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At the beginning of the Labour Leadership campaign, I made a keynote speech 

on business and the economy and said very clearly that too many businesses have 

looked at the Labour Party in recent years and not seen a Party that understood 

their challenges or was on their side. I am determined to change that, to be a 

pro-business party once again. Successful businesses and their employees are the 

engines of growth, pay for our public services and are the innovative heart of our 

economy. Government, businesses and unions working together through an active 

strategy to champion business, jobs and growth is a path to what I believe our Party 

is for: to help everyone get on in life. We must therefore provide a clear, positive 

vision of how we will embrace business once again.

For this reason, at the start of my campaign I made sure that my team had a 

dedicated business unit that would engage proactively with businesses and their 

representative bodies. I made two major speeches that emphasised the importance 

of business and I have been working with a panel of business leaders, ensuring 

that the views of the business community are at the heart of my vision. A vibrant 

economy that brings about high-skilled and high-paid jobs must be delivered by a 

Party with an inclusive approach.

I am determined that as Leader of the Labour Party we will continue to listen 

closely to what businesses have to say and to support them, from large 

corporations to entrepreneurs and self-employed people starting out and I will 

make sure that the panel continues its work in the longer term. I have asked the 

business panel to produce this interim report, setting out the views of the business 

community on how the Party rebuilds its relationship with the private sector and 

works with businesses on a range of major issues important to the future of our 

country. After all, to deliver my vision we need a growing economy and businesses 

are its beating heart.

I am grateful for the panel’s work and commend this report as a step towards a 

better relationship between the Labour Party and the business community.

Introduction

Andy Burnham MP, Labour Party Leader Candidate
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It has been a privilege to co-chair the business advisory panel throughout Andy’s 

campaign. Populated by inspiring women and men from different sectors, business 

sizes and from different locations the panel has worked tirelessly alongside Andy 

and me to have a sound business view at the heart of Andy’s vision.

As a country we need to build a resilient economy, a new economy built on stable 

finances, embracing and supporting green jobs and a tech revolution, with a 

fundamental shift in the skills of employees and self-employed people and with 

infrastructure fit for the 21st Century. Andy has said that this cannot be done 

without a true partnership with business and the unions, creating a thriving high-

skilled and high-wage economy.

Part of this process is listening to the views of the full range of businesses who will 

help the country to move toward that better vision. The panel has helped us to 

commence this work and I am grateful for what they have done, summarised in this 

report.

We will not be able to give the millions of people depending on us the government 

they deserve unless we once again have a credible message on the economy and 

business. With the work carried out during this campaign by the panel, we have 

started along that path and I look forward to continuing to work together to 2020 

and beyond. 

Rachel Reeves MP, Panel Chair
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The Labour Party needs to be a serious partner of business again. Business people, 

whether working for major corporations or SMEs, running their own small business 

or self-employed, up and down the country share the Party’s values and the Party 

needs to show once more that it values their contribution.

We welcomed Andy’s move to establish the business panel and have been 

impressed at how he has listened to the views of the business community 

throughout his campaign. This has not been in conflict with other views, but as a 

partnership built on trust. We are confident that as Leader of the Party he will be a 

positive force in changing how we work with businesses.

We have had the benefit of working with Rachel Reeves as co-chair throughout 

the extent of our work. She has a detailed understanding of the needs of business, 

huge economic expertise and is widely respected in the private sector. The panel is 

grateful for Rachel’s stewardship.

This report summarises the work that the business panel has done alongside the 

Business Unit in Andy’s campaign team. This work means that Andy has proactively 

listened to numerous individual businesses of all shapes and sizes, representative 

bodies such as the FSB, IoD, Chamber, CBI, FPB and the National Enterprise 

Network, people who are self-employed, female entrepreneurs, FTSE100 

organisations and small businesses in the creative and tech industries among many 

others. These discussions have been collected together and distilled by the panel 

into this interim report.

We call this an interim report recognising that we established the panel to be a 

regular fixture, to help the Labour Party listen and respond to the views of the 

business community. This also is a recognition that there is much broader and 

deeper work required to bring the ideas and vision articulated in this report to 

complete policies. We are confident that under Andy’s leadership, this principle will 

continue in an inclusive way.

Shabir Randeree CBE, Panel Co-Chair               Graham Cole CBE, HonLLD, Panel Co-Chair 
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The Business Advisory Panel
The panel, led by Rachel Reeves MP, is part of a genuine change in how Andy seeks 

to alter the Labour Party’s relationship with the business community. The panel has 

a revolving membership and is made up of people from a range of sectors, business 

sizes, geographical locations and specialisms. The current membership is:

Rachel Reeves MP, chair

Graham Cole CBE HonLLD, Former Chair of AgustaWestland, panel co-chair

Shabir Randeree CBE, Chair of DCD Group, panel co-chair

Rajesh Agrawal, Founder, Chair and Chief Executive of RationalFX and XendPay

Bill Thomas, former Senior VP of Hewlett Packard, Labour Small Business Taskforce 

author

Sue Woodward OBE, Founder of Sharp and Space Projects

Angie Robinson, Chief Executive of Manchester Central

Richard Wyatt, Venture Capitalist

Angela Maxwell, Founder of Acuwomen

Nigel Foster, Director of Fore Consulting

Ann Limb OBE, Executive Chair of BriteYellow 

Kate Willard, Chair of Atlantic Gateway

Andrew Bentley, Founder Saffron Digital, former CEO of Electrolux, EMI

Tony Roulstone, Nuclear Engineering consultant, former Director of Rolls Royce

Chris Swale, Central Europe Head of Investment Banking

Each member of the panel believes that the values of the Labour Party are 

embraced by many in the business community and that the Party can appeal to and 

represent a broad range of people. If we are to be a party of government, we will 

need to appeal to and work constructively with a broad business community and in 

partnership with unions. 

Without thriving businesses and unions we would not be able to create the wealth 

that pays for our modern society and bring about the vision for a new economy that 

is at the heart of Andy’s leadership.

There are fundamental changes that are needed in our relationship with the 

business community and there are a host of challenges and opportunities facing 

businesses that the Labour Party can lead on. The first part of this report sets 

out recommendations for how the Party can change. This report then sets out a 

series of further recommendations on how Labour can address the challenges and 

opportunities businesses in the UK. 
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The relationship between the 
Labour Party and business
From active conversations with a wide range of businesses and their representative 

bodies, it is clear that a big change is needed in the way that the Party engages with 

business. This is fundamentally linked to our credibility with voters and how much 

we are trusted as stewards of the economy.

From a business perspective, there also needs to be clear separation between 

engaging business for policy, expertise and advice and engaging with the purpose 

of fundraising. The lines have for far too long been blurred and this is off-putting to 

a business audience.

There are a range of actions that the panel would recommend to transform our 

relationship with the business community.

Candidates

• Encourage more people with a business background and expertise to become 

Labour Parliamentary Candidates.

• Work with Labour Finance and Industry Group to develop a programme to put 

this into action.

Shadow Cabinet business mentoring scheme

• Every member of the new Shadow Cabinet, and subsequent Cabinets, should be 

mentored by a different British business.

• The mentoring programme will give Shadow Cabinet members insight into 

business, running organisations and retain a crucial link to the challenges faced 

by British industry.

• The programme should be apolitical and give a balanced and realistic view of 

business and, to lead by example, Andy should be the first to participate.
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Local business engagement

• This is separate to fundraising.

• Every member of the Parliamentary Labour Party (PLP) should forge 

relationships with businesses of every size and type in their constituencies 

through a range of initiatives, learning from best practice in the Party and 

elsewhere:

 ◦ Conducting business surveys to understand views and start conversation

 ◦ Establishing area business clubs

 ◦ Hosting MP business awards

 ◦ Running careers fairs in every Labour constituency

• Running independent trader competitions, with a range of categories and to 

celebrate local businesses

• Speaking at business group events: Chamber of Commerce, FSB, IoD, CBI and 

others

• Hosting UKTI and other similar events

• Establish a way for the PLP to share their best practice and make business 

engagement part of the PLP induction process.

• Enable candidates to reach out to local businesses too, starting that relationship 

early.

• Establish non-partisan commissions with the purpose of growing local 

economies.

Aligning with emerging sectors

• While never neglecting our roots, Labour can be the champion of new 

and exciting industries that can benefit from political representation and 

understanding: tech, green, creative, micro-businesses, fintech, the sharing 

economy and countless others.

• We have lost ground here and existing groups, including LFIG, Labour In The 

City, White Heat and Labour Digital, Labour People and others will help the 

Party to regain the initiative.

Reset our relationship with business at a national level

• Address the feeling from major business groups that we have actively 

turned down opportunities to engage with them and their membership. This 

contributed to voters perceiving a vote for Labour as a risk to their personal 

circumstances.
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Major challenges and 
opportunities for business 
in the UK
The Party needs to grapple with some big challenges facing businesses of all sizes 

and work to help businesses grasp the opportunities available to them. Andy has 

set out his vision on this in two major speeches, on business at the start of his 

campaign and on a vision for a new economy, including the five principles below.

A sustainable economy must be based on balanced and stable public finances - ensuring 

growth is able to contribute to sounder finances.

A true partnership between national, regional and local government, with business and 

unions – working with businesses of all shapes and sizes and the unions, not picking 

fights with either but working constructively with both.

A pro-growth re-balancing of business taxation – establishing a comprehensive review 

to ensure business taxes never strangle firms that are starting out and trying to 

grow and retaining the most competitive corporation tax in the G7.

Empower our workforce as a high-skilled, high-paid engine of our economy - addressing 

the skills gaps in our economy, with a radical new vision for parity between 

university and technical education.

Delivery of world-class infrastructure as an integral part of our economic strategy - 

addressing Westminster’s failures from rail, to airport capacity to broadband and 

housing.

The panel fully supports the big ideas articulated in those speeches and the 

five principles. There are a number of areas where we have set out further 

recommendations and these are outlined below.
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Productivity

We have a productivity problem. By some measurements, we are a fifth less 

productive than the rest of the G7 average and a huge 40% behind the U.S.

Future prosperity and well-paying jobs depends on improving national productivity 

across the board, both private and public sectors– which has lagged for many years

Ambitious growth firms embrace best practice as their means of competing – 

Government has a role in stimulating by supporting national best practice centres 

e.g. Warwick and Sheffield in manufacturing.

Our major international competitors take an active role in investing in their 

industries and ideas. The Labour Party champions the same approach and is not 

afraid to actively invest in emerging industries, much as the US did with GPS or the 

internet.

There is a fundamental failure to fund small high growth businesses which is 

holding them and the UK back. We need a step change to support these companies 

and a model of regional lending banks ought to be encouraged.

The government is failing firms of all sizes who wish to export and improve 

productivity this way. We should adopt the recommendations of the Cole 

Commission, including a single point of contact for SMEs wishing to export and a 

bigger role for the UK Chamber of Commerce in assisting firms who want to export.

Infrastructure

Almost every conversation with a business, particularly those in high growth sectors 

and cutting edge industries, eventually brings up a common stumbling block – 

infrastructure.

There is a huge chance to unlock growth for the entire country and make life easier 

for our workforce with a serious commitment to improving the UK’s infrastructure

Funding infrastructure development is complex and costly but the rewards for the 

UK and its citizens will be huge.

Infrastructure cuts across many aspects of what makes the country function and 

grow: road, rail, airport capacity, broadband, renewable energy.
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On housing, every successive government claims to set out to build hundreds of 

thousands of new homes and never delivers. This is failing hundreds of thousands 

of people, right now and could be a major boost to UK plc if this building 

programme was unleashed.

The panel supports Andy’s policy of allowing local government the freedom to 

borrow without arbitrary caps in order to build more homes that people can afford 

while benefitting the UK construction industry and its millions of employees. 

People feel aggrieved by the current Government’s broken promises on 

infrastructure needed by businesses in the short and medium term and want to see 

action.

Improving infrastructure is essential to the regions around the country. Businesses 

from those regions, whether the north east or south west, often look at the 

infrastructure improvements constantly made in the capital and hope that as 

much focus can be brought to their area to assist businesses, and also the wider 

population.

Audited public spending which ensures infrastructure is properly resourced 

alongside a National Infrastructure Commission will make sure we deliver the 

infrastructure that is so badly needed.

Devolved powers to local authorities, who will work in partnership with local 

businesses to identify what’s needed, will put them in the driving seat on delivering 

what works.

The Davies Commission has published its findings on a third runway. A Labour 

government should implement the recommendations in a responsible way and 

build the infrastructure that hundreds of thousands of businesses have called for.

Business Taxation

A balanced business tax system that encourages growth and supports all businesses 

will help to fund the modern society that forms Andy’s vision.

We have moved away from a positive debate on tax over the years and the 

language most associated with Labour is that associated with punishing businesses. 

This must change.
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Tax evasion is unfair to all the British businesses who pay their taxes and those who 

choose to break the rules and evade should be dealt with firmly.

A credible message that speaks to all types and sizes of business and rebalances tax 

in a fair way is essential.

We cannot strangle small companies just as they begin to grow, the self-employed 

as they create innovative businesses, nor can we deter true investment in the UK by 

major firms creating hundreds or thousands of jobs. Tax is fundamental to this.

Tax should be a stimulus for growth and prosperity with a sensible and simple 

system of incentives on, for example, taking on apprentices and investing in R&D.

Business rates are a consistent drag on businesses, of all sizes, and seen as an 

outmoded, unfair and disproportionate cost. The system needs scrapping or a 

complete overhaul.

A far-reaching commission on taxation is required to relieve the burden on growing 

businesses while retaining the most competitive G7 corporation tax rate and 

fostering wealth creation that can truly strengthen our economy. Businesses of 

all types and sizes complain about how complex our system is and if we are to 

encourage growth to fund our economic vision, removing some of the burden of 

complexity must form part of the commission. The panel supports Andy’s call for 

this examination of business taxation as part of his wide-ranging Beveridge-style 

commission.

Europe

The vast majority of businesses engaged throughout this campaign and myriad 

surveys from organisations such as the CBI and British Chambers of Commerce 

show that a Brexit and associated uncertainty is bad for business. Europe is our 

largest market by far.

Businesses face market instability from a protracted referendum campaign but also 

face the threat of being side-lined in a closer integrated Europe.

Our export market is heavily reliant on Europe and creates thousands of jobs here 

in the UK. Europe can unlock finance for growth, investment from the European 

Investment Bank and fund major R&D and innovation in areas such as the digital 

economy. We should be an active part of a reformed Europe that works better for 

British businesses and better for our employees and builds on the benefits that 

have already accrued.
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Labour will be on the side of British business and our workforce when campaigning 

for staying in a reformed Europe and there’s no room for equivocation. We must 

champion the contribution that British businesses and their employees make and 

energetically push for staying within a reformed Europe as soon as the leadership 

election concludes.

Our campaign must be distinct from the Conservatives’ and offer a positive 

vision to the British public, working closely but not exclusively with the business 

community.

Our Shadow Minister for Europe, and Minister in government, should work closely 

with business to articulate the benefits to our workforce and wider country of EU 

membership.

Skills

British businesses suffer from a national skills shortage. From engineering to digital, 

we lag behind our international competitors and do not fulfil the potential that 

exists. The CBI has said that the skills shortage is the biggest threat to the UK’s 

competitiveness.

The Labour Party has carried out some substantial work on the skills agenda and 

this should be taken into consideration in future reviews.

The Labour Party has lagged behind the debate in recent times, particularly 

with regard to the skills required for a future economy, the digital economy and 

transformative phenomena such as the internet of things and big data. We need to 

give people in these industries the confidence that they can succeed with a skilled 

workforce under a Labour government. 

Businesses are enthusiastic about being involved in the skills agenda, with many 

examples across the country, from large corporations like Microsoft to tech and 

creative hubs such as the Sharp Project in Manchester, of businesses establishing 

voluntary schemes to inspire young people and work with schools, further and 

higher education. The Party will work with successful schemes like these to develop 

policy as part of Andy’s focus on skills.

People of all ages can be inspired by teachers but teachers in turn need to be 

inspired to teach the skills required. With an active partnership with business at 

local, regional and national levels we can train teachers and inspire pupils with 
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serious skills useful for a business career.

The entrepreneurial spirit needs to be encouraged from a young age and the 

practical skills for starting a business taught in schools. This would encourage young 

people to think early and seriously about starting a business as a post-education 

option.

Where the Conservative Party talks about numbers of apprentices, what really 

matters to the future of businesses and the people that run them or work in them 

is the quality of the technical education, equipping people with the right skills, and 

to what extent businesses have had an input in identifying what skills are required 

locally and nationally. We should encourage partnership working with LEPs, 

Chambers and other business groups as part of the devolution agenda on skills to 

ensure people are equipped with skills that give them a real prospect of a great 

career.

A higher-pay economy

Business leaders value their employees and care about their prospects. This 

includes the rates of pay that they earn, with most businesses and business groups 

that the panel has engaged showing a determination to pay employees more when 

possible and justified.

Helping UK businesses to improve productivity, taking a pro-growth agenda and 

having a skilled workforce will create an environment which will support a real living 

wage for all ages.

It is right to move toward a higher wage, higher skilled economy and it is essential 

to make sure the business and union communities are active partners in this and the 

policy creation process. They must continue to be involved.

It is the case that the majority of British Chamber of Commerce businesses already 

pay the living wage as do over half of FSB members. A partnership approach with 

business on introducing the true living wage will be essential.

With a higher wage economy, the tax credits bill will be reduced with many families 

better off, not worse off. 
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Small businesses, entrepreneurs and the self-employed

The panel welcomes Andy’s call for Labour to be the party of the self-employed 

and for every policy to be considered for its impact on the self-employed. Self-

employment is a rapidly growing part of our economy but there is a tendency for 

government to ignore their contribution due to the perceived limited impact it has 

on employment figures. Remarkably, the Conservative’s post-budget productivity 

report did not mention the self-employed once.

The panel has benefitted enormously from the advice and expertise of people 

such as Terry Owens, InBiz founder and advisor to the Labour Party on pioneering 

programmes for the self-employed under the New Deal programme and Bill 

Thomas, who alongside the late Nigel Doughty produced Labour’s 2013 Small 

Business Taskforce.

The current government’s reform to Tax Credits hits people who are self-employed 

hard. This can drive the entrepreneurs and employers of the future out of business 

before they’re given a chance. Combined with this is the current government’s 

failed Work Programme and inadequate support for those setting up their own 

business.

Government, at all levels, but also the Labour Party in opposition has a duty to 

ensure small businesses are able to bid for supplying goods and services. Changing 

procurement practices is therefore something to which the Party should commit.

A consistent message from the self-employed, small and medium sized businesses 

is that late payments from suppliers put the success of their businesses at risk and 

jeopardises investment plans. Some large businesses, including Tesco, are finally 

alive to this and have changed their payment terms to dramatically reduce the time 

for payment to smaller businesses. The Party should commit in policy to tackle late 

payments and learn from the work done by Debbie Abrahams MP as well as our 

previous Small Business Taskforce in this area.

We should be brave and encourage more self-employed start-ups with tailored, 

sensible advice, working with institutions such as LEPs, Chambers and local 

authorities.

As highlighted earlier in this report, an issue that the panel encounters in our 

own careers but also in almost every discussion with other business people is 

the difficulty accessing finance. From ill-conceived repayment terms for creative 
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and tech start-ups from Regional Growth Funds, to high street banks that do not 

understand SME-financing, a lack of finance contributes to the fact that British 

SMEs lag far behind our European neighbours in productivity levels. A sound plan 

to reform self-employed and SME access to finance would help to unlock future 

innovation and job creation.

A more diverse lending sector and a stronger British Investment Bank will address 

many of the longer term structural problems with SMEs and the self-employed 

accessing finance to power growth.

Beyond finance, innovation in SMEs is also hampered by the Treasury controlling 

80% of Government’s support for R&D. A clear, unified R&D strategy that looks to 

encourage SME growth and innovation should be put in place.

There is also a specific need for government to take action on the factors that hold 

back women in business and Andy discussed these during a roundtable discussion 

with female entrepreneurs during the campaign. Ideas raised include more flexible 

support for those starting businesses, a defence of tax credits that support those 

with children trying to start out as self-employed, and the need for action on 

childcare and shared parental leave.

Devolution

Andy has set out a strong position on devolution and handing big powers to local 

authorities and encouraging bottom-up decision-making. The panel fully supports 

this approach and believes that devolving power can help communities to foster 

innovation and work positively with their local business community for the good of 

society.

Labour can have a better vision for the regions of this country and one that people 

can believe will be delivered, after broken promises from the current government. 

This will involve a positive partnership with institutions such as LEPs and groups 

such as Chambers of Commerce, regional CBI bodies, FSB branches and others.

Devolution touches upon many of the issues outlined above and local communities, 

including businesses, should have a partnership approach with local government 

to bring forward infrastructure improvements, housing and identify skills gaps and 

how to overcome them.
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Sustainability and the green economy

Andy has rightly criticised the current government’s rolling back of support for 

green business and renewable energy and called for a green economy to be central 

to the Labour Party’s economic vision.

Green technology creates high-skilled and high-paid jobs, encourages innovation 

and tackles the biggest threat to our future, climate change, at the same time. An 

activist strategy toward industry and business must embrace green technology and 

sustainability.

A stronger Green Investment Bank would support this industry’s growth as would 

a stable environment for investors to support; not one where, for example, the 

climate change levy is suddenly and bafflingly applied to energy from renewable 

sources as has happened under the current government.

Companies in the private sector need to be confident that the government will 

be consistent in their support of green businesses and have a stable investment 

environment. Building on Andy’s stance so far, the Labour Party should be clear that 

its active business strategy will have the green economy at its heart and set this out 

very clearly at an early stage.



Conclusion
The panel believes that Andy has set out a compelling vision and a credible set of 

policies to inspire voters and he has done so in a way that has been inclusive and 

shown real leadership. We hope that the work done across the very short period 

a campaign necessitates will provide a sound footing upon which to build a vision 

that voters in 2020 will put their confidence in. The Party can win back those 

millions of people and businesses that share our values but who were not sure a 

vote for Labour was their best option in May 2015 or May 2010.

The business advisory panel stands ready to support the Labour Party, Andy and 

Rachel as we approach the next general election and this interim report should 

serve as a step toward rebuilding our credibility with voters.

We hope that the further observations and recommendations contained in this 

report will help to provide background for future policy work by the Labour Party, 

continuing in an inclusive fashion, and will be part of a winning strategy for the 

election in 2020 under an Andy leadership.
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