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UK economy
Economy contracted 4.1 per cent in 12 months to March 2009

HM Treasury forecasts a 3.5 per cent contraction in 2009 / 1.25 per cent growth in 2010.
Bank of England forecasts a 3.9 per cent contraction in 2009 / 1.0 per cent growth in 2010.

IMF: 4.1 per cent contraction in 2009 / 0.4 per cent contraction in 2010 (more prolonged
recession)

US economy
US GDP contracted at an annualised rate of 6.1 per cent during the quarter
little improvement on the 6.3 per cent fall in the last three months of 2008
World economy — IMF expects world trade to contract by 11 per cent in 2009
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The rate of decline in business conditions continue s to slow with falls in output and
orders being the least marked since August 2008 and May 2008 respectively (RBS PMS)

Fewer businesses are seeking guidance on making red  undancies from Business Link
East. Enquiries and advice on redundancies has slowed significantly and no enquiries about
business closure were received in April or early May

Business conditions for the region’s manufacturing sector worsened in 2009 Q1 with
sales and orders contracting more sharply than in 2008 Q4

Exports from the region remain depressed with weak markets reported in the Middle
East, India, Germany and Ireland . The reduction in domestic and world trade continues to
create difficulty for the region’s haulage sector and ports

The agriculture sector remains one of the least aff  ected by the recession , with
improved domestic demand as a result of higher import prices. Holiday parks and tourist
attractions also reported robust demand at Easter.
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Official rate of unemployment (January to March 2009) is now 5.9 per cent — compared to
4.5 per cent in same period in previous year; and compared to 5.5 per cent in the previous
guarter (October to December 2009)

At 5.9 per cent, unemployment in the region is currently at its highest since mid-1997, but
remains well below its 1993 peak of 9.3 per cent

Now 178,000 unemployed (January to March 2009), 121,400 are claiming unemployment
benefits (April 2009)

Official unemployment has increased by 44,000 in the year to date, claimant unemployment
has increased by 62,700

Unemployment is now rising more significantly amongst women, whereas during 2008
unemployment increased more for men. This possibly reflects the large redundancies seen
in sectors such as retailing at the end of 2008, and the recession spreading further into
service sectors.

Total employment in the region has remained stable throughout the recession. In January to
March 2009, total employment had increased by 4,000 compared to the previous quarter
(October to December 2008). As indicated in Figure 2, the East of England is the only UK
region that has maintained higher levels of employment during the recession

Applications to enter higher education have increased. In March 2009, the number of
applicants to study higher education at UK universities and colleges was 8.8 per cent higher
than at the same time last year. Overseas applications also increased, potentially due to the
weaker value of sterling. In the East of England, applications have increased at most higher
education institutions, particularly at Writtle College (Essex specialist college for the land-
based sector) and the University of Bedfordshire.
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Figure 1: The pace of growth in unemployment has ea

unemployment rates in the UK and East of England 2007-2009
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Source: Claimant Count, ONS

Figure 2: The East of England is the only UK region
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sed since February - claimant

to maintain its employment levels in

recession to date. Annual change in employment and unemployment 2008-2009: between
quarter 1 2008 (January 2008 to March 2008) and quarter 1 2009 (January 2009 to March

2009)
North East -6,000 +25,000
North West -23,000 +68,000
Yorkshire & Humber -59,000 +78,000
East Midlands -4,000 +39,000
West Midlands -88,000 +80,000
London -14,000 +57,000
South East -37,000 +63,000
South West -5,000 +59,000
Wales -21,000 +34,000
Scotland -22,000 +34,000
Northern Ireland -29,000 +11,000
UK -295,000 +592,000

Source: Annual Population Survey, ONS; employment and unemployment of all adults (population aged 16+)
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House prices have been falling since February 2008, as indicated in Figure 3. The average

house price in the East of England peaked at £194,800 in January 2008 and has since been
on a downward trend, falling to £159,300 in March 2009

House prices in March 2009 were 1.6 per cent lower than in February 2009 (UK average -
0.4 per cent) and were 17.2 per cent lower than in March 2008 (UK average -16.2 per cent)

Figure 3: Average house prices March 2007 to March 2009, East of England and England
and Wales
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Stock reductions increase lead times . Manufacturers have reported that suppliers have
reduced their stocks, leading to longer lead times for getting their products to market and
creating concern that customers will go elsewhere. With the number of active construction
sites reducing, manufacturers have also reported an increase in health and safety spot-
checks.

Skills shortages remain  despite an increase in the supply of available labour, with
manufacturers experiencing long-term issues with recruiting and retaining skilled staff.

Automotive manufacturers concerned about the lack t he skilled labour to comply with
EU regulations if they have had to make redundancies

Large companies using market position to lengthen p ayment times - reported by some
businesses
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Banks continue to reinforce a ‘business-as-usual’ m essage and claim that they are not
seeing sufficient applications for loans from businesses. The exceptions are the less
mainstream players who are dealing with higher numbers of applications, possibly as
businesses do not expect to be well-received by the main banks. There has also been an
upturn in activity between banks and Business Link East with banks running events to
highlight the support available to customers.

Confusion about Government finance initiatives appe ars to have improved , although
there is still confusion around the issue of security, particularly the use of private properties,
and personal guarantees.

Large redundancies and jobs-at-risk  in the region reported in recent weeks include
Norwich Union (1,700 nationwide with 230 permanent staff and 250 contract staff in Norwich
as result of efficiency savings), fashion retailer Bay Trading (1,000 at risk nationwide and
between 100 and 199 at its Hatfield headquarters and warehouse after going into
administration following the withdrawal of credit insurance), insurance firm Direct Choice
(200 at risk due to company relocation), delivery firm Kuehne and Nagel (180 at risk due to
loss of its Marks and Spencer contract), East of England Co-operative Society (140 at risk at
Norwich and Great Yarmouth department stores due to poor trading conditions) and door
manufacturer Premdor (100 at risk due to possible closure).

Cheshunt-headquartered Tesco has reported annual pre-tax profits of over £3 billion in
2008/09 — up 10 per cent on the previous year and the highest on record for any UK retailer.
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Figure 4 shows the change in the claimant count rate (the proportion of working age adults
claiming unemployment related benefits) from April 2008 to April 2009. It shows that districts
such as Basildon, Harlow, Peterborough, Southend-on-Sea, and Thurrock have experienced
the biggest increases in claimant count.

Several districts have experienced an increase in unemployment benefit claimants in excess of
1,000 over the period from April 2008 to April 2009:

Central Bedfordshire +3206 claimants
Peterborough +2646 claimants
Luton +2559 claimants
Basildon +2558 claimants
Southend-on-Sea +2378 claimants
Thurrock +2212 claimants
Bedford +2018 claimants
Colchester +1897 claimants
Braintree +1839 claimants
Huntingdonshire +1828 claimants
Chelmsford +1786 claimants
Tendring +1714 claimants
Ipswich +1671 claimants
Dacorum +1556 claimants
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Figure 4: The change in unemployment claimant count
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Output and orders at companies located in the East of England continued to contract in March,
although the pace of decline eased for the third consecutive month. Falls in output and orders
were the least marked since August 2008 and May 2008 respectively. Backlogs of outstanding
work also declined due to lower new order levels, but the pace of decline eased for the second
consecutive month and was the least marked since October 2008 (RBS Purchasing Managers’
Index). With revenues and profits well below businesses’ earlier forecasts, substantial
adjustments — including further retrenchment in the labour market — will still be needed to
reduce costs and stabilise profitability in line with current activity. Even where revenues and
profits are in line with expectations, some businesses are cutting costs due to increased
uncertainty and falling confidence. One example is hi-tech electronics company, e2v
Technologies. The company announced a 14 per cent increase in revenue in the year to 31
March 2009, a 25 per cent increase in the value of orders and profits in line with expectations.
However, up to 80 jobs are at risk from its Chelmsford, Lincoln and High Wycombe bases as it
seeks to cut costs and reduce debt levels in light of greater uncertainty.
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Input prices rose slightly in March for the second consecutive month, largely due to higher
import prices — although the rate of increase was nowhere near that seen in mid-2008. At the
same time, output prices fell at a similar pace to February’s record decline, mainly due to price-

cuts to stimulate demand, increased competition for new business and requests from clients to
lower prices (RBS Purchasing Managers’ Index).
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According to a survey commissioned by the National Union of Students, two-thirds of students
in the region are ‘concerned’ or ‘very concerned’ by current graduate employment levels and
their likely future job prospects. Around 20 per cent were also receiving less financial support
from their parents while 39 per cent were more likely to enter postgraduate study immediately
after graduation.
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In March, there were 20,200 vacancies notified to Jobcentre Plus in the East of England, 27 per
cent lower than the same time last year (compared to a 35 per cent drop across England).
Vacancies have compared unfavourably to the same time last year since September 2008
(excluding November). Those occupations with the biggest deficits in March (more jobseekers
than vacancies) were in the retail, transport/haulage and construction sectors and general office
administration (sales and retail assistants, goods handling and storage occupations, general
office assistants, van drivers and labourers). Occupations with more vacancies than jobseekers
were in healthcare, sales and marketing and debt recovery (care assistants, nurses, sales
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representatives, telephone salespersons, market research interviewers and collector
salespersons and credit agents).

Figure 5: Vacancies notified to Jobcentre Plusint  he East of England
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Figure 6: Change in number of vacancies notified to Jobcentre Plus in the East of
England
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Many companies are holding on to their most skilled workers, particularly in the manufacturing
sector where companies are concerned that they will have difficulty recruiting skilled workers in
the upturn if they make their skilled workers redundant. The increased pool of available labour
from rising unemployment has not therefore minimised the skills shortage problems faced by
many companies, particularly manufacturers that have had long-term problems recruiting or
keeping hold of skilled staff. As an example, one electronics printed circuit board manufacturer
in the region is increasing its business and trying to recruit new staff, but is struggling to find
skilled design staff.
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Some companies, particularly those in the agriculture sector, had feared that migrant workers
would leave the UK in the recession due to the falling availability of work and the declining

exchange rate. Falling GDP in Eastern European countries has, however, provided an incentive
for Eastern European migrants to remain in the UK.
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GDP in the agriculture sector increased marginally by 0.3 per cent, compared to contractions
throughout other sectors. The sector experienced a good harvest in 2008, milk and pork prices
have increased, higher import prices have improved domestic demand and farmers’ strong
asset bases means that banks are still willing to lend to the sector. Farmers’ incomes therefore
remain strong and investment in plant and machinery has continued — although recent volatility
in fertiliser and other input costs has caused some uncertainty. The weakest area of demand
has been for organic food as consumers have switched their expenditure to lower-value food
products.
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Hemp crop processor, Hemcore, whose main products include building materials and insulation
solutions for the construction industry and for the use in the manufacture of motor vehicles,
went into administration on April 8 — at the start of the planting season to avoid a bigger list of

farm creditors. Trade creditors are claiming £250,000, including farmers owed £10,000. A buyer
is currently being sought.
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The latest national GDP statistics showed that manufacturing suffered the sharpest quarterly fall

in economic output in 2009 Q1, at -6.2 per cent. This compared to the national average
contraction of -1.9 per cent. The latest CIPS survey suggested that much of this contraction
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came in January and February 2009, with manufacturing activity in March declining significantly
but at the slowest rate since October 2008.
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According to the British Chambers of Commerce 2009 Q1 survey, domestic sales and orders
contracted more sharply than in 2008 Q4 while export sales also fell. This compared to growth

in the previous quarter and confirms that the sharp fall in world trade has more than offset any
benefits from the depreciation of sterling.
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Those faring badly have experienced a number of issues including:
A significant reduction in orders from mid-late 2008
Weak export markets, particularly in the Middle East, India, Germany and Ireland
Withdrawal of credit insurance and invoice discounting facilities

Increased payment terms, particularly among large customers with market power, creating
implications for cashflow and ability to cover costs such as staff wages

Downsizing, some with more than one round of redundancies, including among skilled staff

Suppliers reducing their stocks to improve cashflow, leading to longer lead times for getting
their products to market and creating concern that customers may go elsewhere for goods

Increased import costs

Many manufacturers in the region have also experienced long-term issues of obtaining and
retaining skilled labour. There is also concern among many manufacturers that they have not
yet reached the bottom of the recession and are therefore focusing on short-term survival.
Some manufacturers are concerned about companies within their supply chain that have been
affected by the closure or downsizing of other customers. While some manufacturers are
supporting their suppliers due to their reliance on these companies, other manufacturers cannot
afford to do so.
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These tend to be those operating in niche markets, who are undertaking innovative activity to
move their products higher up the value chain and/or who have actively sought new markets.
Some manufacturers — generally those with specialist products (e.g. energy or defence-related)
— have reported strong external demand. Those reporting stable conditions also have no
outstanding debts or have been very careful with their finances, such as examining customers’
credit ratings and taking prompt action with solicitors if agreed payment times have been
exceeded.
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Investment in oil-sands projects to meet extra demand for oil have been cut back because of

falling oil prices. While demand in these industries has not contracted as sharply as in other
manufacturing sectors such as car production, the contraction represents a large relative loss in
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terms of expectations. As an example, AVEVA — the Cambridge-based firm which delivers 3D
software design tools for the power, plant and ship-building industries — is to cut a tenth of its
workforce due to expectations of tough trading conditions over the next two years. However, the
picture is mixed with a number of manufacturers supplying the energy industries experiencing
healthy orders and increased exports due to continued need for energy and replacement of
ageing infrastructure.
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LDS Test and Measurement (Royston, Herts), which provides services and products such as
shakers and amplifiers to the aerospace, automotive and machinery industries is cutting costs
and consulting on an undisclosed number of redundancies. However, one company that
continues to grow is Swaffham-based STG Aerospace (Norfolk). Having already been fitted in
more than 5,000 planes, demand for the company’s SafTGlo system (a photoluminescent
emergency floorpath marking system) looks set to rise due to deals with the Goodrich
Corporation and Kenya Airways. The company’s other product (WEPPS — Wireless Emergency
Primary Power System) is seeing steady sales and STG is to offer this product to another 85
aircraft operators.
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American parent company, GM Motors, is planning to sell its European operations. GM’s

European operations, Vauxhall and Opel, only have enough funds to last until the end of June.

The business could face administration if additional funding is not secured and any new investor
may wish to cut costs by making redundancies.
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The Basildon factory, formerly owned by Ford, is one of three Visteon factories that have closed
across the UK with a total loss of 565 jobs. Employees were made redundant on 31 March with
little notice after the company went into administration. Jobcentre Plus and Business Link East
are providing support. Further jobs could be at risk at sister company, Visteon Engineering
Services (Basildon), as it looks to move its headquarters to smaller premises in Chelmsford. 440
people are employed at the Basildon office and mostly work in administrative roles or design
and develop car parts.
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It has recently launched a new model, which has raised interest in other Lotus models. Lotus
Cars has also announced plans to build two new models at Hethel (Norwich) with production
planned to double by the Summer.
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Some manufacturers have had to make skilled staff redundant, which has reduced their ability

and capacity to undertake innovative activity to comply with the ‘Euro 6 Standard’. This requires
a substantial reduction in nitrogen oxide emissions for all vehicles equipped with a diesel
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engine. The Euro 6 standard will come into force in 2014 for the approval of vehicles and from
2015 for the registration and sale of new types of cars.
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£1.8 million of funding has been agreed in principle between Suffolk County Council, St
Edmundsbury Council and EEDA to help save jobs at Vion’s pork production plant in Little
Wratting (Haverhill, Suffolk). The company announced 470 job losses in January 2009. With the
pig industry being an important sector for the region’s economy, the financial support package
has been offered to retain as many of the functions and jobs at the factory as possible, retaining
a base to allow for long-term expansion of the facility when the economy improves. The region’s
food production sector and manufacturers producing packaging for the industry have been
suffering from a need to lower costs and remain competitive, with supermarkets reportedly not
accommodating higher import costs faced by suppliers.
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Southwold-based Adnams (Suffolk) has announced that its 2008 profits fell by 64 per cent, from
£4.2 million to £1.5 million. Although the company has said that 2009 is likely to be as bad or
worse than 2008 for the industry, it is confident of coming through the downturn.
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This was a larger fall than most other sectors. The outlook for the sector remains very
pessimistic with companies experiencing a shortage of new orders. According to ONS, new
orders in the 12 months to February were 24 per cent lower than the previous year. Some

companies in the region have also reported cashflow problems from slow payment by principle
contractors and some local authorities not operating a ten day payment scheme in practice.
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According to the latest national CIPS/Markit construction PMI index, employment numbers
continued to fall sharply, although by less than February’s record contraction. A lack of work
means that many companies continue to operate a reduced working week.
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Housing developer, Barratt Northampton, is hoping to scrap plans to build executive three-
storey town houses and apartments in Ely (Cambs) and replace them with smaller and more
affordable one and two-bedroom terraced homes to improve the chances of sale. A decision on
the new proposals is expected by June this year.
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For example, Norfolk County Council has recently announced a number of building
maintenance scheme contracts available to local businesses worth a total of £280,000. The
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Council has agreed to add this work to its annual maintenance programme to stimulate the local
construction industry. There is some concern that the public sector could cut-back its investment
spending in light of reduced income for local authorities and public sector budget deficits. A
review of funding at the Learning and Skills Council has recently resulted in a number of college
projects stalling in the region.
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The latest RICS Housing Market Survey — as well as anecdotal evidence from estate agents —
showed that housing market activity increased in March. The number of surveyors reporting an
increase in new buyer enquiries was 34 per cent higher than those reporting a fall, compared to
52 per cent lower in March 2008. The continued growth in buyer enquires also translated into
increased sales, although they remain at historically low levels. Some buy-to-let investors are
also returning, believing that housing at current prices can yield good returns. A survey by the
Association of Residential Letting Agents (ARLA) found that more than double the number of
estate agents reported that landlords were buying properties in the first quarter of 2009
compared to the previous three months.

The supply-side of the market also improved in March, in contrast to most other regions. The
RICS survey showed an increase in new properties coming into the market: the net balance of
surveyors reporting an increase in new instructions to sell increased to +36 per cent, from -40
per cent in the previous month. Despite the increase in new properties for sale, the sales-to-
stock ratio rose for the fourth consecutive month — an indication that some stabilisation in prices
could occur in coming months.
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The RICS survey showed that 81 per cent more Chartered Surveyors reported a fall in house
prices than a rise. The latest Land Registry data also show that house prices in the East of
England fell by 1.6 per cent in March (compared to a monthly fall of 0.4 per cent across England
and Wales). With house prices averaging £159,300, they were 18 per cent below their peak in
January 2008 (194,800). Repossessed houses and developers selling new homes at discount
prices are likely to depress house prices in the near future and continue to discourage potential
sellers from putting their homes onto the market.
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While surveyors are optimistic that housing sales will continue to increase — especially for those
with finance to purchase family homes — accessibility for first time buyers is likely to remain
difficult while loan-to-value ratios remain at current levels.
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Demand for commercial property has fallen as companies have gone out of businesses or have
consolidated their operations to cut costs. Landlords are therefore agreeing to monthly rather
than quarterly rent payments and are competing more aggressively to let properties, particularly
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as business rates must be paid on empty commercial properties (there has been evidence of
some companies demolishing empty premises due to the cost of business rate payments). The
British Property Federation has said that some of its large members have agreed to rent
changes with Top Shop, Next and many other high-profile chains to help with cash flow. With
demand for office space falling and non-essential business expenditure falling, office furniture
manufacturer Tag International (Dunstable, Beds) has recently gone into administration with the
loss of more than 60 jobs.
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Nortel has gone into administration with 228 jobs at risk of redundancy across the UK in
addition to the 80 staff that were made redundant at Nortel's County Antrim operation at the end
of March. Some of the 228 job losses will take place at Harlow, although exact numbers have
not been confirmed. BT workers at Martlesham are also facing an anxious few weeks amid
expectations that BT will announce a large number of job cuts when it announces its results on
May 14. It is thought any redundancies could be spread across the company’s 150,000-strong
global workforce and follows the 10,000 job cuts announced last year. BT has seen its share
price fall from 235p to 81p in just over a year, following repeated rounds of bad financial results.
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These include those with counter-cyclical services such as insolvency practitioners and
employment lawyers. An example is business recovery firm, McTear Williams and Wood, which
Is opening a new office in Cambridge in response to increasing demand. The company has
seen a 70 per cent annual increase in company failures across Cambridgeshire over the last six
months. Mergers and acquisitions activity has also increased with cash-rich or forward-looking
firms seeking investment opportunities. One such example is inkjet specialist, Domino Printing
Sciences. The Cambridge-based firm has announced the acquisition of Portuguese company
Labeljet SA and its subsidiary Marque TDI — which has been Domino’s distributor in the
Portuguese market since 2002. Despite making 200 redundancies worldwide due to the tougher
trading climate, Domino believes expansion will aid recovery over the long-term. The acquisition
remains subject to approval from the Portuguese Competition Authority.
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The haulage sector has experienced reduced demand due to a fall in demand for goods and
reduced imports and exports. GDP for the transport & storage sector declined by 2.9 per cent in
Q1 2009 - the third highest contraction after manufacturing and mining & quarrying. Hotels and
conferencing facilities are also seeing reduced demand as companies economise on
discretionary activity. Budget hotels and facilities are generally maintaining demand. However,
lower margins obtained by these facilities result in lower value-added for the economy while the
budget Purple Hotel in Haddon (Peterborough) — part of the Real Hotels Group — has closed
with the loss of up to 20 jobs, and 1,200 nationwide. While some businesses are increasing
marketing activity to boost demand, many firms are economising on advertising spend. As
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highlighted in previous reports, TV and print media are suffering from reduced revenue from
advertising by car dealerships, recruitment agencies and estate agents.
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According to a survey by the CBI and PriceWaterhouseCoopers. Since October 2008, 26,000
jobs have been lost nationally. Among major job reduction announcements this year, HSBC has
confirmed 1,200 potential redundancies nationwide with 190 human resources redundancies in
Hemel Hempstead, London, Leeds, Sheffield and Southampton. The bank has also announced
plans to close its Cambridge branch on Cherry Hinton Road.
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The most prominent of which is at Norwich Union. The insurer has announced 1,690 job losses
nationwide as it nears the end of a three-year efficiency drive. Norwich Union has about 6,500
staff based in offices in East Anglia, where its general insurance division and the RAC roadside
recovery business are headquartered. There may be up to 226 redundancies in Norwich, with
254 contract staff potentially not getting their contracts renewed. Capita has also announced
plans to cut 210 jobs in Norwich from the 600 posts that were transferred from insurance firm,
Marsh, last year. Some of these posts will be transferred to Indian operations, although 20 new
posts are to be created onshore. Norwich-based buy-to-let mortgage broker, Money Centre, has
also reduced its workforce significantly over the past two years due to the property market
slowdown.
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Following the reduction in the Money Centre’s workforce, the company now believes that
opportunities arising from new insurance products will support recruitment of up to 100 staff
over the next two years. In a further boost for the city, the UK’s third largest insurance company,
Swinton, has announced that it wants to boost employment at its city call centre by more than
260 by the end of 2009 to support its continuing growth.
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Over 200 staff could lose their jobs after the company announced it was relocating to its new
Folkestone headquarters. Direct Choice currently has two call centres in Claydon and
Newmarket specialising in insurance and breakdown cover, each housing 100 staff. Rapid
expansion means that the company has outgrown its premises. Staff must choose between
voluntary redundancy and relocation.
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although credit conditions continue to be a major concern for many firms. According to a Bank
of England report released on 2 April, the availability of credit to individuals and businesses is
expected to improve in the coming three months — the first time a rise has been predicted since
September 2007. UK banks are reinforcing an ‘open for business’ message for viable
businesses. While increased caution by banks has been a factor in reducing credit growth, the
demand for finance among businesses has also fallen as investment intentions remain
depressed.
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As a result of declining trade and large debts, Rileys snooker clubs across the region have
closed as the company has gone into administration — although the majority of clubs remain
open after the sale of the firm’s remaining assets. The fall in spending on consumer services is
supporting the retail goods sector — particularly food and drink — as consumer spending habits
change.
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The depreciation of sterling continues to support domestic tourism. A number of tourism
businesses reported a significant year-on-year increase in business at Easter. In Great
Yarmouth, Hemsby Beach and Summerfields holiday parks were fully booked and some Norfolk
attractions reported record numbers and sell-out shows. Hoseasons are also recruiting 15 more
staff at its Lowestoft call centre in response to increased demand from customers and travel
agents. In a further boost for the sector, around 250 jobs are being created by a new indoor ski
complex in Hemel Hempstead. The ‘Snow Centre’ is due to open in May 20009.
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Supermarkets in particular are doing well, with Cheshunt-headquartered Tesco reporting annual
pre-tax profits in 2008/09 of over £3 billion — up 10 per cent on the previous year and the
highest on record for a UK retailer. A number of supermarket expansion plans are underway in
the region, including new Morrisons stores in Chelmsford and Royston, which are currently
recruiting for 70 and 45 jobs respectively. Supermarkets are continuing to move into non-food
markets and are gaining market share. Despite the fall in car sales worldwide, Peterborough-
based car supermarket, Motorpoint, has posted its best first quarter sales figure in its history,
with 2009 Q1 sales being 28 per cent higher than in 2008 Q1. The John Lewis store in
Cambridge is also one of a small handful of John Lewis stores that have seen similar sales
levels to the same time last year.
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Following the opening of the Arc shopping centre in Bury St Edmunds (Suffolk), some firms
have recorded their best-ever trading results with both the number of shoppers and revenue
increasing. Some large chains in the town have reported trading figures that are 10 per cent

above the same period last year (although it is unclear what effect the Easter season — falling in
April this year and March last year — had on these figures).
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Discount retailer, QD has taken up units in Beccles (Suffolk) and North Walsham (Norfolk). 750
and 500 people attended all-day jobs fairs for the 20 and 25 job opportunities at both stores. In
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Hunstanton (West Norfolk), the Warehouse Clearance Shop has already opened at the old
Woolworth’s premises, while Carpet Right and Iceland are taking over stores in Diss and
Swaffham (Norfolk), St Neots (Cambs) and Haverhill (Suffolk).
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Other retailers experiencing difficulty this month include fashion retailer, Bay Trading, which has
gone into administration. Around 1,000 jobs are at risk in 268 branches nationwide and between
100 and 199 jobs are at risk at its Hatfield (Herts) headquarters and warehouse. The decision to
place the company into administration was taken after credit insurance was withdrawn following
the release of results on 22 April. The Co-op has also announced that it may close its four
department stores in Norwich, Great Yarmouth, Clacton-on-Sea and Witham if it is unable to sell
them. The stores have been said to be no longer viable due to poor trading conditions.
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EastPort Cargo Handling has recently announced five redundancies among its 16 workers just
months before the commercial launch of Great Yarmouth's £50m outer harbour. At Felixstowe,
around 200 jobs have been cut this year and port workers have been asked to accept pay cuts
of 6 to 11 per cent. In a boost for the port, Maersk Line — the world’s largest container shipping
firm has changed its port preference for its Asia-to-Europe service to Felixstowe instead of
Southampton. The switch will enable Maersk Line to make better use of intermodal
infrastructure, utilising more daily train departures to a greater number of inland destinations,
while taking advantage of other services at the port. Ferry operator, Stella Line, also
experienced a 56 per cent annual fall in profits in 2008 — although its operating profit of £23
million exceeded expectations. Its North Sea business experienced 13 per cent year-on-year
growth in passengers including routes from Harwich to Hook of Holland and Rotterdam.
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With the Government changing the way that business rates are calculated for ports — taxing
individual firms instead of port operators — port occupiers could face large bills which will be
backdated to 2005. It is feared that many shipping companies may switch their business to
Holland, finishing journeys by road or rail to bypass British ports. The Government has
attempted to ease the impact and minimise job losses by allowing firms to spread payments
over eight years.
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With transport and storage being one of the hardest-hit sectors in 2009 Q1 in terms of GDP. In
addition, nearly 180 jobs are at risk at Dutch-based Kuenhe and Nagel (Breckland) after the
delivery firm lost its contract with Marks and Spencer. Two of the firm’s three Norfolk sites are
devoted to the Marks and Spencer home delivery operation. KNN employees will be given the
opportunity to transfer to rival Wincanton (Wiltshire), which has won the new contract.
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Peterborough City Council announced 400 job losses over two years at the end of 2008. To
date, 250 have been lost through retirement and voluntary redundancy, leaving 150 jobs at risk.
The Council hopes that a further 100 can be lost through voluntary redundancies, retirements
and restructuring.
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UCAS data shows that, as at 24 March, the number of applicants to study higher education at
UK universities and colleges was up 8.8 per cent on the same time last year. Applications
increased the most among mature students indicating that people could be planning to enter
higher education to update their skills to be more competitive, perhaps in response to
redundancy or perceived job insecurity. Overseas applications also increased, particularly from
Singapore (24.8 per cent), China (10.7 per cent) and Malaysia (10.3 per cent), potentially due to
the weaker value of sterling. In the East of England, applications have increased at most higher
education institutions, particularly at Writtle College (Essex specialist college for the land-based
sector) and the University of Bedfordshire. There is some concern that colleges and universities
may not be able to finance additional demand as each university is given a grant based on
student numbers. As this has been capped, universities taking on more students will not receive
any additional public funding apart from students’ tuition fees which only cover around one third
of the cost of a full-time student place.

Figure 7: Applications to UK and East of England Un iversities and Colleges have
increased markedly this year
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Applications to UK and East of England Universities and Colleges:
% increase on previous year as at 24 March 2009

UK University & College Average

Aged 20 and under
Aged 21-24
Aged 25 and over

Writtle College

University of Bedfordshire

University of Hertfordshire

University of Essex

University of East Anglia

University Campus Suffolk

Anglia Ruskin University

Royal Veterinary College

University of Cambridge

Norwich University College of the Arts

30
Source: UCAS
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Examples of new schemes include a free consultancy service by the University of Bedfordshire
to address critical survival and growth issues for Bedfordshire SMEs; Norwich University
College of the Arts’ ‘Brainchild Business Idea Competition’ which includes new graduate support
as one of the competition prizes together with business start-up workshops and one-to-one
coaching; and ‘credit crunch’ seminars hosted by the University of Essex. In terms of existing
schemes, enquiries for business-focused programmes are up 28 per cent on the same time last
year.
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This will be particularly important in the recession as graduate vacancies are likely to be in
shorter supply at the end of the academic year.
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After it announced plans to restructure some of its departments, The University wants to

reallocate resources due to lack of growth in some academic areas, which could affect 34
members of it 370 staff.
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A recent survey of 450 businesses in the UK, commissioned by the Social Investment
Consultancy, found that corporate donations are likely to fall by 34 per cent this year, with 60
per cent of respondents expecting their organisation to cut its charity budget. One charity which
is experiencing a shortfall in funding is Cambridge-based Reboot, which trains people to recycle
and refurbish computers and provides them with key employment skills. Last year, the company
made a gross income of £40,000. With a lack of donations, the charity needs to make £30,000
in eight weeks to keep running.
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WEETU, a Norwich-based charity that helps women into business and employment, has
reported a 40 per cent increase in the number of women using its services. Redundancy, debt
and skills development advice have been particular needs of current clients contacting WEETU.
The Citizens’ Advice Bureau in Stevenage has also increased its opening hours in response to
demand. The CAB branch helped 565 people in March 2009, compared to 373 in March 2008.
The branch has seen a 300 per cent rise in the number of clients having their debt problems
referred to specialists, with 150 people referred in 2009 Q1, compared to 53 in 2008 Q1. As
reported last month, the Government has announced £40m to support the work of charities in
the recession while some local authorities have provided additional funding for the third sector —
particularly CABs — to help meet increased demand.
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