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Context 

 

The Greater Birmingham and Solihull Strategic Economic Plan (SEP) sets out a clear 

objective to “develop thriving towns and local centres”. Building on its 2019 Towns and Local 

Centres Framework, Greater Birmingham and Solihull LEP has worked with ten towns to 

develop thinking on how investment could be made in the future based on clear evidence 

about strengths, challenges and future opportunities that centres outside of central 

Birmingham face.  These priorities will be used to guide thinking on future opportunities for 

investment in these ten towns and right across the geography.  They are consistent with the 

guidance in the Town and Local Centres Framework, whilst showing in more detail the 

interventions which have potential, particularly in strengthening local labour markets, 

supporting business enterprise and improving communities’ ability to access opportunities. 

 

Birmingham is a major global city and driver of UK growth and investment.  But the 

surrounding towns and local centres are themselves a crucial part of the economic and 

social success and future of the area.  The evidence from comparable regions in the UK and 

Europe is clear: our towns will play an important role in future growth, both complementing 

the city centre offer, and acting as centres of employment and opportunity in their own right.   

 

The ten town centres in this report are home to nearly 20,500 businesses, or 27.5% of the 

total businesses in Greater Birmingham. Those businesses employ 71,500 people and are 

increasingly looking to town centres to offer a high-quality urban experience for their 

employees. These towns are also important places to live, home to 670,000 people, with 

increasingly strong demand for more town centre housing.  

 

Despite the current economic challenges, overall this is an economy that is experiencing a 

renaissance.  Strong growth is forecast in business and professional services, the creative 

industries and health technologies.  The region’s world-class manufacturing sector will 

continue to innovate and change as technology and automation transforms supply chains 

and all aspects of industrial production.  All will continue to be driven by rapidly changing 

digital technologies. This future offers huge opportunities for Greater Birmingham and 

Solihull towns, as well as challenges in adapting to the constantly changing nature of how 

people live and work.   

 

Towns and local centres are central to continuing the recent success of the Greater 

Birmingham and Solihull area, including in how responses to post Brexit labour, trading and 

regulatory changes are framed and how the Greater Birmingham and Solihull economy 

emerges robustly from the economic challenges of the response to COVID-19. 
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Figure 1.  Ten GBS Towns: 

  

 

 
 

 

Evidence and Area 

 

Growing our Towns has been developed based on a detailed Ecosystem Report which 

examines the most up to date data on these ten towns and their links with each other and 

the wider economy.  This is published in full alongside this executive summary and the full 

report “Our Towns - Opportunities for Future Action and Investment.”  The evidence base 

includes: 

 

• a review of existing analysis and data and new analysis of the key socio-

economic, market and property data,  

• a town centre health check, which provides an impartial view on the principal 

issues affecting each centre,  

• an extensive operator survey of local businesses that provided real-time data on 

the main issues of concern in the local business community. 

 

This report focusses on the town centre geography, which is defined for each town in the 

evidence base report.  

 

 
 
 

Bromsgrove 
Burton-upon-Trent 
Cannock 
Kidderminster  
Lichfield 
Redditch 
Rugeley 
Solihull 
Sutton Coldfield 
Tamworth 

 



 

3 
 

GROWING OUR TOWNS 

 

 

 

Functions of towns 

 

As a starting point, we note that towns of the type examined in this study (i.e. not major 

cities) can ‘function’ in one of several ways: 

 

• They can be locations where people live, but commute to work somewhere else 

• They can be locations where people work  

• They can be locations where people visit for leisure or for shopping 

 

Most places incorporate all of these functions to a greater or lesser extent – i.e. they 

have some employment space, some retail/leisure, and some proportion of the people who 

live there commute to other places to work.  

 

The relative function of places within Greater Birmingham is dependent on several factors 

which include: 

 

Factor Impact 

Journey times to other 

centres 

Shorter journey times (particularly to central Birmingham) 

tend to lead to more commuting and can increase travel 

for shopping and leisure (which might lead to one centre 

predominating in the provision of retail / leisure). 

Provision of business space 

of different types: office, 

industrial, retail, leisure, etc. 

Provision of suitable business space is a prerequisite for 

location of that type of employment. Outdated business 

space may be harder to let to high-value occupiers or is at 

risk of becoming vacant. 

Skills levels in the local 

population 

Places which are home to lots of highly skilled workers 

may see more inward investment, more local spending on 

retail/leisure, and more high value start-ups with the 

potential to grow.  

Wealth and disposable 

income of the local 

population 

Wealthier places can support a stronger retail and leisure 

offer locally.  

Extent to which there are 

opportunity sites for new 

development 

Where there are opportunities for (housing and 

commercial) development, places have more opportunity 

to change in response to external trends and to meet 

increased demand. Where opportunities for new 

development are limited, rising demand will increase 

property prices and may lead to a dated offer. 

Presence of other local 

assets – historic / cultural, 

educational, green space, 

etc.  

Other local assets are a factor in attracting residents and 

visitors.  
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The above is far from exhaustive, but highlights some of the main factors that are present in 

towns and local centres. The main point is that different towns in the Greater Birmingham 

area play slightly different roles within the city-region depending on their location and assets 

(people, businesses, and other assets).  

 

Therefore, how these places interact with each other – whether they complement or 

compete with one another – and how this might change in the future, is largely dependent 

upon these kinds of factors and how they are changing.   

 

How the towns interact with Birmingham and each other 

 

For the towns examined in this study, the presence of Birmingham is a major factor in their 

development. This has long been the case, although the importance of commuting to service 

jobs (flow of people) has increased as that sector has grown. Commuting data shows that 

10.6% of the population of these towns (37,813 people) commute to Birmingham, although 

this varies from 30.4% in Sutton Coldfield to 1.1% in Burton-on-Trent. Conversely, 3.8% of 

the population in Birmingham (25,175 people) commutes to work in these towns. So, the 

flow from the towns to Birmingham is larger than the flow in the opposite direction. 

 

There are also important links between the towns. Approximately 7% of the working age 
population in the ten towns commute to one of the other towns to work. The strength of 
these linkages varies between places, with 11.2% of residents of Rugeley commuting to 
Lichfield, whilst commuting between towns north and south of Birmingham is typically lower 
than 3% of the workforce, reflecting the increased distances.  
  
Overall, commuting links are becoming more important and are growing faster than the UK 
as a whole. Between 2007-8 and 2017-18, the number of rail station entries and exits 
increased by 109%, compared to 44% nationally. Rail station entries and exits increased 
most markedly in Bromsgrove (201%) and Solihull (187%). None of the towns saw a decline 
in the number of train station entries or exits.  
 

Looking more closely at each of the towns we see that: 

 

• Solihull and Sutton Coldfield see almost the same numbers of people commuting in 

from Birmingham as leave for Birmingham. Both are centres of employment that provide 

a complementary offer to the urban core of Birmingham and both are increasingly 

important locations for business, professional and financial services, which are forecast to 

double in GVA to £50bn by 2030 in the West Midlands, with much faster growth than the 

UK. There is strong demand for office space and the leisure and residential offer required 

by these highly skilled jobs and firms. As firms increasingly recruit from schools and 

target local people there are significant opportunities for these towns to support and 

benefit from this growth, collaborating as well as competing with the urban core and each 

other for business locations in what is a rapidly growing sector in a way that will benefit 

the region as a whole.  
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• Redditch and Bromsgrove are also significant employment centres in their own right as 

well as being major residential areas for commuters into the urban core. Redditch 

particularly as a retail and leisure destination and Bromsgrove with regionally significant 

commercial and industrial space. Connectivity, both to Birmingham and to the wider 

economy through excellent road and rail links, provide both towns with the opportunity to 

further grow both their residential and leisure offer and meet the growing demand for 

commercial and office space (the later particularly in town centres). With a declining 

footfall in Bromsgrove town centre, together with significant residential and growing office 

demand, there would appear to be opportunities for Redditch and Bromsgrove to 

collaborate on issues such as reducing congestion and major projects such as the 

Worcester Road market hall (in Bromsgrove). 

 

• Tamworth is classified by the Office for National Statistics (ONS) as more residential 

than the other towns providing commuters to Birmingham, with a history of providing 

“overspill” housing alongside an out of town retail offer that serves a wider area. As 

housing affordability in Birmingham, North Warwickshire and Lichfield continues to 

worsen, Tamworth is likely to see increased interest and opportunity as a well-connected 

residential town, with an increasingly attractive town centre offer for both residential and 

commercial space, as people seek more affordable, town centre locations. By seeking to 

become a centre for enterprise and start up activity, alongside its residential offer, the 

town is effectively collaborating with both Lichfield and the urban core.  This could be 

further strengthened through labour market and skills support.  

 

• Lichfield plays an important role in the economies of Greater Birmingham and 

Staffordshire, as a centre for business and employment, the visitor economy and leisure 

and retail. Its relationship with Tamworth appears, economically, to be both competitive 

and collaborative – with people travelling daily between both towns, as they do from and 

to Walsall and Rugeley. There are important collaborative relationships here - the 

ongoing success of Lichfield as a workplace town and desirable place to live is both 

important to and benefits from Tamworth’s growing opportunity as a centre of enterprise 

and start up activity and good value housing. And many people in Rugeley rely on 

Lichfield firms for jobs and opportunities. With regionally significant housing growth 

potential in Rugeley, then the reality of these commuting and employment links will be 

important to consider. As a historic visitor centre and desirable leisure and residential 

centre Lichfield is also an important part of the offer of the West Midlands as a whole, 

perhaps similar to the role that Chester has played in the wider North West conurbation.  

 

• Cannock and Rugeley are less connected, in terms of commuting, with the Birmingham 

core. But both have important links with the Black Country, Stafford and South 

Staffordshire, through a significant inflow and outflow of commuters. In Cannock, the new 

McArthur Glen retail outlet will increase the number of day visitors from the wider West 

Midlands and nationally. To some extent this new retail offer will be competition both for 

the town itself and for existing retail in Lichfield and Tamworth, but there is good evidence 

that it will increase overall visitor numbers. So, if the town can attract them into the town  
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• centre and use opportunities like the cinema redevelopment to strengthen the town’s 

overall leisure offer, this will benefit commuters from elsewhere who come to Cannock 

during the day.  

 
• Kidderminster is reasonably connected in terms of rail and access to the road network, 

albeit with the town centre somewhat cut off. Interestingly, it appears to be much more 

self-contained in relation to the wider regional economy in terms of commuting and its 

business base despite it having the lowest density of all the GBS LEP towns studied. In 

the long term, the opportunity for Kidderminster (and challenge) is to increase the extent 

to which it plays a more significant role in the wider Greater Birmingham economy, acting 

as an enabler for local growth. 

 

• Burton has among the weakest links to Birmingham of any of the towns, reflecting the 

longer journey times and distance. Burton looks as much to Derby as it does to central 

Birmingham. Burton has a very distinct economy, with strong, well embedded, 

manufacturing and brewing sectors. It also has space to grow, although investment is 

needed in the underpinning transport links and in unlocking sites.  

 
Complementarity and competition 

 

The evidence from the Greater Birmingham area (and other areas where we have examined 

these kinds of town/city dynamics) is that there are both complementary and competitive 

dynamics between towns and within the city-region. The main dynamics observed in the 

course of this work are: 

 

• The towns complement Greater Birmingham by providing a range of relatively self-

sufficient centres where people can live whilst still commuting to central Birmingham 

to work. 

• The towns complement Greater Birmingham by providing business park / industrial 

locations that support the health of the broader economy (e.g. Burton, Bromsgrove 

Industrial Park, etc.). 

• The towns complement Greater Birmingham by providing bespoke or distinctive 

leisure and retail offers that central Birmingham cannot provide (e.g. Lichfield). 

• In some cases, the towns complement one another by providing offers that the other 

towns do not have – e.g. Bromsgrove’s night-time economy.  

• Some of the centres (e.g. Solihull) compete with central Birmingham by providing a 

strong or distinctive retail offer. 

• Indirectly the centres compete with each to attract skilled residents through the 

provision of civic and leisure amenities, quality of transport links, and affordability of 

housing. 
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• The town centres compete with surrounding or adjoining retail parks / shopping 

centres (e.g. Ventura Retail Park competes with Tamworth and Sutton Coldfield) and 

business parks. 

 

It must be stressed that the competitive dynamics between places are mostly the indirect 

result of market forces, though planning policy and investment (past and present) plays a 

role in how places succeed. It’s also important to note that these competitive dynamics tend 

to be a net positive to the city-region as they lead to a stronger offer overall, though centres 

that respond less well to changing trends will be adversely affected as a result.  

Indirectly the centres compete with each to attract skilled residents through the provision of 

civic and leisure amenities, quality of transport links, and affordability of housing.  But this 

effect is mitigated and less pronounced than is perhaps often perceived, largely because of 

the strong commuting links between towns.   

Within individual towns, there is competition with surrounding or adjoining retail parks / 

shopping centres (e.g. Ventura Retail Park competes with Tamworth and Sutton Coldfield 

town centres) and business parks. 

 

Future Collaboration 

Improving collaboration is an important and potentially more complex long-term goal. The 

evidence of common challenges suggests some potential issues to which a collaborative or 

larger scale response might be appropriate: 

 

• The changing nature of Greater Birmingham and – to a greater or lesser extent – 

the impact of major developments like UK Central, Peddimore and Langley.  

• The wider shift to services and the forecast strong growth in business services in 

the West Midlands. 

• School and college leaver career pathways.  Increasingly existing and new 

business service companies are recruiting school and college leavers rather than 

graduates.  Many towns are growing office space and the digital / business services 

sector  - collaborating to maximise the labour market offer and opportunities for 

local people will have potential.  

• The impact of internet retail on demand for local retail, and the changing operating 

practices of retailers nationally, which may well be exacerbated by the economic 

impacts of COVID-19. 

• The changing nature of consumer tastes – including the shift towards demand for 

experiential offers. 

• The challenge of managing ageing retail and commercial space.  
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Whilst centres do compete with each other as retail locations, successful economic 

development and growth is not a zero-sum game.  Competing to retain declining retail will, 

however, simply result in a race to the bottom.  Given the growing population and strong 

economic growth forecast for the longer term across the West Midlands there is much more 

to be gained from targeted collaboration.   

 

Experience of other places and research suggests that this could take a number of quite 

distinct forms: 

 

- Campaigns and events.  For example, to target investors to a group of towns and 

surrounding rural areas, or to run a series of events for college leavers and local 

entrepreneurs about the opportunities for start-up support in a range of towns. 

 

- Capacity.  All local authorities are facing severe capacity constraints, with excellent 

people working very hard on some difficult problems of 21st century economics. There is 

a strong case for pooling and sharing capacity and expertise on specific problems like 

repurposing and managing ageing retail space, new business mentoring or running 

events.  Master planning and strategy is also an area where sharing expertise would 

reduce costs.  

 

- Labour Market / Skills interventions. As we look to future growth / post EU funding, 

there would appear to be a good case for considering a locally delivered, very hands on 

enterprise support programme, aimed at new local business that would bring footfall and 

help revitalise town centres.  This would be most cost effective if run across a number or 

all towns. 

 

- Engaging with Government.  The Government has commenced its levelling up 

agenda, channelling significant investment into individual towns.  In an economy like 

Greater Birmingham and Solihull, where there will continue to be a strong case for 

public and private investment, there is a significant opportunity to work together to 

maximise the benefits and opportunities presented by this new policy approach.  

 

Priorities 

 

All towns within the scope of this report have been able to examine this evidence and bring 

together an integrated set of priorities, including through workshops, bringing together the 

local partners who know their places best.  These individual town priorities are set out in the 

full report.  They are supported by the qualitative and quantitative evidence and include the 

following: 

 

• Expanding flexible town centre office and grow on space, driven by demand. 

• Town centre congestion management and surrounding transport schemes. 

• Linking up stations, transport hubs and town centres. 
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• Locally focussed enterprise support – connecting people with opportunities, premises 

and markets, including through creating meanwhile use opportunities in retail units. 

• Unlocking major mixed-use sites – where clearly linked to a longer-term economic 

objective. 

• Improving public realm and pedestrian and cycling accessibility. 

• Increasing sustainable and high-quality town centre residential provision. 

• Further events programmes and supporting other new ways to increase footfall.  

 

GBSLEP will continue to work with these towns and other parts of the Greater Birmingham 

area to secure future public and private investment. The priorities and evidence set out in 

this report will inform future thinking on funding decisions and opportunities for further 

investment.  

 

 

1N.B - Further detailed recommendations and corresponding evidence can be found at 

https://gbslep.co.uk/resources/reports/towns-and-local-centres-framework-growing-our-
towns 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
N.B - Further detailed recommendations and corresponding evidence can be found at 
https://gbslep.co.uk/resources/reports/towns-and-local-centres-framework-growing-our-towns 

 

https://gbslep.co.uk/resources/reports/towns-and-local-centres-framework-growing-our-towns
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https://gbslep.co.uk/resources/reports/towns-and-local-centres-framework-growing-our-towns
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With thanks… 
 

To all contributors and stakeholders who attended workshops and provided 
feedback from each town centre. 

 
We are also grateful for the time and insight shared by participants from across the 

region.  
 

And to our consultants Metro-Dynamics and The Retail Group. 
 

 


