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The first Greater Birmingham Quarterly Business Report 
in 2016 reveals that business conditions were stable in Q1, 
with the indicators for UK sales, exports and recruitment 
maintaining similar levels to the previous quarter.   

Business investment however increased, with a greater percentage of firms investing 

in both Capex and training.  Business confidence remains mixed, but the overall 

trend was down, unsurprising given the context of slowing UK and global growth. 

Otherwise the focus is on strengthening the regional economy, and the developing 

West Midlands Combined Authority (WMCA) and Midlands Engine for Growth are 

providing important opportunities to achieve this.  The WMCA has set overarching 

aims to tackle the long-term challenges and recognised priorities for the region 

including skills, employment, business and innovation.  While the Midlands Engine 

also comprises a vision to improve the Midlands economy, including the already 

up-and-running transport programme, Midlands Connect.  The Chambers keenly 

support both entities and encourage the two to co-ordinate to reinforce any  

positive effects attained.

The Greater Birmingham Chambers of Commerce’s 
Quarterly Business Report offers an up to date snapshot 
of the performance of the Greater Birmingham business 
community. It is the most comprehensive regular report of 
its kind in the city-region.   
 

Underpinning our report is data gathered from quarterly surveys on key indicators 

such as sales, exports, investment intentions and recruitment difficulties. The Greater 

Birmingham Quarterly Business Report launched in 2016, succeeding the previous 

Quarterly Economic Survey Report. The Chambers surveyed businesses across 

the Greater Birmingham Chambers area which includes Solihull, Sutton Coldfield, 

Lichfield & Tamworth, Cannock Chase and Burton-on-Trent.  Balance figures 

are determined according to business responses to the indicators: an increase 

(multiplied by one), remain constant (multiplied by 0.5), decrease (multiplied by 0). 
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This is Katie Bard’s last edition of the Quarterly Economic 
Survey review. I would like to thank the Chamber for the 
opportunity and my team for their hard work, as well as the 
audience over the last two years for some energetic and 
enthusiastic participation.

Against a background of mixed but generally positive economic signs, our

consistent message from Katie Bard and the global Angela Mortimer employment

group is that the Birmingham workforce has as good a work ethic as those of any of

the towns we recruit in.

We believe there are challenges, but the business community has the power to 

produce solutions that can lead a world class workforce back to global preeminence.

As a very small contribution, our company will set up the Progressive Employers

Group and encourage members to test the paradigm of conventional philosophies 

of the organisation of work. We will encourage self-empowerment, teamwork and 

responsibility, ensuring the results are rigorously tested.



The domestic demand balance fell by another 3 points 
in Q1, continuing a downward trend from Q3 2015.  While 
47% of firms reported an increase in UK Sales in Q1 – the 
same figure as in Q4 2015, a greater percentage of firms 
reported a decrease, 24% in Q1 2016 compared with just 
18% in Q4 2015. 

At a sectoral level, Greater Birmingham manufacturers showed resurgence in Q1, with 

figures demonstrating a clear overall rise in sales, while service firms on the contrary 

experienced a slight fall.    Economic conditions in the year ahead will nevertheless remain 

challenging for business.  The Office for Budget Responsibility (OBR) has revised its 

forecast for UK growth down to 2% in 2016, from an original estimate of 2.4%.   

Forecasts for business investment and private consumption have also been reduced.  

The Government has been clear in their commitment to support business growth .  

The Greater Birmingham Chambers welcomes a number of measures announced in the  

Chancellor’s March 2016 Budget statement to support, small businesses, especially in view 

of the expected challenging conditions ahead.  Changes, for example, to Small Business 

Rate Relief will reduce Business Rates for 250,000 businesses, while 600,000 will now pay 

no rates at all.  In addition, Stamp Duty Land Tax on non-residential property transactions 

will be reformed, reducing tax for small businesses purchasing property.. While the 

Chamber believes more fundamental reforms are needed across tax and business rates, 

these steps at least should be positive for many SMEs in the short to medium term.
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Business confidence weakened in Q1.  The balance figure for 
turnover fell 6 points to its lowest point since Q3 2012.  17% 
firms stated that they believed turnover would decrease 
in the next 12 months, compared with 9% in Q4 2015.  The 
balance figure for profitability meanwhile fell marginally 
by 1 point.   

Opinion was split between businesses, with 61% of firms stating that they believed profitability 

would increase in the next 12 months, compared with 55% in Q4 2015, however 20% stated that 

they believed profitability would decrease compared with 12% in Q4 2015.  In view of expected 

weakening economic growth and trade, a fall in business confidence overall is unsurprising.

Although there is weakening business confidence investment trends have risen.  The balance 

figures for investment have increased by 4 points for both Capital, Plant and Expenditure 

(Capex) as well as training.  33% of firms reported increasing investment plans for Capex 

compared to 24% in Q4 2015, while 36% of firms reported increasing investment in training, 

compared with 26% in Q4 2015.  

 

BUSINESS CONFIDENCE & INVESTMENT

TURNOVER

Balance
 6 Points


63%


20%


9%



The workforce balance increased by 1 point in Q1, with 35% 
of firms reporting an increase in the workforce, compared 
to 29% in Q4 2015.  58% of firms attempted to recruit in Q1, 
compared to 51% in Q4 2015.  The majority of jobs recruited 
for were full-time, permanent positions.

59% of firms faced difficulties recruiting, a fall from 68% in Q4 2015.  The situation was much 

improved for manufacturers, with only 56% experiencing recruitment difficulties compared 

to 89% in Q4 2015.  Principal reasons cited for difficulties recruiting by both manufacturers 

and service firms included candidates not having the right skills, qualifications or levels of 

experience, but also candidates not having the correct attitude for work.

The seasonally adjusted claimant unemployment figures for Birmingham city stood at 5.9% 

in January 2016.  This figure is far higher than the West Midlands figure of 2.8% and the UK 

average of 2.3%.  Birmingham continues to have the highest unadjusted claimant figures out of 

any of the core cities (Birmingham City Council 2016).  

Greater Birmingham has in place many programmes to develop the skills and employability of 

Birmingham’s workforce.  At the Chambers we, in particular, champion business engagement 

with schools to ensure that young people are able to develop the skills they will need in order 

to be effective and successful in the workplace.  We support projects such as CSR City and 

the British Chambers of Commerce Bridging the Gap campaign. In a recent Business and 

Education Survey carried out by the BCC, 84% of schools surveyed identified that engagement 

with employers was invaluable in improving young people’s awareness of the softer skills that 

are valued by employers.
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The export balance fell marginally in Q1 by 1 point, 
continuing the overall downward trend in exports since 
Q2 2014.  In Q1, 26% of firms reported increased exports, 
compared to 35% in Q4 2015, while 52% of firms reported 
constant export sales, compared to 37% in Q4 2015.    

Although the balance for export orders (purchases booked but not yet completed) fell in Q1 
by 10 points, business conditions ahead appear stable.  While a lower percentage of firms 
reported increased export orders in Q1, the majority of firms in both the manufacturing and 
sales sector instead reported constant export orders.  

The International Monetary Fund (IMF) has reduced its global growth prediction for 2016 to 
3.4%, 0.2% lower than initially estimated at the end of 2015.  There are risks in both advanced 
and emerging economies.  Productivity growth, high debt levels and deflation are causing 
concerns in advanced economies, while China’s slowing growth and economic rebalancing is 
also being eyed cautiously, given the significant positive impetus the Chinese economy has 
hitherto had upon the global economy.  Slowing global growth, naturally impacts the world 
trade outlook, and as a result demand for UK exports is expected to be weaker.

Increasing exports remains a key priority in the Government’s long-term economic plan.  
Indeed, the government wishes to both increase the number of exporting businesses to 
288,000 and value of exports to £1 trillion by 2020.  UK Trade and Investment (UKTI) has 
until now, had the role of providing access and advisory services to businesses considering 
exporting. The Government however wishes to overhaul the current provision and create a 
new approach to increase effectiveness of support to exports  We urge the Government to 
ensure a smooth transition to a new approach, without detriment to current export  
support services
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The balance figure for prices increased by 3 points in Q1, 
owing to a greater percentage of businesses expecting the 
price of their goods and services to increase.  31% of firms 
expect an increase, compared with 28% in Q4.  

Businesses expressed that they are chiefly experiencing pressures to raise prices from pay 

settlements and other overheads.  While overall wage inflation remains low, pay settlement 

pressures are stemming from the introduction of policies such as pension auto enrolment and 

the National Living Wage.  Nevertheless, 71% of businesses stated that they felt the National 

Living Wage would have a neutral impact upon their business, and most businesses surveyed 

felt that they were well prepared for its implementation.

Businesses were also asked what their current principal business concern is.  A variety of 

concerns were expressed, however key themes included business growth, a slowing economy, 

the EU Referendum and recruiting staff.

The Chambers remain concerned about the level of taxation on businesses; with the 

introduction of pension auto enrolment, the apprenticeship levy, National Living Wage and 

dividend tax, there will cumulatively be a significant increase in costs to business.  In spite of 

changes to business rates in the Budget 2016, there were few additional measures to reduce 

overall costs to businesses.  We continue to call on the government to raise no additional taxes 

to business for the remainder of parliament.
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Chamber Comment 

In Q1 businesses have expressed that on the 
whole business conditions changed little on 
the previous quarter.  It is however the year 
ahead that is eyed cautiously with confidence 
weaker than in Q4 2015.

This is unsurprising given the global and national economic contexts, 

where growth has been predicted to fall. Aside from this area of risk to 

business, a key area of uncertainty, and raised by numerous businesses 

as a concern in the survey is the EU Referendum.  

Our most recent poll revealed that 50% of businesses wished to remain 

in the EU, while 38% wished to leave, with the remainder undecided.  

These figures will likely change in the run up to the Referendum, which 

is why we will continue to poll members up to the referendum on the 

23rd June.

The Chambers will continue to take a non-partisan role, but more 

information can be found on the subject, along with information on 

EU-themed events we will be holding on our website.  By the time of 

the next report we will have an answer to a very thorny question, but in 

the meantime the Chambers will continue to provide informed, Impartial 

information on the topic to businesses.


