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About this report

"Thames Valley Future: the region’s economy in the balance"

is a Green Paper – intended to create debate, provide a frame-

work for Thames Valley Forum's activities and drive action.

Thames Valley Future was launched by Thames Valley Forum

as a major overarching project to enable the region to adapt

and strengthen through the Covid-19 crisis. This is in order to

retain its position as one of the world’s leading regional

economies.

This report contextualises the challenges facing the region as

part of the major societal shifts caused by Covid-19.

It states that “an existential shift is happening right now in the

relationship of economy and place”. It then assesses the

Thames Valley’s strengths and weaknesses to emerge as a

leading economy and lists conclusions, recommendations,

and what action we will take to achieve these aims.

This report is deliberately high level, thought provoking and

challenging. The economy is facing very real changes and

challenges therefore the region needs an honest discussion

about its strengths, weaknesses and how to move forward.

There are many wish lists being produced at the moment, but

this is a call to action for those passionate about the region

with practical suggestions not reliant on UK Government.



“If the suggestions for change I have put
forward are wrong, or mistaken, which
they may honestly be, I hope the
response is to call for greater radicalism
not less. We should always be receptive
to bold new policy proposals.”
Michael Gove, Ditchley Lecture, 27 June 2020
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Synopsis

01

PIVOT POINT
Covid-19 is causing a dramatic
impact on the regional
economy, adding to existing
transformative factors such as
Brexit and technology changes

02

SHIFT IN ECONOMY,
WORK, AND PLACE

Mass adoption of working from
home is likely to remain in
place, creating a shift in what
it means to be a regional
economy

03

05

ACTION
The region needs to support its
world leading place-based
institutes, encourage more, and
connect them better

04

WEAKNESSES
A significant part of the region's
success has come from large
corporate HQs with mid/back
office functions, which could be
reduced in the future

STRENGTHS
The Thames Valley has a
number of growth sectors such
as Life Sciences and Tech.
These include world leading
research institutes
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A pivot point for the economy

Covid-19 has reset the global economy and the world is likely

to look a great deal different after lock-down compared to

the previous landscape.

For the UK this comes at a time when major change was

already taking place with leaving the European Union and a

new Government in place. Technology, climate change and

shifts in geopolitics ensured that the world was already

changing before the emergence of Covid-19.

These changes will create ‘winners’; regions where the

economy is set up to be a great success in the future and

‘losers’; those that are set to diminish.

The Thames Valley has many reasons to believe it can

continue to be a world class region, but also has aspects of

the regional economy which are in need of a major re-

assessment and new approach.

This Green Paper will focus on the impact of Covid-19 as it is

challenging many of the long held assumptions around

infrastructure, people and skills, trade, globalisation and the

future of work.

Factors such as transport and housing will then be

considered as part of the wider work under next steps.



COVID-19 BREXIT TECHNOLOGY DISRUPTION ENVIRONMENT

SKILLS EMPLOYMENT DIVERSITY &
INCLUSION

INFRASTRUCTURE LEVELLING-UP

The Region's economy in the balance
Covid-19 is the major factor, but there already were

seismic shifts
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Future Vision for the Economy
If the Thames Valley can form and execute an effective strategy then

it can fulfil the three criteria for a successful economy.

0

1

INWARD
INVESTMENT

HOME GROWN
SUCCESSES

0

2

EMPLOYMENT0

3

However if the region does not adapt in the right way it will have less prosperity in the future.
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DECLINE MIXED GROWTH

B

AREA GOOD GROWTH

No new inward investment
and many foreign owned
companies shrink their
presence

Limited new investment to
service UK markets or for
specific functions. Some
foreign owned companies
shrink their presence

Local innovators and
entrepreneurs look to London,
EU and US

INWARD
INVESTMENT

HOME
GROWN
SUCCESSES

EMPLOYMENT

Future options

Job losses as HQs and supply
chains move away

Modest local innovation and
growth success stories

The region develops a global
reputation as a centre for
research, innovation and
scaling up

Inward investment grows in
the area from traditional and
emerging markets

Jobs created as
current ones retained plus
new technologies and inward
investment grow in the
area

Some job losses as HQs move,
but are replaced by some new
arrivals
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Covid-19 work, place and the
economy

Work, place and economy have been intertwined for the past

200 years. Transport, housing, and spatial planning have

been created around the assumptions that work, place and

economy will always be intertwined. In fact, one key system

of funding Local Authorities – business rates – depends on

this relationship.

Making future assumptions based on the immediate impact

of the Covid-19 crisis is a challenge with many pitfalls.

Without knowing whether a vaccine will be found it is

difficult to know whether aspects such as crowds at sporting

occasions  or at live music venues will ever return to pre

Covid-19 norms.

The clear finding has been that companies have been

functioning effectively by adopting working from home. This

has meant a number of reports about employers of all sizes

looking to downsize their office space and minimise costs.

This begins to break the link between work, place and

economy.
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Covid-19 an existensial shift?

Work can therefore be conducted from any setting in the UK,

and even throughout the world. This creates the potential for

a new global digital economy and the globalisation of

services as has happened in manufacturing.

Local areas, in the Thames Valley, and further afield, may

have many traditional commuters now conducting high value

London roles, at home, in their local areas.

But if they are already living locally what value does this

create beyond a small additional sustenance spend?

If they are now London based and wish to move to a region

like the Thames Valley for more space, how much benefit

can be realised, compared to their impact on local services

and increasing local house prices? And if employers in this

region wish to downsize and move to permanent remote

working, what are the impacts on the economy and the

funding for Local Authorities?

An existential shift in the relationship of economy and place

is happening right now.

Local strategies for encouraging home working need to be

considered, but the main challenge for a place based

economic strategy is how to ensure physical employment

opportunities continue to be found in the region.
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Future place based economies

The Thames Valley needs genuine centres of excellence.

This means institutions that cause people to cluster around

them and thrive on physical presence and collaboration. The

Thames Valley has world class cornerstones such as

Heathrow Airport, Pinewood Studios, University of Oxford,

the Diamond Light Source, University of Reading, UKRI,

advanced manufacturing in Buckinghamshire and many

others. Oxford and Harwell are particular multi-centres of

excellence. The region needs to support these institutions,

build one or two more, extend their ecosystems to encourage

start-ups and scale-ups, and connect them to each other.

It also means a move away from a focus on large corporate

offices with back and mid office functions as they are

potentially to be in decline in the future.

We need an honest conversation about the region’s USPs and

short-comings in a bid to remain a world leading centre.

The region, particularly the M4 and M3 corridors, have relied

on the presence of corporate HQs located due to a goldilocks

zone of travel, office space, skills and quality of life.

There will always be a role for business parks, but the use of

space needs to be re-imagined to support the future

economy.
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Impact of Covid-19

Centres of Excellence
Place Specific Activities
Research and Innovation

Place based economies

Businesses that will run remotely
Large corporate offices
Mid and back office functions

Agile operations

Areas of focus
for local economies

Areas expected to
reduce their ties
with location



The Impact of Covid-19 on the Thames Valley
This has potential dramatic implications to regional economies, many of

which are particularly relevant to the Thames Valley. These include:

0

1

LARGE OFFICE
SPACES NO LONGER
REQUIRED

STAFF MAY NOT
NEED TO BE BASED
LOCALLY

0

2

SMALLER WORK-HUBS
MAY BE REQUIRED
NEARER TO WHERE
PEOPLE LIVE

0

3

The rise of virtual working and closing of borders has also questioned the future of international
business travel, which may reduce the benefit of being located so closely to a major airport – a key

factor in the Thames Valley’s success in recent decades.
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The Thames Valley
is known for

strengths in many
sectors

D

We need to
identify those that

are to be
growth areas in

the future

This targeted approach means that there does not need
to be as much attention placed on sectors that tend to
follow economic activity such as professional services
and recruitment, and areas that are found in the region,
but not known to be future growth areas such as horse-
racing and retail.

Sectors for future growth



Sectors for future
growth in the Thames
Valley

Advanced Engineering (including
manufacturing, automotive and aerospace)
Creative
Data Centres
Energy and Environment (Green)
Financial Services
Life Sciences
Logistics
Tech
Telecoms

FUTURE GROWTH
PROSPECTS

Accountancy
Horse racing
Hospitality
Legal
Recruitment
Retail

FLATTER GROWTH
TRAJECTORIES
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Life Sciences (Berkshire)
Life Sciences (Oxfordshire)
Tech (Berkshire)
Tech (Oxfordshire)

Life Sciences and Tech, along with Green, are the three most exciting sectors for
future growth.

The region has a strong offering in all three sectors, but for analysing their role
in the future growth of the region they have been divided on the next slide to:

This will allow for an honest and accurate reflection of these very different
ecosystems.

D

Splitting Life Sciences and Tech



The framework for future economic development activity in
the Thames Valley

Sectors for
future growth

Low

High

The region's place based offer StrongWeak

Offer basic supportNot priority sectors

Offer needs to be improved Support success
Financial Services
Life Sciences (Berkshire)
Tech (Berkshire)
Telecoms

Advanced Engineering
Creative
Data Centres
Green
Life Sciences (Oxfordshire)
Logistics
Tech (Oxfordshire)

Horseracing
Retail
Tourism

Examples might include;
Legal
Recruitment
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Action is required to ensure the Thames Valley has a strong
economic future with jobs, inward investment and home
grown successes.

The majority of the actions that are required are not for UK
Government, except a fundamental review of business rates
and Local Authority funding.

The region can shape its own destiny and enhance its physical
ecosystem.
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Recommendations

0

3

0

2

0

4

REUSING SPACE TO CREATE
SCIENCE, RESEARCH AND
INNOVATION CENTRES

SUPPORT INNOVATION, INCUBATION
AND ENTREPRENEURSHIP. CONNECT
LARGE CORPORATES, START-UPS
AND SCALE-UPS

CONNECT BUSINESS,
PUBLIC SECTOR AND
ACADEMIA

BETTER CONNECT
THE TOWNS OF THE
THAMES VALLEY

0

5

CREATE HUBS FOR
CO-WORKING
ACROSS THE REGION

0

6

0

1

IMPROVING THE SECTORAL OFFERING FOR KEY AREAS, ESPECIALLY TECH, LIFE
SCIENCES AND GREEN TECHNOLOGIES
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Next steps
What Thames Valley Forum will do next...

01 03 05

02 04

Thames Valley Forum
will take this
discussion forward
with stakeholders
and policymakers

Take immediate action
to boost key
sectors by running:
•Action Boards
•Themed Weeks

CONTACT

Please contact
ian@thamesvalleyforum.org
to discuss any items raised in
this Green Paper

Conduct in depth
reports around the
various aspects
raised as part of
Thames Valley Future

Tech
Life Sciences
Green

These activities will
be for key sectors
and topics, namely:
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Thames Valley Forum works in an open and transparent way

to ensure that the focus is on adding value and additional

capabilities for the region rather than duplicate the great

work of the existing bodies.

The Thames Valley in this report is considered to be the area

to the West of London along the M40 corridor to Oxford, the

M4 corridor as far as Swindon and the M3 corridor down to

Basingstoke.

www.thamesvalleyforum.org

E

About Thames Valley Forum

"The Think and Do Tank for the Thames Valley"

Thames Valley Forum is the independent body for the

Thames Valley economy, which runs a series of programmes,

reports and activities with the mission of ensuring the region

is a thriving economy and a great place to work and live for

the benefit of the whole region and wider UK.

Thames Valley Forum brings together businesses and

stakeholders from across the region to address the biggest

challenges facing the regional economy and suggest ways

forward to achieve these aims.

http://www.thamesvalleyforum.org/

