
WEST MIDLANDS FOOD AND DRINK MANUFACTURING FORUM 
 

2.00pm – 3.00pm Tuesday 11th January 2022 
 

Online 
                                                          

                                                NOTES & ACTIONS 
 

Attendees: Kathryn Wagstaff (KW) (Chair, GBSLEP), Craig O’Donnell (CO) (GBS Growth Hub), John English (JE) (GBSLEP), Lucy Cross (Black 
Country LEP), Paul Halsey (Purity Brewing), Phil Winder (Mondelez), Rosie Ginday (Miss Macaroon), Simon Russell (Aston Manor Cider), Rob Green 
(Robinsons Bakery), Phil Daniels (Creating Taste), Wade Lyn (Cleone Foods) Geeta Salhan (Green Sisters) 
Apologies: Peter Monks (Shakespeare Distillery), Steven Cartlidge (Salutivia), Tom Cooke (Essentia Proteins) 

 Agenda Item Summary of the discussion including relevant decisions Actions Responsi
ble 

By When  

1 Welcome and 
Introductions  

KW introduced herself and welcomed the forum members. KW invited 
Forum members to introduce themselves. 

N/A N/A N/A 

2 General 
Updates 

2.1 Commonwealth Games (CWG) opportunities (events) 

CO outlined the opportunity for SMEs to get involved in an event being held 
on 14th February at Austin Court. There is a desire to have 50% of products 
at the CWG as ‘local’ (West Midlands). Members of the forum requested 
more details before they were able to commit to it.  

There is also a CWG Food and Drink Summit. CO to circulate more details. 

KW asked forum members if they had heard of or been asked to be involved 
in Commonwealth House. No members had. KW agreed to find out more 
details.  

2.2 Proposed DEFRA event 

This event is being held 2nd March at Edgbaston Stadium.  

2.3 How’s business? – feedback from businesses on the last quarter 
and looking at the next quarter 
KW asked the forum members how they had found the last quarter of 
trading. Some in the group felt that 2021 had been worse than 2020 for 
trading due to issues such as availability of carbon dioxide and input costs 
are increasing in the last 12 months and they have had to have 
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conversations with suppliers about price increases. An example was given 
that beverage manufacturers are experiencing rising costs specifically in 
packaging, cans, bottles and importation of raw goods. Typical costs of 
importing from Germany of raw materials has risen in some cases by 340% 
with shipments (into the UK) that were costing £1,400 a year ago now 
£4,500 to £5,000. The cost of carbon dioxide has risen after the shortages 
experienced last year and the possibility of fresh shortages are beginning to 
cause some concern. One report indicated that the cost of packaging has 
increased substantially in the last two weeks and sourcing alternative 
suppliers to negotiate a better rate is becoming time consuming and not 
particularly successful. In short, cost of goods has ‘gone through the roof’ to 
quote one forum member and producers are having to discuss increased 
pricing for both B2B and B2C clientele.  

Businesses have identified they need to be less reliant on importation and 
move to sourcing locally, should the required products be available. Some 
said they were bulk buying before Christmas as they were worried about the 
availability in the supply chain. These issues in the supply chain are 
prompting some businesses to ensure they are ordering stock and 
ingredients. Some companies are now stockpiling ingredients and 
consumables.  

There were problems with the reliability of transport and due to rising costs it 
meant that many were trying to book transport earlier. Suppliers were 
struggling for staff. With some energy suppliers having gone into 
administration businesses were having to find alternative providers and 
prices have already risen. 

One business said trade at the end of last year was strong, but their base 
reduced because hotels were not ordering due to Christmas parties being 
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cancelled (the new Omicron Covid 19 variant) but home based sales 
increased.  

One business shared that they were still investing in their business. They 
modelled an abnormal 2-3 months into 2022, then expect things to return to 
pre pandemic levels. They have found when reordering packaging the 
prices have massively increased.  

It is well known that the sector is experiencing staffing issues in hospitality 
and a general shortage of production operatives in manufacturing. This 
issue is also being mirrored in the industries supply chain with shortages of 
staff affecting deliveries and further stressing the transport situation. 
However, sentiment around the driver shortage is generally becoming more 
positive with many saying things are improving.  

It is recognised that businesses have had to adapt and protect themselves 
to efficiently operate in these times and are having to now plan further 
ahead than they have done previously. Others are looking at how they can 
consolidate operations and try to reduce overheads. 

Despite all of the above there was optimism about 2022. 

3 Presentation on 
the preliminary 
findings of the 
Sector Skills 
Needs, plus the 
opportunity for 
discussion 

KW introduced JE and the background of the skills work. JE explained that 
this presentation was on the preliminary findings. Main points were: 
1. Covid and Brexit had significant impacts on the supply chain and 
availability of staff 
2. There are issues of perception of working in the sector 
3. The key drivers for change are automation and digitalization 
4. Wage inflation is reducing the scope for investment in new technologies 
There is a good network of Colleges and Universities in the region. 
Some businesses said they were struggling to find production operatives. 
They move from company to company for a £2-3k pa increase in salary.  
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A business said they spend a lot of money and time putting people through 
qualifications, but then they don’t always stay which is frustrating.  
 
A discussion ensued on how to retain staff, suggestions were; the need to 
create the right culture/values (one business said that for staff sustainability 
was a big deal and a motivating factor for people to work for them), invest in 
the senior team, use retention bonuses, broaden existing staff skills set. 
Discussion was had on the image of the sector to potential employees at all 
levels.  

4 The LEPs future 
and the groups 
future asks of 
the LEP – what 
would you like to 
see in the 
forward plan? 

KW asked the group how the LEP can help unblock the challenges they are 
facing? 
 
The response was that they would appreciate help in skills training around 
food hygiene, food production, new product development, basic principles of 
food technology, Total Quality Management (TQM) and Supply Chain 
Management. 
 
KW asked if the Government’s Kickstart scheme had helped with getting the 
right people to help with the skills shortages. Feedback on the scheme was 
mostly negative.  
 
Some companies felt that the costs of training Kickstart employees far 
exceed the incentives (onboarding fee) received, especially with regards to 
food safety standards and NPD (new product development) functions. It was 
suggested that an element of support around training could have been built 
into the programme, thereby easing the burden on the business but also 
benefitting the employee by increasing their skillset and knowledge in the 
long run. 
 
One manufacturer had invested in supporting younger workers and felt the 
Kickstart scheme had failed. Businesses that got in early with Kickstart and 
stuck with it found the system to be overcomplicated, application numbers 
low and retention difficult after investing in training them into a role only for 
them to leave, with some stating that they would prefer not to work.  
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Another business said it took months to finally fill a vacancy and they were 
disheartened, especially when their organisations was fully invested in the 
scheme and the support of younger people. 
 
Another business added they had had a poor experience of kickstart due to 
being in a more rural area - attracting candidates who were prepared to 
travel was extremely difficult with no allowances/subsidies being applicable 
with potential costs eating into the employees/employers’ budgets. This also 
has an effect with those businesses and individuals considering the 
apprenticeships route.   
 
One business stressed they needed technical staff. The Winning Bids 
programme was very good, it helped give people a flavour of what they can 
expect from a career in the Food and Drink sector. They would like to see 
something like Winning Bids again.  
 
A second area of support the forum would like to see is in sourcing 
economical sustainable packaging. The group recognised that more of their 
clients want sustainable packaging, but at the moment it tends to be more 
expensive and they can not buy in the quantities that would make it more 
economical. Rising costs were again mentioned and a way to reduce them 
was by bulk buying packaging to reduce the costs.  
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5 AOB 1. One business asked about their application to Zellar.  
2. There was a further discussion on sustainable packaging. One business 
said they are trying to be more sustainable but it is knowing ‘the right horse 
to back’. Aston Manor has just recruited a sustainability manager from 
Sainsburys who may be able to give some insight.  
3. KW asked all members to check their business profiles on the webpage 
https://gbslep.co.uk/sectors/advanced-manufacturing-food-and-drink/forum/  
If there are any changes needed please email them to KW  
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Next meeting: March 2022 

https://gbslep.co.uk/sectors/advanced-manufacturing-food-and-drink/forum/

