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1. Purpose 

1.1 This chapter provides a detailed review of Swindon and Wiltshire business base and the 

extent to which the local economy is home to enterprising people. The focus for the 

chapter is on the following areas: 

¶ An assessment of the performance of the local economy in terms of productivity 

business base and employment. 

¶ A detailed exploration of SWLEPõs economic composition, focusing on sectoral    

analysis, a review of the Strategic Economic Planõs priority and ôwatch listõ sectors. 
The analysis also provides a picture of specific geographies of interest, including 

Growth Zones and rural communities. 

¶ An assessment of SWLEPõs enterprise and innovation credentials. 

¶ A review of data which outlines the opportunities and challenges as experienced 

from a business perspective, helping to form a view on future prospects and key 

barriers to growth. 

 

Remainder of the Report  

1.2 The chapter is arranged as follows: 

Section 2 emphasises research and data analysis, which consider the composition 

and performance of SWLEPõs economy. This includes the use of headline 

indicators to position this in the context of comparator LEPs. 

  Section 3 includes conclusions and highlights implications for policy.  

Data Reliability  

1.3 The main datasets analysed within this chapter are summarised below. Each have been 

coded using a RAG (red, amber, green) rating to denote the reliability of the data source. 

Ratings have been applied to assist with analysis by considering the following factors: 

The quality and age of the data source. 

The ability to analyse the data at a localised level). 

Factors that assume greater approximation, including sampled data. 

Table 1.1 RAG Rating for Data Sources 

Data Source  RAG 

ONS, Productivity Green 

LSE, The Local Economic Effects of Brexit Amber 

ONS, GVA by LEP Green 

ONS, BRES Green 

ONS, UK Business Count Amber 

ONS, Sub National Population Estimates Green 

DueDil Amber 

ONS, Annual Population Survey Green 



 

2 
 

ONS, Census Amber 

South West Rural Productivity Report, Key Findings and Recommendations 

2017 
Amber 

ONS, IDBR Green 

ONS, Turnover Green 

ONS, Business Activity Green 

ScaleUp Institute, Annual Scaleup Review 2017 Amber 

Department for International Trade, FDI Green 

Nathaniel Lichfield and Partners, Swindon Employment Land Review Green 

HMRC, Exports Green 

Department for Business Energy and Industrial Strategy (BEIS), R&D 

Expenditure 
Amber 

Innovate UK Amber 

British Private Equity & Venture Capital Association  Green 

Department for Business Energy and Industrial Strategy (BEIS), Knowledge 
Assets 

Amber 

Department for Business Energy and Industrial Strategy (BEIS), Mapping 
Local Comparative Advantages in Innovation, 2015  

Amber 

ONS, ASHE Green 

Halifax, Quality of Life Survey Green 

DCLG, English Indices of Deprivation Green 

Thinkbroadband Green 

Department for Business Energy and Industrial Strategy (BEIS), Innovative 

Business 
Amber 

South West England and South East Wales Science and Innovation Audit  Green 

Swindon BC, Business Survey Amber 

Buckman Associates Ltd & Southern Horizons UK Ltd, SWLEP HE and 

Skills Strategy 
Green 

Business Westõs Local Business Survey  Amber 

SWLEP, Employer Survey 2018 Amber 

Wavehill, Wiltshire and Swindon Small Business Survey Red 
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2. Theme Analysis 

2.1 Comparative Performance Headlines  

1.4 The relative strengths and weaknesses of the local economy are analysed in detail over 

the course of this report. Figure 2.1 provides an overview. The diagram shows the 

variability of SWLEPõs performance across a variety of indicators where comparisons 

with other LEPs can be made.  

1.5 Key headlines include: 

     The highest levels of business growth amongst comparator LEPs. 

     Comparatively high versus other LEPs, but lower levels of employment growth. 

     Lower levels of business turnover, reflecting a small business economy. 

     Lagging GVA growth in the context of other LEPs. 

     Lower comparable levels of GVA per job, suggests a productivity challenge. 
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Figure 1.1 Business and Enterprise Key Indicator Comparison 

 

Source: ONS, Sub-regional Productivity: Labour Productivity 2017; ONS, BRES 2017; ONS, UK Business Count 2017; and ONS, Business Activity 2017 

*A scaling factor has been applied to 2011 data due to BRES methodological changes in the way they count employment numbers. The 

figures should be strictly treated as an indicator of trends and not for their absolute value. 

Note: Strong growth rate may be inflated because of the presence of a business in Wiltshire which registers companies to the area, 

though they may not maintain an active trading presence in Wiltshire 
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2.2 Business and Enterprise  

2.2.1 Productivity   

Lower economic output than comparator areas and lagging growthé 

1.6 As a headline measure, Gross Value Added (GVA) helps to quantify the overall value of 

an areaõs economy. It is driven by the sectoral composition of economic activity across 

Swindon and Wiltshire, as well as the efficiency by which economic resources are used.  

1.7 In 2016, SWLEPõs total GVA was Ã18,026m, reaching its highest level and maintaining an 

upwards trajectory since a recession-led decrease in 2010-11. The proportion of GVA 

generated by each local authority was as follows: 

      Swindon ð £7,017m (39% of the total) 

      Wiltshire ð £11,009m (61% of the total) 

Figure 1.2 SWLEPõs GVA Growth (1998=100) 

 

Source: ONS, Regional Accounts, 2017 

1.8 Across, the nine comparator LEPs, SWLEPõs growth between 2011 and 2016 was the 

fourth slowest, increasing by 19% from 2011 levels. Looking at this in comparative terms, 

this growth was marginally greater than the South West (19%) but two percentage points 

(pp) behind England (21%) and approximately 6pp less than the GVA growth in the 

Oxfordshire LEP.  



 

 

 6  
 

Figure 1.3 Total GVA Growth Between 2011 and 2016 

 

Source: Regional gross value added (balanced), UK: 1998 to 2016 
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Individual measures of productivity suggest a productivity challengeé 

1.9 Total GVA can be misleading as an indicator of economic prosperity. For this reason, we 

GVA per head offers a truer reflection of the relative productivity of a local economy. 

Based on this metric, SWLEP ranks 7th out of the comparator LEPs, with a GVA of 

£25,522 per head, circa £7,800 less than Oxfordshire LEP and £16,100 lower than 

Thames Valley Berkshire LEP per head. 

1.10 GVA per job provides another proxy for productivity, based on the amount of 

employment generated across Swindon and Wiltshire and removes the effect of the 

population who are not economically active. Swindon has higher levels GVA per job 

(£54,837), which is also greater than the national average (£51,803). However, 

Wiltshireõs GVA per job (Ã43,495) is significantly less, meaning SWLEPõs GVA per job 

figure (£47,292) is lower than England (£51,803) and ranks only above Dorset and Heart 

of the South West LEPs. 
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Figure 1.4 GVA per Job at Current Prices by Comparator Areas in 2015 

 

Source: ONS, Sub-regional Productivity: Labour Productivity 2017 
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1.11 Looking at performance over time, between 2010 and 2015, SWLEPõs GVA per job grew 
at a slower rate (6%) than the national average (11%). As a result, the area is not making 

the productivity gains that are being experienced in other locations across the UK. 

1.12 Across the four LEPs in the South West, rural local authorities account for 58% of total 

GVA and 60% of employment. On an aggregate level, this paints a positive picture 

however, this doesnõt necessarily translate into positive individual GVA outcomes (per 

head) with rural productivity lagging output in urban centres1. 

Similar to the national picture employment is concentrated in sectors which 

are lower -valueé 

1.13 Local employment is most concentrated in sectors that generate lower levels of GVA. 

This mirrors the national picture. SWLEPõs largest sector based on total GVA is Retail 

and Hospitality, accounting for 24% of all output, however its share is 2pp greater than 

that of the all LEPsõ average. Using regional proxies, the Hospitality sector contributes 

the second lowest GVA per job (£23,000), with Wholesale and Retail the seventh lowest, 

at £34,000 per job. This helps to illustrate the productivity challenge for SWLEP. 

1.14 Looking at comparator LEP performance and the sector composition of GVA, higher-

value sectors are underrepresented in certain sector. For instance, the Information and 

Communication sector generates the fourth lowest GVA across all LEPs. That being said, 

Swindonõs significant Finance and Insurance sector generates 9% of SWLEPõs GVA, which 

as proportion of total economic output places it only second behind Dorset LEP. 

  

                                                           
 

1 The South West Rural Productivity Commission: Key Findings and Recommendations 2017 

Note: All analysis unless specified otherwise involves the rural areas of all four LEPs and 

therefore should be strictly treated as a proxy or indicator for SWLEPõs rural economy 
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Table 1.2 GVA Sector Composition 

 

Buckinghamsh

ire Thames 

Valley  

Dorse

t  

Enterpris

e M3 

Gloucestersh

ire  

Heart of 

the South 

West  

Oxfordshir

e 

Swindon 

& 

Wiltshir

e 

Thames 

Valley 

Berkshire  

West of 

England 

Agriculture 0% 1% 0% 1% 2% 1% 1% 0% 0% 

Energy & 

Utilities 
2% 2% 4% 4% 4% 2% 4% 4% 4% 

Manufacturing 7% 11% 9% 17% 13% 11% 13% 8% 12% 

Construction 8% 8% 7% 7% 8% 7% 7% 4% 7% 

Retail & 

Hospitality 
27% 23% 21% 20% 23% 19% 24% 22% 20% 

Info & 

Communication

s 

11% 4% 13% 6% 3% 10% 6% 27% 7% 

Finance & 

Insurance 
3% 9% 5% 6% 2% 2% 9% 3% 9% 

Professional 

Services 
16% 11% 17% 13% 11% 15% 14% 14% 16% 

Public Admin, 

Defence, 

Health, and 

Education 

20% 26% 17% 22% 28% 28% 18% 13% 23% 

Arts & Other 

Services 
6% 6% 6% 5% 4% 5% 4% 5% 3% 

Source: ONS, GVA by LEP 2017; and ONS, BRES 2017 

Note: The contribution from the Real Estate industry to GVA in the LEP and regional analysis have been removed due to exaggerated 

results because of the methodology used to calculate Real Estate contribution 
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Productivity at risk linked should Brexit impact on trade flowsé 

1.15 SWLEPõs trading dependencies mean Brexit poses a risk to prosperity. We can assess 

this risk by reference to a recent investigation led by London School of Economics, who 

sought to explore the potential impacts of a ôhardõ and ôsoftõ Brexit scenario on local 

authority areas2. 

ôSoft Brexitõ ð a scenario where the UK joins a free trade area with the EU, such as 

the European Free Trade Association (EFTA). While tariffs would remain at zero, non-

tariff barriers (including customs checks, border controls, differences in product market 

regulations and legal barriers) would increase the costs of trade. 

ôHard Brexitõ ð a scenario where the UK and the EU do not immediately form a free 

trade area and the default situation is to trade under World Trade Organisation (WTO) 

rules. This would result in an increase in tariffs and non-tariff barriers that would be 

substantially larger than under soft Brexit.  

1.16 Whilst every local authority across the UK is expected to see a drop in GVA as a 

consequence, Swindon and Wiltshire are predicted to be particularly affected given their 

reliance on knowledge-intensive sectors.  

1.17 In statistical terms, this means a projected drop of 1.5% and 1.2% in GVA under a ôsoftõ 
Brexit across Swindon and Wiltshire respectively. A more extreme ôhardõ Brexit scenario 

is projected to lead to a 2.8% and 2.3% reduction in GVA across Swindon and Wiltshire. 

Applying these percentages to the wider SWLEP area, we see that GVA (based on 2017 

levels) would decrease to £17,102m and £16,912m respectively. 

                                                           
 

2 The trade model developed by the Centre for Cities uses comprehensive data on trade flows 

and trade barriers available, including industry-level data on exports and imports covering all 

sectors of the economy in every country in the world. The sectoral impacts predicted under 

these two scenarios are weighted using local employment shares to forecast changes to GVA at 

a city/town level 
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Figure 1.5 ôHardõ and ôSoftõ Brexit Impacts 

 

Source: London School of Economics, 2017 

1.18 Applying the estimated sector impacts of Brexit, from the LSE report, to SWLEPõs 

sectors, where suitable and applicable, it can be seen more sectors are expected to be 

worse off than better off resulting from a soft or hard Brexit. 

Table 1.3 Brexitõs Sector Impact on SWLEP 

 GVA  (£m)  Soft Brexit (£m)  Hard Brexit (£m)  

Agriculture £150 £155 £156.3 

Energy & Utilities £641 £633.9 £627.5 

Manufacturing £1,943 £1,960.5 £1,991.6 

Construction £1,090 £1,074.7 £1,061.7 

Info & 

Communications 
£892 £875.9 £857.2 

Finance & Insurance £1,374 £1,335.5 £1,280.6 

Retail Estate £2,094 £2,064.7 £2,039.6 

Public Admin, 

Defence, Health, 

and Education 

£2,786 £2,755.4 £2,721.9 

Source: ONS, GVA by LEP 2017; and London School of Economics, 2017 

Note: This is an indicative portrayal of the GVA impacts on SWLEPõs sector resulting 

from Brexit using figures which were estimated at the national level and for a greater 

degree of sub-sector breakdown. As such, figures should be treated with additional 

caution and greater emphasis should be placed on the direction of impact as opposed 
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to the magnitude. Furthermore, where there was too great a differential in definition, 

certain sectors have been excluded 

1.19 This research is based on a number of assumptions and the application of national 

structural indicators. This means that certain local nuances can be missed. An example of 

this would be in relation to the presence of Nationwide in Swindon. Whilst operating 

within the Financial Services sector, its business is largely UK-focused, meaning that the 

business may not be affected in the same way the LSE study suggests.  

Very high business growth but results need to be treated with some cautioné 

1.20 Evidence suggests that SWLEPõs business base has been performing well and has made 

impressive strides in recent times. As of 2017, there were 38,100 businesses in SWLEP, 
with the proportional split of these weighted heavily in favour of Wiltshire (76%) versus 

Swindon (24%), perhaps unsurprising given the geographical size of the former (ONS, UK 

Business Count 2017). 

1.21 In terms of trends, both Swindon and Wiltshire have experienced strong levels of 

business growth (27% and 26% respectively), leading to an overall rate of growth across 

SWLEP of 27% from 7,200 business in 2012 to 9,100 in 2017. Putting this into 

perspective, the rate of business growth across England and the South West was 22% 

and 14% respectively, highlighting the strong growth trajectory. 

Figure 1.6 Business Growth Rate Between 2012-17 by LEP 

 

Source: ONS, UK Business Count 2017 

1.22 In the context of comparator LEP performance, SWLEPõs business growth exceeds all, 
more than two and a half times the level of business growth in Oxfordshire LEP. 
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Interestingly, some of the most productive LEPs (based on GVA per job) have seen the 

slowest rates of business growth, albeit the time periods (2010-15, 2012-17) donõt 

overlap fully. 

1.23 Looking at the composition of business growth, the following sectors have contributed 

most to this3: 

        Professional Services - (+1,900 businesses) 

          Education ð (+1,700 businesses)4 

            Administration and Support Services ð (+1,700)  

2.2.2 Business Density  

Business largely concentrated in urban areas and market towns, as 

expectedé 

1.24 Business density and the location of concentrated economic activity very much reflects 

the urban-rural composition of Swindon and Wiltshire and the dispersion of key 

settlements. 

1.25 At an aggregated level, SWLEP has 88 businesses per 1,000 working age population 

(WAP), which is greater than the national average (77). Within the SWLEP, there are 

disparities however, with Wiltshire having a higher businesses density, with 99 business 

per 1,000 WAP versus 65 in Swindon. The differences seen at the unitary authority level 

is driven by the presence of larger employers in Swindon versus the prevalence of micro 

firms in Wiltshire. 

1.26 The spatial distribution of businesses by land area, shows the importance of larger 

centres such as Swindon, Salisbury, Trowbridge and Chippenham to the local economy, 

with densities of over 200 business per square km. Smaller settlements and market 

towns, including Marlborough, Devizes and Warminster are also important business 

hubs, serving surrounding rural areas. Rural areas by contrast, exhibit lower levels of 

business density, particularly across the central rural belt, where densities are generally 

under 25 per square km. 

                                                           
 

3 Please see later in the report for more detailed sub sector analysis and a breakdown of priority 

and watch list sector performances 

4 This would seem to be a remarkable increase, but an analysis of the time series would suggest 

that this is likely to be related to a business registration issue ð this means that employment is 

potentially overstated. This can occur when a single entity registers a number of contracts / 

entities in a headquartersõ location 
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Figure 1.7 Business Density (Land Area) 

 

Source: ONS, UK Business Count 2017; ONS, SNPP 2017; and Regeneris Consulting, 2017 

Strong performance suggest Growth Zones are economically vibrant placesé 

1.27 The largest of the Growth Zones, in business terms, is the Swindon-M4 Growth Zone, 

which is home to 18,000 businesses and density of 79 per WAP. The A350 Growth Zone 

is the second largest, with 11,700 businesses and a higher business density of 103 per 

WAP. The Salisbury-A303 Growth, which is the least dense of the three, is home to 

5,000 businesses, with a business density (73) equivalent to Swindon-M4. Despite the 

Swindon-M4 Growth Zoneõs absolute size, its concentration of businesses is dominated 

by the Swindon conurbation. 
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1.28 All of the Growth Zones have experienced business growth over the 2012-17 period, 

with the greatest overall increases in the A350 Growth Zone (55%)5. The Swindon-M4 

Growth Zone saw an increase of 20%, with the Salisbury-A303 Growth Zone growing by 

15%.  

1.29 The high rates of increase in the A350 Growth Zone need to be treated with caution, 

given local knowledge and the nature of business base expansion. This includes the 

potential distortionary effect of a Warminster-based enterprise which acts as a registered 

trading address for a large number of businesses, many of which are not trading from 

within the Growth Zone. It is reasonable to assume that this has impacted the Wiltshire 

business count therefore and could be explored further. 

A location of choice for nationally and internationally -significant businessesé 

1.30 SWLEP is an attractive location for large and internationally-significant businesses. This is 

evident by identifying the largest employers, who play a key role in the economy and 

trade in a global marketplace. 

1.31 Looking at DueDil, some of the largest (by registered employment numbers) and most 

high-profile business include: 

Dyson Technologies ð 2,900 

Honda ð 3,700 

Npower ð 6,400 

RWE Generation UK ð 1,100 

The English Heritage Trust ð 2,000 

WH Smith (including subsidiaries) ð 38,600 

1.32 However there remain other large companies which are not captured in the data that 

possess significant holdings in the LEP including Nationwide, First Great Western and 

Tufnells Parcels Express. 

2.2.3 Employment Base  

Encouraging employment gains but not maintaining pace with business 

growthé 

1.33 Based on the latest data, there were 331,500 people in employment across SWLEP. 

Within this and consistent with the split of businesses, Wiltshire accounts for the greater 

share of employment (64%) and a lesser share in Swindon (36%).  

1.34 Looking at performance between 2011-16, the number of people in employment in 

SWLEP grew by 11% to 331,500 ð significantly lower than the rates of business growth. 

                                                           
 

5 Based on local intelligence, it is reasonable to assume this has at least partly been caused by 

the presence of a business in Warminster which has registered companies with a local address. 

Further investigation is needed to validate this 
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At the unitary authority level, Wiltshire recorded a greater rate of job growth at 14%, 

whilst Swindon also experienced employment gains, but at a slower rate of 7%. These 

statistics highlight the considerable gap between business base growth and employment, 

which suggests a restructuring of the local economy (such as the shrinking of the public 

sector) and start-up of smaller businesses. 

Figure 1.8 LEP Employment Growth Rates (2011-16) 

 

Source: ONS, BRES 2017 

*A scaling factor has been applied to 2011 data due to BRES methodological changes in 

the way they count employment numbers. The figures should be strictly treated as an 

indicator of trends and not for their absolute value 

1.35 Referring to SWLEPõs performance versus comparator geographies, in Figure 1.8, its rate 

of employment growth is again strong, being the second highest amongst all comparator 

areas, only behind Oxfordshire LEP and marginally above Buckinghamshire Thames Valley 

and Thames Valley Berkshire LEPs. It is also greater than the regional and national 

averages of 6% and 9%, respectively. 

Full -time employment inequalities between Swindon and Wiltshireé 

1.36 Swindon has a higher share of full-time employees (69%) than the national and regional 

averages (62% and 66% respectively). Conversely, Wiltshire has a higher share of part-

time employment (34%) than both England (31%) and the South West (33%) This 

suggests a greater reliance on part-time jobs. This is likely to be a contributory factor to 

variance in productivity between Swindon and Wiltshire. 
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1.37 A detailed review of self-employment in SWLEP is included in the People and 

Communities chapter. 

Public sector share of employment decreasi ng, as austerity continuesé 

1.38 As is to be expected given the governmentõs continued commitment to its policy of 
austerity, SWLEPõs public share of employment has shrunk, refer to Figure 1.9. 

Decreases have been relatively small, falling from 25% to 24%, between 2010 and 2016, 

however, it is expected that this pattern will continue in line with national trends. By 

comparison, this fall is lower than the national position (dropping from 24%-21%), 

suggesting the sector has been relatively resilient. Of the seven comparator LEPs that 

saw their public share of employment fall, SWLEP experienced the smallest change, the 

greatest being GFirst LEP where public share of employment reduced by 7%. However, 

the public sector is likely to remain exposed to future shifts and shrinkage. 

1.39 An interesting point to note, is that defence employment has significantly outperformed 

national trends, referring to Table 1.4, between 2011 and 2016 there was a 17% growth 

in employment compared to just 5% across England. This may reflect defence 

consolidations and cuts in other areas. 

Figure 1.9 Public Share of Employment 

 

Source: APS, 2017 

Spatial employment density even more concentrated than business 

dispersioné 

1.40 Unsurprisingly, spatial patterns of employment are even more concentrated than the 

distribution of businesses across Swindon and Wiltshire. Employment density is greatest 

in urban areas and market towns, being particularly pronounced in Swindon, 

Chippenham, Trowbridge, Warminster and Salisbury, with over 1,000 people employed 

per km2.  

1.41 By contrast, rural areas across both local authorities exhibit much lower employment 

densities (under 250 people employed per km2), reflecting a lack of settlement density 

and less development in large areas which are afforded special land designations. 
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Figure 1.10 Employment Density by MSOA in2017 

 

Source: ONS, BRES 2017; ONS, SNPP 2017; and Regeneris Consulting, 2017 

Variations in employment performance across the Growth Zonesé 

1.42 SWLEPõs Growth Zones, as a focus for economic development and investment, have all 
experienced employment growth. As with the business base, the Swindon-M4 Growth 

Zone has the highest number of people in employment (184,400), followed by the A350 

Growth Zone (90,700) and the Salisbury-A303 Growth Zone (53,200). In terms of the 

rate of growth, the A350 Growth Zone has performed the best (+20%), followed by the 

Swindon-M4 Growth Zone (+10%) Salisbury-A303 Growth Zone (+5%). Mirroring the 

unitary authority level composition of employment, the Salisbury-A303 Growth Zone has 








