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1. Purpose of Report 

 
1.1   To update the Joint Scrutiny Committee on work being undertaken by the 

Greater Birmingham and Solihull Local Enterprise Partnership (GBSLEP) to 
mitigate against the economic impacts of COVID-19.  

 

2. Recommendation 

 
2.1 To note the work undertaken to date by the GBSLEP locally, regionally and 

nationally to mitigate against the economic impacts of COVID-19. 
 

2.2 To comment on the work to date and propose any additional activity that the 
GBSLEP should consider undertaking to support the local economy to recover. 

 

3. Background of the Report 

 
3.1   The economy of the GBSLEP area and that of the wider West Midlands has 

been significantly hit by the coronavirus pandemic and the impact of the public 
health measures put in place to try to manage it.  
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3.2 Economic indicators continue to show the impact of Covid-19 on the labour 

market. Unemployment levels in the GBSLEP area have stalled over the last 3 
months and are currently at 111,765 in October. This is a small rise of 400 over 
September figures, but indicate a largely unchanged position since May 2020.  
  

3.3 The impact of job losses has been unevenly distributed across the labour market. 
Young people (16 – 24) are at higher risk of unemployment than older workers, 
due to their concentration of employment in retail and customer service roles that 
have been most significantly impacted by the pandemic. In the GBSLEP area the 
youth unemployment claimant rate has nearly doubled from 4.7% in March 
2020 to 9.1% in October 2020. In line with the overall claimant rate, improvement 
in youth unemployment has stalled since May 2020.   

 
3.4 With national lockdown in November and the resumption of the national Covid-19 

furlough scheme until the end of March 2021, there continues to be some 
protection for employment in vulnerable sectors. The last data available is to the 
end of August 2020, which showed a significant drop in workers furloughed – 
103,900 compared to 304,200 in July. With many employers delaying 
redundancies until the expected end of the furlough scheme at the end of 
October, it is unclear what the level of take up will be until new data is released 
by ONS.  

 
3.5 There are marginal improvements in labour market performance evident in the 

increase in apprenticeship vacancies in October, with 900 in October up from 
875 in September. There is also a more significant rise in unique job postings, 
with 66,126 in October compared to 58,126 in September. While a small 
improvement and, for both indicators, still significantly lower than prior to the 
pandemic, increasing demand is positive.  

 
3.6 Overall, the levels of business activity and confidence remain positive, 

compared to lows seen in March and April of this year. However, ongoing 
uncertainty due to the second wave of Covid-19 and the full implications of EU 
Exit are a damper on outlook. There have been falling levels of activity in October 
compared to the previous month. With both GDP and export levels below the 
same point in 2019, the pace of recovery is slower than hoped for earlier in the 
year.  

 
3.7 Appendix A provides more detail on the economic context.  

 
3.8 This report provides an update on GBSLEP activity to try and mitigate against 

these impacts since the last update to the Committee in September.  
 

GBSLEP interventions  

ERDF SME Restart 
 
3.9 The GBSLEP’s SME Restart Grant Programme, funded via the European 

Regional Development Fund, was designed by the LEP to target businesses with 
five to nine employees in the manufacturing, business services, creative / 
cultural, life sciences, construction sectors and the visitor economy. Grants of 
between £1,000 and £3,000 (with £5,000 available in exceptional circumstances) 
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were available to meet the costs of essential professional services support 
including accountancy, legal, IT, HR and marketing to assist businesses to 
recover from Covid-19. 
 

3.10 In total, £891k was allocated to GBSLEP with a requirement for c£208k of that 
funding to be spent on businesses in the visitor economy. 273 full applications 
were received which have now been assessed and undergone due diligence. As 
a result, 243 applications have been approved and three remain to be finalised.  

 
3.11  In total, £810,860 has been awarded leaving a minimum notional remaining 

pot of £80,295, of which around £20,000 is ring fenced for the Visitor Economy 
and cannot be spent on businesses outside this sector, as defined by the 
Managing Authority (it is a broad definition which would include significant 
elements of GBSLEP’s Creative and Cultural Sector). A second round focused on 
the Visitor Economy has therefore just been launched and will be open until 18 
December 2020.  

 
3.12 All £89,115 grant funding ring-fenced for the Transitional area (the four 

districts of Southern Staffordshire) has been awarded and will be spent. 
 
3.13 All funds must be allocated and spent (by the businesses) by 28 February 

2021.  
 

Peer to Peer Networks  

3.14 Peer Networks is a national initiative that will be delivered locally through the 
LEPs and their Growth Hubs.  The programme’s longer-term aims are focused on 
reducing the UK productivity gap by helping business leaders find practical 
solutions to strategic and operational challenges.  It also forms part of the 
Government’s response to the COVID-19 pandemic and the ongoing EU 
transition, seeking to improve the resilience of SMEs, their capability to adapt 
their business models and position themselves for future success, driving longer-
term productivity gains.  
 

3.15 The GBSLEP Growth Hub has been awarded funding of £270,000 by BEIS to 
deliver the Peer Networks Contract across the LEP geography, this delivery must 
be complete by 31st March 2021.  The target audience will be businesses that 
have been in operation for 1 year+, have at least five employees, a turnover of 
£100,000 and have an aspiration to improve or grow.  

 
3.16 Networks will be focused on the LEP’s key sectors: Advanced Manufacturing; 

Business, Financial and Professional Services (including independent training 
providers); Creative Industries; Energy & Low Carbon; and Life Sciences and 
Healthcare. Each network will have a membership of around 11 businesses. 
Each network will have 18 hours of action learning sets and at least half a day of 
1:1 support for each participant. 

 
3.17 The LEP is working closely with partners to recruit appropriate businesses on 

to the programme, which will formerly start in January 2021.  
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GBSLEP Apprenticeship and Skills Hub 

3.18 Long an ambition of GBSLEP, the creation of a Skills and Apprenticeship Hub 
has been accelerated in recent months to meet the challenges currently faced by 
employers. The Hub has now been launched and forms a key part of the LEP’s 
programme of support for businesses. It is the subject of a specific report on this 
agenda.  

 
Principles for GBSLEP Recovery Response 

 
3.19 In the context of limited and uncertain resources going forward, the LEP 

Board has agreed a clearer and more targeted approach to future investment and 
interventions to support businesses.  
 

3.20 A set of principles has therefore been developed to guide the design of 
support and use of resources to aid recovery. These are rooted in the strategic 
objectives of GBSLEP and set a framework to prioritise activity to accelerate into 
economic recovery, by prioritising interventions that: 

 

 address vulnerability and reduce business failure;  
 

 target support at those businesses whose failure may have the most 
significant impact on the economy; and 

 

 give support to firms that have the strongest prospect of recovery and growth.  
 

3.21 Appendix B sets out three proposed over-arching principles to guide 
GBSLEP’s activity:  
 

 recovery interventions will be consistent with the long-term economic goals 
set out in the Strategic Economic Plan and Local Industrial Strategy;  
 

 recovery interventions will be targeted at businesses most significant for the 
long-term performance and growth of the GBSLEP and regional economy; 
and  

 

 targeted interventions will take account of the level of vulnerability of 
businesses, recognising that the impact of Covid-19 has been uneven across 
the economy 

 
3.22 These principles are intended to provide a framework to prioritise and, where 

appropriate, provide selection criteria for funded support programmes. They 
reflect the unique role of LEPs to drive higher value economic growth and 
innovation. Where other partners, including local authorities, have different 
priorities and approaches, GBSLEP aims to work collaboratively to maximise the 
resources and capacity available to support the economy.  

 
End of EU Transition 
 
3.23 The Recovery Taskforce is now also considering the impact of the end of the 

EU Transition on the local economy. Work has been undertaken to look at the 
sectoral impacts of leaving the EU and local Brexit preparedness. Mapping of the 
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support available to business has also been undertaken to inform the role that the 
LEP can play. Given all the work currently underway in this space, it is important 
that the LEP does not duplicate activity but adds value.  
 

3.24 It has been agreed that the LEP will focus on three areas of activity:  
 

 Signposting businesses to support that is available; 
 

 Targeted engagement of businesses in key sectors in EU-exit matters; and  
 

 Providing bespoke and technical advice that is not readily available elsewhere 
or affordable for SMEs 

 
3.25 To support the delivery of this activity, £6.4m has been allocated by 

Government to Growth Hubs to fund additional advisors to support EU-exit 
matters, enhanced business intelligence and engagement reporting, and 
enhanced coordination at Growth Hub, Growth Hub Cluster and Growth Hub 
Network levels. GBSLEP will receive £203,550 from this allocation to be spent by 
end March 2021.  
 

3.26 GBSLEP is working with partners and other Hubs in the region to develop 
plans for how best to utilise this resource.    

 
 

LEP Funding 

 
3.27 Existing funding streams of the LEP (Local Growth Fund, Growing Places 

Fund and the SEP Enabling Fund) have not been impacted by the pandemic. 
Whilst there were some delays in capital project delivery at the start of the crisis, 
the vast majority of projects are now on schedule. The SEP Enabling Fund has 
enabled the GBSLEP to deliver a number of interventions, as reported previously 
to this Committee. European Funding and other one-off funds from Government 
have also been used by the LEP to support businesses, including the initiatives 
outlined in this report.  
 

3.28  There is less certainty about future funding streams. The Chancellor 
announced a £4bn Levelling Up Fund as part of the Spending Review. This will 
be used to provide capital funding of up to £20m per project as part of a national 
competitive process. The details of how the fund will operate will be set out in a 
Prospectus early in the new year. £600m will be available for 2021/22.  

 
3.29 A £220m pilot programme for the UK Shared Prosperity Fund was also 

announced as part of the Spending Review. Again, no details of how this fund will 
operate have yet been published. This are expected at the start of the next 
financial year. The Government has though committed to meeting the level of the 
current European Funded programme when the Shared Prosperity Fund is fully 
operational.  

4 Evaluation of Alternative Option(s) 

 
4.1   In identifying and developing the various interventions, different options were 

explored. Projects and programmes were chosen based on a number of 
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principles: there was a genuine need for the intervention; the intervention would 
support businesses in the short term but would also help them to prosper in the 
longer-term; the GBSLEP was the right organisation to take the work forward; 
and the projects were scalable if they proved to be effective.  Where 
continuation of projects is proposed then a review of the impact of the project to 
date / the ongoing need was undertaken to inform the decision.  

5 Reasons for Recommending Preferred Option 

 
5.1  A short business case was developed for each of the recommendations setting 

out the detail of the proposal, the rationale for it, what it would achieve, value for 
money, partner engagement etc. These were then considered and approved by 
the necessary individuals / bodies for the particular intervention.  

6 Scrutiny 

 
6.1   The development of the GBSLEP’s response to COVID-19 has been overseen 

by both the LEP’s Board and the Recovery Taskforce. The membership of both 
bodies has informed and challenged all the work that has been undertaken, 
bringing to bear expertise and experience from across the public, private and 
academic sectors. This has been augmented by input from relevant Pillar Board 
and sub-boards of the LEP.  

 
6.2 The Recovery Taskforce will continue to oversee the progress and impact of the 

LEP’s interventions; suggesting and agreeing actions to improve them.  

7 Implications 

 
7.1 The work outlined in the report is all designed to support the recovery of the local 

economy. Performance, and specifically outputs and outcomes, will be 
monitored to measure the effectiveness of the LEP’s activity.  

 

8 List of Appendices  

 
8.1  Appendix A – GBSLEP Economic Dashboard  

8.2 Appendix B – Principles for Economic Recovery  

9.   Background Papers Used to Compile this Report 

 

10.  List of Other Relevant Documents 
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Appendix B 

Principles for Economic Recovery       

Covid-19 has had a major impact on the West Midlands’ and national economy. The negative 

effects on business viability, productivity, mounting debt, employment, investment in innovation 

and the potential for growth are widespread. These factors have immediate consequences for 

the performance of the economy, but create longer term challenges for a quick return to a strong 

growth trajectory.  

GBSLEP has taken steps, from the outset of the pandemic, to offer support to struggling SMEs 

through the Step Forward programme. Using GBSLEP resources, directing support schemes of 

government and working with partners, the LEP has delivered a range of interventions to help 

reduce business failure and, more positively, assist businesses to pivot their activity to protect 

jobs and access new market opportunities.  

To continue this approach through the current lockdown and into recovery, GBSLEP has adopted 

the following principles to guide the use of limited resources and policy actions.  

1. Recovery interventions will be consistent with the long-term economic goals set out in the 

Strategic Economic Plan and Local Industrial Strategy. Priority will be given to actions 

that:  

 enable development of key sectors important for the GBS economy, including Life 
Science, Advanced Manufacturing (Food and Drink), BPFS, Creative Industries and 
Low Carbon and Environmental Technologies – with actions designed and developed 
with SME business leaders; 

 contribute to increased business and workforce productivity, through matching private 
sector investment and supporting increased take of apprenticeships and workforce 
training;  

 raise economic performance of places through strategic investments in city, town and 
local centres using tailored support to aid the survival of small businesses; and 

 safeguard and grow the number of high quality and skilled jobs, with actions to 
reduce inequality in the labour market and in enterprise.   

2. Recovery interventions will be targeted at businesses most significant for the long-term 

performance and growth of the GBS and regional economy. Where selection criteria are 

appropriate, priority will be given to SMEs:  

 that generate high value activity and have long term potential for environmentally 
sustainable growth;  

 vital to the performance of regional supply chains for advanced manufacturing, health 
and meeting the needs of service sectors;  

 able and willing to innovate leading to growth, increased exports or development of 
new products, technologies, processes and services; and  

 where the cumulative impact of employment loss would be significant for the 
economy.  

3. Targeted interventions will take account of the level of vulnerability of businesses, 

recognising that the impact of Covid-19 has been uneven across the economy. Where 

the priorities set out above are met, preference will be given to businesses that are at the 

highest risk of failure. 

Across all interventions, GBSLEP will apply a firm principle of partnership working at all levels 

and will allocate resources where it is making a unique contribution to economic development or 

adding value to existing activity. 


