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The purpose of this report is to appraise all Members of the work and progress undertaken by the Council’s 
Champions during the year 2019-2020.  These reports cover the period May 2019 to May 2020.  With the 
continual changes in Covid, these reports do not necessarily reflect the current Covid impact. 

 
The report informs Members of activities and their outcomes and outlines proposed future activities. 
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Commuter Champion – Councillor Nigel Atkinson 
 

Overview 

 
This is my first year as BFC Commuter Champion and I have focused on local 
commuter public transport issues, using my knowledge as a regular train 
commuter myself. 
 
I wrote a strategy paper in October 2019, setting out some key issues for local commuters, 
covering train operating companies and Network Rail, and local bus companies. 

 

1.0 Great Western Railway (GWR) 

 
New trains for journeys through Crowthorne and Sandhurst stations were 
supposed to have entered service last year but have been delayed by 
“engineering issues”.  These trains are being rebuilt from former London commuter trains 
and will be bi-mode diesel and electric, using the third rail electrical power supply for part of 
the Reading to Redhill and Gatwick journeys.  This is a welcome move from an 
environmental and sustainability perspective, as they will be replacing diesel only trains.  
However, it is important that these ‘new’ trains are of an equivalent standard to brand-new 
trains being introduced elsewhere.  
 
With the departure of former GWR Managing Director Mark Hopwood to South Western 
Railway, a priority for the coming year will be to arrange a meeting with Matthew Golton, who 
has been appointed as Interim Managing Director for GWR.  Issues to focus on will be the 
suitability of the new trains, service frequencies for Crowthorne and Sandhurst commuters 
and capacity and security improvements for cycle storage at both stations.  I have recently 
corresponded with David Strunz, Assistant Regional Development Manager at GWR and he 
has offered a site meeting when lockdown arrangements ease, to look at possible cycle 
storage improvements (subject to funding) at Crowthorne station in particular. 
 
Covid-19 has impacted the railways significantly since mid-March 2020.  Train operating 
companies including GWR have been operating under ‘Emergency Measures Agreement’ 
(EMA), which effectively means that the Government is running train services, at least for a 
6-month period to October ‘20.  A dramatic decrease in passenger numbers has impacted 
revenues and so there will be limited opportunities for investment.  Any new investment in 
the short term will need to be approved by the DfT (Department for Transport), under EMA. 
 
Commuter parking and parking overspill into neighbouring streets around Crowthorne and 
Sandhurst stations is an ongoing issue.  On 21st June 2019, I visited Crowthorne Station with 
Councillor McKenzie-Boyle, to see these issues, with insufficient commuter parking spaces. 
Any development of the adjacent Derby Field should include provision to increase the 
capacity of the station car park. 

 

2.0 South Western Railway (SWR) 

 
Poor journey times for commuters and other travellers on the Waterloo to 
Reading line has been an issue for many years.  I spent 6 months campaigning 

for improvements to this railway line, which is used by a large number of 
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residents in Bracknell Forest.  The Waterloo to Reading line is also due to receive new trains 
and I have been campaigning to ensure that these trains meet our commuters’ requirements 
in terms of being able to work on the train. 

 
Q4 2019/Q1 2020 was a challenging 6 months for SWR.  A prolonged guard strike 
throughout December 2019, followed by an announcement in January 2020, that it had lost 
£137m in the year to March 2019, has raised questions about the continuing ability of SWR 
to operate its franchise and that nationalisation may be likely, with the Government taking 
over services.  More recently, Covid-19 has resulted in SWR also operating under 
Emergency Measures Agreement, effectively being run by the Government. 

 
These factors have made it difficult to engage with SWR, but commuters still face the same 
issues and so it is important that we continue to lobby SWR to ensure the best possible 
outcomes for our commuters and other train users. 

 
There has been some good news, however.  SWR introduced 
additional peak hour trains in early 2020, including a new early 
morning service which has reduced the delay impact caused by a 
train being cancelled.  The 4 trains per hour franchise 
commitment has not been achieved yet and I will continue to 

lobby for this.  
 

I have been active in trying to lobby for investment and service improvements on the 
Waterloo to Reading line.  On 2nd October 2019, I met with Steve Tyler, SWR Performance 
and Planning Director, to discuss train punctuality and the new trains to be introduced.  On 
7th November, I attended an SWR/BFC stakeholder meeting with David Wilby, SWR 
Regional Development Manager.  One of the key concerns that I raised at this meeting, was 
to seek clarification that the new trains to be introduced would be suitable for journey times 
of an hour or more, with sufficient seat legroom and fold down tables at seats, to allow 
commuters to work on their laptops on the train.  Recently introduced trains on SWR have 
been widely criticised for their upright ‘ironing board’ seats. These are acceptable for short 
inner suburban journeys but are not suitable for our line. 

 
Following on from this meeting, I attended the annual 
SWR Stakeholder Conference in Woking on 18th 
November 2019.  From the floor, I asked Andy 
Mellors the then SWR Managing Director to give 
some reassurance that the new trains (pictured right, 
with the permission of SWR) would be suitable for 
our journey lengths and that they would not have the 
‘ironing board’ seats.  He answered that the trains 
would have a new, more comfortable version of this 
seat and invited me to see a sample seat mock-up at 
their Wimbledon depot.  This visit hosted by David 
Wilby, took place on 26th November 2019 and 
although the new seat was more comfortable, I still have concerns about the seat pitch and a 
lack of fold down tables. 

 
SWR has offered me the opportunity to visit the factory in Derby manufacturing the new 
trains, to see the seating configuration.  Unfortunately, due to the SWR train strike, franchise 
financial issues and more recently Covid-19, this visit originally scheduled for February 2020 
has not taken place yet. 
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Separately, I emailed Mark Hopwood, the new Managing Director of SWR on 26th January 
2020, to raise my concerns on the above, as I had raised these with his predecessor.  I also 
raised concerns about substitute inner suburban train stock that was being used on the 
Waterloo – Reading line due to stock shortages on other lines, and the fact that these trains 
were not suitable for our commuters.  I sent a follow up email on 16th February 2020 asking 
for a reply, but unfortunately have not received a response to date. 

 
The SWR/BFC stakeholder meeting scheduled for 26th March 2020 was unfortunately 
cancelled due understandably, to the impact of Covid-19. 

 
As a more longer term objective, I am in the process of trying to form a lobby group of local 
councils along the Waterloo to Reading railway line, to seek significant Department for 
Transport funding to upgrade the railway line, with the aim of reducing journey times and 
improving the timetable robustness by introducing train passing places.  To date, 
Wokingham Borough Council, Royal Borough of Windsor and Maidenhead Council and 
Runnymede Borough Council have all confirmed their interest in joining this lobby group.  
Our local MPs James Sunderland and Adam Afriyie have also positively indicated their 
support.  The impact of Covid-19 has put this group on hold for the moment, but I shall be 
arranging an initial meeting as soon as it is appropriate to do so. 

 
As with GWR, I have also lobbied SWR for cycle storage improvements at Bracknell and 
Martins Heron stations. I spoke to David Wilby on 23rd June 2020 and although he was very 
supportive of this, he advised that under their Emergency Measures Agreement, they are not 
able to fund any such improvements at the moment. 

 

3.0 Buses – public service vehicle funding 

 
In February 2020, the Government announced £5 billion of new funding to overhaul bus and 
cycle links for every region outside of London, introducing 4,000 new zero emission buses to 
support the Government’s net zero carbon 2050 target.  Further details of this and the 
allocation of vehicles for our region is expected in a Government announcement in the 
autumn.  I have been lobbying for the introduction of electric buses in Bracknell over the last 
9 months and it is hoped that we will be able to benefit from this Government funding in the 
near future. 

 

4.0 Courtney Buses and White Bus 

 
Local operator Courtney buses was recently acquired by Reading Buses. 
Pre-Covid-19, we tried to arrange a meeting with Courtney Buses to 
understand what benefits for local commuters, this acquisition will deliver. 
Reading Buses operates several low emission buses and it is hoped that 
Bracknell will see some similar vehicle types introduced into the Courtney 
Buses fleet.  It is hoped that this meeting will take place as soon as 

appropriate, given the wider Covid-19 issues. 
 
In times of increased car ownership and reduced public transport patronage, it was pleasing 
to see White Bus introduce a new service X94 last year, linking Ascot Heatherwood and 
Frimley Park Hospitals.  I will continue to promote bus transport and to lobby wherever 
possible to make the bus a more viable proposition for our commuters, particularly for 

integrated bus/train journeys. 
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5.0 Berkshire Local Transport Body and the Thames Valley Berkshire Local 
Enterprise Partnership (LEP) 

 
I am a nominated substitute on the Berkshire Local Transport Body and the Thames Valley 
Berkshire Local Enterprise Partnership (LEP), and attended meetings in May, September & 
November 2019, and June 2020.  This  
body provides funding from a multi- 
million-pound devolved Government  
transport budget.  Recent and ongoing  
Bracknell Forest highway projects that  
have benefited from this funding include  
the A322 Downshire Way dualling and  
the A3095 improvements. 

 
BFC Highways and Transportation 
officers were successful in a recent bid for support funding for Sunday and evening bus 
services.  This £85k of funding will maintain these services for 2 years, by which time 
hopefully The Deck in Bracknell will be open and driving the night-time economy to further 
stimulate bus patronage. 

 
Reading Buses was also successful with its connecting people IT application.  This is aimed  
at ‘pushing’ transport information to smart devices via apps, including Courtney Buses’  
Thames Valley app, in an effort to make public transport more relevant and attractive to  
passengers and non-public transport users.  The Thames Valley app also has mobile  
ticketing, using a debit/credit card to avoid having to pay by cash when boarding. 

 
I would like to take this opportunity to thank BFC Highways and Transport officers for their  
help, advice and support to me in the role of Commuter Champion over the last 12 months. 

 
 

Councillor Nigel Atkinson  
nigel.atkinson@bracknell-forest.gov.uk  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  

mailto:nigel.atkinson@bracknell-forest.gov.uk
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Older People’s Champion – Councillor Moira Gaw 
 

Overview 
 
For the year to the end of March 2020, the principal focus has been on 
continuing and embedding transformation within the council, due to the 
necessity to curtail and ensure that commitments are met, and service are 
maintained. 

 
1.0 Tackling Isolation and Loneliness 
 
The website is the easiest way to access services – www.bracknell-forest.gov.uk.  
Once contact is made be it by phone, carer, letter, friend or personal attendance, concerns 
can be directly addressed. Despite moving to a paperless society, the service still has 
enough capacity to facilitate those with technology issues directly addressed. 
 
The social prescribing team are available to address needs in a holistic way and have    
proved to be particularly important during Covid-19 with support for the lonely, the vulnerable 
and the socially isolated. This work is supported by an online Community Map which lists 
different groups of interest for those seeking interaction with like-minded people or those 
who may want to try a different interest. 

 

2.0 Celebrating Older People in Bracknell Forest 

 
                                                                           

                                                                        
The sun shone on October 1ST and it was 
a privilege to meet so many older 
residents and hear about their fantastic 
skills and achievements, from singing in 
the Sydney Opera House to long walks 
and marathons, supporting others in their 
community and learning new skills.                                                                                     
Painting, yoga, indoor bowls, swimming, 
tai chi, wine-tasting and rambling were a 
selection of the newfound hobbies which 
residents were keen to talk about.                                                                      
                                                                                
 

 
 
It was also a great opportunity to connect Bracknell  
Forest residents to the many facilities available to them in  
the Borough, along with key providers such as the  
Citizens Advice Bureau, Keep Mobile, The Early 
Learning Centre and Library, Silva Homes and Age  
Concern UK.  This event shapes the beginning of an  
Annual Celebration for older residents in the Borough. 
 
 
 
 

about:blank
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3.0 Health and Wellbeing 
 
Bracknell Forest has recognised the challenges the pandemic presented to Care Homes 
across the borough and the impact the virus and associated restrictions is having on care 
home residents, their families and front-line staff across health and social care. Joint working 
between the Council and its partners to build and maintain local care homes resilience is 
strong and will continue as the journey towards recovery and renewal progresses. Full 
details can be found by following the link: 
https://www.bracknell-forest.gov.uk/health-and-social-care/coronavirus-information-and-
support/council-services/health-and-social-care-service-updates 
 
Working in partnership with the local NHS to deliver state of the art 66 bed dementia care 
centre at Heathlands in Wildridings, remains a priority and is on target for the operational 
date of 2021. Work has just begun on this exciting new venture which will see the joint 
working model reflect the future care and nursing home provision in the Borough. 

 

4.0 Information and activities for Older people 
 

The Bracknell Forest “Help Yourself” community web site, designed to help connect people 
to information, activities and services to stay independent and well, is popular.  The online 
community map provides details of 450+ community groups and activities: 
http://health.bracknell-forest.gov.uk/. 
The principal interface between the   
community and the Council is by way of the 
Customer Services Team. The team is 
conscious that older people can need more 
help and to this end, the following is a brief outline 
of provision available: 

 
If you set up an online account - 
https://myaccount.bracknell-forest.gov.uk/ you 
can log enquiries, and track progress.  You can 
also view your council tax account through here. 

 

5.0 Community Activities 
 
The pandemic has shown us that the community spirit 
thrives and continuing collaboration with the voluntary sector is key to 
harnessing the joint effort in the fight to eliminate isolation and loneliness.  
 
Involve, the local voluntary sector lead, can provide information on volunteering and affiliated 
services.  In conjunction with Healthwatch they have provided a scaffold, supporting elderly 
and vulnerable residents during the last three months in terms of befriending, shopping, dog 
walking, or simply just checking in to ensure all is well. 

 
U3A continues to grow and has shown resilience by being able to adapt over the year as 
premises became challenging to find. There is a very wide and varied programme to cater to 
all tastes.  During the pandemic the weekly quizzes have been a focal point for members.  
The Open Learning Centre and the Library have supported and continue to support the older 
community by facilitating clubs, offering various entertainment, a place to meet and different 
courses. 
 
Our parks and opens spaces which have been community treasures during the last three 
months are facilitating the health and well-being in older people.  Blue line signage will start 

https://www.bracknell-forest.gov.uk/health-and-social-care/coronavirus-information-and-support/council-services/health-and-social-care-service-updates
https://www.bracknell-forest.gov.uk/health-and-social-care/coronavirus-information-and-support/council-services/health-and-social-care-service-updates
about:blank
about:blank
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to appear which will assist with exercise parameters by displaying distances of circular 
routes. 
 
The Public Health Team provides very popular “Fit for All” classes, ideally suited to people 
who are either new to exercise or lack confidence in joining in.  Over 80% of members are 
older people.  Classes are located across the Borough and new ones are being added in 
response to demand. Recognising the importance of keeping mobile for those with inherent 
disabilities classes such as armchair aerobics and armchair yoga are being offered by 
residents for residents across the Borough.  Everyone Active has a catalogue of classes 
targeted for the over 50’s including the very popular Wednesday morning Yoga class. 
 
The key benefits of Community Choirs are emerging as a great way to become part of a 
mutual interest group.  The emotional and physical benefits include effective bonding and 
broadening social networks, improved breathing and cognitive stimulation. 
 

6.0   Staying in touch 
 
You can use Facebook or Twitter to get in touch with us: 
www.facebook.com/bracknellforestcouncil or www.twitter.com/bracknellforest and tell us 
what you need.  Make sure you don’t put any personal information on there. 
Calling 01344 352000 will put you through to Customer Services where you can log an 
issue which will be verified by a reference in case of any follow up.  Additionally, you can 
refer any issue to a ward councillor or Champion. 
 
It has been a great pleasure visiting the various facilities across the Borough which 
specialise in looking after Older People.  I have been amazed at the facilities and innovation. 
It will be a priority of mine to continue to work closely with those organisations.  Helping in 
the drive to facilitate a new town destination where older people can regularly meet is also a 
key objective. 
 
 
Councillor Moira Gaw      
moira.gaw@bracknell-forest.gov.uk  
 
  

about:blank
about:blank
mailto:moira.gaw@bracknell-forest.gov.uk
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Small Business Champion – Councillor Bob Wade 
 

1.0 The Business Environment  
 

Britain is amid what looks like the deepest recession since the 18th century.                                            
The Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) forecasts that 
Britain will suffer the biggest slump of any major economy this year, with GDP contracting by 
11.5%. Official statistics forecast a major slump in the jobs market with unemployment 
widely expected to hit 9%. 

 
Britain is facing a potential irreversible “cultural catastrophe” with a projected £74bn drop in 
revenue for creative industries and the loss of 400,000 jobs because of the coronavirus 
pandemic. This impact is being felt in Bracknell Forest. 

 
Further, hotels, hospitality, pubs, restaurants, and some retail units, together with indoor 
gyms and leisure centres are still locked down with little prospect in the short term of 
resuming viable businesses in spite of the “1 metre plus” self-isolation rule. 

 
Around half of charities based in the Thames Valley region consider their future to be under 
threat, and many feel the Government has not done enough to support the charity sector 
amidst the Covid-19 crisis.  Further, many have furloughed their staff.  This ongoing situation 
has inevitably forced charities to reduce the level of support. 

 
The good news is all Bracknell Forest primary and secondary schools are open with 
between 50 to 80% pupil attendance. This has enabled may parents to return to “normal” 
working. 
 
High Street retailers are still confronted with the impact of Covid-19, additional financial 
commitments, and further competition from internet business.  Online shopping has 
increased rapidly during the Covid-19 lockdown indicating deliveries up 40%. 

 
The issues of high rents, business and VAT rates are still making recovery extremely 
challenging, which HMG is considering.  Further, UK and European governments are also 
reviewing the taxing of global on-line companies such as Google and Amazon etc. 

 
It would be amiss to mention the “B” word!  Brexit negotiations are challenging, having been 
overshadowed by Covid-19.  The CBI suggests that if no resolution is achieved before 
December, it will be catastrophic.  Small businesses were not ready last time there was a 
no-deal Brexit threat - this time they will not have had a moment to prepare for it! 

 
It is interesting to note that the proposed “air corridors” make close links with the EU viable 
but less so with the wider world (according to “the science”) making the paths of Covid-19 
and Brexit coalesce! 

 

2.0 HMG National Grants and Schemes 
 
As a result of the pandemic, HMG has instigated a whole range of measures to ensure 
business viability.  However, not all small businesses have been “fully protected”. 

 

 Coronavirus Business Interruption Loan Scheme 

 'Bounce back' loans scheme to launch    

 Furlough Scheme 

 HMRC Time To Pay 
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 Job Retention Scheme 

 Hardship Loan Scheme 

 Mortgage & Rent Breaks 

 Statutory Sick Pay 

 Discretionary Business Grant Scheme 

 Business Support Helpline 

It is noted that the Furlough scheme will be phased out ahead of many businesses being 
able to get back to full operation - the hotel, restaurant, pubs, internal gyms, and theatre 
businesses etc.  Farming is particularly challenged by the need for pickers. The UK “call to 
arms” has not really taken off and the pandemic/migration issues have frustrated the usual 
migrants. 

 
To assist with the bewildering list of financial initiatives, over the past few months there have 
been many on-line training sessions for SMEs enabling business managers to work through 
all the choices open to them.  

 
For example: “SME Survival Plan” covering: 

 Getting cashflow smart during Covid-19 

 Bounce Back Loans & CBILS – which is best?  

 Can you get Government Grants? 

 Raising Funding during Lockdown! 

 Working with your bank, debtors & creditors during Covid-19 

 Preparing to restart your business!  

 Other government schemes that you could qualify for! 

 Leadership & Entrepreneurial Advice during Covid-19 

3.0 The Lexicon 
 
The Lexicon development is now returning to “some normality” with over half of the outlets 
open and currently footfall of around 40% (compared with this time last year). This situation 
should involve after “Super Saturday” (4th July) changes in lock-down.  

 
 
The Town Centre Vision for 2032 to 
connect the town centre to the train station 
and other gateways, creating a resilient and 
sustainable economy, continues. 
 
The refurbishment of Princess Square is 
happening and good progress on the 
development of The Deck (the old Bentalls 
site area), is work in progress. 

 
The Bracknell Town Centre vision and the Lexicon strategy aim to integrate the Peel Centre 
with the rest of the town centre is still envisaged.  

 
All in all, the Lexicon has proved to be a great and successful innovation promoting an 
excellent working environment for many businesses and their staff. 
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4.0 Easthampstead Works 
 
In September 2019 ProjeKt Ltd formally launched  
the ‘Easthampstead Works’ project, providing low- 
cost commercial/ studio space for creative start-up  
enterprises. The scheme also includes café facilities  
and space for community groups.  
Contact: 01344 233141 or  
michelle@easthampsteadworks.co.uk 
 
Covid-19 Testing has also been administered on site in 
the car park. 
 

5.0 Bracknell Forest – Economic & Skills Development Partnership 
 

Bracknell Forest Economic & Skills Development 
Partnership (ESDP) facilitates and promotes the continued 
economic development of Bracknell Forest.    
 
The ESDP’s first meeting since the start of the Lockdown 
restrictions, is to be held remotely using Microsoft Teams on 
Tuesday 14th July between 0900 and 1100hrs. 
 

 
                               

ACTIVATE LEARNING 
Peter Reynolds, Director of Career Pathways for Activate 
Learning, gave a presentation on how students are encouraged to 
develop their skills and attributes in the Health Sector and he also 
gave an overview of ‘T Levels’. 

 
He included a practical demonstration of the challenges students face when training to work 
in the Health Sector, including how difficult it is to learn the apparently simple skill of feeding 
patients. In support of Health and Social Care T-Level courses, the LEP has match-funded a 
Care Suite at Reading College which replicates a hospital ward where students can practice 
their skills. It has already been shown that many of those using the Suite perform better in 
their hospital placements. 

 
THE SMART CITY CLUSTER 
Chris Mansfield, Bracknell Forest Council’s Town Centre Project Manager, gave a 
presentation on the Smart City Cluster project secured by the Thames Valley Berkshire 
LEP to pilot Internet of Things initiatives for business communities and local authorities. The 
funding for the project is shared by Bracknell Forest, West Berkshire, Reading and 
Wokingham Councils with two projects undertaken by each authority.  

 
One of Bracknell Forest’s projects aims to improve the accessibility of disabled places to 
customers on buses by using onboard sensors to indicate place availability before catching 
the bus.  

 
The second project, aimed at encouraging school children to walk to school, has introduced 
a tap sensor device which would be placed in streets surrounding secondary schools for 
pupils to ‘tap in’ each time they walk to school. In return they receive discounts and offers 
from retailers. Such a concept could be extended to company employees in the future. 
 
 

mailto:michelle@easthampsteadworks.co.uk
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BRACKNELL INVESTMENT GROUP  
Bracknell’s first Business Improvement District went live on 1st April. Heather Martin was 

appointed the BID Manager. However, due to unforeseen 
circumstances, Heather has been unable to continue in the 
role. Rob Reading has now been appointed as Bracknell 
BID Manager. 
 
Contact details: rob.reading@pfbbuk.co.uk  or 
telephone 01344 949080. 
 

The Bracknell BID has put together an ‘E-Bulletin’ that includes a comprehensive guide to 
assist businesses during the COVID-19 crisis, including sources of help currently available 
from Bracknell Forest and Berkshire Growth Hub.  
 
See: https://mcusercontent.com/70a3faa1ddb6f6df60a2f424e/files/f95c2d9d-0e82-4b56-
9fa5-
5d22ea8680b5/Bracknell_BID_COVID_19_Business_Support_Information_20200406_Final.
pdf. 
 
The latest Bracknell BID E-News issue 15 includes: 

 

 Simple Tips for Business Success as we Ease Out of Lockdown 

 Latest Covid-19 Government Industry Guidance 

 Important information from HMRC 

 Template for employers claiming for 100 or more employees through the 

Coronavirus Job Retention Scheme 

 PPE suppliers in the UK  

 A comprehensive coronavirus Business Support Guide has been updated to 

reflect the latest guidance from HMG. 

https://mcusercontent.com/70a3faa1ddb6f6df60a2f424e/files/58d60d9d-82e4-
46a6-a8c7-
47c481c67e83/Bracknell_BID_COVID_19_Business_Support_Guide_20200615.
pdf 

For more information about the BID, including the BID Prospectus and Business Plan, see: 
https://www.bracknellbid.co.uk/ 
 
BFC/ESDP JOINT 2020 PHOTOGRAPHY EXHIBITION  
The 2020 photo competition, Stay Safe and Inspired, has now been launched. The theme 
emanates from the Covid-19 outbreak and is aimed at encouraging amateur photographers 
to submit photos of their gardens, window boxes, home working arrangements or out for 
daily exercise.  

 
To enter see: https://www.bracknell-forest.gov.uk/parks-and-countryside/bracknell-forest-
photo-competition  

6.0 Thames Valley Berkshire Local Economic Partnership 
 
Covid-19 Recovery Business insights Survey  
With the UK lockdown from Covid-19 starting to ease, 
Thames Valley Berkshire LEP is leading on the 
development of a Berkshire Local Industrial Recovery 
Strategy.  

 
To inform the Recovery Strategy, the LEP wants to hear 

mailto:rob.reading@pfbbuk.co.uk
https://mcusercontent.com/70a3faa1ddb6f6df60a2f424e/files/f95c2d9d-0e82-4b56-9fa5-5d22ea8680b5/Bracknell_BID_COVID_19_Business_Support_Information_20200406_Final.pdf
https://mcusercontent.com/70a3faa1ddb6f6df60a2f424e/files/f95c2d9d-0e82-4b56-9fa5-5d22ea8680b5/Bracknell_BID_COVID_19_Business_Support_Information_20200406_Final.pdf
https://mcusercontent.com/70a3faa1ddb6f6df60a2f424e/files/f95c2d9d-0e82-4b56-9fa5-5d22ea8680b5/Bracknell_BID_COVID_19_Business_Support_Information_20200406_Final.pdf
https://mcusercontent.com/70a3faa1ddb6f6df60a2f424e/files/f95c2d9d-0e82-4b56-9fa5-5d22ea8680b5/Bracknell_BID_COVID_19_Business_Support_Information_20200406_Final.pdf
https://mcusercontent.com/70a3faa1ddb6f6df60a2f424e/files/58d60d9d-82e4-46a6-a8c7-47c481c67e83/Bracknell_BID_COVID_19_Business_Support_Guide_20200615.pdf
https://mcusercontent.com/70a3faa1ddb6f6df60a2f424e/files/58d60d9d-82e4-46a6-a8c7-47c481c67e83/Bracknell_BID_COVID_19_Business_Support_Guide_20200615.pdf
https://mcusercontent.com/70a3faa1ddb6f6df60a2f424e/files/58d60d9d-82e4-46a6-a8c7-47c481c67e83/Bracknell_BID_COVID_19_Business_Support_Guide_20200615.pdf
https://mcusercontent.com/70a3faa1ddb6f6df60a2f424e/files/58d60d9d-82e4-46a6-a8c7-47c481c67e83/Bracknell_BID_COVID_19_Business_Support_Guide_20200615.pdf
https://www.bracknellbid.co.uk/
https://www.bracknell-forest.gov.uk/parks-and-countryside/bracknell-forest-photo-competition
https://www.bracknell-forest.gov.uk/parks-and-countryside/bracknell-forest-photo-competition
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from as many Berkshire based businesses as possible, about current and future impacts of 
the pandemic on their business and use these insights to inform future investment in 
Berkshire in skills, infrastructure and business support. 

 
The LEP and its key partners want to ensure that the voice of all business is heard to help 
businesses to navigate and recover from these unprecedented times. Working closely with 
the six local authorities in the Berkshire area, the LEP is looking to provide a vision for 
economic recovery from the pandemic so the survey can inform future investment decisions. 

 
Note, the future of commercial buildings looks uncertain due to Working from Home. 
 

7.0 Working from Home (WFH) 
 
For those who work in offices, the pandemic has completely changed the daily routine.  The 
time and hassle saved without a commute in the WFH world has made a permanent change 
appealing.  It appears that many people do not want to return to the office full-time.  
However, many do miss conversations and corridor catch-ups with their colleagues. 

 
There are benefits of working remotely.  Periods of silence are good for problem solving. 
Moving away from constant interactions helps to process and creatively come up with new 
ideas.  However, social isolation and an awareness of business goals and encouragement 
can have a serious impact on some, especially new recruits.  

 
What will the post-pandemic workplace feel like?  A balance must be made concerning 
WFH, which depends upon type of job and the “maturity” of the worker.  HR will need to 
assess all staff functions to determine the best balance and ensuring performance with 
mental wellbeing.  At work, desks will be farther apart, more people will work at home, at 
least part of the time, and office seats will be fewer and not allocated. 
 

8.0 Syngenta Development Proposal 

 
Lord Grimstone of Boscobel, Minister for Investment made the following observations and 
comments in support of the BFC Local Plan & Jealott’s Hill proposal: 

 

 I believe they will help ensure the retention and growth of Syngenta at Jealott’s 

Hill as a world-leading R&D facility in the sub-region. 

 The economic benefit to Bracknell, the Thames Valley and the UK overall should 

be significant.  According to Syngenta, it will help retain 850 jobs, create 2,000 

new jobs, deliver more than £50m in business rates, and between £6.4 - £7.1 

billion in Gross Value Added (GVA) over the 20 years following completion. 

 I recognise the importance of a housing development of this scale in an area of 

high housing demand and low affordability for the area's population.  

 Strategically, the growth of the science park facility supports the Industrial 

Strategy; Grand Challenges; the Thames Valley Berkshire Local Industrial 

Strategy (LIS) aims and priorities; and your vision for Bracknell to be an 

“exceptional place for business”. 

I am happy to support this strategically important investment for Bracknell and for the UK, 
which can help to place the UK at the forefront of global agri-tech in the 21st century. 
 

9.0 Retention of businesses 
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National Picture 

 19,000 retail units failed in 2019; 18,500 failed in 2018 

 Anchor store failures: Woolworth, BHS, Beales, Debenhams 

 Anchor Stores struggling: Marks & Spencer, John Lewis 

 Airlines, Banks and Post Office down-sizing  

 Delivery firm DPD is hiring 6,000 staff in the UK to cope with the growth of                    

e-commerce.  Elsewhere, B&Q and Screwfix announce the creation of 3,000 to 

4,000 temporary jobs, half in the UK, due to elevated demand. 

The situation over the past year 2 years is still not encouraging.  As can be seen above, on-
line businesses are thriving at the expense of large shopping outlets.  However, it has to be 
said that High Street shops that have embraced e-commence have seen very significant 
returns which have offset the downturns through their shops. 

 
Local Picture 

 UK Property Forums has announced that drugs giant Eli Lilly has taken all 42,500 

sq ft of office space at 8 Arlington Square Bracknell, moving from its UK research 

centre in Surrey. The property deal is the biggest in Bracknell since 2013 

Many retail outlets have failed for various reasons including rents, business rates and e-
commerce advantages exacerbated by Covid-19. As can be seen above, pharmaceuticals, 
not surprisingly, are buoyant.  The good news for Bracknell Forest is Eli Lilly found Arlington 
Square a good place to put their R & D operation. 

 
Many pubs and restaurants have been offering Takeaway services during lockdown. 

 
10.0 Infrastructure Impact  

 
Significant improvements have been made throughout Bracknell Forest to manage and 
improve traffic flows because of the housing and Lexicon developments.  During the peak of 
the pandemic many road improvements have been completed with the minimal disruption.  
With the move to using bicycles, BFC are reviewing the current provision, especially since 
“Working from Home” has and is likely to reduce the projected traffic flows both in terms of 
volume and timing.  

 
Note, a past survey indicated that approximately 90,000 commuters come into East 
Berkshire each day as a similar number leave! 
 

11.0 Housing 
 
The pandemic has stalled the provision of new housing. Not only building properties but also 
the associated conveyancing delays due to social-isolation issues. However, there are signs 
of this market improving. 
 
A recent survey indicated that “social isolation” has caused a significant number of people to 
be reassessing their home, job, and relationships. This may impact the place and type of 
homes where people will now wish to live. 
 
 

12.0 Networking 
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Networking is primarily about nurturing relationships.  This has become more significant 
during the self-isolation of the pandemic.  What is done right now — from sending emails to 
making calls to sending texts — is more important than ever.  Zoom and MS Teams 
meetings abound on a regular basis.  

 
The use of social media is now more important as a means of keeping connected.  There 
are on-line courses for SMEs including:          

 
Social Media Training for SMEs  

 Learn how to use Facebook, Twitter, LinkedIn, and Instagram for Business Leads 

 Generate more leads and sales from your social media activity 

 Develop and raise your brands profile / image across the UK 

 Learn how to gain more followers that will engage with you and resulting in sales  

 Understand the importance of using social media to generate highly qualified 

leads for your business 

 Discover who are your audience and target market  

 Find out the best times and ways to engage with your target audience 

 Learn which social media platform is best used to promote your industry/ sector 

Work continues within the Economic Development Partnership and LEP activities in 
promoting business in Bracknell Forest.  

 
As Small Business Champion, I spend time liaising with business contacts, social media 
sites and newspapers to keep abreast of the business challenges.  This work extends to 
supporting retail outlets through local council support in promoting their needs. 
 

13.0 Conclusion 
 
The state of the world is now very unpredictable because of Covid-19.  It is unlikely to settle 
down until a vaccination regime is in place; some months or years away.  Life as we know it 
has and will continue to change.  

 
Currently, of the 9 million people furloughed throughout the UK, it is predicted that around 1 
million will be made redundant after the government scheme is phased out.  Air travel likely 
to be in recession for several years, since there is a nervousness to travel this way and 
pressure from the “green” lobby.  This will significantly impact the futures of commerce and 
tourism. 

 
Further, the current situation is compounded by the Brexit process. The impact of  
e-commerce, artificial intelligence, health management, the green agenda, and new ways of 
working all compound the challenge of managing the world of business.  Ironically, the links 
with our near neighbours are stronger than those afar because of the pandemic.  
Nationalism seems to be replacing Globalisation, but the world can only resolve the current 
pandemic by close collaboration.  

 
Locally, over the past months, Bracknell Forest Council has managed issues around the 
homeless; providing healthcare support to several thousand shielded residents; 
administering the various government financial support packages (circa £10M); ensuring all 
primary and secondary schools get back to some semblance of normality; maintained refuse 
services and recycling centres; promoting the Lexicon and its future development; working 
within the Thames Valley LEP to ensure monies are made available within Bracknell Forest 
to promote businesses and infrastructure improvements; continued to promote the work of 
the Economic Skills and Development Partnership including the Bracknell BID; and, most 
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importantly, managed to maintain the wide range of services essential to the running of 
Bracknell Forest.  These efforts have enabled the way of life and business to continue as 
well as possible under incredibly challenging circumstances. 

 
Clearly, life will not return to the “old” normal.  The impact of “Working from Home” (WFH) 
has and will impact the operation of businesses, organisations, and the Councils.  In future, 
WFH will reduce the need for large offices and where people live and commute.  Hopefully, it 
will ultimately lead to a better quality of life, less congestion, and a greener environment. 

 
 

Councillor Bob Wade  
bob.wade@bracknell-forest.gov.uk 
 
 
Footnote: 

 
In 1665, the Black Death killed some 100,000 in London due to lack of sanitation and narrow 
streets.  A year later, not only the Great Fire of London destroyed an estimated 70,000 
homes of the city's 80,000 inhabitants, but also the plague.  It was thought after the fire was 
a great opportunity to rebuild London with improved layout and sanitation.  Unfortunately, the 
debate took longer than the “locally” produced replacement buildings in much the same 
places!  

 
The sanitation problem was not resolved until the Great Stink in 1858 – 192 years later! 

 
Let us learn from history and make sure our vision of post Covid-19/Brexit changes 
are realised before we slip back to the “old ways”! 
  

mailto:bob.wade@bracknell-forest.gov.uk
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Large Business Champion – Statement 
 

As per the Leader of the Council’s memo to Members at the time, Cllr Ankur Shiv Bhandari 
asked to be temporarily relieved of his duties as Large Business Champion during the last 
year as his own business required significantly more of his time.  This situation has now 
eased, and Cllr Bhandari was reappointed to the role at the recent Annual Council and will 
resume reporting to Council at the next relevant occasion. 
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Voluntary Sector Champion – Councillor Mike 
Gibson 
 
“May you live in interesting times” is an old saying reflecting the 
difficulties of experiencing abnormal conditions which lead to turmoil and 
heartbreak in our everyday lives. Covid-19 has certainly turned the world 
upside down, taking that occasionally overused phrase and giving it an 
emphasis, no one would have imagined last year. 

Of course, the pandemic has had a major impact on every aspect of our lives over 2020 and 
this is no different for the voluntary sector.  While the effect has caused massive issues, the 
way the voluntary sector has responded has been magnificent. 

I echo the words of my predecessor, former Councillor Finnie, 
 “As I have said in the past, we are very fortunate in this community to have such an active 
and wonderful voluntary sector.” 

This has never been proved so true as over the last year.  I would also like to begin by 
thanking the officers, that help facilitate the relationships between Voluntary and Public 
Sector and Involve who continue to play, under Philip Cook’s leadership such a major role in 
our local communities. I salute all those myriad groups that perhaps do not have such close 
workings with the council but nevertheless are the main constituents of the voluntary sector. 

I started my first year as champion with the view of the role as to learn more about the 
voluntary sector in Bracknell & Wokingham and the difference between the council’s 
relationship between the many groups and organisations. The one thing that was common 
for a lot of groups was the work that councillors put in.  Councillors are expected to be 
community leaders, but the amount of additional work put in by councillors is phenomenal 
and I would like to acknowledge all those councillors who go above and beyond. 

I have been able to talk to various groups and people before the Virus hit and my 
membership of the CAB and former membership of Involve has provided valuable insight. 

Covid-19 

Involve and Public Health England have been 
coordinating volunteers and councillors have been 
an active part of this.  I would like to single out 
Councillor Gill Birch as she has done an 
incredible amount of work with organising 
volunteering groups and is only one of the many 
hard-working volunteers at this time. 

Whilst Involve has been regularly briefing 
residents and councillors through its newsletter, I 

would like to refer to some recent points made by its general 
manager, Philip Cook.  The Community response has very 

successfully been delivered via Healthwatch and Involve. 

 Involve will be withdrawing from this service by the end of July and Healthwatch will 

continue ensuring people have the support they need. 
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 Generally, in the sector, charities and groups are busy supporting their clients whilst 

working out how to deliver in the new world and abiding with rules and regulations. 

 There are charities/ groups who will have their income affected and Bracknell Forest 

Council has generously invested in a Grant Writer to help secure money for charities 

and groups in the area that will be most affected. 

 The volunteer response to Covid-19 was fantastic and involve are developing ways 

to keep people volunteering and keep a community spirit present in the borough. 

There are concerns about volunteering and those organisations that rely on 

volunteers who are aged over 70. 

I think the last point, while a concern, shows the tenacity of our volunteers and that we have 
volunteers from all walks of life. 

I should also thank Cllr Sandra Ingham our representative on Involve for keeping me 
informed. 

The council 
 
The council is looking at all aspect of the new normal and looking at the Voluntary sector is 
no different. 
 
I have been participating as part of a working group with Cllr Dale Birch Executive Member 
for Adult Services, Health and Housing (Deputy Leader of the Council) with Cllrs Tony Virgo, 
Rob McLean and Moira Gaw.  Whist it would be wrong for me to pre-empt these 
discussions, rest assured it is at the fore front of my mind of future working relationships with 
the voluntary sector. 
 
In Conclusion 
I will continue to be a conduit between the Council and the Voluntary Sector. It is my aim to 
promote closer and better relationships with the voluntary sector over the coming year. 
There is an opportunity for the new normal to reflect this and the council is actively working 
towards these ideals. 
 
The excellent spirit shown at this difficult time of pandemic should not be forgotten and these 
values will not be lost but built upon for the wider community.  
 
My humblest thanks go out to all those who participate in volunteering.  
 
 
Councillor Mike Gibson  
mike.gibson@bracknell-forest.gov.uk 
 

 

mailto:mike.gibson@bracknell-forest.gov.uk

