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1. Purpose of Report 

1.1 To advise the Scrutiny Board on the commissioning and subsequent progress towards 
the production of a new Economic Strategy for Solihull and to provide the Board with 
the opportunity to scrutinise the approach taken and outputs to date. 

2. Decision(s) recommended 

2.1 The Economic Development and Managed Growth Scrutiny Board is asked to: 

(a) Consider the issues set out in this report regarding the preparation of a new 
Economic Strategy for the Borough 

(b) Consider the methodological approach taken in the preparation of the strategy 

3. The approach to developing the new Economic Strategy 

3.1 Following a competitive tendering process, SQW, with Accelar, have been appointed 
as our partners in the co-production of a new Borough-wide Economic Strategy, 
covering the ten years to 2032.  WM-REDI are working with the consultants and the 



Council on the development of scenarios and in providing additional insight into 
specific issues that arise, for example in relation to the local labour market.   

3.2 As set out in the 2022-23 update of the Council Plan (page 15), the strategy will 
develop an inclusive, net zero carbon economy that reflects the ambitions of the 
Council and its local and regional partners as well as: 

 Establishing a refreshed and compelling vision and ‘place’ narrative for the 
Borough 

 Focusing on opportunity and have an emphasis on action 

 Taking an inclusive approach to growth, including maximising the impact of the 
social economy 

 Shaping the Council’s approach to marketing the Borough’s appeal to investors 

 Aligning with and contribute to the Council’s Climate Change Prospectus and Net 
Zero Action Plan. 

3.3 SQW have adopted a three-phase methodology.  

 Phase 1: Scoping and Evidence Gathering 

 Phase 2: Future-facing opportunities and options 

 Phase 3: An Economic Strategy for Solihull 

3.4 Phase 1 Scoping and Evidence Gathering 

3.5 Following a series of scoping consultations to explore the initial direction and context 
of the Economic Strategy, the research has proceeded through three simultaneous 
workstreams of evidence gathering and analysis – focusing both on key local, regional 
and national policy statements and related documents, and on relevant secondary 
data. These are: 

 Economy and Business: reviewing work undertaken by the LEP and Combined 
Authority as well as the Council, paying particular attention to some of the 
Borough’s key sectors (including automotive, aviation/aerospace, professional 
services and logistics), and the innovation ecosystems of which they are a part. 
Consideration also being given to the scope for further innovation. Key 
characteristics and future opportunities and threats have been identified. 

 Environment: starting with agreeing a working definition of ‘preparedness for net 
zero’ this tranche is examining the evidence – looking both across the whole 
economy and specifically in relation to the low carbon environmental goods and 
service sector (LCEGS), including drawing on the work already presented in the 
Council’s Net Zero Action Plan (NZAP) and the WM2041 five year plan. This will 
highlight areas of good practice and areas in need of support and improvement. 
This tranche will also consider how to build net zero into place making and the 
‘future of the high street’ agenda.  



 People: after reviewing existing strategies, plans and underpinning secondary 
data and evidence the research will explore the extent to which local workforce 
skills are aligned with the current and future needs of businesses. This phase will 
also consider other dimensions of inclusivity and inclusion – including in relation 
to worklessness (particularly in the north and west of the Borough).  

3.6 The first phase of the commission has confirmed that as a local economy, Solihull is 
not currently facing a ‘burning platform’. On most key indicators, it performs strongly – 
certainly in relation to regional benchmarks and often also on national ones. 

3.7 The key characteristics of Solihull’s economy (both strengths and weaknesses) – and 
its future facing challenges and opportunities – however need to be understood in the 
fast-changing and uncertain context.  While national policy emphasis remains on 
skills, innovation and infrastructure, Build Back Better (March 2021) also recognised 
that economic growth needed to achieve broader outcomes, especially with regards to 
levelling up the whole of the UK; supporting a transition to Net Zero; and supporting a 
vision for Global Britain. 

3.8 Recognising these trends and based on a review of the existing evidence base and 
the scoping consultations with stakeholders, the following themes, set out in table 1, 
have been identified. 

Table 1: Solihull’s local economy in 2022:  Summary analysis of strengths, weaknesses, 

opportunities and threats 

 S W O T 

Solihull has substantial locational advantages, and plans for the HS2 interchange station 

will improve its national and international connectivity further 

    

Logistics and distribution are major sectors in Solihull.  With easy access to the West 

Midlands conurbation and to much of the rest of the UK, the sector is buoyant currently.  

Yet the requirement is for large sites with low employment densities.  In a borough with 

significant Green Belt and limited employment land supply, the opportunity that exists to 

attract further investment is double-edged. 

    

Arden Cross is of national significance (in terms of scale and access); in some respects, 

its natural comparator is Old Oak Common (in west London).  Plans for Arden Cross 

continue to make reference to a major innovation hub with a focus on health and life 

sciences, potentially creating major opportunities for Solihull if this ambition can be 

realised.  Significant new housing development is also associated with Arden Cross.  This 

will bring new residents to Solihull and it ought to present a significant economic stimulus 

whilst – at least potentially – creating some challenges in relation to community coherence 

and cohesion. 

    

Solihull is home to major advanced engineering businesses in automotive and 

aerospace.  JLR and Rolls Royce (Birmingham Business Park) are key players.  Both 

appear to be embracing Net Zero in a meaningful way and using it to effect radical 

innovation (including in relation to electric vehicles, linking closely to one of the Grand 

Challenges from the Industrial Strategy White Paper).  Although there are risks looking 

ahead (which need to be properly understood in local economic development terms), the 

inference is that Solihull is at the heart of an ‘industrial revolution’ which could shape the 

trajectory of future industrial growth. 

    



 S W O T 

Solihull’s existing infrastructure to support innovation is weak.  Within its boundaries, it 

has no higher education institution and there is no specialist innovation provision.  Insofar 

as JLR/Rolls Royce acts as anchor institution then there may be a private sector 

substitute, but the basic infrastructure for innovation is relatively under-developed, 

certainly as compared to knowledge economies elsewhere. 

    

The NEC and Birmingham International Airport were affected substantially by the 

pandemic but both are now reported to be very busy.  Both are major local employers – 

and both provide scope for entry level jobs, if these can be linked to the people who need 

them.  Moreover both are linked fundamentally with Solihull’s international gateway 

function in relation to the wider English Midlands 

    

There are jobs in Solihull which need filling – and people in Solihull who need jobs.  

However there is a major disconnect between the two.  Issues of access are very 

problematic.  There is a transport angle to this but also an employability/skills dimension. 

    

Solihull is very diverse in terms of its socio-economic profile.  It has pockets of real 

affluence.  Equally though, some parts of the borough – particularly North Solihull – 

are characterised by acute socio-economic exclusion and disadvantage.   

    

 

3.9 The findings of this phase will be presented in a baseline report.  This report will 
explore the links between business and economic growth, including innovation and 
productivity, inclusive growth and net zero. 

3.10 Phase 2: Future facing opportunities and options: within the scenarios, attention 
will be paid to the possibilities linked to HS2 and developments at UK Central Hub but 
will also look more broadly.  The following questions will be addressed in this phase: 

 In the context of a local economy which has been defined around movement (by 
air, road and (increasingly) rail), what have been the lessons of the last two years, 
particularly on hybrid and remote working and how could they shape the 
Borough’s economic future, particularly given imperatives linked to net zero?  

 how might commitments to – for example – ‘jet zero’ affect local prospects and 
priorities? 

 In the context of a growing affordability/cost of living crisis, how can Solihull’s 
economic engine be directed towards more equitable and inclusive outcomes?  

3.11 Two stakeholders’ workshops have been organised in June and July, with the same 
stakeholders attending each one. Discussions at the workshop will cover what is 
capable of being influenced and where the principal levers lie; and how elements of 
the circular economy could be designed into the Economic Strategy to make sure the 
benefits of growth are retained locally. 

3.12 The first workshop will consider four scenarios as set out below. Before moving on to 
consider under each of the four scenarios for Solihull’s future economy, what needs to 
be done to mitigate/manage the surrounding risks?  Including how should we (a) 
harness opportunities and (b) anticipate and prevent major problems? 

 



Figure 1: Scenarios for the future economy of Solihull 

 

3.13 In between the workshops a strategy storyboard will be drawn up.   It will seek to 
consider:  

 how UK Central Hub can deliver real benefits, including through construction; 

 how Solihull defines a national economic role; 

 how North Solihull in particular sees its share of the benefits; 

 how all people within the Borough can properly participate in an inclusive growth 
journey; and 

 how net zero can be a real growth driver given the structure (including sectoral 
make-up), character and prospects of the local economy.  

3.14 The strategy storyboard will be debated at the second workshop, with both sessions 
being used to develop detail, including in relation to issues linked to resourcing and 
delivery. 

3.15 Phase 3: An Economic Strategy for Solihull: following the workshops the draft 
strategy and action plan will be worked up.  This will comprise an assessment of the 
Solihull economy and the challenges and opportunities that surround it; a statement of 
vision and overarching priorities; a set of activities to deliver the strategy; and a 
statement around governance, monitoring and evaluation. Once signed off the action 
plan can begin to move to implementation, with the Council working closely with 
partners. 

 



4. Reasons for recommending preferred option 

4.1 The new strategy will allow a whole-borough approach to be taken to economic 
development, with inclusive growth and carbon reduction being fully integrated.  

5. Implications and Considerations 

5.1 State how the proposals in this report contribute to the priorities in the Council Plan: 

Priority: Contribution: 

People and Communities: 

1. Improving outcomes for children and 
young people in Solihull. 

2. Good quality, responsive, and dignified 
care and support for Adults in Solihull 
when they need it. 

3. Take action to improve life chances and 
health outcomes in our most 
disadvantaged communities. 

4. Enable communities to thrive. 

Reflecting the Council Plan, inclusive 
growth will be an organising principle of the 
strategy 

Economy: 

5. Develop and promote the borough’s 
economy, with a focus on revitalising 
our town and local centres. 

6. Maximising the opportunities of UK 
Central and HS2. 

7. Increase the supply of affordable and 
social housing that is environmentally 
sustainable. 

The strategy will set out how the Borough 
can deliver sustainable economic growth, 
with inclusive growth and decarbonisation 
being integral to the strategy. 

It is expected that place-based initiatives 
relating to the town centre and UKC will 
feature prominently in the completed 
strategy. 

Action to retain and enhance the vibrancy of 
town and local centres will form a central 
part of the strategy. 

 

Environment: 

8. Enhance our natural environment, 
improve air quality and reduce net 
carbon emissions. 

The strategy will aim to secure sustainable 
growth in the borough, so that while 
economic growth will be pursued any 
activity will be undertaken in accordance 
with the Net Zero Action Plan. 

9. Promote employee wellbeing N/A 

5.2 Consultation and Scrutiny: 

5.2.1 At November’s meeting of the Scrutiny Board a paper was presented setting out the 
proposed approach to developing the strategy.   At that session Members raised a 
number of issues that are being addressed through the strategy, including the need 
for Solihull residents to be able to access the jobs that are being generated in the 

https://www.solihull.gov.uk/About-the-Council/The-Council-plan


Borough, the need to align the strategy’s objectives with the health inequalities action 
plan and acknowledging the green economy can be a significant source of high value 
employment and economic growth, as well as making sure the final strategy was 
accessible to residents and could serve to fuel and inform the aspirations of young 
people. 

5.2.2 Members advised that robust monitoring, including the development of a scorecard – 
including a clear set of performance indicators - should be incorporated into the 
delivery of the strategy to both maintain a focus realisation of the strategy’s objectives 
and to provide a mechanism to allow the strategy to respond to changing national and 
international economic conditions. 

5.2.3 The Economic Development and Managed Growth Scrutiny Board is asked to 
consider if it would like to add consideration of the draft strategy to its work 
programme. 

5.3 Financial implications: 

5.3.1 Costs of preparing the strategy are being met from existing budgets. Any resource 
issues relating to delivery will be considered as the strategy is developed. 

5.4 Legal implications: 

5.4.1 None directly arising from this report 

5.5 Risk implications, including Risk Appetite: 

5.5.1 The primary risk will be a lack of buy-in from stakeholders. While the strategy will set 
out the Council’s ambitions for economic growth, the action plan will rely on a range of 
actors for implementation. The methodology allows for the close involvement of 
partners throughout the production of the strategy which can mitigate the impact of 
this risk. 

5.6 Equality implications: 

5.6.1 Reducing inequality is at the heart of inclusive growth. The monitoring of the strategy’s 
implementation will explicitly address how the benefits of growth are shared across 
the Borough’s residents and communities. 

5.7 Linkages to our work with the West Midlands Combined Authority (WMCA), Local 
Enterprise Partnership or the Birmingham & Solihull Integrated Care System (ICS): 

5.7.1 The new economic strategy will complement the economic development strategies 
and activities of the Combined Authority and the Local Enterprise Partnership – 
including the Growth Hub.  It is expected that the CA and LEP will be identified in the 
action plan as partners with important parts to play in realising the objectives of the 
new economic strategy. 

6. List of appendices referred to 

6.1 None. 



7. Background papers used to compile this report 

7.1 None. 

8. List of other relevant documents 

8.1 None. 


