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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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Birmingham on the World Stage: The Attractiveness of the City Pre- 
and Post- Pandemic 
 
International travel has been restricted as a result of the coronavirus pandemic 
and business is increasingly being conducted remotely.  Many retail, hospitality 
and leisure businesses have had to close or are operating at limited capacity due 
to social distancing since the announcement of Coronavirus lockdown measures 
on 23rd March. This has meant that Birmingham’s previously growing visitor 
economy has been severely impacted by COVID-19. 
 
There are clear warnings that the regional hospitality and visitor economy 
industries cannot survive intact under current Government restrictions without 
further support. However, provided these sectors do receive the support they 
need, they are set to benefit from opportunities in association with the 
Commonwealth Games in 2022 Commonwealth Games and Coventry City of 
Culture in 2021. 

Foreign direct investment (FDI) figures also reflect that Birmingham is 
experiencing a decline in attractiveness as a result of the pandemic. While 
Birmingham had a strong track record on FDI prior to 2020, in 2019/2020 levels 
of FDI projects have declined and there has been a noticeable fall in new jobs 
associated with FDI. 

 
Pre-COVID: Visitor Economy 
Birmingham’s visitor economy attracted a record 42.8 million visitors in 2018 - an 
increase of over a million people since the previous year. This is an increase of 
2.6% from 2017,  though a reduction in the 6.9% increase seen since 2016 and the 
29.7% increase witnessed over the last 10 years.  

Over the last 10 years, Birmingham has attracted growing numbers of overnight 
visitors. The additional overnight stays have helped to boost occupancy and 
increase total revenue for local businesses. This growth demonstrates that 
Birmingham is enhancing its tourism offerings and strengthening its role as a 
leisure and business tourism destination. 

Birmingham is the third most visited Local Authority in England. The four most 
visited Local Authorities (based on three year average) were the City of London 
(54.8 million), Manchester (29.7 million), Birmingham (25.9 million) and Cornwall 
(24.8 million). 

Figures released by the West Midlands Growth Company in 2019 indicate that 
52% of international visitors to Birmingham are travelling on business compared 
to 24% for the UK.1 The region has a strong business offer with organisations like 

                                                           
1 West Midlands Growth Company, 2019, Regional Tourism Strategy 2019-2029  

https://wmgrowth.com/files/2019-09/1568734515_wmca-strategy-doc.pdf?ddea683386


the ICC (part of the NEC) alone attracting over 350,000 visitors a year, primarily 
for business expos, conferences and dinner events.2 

 

Figure 1 Tourism day visits by English Local Authority, 2019 

 
Source: GBDVS 2019  

 

Over the last 10 years, Birmingham has attracted growing numbers of overnight 
visitors. The total number of visitors has increasing to 5.3 million in 2019.  

The below tables show all tourism and breakdown by spend and visitor spend by 
millions in 2018 and 2019. As can be seen trips for all tourism have increased 
between 2018 and 2019 from averaging 2.248 with the amount of nights 
increasing from 4.7 to 5.3. This shows the growing strength of the city’s tourism 
sector.  

 

  

                                                           
2 The ICC, accessed 2020,  Visiting Us? 

http://www.theicc.co.uk/visitor/#:%7E:text=Every%20year%20we%20welcome%20over,the%20world%20to%20the%20ICC


Table 1 Tourism and breakdown by spend and visitor spend, 2018 

All tourism  
Trips Nights Spending 

(£) 
2.248 4.778 £397 

   
Holidays   

Trips Nights Spending 
(£) 

0.542 1.023 £108 
   

VFR   
Trips Nights Spending 

(£) 
0.850 2.073 £86 

   
Business   

Trips Nights Spending 
(£) 

0.795 1.405 £191 
Source: GBTS 2019 

Table 2 Tourism and breakdown by spend and visitor spend, 2019 

All tourism  
Trips Nights Spending 

(£) 
2.459 5.328 £475 

   
   

Holidays   
Trips Nights Spending 

(£) 
0.653333 1.162667 129 

   
VFR   
Trips Nights Spending 

(£) 
0.923333 2.477 94 

   
Business   

Trips Nights Spending 
(£) 

0.822667 1.405 239 
   

Source: GBTS 2019 

  



Additional data from the West Midlands Growth Company illustrates the 
substantial economic benefits tourism has to Birmingham and the wider region.  

The West Midlands Combined Authority (WMCA) region’s visitor economy was 
worth a record £13.1 billion in 2019, up 3.6% on the previous year. 

Further analysis shows that the recreation sector including tourism activities such 
as visits to attractions / arts and culture venues has experienced the highest 
growth of £43 million.  

 
Figure 2 Economic Impact of the visitor economy (£billion; WMCA, 2016-2019) 

 
Source: West Midlands Growth Company 

 
Figure 3 shows the breakdown of economic impact by category of expenditure 
for 2019 in the WMCA area. Nearly half of visitor spending was on shopping 
(47%).  
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Figure 3 Economic impact of tourism by category of expenditure (WMCA, 2019) 

 
Source: West Midlands Growth Company 

 
The visitor economy sector is supporting jobs right across the region.  

The number of full-time equivalent jobs supported by direct tourist activities has 
risen by 10% between 2016 and 2019, from 124,712 to 137,458. 

Year-on-year comparison shows that number of full-time equivalent jobs was up 
by 0.6% in 2019 compared with the previous year.  

Figure 4 shows the raw number of full-time jobs supported over the period 2016-
2019.  

 
Figure 4 Full-time jobs supported by the visitor economy (WMCA, 2016-2019) 

 
Source: West Midlands Growth Company 
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The Impact of COVID-19 on Birmingham’s Visitor Economy 
While international travel remains severely limited and 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. 

City centre Business Improvement Districts 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.  

  



Industry Insight 
Nicola Young, Group Marketing Director at the NEC Group 

This has been an exceptionally challenging year for the 
live events industry and consequently the NEC Group. 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. 

In the early stages of the pandemic, the NEC underwent 
the ultimate venue pivot, transitioning into an NHS 
Nightingale facility to assist with the national effort to 

combat COVID-19, however we always retained a focus on returning to business. 
With great uncertainty surrounding a return to business dateline, events were 
rescheduled as appropriately as possible and future operations were considered 
methodically in line with the latest guidance from the Government, Public Health 
England and the World Health Organisation. 

The return to business efforts were further aided by discussions with 
representatives across regional and industry organisations. Since the beginning of 
the pandemic, NEC Group staff at many levels have been engaging with industry 
conversations, forums and working groups in order to progress the industry 
stance towards a return to event activity.  

Combining this accumulated knowledge of the industry position, with the latest 
health and safety guidance from the UK Government and Health bodies and 
venue staff expertise, led to the development of our Returning to Business 
Blueprint, published on 6th May. 

The Returning to Business Blueprint was the first of its kind to be published 
amongst UK exhibition venues. The blueprint mapped out a framework for 
running organised gatherings in a safe and controlled environment. The document 
was reviewed by the Government, as they examined the easing of lockdown 
measures and considered the future of the UK economy. The blueprint was 
designed to assist in showcasing how the events industry could play a major role 
in kickstarting the economy and it set a path for the development of future 
industry frameworks. 

Further developing the measures outlined within the Returning to Business 
Blueprint, a comprehensive four step framework was then devised to incorporate 
all necessary measures that would ensure the safety and protection of people at 
NEC Group venues, titled NEC Group Venue Protect. 

NEC Group Venue Protect includes; supporting testing and tracing, social 
distancing measures, enhanced venue sanitisation and communication. The 
implementation of a series of measures and actions across each step ensures a 
safe journey when people arrive, visit and depart our venues. The all-

https://www.necgroup.co.uk/returning-to-business-blueprint/
https://www.necgroup.co.uk/returning-to-business-blueprint/
https://www.necgroup.co.uk/protect


encompassing Venue Protect plan offers guidance documents, checklists and 
customer videos. 

The publishing of Venue Protect and the production of the surrounding materials 
was not only intended to provide the necessary resource for customers and future 
visitors, but also instil confidence in people and the industry, that we have a 
comprehensive understanding of the situation and our venues are being prepared 
accordingly for the return to business. We also acquired the VisitBritain ‘We’re 
Good To Go’ Industry Standard accreditation across our three convention and 
exhibition venues; the NEC, ICC and Vox to further showcase our readiness to 
reopen our venues and stage events. 

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.   

 

 

  



Beyond COVID: Opportunities for Birmingham’s Visitor Economy 
Provided Birmingham’s visitor economy survives the economic impacts of COVID-
19, it can look ahead to opportunities in association with the Commonwealth 
Games in 2022 Commonwealth Games and Coventry City of Culture in 2021. 

 
Beyond COVID: Commonwealth Games  
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-10.  

While Birmingham is the host city, events will be hosted in 8 local authority areas, 
largely within in the West Midlands region (with the exception of the Lee Valley 
Velodrome in London and Victoria Park in Leamington Spa).  

The organising body for the 2022 Birmingham Commonwealth Games say they 
intend to ‘deliver an unforgettable, global Games’ while showcasing the region. 
According to the business case for the Games, this major global event is expected 
to 

• Boost visitors & international reputation: between 500,000 to 1million 
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.  

 



Beyond COVID: Coventry Capital of Culture 
The UK City of Culture scheme was launched to build on the success of 
Liverpool’s experience as European Capital of Culture in 2008. After Derry in 2013 
and Hull in 2017 Coventry will be the third holder of the title. Research from the 
University of Hull has shown the positive impact on Hull; more than 5 million 
people visited an event, 800 new jobs were created in the visitor economy sector 
and £220 million of investment attracted to the city. The games will not only give 
Coventry the chance to access this funding and job opportunities but also 
increase civic pride and sense of identity. With the spotlight on Coventry, the 
wider West Midlands area will also have the chance to promote itself to tourists 
and work on changing perceptions of the region as nothing more than an 
industrial place of ring roads and brutalist architecture. 

  



 Industry Insight 
Tru Powell, Board Member, West Midlands Regional Board for Tourism  

We are nine months into 2020 and it is certainly not the 
year many of us expected. COVID-19 has turned 
everything on its head. ‘Survival’ has quickly become the 
key word for many industries - tourism being no exception. 
Tourism boosts our economy, employs thousands of 
people, enriches our businesses and pays for important 
public services. Tourism works for each of us, every day! It 
doesn’t matter where you are in the world, there’s always a 
group of people who want to visit your homeland. The 
West Midlands is no different. Each year millions flock in to 

see the beauty the region has to offer. Birmingham’s visitor numbers have gone 
up 26% since 2013 (from 33.99m to 42.8m) [latest figures 2018]. We have also 
experienced a 53% increase in international visitors since 2012 from 725,000 
(2012) to 1.1 million (2019). In the West Midlands, tourism is worth around £13 
billion, which highlights just how important and valuable the sector is to us. 

For those of you that don’t know me, I am very passionate about our visitor 
economy and all the wonderful things tourism brings to our region – so it will 
come as no surprise that I proudly occupy a seat on the West Midlands Regional 
Board for Tourism. As a born and bred Brummie, I want to spend a few moments 
highlighting some of those wonderful things that make Birmingham so attractive.  

1. Jewellery Quarter  
For over 250 years Birmingham’s Jewellery Quarter has been a national 
epicentre for jewellery design – producing an estimated 40% of the UK’s 
jewellery. The Quarter is home to more than 100 retailers, diamond dealers 
and workshops. I actually chose my wife’s engagement ring from a small, 
independent family ran jeweller in the quarter.  

2. Canals  
Birmingham is home to miles of canal ring routes surrounded by tranquil 
countryside, making it perfect for a relaxing English getaway. The city 
boasts a staggering 35 miles of canals – not only are they enjoyed by 
cyclists, walkers and narrowboat users, but they also act as a reminder of 
our unique industrial history. I love walking along the canals in the summer 
months with friends, stopping for lunch at one of the many café’s.  

3. Culinary scene  
Birmingham is a culinary capital. As well as the famous Balti Triangle and 
Cadbury chocolate, the city has Michelin starred restaurants including 
Simpsons, Purnell’s, Adam’s, Opheem (the first Indian restaurant to be 
awarded a star outside London) and Carters of Moseley. Together with 
Peel’s in Hampton-In-Arden, Greater Birmingham has six Michelin starred 
restaurants in total, which is more than any UK city outside of London.  

4. Arts & Culture  



Birmingham is the only regional city to have its own Royal Ballet, 
Symphony Orchestra and Opera Company that attracts visitors from across 
the globe. In 2020, Birmingham Royal Ballet marks 30 years in the city and 
the City of Birmingham Symphony Orchestra celebrates its centenary. Not 
only that, we are the home to the epic gangster drama Peaky Blinders that 
is set in the streets of post-war Birmingham. The worldwide smash-hit has 
spawned popular walking tours for fans from across the pond. I really can’t 
speak about arts & culture without mentioning the smaller grassroots 
organisations that for me, really makes Birmingham what it is. Aston 
Performing Arts Academy, is one of those organisations that empowers our 
young people through performing arts and use our city as a stage to 
showcase the talented young people. 

5. Custard Factory  
Birmingham’s Custard Factory is also a city treasure. Once where Alfred 
Bird’s famous instant egg-free custard powder was mass produced, it has 
been given a new lease of life as a collection of independent retailers and 
creatives occupy the area. As an entrepreneur, my first office space I ever 
acquired was in the Custard Factory. 

The visitor economy was the sector hit first and hardest by the coronavirus 
pandemic. The curtain of coronavirus has fallen at a time when many of our 
tourism businesses approached the year with optimism, with some posting 
record-breaking early figures.  Nationally, in a “normal” year, the tourism industry 
is worth £91.6bn to the UK economy. With a forecast for 2020 of £46.8bn, down 
49%, it is crucial that we work together to drive domestic breaks this autumn and 
winter.  

It has been incredibly difficult for our tourism businesses to operate and, 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. Initiatives such as the ‘Eat out to help out’ scheme has massively 
supported our culinary sector.  

In two years’ time, Birmingham will host the 2022 Commonwealth Games. Having 
already been home to the World Indoor Athletics Championships, Ryder Cup, 
Rugby World Cup & ICC Champions Trophy we must see this as a major 
opportunity to keep our sector alive. It is for this reason why I am confident that, 
together, our region will come back stronger and better. 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. Not only should we 
survive, together we will thrive!  

 



The Impact of COVID-19 on FDI Trends 
Foreign Direct Investment (FDI) enables urban development and growth. Foreign 
capital and knowledge build productive capacity, and can bring jobs and skills, 
while contributing to infrastructure improvements and export capacity. FDI can 
increase a region’s competitiveness. The latest figures available for FDI into 
Birmingham show a slight decline in both projects and total jobs associated with 
FDI in the city. 

Table 3 shows the FDI trend in Birmingham from 2013 up to 2019/20. Though 
previously on an upwards trend, since 2018/2019 the number of projects 
associated to FDI has fallen from 57 to 53 projects 19/20.  

Though there had been a significant decrease in the number of jobs associated 
with FDI in 2018/19 this fell further in 2019/20, from 1521 to 1182. 

Whilst there has been a noticeable fall in new jobs associated with FDI the 
projects have increased slightly on 17/18. 

 

Table 3 FDI in Birmingham, 2013/14-2019/20 

 2013/14 2014/15 2015/16 2016/17 2017/18 2018/19 2019/20 
Birmingham               

Projects 42 53 51 47 52 57 53 
New Jobs 2289 2019 2846 1873 2439 1521 1182 

Safeguarded 
Jobs 

1266 359 142 181 8 458 4 

Total jobs 3555 2378 2988 2054 2447 1979 1186 
Source: West Midlands Growth Company 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Expert Comment 
Rebecca Riley, Director, City-REDI, University of Birmingham 

The world and Birmingham has changed significantly 
since last year, and we have yet to see how the 
impacts of the pandemic will continue to unfold and 
the affects it will have locally.   

What we do know is lockdown, working from home 
and fear has emptied out cities and urban 
environments and may have longer term effects as 
people seek green space and better home 
environments. However tech and personal based 
service hubs have increased their share of 
employment in the past and growth generated from 

intense agglomeration still remains important to these businesses in terms of staff, 
idea exchange and innovation. 

Reviewing the evidence for and cities, some themes emerge on the challenges 
facing places (big and small). One of the main challenges for cities post covid is 
setting a clear vision for a future which may see significant changes to work and 
life patterns. Places need a positive narrative on which to build, and citizens need 
to be able to reengage with the city, whilst taking pride in their local areas. 
Businesses need to play a role in that as part of the fabric of social infrastructure. 
Post pandemic it is particularly important that people need to deal with feelings of 
powerlessness and mental health impacts.  

A place must understand its unique selling point. It is vital that there is an 
understanding of the past, present and potential futures of place, and there is a 
lack of evidence used in identifying uniqueness of place, alongside the basics of 
what purpose a place has. The smart specialisation approach is poorly adopted in 
the UK which means places fail to really understand their unique asset base and 
capitalise on it, moving forward this asset base may radically change.  We need to 
reassess our asset base, technological, people, cultural, environmental, innovative 
and business and use it to differentiate to be able to accelerate out of the looming 
recession.  

Last year I highlighted that 1 in 5 jobs and 1 in 4 businesses were from the business 
and professional services sector. Although in data terms this still remains, this 
sector has seen major changes in the pandemic, which were largely an 
acceleration of changes already happening. Work spaces were becoming more 
collaborative, flexible working, and national teams the norm. Post pandemic we 
need to look at how they return to the city to ensure businesses can continue 
innovating, networking and gaining the business benefits from the city whilst also 
meeting the needs of employees and safety.  

Transport plays an important role in the return to the cities centre but 
international research has highlighted that to maintain safe operations capacity 
needs to be kept at 50% and we are seeing this in the region, although services 
are running at 90-95% of pre covid levels. Timetables are different but capacity 
has increased, so flexible working and times is essential to open up the cities and 



high streets. Transport infrastructure is seeing a dramatic increase due to the 
return to school. As with many places globally, people have taken to their cars, 
which is increasing congestion despite the reduced numbers travelling.  

The city has been a magnet for visitors, especially business driven visitors and his 
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 the return of students, ensuring the 
city is welcoming and has a safe way to bring people back into the city is 
essential. 

There has always been a need to understand the local demand for socialising, the 
retail, entertainment and liveability offer and what local residents demand and 
want, alongside attracting those from outside. Post covid19 this is now a difficult 
balancing act, between keeping people safe and ensuring people can return to the 
shops, cafes and entertainment offer is essential not just for the economy but for 
wellbeing. Lack of contact, socialising and engagement with people is taking its 
toll on mental health and home working is leading to feeling of not working from 
home but living in work and business face an incredible challenge in managing 
this.  

Research into the success of places was already pointing to a lack of good spaces 
for interaction with place, open green infrastructure was already seen as a 
disadvantage. Cities will be faced with a potential future where properties lie 
empty if demand changes; the boom in city living may shift as it has in the past. 
Research on successful towns and cities had already highlighted that places which 
build a sense of community, and invest in the social fabric were more successful. 
Encouraging the local population to invest, spend time and money on local 
businesses creates a more resilient local ecosystem, and the points above all add 
to this.  

The success of places are dependent on targeted and specialised investment and 
support. The pandemic may have accelerated the change but embracing that 
change, adapting and evolving is key.  
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