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The West Midlands has been hit hard by David Cameron’s long recession and 
cost of living crisis. Yet our region has great strengths: a proud culture of trade 
and industry, world beating businesses, a place at the cross-roads of Britain, 
room for companies to expand, and local leadership that wants to make the 
West Midlands a great place to invest and grow. 

Labour local authorities across the region are already leading the way, creating 
the conditions for economic success. A Labour government would bring back 
Regional Ministers, to help drive through the decisions we need for the West 
Midlands. We also need strong Labour MEPs fighting the corner for us in 
Europe. 

This document sets out: 

•	 A picture of our region, our economy and the impact of Tory Lib Dem 
government. 

•	 The opportunity for the West Midlands: to become a knowledge and 
skills driven, export-focused economy, with particular strength in 
advanced manufacturing. 

•	 Labour’s plan for driving faster growth, shared prosperity, better paid 
jobs, action for unemployed people, new infrastructure, and real support 
for our businesses. 

It’s a plan for how we earn our way back to shared prosperity: by boosting 
education, innovation, enterprise and infrastructure. 

European and Economic Sub Committee
West Midlands Labour Regional Board



A. The long recession and cost of living crisis has hit our region hard

We need more prosperity in the West Midlands.  Economic output per person is lower than the 
national average, and wages are lower too. The government’s slow road to recovery has held 
back business growth, whilst prices have risen much faster than incomes. 
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Data are for residence-based GVA , where income of commuters are allocated to where they 
live rather than their place of work.

GDP per capita is 18% below that of the UK average, at £17,500 in 2012 compared with 
£21,700 for the UK.1 Wages were seven percent lower than the UK average in 2013. 
Meanwhile increases in take home pay have been eaten up by inflation: real wages fell more 
than five percent between 2010 and 2013, an average of £30 per person per week. 

Employment in the West Midlands was hit particularly hard by the long recession, and 
unemployment at 8.1% is still significantly higher than the national average of 7.1%. Almost 
a quarter of a million people (222,000) were unemployed in the West Midlands at the end of 
2013. 

Unemployment rate
Seasonally adjusted

The unemployment ra te  is  the proportion of ec onomic a lly a c tive  popula tion who a re  unemployed.
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1  ONS, Regional Gross Value Added (Income Approach), December 2013, 11 Dec 2013, table 1.5

http://www.ons.gov.uk/ons/rel/regional-accounts/regional-gross-value-added--income-approach-/december-2013/index.html


Youth unemployment in the West Midlands is particularly high, with one in four young 
people unable to secure a job: the unemployment rate for 16-24 year olds was 22.4% 
at the end of 20132. This was three times the rate for older people and higher than the 
national unemployment rate for young people of 19.9%. 

Being out of work, especially when young, is both a huge waste of potential and a 
terrible experience for those who are affected. Yet we know that many employers in the 
region report great difficulty in recruiting the staff they need to grow. There are tens of 
thousands of vacancies in the West Midlands for good jobs, and companies are being held 
back because of skills shortages. 

We have to do more to equip people with the skills that employers need, as well as creating 
a better environment in which companies can invest and grow to create more jobs. This is 
why our economic plan is a plan for skills, business growth and jobs.

2  Regional Labour Market Statistics, table X01



B. The challenge: earning our way back to prosperity 

If we’re to earn our way back to prosperity, then we need to back our innovators and 
entrepreneurs and invest in the skills and infrastructure we need as a region. We have 
to help businesses and the economy flourish, creating wealth so it reaches all our 
communities. 

The West Midlands has an historic opportunity that we must grasp: to make our 
region a global hub for manufacturing with a critical mass of skills, capacity for 
innovation, and the best environment for investment. 

•	 The manufacturing boom, led by large companies like Jaguar Land Rover, includes 
an increasingly dynamic and diverse supply chain of small and medium sized 
businesses across the region – many involved in advanced manufacturing in global 
markets.  

•	 A surge in exports, with the region now leading the country, and with a positive 
balance of trade with China. 

•	 Faster growth in inward investment than the rest of the country. The once in a 
century investment opportunity of HS2 provides the foundation for renewing 
transport infrastructure across the region.

These wins took work: careful strategic planning and government support both local and 
national. Labour local authorities across the region are leading the way with ambitious 
redevelopment programmes, investment in transport and support for local businesses, and 
a focus on skills and employment. 

Labour authorities are kick-starting economic growth and supporting their local businesses. 
For example, the massive redevelopment of Birmingham with its City Centre Enterprise 
Zone and £128m investment plan will deliver 600,000 sq. metres of floorspace and 20,000 
jobs, and the six city Economic Zones have the potential to attract £1.5bn of investment 
and create over 50,000 new jobs. 

Now we need strong Labour MEPs in Europe to help us tackle big challenges ahead.  

1. We cannot afford to continue seeing the potential of young people wasted and 
businesses held back by skills shortages. So we should focus hard on making sure 
all young people gain the skills they need for secure and skilled employment.

2. SMEs are creating jobs five times faster than big business. So we should be taking 
steps to foster enterprise and build our export base at the same time as supporting 
the big firms that anchor our regional economy.

3. The best wages are paid in the most innovative sectors, so we should back our 
innovative and dynamic firms. Average pay in ‘knowledge intensive sector’ is a 
massive 40pc higher than the national average (that’s over £160/week). We must 
not compete in a ‘race to the bottom’ with lower wages for low skill jobs. Instead we 
have to win on productivity and competitiveness.

4. Investment flows are booming world wide, so we need to make the West Midlands 
a great place to invest for UK, European, and global businesses. China may invest 
$250BN a year into Europe by 2020 and we need to compete for our share. We also 
want UK companies to come back from the Far East and Eastern Europe, and the 



global supply chain to invest in the region. But to win new investment, we need 
new infrastructure to secure our place at the cross-roads of Britain. 

5. We have to make sure that new prosperity is prosperity that is shared, protecting 
hard-won rights of workers and families. 

The theme that ties all these issues together is making the West Midlands a great 
place to start, grow and invest in a business. Small businesses need an environment 
in which talent, ideas and hard work pay off. Meanwhile large businesses face investment 
decisions that are global: they have to decide whether to invest in Birmingham or 
Bielefeldt, in Coventry or Cologne, in Dudley or Dusseldorf. To win that investment for our 
region, and to back our entrepreneurs and innovators, we need to align policies for skills, 
innovation, enterprise and infrastructure. So what should we do?



C. Action on education, innovation, enterprise and infrastructure

1. Education that matches skills to jobs

A young person who reaches the age of 16 with good qualifications, including good literacy 
and numeracy skills, is on the road to success. By contrast, a young person who reaches 
the age of 19 without the equivalent of five good GCSEs including English and maths faces 
a very difficult and uncertain future. Ensuring all our young people develop these skills is 
crucial to ensuring that future prosperity is shared fairly.

Businesses across the West Midlands are clear they want all young people to have strong 
basic skills, good character, and the willingness to work hard and learn. They need more 
and more of their employees to have advanced skills, both from apprenticeships and 
degrees. 

There are many good and outstanding schools and colleges across the West Midlands. 
However, as Ofsted pointed out in its most recent Annual Report3, children in the West 
Midlands have a lower than average chance of attending a good primary school. This 
is reflected by lower than average attainment by West Midlands children in national 
examinations. So we need to continue driving up the quality of our schools, for example in 
the way that Coventry has done to national recognition over the past 18 months. 

The performance of further education colleges in the region is another priority. At the 
end of August 2013 just 51% of colleges in the West Midlands were judged ‘good’ or 
‘outstanding’ compared to a national figure of 72%. At the moment very few of those who 
lack good literacy and numeracy at the age of 16 gain subsequent qualifications in these 
crucial areas. Ensuring all young people develop good literacy and numeracy is a major part 
of tackling unemployment.

Many young people study for vocational qualifications between the ages of 16 and 19 
that do not match the local skills requirements of businesses, and as a result fail to find 
employment. We must do better than this. Both colleges and employers have roles to play. 
Colleges are the main providers of vocational education. Meanwhile employers both provide 
apprenticeship places and know what skills young people really need. Politicians have a 
crucial leadership role in getting employers and colleges to work together. Local authorities 
can also help employers do more by providing work experience places, mentors for young 
people, and school and college governors.

There are promising signs in relation to apprenticeships. In the 2012/13 academic year 
62,430 people started an apprenticeship in the West Midlands4, 1,960 more than the 
previous academic year, an increase of 3.2%. In the same period, for all of England there 
were 510,200 apprenticeship starts 10,400 less than the previous year, a fall of 2.0%.5 
Other regions, and cities like Leeds, are bringing together businesses, colleges, government 
and councils to create apprenticeship agencies to double apprenticeship numbers. We must 
emulate this in the West Midlands. 

Europe can be a vital source of help in our battle to tackle youth 
unemployment. 
The Youth Guarantee Council Recommendation adopted in April 2013 calls 
for a Youth Guarantee scheme across Europe to ensure that all young people 
under 25 get a good-quality offer of employment, continued education, an 
apprenticeship or a traineeship – backed by €6bn for regions with high youth 
unemployment. 

3  http://www.ofsted.gov.uk/annualreport1213/regions/west-midlands 
4  Based upon the home postcode of the learner
5  Source: BIS Data Service

http://www.ofsted.gov.uk/annualreport1213/regions/west-midlands
http://www.thedataservice.org.uk/Statistics/fe_data_library/Apprenticeships/


2. Science and innovation at the heart of productivity and 
competitiveness

The more of our people who are employed in knowledge intensive industries such as 
advanced manufacturing, the higher our output and wages. But the Royal Society is clear: 
unless we grow smarter, we’ll grow poorer. The global race is a science race and right now, 
Britain risks falling behind as other nations dramatically raise their spending and focus on 
supporting innovation. A future of shared prosperity means we have to develop strength in 
depth in our science base and innovation capability across the region.

Our universities are key assets for the region. Yet today, the West Midlands is not attracting 
our fair share of research spending, weaking our science base. In total, universities in the 
West Midlands received £70 million from this source. This was the second lowest among 
English regions and at 3.6% of their total net income it was the smallest share of income 
of any region. We need Labour politicians advocating at national and European level for our 
share of this vital investment.

UK HE institution research grant and contract income from Research Councils and Royal Societies, 2011/12
£ million net

BBSRC MRC NERC EPSRC ESRC AHRC STFC Other Total
% of total 

income

North East 6 6 4 19 3 2 8 2 50 4.5%
North West 17 16 9 44 10 3 18 3 120 4.6%
Yorkshire & the Humber10 10 14 50 6 3 4 5 103 4.7%
Eastern 16 25 9 46 21 3 11 10 142 5.9%
East Midlands 12 9 4 43 2 3 7 3 84 5.0%
West Midlands 10 10 4 29 5 3 6 3 70 3.6%
London 33 91 12 106 23 9 21 15 310 5.4%
South East 20 50 23 71 19 9 18 13 224 5.9%
South West 10 13 11 34 7 5 2 5 86 5.2%

Scotland 38 58 21 68 9 6 13 10 223 7.9%
Wales 10 7 5 16 8 3 3 1 52 4.1%
Northern Ireland 1 2 1 10 2 1 1 6 23 4.6%

UK 184 299 117 537 115 50 111 75 1,487 5.3%

Biotechnology and Biological 
Sciences Research Council 
(BBSRC)
Medical Research Council 
(MRC)
Natural Environment 
Research Council (NERC)
Engineering and Physical 
Sciences Research Council 
(EPSRC)
Economic and Social Research 
Council (ESRC)
Arts & Humanities Research 
Council (AHRC)
Science & Technology 
Facilities Council (STFC)

Source: HE Finance plus 2011/12, HESA

Our region is nonetheless home to some of the world’s leading universities with great 
strengths in engineering, automotive, low carbon and life science. In addition, many of our 
universities are well connected to the regional economy, e.g. in the way Warwick University 
is connected to the region’s advanced manufacturers by the Warwick Manufacturing Group.

We have two of the seven national ‘Catapult’ centres to support High Value Manufacturing, 
and particular strengths in the transfer of basic research into commercial products. We 
need to build on this and further strengthen the links between universities and business.  
Labour local authorities are already helping facilitate investment in key facilities and 
supporting infrastructure.

Europe can be another vital help in our battle to boost science and innovation 
in our region. The EU’s Horizon 2020 programme provides an €80 billion 
research and innovation funding programme (2014-2020) to boost science 
– and business innovation. It’s designed to help universities, industry – and 
SME’s. We need our MEPs, fighting for our fair share. 



3. Enterprise will create new businesses, ideas and opportunities 

Our entrepreneurs and small business leaders are the job creators and wealth creators 
of tomorrow. Shared prosperity requires a good supply of successful and growing firms. 
Yet public support for small and medium sized business is weak and fragmented, and the 
national Department for Business lacks both a meaningful regional strategy and leadership 
with depth of business experience.6 

Shutting down our highly effective Regional Development Agency, Advantage West 
Midlands, was one of the biggest mistakes the Tory-Lib Dem government made. As a result 
businesses have real difficulty in accessing support with funding, skills, investment and 
trade. Labour believes a US-style Small Business Administration could provide a powerful 
voice for small business in government. Our MPs and MEPs will champion at national and 
European level the policies for small businesses that we in the West Midlands needs.

Lending to businesses was hit hard by the financial crisis of 2008. It has not yet recovered 
and credit markets in the UK remain much more constrained than in either the US or EU. 
The West Midlands suffered somewhat less of a fall in bank lending than other regions, 
but securing finance for growth and innovation remains a significant problem. Collateral 
requirements and stringent lending conditions currently discourage many firms from 
borrowing to fund expansion. Small and medium sized companies – the engine of growth – 
are particularly badly affected by problems with finance. Labour believes we need a British 
Investment Bank, but also regional banks and more effective relationship banking – that 
takes the longer view for businesses – from the existing big banks. 

Labour will make sure the Research Councils, the Technology Strategy Board, the British 
Investment Banks, regional banks and UK Trade and Industry all work together effectively to 
help companies fast track new ideas to global markets. We will build on the Local Economic 
Partnerships to get more out of government schemes to support growth, funding for 
investment, and international exports. 

Europe can provide vital help for our SMEs by helping us boost exports to large 
and fast growing markets like China, Brazil and India. The EU- South Korea and 
EU-Japan Free Trade Agreements have helped massively boost European-Asian 
trade. Now the EU is preparing a new investment agreement with China that 
could unlock billions in trade deals and new investment. We need our MEPs 
backing that plan for West Midlands SMEs. 

4 Infrastructure that connects us with the country and the world

Britain’s infrastructure is under real pressure, from transport and energy to water and 
telecommunications. Yet we lack a long-term approach to renewing the infrastructure on 
which business depends, and public investment has fallen dramatically since 2010. So 
we’ll set up an independent Infrastructure Commission to plan for the long term.7 As well 
as key transport developments, it will also focus on the most important issues with other 
kinds of infrastructure such as energy, water, and telecommunications?

The West Midlands is geographically at the heart of the United Kingdom and its road 
networks. We have new infrastructure like the airport extension coming on line soon. We 
support HS2. Yet to take advantage of its position we need constantly to improve fast and 
reliable transport links with markets and suppliers. 

Europe can be a vital help to us in boosting our infrastructure. The West 
Midlands region will benefit from over £765 million EU European regional 
development funding with the budget for transport infrastructure doubling. 

6  http://andrewadonis.com/2013/07/09/a-smarter-bis/ 
7  http://www.armittreview.org

http://andrewadonis.com/2013/07/09/a-smarter-bis/
http://www.armittreview.org


D. Conclusion

Labour has big ambitions for the West Midlands and its economy.  But to win we need 
strong MEPs fighting our corner, and working as a team with our MPs in 
Westminster and our local leaders in the region. 

Our local Labour leaders are all committed to developing stronger joint working and to 
working closely with business leaders through the Local Enterprise Partnerships. To 
win we must work in partnership across all the local authorities and between 
government and business.  

And we know that if the West Midlands is to achieve its full potential then we need the 
resources and the powers to drive economic investment locally.  That’s why Labour is 
committed to devolving and joining up funding for economic development, infrastructure 
investment and skills. In the West Midlands we will work with everyone – including Europe 
and the UK national government – to bring this about.  

Joined up funding, local powers to invest, strong political leadership, partnerships with 
business, and a powerful Labour team in Europe will add up to an economic strategy that 
helps us earn our way to shared prosperity for all the people of the West Midlands.  

June 2014
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