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A. Movements on Macro-Economic Factors of UK
Britain's economy slowed in April and may stall as consumers worry about June's EU referendum, reaching levels at which in the past the Bank of England began to consider rate cuts. Economic growth may be just 0.1 percent in the second quarter, down from 0.4 percent in the first three months of this year. The services sector grew at its lowest rate in more than three years, which fell to 52.3 from 53.7 in March, below the lowest forecasts in a Reuters poll of economists. UK government borrowed more than expected in April as corporation tax revenues fell, possibly reflecting a slowdown in the economy, while the budget deficit for the last financial year was revised up.
British construction sector declined sharply in the first quarter, adding to signs the economy struggled against global weakness. Factory output recorded its biggest annual fall in nearly three years in March, as shutdowns in the steel industry due to global overcapacity led broad-based declines. Manufacturing in March was 1.9 percent lower than a year earlier, the steepest decline since May 2013. British house prices fell more sharply than expected last month after the introduction of a new tax on the purchase of rental properties and the market might be entering a cooler phase. Inflation slowed in April as it slipped back to 0.3%, after it had reached its highest point for 18 months in March.  However, retail sales bounced back much more strongly than expected in April, despite cold weather dealing a big blow to spring clothing sales compared with last year. 

B. Major Economic Developments in UK
Business Secretary push to cut pension fund liabilities to woo Tata Steel buyers

The UK Government is planning to ringfence the British Steel pension fund and shave £2.5 bn off its long-term liabilities in order to make Tata Steel more attractive to buyers. The £15bn fund, which has 133,000 members, is one of the largest obstacles to the sale of Tata's 11 UK steel plants, which include the giant works at Port Talbot. The fund is an estimated £485m in deficit.  Tata Steel put its UK business on the market in March and is expected to close it if no sale is complete by late June. Sajid Javid, the business secretary, is in talks with pension trustees and unions and is proposing to index the pension scheme's accrual rate to the slower-rising consumer price index instead of the retail price index. The government estimates the switch would produce £2.5bn in savings. 

Seven suitors circling for Tata’s UK operations

Tata Steel has revealed that seven bidders are in the running to buy its UK operations, all of which are interested in the whole of the loss-making business. Tata said it was not considering offers for parts of it. The sale includes Port Talbot, the UK's largest steelworks, as well as sites at Newport and Rotherham. Tata employs 11,000 people around the UK, with more than 4,000 of these at the Port Talbot steelworks.

Britain would quit single market after vote to leave EU

Britain will quit Europe's single market if the country votes to leave the EU, Michael Gove, the Leave campaign's most senior figure, has confirmed for the first time. The admission, which the vast majority of economists have warned would be the most disruptive option for the UK if it left the bloc, was seized on by pro-EU campaigners, who warned of the long-term damage such a move would bring. Chancellor George Osborne said walking away from Europe's tariff-free area of 500m consumers would be "catastrophic for people's jobs, their incomes and their livelihoods". 

UK local government approves Third Energy shale gas fracking permit

Officials in North Yorkshire County Council approved a shale gas fracking application from Third Energy in a shift indicating growing support for shale gas that Britain's government hopes can counter the decline in North Sea output. Britain is estimated to have substantial amounts of shale gas trapped in underground rocks and Prime Minister Cameron has pledged to go all out to extract these reserves. Last year local government officials in Lancashire had rejected two permits for shale gas firm Cuadrilla.

Suma Chakrabarti wins second term as head of EBRD development bank

Britain's Suma Chakrabarti won a second four-year term as head of the European Bank for Reconstruction and Development (EBRD) easily defeating a challenge from Poland's central bank governor and former prime minister Marek Belka. Chakrabarti, who won some 90 percent of shareholders' votes at the annual EBRD meeting in London, said the bank must maintain its presence in Russia, where it suspended new lending after the West imposed sanctions over the Ukraine crisis.

C. UK-International Economic Relations
£20m manufacturer snapped up by billion-pound Chinese firm

The world's biggest video surveillance manufacturer Hikvision, a Chinese firm has acquired Rotherham manufacturer Pyronix, an intrusion alarm manufacturer. Pyronix employs around 200 people at its four sites, three in Rotherham and one in Berkshire and exports to more than 70 countries.

Chinese group acquires West Midlands luxury car dealerships

A portfolio of nine Mercedes-Benz dealerships in the Midlands and North West have been sold to a Chinese group in a major deal part-advised out of Birmingham. The deal sees Hong Kong-based Lei Shing Hong, which represents the Mercedes marque in China, South Korea and Cambodia, gain its first foothold in the UK. 

Aston Villa sold to Chinese businessman

Aston villa has been sold to Chinese businessman Dr Tony Xia, in a deal reported to be worth £60m. The club's chairman Steve Hollis has been in China  completing the deal for the club, which sees the end of American owner Randy Lerner's decade-long reign just weeks after the club was relegated from the Premier League. Dr Xia, who will become the club's chairman, has taken 100% ownership of the club through Recon Group, his holding company which employs 35,000 people across 75 countries. 

Coventry University looks to force closer ties with China

Coventry University is fostering closer business and academic links with China with the launch of a new educational institute said to be only one of its kind in the West Midlands. The new Confucius Institute was officially launched in May for collaboration between Coventry and Jiangxi University of Finance and Economics (JUFE) in Nanchang, south-east China. The modern Confucius Institute will be a unique addition to the other 29 institutes across the UK as it will focus on working closely with local business.

Black Country robots set to aid Japanese nuclear clean-up

Industrial robots produced in the Black Country could be used to help with the clean-up operation following the Japanese nuclear disaster at Fukushima. KUKA Systems UK, whose UK subsidiary is based in Halesowen, has showcased its expertise in developing robotic solutions for radioactive waste clearance to organisations in Japan tasked with cleaning up the nuclear plant. 

D. Regional Developments

The West Midlands is proving an attractive destination for foreign investors as the number of projects funded by cash from abroad soars. The region saw 92 foreign direct investment (FDI) projects in 2015 – the largest number recorded in a decade. The figure represented an increase of 46 per cent on 2014 when the region attracted 63 projects. Among those investments in 2015 were projects by Indian-owned Jaguar Land Rover and Geely, the Chinese parent of the London Taxi Company. However, Birmingham still fell behind Manchester for the number of FDI  projects. 

Alstom  reveals vision for £7.5bn railway contract

Under a £7.5 billion bid from French engineering giant Alstom Double-Decker trains could run on the Birmingham to London high speed rail (HS2) line. The double-deckers would be the first in the UK when the 225mph service opens for business in 2026. The company is hoping to secure the contract to design and build 160 trains for the HS2 line which will run between London and Birmingham before heading north to Leeds and Manchester on a Y-shaped network. Alstom has already designed the trains for rail operators in Spain, France and Germany. 

Closure of Midlands power station

The French owner of Rugeley Power Station has confirmed the plant will close at the end of June, eventually costing around 150 jobs. Rugeley Power Station has been operating for more than 50 years and its closure follows the decommissioning of power stations in Ironbridge in Shropshire, Hams Hall in Warwickshire, Birchills near Walsall and Meaford in Staffordshire. The news follows the announcement by Engie in February that the company was planning to shut the Staffordshire plant which is the last functioning power station in the West Midlands. Engie said the decision was "due to the deterioration in market conditions for UK coal-fired power generation" and was in line with its strategy to move towards a less carbon-intensive energy system.

Unemployment sees significant increase in the West Midlands

Unemployment in the West Midlands rose by 8,000 during the first quarter of this year reflecting a decline in demand experienced across almost all sectors during the first three months, which was a hang-over from the slowing economy seen in the final quarter of 2015. According to the figures from the Office for National Statistics, the number of people classed as unemployed in the West Midlands rose to 154,000 for the January to March period. 

Jaguar Land Rover pledges to recruit 1,000 ex-armed forces personnel by 2020

TATA Motor’s Jaguar Land Rover has pledged to increase the number of ex-service men and women employed across its global operations to 1,000 by 2020. The figure represents a five-fold increase on recruitment since 2013. 

Skills shortage threatens to put brake on automotive growth

A skills shortage in key areas is threatening to put the brakes on the sector's growth in the West Midlands. More than half of manufacturing and engineering companies surveyed by Consilium Recruit planning to take on staff this year, but potential shortages have been identified in product and process engineering, maintenance and quality functions. This is driving up employment costs with skilled workers able to drive up their wages.

East Midlands economy hits 3-month high in April

Economic growth in the East Midlands reached a three-month high in April, according to an influential monthly survey. New orders increased at the fastest rate since January in April. Moreover, the pace of expansion surpassed that seen at the UK level. Amid stronger demand growth, pressures on capacity intensified and volumes of unfinished work were accumulated further. Moreover, the rate of expansion was the sharpest since October last year.

East Midlands universities part of £20m deal to deliver ‘cold power’ technologies

A group of six Midlands universities – including Loughborough University, the University of Leicester and the University of Nottingham – are developing the next generation of ‘cold power’ technologies to help save millions of pounds in carbon fuels every year. Backed by £20m funding from the Government’s Thermal Energy Research Accelerator (T-ERA), the collective has already made advancements in delivering liquid nitrogen engines aimed for the world’s food and medical transporters and are now looking at ways where this solution can used to replace inefficient air conditioning units. Other research projects will involve examining the use of novel materials and methods for storage, efficient insulation materials and methods and developing advanced materials and manufacturing processes.

E. UK Overseas Trade Statistics March 2016

UK exports for March, 2016 increased 2.9% to £24.9 billion and imports increased 13.1% to £39.8 billion. In the first quarter of 2016, exports fell 4.5%, imports increased 1% and trade deficit increased 14.4% compared to Q1 2015.
F. Trade and investment Promotion Activities

The Post replied 21 Indian trade enquiries and one UK trade enquiry in May, 2016. An investment inquiry from a solar equipment manufacturer in UK was dealt with in May.
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