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Project Tempo is a non-profit research organisation
headquartered in London. It works with national
and local policymakers, businesses and civil society
groups to understand public attitudes to economic
and energy policy, and the conditions under which
those attitudes shift.

Project Tempo focuses on measures that have
broad, durable public support. Non-partisan and
independently funded, it analyses which voters back
which proposals, where, and why, providing data
currently missing from most policy processes.

In the UK, Project Tempo’s Local Visions programme
explores how places with strong industrial histories
can navigate the transition to a lower-carbon
economy. It looks at how existing industrial strengths
can be sustained, adapted and connected to future
growth. The programme combines public opinion
research, stakeholder engagement and economic
analysis to develop practical policy recommendations
rooted in the strengths and challenges of each place.

projecttempo.com
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Managing Director
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For too many communities, Whitehall-centric
decision making isn’t working. They feel left
behind, without the power or resources to
shape their own futures. As the economy is
reshaped by artificial intelligence, the green
transition and supply chain disruptions, the
risk is that these divides will deepen. But

this moment also provides an opportunity to
change the trajectory, if local communities are
given a say.

Project Tempo is a new kind of non-profit
dedicated to understanding the forces shaping
public opinion and the barriers to growth. We
ask: What should local growth look like? What
do residents want? And how can we deliver
outcomes people can see and feel?

This paper focuses on the Black Country,
where weak productivity is costing residents
an estimated £2,500 a year. It is the firstin

a series of Local Vision reports, combining
public opinion research, stakeholder interviews
and economic modelling to provide practical
solutions to put growth and opportunity back
into local hands.

Matthew Rhodes

Director at the
Black Country Industrial Cluster

For two millennia, the people of the Black
Country have innovated and led the British
economy, often by decades or centuries (and
unremarked by national policy-makers). Coal
was mined to heat homes in Roman times. Iron
and metalworking employed tens of thousands
or people in the sixteenth and seventeenth
centuries, well before the industrial revolution
reached the rest of the country.

Now, 21st century challenges like Al, clean
and secure energy for all, and instant global
communications demand that we once again
look to one of the most innovative, practical,
diverse and open communities in the UK for
inspiration and support.

We need to liberate the Black Country’s
advanced manufacturing and materials
capabilities; build on the expertise and
experience of its established companies; and
amplify the skills and ambitions of its people.
The Black Country can show us how to build a
productive, fulfilling and successful economy
led by and for human beings from the heart of
the UK.
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A Improving market access Government

and long-term competitiveness @ \Vest Midiands Combined
Authority (WMCA)

Outcome: Public spending and industrial policy decisions support sustained demand for domestic
manufacturing capability, giving Black Country firms clearer visibility of future markets and a more
secure position within UK and European supply chains.

Define a clear, operational set of strategic manufacturing capabilities that the UK cannot afford to lose,
and embed these in major defence and energy procurements.

Strengthen evaluation criteria in defence procurement to reward meaningful UK-based design,
manufacturing and assembly activity.

Require developers receiving support through the Clean Industry Bonus to provide clearer forward
visibility of subcontracting opportunities and facilitate supplier engagement.

Position the Black Country as a supplier of first choice to defence and energy programmes by

identifying local firms whose capabilities align with national demand and brokering connections with
relevant Government departments

Secure UK participation in European industrial and defence supply chains by addressing exclusion risks
arising from EU defence funding and “Made in Europe” requirements.

Local Visions Black Country

Commission analysis to provide clearer visibility of how demand for the Black Country’s manufacturing
capabilities is expected to evolve, supporting more confident investment and skills planning.

Convene a Black Country Manufacturing Investment Forum to connect manufacturing firms with
patient capital, growth investors and equipment financiers, improving match-making and supporting
finance models suited to long-term industrial investment.

Create a dedicated manufacturing advisory offer within Business Growth West Midlands, staffed by

advisers with manufacturing experience, to provide trusted, hands-on support.

Project Tempo




Local Visions Black Country

Project Tempo

Securing cheaper and abundant Government

enerqgy for manufacturin West Midlands Combined
gy 9 @ oot Midiands Combine

Outcome: Manufacturing firms in the Black Country face lower and more predictable energy
costs, and can secure grid connections in a timely and reliable way, allowing firms to invest,
expand and electrify rather than delay or relocate activity.

Cut industrial electricity bills sooner by bringing forward the removal of the Carbon Price Support
(CPS) before April 2028, lowering wholesale electricity prices for all business users.

Use Great British Energy to coordinate and aggregate electricity demand from industrial SMEs,

enabling access to cheaper and more stable clean power through pooled Power Purchase Agreements.

Ensure Ofgem’s grid connection queue reforms work for manufacturing SMEs, by setting proportionate
readiness requirements, giving earlier clarity on capacity and connection timescales, and supporting
place-based coordination of industrial demand.

Pilot alternative ways to upgrade local electricity networks with Independent District Network
Operators in places where delays are holding back business expansion and investments, such as
industrial estates.

Work with NESO, central government and regional partners to assess long-term options for

industrial energy supply, including whether nuclear could support increased industrial energy demand

in the long term.




Building the skills pipeline Government

oo for a stronger industrial base @ \est Midlands Combined
Authority (WMCA)

Outcome: Manufacturers can engage with training and apprenticeship provision that fits
their realities and is easier to navigate; colleges and universities can plan and deliver courses
with confidence they will be taken up; and people can see clear, accessible routes into skilled
manufacturing jobs.

Establish a Black Country Manufacturing Skills Compact, bringing together WMCA, FE colleges,

universities and manufacturers to align training provision with demand.

Use evidence from the Skills Compact to shape the next wave of modular apprenticeship units so they
reflect the practical needs of local manufacturers.

Build on the existing WMCA levy-sharing pool by helping manufacturers make effective use of the
Growth and Skills Levy, retaining funding within the region and coordinating support for smaller firms.

Unlocking industrial land
for investment and growth

Outcome: High-potential industrial sites are proactively de-risked and brought to market more
quickly, giving manufacturers space to expand and making the Black Country a credible location
for new industrial investment.

Local Visions Black Country

Create a Strategic Sites Pipeline with Black Country local authorities, proactively de-risking a small
number of high-potential employment sites through coordination on land assembly, remediation, grid

capacity and planning.

Use the West Midlands Pension Fund to back the regeneration of complex industrial sites, setting aside

a clear allocation for employment land and working with WMCA to fund remediation and infrastructure

that can unlock private investment.

Project Tempo
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The limits of Britain’s growth model

Manufacturing does not persist or disappear by
accident. Policy choices shape the conditions on which
it depends. Where the wider environment reinforces
existing strengths, industrial capacity can endure and
adapt. Where it does not, activity can gradually erode,
even where underlying capability remains.

The wider UK political landscape makes these very policy choices even more consequential.
Geopolitical tensions, global supply chain shocks, and concerns about energy security and
defence capability have pushed manufacturing capacity back up the political agenda. Across
advanced economies, governments are becoming more active in shaping where production takes
place, and which capabilities are retained. In that environment, allowing established industrial
places to erode by default risks weakening capabilities that are hard to replace.

Manufacturing also looks different across the country, as do the challenges and opportunities
it faces. Understanding those local realities is essential if support is to be effective, rather than
relying on generic solutions that fail to address what actually matters on the ground.




12

Local Visions Black Country

Project Tempo

Growth Starts with Place

Once known as the “workshop of the world”,

the Black Country remains one of the UK’s most
manufacturing-intensive places. Around 12% of local
jobs are in the sector, compared with 9% across the
West Midlands and 7% across Great Britain.

Its manufacturing base is not dominated by a Yet much of this activity has become less
single headline industry. Instead, it is defined visible. When we spoke to local residents,

by a dense network of firms specialising in manufacturing was often talked about as
activities such as metalworking, precision something that had faded from view. The
engineering and machinery. Thousands of decline manifests as hollowed-out town
firms across Dudley, Sandwell, Walsall and centres, fewer good jobs, and a sense
Wolverhampton produce the components, that young people have little to aim for.

tools and specialist products that sit deep Manufacturing still carries real emotional
inside UK supply chains making parts that weight, bound up with pride, hard work and
end up in homes, infrastructure, clean energy identity. But for many, it no longer feels like
systems and defence equipment. This mix of part of the present, let alone the future. For a
manufacturing, spread across many small and long time, Britain has spoken about itself as a
mid-sized firms, has long shaped the area’s services economy, with manufacturing treated
economic role. as something that would quietly shrink away.

In that story, what the Black Country still
produces has been easy to miss, even while it
remains essential.

“People really value hard work around here. It’s very working
class. People respect those who work for what they get.”
Woman, Wolverhampton, September 2025

“l know my family history — motors, coal mining, all of that. That connection is

still there for me. But more widely, when people hear ‘the Black Country’ now,

they don’t always understand what it means or where that history comes from.
Man, Walsall, January 2026

1

“It was an industrial area, but all the factories have closed down. You’ve got
empty buildings and no one working in them. People don’t really associate
this place with industry anymore, even though that’s what it was.”
Woman, Walsall, January 2026

“There’s still manufacturing over towards Blake Mill and heading to
Dudley, but it’s all right on the edges now. People don’t really see it
anymore. And if you can’t see something, you can’t aspire to it.”
Woman, Wolverhampton, September 2025
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Manufacturing nevertheless remains a major
source of work in the Black Country, even

if much of it now happens out of sight. The
contraction of parts of the industrial base over
recent decades has had measurable economic
consequences. Had the area grown in line with
the rest of the UK over the past two decades,
the average resident would now be £2,500
better off per year!

There are real opportunities for manufacturing
to generate economic benefits locally if

more deliberate policy choices are made,

and continuing to treat its decline as

inevitable would risk widening, rather than
closing, that gap. This is not to suggest that
manufacturing alone can resolve the Black
Country’s economic challenges, but we
strongly believe the sector has a role to play

in its future. Many of these firms produce the
materials and components used in sectors
the government expects to grow,including the
defence and clean energy sectors, as well as
the construction and infrastructure needed to
meet ambitious housing, transport and energy
ambitions. Without deliberate effort, significant
public investments will strengthen a narrow
set of activities while bypassing the domestic
supply chains beneath them. Connecting
these national bets to domestic capability

is essential if industrial strategy and wider
public investment are to translate into lasting
economic benefits across the country.

A path forward

What happens next is not yet settled. Parts of
the manufacturing base in the Black Country
remain productive and competitive, but firms
are operating under significant pressure.
Addressing these pressures is therefore

about stabilising what is already there,
preventing avoidable loss of capacity, skKills,
and know-how. But stabilisation on its own

is not a strategy. The longer-term future of
manufacturing in the Black Country will depend

on whether it has a credible way to evolve.
That means creating the conditions for firms
to invest, modernise, diversify, and move into
higher-value activities over time.

The recommendations in this report reflect that
dual task: easing immediate constraints while
putting the conditions in place for long-term
competitiveness. Taken together, they support
the continued evolution of the Black Country’s
industrial base, building on existing strengths
rather than assuming they could be recreated
elsewhere if lost.

Our end vision is a manufacturing sector in

the Black Country that remains strategically
important, and firmly rooted locally, supported
by the right conditions to sustain production
over the long term. It is closely linked to national
priorities, and positioned to benefit from major
public investment flowing through programmes
like Great British Energy, the National Wealth
Fund and large-scale infrastructure spending.
It is a sector that competes in specific niches
rather than on mass production, focused on
higher-value roles within national and European
supply chains where proximity, reliability and
technical capability matter most. In doing so, it
reconnects with a tradition of making that has
long defined the Black Country. It offers clear
and attractive career paths that people can see
a future in, and that younger generations can
aspire to join. It is a sector confident enough in
its foundations to adapt and evolve, responding
to new technologies, products and markets
without losing what makes it distinctive.

If the Black Country is to build a future rooted
in manufacturing, the question is whether it
can sustain and strengthen the capabilities it
already possesses. The evidence suggests

it can. The task is ensuring the wider policy
environment supports that ambition.

1 Based on Public First analysis of ONS data
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Manufacturing in the Black Country remains a
significant and economically relevant part of

the UK’s industrial base.

Our analysis highlights several sub-sectors
within the Black Country that outperform
national productivity benchmarks, and the area
retains deep specialisms in fabricated metals,
machinery and precision engineering. These
are not residual activities, but capabilities
embedded in national supply chains serving
sectors that are expected to grow, such as
construction, energy, defence and advanced
manufacturing, and creating clear opportunities
for the Black Country.?

The economic implications are material. Our
modelling suggests that if the Black Country’s
basic and fabricated metals sector simply
maintains its current share of domestic demand
as those sectors grow, this alone could add

more than £280 million a year to
the local economy by 2030.

That is equivalent to half the value of the Black
Country’s accommodation and food services
sector today. In other words, even holding
ground in expanding markets would generate
significant additional output. There is also
scope to go further. Over the past decade, the
area’s basic and fabricated metals sector has
grown faster than the national average. If that
historic outperformance were sustained to
2030,implying a gradual increase in domestic
market share of around 5.5%, this could unlock
a further £66 million a year. Achieving this
would likely require continued investment in
productivity, capacity and technical capability.
But it illustrates that the opportunity is not
confined to defensive stabilisation.

Maintaining or increasing market share would
represent a meaningful improvement. But
the Black Country’s long-term opportunity is
stronger than simply supplying more of the

same products. Future-proofing therefore
means not only producing more, but capturing
more of the value embedded in the final goods
and services those supply chains generate.

The Black Country has a strong starting point.
Many of its capabilities already sit adjacent to
higher-value activities within manufacturing.
Existing specialisms in metal forming, precision
engineering and the production of components
that must perform in demanding conditions

are difficult for competitors to develop. These
capabilities are well aligned with high-tolerance
engineering, smaller-batch or bespoke

work, and roles in design, testing or process
development. Moving into these adjacent areas
is not automatic, but is a credible direction

of travel that builds on what firms in the area
already do.

This evolution would support a more resilient
manufacturing model in two ways. First, it would
help sustain production activity by linking it
more closely to higher-value functions. Several
stakeholders interviewed expressed concern
that continuing to compete primarily on
high-volume, low-margin output will become
increasingly difficult for Black Country firms. By
contrast, combining smaller-batch or specialist
manufacturing with technical expertise and
process development can improve margins

for firms, reduce exposure to cost-based
competition, and still retain “making” activity

in the region. Second, knowledge-intensive
functions such as design, testing, and process
engineering tend to be more transferable
across products and sectors than pure
production. This lowers adjustment costs when
demand shifts, making it easier for firms to
adapt capabilities developed for one market to
serve others over time.

2 Public First analysis, see appendix
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the supply chains the Black Country already serves, we undertook analysis of UK export activity.
Drawing on stakeholder interviews, we use metal forging, forming and casting,where the Black
Country is widely regarded as competitive,as an illustrative example.

The analysis suggests that greater value can be captured in two connected ways. Many Black
Country manufacturers already produce components that are embedded within goods exported
from the UK. Expanding into adjacent activitiessuch as specialist sub-components, design,
testing or materials expertise, would allow firms to capture a larger share of the value embodied
in those final products (Figure 1). At the same time, a number of these higher-value activities

are increasingly traded directly. UK exports of advanced manufacturing services and bespoke
engineering are growing rapidly and, in some cases, already exceed several traditional product
categories that currently dominate the Black Country’s export profile (Figure 2).2 This indicates
that upgrading within supply chains is not only about capturing more value from existing
production, but also about positioning firms within expanding export markets in their own right.

Key BC Target Supply Chain Industries for Goods Exports
Bubble sizes denote share of UK supply chain (2022)

@® Current Products (O Envisioned Products

50

Weapons and
Ammunition

Air and Spacecraft and

30 related machinery
Motor Vehicles, Trailers
20 and Semi-Trailers

Fabricated Metal
Products

Electrical Equipment

Export Growth Rate (Nominal, 2022 to 2024)

Other Transport
10 Equipment

0 10K 20K 30K 40K 1510]3¢ (510]3¢
Goods Exports (Nominal, £m, 2024)

Source: Public First analysis of ONS data
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~
0 40000 Goods and Services Exports (Nominal, £m)
40384
@ Bespoke Fabrication, Prototyping (physical parts)
9.77%
17650
@ Precision Construction Components
10.31%
14146
@ Design (and Prototyping), Testing
-1.49%
B7EE
@ Specialist Metal Castings/Forgings
-1.36%
4981
—@— Bespoke Chemicals
-18.28%
4886
@ Wood Manufacturing
-1.49%
o 3926
5 — @ High-Tolerance Engineering
o)
(@) 46.22%
X
(&)
@©
o
@ 2487
S @ Niche Bricks/Tiles
iz
> 0.40%
©
(6
o
-
817
- @ Plastics Manufacturing
23.41%
26
—@ Paper Manufacturing
-18.75%
-20 -10 0 10 20 30 40 50 Combined Nominal Growth (%)
o Realising that future will depend on whether firms have the right conditions to invest, modernise
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o " o . . .
* what those conditions look like in practice, and the policy changes needed to realise them.
(8]
(9]
3
o 3 Public First analysis, see appendix
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If future-proofing the Black Country means capturing
more value within the supply chains it already serves, firms
must have confidence in the markets they operate in.
Investment in new capabilities or higher-value functions
depends not only on technical skill, but on reasonable
certainty about where opportunities are emerging and

whether they will endure.

For many manufacturers in the Black Country,
that visibility is limited. The sector is dominated
by small and medium-sized firms operating
with tight margins and little room for error. Even
where growth is expected in sectors such as
defence, energy or advanced manufacturing,
firms are cautious about committing capital
without clearer signals about the trajectory of
those markets.

This challenge is compounded by their position
within supply chains. Many Black Country firms
operate upstream, supplying components

and sub-assemblies to larger manufacturers
with limited visibility of final demand. This
structure leaves them exposed to customer
concentration and sudden disruptions from
production pauses to procurement changes
that can have outsized effects on cashflow. The
recent cyberattack on Jaguar Land Rover in late
summer 2025 illustrates this. JLR was forced to
halt vehicle production completely for weeks,
with no vehicles rolling off its UK lines during
that period and incurring roughly £196 million

in costs. The shutdown rippled through its
extensive network of suppliers, affecting firms
across the Black Country and West Midlands
and highlighting how quickly shocks at a single
anchor customer can cascade through supply
chains.

At the same time, the wider policy environment
is shifting. Changes in the UK’s trading
relationship with the EU have increased costs
and complexity for firms embedded in cross-
border supply chains. Meanwhile, European

industrial policy is becoming more strategic
and more protective, with public procurement
and funding increasingly tied to domestic or
EU-based capability. In sectors central to the
Black Country’s manufacturing base such
asmetals, machinery, automotive, defence
and energy technologies,these developments
will shape whether firms remain embedded

in European supply chains or risk gradual
exclusion.

In this context, the UK Government is not

a neutral observer. As a major purchaser in
defence, energy and infrastructure, it can
influence where supply chains deepen and
where capability develops. Rising public
investment will create growth in these
sectors, but whether that growth translates
into sustained opportunity for domestic
manufacturing depends on how those levers
are used.

The following recommendations set out how
market access, procurement and business
support can better support manufacturing
upgrading, encourage customer diversification,
and provide the visibility firms need to invest
with confidence.
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Policy recommendations

Define and embed strategic manufacturing capabilities in major procurements

Public procurement decisions play a decisive
role in shaping which suppliers gain visibility,
scale, and long-term footholds. In the UK,

it is currently primarily designed to secure
timely, cost-effective delivery of goods and
services. While this approach is appropriate
in many contexts, it can be poorly suited to
sectors where strategic capability, supply-
chain resilience, and long-term productive
capacity matter, such as defence and energy
infrastructure.

A recent report from the Parliamentary
Business and Trade Committee highlights a
core weakness in current practice: government
lacks a clear, operational definition of which
manufacturing capabilities should be treated as
strategic or sovereign and therefore prioritised
through procurement. In the absence of such
clarity, procurement processes default to price,
delivery risk, and generic social value criteria.*
This limits their ability to consistently support
domestic supply chains or sustain critical
capabilities over time. The costs of this erosion
are often hidden while global supply chains
function smoothly but become visible when
markets tighten or strategic conditions change,
at which point lost capability is extremely
difficult to rebuild.

This ambiguity disproportionately affects
lower-tier manufacturers, including many
firms in the Black Country. Under current
procurement models, these businesses

are often largely invisible: decisions about
subcontracting are left to prime bidders,

and procurement processes provide limited
incentive to engage with or develop UK-based
lower tier suppliers, even where relevant
capability exists. As a result, foundational and
cross-cutting manufacturing capabilities are
weakly recognised despite their importance
across multiple sectors.

Government should define a clear, operational
set of strategic manufacturing capabilities
relevant to sectors such as defence and
energy infrastructure. These should focus

on capabilities that are hard to replace,
foundational across multiple sectors, or critical
to resilience and security. This would allow
procurement to move beyond generic social
value criteria and consistently support long-
term domestic productive capacity.

We echo the Centre for British Progress’s
recommendation that for major defence
procurements where sovereign capability

is relevant, it should strengthen evaluation
criteria to reward bidders that demonstrate
meaningful UK-based activity, including design,
manufacturing, and assembly.®

Evaluation criteria could also reward suppliers
committing to participation in supplier-
engagement programmes (which could

be facilitated by the DBT), including early
engagement with UK Tier 2, 3 and Tier-4.

Such programmes could leverage existing
government infrastructure already in place to
support SMEs, such as the Cabinet Office SME
Hub, and the Defence Office for Small Business
Growth.

This is not an argument for expanding ‘social
value’ requirements within procurement, which
have often added cost and complexity without
clearly strengthening domestic capability.
Rather, the case is for a more deliberate
approach that recognises when domestic
manufacturing capability is strategically
important, and reflects that explicitly in
procurement criteria alongside cost, risk and
delivery considerations.

4 UK Parliament, Toward a New Doctrine for Economic Security, 24
November 2025

5 Centre for British Progress, Fixing UK defence procurement, 2
December 2025
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Use major energy investments
to strengthen domestic
manufacturing supply chains

As part of the UK'’s renewable energy support
regime, the Clean Industry Bonus (CIB) provides
additional revenue support to developers of
offshore wind and other clean energy projects
that demonstrate investment in UK supply
chains. While these flagship investments are
likely to concentrate in ports and large coastal
manufacturing sites, many of the components
required will sit further up the supply chain.

Similar to our recommendation on defence
procurement, in future rounds, DESNZ should
require developers receiving the CIB to provide
clearer visibility of subcontracting opportunities
that will emerge from these investments, for
example by facilitating supplier engagement
programmes for lower-tier manufacturers.

Position the Black Country
as a supplier of first choice

The WMCA should take an active role

in identifying manufacturers across the
Black Country whose capabilities align
with strategic national demand, including
defence and major energy programmes
(e.g. steel inputs, machined parts, tooling,
and fixtures). This would align with the
Government’s emerging industrial strategy
approach, including the UK Steel Strategy,
which emphasises the importance of
strengthening domestic supply chains,
increasing the use of UK-produced steel in
major infrastructure and defence projects,
and improving visibility between prime
contractors and UK manufacturers.

Using this intelligence, the WMCA

should act as a broker between local
manufacturers and relevant Government
Departments, such as DESNZ and the MoD.

This approach would give manufacturers
clearer visibility of future demand and
help them invest with greater confidence,
while supporting developers to identify
capable UK suppliers beyond their
existing networks. Over time, it would help
anchor manufacturing activity locally and
strengthen domestic supply chains in
sectors where resilience and long-term
capacity matter.
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Securing UK participation in European
industrial and defence supply chains

In response to geopolitical pressures, global
trade tensions and concerns over strategic
autonomy, the EU is making more active use of
procurement rules, subsidy-linked funding and
local-content requirements to steer investment
and shape supply chains in strategic sectors.
Two developments are particularly significant.

First, the EU is advancing “Made in Europe”
requirements through initiatives such as the
recently published Industrial Accelerator Act
(IAA). These proposals seek to link eligibility
for public procurement, subsidies and other
forms of EU-backed support to the location of
production and the origin of inputs. Depending
on the final wording of the legislation, the

UK might benefit from certain derogations

as an external partner. In sectors such as
automotive, energy technologies, metals and
machinery, that limited and uncertain status
risks UK firms being excluded from publicly
supported projects or displaced within supply
chains if UK content no longer qualifies. Over
time, such rules could re-route investment and
procurement decisions away from existing
UK-EU production networks, not because UK
firms are uncompetitive, but because they fall
outside evolving eligibility criteria.

Second, similar dynamics are already evident
in defence manufacturing. While the UK’s
Defence Industrial Strategy rightly emphasises
collaboration with allies, recent experience has
shown that this ambition is not yet matched

by robust delivery mechanisms. The lack of
agreement between the UK and EU on UK
participation in the EU’s SAFE defence fund
highlights the risk that UK firms could be left
outside key European defence programmes,or
confined to marginal roles,despite their
capabilities and existing integration within allied
supply chains. Without clearer arrangements in

future iterations of the fund, increased defence
spending across Europe risks reinforcing
EU-based supply chains while weakening the
UK’s position over time.

In practice, this should include

Securing access to EU defence
programmes, including continued
engagement with the EU ahead of
future SAFE funding rounds, with the
aim of establishing workable principles
for UK participation.

Addressing exclusion risks arising
from “Made in Europe” requirements,
by engaging the EU on the design and
implementation of local-content and
eligibility rules.

Provide visibility of future
market opportunities

We recommend that the WMCA works with
the Black Country manufacturing business
community to commission a detailed piece of
analysis to map how demand in relevant priority
sectors is expected to evolve, what higher-
value activities are likely to emerge alongside
existing production, and which capabilities
already present in the Black Country could

be built on or adapted. This work should also
examine how capabilities developed for these
sectors could be applied to other emerging
markets in the longer term, helping firms to
identify a small number of credible pathways
for upgrading and diversification.
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The purpose is not to tell firms what to do,

but to reduce uncertainty about where
opportunities are likely to lie. Making this
information more visible would support better
investment decisions by businesses, more
forward-looking skills planning, and a closer
fit between short-term industrial strategy
priorities and the longer-term competitiveness
of the local manufacturing base.

Simplify access to
business support for
manufacturing firms

The West Midlands is in the process of a
significant reform of its business support
landscape. As part of the WMCA Mayor’s
Growth Plan, Business Growth West Midlands
is being reshaped to address long-standing
concerns from firms and business groups

that the system had become fragmented,
complex, and difficult to navigate. This direction
is consistent with the Government’s wider
SME strategy, which increasingly emphasises
simplifying the business support landscape,
reducing administrative friction, and providing
more tailored support for firms with growth
potential. This reform is welcome. A more
focused and joined-up offer should reduce
duplication, improve clarity, and make it

easier for businesses to understand where

to go for support. However, the shift towards
prioritising “high-growth” firms also raises

an important question for manufacturing-led
areas such as the Black Country may not meet
the conventional “high-growth” definitions.
This is because manufacturing growth is often
slower, more capital-intensive, and tied to

long investment cycles, despite having strong
potential to modernise, diversify customers, or
move into higher-value roles.

The WMCA should therefore ensure that
Business Growth West Midlands retains
dedicated provision for manufacturing SMEs

with the potential to supply priority growth
sectors. This is particularly important as
Government expands programmes such as
Made Smarter Adoption, which are intended
to support SME manufacturers with digital
adoption, automation and productivity
improvement. Ensuring Black Country firms
are able to access and engage with these
programmes effectively will be important if
local manufacturers are to modernise and
move into higher-value activities.

This could be delivered through a dedicated
manufacturing advisory offer, drawing on

the principles of the former Manufacturing
Advisory Service (MAS), with advisers who have
direct manufacturing experience, understand
production-led business models, and can
provide practical, hands-on support tailored to
the needs of manufacturing firms.’

Rather than creating an entirely new
programme from scratch, WMCA should
explore partnership with established national
models such as Sharing in Growth (SiG),
which has demonstrated effectiveness in
strengthening capability and competitiveness
in advanced manufacturing supply chains.®
Because SiG’s model blends public funding
with in-kind contributions from participating
firms and partner organisations, a WMCA
partnership could expand regional business
support without requiring significant new
funding from local budgets.

6 West Midlands Combined Authority, Mayor announces business
support shake-up, 29 July 2025

7 Manufacturing Advisory Service, Home Page, Accessed January
2026

8 Sharing In Growth
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Improve access to capital
for firms seeking to grow
or invest in new capabilities

Many manufacturing firms in the Black
Country will need to invest in new equipment,
processes, and capabilities to remain
competitive. This includes investment in
automation, cleaner technologies, and

more advanced production methods. These
investments are often large, upfront, and only
pay off over a longer period.

Traditional bank lending is typically geared
towards shorter-term, lower-risk investments,
and is often poorly suited to funding major
upgrades to manufacturing facilities. At

the same time, many firms are focused on
managing day-to-day pressures and may have
limited capacity to explore alternative forms

of finance, even where these could support
longer-term investment.

To address this, we recommend that the
Department for Business and Trade convenes
a Manufacturing Investment Forum in the Black
Country, bringing together patient-capital
funds (including those backed by the British
Business Bank), manufacturing-focused
growth investors, and specialist equipment
financiers. The purpose of the forum would be
to improve alignment between manufacturers
and potential sources of finance, help investors
better understand the needs of industrial firms,
and support the development of financing
models suited to long-term investment in
manufacturing capabilities.

The purpose of the forum
would be to improve
alignment between
manufacturers and potential
sources of finance, help
investors better understand
the needs of industrial
firms, and support the
development of financing
models suited to long-term
investment in manufacturing
capabilities.



Securing cheaper
and abundant energy
for manufacturing
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Manufacturers across the area consistently report that
high and volatile electricity and gas prices are eroding
margins and weakening competitiveness. While these
pressures are not unique to the Black Country, they fall
heavily on electricity-exposed businesses that sit outside
tightly targeted government relief (such as the Energy

Intensive Industries scheme).

Even where firms are willing and able to

invest in electrification or on-site generation,
infrastructure constraints can present a
further barrier. There is evidence of significant
grid connection delays in the region of up to
10 years, making it difficult to plan or justify
investment.® Stakeholders also described
cases where firms were ready to invest in
behind-the-meter solutions (often one of the
most viable ways of reducing electricity costs
for those businesses) but faced long and
uncertain delays in securing grid connections,
leaving potential savings unrealised while they
waited.

Recent reforms to the electricity connections
system are beginning to address long-
standing blockages in the demand queue. If
implemented effectively, they could reduce
uncertainty and unlock stalled investment. The
creation of Great British Energy also presents

9 UK Parliament, Written Evidence, June 2023

an opportunity. Its mission to accelerate clean
energy and support local economic benefit
creates scope to address coordination failures
that currently prevent smaller manufacturers
from accessing cheaper and more stable
power.

But energy is also not just a short-term cost
issue. As manufacturing electrifies and
electricity demand rises, access to abundant
and reliable power becomes a condition for
both investment and growth. The Black Country
no longer benefits from local generation in the
way it once did, and there is a risk that energy-
intensive manufacturing will shift elsewhere.

This chapter sets out how energy pricing,
grid reform and long-term supply strategy
can be aligned with the competitiveness of
manufacturing in the Black Country.



27

Local Visions Black Country

Project Tempo

Policy recommendations

Cut industrial electricity bills at source by removing Carbon Price Support

sooner than committed

Alongside longer-term reforms to the UK’s
energy system, government should look for
practical ways to reduce industrial electricity
costs in the near term. One option would be

to bring forward the removal of the Carbon
Price Support (CPS) earlier than April 2028
announced earlier this year.® Because Great
Britain’s wholesale electricity price is frequently
set by gas-fired generation, CPS is typically
passed through into the market-clearing price,
raising costs for all electricity consumers,
including manufacturers. Removing CPS would
therefore lower wholesale prices and feed
through to business electricity bills across the
board, benefiting firms whether they qualify for
the Energy Intensive Industry (Ell) exemptions
that currently limit energy bill supportto a
narrow set of sectors. The Centre for British

Progress estimates that this would amount to
a £4.20 per MWh reduction in the fiscal year
ending March 2027, tapering to around £0.50
per MWh by 2031. These savings must be
passed onto consumers as soon as possible.

To illustrate the potential impact on energy-
intensive manufacturers in the Black
Country, we provide indicative estimates of
annual electricity bill savings under different
electricity consumption profiles. For many
energy-intensive SMEs in the Black Country,
annual electricity consumption is likely to

sit somewhere within this range. For some
larger manufacturers with highly electrified
production processes, electricity use, and
therefore potential savings, may fall between
the middle and upper end of this range, though
this would not be typical for most firms.

Estimated annual electricity bill savings for three consumption profiles (£)
Assumed baseline electricity price: £160-£260 per MWh

Annual

electricity use FY 26-27 FY 27-28
250,000 kWh £1,050 £850
500,000 kWh £2,100 £1,700
750,000 kWh £3,150 £2,550
DlelipEilie v 16-2.6% 13-21%

bill reduction

10 UK Parliament, Carbon Price Support Statement, April 2026

FY28-29 FY29-30 FY30-31 Total (£)
£625 £450 £125 £3,100
£1,250 £900 £250 £6,200
£1,875 £1,350 £375 £9,300
1.0-1.6%  0.7-11% 0.2-0.3%
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Ensure reforms to demand-side grid
connections work for small manufacturers

Ofgem’s end-to-end review,of the connections process rightly focuses on making the system
fairer and faster. Thisstops speculative projects from sitting in the queue, prioritising schemes that
are genuinely ready to build, and ensuring scarce network capacity goes to projects that are most
likely to go ahead. These reforms, alongside the recently announced Energy Independence Bill,
respond to real problems in the current system and are necessary to improve overall performance.

At the same time, government is increasingly orienting grid policy towards nationally strategic
forms of demand, particularly Al Growth Zones, hyperscale data centres, and other large
electricity-intensive developments. While these projects may play an important role in the UK’s
future economy, there is a risk that connections reform becomes disproportionately shaped
around the characteristics and requirements of very large, well-resourced users. Without
appropriate safeguards, smaller industrial users, including manufacturers seeking to electrify
production, expand capacity, or invest in low-carbon technologies, could find themselves
disadvantaged in a more strategically prioritised system.

Ofgem should explicitly consider how the proposed changes will work in practice for
SME industrial demand

01 Ofgem should require Distribution Network Operators (DNOs) to apply simplified
and standardised readiness requirements for SMEs. Readiness criteria should be
proportionate and reflect how smaller manufacturers plan and finance investment.

02 Ofgem should require DNOs to provide basic capacity triage, clearer guidance,
and named points of contact for small industrial customers. Early-stage clarity on
likely capacity availability, reinforcement requirements, and indicative timescales
would reduce uncertainty and help firms decide whether to proceed with
investment.

03 DNOs should be expected to engage proactively with place-based partners
where coordinated portfolios of industrial demand are being brought forward.
Engagement with combined authorities or local authorities presenting groups of
industrial sites or estates would help ensure that demand from SME-dominated
areas is understood and planned for more effectively, rather than assessed solely
on a project-by-project basis.
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Pilot allowing Independent Distribution
Network Operators (IDNOs) to deliver
upstream reinforcement

Even where demand-side connection processes improve, physical grid capacity will remain a
binding constraint in areas such as the Black Country, where capacity is limited. Manufacturers
applying for a new connection will often be told in such cases that upstream reinforcement
(such as upgrades to substations) is required before additional load can be accommodated.

At present, responsibility for this upstream reinforcement sits with the Distribution Network
Operator (DNO). These upgrades will be planned and delivered over long timescales, with
limited visibility for firms over when work will take place. For example, a medium-sized
manufacturer may need a relatively modest increase in capacity to electrify a heat process or
install new machinery, but be told it depends on a wider substation upgrade scheduled years
into the future, leaving an otherwise viable investment on hold.

Independent Distribution Network Operators (IDNOs) are licensed network operators that
can design, build, own, and operate local electricity networks, often serving industrial estates,
business parks, or new developments, and connecting them to the wider grid. In many cases,
IDNOs can deliver infrastructure more quickly or flexibly than incumbent DNOs. However,
under current regulatory arrangements, IDNO involvement is generally limited to downstream
assets. Responsibility for upstream reinforcement remains with the DNO, even where delays
are significant.

This creates a potential opportunity to test more flexible delivery models. Ofgem should pilot
allowing IDNOs to deliver upstream reinforcement for defined industrial estates where DNO
delivery is slow. For example, where a cluster of firms on an industrial estate are all waiting

on the same substation upgrade, an IDNO could be permitted to design and deliver that
reinforcement earlier, allowing multiple connections to proceed in parallel.
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Use GB Energy to facilitate
the supply of cheap clean
power for industrial SMEs

In manufacturing-intensive areas such as the
Black Country, many industrial estates have
significant rooftop space suitable for solar
generation. In principle, a private developer
could lease that rooftop space, invest in

the installation of solar assets, and sell the
electricity back to firms on the estate under
long-term power purchase agreements (PPAS).
PPAs are an established way of securing

lower and more predictable electricity prices,
allowing users to buy a fixed volume of
electricity at an agreed price over a long period,
often below volatile market rates. They are
already used by large corporations and public
institutions, and in some cases by individual
manufacturers. However, they remain largely
inaccessible to small and medium-sized
manufacturers.

Evidence suggests that this is a coordination
problem rather than a technical one. Public
and quasi-public bodies have successfully
pooled demand, acted as counterparties,

or brokered agreements on behalf of

multiple users, allowing private developers

to finance and operate generation assets."
Comparable approaches could be adapted for
manufacturing-intensive places like the Black
Country, but they require active facilitation.

Great British Energy (GBE) is explicitly designed
to unlock local projects and address systemic
barriers in bringing them to market, making it a
natural home for developing standard models
that combined authorities can then deploy
locally. It is therefore well placed to explore
how these models could be extended to SMEs,
and help overcome barriers of scale, risk, and
coordination that currently prevent projects
from coming forward.

We recommend

o1

GBE should develop a standardised
model for aggregating SME electricity
demand in manufacturing-intensive
areas, including template contractual
arrangements and risk-sharing
structures that can be deployed locally.

02

WMCA and local authorities in the
Black Country should lead local
coordination, identifying suitable
industrial estates and working with
landlords and firms to assemble
participating demand.

03

It would be possible for private
developers to finance and operate

the generation assets, with GBE acting
more as a coordinator across parties
and to reduce early-stage risk. Where
appropriate, GBE should assess
whether co-investment, underwriting,
or standardised contractual
frameworks could help unlock private
investment. This could include
supporting trusted local or municipal
entities to act as counterparties

on behalf of multiple smaller firms,
drawing on established public-sector.”

11 Energy UK, Full power, 15 November 2024
12 Energy UK, Full power, 15 November 2024
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Address long-term energy supply
constraints for industrial competitiveness

As manufacturing electrifies and demand for
firm power increases, access to reliable, low-
carbon electricity and heat is likely to become a
binding constraint. Nuclear technologies offer
the potential to provide sustained, firm power
at scale. In addition to electricity generation,
nuclear heat could support certain industrial
processes directly and contribute to low-
carbon hydrogen production, enabling forms
of energy-intensive manufacturing that are
difficult to sustain using intermittent generation
alone.

Recent national policy developments reinforce
the relevance of this agenda. The Government’s
decision to select Rolls-Royce SMR as the
preferred technology for the UK’s first SMR
deployment programme marks a significant
step towards commercial deployment of
advanced nuclear technologies in the UK.

At the same time, the recently announced
Nuclear Regulation Bill, intended to implement
recommendations from the Nuclear Regulatory
Taskforce review, signals a broader effort to
streamline and modernise the UK’s nuclear
regulatory system.

Conventional gigawatt-scale nuclear plants are
typically sited on large coastal locations due

to cooling requirements and existing national
siting policy, and recent government guidance
continues to prioritise a limited number of
designated sites;none of which are in the West
Midlands. This makes traditional large-scale
deployment within orimmediately adjacent to
the Black Country unlikely.

However, smaller advanced designs may alter
that assessment over time. A recent study by

13 Equilibrion Limited, Midlands Nuclear Siting Study: Main Report,
July 2025

Midlands Nuclear examined the potential for
Small Modular Reactors (SMRs) and Advanced
Modular Reactors (AMRs) across parts of the
Midlands. While the most straightforward
sites identified were concentrated in the East
Midlands —the study also suggests that viable
locations elsewhere in the wider region may
merit further investigation. It further notes

that some reactor designs could operate
without direct access to large water bodies,
using indirect or air-based cooling systems,
potentially broadening the range of suitable
sites in more constrained industrial areas.”

We therefore recommend that the West
Midlands Combined Authority work with central
government, the National Energy System
Operator, Great British Nuclear and regional
partners to undertake a formal assessment of
advanced nuclear deployment options within
or proximate to the Black Country. This should
involve assessing whether suitable sites exist
within or near the Black Country, and what
forms of nuclear technology might be viable.






Building the skills
pipeline for a stronger
industrial base
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A resilient industrial base requires strong entry routes,
opportunities for progression and the ability for firms and
workers to adapt as technologies and markets evolve.

Manufacturers across the Black Country
consistently report difficulty recruiting and
retaining skilled workers, particularly at entry
and intermediate levels. For many firms, the
challenge is not a shortage of ambition, but
uncertainty about whether they can access
the workforce needed to sustain and grow
their operations. Apprenticeships are widely
seen as central to addressing this gap, yet the
current system is often poorly suited to an
SME-heavy sector. Administrative burdens
deter smaller employers, while gaps in Level 2
provision weaken clear and credible pathways
into manufacturing for young people and those
seeking to retrain.

Reforms to the apprenticeship system provide
an opportunity to address this mismatch.
Greater flexibility, more modular training
pathways and a stronger role for combined
authorities in shaping provision around local
need could make the system more usable for
smaller manufacturers. In the Black Country,

this could help rebuild entry routes into the
sector, reduce recruitment risk and strengthen
the foundations on which higher-value activity
depends.

Lastly, while strengthening entry routes will be
essential, the direction of travel outlined earlier
also has implications for the top of the skills
pipeline. Higher-value manufacturing activity is
associated with greater engineering intensity,
stronger links to research and development,
and a higher share of graduate-level roles in
design, digital integration, materials science
and process optimisation. If the Black Country
is to capture more of this value, firms will need
greater access to engineers, designers and
technically trained graduates alongside a
strong technician base.

This chapter therefore sets out how a more
coordinated and locally responsive skills
system can underpin a durable and inclusive
manufacturing future.
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Policy recommendations

Establish a Black Country Manufacturing Skills Compact

We recommend the creation a formal partnership between the WMCA, local FE colleges,
universities, and Black Country manufacturers of all sizes to fix the current mismatch between
training provision and demand. The Compact should be embedded within the region’s devolved
skills framework, with a formal role in shaping Adult Education Fund allocations, capital investment
decisions for manufacturing-related facilities, and alignment with the Local Skills Improvement
Plan. Participation should carry clear expectations for both providers and employers while
involving key institutions such as the City of Wolverhampton College which has recently been
designated as a Technical Excellence College for advanced manufacturing.

The Compact would involve

Forward-looking skills forecasting: a shared mechanism to identify both current
shortages and emerging capability needs in manufacturing. This would mirror the
approach taken in Yorkshire, where the Financial and Professional Services Skills
Commission created a structured forecasting process and used it to guide joint action
between employers, colleges and civic leaders (see case study 1 below). A similar model
would give Black Country providers the confidence to invest and give employers a formal
route to shape skill provisions.'®

Curriculum co-design and modular flexibility: a structured process for employers to help
shape course content and apprenticeship pathways. This would mirror the Advanced
Manufacturing Research Centre’s approach in Sheffield (see case study 2 below).

Joint investment in equipment and facilities: pooling public and employer investment to
upgrade training facilities and specialist equipment in colleges.

Guaranteed industry placements: a commitment from participating manufacturers to
provide placements, rotations and apprenticeship opportunities. Clear progression routes
help colleges recruit and retain learners by demonstrating that courses lead to credible
jobs the local industry actually needs.

Oversee coordinated careers outreach: aligning schools, employment services and
retraining programmes behind a shared regional manufacturing recruitment strategy. This
would broaden the recruitment pool beyond school leavers, supporting viable course
sizes while helping industry access a more diverse pipeline of young people, career-
changers, and those currently not in education or employment.

16 Yorkshire Building Society, New Commission established to
support growing financial services industry in Yorkshire and the
Humber, 6 April 2023
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Use levy pooling
more strategically
for manufacturing

Under the apprenticeship levy system, now
being reformed into the Growth and Skills
Levy, large employers pay a share of their
payroll into a central pot that can be used

to fund apprenticeship training. These
employers can draw down their own levy to
train apprentices, within the new policy, in
their organisation. If they do not use the funds
within a set period, the money expires and
returns to central government.

The system also allows large employers to
transfer a portion of their unused levy to
other firms, including small and medium-
sized businesses. This is intended to help
spread the benefits of the levy beyond large
organisations and support apprenticeships
across supply chains.

In the Black Country and wider West
Midlands region, this matters because large
manufacturing employers will be paying
significant amounts towards the levy, while
many of the region’s most acute skills needs
sit within smaller manufacturing firms. These
firms often lack the capacity to engage fully
with the apprenticeship system, even where
funding exists. As a result, levy raised locally
does not consistently reach the businesses
that could make the most effective use of it.

We recommend that WMCA use the
Manufacturing Skills Compact as a delivery
and coordination vehicle to make levy pooling
more strategic and sector-led.

Specifically, WMCA should

o1

Establish a dedicated manufacturing
and engineering levy pool, with
participation from large anchor
employers across the region.

02

Provide hands-on brokerage and
support for SMEs, helping them

to access levy funding, identify
suitable apprenticeship standards,
and navigate the administrative
requirements.
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Shape modular
apprenticeships
around local needs

The government is currently reforming the
apprenticeship system to make it more
flexible, more locally responsive and easier

for smaller employers to engage with. A key
element of the transition towards the Growth
and Skills levy reform is the move towards
modularisation: breaking some apprenticeship
standards into smaller, self-contained units
focused on specific skills or competencies,
rather than requiring employers and learners
to commit immediately to a full multi-year
programme.”” An initial wave of modular
reform has focused on priority sectors such as
construction, digital and selected engineering
standards. Further phases are expected as
the Department for Education expands this
approach across additional sectors.

Under a modular system, employers would

be able to engage with discrete training units
aligned to immediate business needs, while
learners could build towards full qualifications
over time. For SME-dominated manufacturing
economies such as the Black Country, this
flexibility could reduce risk, improve take up
and strengthen progression routes.

We recommend that WMCA uses evidence
generated through the Manufacturing Skills
Compact to engage proactively with the
Department for Education and Skills England
, ensuring that the design and approval of
future modular apprenticeship units reflect
the practical needs of local manufacturers.

17 Yorkshire Building Society, New Commission established to GOV.
UK, Post-16 education and skills white paper, 21 November 2025

Building a shared evidence base for
sector skills planning - Yorkshire’s
FPS Skills Commission

The financial and professional
services (FPS) sector in Yorkshire

and the Humber is a major economic
contributor, employing roughly
149,000 people and generating billions
in value. However, it faces significant
and growing skills challenges that
threaten its future growth prospects
such as rapid change in skills demand,
competition for talent and limited
collaboration between employers,
education providers and civic
leadership, meaning efforts to develop
skills were often fragmented and not
aligned with long-term workforce
need.

To respond to these challenges, the
Yorkshire and the Humber FPS Skills
Commission was established (March
2023) with the explicit purpose of
building a shared evidence base

on skills needs. The Commission’s
work created a structured, evidence-
based forum that brought employers,
education and civic leadership into
sustained dialogue about skills supply,
future needs, and joint priorities.
Producing a common evidence base
helped employers and providers see
the same picture of skills challenges;
informed decisions about curricula,
apprenticeships, and workforce
development and enable collective
action across organisational
boundaries to better align supply with
demand.



39

Local Visions Black Country

Project Tempo

Curriculum co-design in practice
- AMRC’s modular apprenticeship
add-ons

The Sheffield Advanced Manufacturing
Research Centre (AMRC) is a research
and innovation partnership between
the University of Sheffield and a large
network of manufacturing firms.

It works with industry to develop,

test and deploy new manufacturing
technologies, processes and ways

of working, supporting productivity,
innovation and competitiveness across
advanced manufacturing sectors.

Alongside its research activity, AMRC
operates a dedicated Training Centre
to support the development of the
manufacturing workforce. A key
feature of its approach is the use of
modular “add-ons” that employers
can select to tailor apprenticeship
pathways to their business needs.
These modules allow training

to be adapted to different roles,
technologies, and local industry
demand, rather than relying on a fixed
one-size-fits-all curriculum.®

The modular components and course
are updated are continually refined
using employer feedback. This
creates a structured mechanism for
curriculum co-design, ensuring that
provision stays aligned with evolving
manufacturing technologies and the
practical requirements of employers.

18 AMRC Training Centre, Enhanced Apprenticeships,
Accessed January 2026

Strategic levy pooling through local
brokerage - Liverpool City Region

Like many areas, Liverpool City
Region has faced a recurring
mismatch between the scale of
local skills shortages and the way
apprenticeship levy funding is
accessed in practice. While large
employers often have unused levy
funds, smaller organisations in
priority sectors frequently lack the
capacity, administrative support or
apprenticeship expertise needed to
take on apprentices and navigate the
transfer system.

The City Region has used its
Apprenticeship Levy Pledge to turn
levy transfers into a more strategic tool
for addressing local skills needs. The
scheme mobilises large levy-paying
employers to pass on unspent funds,
while the Combined Authority brokers
transfers and coordinates delivery
across the region.”

Transfers have been deliberately
directed towards sectors with
entrenched workforce shortages,
including early years education.
Instead of leaving SMEs to navigate the
system alone, the Combined Authority
supports employers through the
transfer process, helps align funding
with appropriate apprenticeship
standards, and links employers to
providers to accelerate apprenticeship
starts.

19 Liverpool City Region Combined Authority, LCR
apprenticeship levy pledge, Accessed January 2026






Unlocking industrial
land for iInvestment
and growth
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A strategy for manufacturing is also a strategy for place.
However strong a region’s capabilities, firms cannot
expand, and new investors will not commit, if suitable land
is unavailable, risky or slow to come forward.

The House of Lords and the All-Party
Parliamentary Group on Coalfield Communities
have highlighted that in weak industrial and
commercial property markets, low land
values and rental returns often fail to cover
the high upfront costs of remediation and

site preparation, making development
commercially unviable for the private sector.
This creates a “catch-22”, where private
investors are unwilling to invest because local
markets are weak, yet the shortage of suitable
industrial and commercial premises itself
constrains business growth.2°

This dynamic is visible in the Black Country.
Stakeholders repeatedly pointed to land
availability and planning uncertainty as
deterrents to investment. While the area
retains clear structural advantages, a central
UK location, strong transport connectivity,
proximity to major universities, a relatively
young population and a deep industrial
ecosystem, many felt these strengths were
being undermined by practical constraints on
the ground. Many potential sites are complex
brownfield plots requiring remediation,
infrastructure upgrades and coordinated
assembly across multiple owners. Even where
demand exists, uncertainty over viability and
planning timelines can stall projects. Several
stakeholders suggested that this has, in some
cases, redirected expansion to areas perceived
as more straightforward.

Market data reflects similar pressures. Demand
for small and mid-sized industrial space

across the West Midlands has risen sharply,
while supply has tightened due to a limited
development pipeline.?" In the Black Country
itself, the stock of non-domestic properties has
been falling steadily. As of March 2024, there
were around 38,800 non-domestic properties
across the area, the lowest level recorded
since 2017, following continuous year-on-year
declines.?? At the same time, wider housing

and employment land pressures, particularly as
Birmingham expands, are expected to intensify
competition for sites. The WMCA Growth Plan
itself identifies land availability and delivery

as potentially binding constraints on regional
growth.2®

If these frictions persist, the region’s structural
strengths will struggle to translate into
sustained investment. Ensuring that the Black
Country can both retain existing manufacturers
and attract new activity therefore requires a
more deliberate and coordinated approach to
land. The following recommendations set out
how this can be achieved.

20House of Lords Library, Regeneration of former industrial areas in the UK, 29 February 2024
21 Savills, West Midlands mid-box industrial market gains momentum, Accessed January 2026
22The Economic Intelligence Unit, Black Country Annual Economic Review 2024, January 2025
23 West Midlands Combined Authority, West Midlands Growth Plan, 13 August 2025
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Create a Strategic Sites Pipeline

The WMCA should work with local authorities in the Black Country to publish a coordinated
pipeline of a small number of high-potential but complex employment sites. This approach would
involve proactively supporting the preparation and de-risking of a limited number of priority
locations (for example, 10 sites across the four boroughs) to make them investment ready. For
each site in the pipeline, councils would publish a clear, upfront statement and timeline covering:
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01

02

03

04

05

06

Land assembly position: ownership structure, approach to assembly; and
willingness to use compulsory purchase where required.

Remediation: contamination issues; and identifying where available sources
remediation funding exist and could be used.

Grid constraints and alternatives: clear identification of capacity constraints;
and commitments to engage with DNOs and IDNOs where it proves to be an
issue.

Clear planning framework: councils could use Supplementary Planning
Documents (SPDs) and Local Development Orders (LDOs) for these sites to
set clear rules in advance (such as building heights, uses, density, and design
principles) so that developers know what will be approved before they invest
time and money in detailed proposals. Where appropriate, an LDO could
grant automatic planning permission for development that meets these rules,
removing the need for repeated case-by-case decisions and significantly
reducing planning risk.

Named council delivery lead: a single planning officer responsible for
coordination.

Indicative delivery timeline: milestones for planning, remediation,
infrastructure and assembly.
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Use patient, place-
based capital to unlock
stalled employment sites

The West Midlands Pension Fund (WMPF)
already invests significantly within the region,
including in housing, commercial property,
infrastructure and SME finance. However,
this activity is not currently organised around
a defined strategy or allocation focused
specifically on bringing forward complex
employment land.

Greater Manchester offers a useful example
of a more structured approach. The Greater
Manchester Pension Fund (GMPF) has created
a Local Investment Portfolio with a dedicated
allocation to place-based investment. Within
that framework, vehicles such as the Good
Growth Fund have deployed pension-backed
capital into regeneration and commercial
schemes, helping to absorb early-stage

risk, fund remediation and crowd in private
development.?*

The West Midlands should explore whether a
similar structure could be developed, building
on WMPF’s existing local investment activity
but formalising it through:

— Adefined allocation within the pension
fund’s private markets portfolio for place-
based industrial investment;

— The creation of a joint WMCA-WMPF
investment vehicle focused on employment
land and brownfield industrial regeneration.

24 Greater Manchester Business Board, Greater
Manchester unveils plan to pioneer new model
of economic growth with £1bn Good Growth Fu
nd, 20 November 2025
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The limits of Britain’s growth model

The UK has struggled to generate sustained,
broad-based economic growth for some time.
Output per head has grown slowly compared

to peer economies, and productivity growth
has remained weak since the global financial
crisis. Where gains have occurred, they have
been concentrated in a small number of service
sectors such as finance and professional
services, clustered in London, the South East
and a handful of major cities.

In parallel, industrial activity has declined
sharply, particularly outside large cities. This
shift was often allowed to play out through
the market, with limited effort to manage the
transition in places where manufacturing had
been central to local economies. Industry
exited quickly and, in many cases, without

a clear strategy for what would replace it.
New productive sectors did not emerge at
sufficient scale to offset these losses, leaving
behind weaker local economies and fewer
opportunities.

Local Visions starts from the view that this
outcome was not neutral or inevitable. Policy
choices shape how sectors grow, adapt or
disappear. In contrast to what we’ve seenin
peer countries, the UK has taken a relatively
hands-off approach to industrial change.? For
along time, this was seen as acceptable, based
on the assumption that an open economy
could rely on global trade and distant supply
chains to meet its needs.

25The Productivity Institute, UK’s Industrial Policy: Learning from the
past?, October 2021

Those assumptions are now under strain.
Supply-chain disruption, energy insecurity and
geopolitical pressures have brought renewed
attention to where goods are sourced or
made, and which capabilities are retained. This
has prompted a more serious debate about
whether industrial capacity should be allowed
to disappear by default, or whether a more
deliberate approach can help viable activity
survive and evolve.

This matters not just for national resilience,

but for the places where industrial decline

has already taken a heavy toll. In many
communities, industrial activity supported
local economies and created visible routes into
skilled work.
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The Choice Ahead
for the Black Country

The Black Country is not an abstract case
study in Britain’s economic model. It is a
place with real firms, real capabilities and real
communities whose prospects are shaped by
those wider policy decisions.

This report has set out a practical route
forward. It begins from what exists today:
competitive firms embedded in national
supply chains, capabilities that remain
relevant to growing sectors, and a workforce
with deep industrial roots. It recognises that
some pressures are immediate and must be
addressed if viable activity is not to be lost,
but it also makes clear that stabilisation alone
is not enough. The question is whether those
existing strengths can evolve such as moving
into higher-value roles, diversifying markets and
capturing a greater share of future growth.

Growth in defence, clean energy and
infrastructure will happen. The issue is whether
the Black Country is positioned to benefit

from that expansion, or whether value accrues
elsewhere while local capability gradually
narrows.

Achieving this will not depend on any single
programme or intervention. It will require a

set of practical, sometimes unglamorous
improvements, from skills to finance,
infrastructure and supply-chain connectivity,
which may not be transformative in isolation,
but together can shift outcomes materially.

In doing so, manufacturing becomes once
again a visible source of pride, opportunity and
momentum for the area.
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Qualitative insights

Public First conducted a multi-phase qualitative research programme as part of this project,
combining in-street interviews with in-person and online focus groups.

On-street interviews

On 2 September 2025, two researchers
conducted a full day of informal, semi-
structured interviews with members of the
public in Bilston, Penn and Wolverhampton
City Centre. Participants were approached in
busy public locations to capture a broad cross-
section of voters from across the area.

Interviews were tracked throughout the day,
alongside key demographic characteristics, to
ensure the overall sample reflected the profile
of the constituency as closely as possible.

Focus groups

An in-person focus group was held in
Wolverhampton on the evening of 2 September
2025, with eight participants from across the
Black Country. Recruitment was structured to
ensure a broadly representative mix across age,
gender, ethnicity and employment status.

Furthermore, two online focus groups, each
with eight participants, were conducted on
8 January 2026. Recruitment followed the
same criteria as the in-person group held in
Wolverhampton in September 2025.

Stakeholder interviews

In addition to the public-facing research, Public
First conducted 11 in-depth interviews with local
stakeholders, including representatives from
local businesses, the education sector, and
non-governmental organisations.

These interviews were designed to provide

a more detailed and contextualised
understanding of the local economic
landscape. In particular, they explored the
challenges facing businesses, pressures on
the local economy, and issues relating to
education, skills and workforce development,
as well as policy changes needed to address
those concerns.
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Economic analysis and modelling

Quantifying the impact of abolishing CPS on
industrial electricity costs

We use estimates published by the Centre for
British Progress, which quantify the annual
“effective cost impact” of removing Carbon
Price Support (CPS) in £ per MWh for fiscal
years ending March 2027 to March 2031.2¢
These estimates reflect a tapering impact over
time, as gas is expected to play a diminishing
role in setting wholesale electricity prices.

Fiscal year Effective cost
(ending March) impact (£/MWh)
FY 26-27 £4.20

FY 27-28 £3.40

FY 28-29 £2.50

FY 29-30 £1.80

FY 30-31 £0.50

To estimate the potential impact on local
manufacturers, we developed illustrative
electricity consumption profiles informed by
published definitions of “energy-intensive”
SMEs used in business support programmes
in the region, which define eligibility as annual
energy consumption exceeding 750,000 kWh
(electricity and gas combined).?’

To inform the likely split between electricity and
gas, we used data from the Midlands Engine.®
In 2021, non-domestic electricity consumption
in the Midlands Engine area accounted for
approximately 44% of combined non-domestic
electricity and gas consumption.

Given this variation, we present three illustrative
electricity consumption profiles:

250,000 kWh per year
500,000 kWh per year
750,000 kWh per year

These profiles are intended to represent a
plausible range for energy-intensive SMEs and
electricity-intensive manufacturers in the area.
Larger manufacturers with highly electrified
processes may consume more.

26 Centre for British Progress, Cut bills & boost electrification by removing carbon price support, 22 October 2025
27 Pro Enviro, Government-Backed Low Carbon Process Optimisation, Accessed February 2026
28Midlands Engine, Energy Security White Paper Supporting Evidence Base, January 2024
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Calculating annual savings
Annual electricity bill savings are calculated using the following formula:

“Annual saving (£)”=(“Annual electricity use (kWh)” /1000)x”Effective cost impact (E/MWh)”

Total savings over the period FY 26-27 to FY 30-31 are calculated by summing annual savings
across the five fiscal years.

Estimating percentage bill reduction

To provide indicative percentage impacts, we compare the estimated £/MWh savingsto a
plausible range of baseline electricity prices faced by energy-intensive SMEs.

Stakeholder interviews suggested that recent business electricity prices for energy-intensive
manufacturers are typically in the range of 16-26 pence per kWh (equivalent to £160-£260 per
MWh). We therefore use this range to estimate an indicative percentage reduction in electricity
bills in each year.
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Interpretation and limitations

These estimates are illustrative and subject to
several assumptions:

They assume the wholesale price impact
estimated by the Centre for British Progress
feeds through proportionately to end-user
electricity bills.

They assume constant annual electricity
consumption.

They do not account for changes in network
charges, supplier margins, or other policy
costs.

They do not incorporate behavioural or
investment responses.

The results should therefore be interpreted
as indicative estimates of order of
magnitude rather than precise forecasts of
firm-level savings.

Analysis of manufacturing sub-sectors in the
Black Country

Economic data highlights a number of
manufacturing activities that stand out in terms
of productivity and specialisation.

Manufacture of fabricated metal products

The manufacture of basic and fabricated

metal products accounts for around 40 per
cent of local manufacturing employment and

is the area’s most specialised manufacturing
activity. Unlike many other parts of the sector, it
continues to outperform national productivity
levels.

Over the past decade, the sector’s gross
value added has increased by around 8 per
cent, even as manufacturing employment has
declined overall.

These capabilities serve areas of sustained
and growing demand. Around a quarter

of this sector’s outputs to other domestic
industries feeds into construction, supplying
essential components used across residential,
commercial, and infrastructure projects.
Fabricated metal products are also critical
inputs into higher-value manufacturing,
including motor vehicles, trailers, and semi-
trailers.

Manufacture of electrical products and
machinery

Nationally, this is one of the UK’s most
productive manufacturing sectors, and it is the
most productive manufacturing activity in the
Black Country itself.

Over the past decade, productivity in the sector
has remained broadly stable, which suggests
underlying resilience in a context where many
manufacturing activities have seen sustained
decline.

Manufacture of wood and paper products
and printing

The manufacture of wood and paper products
and printing plays a much smaller role in

the Black Country’s manufacturing base.
Employing around 4,500 people locally, it is
modest in scale, yet local productivity is more
than 20 per cent higher than the national
average.

Recent growth in the sector has been driven
primarily by local factors rather than national
trends. Shift-share analysis suggests that firms
in the Black Country have outperformed their
counterparts elsewhere, indicating a degree

of competitive advantage despite the sector’s
limited size.
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Adjacent high-value activities: routes to
greater value capture

To identify the key Black Country target supply
chain industries shown in Figure 1, we firstly
took qualitative insights from local suppliers
(from stakeholder interviews) on current
products produced in the region (“current
products”) and those envisioned by moving

up the value chain (“envisioned products”).

We then aligned these against the product
categories from the ONS Classification of
Products by Activity (CPA).

In order to identify the fastest-growing product
exports, we utilised the ONS dataset “UK trade
in goods by classification of product by activity
time series”, specifically the annual exports
time series, current prices dataset. We then
ranked exports by product category using total
exports in 2024, and export growth over the
period 2022-24 inclusive. We identified the
following product categories as having exports
which were either large in value or having
experienced rapid growth: Motor vehicles,
trailers and semi-trailers; Air and spacecraft
and related machinery; Fabricated metal
products, excl. machinery and equipment and
weapons & ammunition; Electrical equipment;
Weapons and ammunition; Other transport
equipment.

We then quantified the contribution made by
the current and envisioned products to the
supply chain of these large and fast-growing
product exports. To do so, we utilised the
latest available ONS dataset, “UK input-
output analytical tables: product by product”,
covering the year 2022. The share of the UK
supply chain for each product calculated as
the total intermediate use of each product by

final product, expressed as a share of total
intermediate use across all products.

To identify the final goods and services

exports for each Black Country product and
activity as shown in Figure 2, we combined the
aforementioned ONS trade in goods data with
ONS trade in services data (both in current
prices), using the ONS “UK trade in services

by industry, country and service type”, exports
dataset. The ONS does not release trade in
service exports by activity, only by industry and
then by “service account”. Therefore, for each
Black Country product and activity (current and
envisioned), we used total service exports from
each corresponding “industry”. For example,
the Specialist Metal Castings/Forgings industry
exports some services (a very small annual
value); the total was combined with goods
exports from the Specialist Metal Castings/
Forgings products to provide total trade for this
category.

Mapping skills requirements for value-chain
upgrading

Labour Force Survey data was used to calculate
the skill levels required if manufacturers in the
Black Country were to pivot to higher value
activities. Industries where the Black Country
has existing strengths were grouped together,
as were those industries up the value chain. For
each of the two groups the share of the total
workforce in each occupation (at a 2-digit SOC
level) was calculated and compared.

To calculate the difference in educational
levels, Labour Force Survey data was used to
calculate skill levels for each occupation within
each industry. Industries were grouped as
before and the share of the total workforce at
each educational level was calculated.
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