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What is the UK Steel Crisis? 

The plight of the UK Steel Industry has become an extremely high-profile topic over recent months with 
large firms such as Tata Steel, SSI, and Caparo, encountering difficulties which have put thousands of jobs 
at risk and has put the future of the steel sector into doubt. There are a number of contributory factors 
to the headwinds experienced by the industry including high UK energy prices, the extra cost of climate 
change policies, and competition from China. Some claim that Chinese Steel is being introduced into UK 
markets in large quantities at unrealistically low prices which UK firms cannot possibly hope to compete 
with1. It has also been pointed out that there has been a lack of innovation in UK industry which means 
that we tend to produce basic products using out of date technology in contrast to German plants, for 
example, which generally err on the side of more specialised products2.
 
Speculation over the Steel sector has been ongoing for a number of years now with some highlighting 
that Tata Steel in particular has been experiencing difficulties since May 2011 when it announced 1,500 
job cuts at sites in Scunthorpe, Lincolnshire, and Teesside. This has led to some to criticise Government; 
arguing that they should have reacted more promptly to signs of fragility within the Steel sector.   

 

How will the UK Steel Crisis affect my business? 

The Midlands Economic Forum has identified that the West Midlands region produces more Gross Value 
Added in metals than the entire South East, Greater London, and East Anglia combined and that the 
metropolitan area (Black Country, Birmingham, and Coventry) accounts for almost 10% of the UK metals 
GVA by value3.
 
With this in mind, it has been estimated that the Steel Crisis could put up to  a significant number of 
jobs at risk in the Midlands given that there are likely to be tangible knock-on effects for regional supply 
chains especially with regard to the region’s manufacturing and engineering sectors4 . As these are key 
sectors for our region, the potential implications for the wider economy could be substantial. 

There have also been arguments made that quick access to steel is of strategic importance to the UK 
economy because many sectors, such as the automotive sector, requires supplies of steel ‘just-in-time’ 
and from a geographically close supplier. Indeed Paul Forrest at the WMEF posits that there would not 
have been the recent expansion in the manufacturing and aerospace sectors without local supplies of 
steel5. 

What is the GBCC position on the UK Steel Crisis? 

The GBCC believes that the Steel Industry is important at both local and national levels and that the 
Government must be ready to carefully consider all avenues in order to mitigate the negative economic 
consequences of the crisis. However, the Chambers believe that there are opportunities for the sector 
to be modernised presented by the crisis. It is important that policy makers think about the long term 
economic picture and not focus solely on measures which will address issues facing us in the here and 
now without taking steps to address the underlying weaknesses of the sector.      



How can the GBCC help? 

The Greater Birmingham Chambers of Commerce are engaged with the Midlands Steel Task Group; a 
group of key stakeholders who meet regularly in order to share intelligence on the Steel Crisis and better 
understand how the crisis might affect the Midlands as well as discuss possible actions which could be 
taken to mitigate the impacts upon local businesses. Where appropriate we will be looking to ensure that 
we engage with local businesses to inform this work and share relevant information on the crisis.
 
1  Britain’s Steel Industry: What’s Going Wrong? Tim Bowler, BBC.co.uk, March 2016
2 The Steel Crisis Explained, TaxPayers Alliance, April 2016
3 MEF Briefing Note: Steel Sector Update, West Midlands Economic Forum, April 2016 
4 260,000 Midland Jobs at Risk as Steel Crisis Deepens, Graeme Brown, BirminghamPost.co.uk, October 2015
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