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‘Economy’ Theme Report 
The focus of the third meeting of the Breakthrough Basildon Borough Commission was 
economic growth. The meeting was hosted at the Ford Technical Centre in Dunton.  
 

Briefing 
 
LGiU prepared a briefing for the Commission meeting: 

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.  

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

 Business Rate Retention 

 Industrial Strategy 
 
In autumn 2015 George Osborne announced an intention to move to one hundred per cent 
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 seventy five per cent BRR though it is still piloting hundred percent retention in 
fifteen parts of the country. It is unclear what the relationship between a roll out of seventy 
five per cent BRR and the hundred percent pilots would be. Nor do we have any detail about 
how seventy five per cent 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 
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dependent on their ability to grow their local business rates base.  

The Industrial Strategy identifies five foundations for boosting productivity and earnings 
throughout the UK – ideas (innovation), people (skills), infrastructure, business 
environment, and place.  

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.  

Basildon’s Economic Development Strategy is based around four key policy statements: 
 

1. We will work towards sustaining the Borough’s strong economy by engaging and 
supporting local businesses to enable them to grow and prosper.  

2. We will work to improve the employment prospects, education and skills of local 
people.  

3. We will work with our partners to promote economic growth by ensuring the 
provision of essential strategic infrastructure and connectivity in the Borough.  

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.  
 

Commission Meeting 
 
The Commission heard evidence from: 
 

 Steve Miles, Engineer Manager at Ford and Chair of the Dunton Community Initiative 

 Patrick White, Chair of the Pathways to Success Panel 

 Gunilla Edwards, Economic Development Team Manager at Basildon Borough 
Council 

 David Barnes, Chair of the Basildon Business Group 

 Russell Bloomfield, Relationship Director at Barclays Corporate Banking 
 
 
Steve Miles discussed Ford’s apprenticeship programme, which is the main route into a 
career at the company, rather than direct hiring. Twenty per cent of advanced 
apprenticeships (GCSE entry level) go to people from Basildon, and around sixty per cent to 
people from Essex. Meanwhile, only five per cent of higher apprenticeships are taken by 
people from Basildon. There is lots of local interest, however: the 2018 open evening had 
five hundred attendees (around a third were from Basildon schools), for just fifty available 
places.  
 



Steve raised an important question for the Commission, which was: how do we get the 
education system to prepare young people to be able to access these higher 
apprenticeships? 
 
This is crucially linked to the projection of who and what Ford will need in the future as the 
business develops in new technologies, products, and markets in places such as India. 
Because the company does not necessarily know its future needs it cannot necessarily take 
everybody who would like to work there. 
 
The company is a vital part of the local economy in Basildon, not only through the 4,500 jobs 
it provides, but also the wider supply chain. Yet its position in Basildon is not entirely secure, 
for a number of reasons: the campaign against diesel engines (which the Dunton site 
specialises in developing); the potential consequences of Brexit for a company that relies on 
its links with sites overseas; and changes in the orientation of the American economy. 
 
Patrick White discussed the “Pathways to Success Panel”, which was brought together by 
Basildon Borough Council to develop a vision and recommendations to address the 
challenges around local skills development, training and access to employment 
opportunities for young people.  
 
There is no location for parents and young people to find out how you get into particular 
careers. There needs to be greater coordination between schools, businesses, the council 
and other public institutions to provide the right information, advice and support for young 
people. Too many of them are unaware of the opportunities or what they need to do to 
take them.  
 
Schools are pressured to deliver on the National Curriculum, and so the ‘softer’ skills around 
career advice have received far less attention than they need. Funding was taken away for 
specialist career advice, so teachers had to take it on, but they don’t have the experience. 
So schools rely on bringing in experts and advisors. Businesses have a role in ensuring 
commitment to getting young people into work, and making something like Employability 
for Life an enforced and expected standard and framework. It cannot just be about 
teachers, it needs people in business and other walks of life to show young people the 
potential and opportunities.  
 
Gunilla Edwards outlined some of the key factors that shape the councils current thinking 
on economic policy, including the rapid increase in the number of businesses recently, the 
fact that Basildon is the 8th place most unequal city in the UK, with relatively high 
productivity but also a large number of “low value” jobs.  
 
The number of people with low or no qualifications has fallen drastically in the last ten 
years, but increased slightly in the last two. The borough is high up in the rankings when it 
comes to the number of residents aged between 50 and 65 who have no formal education 
(eighteen per cent). 
 
Key factors that will shape the economy in the future include: 
 



 

 Twenty per cent of all jobs in low value sectors will disappear 

 The largest growth will be with publicly funded jobs mainly health care and welfare, 
which will increase with fifty two per cent followed by private low skilled jobs mainly 
in personal care and health and beauty. 

 The digital sector will grow with jobs we are not currently aware of. 
 

There is also a move towards warehousing, so larger commercial spaces are being sought 

for business, but what will there be for for start-ups and small scale enterprises?  

 

It will also be necessary to ensure that we invest in the social infrastructure as a means of 

boosting economic activity. The focus on business rates and commercial growth alone is 

quite narrow, and does not necessarily lead to more local employment and trickle down into 

the community. Instead, we should talk about growth for residents in terms of their skills, 

wellbeing, housing and mobility. 

 
David Barnes told the Commission that the three big challenges are: labour force, 
infrastructure and space. 
 
Access to the workforce is the key challenge facing local business. Basildon competes with 
London for labour. A key question, therefore, is: how do we encourage people to work here 
rather than get on the train to London? People from outside Essex fill many jobs in the 
borough. 
 
Broadband infrastructure is critical, but currently it does not reach into certain bits of the 
borough. This is important to address if we want to be a digital economy in the future. Lots 
of small business not able to start or move where they want to because of the lack of digital 
infrastructure 
 
Many people are setting up businesses and might need a little bit of office space and 
engineering, or workshop space. This is often difficult to find in the area, so businesses 
move to east London and elsewhere.  
 
Russell Bloomfield presented similar challenges to the commission, though he tends to 
work with larger businesses with higher turnovers. He particularly focussed on space and 
workforce as key issues.  
 
Lack of access to good quality commercial space is a key factor, which prevents businesses 
from expanding. It is expensive due to lack of supply, so people are pushed out of the 
borough. 
 
This suggests it is a problem at all levels, for both large and small businesses. 
 
 

 
 



Questions and Challenges 
 

 Developing a clear idea of Basildon’s Unique Selling Point was seen as an important 
step for encouraging shared growth.  

 Geography was seen as an important factor, with the positive potential of regional 
links with London, the Thames Gateway and Essex. It is not all about what happens 
within the borough boundaries. 

 How do we get the education system to prepare young people to be able to access 
these higher apprenticeships? 

 Coordination across the borough is crucial, including good links between public and 
private organisations, schools, and residents.  

 On the one hand there are lots of young people and parents in the area who are 
unaware how to get into the development and career opportunities, while on the 
other there are businesses saying they can’t find the people. 

 Is this just about getting the right information, skills and training throughout the 
system? Or is it a question of changing attitudes and ensuring there are good role 
models? 

 It was suggested that is unlikely that the borough will get new business space. So 
rather than looking at quantity we should look at the quality of space available and 
find ways to use it effectively and creatively.  

 There has to be an emphasis on physical and human infrastructure. 
 
The expert witnesses were asked what one thing the council should do to make progress in 
this area: 
 

 Ease the space so businesses can grow in the borough 

 Work with all local stakeholders to develop a clear and progressive framework to 
develop skills, attitudes and aspirations  

 Find more and better quality commercial space 

 Develop a cohesive view and joined up thinking with Basildon, Essex and local 
employers so we can work together.  

 
The future themes to be considered by the Commission are:  
 

 People – Encouraging Social Growth 

 Politics – Governance and Policy 

 Bridging the Gap – Inspiring Change Your Way 
 
Further information regarding these themes and the work of the Breakthrough Basildon 
Borough Commission can be found at www.breakthroughbasildonborough.com  
 
 
Jonathan Carr-West 
Chairman of the Breakthrough Basildon Borough Commission 
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