
 

Gloucestershire - refreshing the ambitions: July 2016 
 

Executive Summary 
 

This paper seeks to stimulate fresh thinking and discussion about Gloucestershire's ambitions 
for transformational growth over the coming decade and beyond.  
 
It argues strongly that Gloucestershire's primary local growth challenge is to redress poor 
and relative decline in productivity over the last fifteen years. European examples suggest 
that non-metropolitan regions of Gloucestershire's size and scope can achieve and sustain 
high productivity-led growth. Moreover, this does not necessarily mean adopting prevailing 
UK  models epitomised by London and the more successful areas of the Greater South East. 
 
Rather, the paper proposes workshop discussions which might consider how Gloucestershire 
can promote transformational growth underpinned by priorities such as:- 
 

 Growing a 'top 25' global research university over the next twenty years 
 Focusing enterprise, innovation and skills support single-mindedly on "frontier firms" 

from whom most business and economic growth is likely to be delivered 
 Positioning Cheltenham-Gloucester as a leading UK 'metro' anchoring the 

Gloucestershire 'city-region', and putting in place policies to make this a reality 
 Promoting radical improvements in connectivity to London and Thames Valley 
 Adopting a more striking goal for public services reform and fiscal devolution 
 Developing one or two flagship signature investments of undisputed international 

significance with which to enthuse and engage proactive government support 
 
These ideas are posed explicitly as a 'provocation' - a catalyst for enabling open, sometimes 
difficult conversations for GEGJC, Leadership Gloucestershire and key partners. However, 
they are not fanciful and frivolous - but rooted in OECD, Treasury, Bank of England and other 
expert analyses of 'productivity puzzles'.  
 
Notwithstanding the economic and political shocks of recent events, this type of discussion is 
important and relevant to how Gloucestershire moves forward over the medium and long 
term. It is hoped that this paper provides a useful scene-setter and thought piece in advance 
of a GEGJC workshop on the topic in late Summer/early Autumn. 
 
David Marlow 
18th July 2016  

  



 
Gloucestershire - refreshing the ambitions: July 2016 
 
Introduction and purpose: Following the drafting of the 'Growth Showcase', Nigel Riglar (NR) of 
Gloucestershire County Council (GCC) has commissioned David Marlow (DM) of Third Life Economics 
(3LE) to deliver a follow-up exercise. This will assist GEGJC Members and partners to review and 
refresh Gloucestershire's growth ambitions. The piece of work comprises:- 
 

1. Authoring a scene-setting paper that explores major challenges and opportunities for 
Gloucestershire to define genuinely transformational growth ambitions  

2. Testing and developing this paper with GEGJC members (and officers/partners as 
appropriate) in a seminar/workshop session - probably convened in late September/October 

3. Writing up a recommended action plan for progressing the GEGJC appetite for refining and 
refreshing headline economic growth ambitions  

 
This report represents the item #1 scene-setting thought piece. The intention is to distribute this to 
GEGJC and appropriate partners during July, and seek feedback (perhaps including a small number of 
bilateral interviews) over the summer. The paper will then be revised and updated for the 
circumstances pertaining in the UK and locally by late-September 2016, prior to the GEGJC workshop. 
 
What is this paper for?: It is important to recognise this paper as a 'provocation'. A provocation's 
purpose is to provide constructive challenge of existing thinking - in this case the scale and character 
of Gloucestershire's economic growth ambitions. The paper is NOT a criticism of existing priorities 
and targets - as articulated in the Strategic Economic Plan (SEP) of March 2014 and the "We are 
Gloucestershire" devolution bid of September 2015. These are accepted as 'fit for purpose' in terms 
of why and when they were agreed. 
 
However, circumstances today have moved on radically (especially post the EU referendum). With a 
new national government and new political, economic and social contexts, it is timely and 
appropriate for GEGJC and partners to revisit its approach to economic growth.  
 
The provocation by an external 'critical friend' creates a context in which the refresh can consider and 
debate difficult issues and sometimes uncomfortable questions. This debate will help determine the 
level of ambition Gloucestershire may wish to adopt going forward.  
 
Background and context: Gloucestershire is a relatively successful, modest-size economy (33rd/39 
in size of GVA by LEP area). The Gloucestershire Strategic Economic Plan (SEP) describes a strong, 
resilient functional economic area with an attractive national environment. Latest ONS figures 
(February 2016) show  2014 workplace-based GVA of £14.9bn. This is above England averages  
excluding London, and 12th/39 LEP areas on a per head basis. Gloucestershire has high densities of 
advanced manufacturing business, strong assets and capabilities in key industries and technologies 
(including digital and cyber-security, nuclear and green energies), and two growing local universities.  
 
These considerable strengths, though, are moderated by lower than England average population 
growth rates. This includes a rapidly growing elderly component forecast to rise to 22.2% of 
population by 2021. GVA and productivity growth rates have been below UK averages over the last 
fifteen years. Having reached a peak GVA per head of 107.5% of UK averages (including London) in 
2003, by the latest ONS figures this had slipped back to 99% per head and 92% per job filled. 
 
 

https://www.ons.gov.uk/economy/grossvalueaddedgva/datasets/gvaforlocalenterprisepartnerships
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To address these more challenging trends, the "Growth Showcase" of May 2016 suggested, " Our 
ambitions are not merely to sustain an average, 'stuck in the middle', England or UK performance as a 
modest size functional economic area. Looking at other successful non-metropolitan European 
regions, we are confident we can, over the medium term, achieve levels of productivity and 
performance akin to some of our more successful continental neighbours." 
 
It is in this context, and in the light of the 'shock' of post-referendum events, that the 'ambitions 
exercise' is being conducted. Current SEP and devolution targets propose growth of 34,000 additional 
jobs, 5,000 apprenticeships and GVA uplift of 4.7% (approaching £500m) over the 2016-21 period. 
The "We are Gloucestershire" devolution prospectus augments this with commitments to 47,000 new 
homes over the medium term. 
 
As Gloucestershire recommences devolution negotiations with the new Government, there are 
questions over whether both the character and content of these targets are appropriate for an 
aspirant Combined Authority at the forefront of local growth in England.  
 
For instance, Gloucestershire's job growth 2008-14 was 33,000 (NOMIS). This was impressive - the 
second fastest LEP growth rate after London. However, prior to the referendum, it makes the 34,000 
target to 2021 more a status quo than a transformational option.  
 

More profoundly in terms of targets, 
Gloucestershire's challenge is productivity 
rather than employment numbers. 
Productivity growth has been below 
England averages for the last fifteen years. 
Over the decade to 2014 GVA per hour 
worked declined by 5.9% (from over the 
national average to 94.3%). 
Gloucestershire was the fourth poorest 
performance of the 39 LEPs by this 
measure - significantly below performance 
achieved in all neighbouring LEPs.  
 
UK productivity is weak compared to 
leading EU and US economies. Looking at 
Eurostat indices to 2014, Gloucestershire's 
GDP per capita declined by 18 points over 
15 years and 8 points over the last decade. 
Although not strictly a productivity 
measure, this suggests international 
competitiveness trends are weak.  

 
The SEP has a GVA ambition of growing Gloucestershire's economy by £494m over the six years to 
2021 as a DIRECT result of SEP interventions. It also suggests SEP and Core Strategy-induced growth 
approaching £1bn over the six years. However, it is not clear how this augments "business as usual" 
GVA growth; nor how GVA growth will change post the referendum shock. Moreover, GVA growth is 
not an economy-wide productivity target. 
 
It is proposed that if Gloucestershire wishes to refresh its ambitions, and consider transformational 
options, a PRODUCTIVITY-based approach should provide the foundations for this exercise.  

https://www.ons.gov.uk/employmentandlabourmarket/peopleinwork/labourproductivity/datasets/subregionalproductivitylabourproductivitygvaperhourworkedandgvaperfilledjobindicesbylocalenterprisepartnership
https://www.ons.gov.uk/employmentandlabourmarket/peopleinwork/labourproductivity/datasets/subregionalproductivitylabourproductivitygvaperhourworkedandgvaperfilledjobindicesbylocalenterprisepartnership
http://www.google.co.uk/url?sa=t&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=web&cd=1&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=0ahUKEwjJ7Z3gwPfNAhUK7BQKHb8ZBQEQFggeMAA&url=http%3A%2F%2Fec.europa.eu%2Feurostat%2Fweb%2Fproducts-datasets%2F-%2Fnama_10r_3gdp&usg=AFQjCNGlG65bo8WrGhNQrVceKwy0F_M6gA&sig2=


 
Productivity and transformational local growth: Productivity is a measure of output or value 
created per unit of input. Although there are a number of inputs that can be measured (e.g. capital, 
energy, materials etc), ONS tends to produce sub-national productivity series for GVA against Labour 
hours worked or jobs filled. The hours worked figure is the one used above for Gloucestershire. 
 
On this measure, UK productivity is very poor by international standards of advanced countries. In 
Government's National Productivity Plan, UK average productivity is 31% lower than that in the US 
and 17% below the G7 average. Notwithstanding our strong current economic growth, this gap has 
been rising. This is because UK growth has been delivered by increasing employment (often of lower 
value jobs) rather than by increasing productivity. 
 
In terms of Gloucestershire, performance trends are already weak vis-a-vis UK averages. To some 
extent these might be argued to be skewed by the strong performance of London and the 'Home 
Counties'. To counter this impression, DM's previous presentation to GEGJC (March 2016) identified 
a small number of high performing non-metropolitan EU regions that might have some read-across 
to Gloucestershire. Gloucestershire has both gross and trend deficits against these comparators. 
 

Region Thumbnail GVA Gross GVA PPS
1
 2005-14

2
 

Groningen 
(NUTS2) 

 Very strong university and medical-based city (200k) 
anchoring 600k region, with less successful hinterland 

€28.6bn 163% +28.5% 

Salzburg 
(NUTS2) 

 Strong RD&I and business (mechanical engineering, food, 
life sciences) city (150k) in 530k state with high quality 
culture and environment 

€24.3bn 152% +34.9% 

Uppsala 
(NUTS3) 

 350k county anchored by 200k city with global strengths in 
HE and biotech 

€15.1bn 120% +50.1% 

Gloucestershire 
(NUTS3) 

 617k county anchored by 270k C-G 'metro' with global 
strengths in cyber,  strong employment growth, high 
quality environment 

€20.8bn 106% +16% 

 

Not too much should be read into this table, and the examples may not be the best (and are 
certainly not the only) ones. It does, however, demonstrate non-metropolitan regions of 
Gloucestershire's scale can achieve impressive growth results (even given UK growth has tended to 
outperform the EU in recent years). It also suggests that productivity-focused transformational 
growth does NOT have to replicate the models of London and the Greater South East. 
  
Theories of productivity growth: There is voluminous literature and analysis about productivity 
growth from, inter alia, Treasury, Bank of England, OECD, and a number of  think tank analyses. 
Traditionally government has focused on addressing five drivers - investment, innovation, skills, 
entrepreneurship and competition. In the last decade, this has been augmented by a focus on cities - 
the benefits of agglomeration and specialisation; and the reduction of travel times to globally 
competitive metros. Most recently, this has been accompanied by an increasing attention to effective 
governance and on public services reform to reduce dependency and 'failure-related' expenditure. 
 
Productivity improvement strategies raise a number of tensions between different approaches. The 
most common of these concern the balance to strike between investing in success and tackling 
underperformance; concentrating on a small number of large urban centres with potential for 
agglomeration or polycentric smaller towns and cities; focusing on existing large 'anchor' sectors and 
industries or supporting emerging new business models; strengthening links and connections to 
global markets and metros or supporting indigenous development. 

                                                           
1
 This is GVA per head at purchasing power standards - where the EU28 average is 100% 

2
 This is GVA growth over the  decade to 2014. 



 
These tensions need to be resolved to manage growth sustainably, and mitigate a trend towards 
increasing inequalities and social polarisation. 
 
If Gloucestershire seeks to put productivity growth at the centre of a refreshed ambitions process, 
consideration will need to be given to both the socio-economic models to be prioritised, and how 
potential trade-offs might be managed. 
 
Towards an initial workshop on productivity ambitions: Krugman quoted famously (The Age 
of Diminishing Expectations, 1994) "Productivity isn't everything, but in the long run it is almost 
everything. A country's ability to improve its standard of living over time depends almost entirely on 
its ability to raise its output per worker". Recent OECD analysis suggests productivity improvement 
has accounted for over 50% of GVA per capita income rises in OECD countries 2008-14 (and 
employment growth to under 5%). For the 2020s and beyond this is forecast to rise to over 80% (for 
advanced OECD countries) with a negligible employment growth contribution. 
 
A Gloucestershire growth ambitions workshop, therefore, may wish to augment (or replace) 
employment targets with interventions much more focused on productivity improvement. A small 
number of examples in 'provocation mode' are provided below. 

Should Gloucestershire prioritise building a global research university and 
leading agriculture niche HE player? 

 
For innovation and knowledge based growth the advantages of global quality research institutions and strong 
systems for diffusion of research and development are crucial. Gloucestershire needs to consider new ambitions 
for university research, development and innovation over the coming period. 
 
In the July 2015 BIS comparative advantage mapping work, Gloucestershire was universally in the bottom 20% of 
LEPs for volume and impact of publications in key national technology and industrial priority areas (and 39th for 
the industrial strategy sectors). It was bottom 20% for STEM degree and doctoral qualifications, for non-UK 
postgraduate enrolments, and 38th for income earned per HE academic. Yet the LEP area is better than average 
(normally between 10th-20th) for Business Expenditure on R&D, Innovate UK grants, employment in science, 
research, engineering and technology professions, and NVQ4+ qualifications. 
 
University of Gloucestershire and RAU are both very new. In the 2014 Research Excellence Framework they 
submitted 15 case studies between them (out of 413 from the South West and almost 7,000 nationally). Neither 
was named on the initial steering group for the South West and South East Wales Science and Innovation Audit. 
Gloucestershire has under 10,000 enrolments and RAU just over 1200. Neither currently appear in top 50 HE 
rankings on any of the major UK university ranking tables. 
 
One can argue about the data both in terms of accuracy and how current it is. But it is what an external observer 
undertaking desk research on Gloucestershire might find. 
  
Imagine 2036 (twenty years hence):  University of Gloucestershire is a top 25 UK (and top 200 global) research-
based university with around 20,000 enrolments. RAU is the UK's leading specialist agricultural HEI.  With the 
lifting of the cap on student numbers, and major imminent national reforms of HE, should Gloucestershire be 
much more explicit and ambitious about its universities, and about the contribution expected from them to local 
growth and productivity improvement? 
 
What would this mean for future revisions of the SEP and priority asks of government in devolution agendas?    

 
   

http://www.slideshare.net/oecdeconomy/thefutureofproductivitypetersoninstituteforinternationaleconomicswashingtondc9july2015?ref=http://www.oecd.org/industry/the-future-of-productivity.htm
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/local-enterprise-partnerships-evidence-on-local-innovation-strengths
http://impact.ref.ac.uk/CaseStudies/


 

Towards a relentless focus on 'frontier firms'? 
 

 
If Gloucestershire seeks high productivity growth strategies, a relentless focus on supporting the growth of 
its own "frontier firms" (and attracting new ones) is important. This is not only in their existing business 
models and markets. The business support strategy would prioritise closing the gap of Gloucestershire 
frontier firms with national and global leaders, increasing frontier firms impact on average productivity 
business, and also enabling low productivity firms to exit more easily. 
 
The ambitions workship might wish to consider whether we know who our frontier firms are; how focused 
our support programmes are on them; and the impact of enabling low productivity business to exit/close.   

 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
  

Do we want to design and develop a genuine metro? 
 
Government and most commentators on productivity-led growth now advocate agglomeration benefits that  
businesses and economies get from firms locating near each other and building cluster opportunities for 
networking and collaboration. Related to agglomeration economics has been the positioning of cities as 
attractors and retainers of talent and the 'creative class'. 
 
Gloucester is included as one of the Centre for Cities 'top 63' UK cities - just surpassing the (admittedly arbitrary) 
threshold of 125,000 population. However, this necessarily puts it towards the bottom of the top 63 in terms of 
profile and reputation. 
 
The production of a core strategy for Cheltenham-Gloucester-Tewkesbury (CGT) begins to construct foundations 
for a much bigger (albeit distributed) urban form of 300-350,000 residents. The two ONS Cheltenham-Gloucester 
built urban areas (BUAs) amount to over 270,000 population. This makes a C-G 'metro' a top 30 UK city, akin in 
size to Derby or Plymouth, and significantly larger than cities like Milton Keynes, Norwich and Swindon. The C-G 
metro has major transport hubs and corridors, an airport, indigenous university, and many of the attributes of a 
premier UK city - just arguably they have not been presented as such hitherto. 
 
Should Gloucestershire consider repositioning the LEP area in these type of city-region terms? More profoundly, if 
GEGJC and partners are serious about C-G as a top-30 metro, what are the implications for investment priorities 
that make the 'metro' work and grow well in international and national competitiveness terms?  



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

What should be Gloucestershire's premier connectivity ask? 
 
Alongside city-led agglomeration, connection to global 'metros' is the major physical requirement of 
leading non-metropolitan regions. Currently, Gloucestershire's transport and infrastructure investment 
priorities and asks relate to intra-LEP connectivity. Arguably, this needs to be matched with a much 
more ambitious approach to connectivity to London (and Heathrow/Thames Valley) as Europe's 
leading world city. 
 
DM did a high level analysis of relative London rail connectivity of Cheltenham Spa station compared 
to two other mid-size metros. The results are striking:- 
 

 Trains Doncaster to London -  160 miles - 65 trains per day; direct; fastest 1hr 37, average 1hr 
47; will reduce to 75 minutes with introduction of Hitachi super express IEP trains in 2018 

 Trains Exeter to London - 180 miles - 24 trains per day; direct; fastest 2hr 5; average 2hr 21 
plus many others with changes and to Waterloo. NR Western route study identifies options 
for reduction to 1hr 45. PRTF major lobbying group post Dawlish 2012 disruption 

 Trains Cheltenham Spa to London - 110 miles - 48 train per day; fastest 2hr 1; average 2hr 
14; Up to 48 per day but only 8-9 direct 

 
Doncaster and Exeter have qualitatively superior services  now, and ambitious improvements either 
programmed or clearly  on Government's (and Network Rail's radar). Moreover, with the delivery of 
GWR electrification and probably HS2, in the next decade mainline improvements will deliver London- 
Bristol 2018 1hr 19m, Cardiff 1hr 45m; HS2 London  - Birmingham 49m, Crewe 55m, Manchester       
1hr 08 (each with at least 2-3 direct trains per hour). 
 
How does Gloucestershire expect to compete with locations with this level of connectivity to London? 
Should we be progressing radical high profile London- connectivity asks in future iterations of growth 
and devo-deals? Do we know what these are? How robust are their business cases?   

What should Gloucestershire's approach be to fiscal devolution? 
 
Gloucestershire's devolution bid seeks all the normal areas of functional devolution within a fiscal 
neutrality (Treasury and local) principle. It builds on existing innovative experience with business rates 
pooling, social impact bonds etc. It also seeks extensions to 'One Public Estate', innovative property and 
borrowing approaches. Although, no doubt, the bid is supported by financial modelling, the public 
documents lack precise numbers and amounts. 
 
Leadership Gloucestershire may wish to review this approach. Greater Manchester's 'Growth and Reform 
Plan', 2014, for instance, has a very singular fiscal reform goal -"to become a net contributor to the 
(national public) economy by 2020" (i.e. compared to a £4.7bn.p.a. deficit in 2014).  
 
Centre for Cities have published a Gloucestershire LEP area "Tax and Spend fact sheet". It is not clear (to 
DM) whether this analysis is accepted locally. However, it shows 2013/14 taxes collected per 
Gloucestershire job around £1500 less than the average collected per Great Britain worker. Consequently, 
public expenditure in Gloucestershire exceeds tax receipts by £1.1bn. 
 
Should Gloucestershire consider an explicit fiscal target akin to the Greater Manchester approach? What 
implications does this have - both for growth strategy, and in terms of public services reforms for reducing 
dependency, health and care integration etc.? 
  

http://www.thetrainline-europe.com/train/doncaster-to-london-kings-cross~7000650~7001370
http://www.hitachirail-eu.com/super-express-iep_57.html
https://www.thetrainline.com/train-times/exeter-st-davids-to-london-paddington
https://peninsularailtaskforce.files.wordpress.com/2015/11/prtf-report-document-final.pdf
http://www.thetrainline-europe.com/train/cheltenham-spa-to-london-paddington~7000586~7001415
http://www.centreforcities.org/wp-content/uploads/2015/07/15-06-29-Gloucestershire-Factsheet.pdf


 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
An initial GEGJC ambitions workshop will enable Members (with partners as appropriate) to:- 
 

 consider further whether and how Ambitions might be adapted to focus more on 
transformational improvements in productivity 

 identify and debate 'difficult issues' around genuinely transformational growth  

 discuss options for the structure and processes of a full productivity exercise (e.g. in terms of 
research and analysis, visioning, action planning, negotiations with government etc) 

 agree any next steps to progress this strand of work 
 
Workshop outcomes and action planning recommendations will be written up in a short report. 
 
Thinking about the referendum shock, and positioning with the new Government: The  
fallout from the EU referendum and the inception of a new Government is profound and the 
implications remain highly uncertain. The priority to be given to devolution, the extent and duration 
of any post-referendum economic downturn, the pervasive distraction of Government negotiating 
BREXIT, and long term consequences are unknown.  
 
Should, however, this uncertainty delay or alter this piece of work? 
 
Gloucestershire's productivity challenges are fundamental and inter-generational in character. This 
exercise raises awareness of productivity issues and how they might be addressed in the medium and 
long terms. These will not go-away as a result of any post-referendum hiatus. Indeed, one can argue 
for making progress on this during any post-referendum hiatus, to be better prepared for the 
inevitable opportunities that will begin to emerge later in the year and during 2017. 
 
Certainly, this thought-piece may be amended immediately prior to any workshop depending on 
developments in the interim. However, DM's initial recommendations are that it should proceed.   
 
Concluding remarks: There  is a strong rationale for Gloucestershire's leadership team to 
periodically review and refresh its collective ambitions. As GEGJC recommences its dialogue with a 
new Government about enhanced devolution, and in the aftermath of the referendum, such an 
exercise is important and timely. DM hopes this thought piece will assist GEGJC in this process. 
 
David Marlow, 18th July 2016 

What does Gloucestershire really wish to be known for? 
 
Gloucestershire's existing SEP and Devolution bids articulate a number of major project asks, and tick a 
number of national boxes in terms of initiatives like the 'Growth Hub', GREEN Centre etc.  
 
However, many devolution agreements include government commitments to 'signature' investments to drive 
growth. These include Graphene and Henry Royce Institutes in Greater Manchester; National Smart Data 
Institute in the North East; Birmingham's Institute for Translational Medicine; and major expansions of 
Advanced Manufacturing Research Park at Sheffield. Arguably even Bristol and Bath Science Park and Food 
Enterprise Zone in West of England anchor the economic priorities in their draft devolution agreement .  
 
What might be Gloucestershire's flagship(s) in this regard? And are they of the right scale, scope and 
specificity to gain Government enthusiasm and tangible buy-in? 


