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Foreword

As Small Business Minister, I am pleased to see this report championing the voice of small and medium-sized busi-
nesses (SMBs) across the country. It is heartening to see MPs, Mayors, and activists within the Labour movement 
working closely with business communities to ensure that the concerns and aspirations of SMBs are fully reflected 
in national policymaking. 

SMBs are the backbone of the British economy. They drive innovation, create jobs, and anchor communities. That’s 
why I welcome this report calling on the government to ‘Think BIG’ in terms of the role SMBs can post in deliv-
ering our growth mission. The ideas and evidence captured here echo many of the conversations I’ve had with 
businesses in every part of the country.

I am particularly encouraged that several of the report’s proposals align closely with policies that this government 
will be announcing in due course. In areas such as improving access to finance, reforming procurement, and chal-
lenging regulators and government agencies to make it easier to start and run a business, there is clear common 
ground—and a shared ambition to deliver meaningful change.

I would like to thank Renaissance and Progressive Britain for bringing together such a wide range of voices to 
inform this work. I look forward to continuing to engage with you as we move ahead with delivering a more 
confident, connected, and coherent strategy for British businesses—one that levels the playing field and supports 
enterprise to thrive in every part of the UK.

Gareth Thomas MP, Minister for Small Business
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Executive Summary

This report captures insights from regional roundtables held in Tyneside, South Wales, North Yorkshire, and the 
West Midlands, alongside expert discussions in London, Cambridge, and Oxford. It presents a clear message: Brit-
ish businesses across the country—particularly small and medium-sized enterprises (SMBs)—are eager to grow, 
innovate, and lead, but they need support, certainty, and targeted investment to do so.

At a time when 40% of England lies outside a Mayoral Combined Authority, and more than a quarter of Labour 
MPs represent constituencies beyond those boundaries, there is a clear political imperative to ensure that the 
government’s industrial strategy reaches every community. Too often, national policy has prioritised the “Golden 
Triangle” of London, Cambridge and Oxford—leaving behind areas with untapped talent, capability, and ambition.

We are grateful to the many businesses, business-led organisations, and local stakeholders who contributed to this 
work. We thank Mayors Kim McGuinness, Richard Parker, and David Skaith, and MPs Alan Campbell, Emma Foody, 
Sarah Edwards, Luke Charters, and Stephen Kinnock, who took time to attend events and listen to the challenges 
and aspirations of businesses in their regions. Special thanks also go to CO2Sense CIC, Ewan Kirk, Sage UK, the 
University of York, and Aviva for their generous support of this project.

Proposals:

The BIG idea - We are calling on the Department for Business and Trade to create a Business Investment and 
Growth Unit (BIG Unit).

Establish a national hub within government, staffed by experienced business leaders, to coordinate support for 
SMBs across the UK, providing strategic leadership on procurement, finance, and industrial support and ensuring 
SMBs are central to national economic planning—not treated as an afterthought.

The BIG Unit would focus initially on the following areas: 

1. Co-create regional innovation clusters:

a) 	 Start with the development of a North-East Innovation Corridor, leveraging the combined £300m+  
	 annual 	research spend of six universities and over £50m in Mayoral investment funds
b) 	 Work with the British Business Bank, universities, and Mayors to create mechanisms to de-risk and  
	 attract 	investment from pension funds and major investors
c) 	 Replicate this model in other high-potential, under-supported areas.

2. Reform access to finance:

a)	 Working with the Treasury to structure a SEIS-style tax incentive to support growth-stage businesses
b)	 Developing easy-to-access debt finance from £25k to £500k
c)	 Launching a national access-to-finance programme to demystify the funding landscape for SMBs.

3. Unlock procurement opportunities for SMBs to ensure public contracts deliver local  
      value by:

a)	 Adopting a standard SMB ‘business owner review’ of major tenders
b)	 Reforming ESG and procurement systems to reflect the realities of SMB capacity
c)	 Supporting local government to develop regional procurement frameworks aligned with sectoral strengths.



4. Make it easier to run a business in the UK by:

a)	 Creating a unified portal for all SMB interactions with Companies House, HMRC, and ICO
b)	 Reforming penalty systems to distinguish between genuine errors and systemic abuse
c)	 Supporting regulators to deliver a more pro-growth, pro-enterprise culture.

Alongside the work of the BIG Unit, we also have three sets of proposals for government: 

1. Expand inward investment beyond the Golden Triangle by:

a)	 Create more tax-free innovation zones outside major cities
b)	 Attract international businesses to locate in areas with untapped talent and strategic value
c)	 Work with local leaders to embed SMBs in supply chains of new anchor firms.

2. Improve cashflow and reduce payment delays:

a)	 Mandate the use of E-invoicing across government and large contractors, reducing late payments and im-	
	 -proving SMB resilience
b)	 introduce a national “one stop” portal for grant and finance applications to simplify processes and reduce 	
	 reliance on consultants.

3. Promote UK businesses on the global stage

a)	 Reinstate support for UK business presence at global expos and trade showcases
b)	 Use government-to-government relationships to encourage global firms to establish UK hubs.

The Case for Action

If Britain is to compete globally and ensure that prosperity is shared at home, SMBs must be at the heart of our 
economic strategy. They are not only drivers of growth—they are pillars of community pride, ambition, and op-
portunity.

This report offers a roadmap to level the playing field—not only between firms, but between regions. With political 
will and targeted intervention, we can empower British businesses everywhere to lead a new era of growth.
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Background:

The government has launched its new Industri-
al Strategy, Invest 2035, with a focus on driving 
growth by harnessing the UK’s unique strengths and  
potential to deliver high-quality, well-paid jobs. A 
standalone strategy for small and medium-sized 
businesses (SMBs) is also expected in summer 2025.

Our Mission

SMBs are the backbone of the UK economy . From 
local enterprises like cafes and salons to regional 
firms in construction, agriculture, engineering and 
professional services, they are essential to every 
sector and region.

Alongside these foundational businesses, a smaller 
group of high-growth SMBs is driving innovation—
developing new products, improving supply chains, 
and disrupting markets through emerging technol-
ogies. While the SMB Strategy will focus on the do-
mestic and high street economy, these innovative 
firms are central to the aims of Invest 2035.

Over the past six months, we held roundtables in 
four underrepresented regions—Tyneside, South 
Wales, North Yorkshire and the West Midlands—
and conducted expert discussions in innovation 
hubs including London, Cambridge and Oxford. Our 
goal was to amplify voices often overlooked in na-
tional policymaking.

Although the government increasingly relies on 
Mayoral Combined Authorities (MCAs) to lead eco-
nomic development, 40% of England lies outside an 
MCA, and many existing authorities are still matur-
ing. And with more than a quarter of Labour MPs 
representing a constituency that is outside of a May-
oral region, there is political, as well as social and 
economic imperative for the government to find a 
holistic set of solutions that help British businesses 
to thrive in every community. 

For this reason, we deliberately focused on areas 
beyond the most established MCAs—Greater Man-
chester, London, West Yorkshire, the West Midlands 
and the West of England—to ensure those with less 
institutional influence are heard.

Our report reflects the hopes, challenges and ideas 
shared during those engagements. A full breakdown 
of delegates and insights is available on request.

We are grateful to all the businesses and business-led 
organisations who took part in our roundtables. 
Their insights have been instrumental in shaping 
this report. We also thank the elected policymakers 
who contributed to these discussions: Mayors Kim 
McGuinness, Richard Parker and David Skaith, and 
MPs Alan Campbell, Emma Foody, Sarah Edwards, 
Luke Charters and Stephen Kinnock.

Special thanks to Dr. Ewan Kirk, CO2Sense CIC, 
Sage UK, the University of York, and Aviva for their 
generous support of this project.

Part One: Understanding the 
hopes and aspirations of British 
businesses and workers

a. More confidence, coherence and  
optimism

“How can British businesses have confidence in the 
State when we are being ripped off by energy suppliers?” 
The owner of an independent bar and music venue 
in Huddersfield. 

Across all our regional roundtables there was a real 
hope that the new Government would be able to 
instil a sense of coherence and consistency in policy 
making. Stakeholders also hoped that instead of fo-
cusing on fiscal stability, the government would use 
its mandate for change to set out a bolder and more 
confident narrative on the economy, with reformed 
fiscal policies to achieve this. 

“Confidence. Coherence (of policies). Optimism. That’s 
what we need from central government”, said one in-
vestor as part of a group conversation in Yorkshire.

“An entrepreneurial mindset” is critical both local-
ly and nationally, a different group of SMB-leaders 
agreed at a presentation at the same event. 

“Nationally we need more policy certainty and joined up 
thinking”, said a third group in York.
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“Constant changes in tax and employment are a prob-
lem,” said a business leader in Tyneside.

“How can British businesses have confidence in the 
State when we are being ripped off by energy suppliers?” 
asked the owner of an independent bar and music 
venue in Huddersfield. “Our business was wrongly dis-
connected which meant that we had to close. It took 
three months for the Energy Ombudsman to force them 
to reconnect us. In this time, we lost over £300k in in-
come and all the ombudsman awarded us in damages 
was £400!” 

Whilst a fence coating business that employees 
nearly 100 people in Dewsbury told us that they 
were charged for five times the amount of energy 
that they used due to a contract which was ‘sold’ to 
them by a broker. “Losing this money means that we 
cannot hire more people to grow the business or invest 
in solar panels, so how does this align with the govern-
ment’s commitment to growth and net-zero?” asked the 
Managing Director. 

These insights are supported by recent calls from 
economists and experts:

Former BoE chief economist Andy Haldane recent-
ly told a Policy Exchange event that “markets love 
growth plans which support borrowing-to-invest” 
and that that the Treasury should be “bolder” in this 
regard. 

Emma Jones CBE has also publicly called for a more 
“entrepreneurial mindset” and approach, drawing in-
spiration from the Start-Up Britain campaign in 
2011 which saw an uptick in business creation. 

Former Prime Minister Gordon Brown said in a 
speech last year to the Institute for Government, 
that Britain should be put on an economic ‘war foot-
ing’ and engage in reform of the centre to achieve 
higher growth (see our proposals below for a new 
Business Investment and Growth Unit). 

Mr Brown highlighted that regional inequalities are 
among the highest of any Western advanced econ-
omy and advised that the Treasury must avoid the 
temptation to only operate as a finance department, 
stating it must also be a pivotal force in driving 
growth.

b. Putting British businesses at the heart 
of the government policy

“In Wales, we know how to make stuff.”
– Innovation expert, Port Talbot Roundtable

Many businesses said that they were hoping that 
SMBs would be treated as ‘central to the Invest 
2035 strategy’ not as an ‘add-on’ to industrial strat-
egy. At the same time, there was a growing feeling 
that the government had already decided to focus 
very narrowly on the ‘Golden Triangle’ of London, 
Cambridge and Oxford, and the ‘buzz sectors’ of AI, 
digital and innovation. 

Many identified a wider set of sectoral strengths 
that were worthy of support, especially as this would 
give people in their regions a sense of purpose and 
aspiration. 

In Tamworth the area was seen as a good place to 
start a business. However, there was a good deal of 
frustration about skills shortages and high energy 
prices that were hampering the region’s local advan-
tages in manufacturing, haulage and logistics:

•	 “Tamworth is the centre of the UK’s ‘Logistics golden 
triangle’”, said an influential figure in the logistics 
industry. 

•	 “It’s the best area due to geography” said another.
•	 A third business owner advocated for “Building 

a centre of excellence to make the most of golden 
triangle between the 2 airports and M1 corridor.”

•	 “A lack of skills and training holding back  
productivity”, agreed one group of manufacturers. 
“These include life/personal skills”.

•	 “We can’t progress without charging infrastructure,” 
said one business owner, while “the cost of (en-
ergy due to) decarbonisation is huge” said another 

In Newcastle, access to capital and lack of  
regulatory capacity was holding back businesses:

•	 “I’m considering moving business to the USA be-
cause its mush easier to access investors and get 
regulatory approvals”, said the boss of a fast 
growth health technology business which spun 
out from Durham University. 

•	 Several organisations highlighted the fact that 
the area was home to many businesses in the 
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financial and professional services supply chain 
and the talent pool this had created could 
be something that was attractive to more  
international businesses looking to establish a  
European base. 

•	 One of the policymakers who spoke at the event 
expressed “a certain amount of frustration with 
Treasury and its’ focus on fast growth tech and AI 
start-up businesses”, stating that it was important 
for regional economic strategies to also factor 
in the growth of family owned and foundational 
businesses.

In Port Talbot there was a desire to capitalise on the 
knowledge and skills amongst generations of steel-
makers and other manufacturing, and get local peo-
ple seizing opportunities in Floating Wind:

•	 “Our proud manufacturing tradition is good for re-
cruitment, particularly engineers. One firm closes but 
another opens”, said one local business owner.

•	 “We have a great manufacturing history”, said a 
local transport business director.

In York there was a desire for policy makers to do 
more to drive growth through its world leading 
food and farming sector: 

•	 “There has been a lack of a coherent narrative from 
government over a long period of time - in particular 
growth in Yorkshire is centred on professional servic-
es in Leeds, whereas Yorkshire’s strengths (clustered 
around its own ‘Golden Triangle’ of York, Harrogate 
and Leeds) are in other sectors (agri-tech, future 
farming and food processing/fish processing),” was 
a view shared by several businesses & academics.

•	 “Policymakers should articulate more clearly the fact 
that Yorkshire is the ‘engine room of the UK’s food 
security’,” they added. 

Within the Golden Triangle contributors agreed that 
SMBs are critical to the wider economy and identi-
fied several challenges for government in terms of 
stimulating growth in other parts of the UK:
 
•	 The Finance Director of an AI scale up in Oxford 

warned that it would be “next to impossible to 
replicate the venture model deployed in the Golden 
Triangle. There is a significant gap in venture capital 
for scale-up funding (£10-50m) and readily availa-

ble development finance (£2-10m). Oxford has one 
of the few funds of this scale in the UK in this space, 
which means that UK innovation scale ups will inev-
itably be reliant on attracting the interest of US and 
other international investors.”

•	 The Managing Director of a Fintech scale up 
in London and the North-East expressed frus-
tration that “Taxpayers are investing substantial 
sums (UKRI and IUK funds) in northern universities 
without seeing a commensurate return in terms of 
opportunities for local communities.” This means 
that “Research funding for universities is inadvert-
ently creating localised wealth concentrations within 
Northern communities, with little or no wider social 
or economic benefit for those communities”.

These insights reinforced a central theme from our 
roundtables—private investors typically favour busi-
nesses led by experienced entrepreneurs, working 
on recognised technologies, in well-known location, 
most often in and around London, Cambridge, and 
Oxford.

As a result, promising ventures in other regions 
often struggle to access early-stage or scale-up fi-
nance. 

Addressing this market failure is a vital role for gov-
ernment. By deploying public funds to de-risk in-
vestment in emerging clusters, it can help channel 
private capital into high-potential businesses that fall 
outside the usual investor focus.

c. Access to finance and Public Sector 
contracts.

“Most SMBs are founded by family or friends…  
They don’t want to relinquish control and are wary of 
risk, so become very hesitant to seek external financing.”
– Finance Director, Tamworth

Greater access to finance and public contacts was a 
consistent theme which we heard about again and 
again at every roundtable, and their views back up 
the data reported by the British Business Bank in its 
‘Small Business Finance Markets Report 2024’. 

SMB representatives were united in their hope that 
the new government would level the playing field for 
British businesses so that they could access a wider 
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range of financial instruments, talk to a wider pool 
of investors and/or secure lucrative public sector 
supply chains: 

•	 In the North-East an organisation which has 
been supporting SMBs with finance for more 
than a decade highlighted that “Whether in the 
startup or scale-up phase, SMBs face significant ob-
stacles in securing affordable and quick short-term 
finance, typically ranging from £25k to £500k.” 

•	 In the North-East there was also general agree-
ment that government should look to expand 
tax incentives beyond early-stage startups to 
include growing SMBs. Delegates identified the 
success of schemes such as the Seed Enterprise 
Investment Scheme (SEIS) which had created a 
‘finance capital bubble’ for innovation start-ups 
in the Golden Triangle. While schemes such as 
the Enterprise Investment Scheme (EIS) and 
Business Investment Relief (BIR) exist to sup-
port more mature businesses, they are less gen-
erous and more complex than SEIS. “SMBs that 
survive the startup phase still struggle to access 
growth capital, particularly when looking to scale up, 
enter new markets, or invest in innovation”.

•	 The managing director of a mid-sized engineer-
ing firm in Port Talbot explained that “financing 
is essential for hiring new staff, expanding facilities, 
or undertaking new projects. It can also serve as 
a bridge for businesses awaiting grant reimburse-
ments, which are often paid in arrears.” The same 
SMB leader also identified “trust and knowledge 
of the financial sector” as a challenge because 
there is no longer a “friendly local bank manager” 
to talk to about loan options and structures. 

•	 The finance director of a long-standing SMB 
in Tamworth highlighted that “most SMBs are 
founded by family or friends. These businesses grow 
steadily, using their surpluses to invest in new pro-
cesses, assets, staff and technology. They don’t want 
to relinquish control and are wary of risk and so 
become very hesitant to seek external financing. I 
have experience in the corporate finance world and 
so was able to help our company to find the invest-
ments that we needed to grow, but not many SMBs 
have this type of expertise in their teams”. 

•	 In York several businesses also highlighted “per-
sonal guarantees and extensive due diligence” as 
barriers to them seeking finance. 

•	 A regular challenge for businesses in our round-

tables was in relation to the cashflow issues 
caused by late payments from customers. This 
aligns with the research that was shared with 
delegates by Sage UK at our North-East round-
table, which shows that SMBs are owed £112bn 
in late payments. 

•	 A group of small business owners from differ-
ent sectors in Tamworth agreed: “We need a one 
stop portal for grant funding opportunities, with a 
template application form to reduce complexity and 
the time taken to apply. This would also ensure that 
the grant intermediaries/consultants need to add 
real value to the process, as opposed to simply being 
better at navigating the complexity of the system.”

•	 Separately a SMB housebuilder in Tamworth 
said that the procurement system worked 
against SMBs, because local authority contracts 
were invariably awarded to the best written bid, 
meaning SMBs were “forking out £10,000” on a  
professional bid-writer.

•	 A representative of the food industry who at-
tended the York roundtable explained that “be-
cause of MoD procurement frameworks eggs were 
being provided to the Catterick barracks from a 
farm in Milton Keynes, when the best egg provider in 
the UK is an independent farm located around 10 
miles away from the barracks in North Yorkshire”. 

•	 Meanwhile, a representative from an established 
regional innovation hub acknowledged at our 
workshop in Port Talbot that it was “inevitable 
that the best written bids would be selected” and 
that “SMBs needed support in their applications”.

•	 Lastly, a consultancy that provides advice and 
support to hundreds of SMBs highlighted during 
our Newcastle roundtable that “environmental 
and social governance goals are making it increas-
ingly difficult for SMBs to access public and private 
sector supply chains because SMBs aren’t equipped 
to report on carbon emissions and/or lack the ca-
pacity to meet social impact metrics”.

Part Two: Harnessing Britain’s 
competitive advantage: culture, 
knowledge & diversity. 

a. Our BIG idea 

Our first proposal responds to the call for British 
businesses to be placed at the heart of the UK’s 
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industrial strategy and for stronger market signals 
to be given by the new government to SMBs and 
investors through narrative, policy and investment.

It would also ensure that there is a more coordinat-
ed pro-British business approach across all parts of 
the UK, meaning that no community is left behind. 
Our proposal is for government to build out its 
‘Business Growth Service’ proposals into the cre-
ation of a single hub which works to support SMBs 
in the UK. 

The Business Investment and Growth Unit (BIG) 
would be staffed with experienced businesspeople 
that represent the full range of British business in 
terms of sector, size and geography. And BIG would 
be tasked with the following workstreams to sup-
port the growth of local, British owned businesses 
in every corner of the UK:

(i)	 Channelling inward investment: 

The UK’s greatest asset is its large, educated, and 
globally connected population. With widespread 
English fluency, deep cultural ties across Europe, the 
US, Africa, and Asia, and a rich network of universi-
ties and colleges, the UK is well positioned for in-
ternational engagement. Its time zone serves global 
markets efficiently, and business costs remain com-
petitive compared to major US innovation hubs.

Despite billions in public investment in education 
and research, the benefits are concentrated in the 
“Golden Triangle” and a handful of major cities. This 
presents a major opportunity: to unlock the eco-
nomic potential of other regions by ensuring a more 
equitable return on taxpayer investment.

The challenge is to turn innovation into long-term, 
inclusive growth, particularly in areas like the North, 
where research excellence has not consistently 
translated into high-value jobs, investment, or local 
prosperity.

To meet this challenge, the UK can learn from na-
tions like Japan in the 1950s and China in the 1980s, 
which used long-term industrial strategies to build 
globally competitive sectors based on their existing 
strengths. A modern, place-based industrial strategy 
for the UK could include:

	; Mandating the BIG Unit to work with the Brit-
ish Business Bank, universities, and where ap-
plicable, Mayoral authorities to design mech-
anisms that de-risk and attract long-term 
investment into regional innovation clusters.  
By using public funds to reduce risk, govern-
ment can unlock private capital for high-po-
tential businesses outside traditional investor 
hotspots. Once proven, this model can be repli-
cated in other regions with untapped potential.  
A strong starting point is the North-East In-
novation Corridor, building on collaboration 
between Teesside, Northumbria, Newcastle, 
Durham, Sunderland, and the University of York. 
With nearly £300 million in combined annual 
research spend and over £75 million in Mayoral 
and University venture funds, this cluster could 
deliver sustained, inclusive growth across the re-
gion.

	; Leveraging the UK–US relationship to attract 
more global companies to establish secondary 
hubs, following examples like Google DeepMind.

	; Reinstating support for UK business promotion 
at global Expo conferences, helping British firms 
showcase innovation and attract international 
investment.

	; Expanding tax-free innovation zones, based on 
the Huddersfield Health Innovation Investment 
Zone model, to encourage investment beyond 
the Golden Triangle and traditional centres like 
Manchester.

	; Ensuring ‘anchor’ firms in these zones align with 
regional sector strengths, maximising local im-
pact.Partnering with business networks and, 
where relevant, Mayors to give local SMBs early 
access to supply chain opportunities from new 
anchor firms.

 
(ii) Making it easier to do business:

	; The BIG Unit could also have a mandate to con-
tinue government’s agenda of innovation and re-
form within UK Regulators (principally Compa-
nies House, ICO and HMRC) in order to create 
a more pro-British business approach:

	; Streamlining processes for SMB owners with a 
‘one stop shop’ so that SMBs only need to reg-
ister once and can obtain all their information 
from one place
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	; Removing fees for late filing by SMBs, instead an 
SMB would have a short period of time (60days) 
to rectify a default following notification by 
HMRC before they were removed from the sys-
tem and prevented from trading by Companies 
House. This would also help to tackle fraud and 
payment defaults

	; Removing unnecessary stress from most British 
business owners by making it easier for SMBs 
to comply and in the process also releasing re-
source to find those businesses that are consist-
ently looking to avoid taxes and/or get around 
consumer and investor protection.

	; Creating a complaints team to work with the 
Energy Ombudsman, Financial Ombudsman and 
other statutory schemes such as the Groceries 
Code Adjudicator to ensure that SMBs are re-
ceiving appropriate remedies for unfair contract 
terms or breach of contract by large firms and/
or utility providers

	; Work with government to implement recom-
mendations from Digital Adoption Taskforce 
that can enable British businesses to grow (see 
for example E-invoicing proposals to improve 
SMB cashflow below).

(iii) Create a single point of information 
for SMBs:

Government could work across Mayoral authorities 
to establish a joint single point of information for 
British businesses who are looking for growth sup-
port and grants, including:

	; Clear explanations on which local state enti-
ties any given SMB is operating alongside and 
in particular helping to alleviate confusion for 
businesses around whether they can or cannot 
access support from a mayoral authority

	; Clear guidance on which authority (council, dis-
trict council, Mayoral, national) can offer which 
type of business support

	; Support on bid-writing, to help SMBs win more 
contracts (see below)

b. Fixing finance and cashflow challenges

In business there is a saying that ‘cash is king’, em-
phasising the importance of having readily available 
cash for small businesses. It’s not just about profita-

bility; it’s about having enough liquid assets to man-
age day-to-day operations, pay bills, and potentially 
invest in growth opportunities. A healthy cash flow 
is crucial for a business to survive and thrive, espe-
cially for smaller enterprises. 

Our proposals for the BIG Unit include a focus on 
ensuring that the following interventions are imple-
mented to support SMBs:   

	; A national access to finance programme that ed-
ucates and prepares SMB’s across the full range 
of sizes and sectors to access finance.  This pro-
gramme would provide information across all 
types of finance not just equity or loans;

	; An expanded SEIS tax incentive model beyond 
early-stage startups to include growing SMBs.

	; Affordable and easy to access debt finance in the 
range of £25k - £500k, building on models such 
as the Debt Finance Scotland Fund pilot 

	; Speed up payments through E-invoicing, which is 
estimated would reduce incidents of late payments 
by 20% and cost savings of £11,300 per compa-
ny for small companies (under 50 employees). 

c. British pounds for British businesses; 
better access to public sector supply 
chains

For SMBs to fulfil their potential as engines of growth 
and prosperity in our local communities – and if the 
Government is to maximise the social and econom-
ic value of its investments – then the apparatus and 
culture of government must be reconfigured to level 
the playing field for those SMBs.

Following the increase in Defence spending an-
nounced by the Prime Minister on 25th February, 
the Ministry of Defence published details of a new 
SMB hub which was due to launch by June 2025 – at 
the same time committing to set direct SMB spend-
ing targets for the Ministry of Defence. The hub will 
provide SMBs with better access to the defence 
supply chain. 

The BIG Unit should monitor and evaluate this ap-
proach and consider replicating the model for all 
of the eight sectors in Invest 2035, ensuring SMBs 
are well placed to seize opportunities. This could 



7

be particularly valuable in the green energy sector, 
where there are concerns that new modern indus-
tries such as floating offshore wind might struggle to 
maximise benefits for local communities.

The BIG Unit could also be tasked with making it 
easier for SMBs to successfully respond to tenders, 
offering help and support wherever possible. BIG 
should also consider reforms to ESG to better re-
flect the capacity of SMBs and seek to partner with 
local leaders to boost regional procurement.

	; Ensure that all high value tender documents  
receive an SMB ‘business owner review’ 

	; Enhance assessment tools through AI to ensure 
that weighting of the assessment criteria for  
tenders is balanced towards proposals that will 
provide local and social value 

	; Simplify ESG reporting for SMBs, including  
remodelling ESG targets to ensure that they 
take account for the size, location, and type of 
organisation

	; Monitor and adopt best practice from the  
defence sector

	; Liaise with Metropolitan Mayors to create  
regional procurement structures

Conclusion

The insights captured in this report reflect a consist-
ent and powerful message from businesses across 
the UK: small and medium-sized enterprises are 
ready and willing to lead the next phase of Britain’s 
economic growth, but they need the tools, certainty, 
and support to do so. From the manufacturing hubs 
of Port Talbot to the agri-tech clusters of Yorkshire, 
from fast-growing innovation businesses in Newcas-
tle to high street enterprises in Tamworth, British 
SMBs are rich in potential.

If the UK is to compete globally and ensure shared 
prosperity at home, future industrial strategy must 
put SMBs at its heart—not just as beneficiaries of 
growth, but as its primary drivers. This will require 
moving beyond one-size-fits-all policies and recog-
nising the sectoral and regional strengths that make 
the British economy so dynamic.

The proposed Business Investment and Growth 
(BIG) Unit represents a bold and practical response 

to these challenges. By creating a central hub with 
a pro-British business mandate, staffed by experi-
enced leaders from across sectors and regions, the 
BIG Unit could coordinate investment, simplify reg-
ulatory processes, enhance procurement access, and 
support SMBs to scale, innovate, and lead. Crucially, 
it would also ensure that no community is left be-
hind - working in partnership with regional mayors, 
councils and business networks to build on local 
strengths.

Small and medium-sized businesses are not just eco-
nomic actors—they are engines of aspiration, pride 
and opportunity in every corner of the country. 
By empowering them, we can unlock productivity, 
rebalance growth, and deliver on the promise of a 
fairer, more dynamic economy. Now is the time for 
bold action: to level the playing field, to back British 
businesses, and to unleash the power of enterprise 
nationwide.


