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Executive Summary 
 
The issues that are proposed for examination are critical for the future viability 
and productivity of the West Midlands regional economy. 
 
With the review coming at a time of concerns regarding liquidity pressures and a 
highly competitive global economy, the need to ensure the West Midlands region 
maintains its competitive edge by ensuring infrastructure is world class is key. 
 
This submission covers most areas covered in the consultation paper. These are: 
 

·  Critical Rural Services 
·  Culture, Sport and Tourism 
·  Minerals 
·  Flood Risks 
·  Energy 

 
However, in summary, we believe that rural public services is critical to the 
viability of 80% of the land mass of the West Midlands region. We have 
consistently called for rural one stop shops for access to rural public services to 
ensure the continued economic viability of the rural economy. 
 
With the London 2012 Olympic and Paralympic Games and the 2014 Glasgow 
Commonwealth Games looming the Government expects an increase in demand 
for exercise and leisure facilities to improve peoples’ quality of life. We share this 
expectation and believe the regional planning regime must ensure this widening 
of provision can occur. We also believe planning hurdles must not get in the way 
of the inward investment opportunities of 2012 and maybe even 2014 training 
camps for international sports teams coming to the Midlands. 
 
Confusion over tourism road signs can also be tackled in this review – to help aid 
the perception of this region to potential tourists.  
 
In respect of minerals policy, we would propose that the Project Plan considers 
how changes in construction techniques will impact on minerals and aggregates 
policy. In particular, due to the house building increases envisaged in Phase Two 
of the RSS review, we propose that long term planning for minerals and 
aggregates policy is now critical for future regional economic viability.  
 
The floods of the summer of 2007 demonstrated the damaging economic impact 
of floods upon the regional economy.  
 
The West Midlands Business Council appeal to help flood hit firms, held in 
conjunction with the ARC Addington Fund and the Royal Agricultural Benevolent 
Institute, helped over 200 small and medium sized firms, who were struggling 
because of the floods, to get back on their feet. That is why we propose 



 4

additional land is needed to protect infrastructure facilities such as electricity sub 
stations from imminent flood risk and also the need for depots where flood 
defence equipment can be kept in areas of potentially the greatest need.  
 
Energy Policy is critical to the well being of the West Midlands regional economy. 
Regrettably, the energy infrastructure in the region is not robust and this is due to 
a range of issues, some of them relating to national Government policy but a 
number of other issues that relate directly to the regional planning regime. We 
believe regional planning policy should make it easier for different forms of 
decentralised energy generation to take place alongside the services provided by 
the National Grid. 
 
This is our initial response to what should be considered in the Draft Project Plan 
and we will comment in further detail during the later stages of the Phase Three 
review process.   
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Rural Public Services  

The provision of rural public services for the 80% land mass of the region 
devoted to the rural economy is essential.  

The West Midlands Business Council has already put forward detailed 
recommendations for the provision of rural public services in relation to two 
Government established projects – the Shropshire Pathfinder and the Peak 
District Pathfinder. We believe the work of these two pathfinders should be 
examined as part of the project plan.  

Pathfinders, according to the then Environment, Food and Rural Affairs 
Secretary, the Rt Hon Margaret Beckett MP, in 2004 had a clear aim: 

“Local authorities have a vital role as community leaders in joining up and 
delivering quality services. I therefore intend to look at innovative mechanisms for 
devolving delivery even closer to rural communities.  
 
Over the course of this year we will set up a pathfinder in each region to explore 
more joined up and flexible approaches at local level in rural areas, including to 
join up services and funding at the point of delivery”. 
 
The Department of Environment, Food and Rural Affairs (DEFRA) has described 
Pathfinders in the following way: 
 
“They will investigate how to improve co-ordination of rural delivery at local level, 
how to get more value out of the wide range of funding streams available and 
how to bring strong local leadership to bear in tackling rural disadvantage”. 
 
As indicated in these statements, the aims of the Pathfinders has equal 
applicability across all rural areas as the rural economy has particular needs 
which is distinct from the urban economy – in particular the diverse nature of 
rural areas where public services need to be delivered.  
 
Therefore the majority of this chapter contains recommendations which have 
equal applicability in Pathfinder and non Pathfinder areas.  
 
In particular the West Midlands Business Council has called for the 
establishment of one stop shop processes in localities across the rural West 
Midlands. Simplifying the service provision available to businesses and ensuring 
that business can play its’ full role in the community is fundamental. This service 
should be linked to the regional business support structure.  
 
The Project Plan could consider the role of post offices as centres for rural one 
stop shop services.  
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Businesses in rural communities are not just the wealth creators for local 
prosperity and local jobs – fundamental though that is. It is the rural business 
community that provides the social glue that tie disparate rural communities 
together. 
 
Therefore any consideration of the work of rural public services delivery must 
have the role of the rural business community at the forefront of its consideration. 
 
The West Midlands Business Council would therefore propose that the following 
issues should be integral actions to be considered in this regard: 
 

- Public Procurement Opportunities 
- Skills 
- One Stop Shop for Services 

 
Rural businesses are often the best source for fulfilling local public procurement 
contracts. The businesses are ideally suited to meet orders in areas which – for 
larger urban based businesses – may be considered as hard to reach localities. 
The knowledge of the local area means that value added services and products 
are provided to the public sector. Finally, the business produced by sourcing 
public procurement contracts locally can help produce local prosperity and jobs in 
rural communities. 
 
That is why a one stop shop service is needed to provide an easy to use access 
point to gain knowledge of available public procurement contracts. 
 
Poor skills levels are holding back the rural economy – whether in land 
management, agri-business, tourism or a range of other business sectors. 
 
Recent research undertaken by Harper Adams University College for the West 
Midlands Business Council also reveals that this skills gap is been accentuated 
by demographic changes in rural areas with a proportional increase in the 
number of older people in rural areas. We would propose that this research is 
considered as part of the draft project plan.  
 
The West Midlands Business Council has already stated its’ belief that actions 
need to be adopted by the public sector and business to utilise the experience 
and skills base of older workers. 
 
A one stop shop service could bring the Learning and Skills Councils and training 
providers – including from business representative organisations and higher and 
further education institutions – to come together to offer an easy to use access 
point for accessing skills training provision combined with the regional business 
support structure.   
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Such a one stop shop service will help develop skills programmes that meet the 
needs of the demand side in the regional rural economy.  
 
This approach would enable skills training opportunities to be advertised to 
young people – informing them of the potential high value jobs in the rural 
economy.  
 
With the continuing trend for young people to leave rural areas, such a one stop 
shop service can also advertise the training courses that would lead to high value 
jobs in the rural economy. 
 
The business community would call for business support services to be an 
integral part of the facility providing access to public services.  
 
Marketing is critical to ensure the success of such a service and business 
representative organisations could be an ideal and cost effective vehicle to 
publicise this service to the rural business community. 
 
Finally, quality rural transport links, including good rural public transport services, 
is essential to ensure rural one stop shops for services are effective. Therefore 
we propose that the Project Plan considers the inter-play of transport 
improvements in its widest sense to the aim of improving rural public services.  
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Leisure and Sporting Facilities 
 
When the International Olympic Committee President, Jacques Rogge, 
announced in Singapore on 6 July 2005 that London was to host the 2012 
Olympic and Paralympic Games the impact on the West Midlands planning 
regime may not have been the first thought that would have come to mind.  
 
However, the decision that Britain will host the Games, dubbed as the greatest 
show on earth, is likely to lead to a greater demand for use of leisure facilities. 
This demand will not occur by accident but be a direct consequence of public 
policy relating to the Olympic and Paralympic Games. 
 
For as London 2012 have stated: 
 
The country will change and be changed, as the 2012 project and its range of 
related economic, social and sporting benefits become reality 
 
While Lord Coe, Chair of the London Organising Committee of the Olympic and 
Paralympic Games has said: 
 
Our vision is to stage an inspirational Games that capture the imagination of 
young people around the world and leave a lasting legacy  
 
As these statements make clear the aim will be to use the impending Games to 
encourage people, especially young people, to get engaged in sport and improve 
their health. With worrying trends of ill health in the West Midlands region this 
public policy is endorsed by business. 
 
Therefore the demand for leisure facilities will rise and will lead many local 
authorities across the region to consider locations for new or enhanced facilities 
to be developed. This was one of the key discussion points, for instance, at the 
Stoke and Staffordshire 2012 Summit, hosted by the Stoke on Trent Mayor, Mark 
Meredith, in November 2006.  
 
We believe this demand for sporting facilities may also be fuelled by the fact that 
the United Kingdom will host a major sporting tournament shortly after the 
Olympic and Paralympic Games – the 2014 Glasgow Commonwealth Games.  
 
We would therefore encourage the West Midlands Regional Assembly to 
consider how leisure facilities could be developed as part of its Phase Three 
review. We would suggest that the Assembly consider the London 2012 
documentation in particular as to how the Games will encourage public 
participation in sport.  
 
However, there is also another Olympic issue that will relate to Phase Three – 
Olympic training camps. The West Midlands Regional Assembly commissioned a 
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study in 2005 that demonstrated that a number of facilities could be adapted to 
either ensure training camps for Olympic and Paralympic teams are established 
or at least the venues could be used for specialist training.  We would propose 
that the draft project plan takes cognisance of this study.  
 
In March 2007, Birmingham City Council announced that the United States track 
and field team would base their training camp for the 2012 Games in the city.  
 
These activities would boost the regional economy and create jobs and, as 
planning may have a part to play in the development of these activities, we would 
encourage the West Midlands Regional Assembly to consider this issue so that 
the planning regime helps these developments – not hinders it. 

Leisure and Tourism - Tourism Road Signs 

Brown and white road signs – deliberately designed to help guide visitors to 
tourism venues – are widely recognised to be key to literally driving up tourist 
numbers. 

This is why the continued problems and confusion regarding the siting of brown 
and white signs has gone on for too long. For people outside the industry the 
concept of establishing such signs may seem like a matter for common sense. 

However, different practices from local authorities and the complex decision 
making process within the Highways Agency makes this matter far from 
straightforward. This does not have to be so. For surveys of tourism businesses 
and visitors have shown the same result – an end to this confusion would help 
this sector. 

From 2003 new criteria was introduced by the Highways Agency regarding the 
erection of these signs. It stated that signs could be erected if there was: 

“a permanently established destination or facility of recognised quality and/or 
importance that attracts or is used by visitors from outside the local area and 
which is open to the public without prior booking during its normal opening 
hours”.   

This criterion should have simplified the process for tourism businesses to apply 
for the erection of brown and white signs – which are paid for by businesses. 
However concerns by councils and the Highways Agency that too many signs will 
clutter the highways and not focus drivers’ attention upon the key signs for good 
driving means disparate policies exist across the West Midlands region.  

That is why we would propose that the Phase Three review provides the 
opportunity to develop uniform policies that will help with the perception of the 
region. 
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This should not be too difficult a task. Gloucestershire County Council has 
produced Brown and White Signs – Guidance Notes. Aimed at businesses it 
clearly states what signs can and can not be erected. More specifically, instead 
of a business ploughing through documents with obtuse language, the County 
Council offers the help of a Divisional Manager to work on the application 
process with a business. 

Therefore best practice is on offer to learn from and delays in addressing this 
issue are no longer acceptable.  
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Minerals Policy  
 
The increase in house building, as envisaged in Phase Two of the RSS Review, 
puts a premium on long term planning for aggregates and minerals policy. 
 
Therefore we would propose a long term planning framework for such a policy 
that takes account of the extra pressures in this policy area caused by the 
proposed house building programme alongside the existing commercial and 
other pressures that already exist. The Project Plan could consider whether a 30 
year time horizon rather than 25 years is more appropriate to ensure security of 
supply. 
 
We would propose that consideration of the development of construction 
techniques, including in the light of the PRIAM regulations, and how this relates 
to minerals policy is studied. Changes in construction design, for instance, 
includes a move towards more timber framed assembly construction methods.  
 
We would also suggest that the Project Plan considers whether there is a need 
for more stone quarries to provide conservation driven building stone both for re-
build and new construction.  
 
In particular, we would propose that how the regional minerals policy will impact 
on cross regional, national and international markets for minerals and 
aggregates.  
 
The Staffordshire and Warwickshire coal fields are one of this region’s greatest 
natural resources. However, the industry has gone through a steep decline but 
the pressing energy needs of the country provide new opportunities for coal.  
 
The commercial requirements for coal production relate to the calorific value of 
the coal and its chemical characteristics particularly in relation to chlorine and 
sulphur contents. The markets seek to reduce to reduce the contents of both 
chemicals to minimise corrosion of heating systems and carbon emissions levels. 
This normally leads to a process where coal from different sources is blended to 
meet the quality criteria and avoid unnecessary waste of high quality minerals. 
 
Therefore from a commercial potential perspective there are real opportunities to 
be gained from the coal fields. This is especially so as a result of concerns 
regarding energy shortages combined with the need to secure energy supplies to 
an increased regional population.  
 
The decision of the Government to convene a Coal Forum – bringing together 
electricity suppliers and coal producers to help find solutions to secure the long 
term future of domestic coal production could be a significant step forward for the 
commercial viability of the coal fields. This development followed the 2006 
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Comprehensive Energy Review where the Government stated the importance of 
the long term contribution of coal fired energy generation. 
 
However, concerns have been expressed about coal due to carbon emissions 
causing climate change. Nonetheless, clean coal technology now exists to 
address these issues and in November 2006 plans for a new clean coal fired 
power plant in Norway was announced which, it was claimed, would capture 95% 
of all greenhouse gases that are emitted. 
 
In the light of these developments we would encourage the West Midlands 
Regional Assembly and other regional public bodies with the business 
community to positively engage with the new Coal Forum to see if there is any 
actions – from the point of view of the planning regime – to help fulfil the potential 
of the coal fields which would help meet the country’s energy needs. 
 
There are commercial opportunities for the coalfields for coal seams that are 
unminable. 
 
In an attempt to address the issue of carbon emissions, the concept of carbon 
sequestration has been developed. This means that carbon dioxide is injected 
into deep, unminable coal seams. A particular advantage of coal seam 
sequestration is that coal seams can store several times more carbon dioxide 
than the equivalent volume of a conventional gas reservoir because coal has a 
large surface area. Another advantage is that as this process displaces methane 
this can be recovered as an energy source and sold to offset costs.  
 
We would therefore encourage the West Midlands Regional Assembly to explore 
how we could develop this market which would help with the wider regional 
economy and reduce carbon emissions, especially in terms of developing the 
correct planning regime for this sector to develop and meet environmental needs 
as part of the revised RSS.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 13

Flood Risks 
 
The floods of summer 2007 demonstrated how planning policy has largely failed 
in many areas to address the problems of flood risk. 
 
In the West Midlands region and in Gloucestershire it became clear that certain 
infrastructure facilities such as electricity power stations were not planned and 
built in a way that reduced the potential impact of floods upon the need for the 
continuity of operations. 
 
We therefore propose that the Project Plan considers the need for additional land 
to be allocated to existing as well as larger sites for new facilities so that flood 
risk security can be in-built from the outset or – if existing – created. This would 
enable facilities, including water treatment centres, not to face an imminent flood 
risk and would give time to utilities companies and the emergency services to 
ensure continuity of supply can continue in the event of floods taking place. 
 
The 2007 floods also highlighted another area where planning policy had failed to 
limit the impact of the floods. The problems in transporting flood defence 
equipment to some localities led to flooding and damage to local communities 
which, if the equipment had been in place in time, would not have occurred. 
 
Therefore, this demonstrates a need for depots for flood defence equipment 
throughout areas which are deemed to have a high flood risk. Such areas for 
depots could be set aside within Local Development Plans under guidance set 
within the RSS.  
 
One of the clear lessons from the 2007 floods is that careful consideration is 
needed before any building takes place on flood plains. Therefore we propose 
the Project Plan undertakes a full cost – benefit ratio analysis to ascertain the 
various factors to building on flood plains that can then be considered in the 
further stages of the Phase Three review.  
 
We would propose that all of these proposals are studied within the Project Plan 
for the Phase Three review.  
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Energy 
 
Energy is a key West Midlands issue. With energy intensive users in 
manufacturing needing reliable energy supplies and the profitable potential for 
biofuels to help to revitalise the rural economy, energy needs are high up on the 
business agenda.  
 
The most pressing energy issue is the contingency of supply. For the land locked 
West Midlands, which can not fully benefit from the immediate effects of wind 
and wave power and the region widely seen as the centre for UK manufacturing, 
any disruption in energy supplies is detrimental not just to the regional economy 
but also to the national economy. 
 
a) Contingency Energy Supplies 
 
The need for adequate contingency energy supplies is also complicated by 
concerns as to future power sources for the region. As the Institution of Civil 
Engineers report, referring specifically to the West Midlands region, states of the 
Regional Energy Strategy: 
 
Another is its failure to tackle the issue of how West Midlands’ coal fired power 
stations should be replaced. The bulk of the region’s energy needs will have to 
be met by either carbon fuelled power stations or nuclear facilities. This needs to 
be acknowledged by both national and regional government if they are to 
develop a clear strategy for securing future power supplies (1) 
 
The West Midlands regional business community is concerned at the threat to 
power supplies for energy intensive manufacturing businesses and these 
concerns could be accentuated, if matters are not addressed, by pressures on 
the national grid by a potential house building programme and that is why the 
business community would welcome the opportunity to work closely with regional 
bodies and Government to explore how the lack of adequate contingency energy 
supplies could be addressed.  
 
In particular we would encourage the West Midlands Regional Assembly, as part 
of its work in the review of the Regional Spatial Strategy (RSS) to undertake an 
analysis of the geological features of the region to ascertain whether there are 
any features that could act as storage for contingency energy supplies.  
 
b) Bio-energy 
 
Bio-energy is an energy source that could be ideally suited to the West Midlands 
region – with 80% of the land mass of the region devoted to the rural economy. 
 



 15

The Institution of Civil Engineers (ICE), for instance, sees biomass as a potential 
energy source for West Midlands’ regional businesses. In their State of the 
Region report (2005), ICE West Midlands states (3): 
 
The region does offer 50,000 hectares of set aside land that could be converted 
to biomass production.  
 
The Food and Farming Team of Advantage West Midlands – based in Worcester 
– with Marches Energy Agency – has produced a highly recommended report in 
June 2005 which clearly lay out the potentially large biomass opportunities for 
business.  
 
That is why we support and welcome the England Rural Development 
Programme’s Energy Crop Scheme and the Renewable Transport Fuel 
Obligation in developing this market.   
 
The potential for a long term sustainable bio-energy sector in the West Midlands 
is considerable. We believe the regional planning regime should address the 
infrastructure developments for the growth and sustainable development of the 
sector, especially as the need to secure energy supplies to a growing regional 
population will be critical.   
 
We would therefore encourage specific reference in the revised Regional Spatial 
Strategy to the need to develop the biomass sector and for practical work to 
develop with the industry the capacity for the development of the sector.  
 
c) Coal 
 
The Staffordshire and Warwickshire coal fields are one of this region’s greatest 
natural resources. However, the industry has gone through a steep decline but 
the pressing energy needs of the country provide new opportunities for coal.  
 
The commercial requirements for coal production relate to the calorific value of 
the coal and its chemical characteristics particularly in relation to chlorine and 
sulphur contents. The markets seek to reduce to reduce the contents of both 
chemicals to minimise corrosion of heating systems and carbon emissions levels. 
This normally leads to a process where coal from different sources is blended to 
meet the quality criteria and avoid unnecessary waste of high quality minerals. 
 
Therefore from a commercial potential perspective there are real opportunities to 
be gained from the coal fields. This is especially so as a result of concerns 
regarding energy shortages combined with the need to secure energy supplies to 
an increased regional population.  
 
The decision of the Government to convene a Coal Forum – bringing together 
electricity suppliers and coal producers to help find solutions to secure the long 
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term future of domestic coal production could be a significant step forward for the 
commercial viability of the coal fields. This development followed the 2006 
Comprehensive Energy Review where the Government stated the importance of 
the long term contribution of coal fired energy generation. 
 
However, concerns have been expressed about coal due to carbon emissions 
causing climate change. Nonetheless, clean coal technology now exists to 
address these issues and in November 2006 plans for a new clean coal fired 
power plant in Norway was announced which, it was claimed, would capture 95% 
of all greenhouse gases that are emitted. 
 
In the light of these developments we would encourage the West Midlands 
Regional Assembly and other regional public bodies with the business 
community to positively engage with the new Coal Forum to see if there is any 
actions – from the point of view of the planning regime – to help fulfil the potential 
of the coal fields which would help meet the country’s energy needs. 
 
There are commercial opportunities for the coalfields for coal seams that are 
unminable. 
 
In an attempt to address the issue of carbon emissions, the concept of carbon 
sequestration has been developed. This means that carbon dioxide is injected 
into deep, unminable coal seams. A particular advantage of coal seam 
sequestration is that coal seams can store several times more carbon dioxide 
than the equivalent volume of a conventional gas reservoir because coal has a 
large surface area. Another advantage is that as this process displaces methane 
this can be recovered as an energy source and sold to offset costs.  
 
We would therefore encourage the West Midlands Regional Assembly to explore 
how we could develop this market which would help with the wider regional 
economy and reduce carbon emissions, especially in terms of developing the 
correct planning regime for this sector to develop and meet environmental needs 
as part of the revised RSS.  
 

d) Nuclear 
 
We support the Government’s view that new nuclear generation needs to be 
considered as a practical solution to providing a diverse and secure mix of 
energy generation sources in addition to increasing all renewable sources of 
generation.  
 
The potential future growth of this industry could be a positive benefit to the West 
Midlands not only for secure energy supply but increasing manufacturing 
employment opportunities. We, again, encourage the West Midlands Regional 
Assembly to embrace the potential for this market.  
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Annex A – West Midlands Business Council 
 
The West Midlands Business Council (WMBC) is a UK First – the first time 
independent business representative organisations have chosen to come 
together to speak with one voice on the key regional business issues. No other 
region of the UK has such an organisation; 

 
WMBC is an umbrella organisation for the whole West Midlands region – 
covering Herefordshire, Shropshire, Staffordshire, Warwickshire, & 
Worcestershire together with Birmingham/Coventry/Wolverhampton and the 
West Midlands conurbation. 
  
The member organisations of WMBC are: 
 

Asian Business Forum 
Association of Colleges 
British Ceramic Confederation 
Business in the Community 
Chartered Institute of Building 
Confederation of West Midlands Chambers of Commerce 
Country Land and Business Association 
Engineering Employers’ Federation 
Federation of Small Businesses 
Heart of England Tourism 
Institute of Chartered Accountants in England and Wales 
Institute of Chartered Secretaries and Administrators 
Institute of Directors 
Institution of Civil Engineers 
Midland Association of Restaurants, Caterers and Entertainment 
National Farmers' Union 
National Federation of Retail Newsagents 
Royal Institution of Chartered Surveyors 
UK IT Association 
West Midlands Co-operative and Mutual Council 
West Midlands Higher Education Association 
West Midlands Learning and Skills Councils 
West Midlands Minority Ethnic Business Forum 
 

 
West Midlands Business Council 
Albert House 
Quay Place 
92/93 Edward Street 
Birmingham B1 2RA 
T:     0121 245 0140 
F:     0121 245 0141 
E:    info@wmbusinesscouncil.org.uk  
W:   www.wmbusinesscouncil.org.uk 


