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South Midlands Sustainable Economic Compact
A proposition for Board endorsement and Government partnership

Executive proposition
The South Midlands has national economic importance but lacks a mechanism capable of acting at the scale and speed of its real economy. Fragmented governance, political misalignment and the prolonged complexity of combined authority and local government review processes are constraining growth, deterring investment and weakening national returns from a globally competitive region.

The South Midlands ‘Sustainable Economic Compact’ is a pragmatic, light‑touch, business‑led, public-private partnership that complements, rather than competes with, existing devolution models. It provides a credible, low‑risk route for Government to unlock growth, productivity and private investment now, while avoiding the political impasse and distraction that currently limit progress.

This paper seeks:
· Champion support to sponsor the Compact with Government
· Board endorsement to lead the proposal on behalf of the South Midlands
· Government engagement to test and develop the Compact as a scalable national model for economic‑led regional growth.

1. The problem we need to solve
For over a decade, English devolution has prioritised inclusive growth through political structures. This has delivered important local benefits, but it has not delivered growth at the pace or scale required in globally competitive economic regions.

The issue is not capability or ambition. It is structural.
· Functional economic regions do not align with local authority boundaries
· Investment decisions operate at regional, national and global scale
· Political cycles, mandates and legacy boundaries slow or block collective action
· Combined Authority formation is complex, time‑consuming and politically fragile
· Local Government Review is creating further distraction, uncertainty and delay

In the South Midlands, this has produced a persistent gap between economic potential and delivery capacity.

As a result:
· National funding is diluted, delayed or lost
· Private investment waits or relocates
· Productivity gains are foregone
· Strategic opportunities stall while governance debates continue
Growth is being constrained not by the market, but by governance and lack of a clear economic offer underpinned by national status as a comprehensive core of OxCam complimenting the offers of Oxford and Cambridge.

2. Why the South Midlands matters nationally
The South Midlands sits at the centre of the Oxford–Cambridge Growth Corridor and represents one of the UK’s most strategically important growth geographies.

It is characterised by:
· World‑class science, innovation and advanced manufacturing assets
· Strength across seven Industrial Strategy growth sectors
· Critical foundation sectors including logistics, transport and the visitor economy
· Two nationally significant New Town commitments
· A concentration of globally mobile firms, capital and talent

This is the economic DNA of a high‑growth international region. Yet leadership and decision‑making are fragmented across multiple authorities, strategies, policies and political agendas. The region lacks a single economic voice able to engage Government, align investment, and act at pace set within an international marketplace.

This is not a failure of local leaders. It is the absence of a suitable mechanism or plan.

3. Lessons from high‑performing global regions
The fastest‑growing regions internationally share a common characteristic: economic‑led, public–private governance that operates beyond political boundaries.

Examples include:
· Brainport Eindhoven – industry, universities and government acting as one economic system
· Øresund Region – cross‑border collaboration driven by economic purpose
· Shannon – light‑touch, investment‑focused regional leadership

These regions succeed because they prioritise:
· Economic geography over administrative or planning driven localities
· Speed and confidence over process
· Investment alignment over political uniformity

England now needs to take economic devolution as seriously as it has taken political devolution or risk frustrating growth and undermining confidence to invest in priority and foundation sectors.

4. The limits of the current options
Combined Authorities remain the right model where political alignment exists and momentum can be sustained. However, they are not universally applicable, they are complex and process to enable them risks frustrating growth where these become caught in bureaucratic environment.

In regions such as the South Midlands:
· Agreement is slow and uncertain
· Boundaries are contested
· Timelines extend beyond investment cycles
· Local Government Review further destabilises progress
· Clarity of collaboration or alignment benefits remain unclear

Waiting for ‘perfect politics’ is not a neutral choice. It actively erodes economic value.
The question for Government is no longer whether to devolve, but how many models are needed to unlock growth in different economic contexts that drive pace and respond to private sector market needs at local, regional, national and global scale of opportunity.

5. The solution: a South Midlands Sustainable Economic Compact (SEC)
The South Midlands Sustainable Economic Compact is a complementary growth mechanism, not an alternative tier of government or administrative governance.
It is:
· Light touch – not a new statutory authority or administrative layer
· Public–private – business, investors, institutions and public partners of equal status
· Regionally scaled – aligned to the real economic geographies
· Investment focused – prioritising delivery, pace, and confidence of a single offer of scale 
· Noncompetitive – strengthening, not undermining, existing institutions

The Compact provides:
· A single economic voice for the region and a model for the UK
· Strategic alignment of investment, infrastructure and growth priorities
· A platform for Government engagement without reopening political boundary debates or driving quangocratic administrative layers 
· The ability to act during, not after, local government reorganisation 
· Opportunity to leave no one behind, but provide a platform that delivers the structure plan underpinning the UK Industrial Strategy

6. Why this works for Government
For Government, the Compact (SEC) offers a proportionate, low‑risk intervention with clear national returns.
It:
· Unlocks stalled growth in a nationally significant region
· Mobilises private capital alongside public investment
· Reduces dependency on fragmented local bids
· Avoids the political cost and delay of forced structural reform
· Creates a testbed for economic‑led devolution that could scale elsewhere

Crucially, it allows Government to support growth now, not after years of governance restructuring and complexity we see of Local Government Review, Devolution process and emerging statutory change structures such as Strategic Authorities and SDS areas.

7. The role of the South Midlands Business Board
The Board is uniquely positioned to lead this proposition:
· It is economically credible
· It is politically neutral
· It can convene business, institutions and public partners
· It can operate across boundaries without reopening them

Board endorsement would:
· Signal regional alignment around growth
· Bring clarity of business voices and sectors to the table 
· Provide confidence to Government and investors
· Enable a champion to engage Ministers and officials
· Move the region from debate to delivery

8. What we are asking for
· From the Board
· Endorsement in principle of the South Midlands Sustainable Economic Compact
· Agreement to lead the development of a formal proposition
· Support for engagement with Government
· From Business Champions
· Strategic sponsorship of the Compact proposition
· Advocacy with Government at all levels, as a pragmatic growth solution
· From Government
· Engagement to co‑design the Compact
· Recognition of the South Midlands as a priority economic region
· Support for piloting a economic‑led regional approach for the South Midlands


Defining Opportunity Steps:
Inclusive growth requires actual growth. Growth requires investment. Investment requires confidence, pace and clarity. The South Midlands has the assets, the opportunity and the national importance. What it lacks is a mechanism fit for the modern economy.

The Sustainable Economic Compact does not ask Government to abandon devolution. It asks Government to evolve it.

Growth will not wait for perfect politics. The Compact approach ensures the economy does not have to.

Appendix A: Board Paper (Decision & Endorsement)

Purpose
To seek formal endorsement for the South Midlands Business Board to sponsor and lead development of a South Midlands Sustainable Economic Compact and engage Government accordingly.

Recommendations
The Board is asked to:
1. Endorse the principle of a South Midlands Economic Compact as a complementary, economic-led growth mechanism.
2. Agree that the Business Board should act as convener and sponsor.
3. Support engagement with a senior champion and central Government.
4. Authorise development of a formal Government proposition and pilot framework.

Strategic Rationale
The Compact responds directly to stalled growth caused by fragmented governance, political misalignment and prolonged Combined Authority and Local Government Review processes. It enables progress without prejudicing future devolution outcomes.


Appendix B: Ministerial Briefing (Offer)

The Issue
The South Midlands is a nationally significant growth geography at the heart of the Oxford–Cambridge Growth Corridor (OxCam), but delivery is constrained by fragmented governance and slow political processes.

The Opportunity
A light touch, business-led Economic Compact can unlock growth now, crowd in private investment and improve productivity without structural reorganisation.

Why Now
· Investment decisions are time-sensitive
· LGR and CA debates risk multi-year delay
· National growth objectives require pace

The Ask
Government engagement to co-design and pilot a South Midlands Economic Compact.


Appendix D: Treasury Economic Case

Market Failure
Coordination failure across local authorities inhibits agglomeration benefits,  infrastructure sequencing and private investment confidence.

Economic Additionality
· Productivity uplift through cluster alignment
· Private capital crowd-in
· Reduced bid fragmentation
· Faster deployment of national programmes

Value for Money
Low-cost governance intervention with high leverage and optionality; complements existing devolution spend.

Scalability
Model transferable to other complex, non-aligned growth ‘gap’ geographies sitting outside of the devolution pipeline within the next 5yrs.
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