minimise impacts on communities around Interchange 
station and serves as physical reminder that the project is well and truly under way. 

2020 also brought with it a challenge for all businesses, in the shape of the COVID-19 
Pandemic. 



HS2 Ltd takes seriously its role of being a good neighbour every single day, and 
throughout the crisis, the health, safety and wellbeing of the communities along the 
route of the new railway, and our staff has been - and always will be - our top priority.   

We work closely with our supply chain to continually review the works on all our 
construction sites in line with the latest Government guidance on dealing with COVID-
19. Where we have able to operate within this guidance, we have continued to deliver 
HS2 in line with the Government’s strategy to invest in the UK’s infrastructure, 
creating jobs and supporting the economy during this difficult time.   

During the peak of the pandemic, we also took the decision to postpone all of our 
public face-to-face engagement events for the safety of our staff and the 
stakeholders and communities they work with. Our Helpdesk team remains 
operational all day, every day to answer any questions or concerns. We have put in 
place alternative ways of communicating and engaging with communities to ensure 
that we continue to keep them informed about the project in their area.  

As we start to emerge from the peak of the pandemic, we at HS2 see the project as 
playing a critical role in the country’s short-term economic recovery, and the longer-
term challenge of levelling-up the regions and transforming the way we live, work and 
travel in Britain. 

Within Birmingham we are working with the Chambers and our supply chain to make 
this a reality.  Balfour Beatty Vinci (BBV), the main works contractor in the 
Birmingham area, have been awarded two contracts with a combined value of £2.5 
billion, which we expect to filter down into the regional supply chain, creating 
opportunities for businesses of all types and sizes. 

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.   

As well as supply chain opportunities, we expect the project to generate jobs for the 
region.  HS2 Ltd is directly recruiting 500 jobs over the next few months, 300 of 
which are based in Birmingham. Recruitment is underway now and we actively 
encourage applications from local people who are looking for work or a new 
challenge.  Our contractors are also looking to recruit many more jobs at the moment 
too, with Balfour Beatty Vinci JV alone bringing the potential for an additional 300 - 
400 regional jobs by the end of 2020.  

2020 has been a momentous year for the project, and we do not underestimate our 
role in playing a part in the region’s economic recovery. HS2 is something that 
Birmingham can truly get behind, and the year ahead is an exciting one for both the 
project and the City. 
 

 

 

 



The future of transport: Midlands Engine Rail (MER) 
Midlands Connect have submitted to the government an ambitious Midlands 
Engine Rail (MER) programme of rail connectivity improvements. Midlands Engine 
Rail (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. Up to 60 locations 
could benefit from improved east-west services by creating space for 736 more 
passenger trains on the network each day. The seven projects making up the MER 
programme are: 

• Midlands Rail Hub 
• Birmingham Airport Connectivity 
• Midlands Connect Conventional Compatible HS2 Services 
• HS2 East Midlands Hub Connectivity 
• Derby-Stoke-Crewe 
• Birmingham-Black Country-Shrewsbury 
• Nottingham - Lincoln 

 
The future of transport: Midlands Rail Hub 
Midlands Rail Hub4 is a £2 billion plan to upgrade rail networks across the East 
and West Midlands, including 24 extra passenger trains for East-West 
connectivity and faster journey times to towns and cities across the Midlands, 
including Nottingham, Leicester, Hereford and Worcester. As Birmingham New 
Street station is already operating at full capacity, the plans for Birmingham 
centre on Moor Street, which will be extended with two new platforms and a 
direct passenger link to the HS2 Curzon Street station next to it. The project is 
expected to take until 2033 to complete.  

The Secretary of State for Transport Grant Shapps has announced the formation 
of an ‘Acceleration Unit’, to speed-up the delivery of transport projects, such as 
HS2 and Midlands Engine Rail. The government has also committed to a £20mllion 
investment in Midlands Rail Hub.  

The future of transport: Birmingham Airport 
Birmingham Airport, a key asset to global connectivity the West Midlands, has 
been significantly affected by the COVID-19 pandemic. Birmingham Airport 
handled almost 12.7 million passengers in 2019, an increase of 1.6% on the previous 
year.5 However, Birmingham Airport announced In June they are operating under 
a passenger scenario for the 20/21 financial year that is 90% less than in 19/20 as 
a result of the COVID-19 pandemic and it is unclear what the long-term impact of 
this will be on the Airport’s master plan vision for 2033 (published last year). 

                                                           
4 University of Birmingham City REDI, Simon Collinson and Ben Brittain, 2019, The Importance of Connectivity: If 
HS2 and the Midlands Rail Hub Are Delivered the Whole Region Will Benefit  
5 Birmingham Airport, 2020, Birmingham Airport’s Passenger Figures Round-Up for 2019 

https://blog.bham.ac.uk/cityredi/the-importance-of-connectivity-if-hs2-and-the-midlands-rail-hub-are-delivered-the-whole-region-will-benefit/
https://blog.bham.ac.uk/cityredi/the-importance-of-connectivity-if-hs2-and-the-midlands-rail-hub-are-delivered-the-whole-region-will-benefit/
https://www.birminghamairport.co.uk/media-information/news/2020/01/birmingham-airport-s-passenger-figures-round-up-for-2019/


Looking beyond 2020, Birmingham Airport will benefit from being located near to 
the new Birmingham Interchange station on HS2, and thus be a realistic hub for 
passengers travelling to and from London as well as to Birmingham itself. 

In addition to this, HS2 interchange at Solihull, which will sit 1.2 miles east of 
Birmingham Airport, has been approved. It will connect the M42 and be directly 
connected to the airport and the NEC campus.  

The extension of the Metro, the arrival of HS2 and the improvements made to the 
bus networks in the West Midlands will all help to improve the accessibility of the 
airport which, it is hoped, will boost domestic and international connectivity for 
the region. 

 
The future of transport: Midland Metro Birmingham City Centre 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). It is estimated that it will add £50m per year 
to the region’s economy and create around 1,500 jobs. The extension to 
Centenary Square opened in 2017. Further extensions to the network are planned 
within Birmingham, specifically to the west of the city centre. When the Westside 
extension route opens in 2021, three new tram stops, connecting passengers to 
Brindleyplace, Five Ways and Hagley Road, will follow from the current Library 
terminus, which opened for passenger service ahead of schedule in December 
2019. These will provide transport through some of the most deprived local areas, 
improving access to jobs and services for residents as well as attracting new 
business and developments to them. 
 

The future of Infrastructure: major developments happening in Birmingham 
There are a number of large projects taking place in Birmingham. 

• Icknield Port Loop is a development by Urban Splash on the “island” formed 
by the loop of the canal in North Edgbaston, adjacent to the Edgbaston 
Reservoir and Brindley Place. The site has planning permission for up to 1,150 
housing units. It is also the focus of the “USE-IT! Unlocking Social and 
Economic Innovation Together” project of which City-REDI is a contributor, 
which is funded by the ERDF to co-design innovative mechanisms for 
unlocking the potential of deprived communities in this part of Birmingham. 

• Langley Sustainable Urban Extension, north of Sutton Coldfield, will deliver 
6,000 new housing units to the dwelling stock in Birmingham. Social 
infrastructure such as doctor’s surgeries, schools and public transport 
connections will also be provided. Langley is a major part of the City Council’s 
strategy of meeting the housing needs of Birmingham as its population grows. 

https://www.uia-initiative.eu/en/uia-cities/birmingham
https://www.uia-initiative.eu/en/uia-cities/birmingham


• Smithfield and the adjacent Rea Valley Urban Quarter will transform the 
Digbeth area of the city centre. Smithfield is being built on the location of the 
former Birmingham Wholesale Markets and will include over 2,000 new homes 
and 3.2 million square feet of mixed-use floor space. The Rea Valley Urban 
Quarter will open up the River Rea once more and regenerate a dilapidated 
formerly industrial area in the city centre, while at the same time hosting over 
5,000 new homes. Highgate Park will be improved to become a high-quality 
public space. 

• Birmingham City Council is seeking a partner to redevelop the Ladywood 
housing estate between Broad Street and the ring road. The local authority still 
owns two-thirds of units on the estate. Further details of its future are not 
available yet. 

• Paradise is the redevelopment on Chamberlain Square on the site of the old 
Birmingham Central Library, which was demolished and rehoused in a new 
Library of Birmingham on Centenary Square. PwC has already occupied One 
Chamberlain Square as its largest single office investment outside of London. 
There will eventually be ten new office buildings as part of the development as 
well as a new 250 bed hotel. The scheme is expected to be completed in 2027. 

• Perry Barr in North Birmingham is set to be regenerated as part of the 2022 
Commonwealth Games. Alexander Stadium will also be modernised and 
expanded, and the surrounding public realm will also be regenerated. A new 
railway station at Perry Barr is due to be completed in time for the 2022 
Commonwealth Games in Birmingham so that spectators can use the station 
for events at the Alexander Stadium and the opening and closing ceremonies. 

  



 

Industry Insight 
Glenn Harris MBE, Chief Executive, Midland Heart   

Covid-19 has changed all of our lives in ways we could 
never have imagined. 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. Last year we launched our new Corporate Plan 

Making What Matters Brilliant which commits to building 3,000 more homes and 
investing over £100 million in improving our existing ones.  

With the pandemic exposing yet more clearly the huge disparities in both 
opportunities and living standards in our city, our mission has become more 
urgent than ever. Through the new homes we build, and the existing ones we 
refurbish, repurpose and re-let, we will ensure thousands more families every year 
can finally afford a good quality home. One where they want to live and choose to 
stay.  

We are also going to be right at the coal face, supporting some of the region’s 
most vulnerable people to live independently. Last year our Money Advice Team 
leveraged in £2.5 million in benefit entitlements and charity trust funds to help 
customers sustain their tenancies. They also secured thousands of pounds worth 
of fuel, travel and shopping vouchers to help customers facing the biggest 
challenges to reconnect to their communities and the employment market. 

The pandemic has led us to reflect on our position as a regional anchor institution 
too and we recognise the huge responsibility we have to support the economic 
recovery in Birmingham. Over the years we have maintained a strong financial 
position which is reflected in our regulator’s G1 V1 rating and A1 Stable Moody’s 
rating. This financial stability has allowed us to issue our strongest bond issue ever 
during the pandemic and continue investing in meeting our customers’ needs, 
even whilst others have had no choice but to down tools.  

It’s because of this favourable position that our Board and Executive team 
decided that we would not furlough a single colleague. We felt very strongly that 
there were organisations who needed this help and the security it offered far 
more than we did. While lockdown inevitably meant a reduction in some services, 
we were able to redeploy colleagues within the business, adapting front-line rotas 
and ensuring that everyone kept working. All this meant we achieved our highest 
ever in month customer satisfaction score of 92% in July, with 99% of our 



customers stating that colleagues ‘out in the field’ respected social distancing 
guidelines.    

We also continued to push forward with our ambitious development programme, 
which represents an annual investment of almost £90m in the region. We now 
have 1,000 homes on site and 1,000 homes in the pipeline, meaning we are 
already two thirds of the way through our five-year plan to build 3,000 homes. All 
our sites have now reopened and 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, we are optimistic that our sustained investment will 
really help get things moving again. 

We have kept things moving with our new recruitment drive too. During the 
height of lockdown, we recruited to over 30 roles ranging from an IT Security 
Manager to Customer Service Officers and Multi-trade Operatives. Between 1 
March and 31 May we ran 58 recruitment campaigns, attracted 3,165 applications, 
and facilitated 208 video call assessments. 

Selections for our inaugural degree apprenticeship programme, which attracted 
over 600 applications for six places, were well underway at the start of 
lockdown. Rather than halt the process, we simply moved the assessment and 
selection process online and our new degree apprentices started with us on 1 
September 2020.  All six were recruited from the West Midlands region.  

With young people the most severely impacted by the economic effects of the 
pandemic, we wanted to make sure we continued to deliver a programme that 
offers them real good quality job opportunities. Our new degree apprentices get 
to combine a university degree with the practical application of learning at work, 
no debt, a good salary, and a guaranteed role at the end of five years. 

It has always been our philosophy to reinvest all our surpluses into building homes 
and providing services. This means we are now in a great position to help get 
things moving again, both in Birmingham and right across the region. Whatever 
difficulties lie ahead, we’re committed not just to building more homes, but 
building a stronger economy where our residents and their communities can 
thrive.  
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