
GBSLEP’S RESPONSE TO COVID-19 

In April 2020 the economic context changed dramatically because of Covid-19. The severe 
implications of a major fall in economic output and furloughing of one third of the West Midlands’ 
workforce required a rapid change in the programming of Greater Birmingham & Solihull Local 
Enterprise Partnership (GBSLEP) activity. GBSLEP has sought to assist struggling businesses and to 
accelerate investment in areas that offer sound prospects for a fast economic recovery. The agility 
with which GBSLEP has responded to the pandemic is testament to its robust networks, resources 
and organisational infrastructure. These attributes are the foundations on which economic recovery 
can be built as GBSLEP continues to create and implement solutions in light of Covid-19.   

RECOVERY TASKFORCE 

April 2020 - Recovery Taskforce established to oversee GBSLEP’s immediate and short-term 
response to economic recovery in light of COVID-19. Considerations and actions included: 

• Ways to further develop the GBSLEP Growth Hub’s offer and awareness of the work
it does in response to COVID-19, including establishing a team focused on recovery
and resilience.

• 20 roles have been added to the GBSLEP Growth Hub team, including specialist
account managers. The number of enquiries into the Growth Hub has been
proportionately higher since the Covid-19 pandemic; in the 12 months to Jan 2021,
94% of all enquiries into the growth hub occurred between April 2020-Jan 2021, as
did 84% of diagnostics and 84% of businesses supported.

• How best to deploy repurposed GBSLEP funds to help businesses.

• What further support GBSLEP could give to Local Authorities (LAs) to enable them to
distribute as many grants as possible to eligible businesses. Targetted
communications engagement with industry bodies.

• Progress in developing sector recovery plans.

STEP FORWARD CAMPAIGN 

The Step Forward Campaign Wave 1 was launched on Monday 8th June 2020 to encourage business 
owners to come forward for support. This was a revenue-based programme to enable businesses to 
adapt to changing circumstances and increase their future growth potential. The projects bought 
together input from business, local government, Business Improvement Districts and universities to 
develop and guide a set of immediate interventions. The LEP used its unique partnership networks 
and access to ‘on the pulse’ local intelligence, as well as strong existing evidence bases to develop 
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and effectively target a series of support activities.  The programme was structured around the 
themes of ‘Skills’, ‘Business’ and ‘Place’. In September 2020, the GBSLEP Executive extended the 
activity of Step Forward and added additional interventions which are planned to continue until 
March 2021.  

Support Packages - Step Forward Campaign Wave 1 and 2 

• Pivot and Prosper – a £2 million match-funding grants initiative to encourage and 
accelerate business investment in new technology and the development of new 
markets. 52 businesses have been helped across the GBSLEP region, 149 jobs have 
been created and a further 499 jobs have been safeguarded. Funding source: £2m 
Existing Strategic Economic Fund (SEF).  

• Digital Welcome – online training and 1- 1 support to assist businesses to accelerate 
their adoption of digital technology. 28 businesses helped in wave 1 and target of 60 
businesses in wave 2 which started Feb 2021. Funding source: £90k Business 
Resilience Fund, redirected Strategic Economic Fund (SEF). 

• Digital Skills Support – 3 webinars and 60 hours of 1:1 training in digital marketing 
and the use of social media to promote business and place brands. 168 businesses 
helped in Wave 1. Target to support 120 businesses in Wave 2 which commenced in 
Feb 2021.  Funding source: £55k Place Strategic Economic Fund and redirected 
Business and Resilience Fund (SEF). 

• Apprenticeship and Employment Triage – advice and support for employers to 
reduce the loss of apprenticeship places and employment because of Covid-19. 49 
individuals/apprentices supported, 35 employees to become apprentices and 6 
employers assisted. In October 2020 this service was repackaged and rebranded to 
be part of the newly formed Skills Hub as part of the Skills and Apprenticeship Offer 
from GBSLEP. Target to assist 250 apprentices, 200 employers and to safeguard 100 
jobs.  Funding source: £50k Existing Strategic Economic Fund (SEF). 

• Skills and Brokerage – a new direct jobs brokerage portal is in development. 218 
businesses engaged and 141 individuals in the pipeline. Much of this activity is to 
support the delivery of the Government’s Kickstart programme. Funding source: 
£100k Existing Strategic Economic Fund (SEF). 

• Skills Innovation – procurement in final stage but outputs will include 1000 
individuals supported, 130 apprenticeships created, 195 qualifications (Level 3+) 
delivered, help for new business start-ups and careers support. Funding source: 
£500k Existing Strategic Economic Fund (SEF). 

• Click and Drop – six months free access to the digital platform ShopAppy for 10 
locations across the LEP area. 42 businesses on board. Funding source: £20k Place 
Strategic Economic Fund (SEF). 

• WMCRU Support Grant - The West Midlands Culture Response Unit was formed to 
develop and deliver an action-orientated, sector led response to the Covid-19 crisis 
in the short, medium and long term. The purpose is to ensure the visibility, viability 
and recovery of the Cultural Sector in the West Midlands.  Funding source: £20k 
Place Strategic Economic Fund (SEF). 

• Culture Action Zones – Supporting Business Improvement Districts in Covid-19 High 
Street recovery. Funds awarded in Feb 2021. Funding source: £120K Strategic 
Economic Fund (SEF). 



• Birmingham Hippodrome Capital – access all areas capital project which includes 
rebuilding entrances to make the venue Covid-19 safe. Fund allocated in Feb 2021. 
Funding source: £800k Local Growth Fund (LGF). 

• Retail Recovery Planning – webinars for businesses across 4 GBSLEP locations. 
Funding source: £15k Place Strategic Economic Fund Budget (SEF). 

• Marketing – a website was set up for Step Forward and supported by a media and 
engagement campaign https://www.yourstepforward.co.uk/  833 clicks to the 
website and wave 1 of Step Forward created 515 business enquiries.  Press coverage 
has included BBC TV and Radio as well as trade and business publications. View case 
studies https://gbslep.co.uk/case-studies/ Funding source: £5K Redirected Strategic 
Economic Fund Budget (SEF). 

 

 

 Supporting Government Interventions as part of Step Forward Campaign  

• SME Restart - delivery of government funded grant scheme to help businesses adapt 
their models in light of Covid-19. Funding source: £990,173 European Regional 
Development Fund (ERDF).   

• Peet to Peer Networks – delivery of national peer-to-peer networking programme 
for SME leaders that want to grow and develop their organisation for future success. 
Funding source: 240k Department of Business, Energy and Industrial Strategy. 

 

SUMMARY 

GBSLEP acted fast to help mitigate the consequences of Covid-19.  Seven schemes were designed 
and launched with the support of multiple partners within two months. Additional wrap around 
support from the GBSLEP Growth Hub was put in place. The Step Forward packages of assistance 
have demonstrated the GBSLEP’s continuing, agile support for businesses and tailoring of revenue 
programmes to address the economic challenges created by Covid-19.   
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