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‘Economy’ Theme Briefing 

Introduction  
 
Encouraging local economic growth is a key responsibility for any council. Recent changes in 
the way local government is funded mean that this has become crucial to the financial 
viability of the council itself. 
 
However, there remains lively political debate about the most effective policy framework 
for driving growth, what should be done at national, regional and local levels and, especially, 
whether local authorities have the right tools and incentives. 
 
Moreover, as per the remit of this commission, there are also difficult questions about how 
we ensure that growth is experienced by all parts of the community and that it is linked to 
beneficial social and environmental outcomes. 
 

Policy Background 
 
Local authorities’ role in economic growth operates within the framework of two key 
government strategies: 
 

Business Rates Retention 
 
Local authorities are largely funded by business rates (a tax on the occupation or ownership 
of non-domestic property). 
 
Until 2012/13, the money collected was paid over to central government. At the start of the 
year, the government would estimate this yield, add a sum called Revenue Support Grant 
(RSG) and redistribute the total back to all local authorities as Formula Grant. 
 
Since 2013/14 (see below), only half the money collected in England has been paid over to 
central government for redistribution as grants. The rest is retained by local government. 
Billing authorities (such as Basildon) share their BR yield with shire counties (such as Essex), 
the Greater London Authority and fire authorities, as appropriate to their area. There is then 
a redistribution of funding between local authorities across the country, through a system of 
tariffs and top-ups, levies and safety net payments. 
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In autumn 2015 George Osborne announced an intention to move to a 100% business rate 
retention, accompanied by a phasing out of the revenue support grant so that local 
government would be effectively self-financing by 2020. Progress towards this goal has been 
uncertain. It now looks likely, though not certain, that the government will look to introduce 
75% BRR though it is still piloting 100% retention in 15 parts of the country. It’s unclear what 
the relationship between a roll out of 75% BRR and the 100% pilots would be. Nor do we 
have any detail about how 75% retention will work in practice: what will be the 
redistribution system? How often will the system be reset? 
 
The upshot of this is that we cannot know with any real certainly how, and at what level, 
local government will be funded after 2020 (which should be more of a national scandal 
than it is), but there is a clear direction of travel that local authorities will be more 
dependent on their ability to grow their local business rates base. 
 
Supporting economic growth, then, is not just a policy choice for local government but is an 
essential condition of their own economic sustainability and therefore of their ability to 
deliver local services. 
 

The Industrial Strategy 
 
On November 27 2017, Government launched its Industrial Strategy White Paper  
 
The strategy identifies five foundations for boosting productivity and earnings throughout 
the UK – ideas (innovation), people (skills), infrastructure, business environment, and place. 
It promotes four Grand Challenges that will position the UK at the forefront of a new global 
industrial revolution – Artificial Intelligence and the Data Economy, Clean growth, future of 
mobility, ageing society. It reconfirms and announces some new policies and programmes to 
strengthen the foundations and meet the grand challenges. 
 
Most immediately, councils need to ensure they understand the revised, quite complex 
public policy landscape the Industrial Strategy suggests, and interpret the considerable 
opportunities and challenges it presents for their area. They also need to align Industrial 
Strategy with other approaches to growth and development (e.g. inclusive growth), other 
local priorities (e.g. social and environmental), and political reforms like ambitions for 
devolution and/or local government reform. Certainly, the White Paper reconfirms 
Government’s patronage for elected metro-Mayors. 
 
Over 2018 and beyond, LAs and partners will need to capture this in a Local Industrial 
Strategy (LIS). In England this is likely to be organised in Mayoral Combined Authority (MCA) 
and Local Enterprise Partnership (LEP) geographies, although other pan-regional and local 
constructs may be possible for some components.  
 
The scope of the LIS will include, at the minimum, the people, infrastructure (including 
housing) and ideas foundations of the White Paper. The ‘people’ section includes school 
improvement, and also the establishment of Skills Advisory Panels at MCA/LEP level. The 
ideas section suggests use of Science and Innovation Audits as the evidence base. 
The LIS’s will be agreed in phases with the first phases likely by March 2019. 

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/industrial-strategy-building-a-britain-fit-for-the-future
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Refreshing relations, mutual understandings, and collaborative actions with relevant public 
sector partners, businesses, universities and colleges will be a key part of any credible LIS. 
Whether one should accept the Government timetable of a wave of LIS’s starting in March 
2019 or formulate LIS approaches and headlines in the first half of 2018 can be an early 
choice in the New Year. 
 
How the LIS is positioned alongside inclusive growth approaches, other place-based 
ambitions and priorities is a local choice. 
 

Basildon’s Economic Development Strategy 
 
In 2014 Basildon agreed an Economic Development Policy, together with a three-year Action 
Plan. This was refreshed and updated in August 2017. 
 
The policy is based around four policy statements: 
 

Policy Statement 1: We will work towards sustaining the Borough’s strong 
economy by engaging and supporting local businesses to enable them to 
grow and prosper. 
 
With a population of 180,700 people, an economy worth £3.7bn, and a number of 
internationally recognised businesses, Basildon is the largest economy in Essex and a 
significant driver of regional and national growth. There were 93,000 people employed in 
the Basildon economy in 2015 across a range of sectors. This represents a rise of 12,200 jobs 
from 2012. The borough has particular strengths in the Digital and Creative and ICT sectors, 
(providing over 5,000 jobs), and in advanced manufacturing. The presence of firms such as 
Ford (automotive, low carbon) and Leonardo, formerly SELEX Galileo, (aerospace, ICT and 
advanced electronics) gives Basildon an advantage in Government recognised growth 
sectors. At the same time, employment is also high in some of the lower value sectors of the 
economy, including the retail and wholesale sectors. 
 
However there are some significant challenges which the revised Policy seeks to address, 
and these include: 
 
Vulnerable business base 
 
Most businesses in the Borough are very small, with the large majority employing fewer 
than 10 people, whilst the ten largest companies in Basildon account for 12.5% of total 
employment. This is a sign of business confidence in the borough, but also means that the 
local economy is relatively vulnerable should one of its larger companies stop trading in the 
area. 
 
Brexit implications 
 
At this stage in the Brexit negotiations, it is not possible to be clear about what the impact 
will be for our businesses in terms of new opportunities or challenges or to decide what 
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actions the Council can take through its growth strategy to enable businesses in Basildon to 
increase, and maintain, their productivity and profitability. The Council will continue to 
support for businesses to maintain their position in global markets and to identify new 
opportunities. 
 
What do businesses need? 
 
Successful and attractive places for businesses have a buoyant enterprise culture where 
businesses are encouraged to collaborate and the importance of networking is understood. 
It is also important to ensure that all existing businesses, and potential entrepreneurs, have 
access to the right kind of advice and support to help them grow sustainably in the long 
term. Businesses report significant benefits from accessing business information and advice. 
This policy statement focusses on providing specific support to growing companies 
especially in the growth sectors of Digital and Advanced Technologies. Helping businesses to 
access new markets and customers is a key part of this support and the policy statement 
recognises the important role the Council can play in providing international trade support 
together with the opportunity for businesses to network with other local companies. 
 

Policy Statement 2: We will work to improve the employment prospects, 
education and skills of local people. 
 
The rate of employment amongst Basildon’s residents is still relatively strong and the 
claimant count, i.e. those claiming job seekers allowance has fallen slightly (49%) since 2015. 
Unemployment stood at 4.9% in December 2016 compared to 4.8% in the rest of the UK and 
the inactivity rate, (proportion of the population of working age who are not active in the 
labour market) was lower at 19.9% as opposed to 22.2% for the rest of the UK. However, at 
the same time residents’ earnings have fallen from the 2013 median level of £580 per week 
to £565 per week in 2016. This is also reflected in Workplace Earnings, meaning the salaries 
of those in jobs in the Borough (these are not necessarily the wages of residents) has fallen 
from £540 per week in 2013 to £521 per week in 2016. 
Basildon Borough is the location for extensive employment opportunities and there are 
more jobs available per resident than anywhere else in Essex. This could potentially be a risk 
for the growth of local companies, as recruitment of skilled local residents is a challenge due 
to the relatively strong rate of employment in the Borough. 
 
The fall and stagnation in residents’ wages indicates a worrying trend of a reduction in 
higher paid and skilled jobs and also demonstrates the inability of local residents to access 
such employment due to their lack of skills. This is highlighted by the fact that 11.5%, 
(13,000 people), have no qualifications in the Borough compared to only 8% for the rest of 
the UK. Fewer people have higher qualifications (NVQ 4+) in Basildon when compared to 
Essex and the South East Local Enterprise Partnership (SELEP) area2, (25% in Basildon, 26.6% 
in Essex and 30% in SELEP). 
 
Basildon’s growth doesn’t reach all residents, which creates inequitable growth because 
very few of our residents can access the borough’s high paid employment opportunities. 
The Centre for Cities research into the inequality of UK cities establishes that Basildon is the 
joint 5th most unequal city in the UK. In order to reduce the risk of the exclusion of a large 
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part of the current workforce in Basildon, there is a strong case for increased investment in 
lifelong vocational education. This would provide residents with improved skills and access 
to higher paid employment. 
 
We also need to prepare our future workforce by providing a firm base of STEAM subjects (a 
variation of the acronym STEM i.e. Science, Technology, Engineering, Arts/Digital, 
Mathematics) together with excellent skill training in English and Communication. 
Businesses report that the most important skills they want workers to have are 
communication skills, followed by Microsoft Excel and customer services skills. Employers 
talk of difficulties recruiting locally and sourcing local labour that meets their needs, 
particularly due to the pull from London with higher wages and cultural and leisure assets. 
More than half of businesses disagree that the local workforce has the qualifications and 
skills required for their businesses and they consider developing education and skills as one 
of the major issues that the local authority needs to address with its partners. 
 

Policy Statement 3: We will work with our partners to promote economic 
growth by ensuring the provision of essential strategic infrastructure and 
connectivity in the Borough. 
 
Businesses in Basildon say that, in order to grow, they need: 

 an improved and widened A127 and improved road networks into industrial areas, 

 superfast broadband on all industrial and commercial areas, 

 rail links north to south, 

 access to economic development sites to provide for their expansion needs. 
 
Road and rail infrastructure 
 
For businesses to grow to their full potential, they need to be supported with appropriate 
infrastructure that will give them the ability to run their businesses effectively and have the 
confidence to invest in the borough. Transport and communications infrastructure both 
have a key role in enabling and supporting growth by improving the connectivity, reliability 
and the accessibility of a local area. 
 
Adequate transport infrastructure is a vital component of economic growth. In the 2010 
Essex Employer and Business Survey, the road network in Essex was identified as important 
to business operations by 72% of Basildon’s businesses and links to major rail and road 
routes were identified by 63% of businesses (58% across Essex). 
 
However, much of the local road network is operating close to capacity, with some parts of 
the network experiencing significant congestion. Vehicle miles travelled increased by 4.4% 
in Essex between 2002 and 2012, compared to just 0.2% across England. 
 
A skilled workforce 
 
The strain on the current road infrastructure is closely linked with the lack of skills and 
available workforce in the Borough. 36,000 people travel to work in Basildon each day, 
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many due to the fact that companies find it hard to recruit high skilled workers locally and 
therefore need to recruit from outside the Borough. Jobs in Basildon exceed the available 
work force and coupled with low unemployment and high economic activity, local 
employers find it difficult to find staff locally. 
 
The existence of a low skilled resident population in the borough, as set out in Chapter 2, 
together with a very low unemployment rate in the borough will prove to be a considerable 
challenge for future growth as, without the improvement of local skills, companies will find 
it difficult to recruit staff from within the borough. Until the Brexit negotiations are 
completed, there is also some uncertainty around the system of border controls that will be 
implemented post Brexit for EU migration and whether, or how, this will have an impact on 
businesses who currently rely on EU staff. 
 
Superfast broadband 
 
Access to high quality broadband is increasingly one of the ‘must haves’ for businesses and 
residents. However, there is growing anecdotal evidence that numerous business locations 
across parts of the Borough are struggling with exceptionally slow speeds, some as low as 
under 2MB. Ofcom recommend that 10 MB is the minimum speed needed to meet the 
demands of many small businesses. 
 
Circa 5,000 premises, (the majority of these being micro businesses and mostly situated 
along the A127 Basildon Enterprise Area), do not have superfast broadband. Whilst some 
businesses have already, or could seek to explore, an alternative route in providing 
broadband for their business, e.g. a dedicated lease line, it is recognised that for the 
Borough’s smaller businesses, which make up the majority of the local business base, the 
cost to implement this is not affordable. 
 
The Draft Local Plan recognises the need to support business growth resulting in jobs 
growth the Borough, such as that recently achieved with the Costa Coffee Roasting Plant. It 
therefore proposes the allocation of 49ha of additional employment land, and has also 
safeguarded a further 40ha for meeting longer-term economic development needs. These 
allocations were based on the need for such land identified in the Employment Land and 
Premises Study. The majority of this proposed allocation was within the A127 Enterprise 
Corridor, seeking to build on existing business clusters, and focus development around 
highway infrastructure improvements which are proposed to support growth more 
generally. This approach will ensure businesses have good access to support services, and 
also ensure good access to the strategic highway network. 
 
The Basildon Business Group also identifies the issue of the image of some of the Borough’s 
older industrial estates. The lack of up to date infrastructure, superfast broadband and the 
poor business environment is felt to be a future threat to growth as it lacks the features 
inward investors are seeking from a business location. 
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Policy Statement 4: We will further strengthen the “Basildon Brand” to 
attract inward investment to the borough and we will promote our position 
as the main contributor of economic growth in Essex and the South East. 
 
Basildon is one of the fastest growing areas in the UK with a long tradition of growing 
technology companies such as Ford Motor Co, Leonardo and Konica Minolta. The 
accessibility to markets and customers nationally and internationally and the proximity to 
London, only 35 minutes by train, makes it the ideal choice for investors and existing 
companies to establish and grow. 
 
The close relationship to London, both traditionally in relation to historical immigration to 
populate the New Town, and logistically, means that Basildon is seen as a clear relocation 
option for companies wanting to grow their business. One such example is the relocation of 
Costa Coffee’s new roasting plant to Basildon in March 2017. The constraints of space and 
the difficulty of access and road infrastructure at their previous plant in South London, 
incentivised Costa Coffee to relocate to a new expanded facility in Basildon. 
 
The attractiveness of relocating to Basildon for London companies is strengthened by the 
lower cost of commercial facilities and industrial land in comparison to London. 
 
Basildon has for many years suffered from a negative image, in common with many New 
Towns and it has not traditionally promoted itself as a good place for businesses to locate 
to. The feedback from businesses is not so much a negative image of Basildon but a lack of a 
Unique Selling Point (USP).  
 
Business all agree that Basildon is an excellent location for business with the Borough’s key 
attractive features being: 

 Easy access to the surrounding areas and connectivity to London and the continent 

 Excellent sport and leisure facilities 

 Basildon’s plans for more housing to attract a skilled workforce 

 The Council’s town centre regeneration plans 

 Variety of suppliers 

 Cost effective location 

 Support from the Council 
 
A USP is emerging of an area which: 

 is well connected 

 has ambitious plans for the future and a Council which is pro-business 

 is close to customers but yet cost effective 

 has clusters of companies in key sectors 
 
The challenge for Basildon is how to be noticed as a priority area for economic growth, with 
its excellent location and outstanding Local Authority support. The future growth of London 
provides an opportunity for Basildon to establish itself as a key centre and attract high value 
companies, particularly within the digital and IT sector. In terms of central Government and 
inward investors, Basildon remains a lesser known option and there is a role for the Council 
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and businesses to actively promote the opportunities in Basildon. The Government’s recent 
Industrial Strategy focusses on the economic growth of a Place as a location, rather than 
previous strategies which focused on growth within key industrial sectors. Basildon, as a key 
employment centre, and a place providing growth far beyond the Borough boundaries, 
could play a key part in assisting the Government to achieve its ambition. 
 
 

 
Questions for the commission 
 
How can the council ensure that its ED priorities deliver inclusive growth and how can this 
be measured? 
 
How do we ensure that Basildon’s interests and a distinctive Basildon identity are not lost 
within a LEP led local industrial strategy? 
 
How do we “future proof” Basildon’s development with a diverse high skilled economy and 
how do we ensure access to that economy for all of the Borough’s residents? 
 
What is/should be the relation between economic development and the sense of place we 
discussed at the last meeting? 
 


