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South Midlands Business Board

Monday 2 June 2025, 11.30-13.30
Cranfield University, Cranfield, Bedfordshire, MK43 OAL

Notes
Meeting started at 11.40

Description

Welcome and Apologies
Welcome and apologies noted.

Notes of the Previous Meeting

Updates on actions:

e Naomi Butters confirmed as GH Lead; Keith Purdie confirmed as CH Lead.

¢ Devolution Minister visit cancelled; potential to reschedule. Action: Business Board to
request meeting directly.

e MP event hosted by WNC & NNC in London — did not effectively support six-region model.
Action: Business Board to host summer event aligned with South Midlands geography to
present economic case from business perspective.

e LA evidence for 4/6 model — no submissions received despite multiple requests. Action:
Leaders and CEX to submit by 18/06/25. Action: Follow-up with government on cost
implications of not being on priority pathway.

e Communications — protocol to be signed off by Leaders. Email address created; LinkedIn page
to follow. Action: Share inward investment page and emphasise regional identity.

Discussion:

e Risks of not being on a devolution pathway: loss of funding/investment, disadvantage in
higher education.

e Future devolution rounds and viability of 4/6/6+ models against criteria.

e Regional political changes post-election.

No comments or questions. Unanimously Agreed.

Co Opted membership

It was proposed to invite Jon Corbett to join the Board as a co-opted member. Jon brings
significant experience in funding and investment within the South Midlands region, and is a
former LEP Board member. Unanimously Agreed.

The Board is open to considering additional co-opted members to ensure strong business
representation in light of current activity and strategic priorities.

Growth Hub Grants Programme

Action for slides to be shared with members.

Presentation:

e Proposal for a three year capital programme using unspent LGF funds to provide consistent
business support beyond the current UKSPF commitment and election cycle.

e Scheme themes to align with the national Local Industrial Strategy (LIS) and regional/local
growth priorities.

e Grant panel to be formed from Business Board members.

e Action: Include request for reallocation of further grant underspend into the new scheme.




Discussion:

e Suggestion to prioritise innovation in any additional underspend.

e Emphasis on skills development, including upskilling and apprenticeships, rather than solely
new job creation.

e Importance of proportionality between application requirements and grant size, especially
for smaller applicants.

e Cashflow challenges remain a barrier for micro businesses and the self-
employed. Action: Ruth to engage with education partners to explore alignment with other
funding streams.

e Grants should address business concerns identified in the Economic Growth Strategy.

e Action: Vicky to confirm how South Midlands funds are held and protected for functional use.

Unanimous agreement to endorse the paper at the Authorities meeting

South Midlands Political Landscape Update

WNC and NNC held elections in May 2025; both councils saw a change in political leadership
to Reform UK with the majority.

Mark Arnull (WNC) and Martin Griffiths (NNC) confirmed as new Leaders and will represent
their authorities on the Authorities Board.

Milton Keynes elections scheduled for 2026; Bedfordshire elections in 2027.

Devolution bill expected before summer recess and spending review on 11 June anticipated to
provide clarity on devolution deals available via the priority pathway.

Current position of the six local authorities on the six-region model remains unclear following
recent political changes.

Business Board Devolution Approach
Discussed in earlier item and to be discussed in detail in next meeting.

Economic Growth Strategy

Aims to present a unified vision for economic development and investment across the South
Midlands. The strategy is intended to serve as a document for future regional advocacy and
potential devolution discussions.

Presentation:

e Structured around three pillars: People, Place, and Economy.

e |t identifies 31 actions across five priority areas, primarily short- to medium-term, with some
long-term initiatives.

Feedback / Concerns:

e Lack of identity - Underplays the region’s attractiveness and fails to clearly articulate a
compelling vision or “big ideas” to rally behind.

e Connectivity & integration - Limited emphasis on inter-area connectivity, job mobility, and
economic enablers.

e Underrepresentation of key regional assets - e.g. Silverstone, Luton Airport, RFl sites and
sector strengths e.g. STEM, higher education, are not sufficiently highlighted.

e Evidence base: The document lacks a strong, data-driven narrative showcasing the region’s
growth and potential.

e Town centres: own centre regeneration is a priority, the strategy should better align with the
LVIP’s goals of fostering pride in place and improving commercial leasing models.




e Economic inactivity: The shrinking jobseeker pool is noted, but the causes and solutions are
unclear.

e Messaging: The tone of the document is overly cautious and does not effectively market the
region’s advantages or economic offer.

e |t does not address administrative changes or include a Foreign Direct Investment (FDI)
strategy.

e The document is positioned as a baseline strategy to support regional promotion and
potential devolution proposals and further investment opportunities.

e Suggested to include operational actions alongside strategic goals.

e Strength of the strategy is to benchmark against neighbouring regions e.g. Oxford, Herts,
Bucks) to contextualise strengths.

» Highlight positive social factors that make the region attractive to residents and investors.

Lichfields confirmed to take above into consideration

Business Board is expected to own and champion the EGS and is above the political boundaries
of the local authority areas.

Action to find a suitable date for the Business Board to discuss the EGS in detail.

Action for all to provide good examples of brochures and strategies.

It was agreed that the aim for sign off is August for the Leaders meeting in September.

Next Steps
Request for nominations for deputy roles for Business Board Chair and GH/CH Leads.

Meeting ended at 13.47.
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Dr Cathy Smith
Justin Richardson
Leon Terry
Naomi Butters
Oliver Jaycock
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Stephen Henson
Suzanna Austin
Vicky Hlomuka
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Apologies:
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Michael Moran
Nicholas Greenway
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TC Group
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