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West Midlands Local Industrial Strategy: Food and Drink 
Sector Action Plan 

 

 

 

This Action Plan outlines the regional strengths, barriers to growth and opportunities for the 
food and drink manufacturing sector. It proposes a set of interventions that can build on these 
strengths, overcome the barriers and take advantage of any opportunities to grow the sector. 
The Action Plan is part of the West Midlands Local Industrial strategy and has been developed 
in collaboration between the Greater Birmingham & Solihull Local Enterprise Partnership 
(GBSLEP), Coventry & Warwickshire LEP and Black Country Consortium, and through 
consultation with industry representatives and other key stakeholders.  

Definition   

This action plan relates to food and drink manufacturing and processing, rather than the retail 
and hospitality components of the food and drink sector. 

Regional Sector Strengths  

 The sector accounts for £1.04bn GVA and 21,000 jobs in the West Midlands. The 
ambition for 2030 is to increase the GVA of the sector to 2.05bn and increase the 
number of jobs to 22,0001. In order to realise these ambitions it will require food and 
drink manufacturers to make significant improvements to productivity.   

 The region’s central location and strong transport links with the rest of the UK makes it 
an attractive place for food and drink manufacturers to locate since they are especially 
reliant on logistics and supply chains.  

 There are a number of high-quality, sector specialised, science and research facilities 
within the region, including: the Food and Drink Advanced Manufacturing Hub at James 
Watt College, Birmingham; the Manufacturing Technology Centre, near Coventry; Food 
Technology Hub for Skills Excellence, University College Birmingham; Warwick 
Manufacturing Group; and University of Wolverhampton Science, Technology and 
Prototyping Centre.   

 The region has niche strengths in Food and Drink machinery, food and fluid control 
technology and Photonics R&D. 

 Ethnic diversity, particularly in Birmingham, has given rise to specialisms in production 
of ethnic cuisines. East End Foods, for example, produces 30,000 lines for more than 
3,500 retailers internationally. 

 Major sites such as Cadbury’s in Bournville and the brewery cluster in Burton on Trent 
make important contributions to the sector, but also have enabling effects on the 
region’s visitor economy.   

                                                           
1
 Black Country LEP, ‘West Midlands Industrial Strategy Sector Evidence Full Pack’, (September 2018), p70 

https://www.blackcountrylep.co.uk/upload/files/WMCA/Sector%20Evidence%20Full%20Pack%20for%20Consultation%20v2.pdf
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Proposed Interventions  

Proposed interventions are grouped under the ‘foundations of productivity’ headings that 
underpin the government’s approach to industrial strategy: Business Environment, Ideas, 
People, Infrastructure and Places2.  

For each of the headings there are a number of challenges or opportunities which explain the 
rationale for the specific interventions proposed.  

Business Environment  

Rationale: 

 Challenge - The Food & Drink Industry is one of the most geographically dispersed 
industries in the UK and the prevalence of agglomeration is limited relative to other 
sectors. The sector is also fragmented along the lines of food, drink, retail, production, 
distribution, and wholesale, with each component facing its own challenges and 
opportunities. The dispersed geography and fragmented nature of the sector have 
limited the tendency for firms to engage in sector-wide organisation at a local level.  
 

 Challenge - The withdrawal of the United Kingdom from the European Union is a risk to 
the sector since it relies heavily on the EU for Exports. In order to mitigate this risk, it is 
crucial to boost exports to emerging markets. There is also room to boost exports 
among food and drink manufacturers: the Food and Drink Federation suggest that 
nationally, 83% of food and drink manufacturers do not actively export3.   

 

Interventions: 

1. Establish regional and/or sub-regional clusters with collaboration between 
stakeholders in the sector to identify shared challenges and opportunities, and to agree 
solutions. Improving the organisation of the sector will make it easier to target specific 
interventions for business environment, people, place, and ideas.  

2. Strengthen the region’s business support offer by establishing clear signposting 
procedures and pathways for businesses to access finance, innovation guidance, 
exporting support via LEP Growth Hubs.  

3. Promote opportunities to export food and drink to international markets by: 

3.1 Escalating provision of specialist support in food & drink exports to take 

advantage of increased demand for UK products overseas, and strengthen 

the sector’s resilience in the context of Brexit. A single point of contact and 

clear pathways of support will make it easier for firms to begin, or increase, 

exporting.  

3.2 Convening a regional workshop for food & drink SMEs who are interested in 
exporting. The workshop would demonstrate case studies and provide 
expert training and guidance for taking the practical steps towards boosting 

                                                           
2
 https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/industrial-strategy-building-a-britain-fit-for-the-future   

3
 Food and Drink Federation, ‘Proposed Sector Deal’, (2017), p.7 

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/industrial-strategy-building-a-britain-fit-for-the-future
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exports. Following the workshop, there would be a point of contact who 
would continue to support firms with exporting and monitor outcomes.  

3.3 Working with the Food and Drink Export Association and the Department for 
International Trade to identify which types of food & drink would be suitable 
to for the region to export and to which countries in particular. Use these 
insights to guide SMEs who are interested in exporting as well as to develop 
skills pipeline. 

3.4 Taking advantage of the Coventry City of Culture and the Birmingham 
Commonwealth Games to promote local food & drinks businesses and 
demonstrate a strong West Midlands food & drink offer to international 
audiences.  

 

Ideas 

Rationale:  

Opportunity – The West Midlands Science and Innovation Audit (2017) identified future food 
production as a particular market opportunity for the region4. There are already major 
strengths in food & drink processing in the region and there are opportunities to build on these 
strengths through innovation, increasing productivity for the sector. According to the Made 
Smarter report (2017), within the food processing industry, digital technology provides 
significant opportunities to:  
 

 improve production efficiency (e.g. through robotics, automation, and connectivity);  

 improve traceability by connecting the whole supply chain (e.g. through the IoT, 
Blockchain, cloud data architectures, and data analytics);  

 create more efficient and rapid supply chains (e.g. through intelligent just-in-time 
delivery, IoT monitoring, and highly connected planning software);  

 improve feedback from retailers, consumers and food services (e.g. through automatic 
supply and demand forecasting systems);  

 improve consumer trend monitoring to assist in the development of new products (e.g. 
through point of sale data analytics and social media analytics). 
 

The report suggests that if the Food & Drink sector takes advantage of ‘currently known’ digital 
technologies, there is potential to grow the sector by £55.8 billion over the next decade in the 
UK (it is estimated that it was worth £101 billion in 2015)5.  
 
Challenge – growing populations, climate change and rising global demand for a western style 
diet with high protein intake, all create pressure on scarce land and resources. This challenge to 
the sustainability of our food systems presents opportunities for innovative manufacturers to 
pioneer solutions that can improve resource efficiency and develop alternative sources of 
protein.  
 
Interventions: 

                                                           
4
 SQW, ‘A Science and Innovation Audit for the West Midlands’, (June 2017), p.1 

5
 Department for Business Energy and Industrial Strategy, ‘Made Smarter: becoming a global leader in industrial 

digitalisation by 2030’, (October 2017), p.39 

https://www.wmca.org.uk/media/1682/west-midlands-sia-final-for-publication-21617.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/655570/20171027_MadeSmarter_FINAL_DIGITAL.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/655570/20171027_MadeSmarter_FINAL_DIGITAL.pdf
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4. Deliver a programme to raise awareness of the benefits of automation among food & 
drink processors. This would involve showcasing case studies of how food & drink 
manufacturers have been able to harness new technologies to improve productivity.  
 

5. Help food and drink manufacturing obtain better access to public funds - for example 
through better utilisation of R&D tax credits and access to funding through InnovateUK 
and the Research Councils, including the recently announced Industrial Strategy 
Challenge Fund (ISCF). 

 
6. Connect food & drink processors with innovation catapult facilities, such as the 

Manufacturing Technology Centre near Coventry, which can support businesses to test 
how advanced technologies can benefit their processes, thus reducing the risk and 
uncertainty of innovation.  

 
7. Facilitate knowledge exchange between food & drink manufacturers and local 

universities. This would also involve linking Food & Drink Science departments with 
advanced manufacturing organisations, such as the Warwick Manufacturing Group at 
the University of Warwick. This could also involve setting up internships to give students 
experience of the industry and to increase graduate retention.  

 
8. Facilitate knowledge exchange between local agricultural assets and food & drink 

sector. Warwickshire has a major agricultural cluster with the National Farmers Union, 
Agricultural & Horticultural Development Board, The Royal Agricultural Society of 
England, Farming and Countryside Education and Linking Farming and the Environment, 
all based in Stoneleigh. Spreading this expertise to farming and food production 
businesses throughout the region would benefit their productivity.    

 

People 

Rationale: 

Challenge – food & drink companies are encountering a skills shortage for engineering roles 
which hinders their ability to improve productivity by process innovation. There is a perception 
among young people that a career in the food and drink industry is less glamorous and 
appealing compared to other sectors6.  

Challenge – leaving the European Union, and ending the ability for EU citizens to work in the 
UK, could make it even more difficult for firms to recruit employees with the skills they require, 
as it would constrain the supply of labour. DEFRA statistics suggest that EU 27 workers 
comprised 29% of the UK Food and Drink Manufacturing workforce in 20157. 

Interventions: 

9. LEPs to map local skills provision and pathways for Food & Drink Sector.  

10. Food & Drink industries to identify how the skills pathway can be better connected.  

                                                           
6
 Grant Thornton & FDF, ‘Economic Contribution and Growth Opportunities’, (June 2017), p.43 

7
 Grant Thornton & FDF, ‘Economic Contribution and Growth Opportunities’, (June 2017), p.35 
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11. Engagement with schools and colleges to encourage food & drink engineering as a 
career option, thereby encouraging local talent to emerge in the West Midlands, 
reducing the dependency on EU labour. 

12. Campaign to improve the perception of the food & drink sector as a career option. This 
could include: field trips to food production sites, work experience placements, talks at 
schools by people involved in the industry.  

13. Ensure the skills gaps in the Food & Drink sector are addressed within technical 
education reforms, including the Institutes of Technology. Development of T-Levels to 
equip students to fill current skills gaps and also to enable them to engage in digital 
innovation that can transform the productive potential of the industry.  

14. Substantially increase the number of local apprenticeships in the Food & Drink Sector 
and tackle market failures such as the fragmented apprenticeship provision and lack of 
new standards at level 4 and above.  

 

Infrastructure  

Opportunity – The central location of the West Midlands in the UK and the high level of 
connectivity are major strengths for the region’s food & drink industry which is heavily 
dependent on logistics. An opportunity for the region is to use infrastructure to take maximum 
advantage of these strengths.  

Interventions: 

15. Maintain and develop excellent transport infrastructure.  

16. Locate and remediate brownfield sites across the region for the expansion of food & 
drink manufacturing.  

17. Much of the industry depends on fresh raw ingredients being transported between 
different countries, or from rural to urban areas, over long distances. Developing supply 
chains and prioritising local produce, where possible, will support the development of a 
Food & Drink ecosystem, with agriculture close to the processing and retail phases.  

18. Ensure regional public sector procurement considers local food & drink as the first 
option, to increase local demand for food and drink produce, and to shorten the supply 
chains.  

Develop food and drink hubs such as the new Wholesale Markets in Witton, enabling 
wholesalers to cluster and sell their produce to hotels, restaurants and cafes throughout 
Birmingham and the wider region. 

 

Place  

Opportunity – the West Midlands has an emerging reputation for food and drink. Birmingham 
has 4 Michelin Star restaurants, the famous Balti Triangle and a vibrant street food scene – with 
the notable success of the Digbeth Dining Club. Hosting the Coventry City of Culture and the 
Birmingham Commonwealth Games offers serious opportunities to enhance and project the 
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reputation of the West Midlands’ food and drink to outside audiences. It also presents the 
opportunity to promote engagement between the food and drink producers and the general 
public.  

Intervention:  

19. Provide incubation space for a ‘test kitchen’ which could enable the public to sample 
innovative food techniques and products, while offering a platform for food and drink 
producers to experiment with new recipes and boost the image of the sector. This could 
support a location within the West Midlands which seeks to enhance its foodie 
reputation as part of its economic and cultural place making.  

 

Methodology 

This food and drink manufacturing sector action plan has been developed in collaboration with 
sector representatives across the 3-LEP geography which includes the Black Country LEP, 
GBSLEP and Coventry & Warwickshire LEP. In addition, the following sources have been taken 
into account: 

 Birmingham Food Council, Briefing Paper for the Greater Birmingham and Solihull Local 
Enterprise Partnership, (2016) 

 Food and Drink Federation, FDF Manifesto 2017, (2017) 

 Grant Thornton, FDF Economic Contribution and Growth Opportunities, (June 2017) 

 Department for Environment & Rural Affairs and Department for International Trade, 
UK Food and Drink – International Action Plan 2016-2020, (2016) 

 Res Publica, ‘Appetite for Global Success: how food and drink manufacturing through 
the industrial strategy can feed UK prosperity and serve global needs’, (November 2017)  

 Department for Business Energy and Industrial Strategy, ‘Made Smarter: becoming a 
global leader in industrial digitalisation by 2030’, (October 2017)  

 IBM, ‘West Midlands Growth Company Sector Research’, (November 2017) 

 SQW, ‘A Science and Innovation Audit for the West Midlands’, (June 2017) 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 


