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Introduction
Although we face challenging times with limited resources and
increasing responsibilities, we are also presented with exciting
opportunities to work with the private sector to drive economic
prosperity within Somerset.
It is important to ensure a robust evidence base on which
to base future action and investment at the county level
and to attract inward investment from outside the County;
hence the importance of the economic assessment as a
foundation and tool for decision making.
The Somerset Economic Assessment provides a profile of
the Somerset economy, developing our understanding of the
distinctive nature of Somerset’s economy and the
challenges and opportunities for the county. It will act as a
common evidence base for policy and strategy, providing a
foundation for partnership working and helping us to
achieve our economic aspirations. It contains analysis of:
•

•
•
•
•
•

The functional areas across which Somerset’s
economy operates, e.g. travel to work areas, retail
catchment areas and patterns of employment;
The productivity and structure of Somerset’s
economy;
Skills levels, worklessness and average earnings;
Transport, ICT and housing infrastructure;
Business needs;
Projected future trends in employment and
productivity.

Economic development is a key priority for both local and
national government. The Coalition Government aims to
build a new economy by supporting sustainable growth and
enterprise, and promoting green industries.
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The Somerset County Plan has a number of economic
strands running through it including:
•
•
•
•
•
•

increasing access to employment and skills;
improving broadband connectivity;
attracting inward investment;
improving infrastructure to support economic growth;
expanding energy sources;
attracting tourists and ensuring people have the right
skills and qualifications for work.

In order to put in place an appropriate plan of action we
first need to understand our starting point, discover where
the ‘hot spots’ are and assess where the greatest need is
whilst balancing this with an understanding of where we
can make the biggest difference. An assessment of the
economy provides us with an understanding of how our
economy “works”and where where we think we are heading.
The Somerset Economic Assessment is made up of three
key sections:
•
•
•

An Executive Summary (this document)
The core document
Technical evidence base

The core document and evidence base are available online
at: www.somerset.gov.uk/economicassessment.
This Executive Summary provides an extraction of the key
messages from the core document and evidence base.

Somerset – The Heart of the South West
Somerset lies at the heart of the South West. The M5 creates
a major transport corridor running north to south through
Somerset. The A303 corridor running eastwards provides
connectivity towards London. Somerset also has mainline rail
connections from Taunton to Bristol/the North and to Exeter,
Plymouth and further west, and from both Taunton and Yeovil to
London.
The County is made up of a complex hybrid of geographic
areas including towns that are key business centres
(Taunton, Bridgwater and Yeovil), as well as networks of
market and coastal towns and deeply rural communities all
of which have their own distinct characteristics and needs.
A number of sectors are strong in the Somerset economy
including advanced engineering/aerospace, food and drink,
tourism and the public sector. The County is home to major
players in business (e.g. Aerosystems International,
AgustaWestland, Clarks International, IBM, Yeo Valley,
Butlins) as well as a wide range of Small and Medium sized
Enterprises (SMEs) that play a significant role in the local
economy.

With planned timing for the first nuclear reactor to be
operational by 2018 and the second 18 months later, there
is the potential for this project to deliver significant
economic benefit to Somerset in the short, medium and
long term.
Somerset’s economy is supported by its people, culture and
environment. The County’s population is over half a million
and is forecast to grow to over 600,000 by 2028. Its
population also swells significantly during the holiday
months given its popularity as a tourism destination. The
County also hosts major, world-renowned cultural events
and local attractions.
Somerset is an area of distinct natural beauty. Its
landscapes are diverse and beautiful and include the rich
farmlands in the south of the County, the levels and moors
of central Somerset, the Mendip Hills and Cheddar Gorge in
the north and the Blackdowns, Quantocks and Exmoor
further south and west.
All these features make Somerset an attractive place to
visit, live, work, and invest.

As we look to the future there are major opportunities for
the County, especially as we aspire to a low carbon
economy. Building upon the economic benefits already
derived for Somerset from the Hinkley Point A and B
nuclear power stations in the County, the proposed Hinkley
Point C development would involve the establishment of
two next generation European Pressurised Reactors together
with a range of support and ancillary services.

2

People and Communities
Demography
•

•

•

Somerset has a total population of 523,500 (ONS
2009) and it is increasing at a faster rate than
England as whole. Between 2003 and 2008,
Somerset’s population grew by 3.6% compared to
3.2% nationally (ONS).
A large proportion of Somerset’s population growth is
driven by net inward migration, given the County’s
attractiveness as a place to live and work.
Somerset has an ageing population with 20.9% of the
population currently aged 65 or over (2009). All of
Somerset’s districts have a higher percentage of
residents aged 65 or over than the national figure,
but the concentration is greatest in West Somerset
(29.1%).

mean gross weekly earnings for full-time workers are
in West Somerset¹ (£523) and South Somerset
(£528.70) compared to the national average of
£609.50.

Education and Skills
•

•

•

Labour Market and Earnings
•

•

•

Somerset has a high proportion of the workforce in
managerial and senior officer roles (15%), skilled
trades and occupations (13%) and technical
occupations (11.9%). The County has a below
average proportion of the workforce in professional
occupations (10.7%), reflecting an under
representation in the business sector.
There has been significant growth in personal service
(including personal care) occupations (1.9%) and
skilled trade occupations (1.4%) in Somerset.
Average earnings across Somerset and all of its
districts are currently below the national average. The
latest official estimates indicate the lowest levels of
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•
•

Although performance in Somerset at GCSE level has
improved over the past decade (by 14%), it has not
improved at the same rate as nationally (24%) and
lies below performance regionally and nationally;
The numbers of young people participating in
education, employment or training in Somerset
continue to increase and the County has one of the
lowest rates of young people classed as ‘NEET’ (not
in education, employment or training).
Somerset has a lower proportion of people qualified to
Level 4 and above than regionally or nationally.
Taunton Deane has the most qualified workforce, with
29.3% qualified to Level 4 or above, whilst West
Somerset has the least qualified (20.3%).
The County has a high level of skills shortages and
gaps.
Somerset is a national ‘coldspot’ for higher education
accessibility and has been identified as an area which
could benefit significantly from additional
undergraduate places being made available².

¹ Based upon a small sample and should be used with caution
² http://www.hefce.ac.uk/widen/challenge/evidence/

Economic and Social Exclusion
•

•

•

Levels of deprivation in Somerset are generally low,
but there are concentrations in the key towns and
settlements as well as in the deep rural far west of
the County. 15 of Somerset’s 327 LSOAs³ fall within
the 20% most deprived in England (Index of Multiple
Deprivation 2007).
The underlying deprivation evident in West Somerset,
where all but one of the LSOAs are within the most
deprived 50% nationally, is not necessarily the most
intense level of deprivation, but there is clearly a
pervasive pattern across the whole district.
Somerset has particular challenges with regard to
access to housing and services, as 23% of the
county’s LSOAs fall into the 20% most deprived
nationally. This illustrates the differing character of
rural as opposed to urban deprivation, the latter being
primarily characterised by issues with poor
educational attainment and higher crime rates.

•

•

Unemployment in Somerset has risen since mid2008. Although unemployment rates in four of the
five districts remain relatively low, Sedgemoor has a
rate of 13.4% compared to 7.9% nationally (June
2010).
There is evidence of increasing long term
unemployment (often referred to as a hardening
of unemployment) since the end of 2008.

Key issues
A number of issues have been identified in Somerset from
both a labour demand and supply perspective:

Demand side
•
•

•

There is a lack of appropriate jobs in some areas;
The impact of public sector job losses in the County
is likely to be significant and will require a response
that ensures job growth in other parts of the economy;
Where job vacancies exist, it is important to ensure
that Somerset residents fill them.

Policy Theme - Worklessness
Supply side
•

•

Somerset performs well (on economic activity rates)
compared to regionally and nationally. In the year
to June 2010, 79.3% of Somerset’s working age
population (16-64yrs) were economically active,
compared to 78.4% in the South West and 76.5%
in England (Annual Population Survey).
Although three of the five Somerset districts had
higher economic activity rates than nationally,
Sedgemoor (74.7%) and Taunton Deane (76%)
were lower.

•

•
•

Personal issues may prevent individuals from taking
up employment, e.g. aspiration, motivation, skills,
confidence;
Available employment opportunities may be
negatively perceived;
Institutional issues, such as transport, housing and
care (childcare/dependant care), can restrict the
supply of labour.

³ Lower Super Output Areas are local areas smaller than wards.
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Economy, Business and Enterprise
Economic Productivity

Sectors

•

•

•

•

Somerset’s economy is worth a total of £8.53 billion
(2008), contributing 9% to the economic output of
the South West.
The productivity of Somerset’s economy is below
average, lagging behind both the regional and
national levels. There is a widening gap between GVA
per FTE4 in Somerset (£37,959) compared with
national (£48,832) and regional (£43,052) figures.
The services sector makes the greatest contribution to
Somerset’s economy (£6.1m, 71%) but this is also
true at national level (77%). Manufacturing is the
second largest sector in Somerset, contributing
£1.3m (16%) of GVA; a higher proportion than both
regionally (12%) and nationally (11%).

•

•

Employment
•

•

•

Total employment in Somerset in 2008 was 211,500,
a 20% increase compared with ten years before. This
was consistent with regional trends.
The greatest overall percentage increase was
experienced in Sedgemoor, which saw total
employment grow by 24% between 1998 and 2008,
while West Somerset witnessed much more
constrained economic performance with an increase
in employment of only 2% over the same period.
Somerset has slightly higher levels of part-time
working than England (27.1% compared to 23.6%)
(Annual Population Survey 2008). Within the County,
levels are highest in Taunton Deane and West
Somerset, both at 29.4%.
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•
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Across Somerset, the three industrial groups with the
strongest presence relative to England are energy and
water, manufacturing and agriculture and fishing.
Also showing comparative strength are construction,
distribution, hotels and restaurants (showing the
importance of tourism to the Somerset economy,
especially in West Somerset), and public
administration, education and health (which
encapsulates elements of the care sector).
Three sectors show a consistent weakness relative to
the England average across the county: transport and
communications; banking, finance and insurance;
and other services.
61,800 people in Somerset are currently employed in
public administration, education, health and social
work (Annual Business Inquiry, 2008). This
represents 28.7% of the workforce, compared to
26.4% nationally.
In Somerset, high levels of public sector employment
are particularly evident in Taunton, Bridgwater,
Glastonbury and Street.

Gross Value added per Full time equivalent job.

Knowledge Economy

Policy Theme - The Rural Economy

•

•

•

Somerset performs poorly in terms of employment in
knowledge intensive sectors. The knowledge economy
accounted for 18.3% of total employment in
Somerset in 2008 compared to 24.8% in Great
Britain as a whole5.
There are concentrations of employment in knowledge
intensive sectors in the east of the county and also
around the Yeovil area, with its specialist functions in
advanced engineering.

•

Enterprise
•

•

•

•

86.1% of Somerset’s businesses fall into the category
of 1-10 employees, a higher proportion than both the
regional and England averages. West Somerset has
the highest number of businesses in this category,
Taunton Deane the lowest.
Somerset also has high levels of self-employment;
14.3% of people in employment in 2010 compared
to 13.7% nationally (Annual Population Survey). West
Somerset has the highest rate of self-employment
(28.7%) of all the districts, followed by Mendip
(17%).
The number of businesses ‘born’ in Somerset
annually fell by 12.7%. This was consistent with the
regional figures but higher than nationally, potentially
a symptom of the ‘credit crunch’. This was most
pronounced in West Somerset, the only district to
experience a fall since 2004.
There was a fall in business deaths in line with
regional and national figures. Although West
Somerset has shown the best improvement in
business survival, it can be said that this is likely
to be due to a lack of competition.

•

•

•
•

There are three broad types of economic area6 within
Somerset: the main towns, the ‘dispersed rural
economy’, centred on smaller market towns that
provide local services and retail to smaller rural
hinterlands, and the ‘peripheral and deeply rural
economy’, typified by West Somerset and other parts
of the county where there are few service centres.
There are well established challenges in rural
economies, such as access to fast broadband,
training and business support and planning issues,
but this does not mean that rural economies are
‘broken’ – they are simply ‘different’.
Most of Somerset’s rural areas will never be able to
match the competitiveness and productivity of urban
areas within the county – the aspiration of ‘economic
wellbeing’ is more important;
Transition to a low carbon economy has implications
for rural economies in Somerset. There are
opportunities for key sectors such as land-based
industries and renewable energy, and ‘localisation’
and self-reliant sustainability will come more to the
fore.
There is a need for geographic differentiation as not
all rural economies’ needs are the same.
Specific interventions are needed for rural areas, such
as ‘fit for purpose’ business support, business to
business mentoring, access to suitable premises,
forward looking planning policy and good quality
broadband.

5

The State of Somerset – An Economic, Social and Environmental Audit,
Local Futures Group (February 2010).
6 The State of the Somerset Economy – An Economic Profile, Ekosgen (June 2010).
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Policy Theme - Competitiveness

Key issues

There are five drivers of productivity which contribute to the
competitiveness of an economy: Investment, Innovation, Skills,
Enterprise and Competition.

In order to improve the competitiveness of Somerset’s
economy, a number of issues need to be addressed:

On Somerset’s performance in relation to the five drivers it
was found that:
•

•

•
•

•

Investment - Although there has been some major
investment in recent years it has not been of a large
scale;
Innovation – Somerset has some very dynamic and
innovative firms at the forefront of new products and
services, e.g. advanced engineering. However there is
a low level of knowledge transfer and knowledge
sharing and Somerset lacks a higher education
institution which can act as a constraint. Further
Education in the area has helped fill some of this
gap;
Skills – There is a clear deficiency in higher level
skills in Somerset;
Enterprise – There are low levels of churn and a lack
of dynamism, potentially due to a large number of
‘lifestyle’ businesses (but Somerset has some very
dynamic small businesses that lack a high profile).
Somerset has a high concentration of declining
industries. Access to finance is a major issue; and
Competition – Competition is generally low amongst
local businesses.
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•
•

•

•

•

Raising the profile of the County;
Supporting growth aspirations such as addressing
regulatory constraints, e.g. planning and geographic
constraints including access to markets;
Providing support for business networking especially
through innovative use of IT, good broadband
connections, innovative practices (e.g. creative hubs)
and linkages with Higher Education Institutions;
Providing support for innovative activity through
promotion of growth sectors and linkages with Further
Education colleges;
Taking an ‘economy led’ approach when reviewing
evidence for housing targets because labour market
development and growth may be constrained by a
lack of suitable housing.

Infrastructure
Transport
•

•

•

Local Futures’ Audit (February 2010) ranked
Somerset below average for levels of connectivity,
based on strategic transport infrastructure links,
placing it 43rd out of 53 sub regions.
Somerset districts are relatively self-contained in
terms of travel to work. Almost 90% of the workforce
live and work in Somerset. At a district level this
proportion ranges from 83% in Mendip to as high as
96% in West Somerset.
Contained travel to work areas have a positive
environmental outcome but they can reveal
limitations on the opportunities for employees to
progress careers and training beyond their immediate
area due to poor transport infrastructure, especially
in some of the more remote rural areas of the County.

•

Housing
•

•

Information and Communication Technology (ICT)
•

•

•

The adoption of technology by business and the
provision of a modern broadband infrastructure are
crucial to economic development, driving enterprise,
innovation, competition, investment, business and
skills development.
The County Council recognises this and has run a very
successful ICT business support project between
2005 and 2008 called Connecting Somerset, which
helped in lifting Somerset’s broadband take-up from
the lowest in the South West at just 18%, to 47.7% the highest in England in 2008.
Despite the good work carried out by Connecting
Somerset and the County Council, Somerset still

suffers from relatively poor broadband speeds. The
issue is more pronounced in rural areas. Urban areas
such as Taunton, Bridgwater and Yeovil are receiving
broadband services and speeds similar to those found
in any other conurbations of comparable size.
Improvements to broadband, and the early
deployment of Superfast Broadband, will allow our
communities and businesses to access digital
technologies and services that will help to reduce
existing pockets of deprivation and disadvantage.

•

•

Affordability of housing in Somerset is poor,
particularly in West Somerset, where the lowest
quartile house price to lowest quartile earnings ratio
(a measure often used to show the entry level section
of the market) is 9.8 to 1, compared to 7.7 to 1 for
Somerset as a whole and 6.3 to 1 for England (CLG).
The majority of houses in the County are owner
occupied (76.2%), a higher level than regionally and
nationally, and the area has low proportions of renting
(except in West Somerset) (ONS, 2001 Census). A
low level of rented accommodation is emerging as a
key weakness where high house prices are making it
difficult for young people to move into home
ownership.
Median house prices in Somerset are higher than the
England level and the ratio of lowest quartile house
prices to lowest quartile earnings has been increasing
since 1997.
Second home ownership is a contributing factor to
house price inflation and availability of housing,
particularly in parts of West Somerset and Exmoor
National Park.
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Policy Theme – Low Carbon Economy

Key Issues

•

A number of key issues have been identified as important
to Somerset’s future as a low carbon economy. The
following steps need to be taken in the county:

•

•

•

•
•

•

•
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Somerset’s carbon emissions in relation to its
economic productivity are higher than for the region
as a whole. In 2007, Somerset produced an
estimated 588 tonnes of CO2 for every £1 million of
GVA, compared to 424 tonnes in the South West.7
The main effects of climate change on Somerset are
likely to be flooding, hotter and drier weather,
increased storms and increased soil erosion.
Although there is a strong focus on reducing
municipal waste, the majority of Somerset’s waste
is commercial.
Low Carbon Environmental Goods and Services
(LCEGS) - Somerset’s LCEGS sector is mainly based
on mature environmental technology sectors, i.e.
waste management and environmental consultancy,
with a growing industry supporting energy efficiency
and micro renewables.
One of the largest potential drivers of Somerset’s
LCEGS sector is Hinkley Point C.
Large scale projects such as the Atlantic Array
offshore wind farm project in the Bristol Channel
present opportunities.
Somerset has a comparative advantage in some
sectors that can support LCEGS, particularly
biomass/food and drink and advanced engineering.
There will be a need for an adaptation of skills to
meet low carbon requirements.

AEA report for DECC, 2009.
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1.
2.
3.

4.
5.
6.
7.
8.
9.
10.
11.

Produce a strategic vision and framework for decision
making;
Develop Yeovil, Bridgwater and Taunton together as a
‘powerhouse’ to drive the low carbon economy;
Strengthen localised, distinct economies by
developing district bio-capacity areas to support low
carbon localisation and resilience;
Carry out an assessment of low carbon resource
efficient business opportunities;
Carry out analysis and development of the Low
Carbon Environmental Goods and Services sector;
Develop a renewable energy and energy efficiency
strategy;
Provide Smart ICT infrastructure;
Encourage the active Somerset transition/community
co-operative sector;
Harness the public sector spend and activity in
Somerset;
Provide enhanced financial investment and business
support to enable the transition of small businesses;
Compile a climate change impact and adaptation
‘hot spots’ assessment.

Somerset's Geography

10

The Somerset Economic Assessment has been developed by

To request this document in an alternative
format, please contact us.

WWW.SOMERSET.GOV.UK

with support from a range of partners including:

If you would like any further information
on the Somerset Economic Assessment
please contact:
01823 358092
somerseteconomicassessment@somerset.gov.uk
www.somerset.gov.uk/economicassessment

