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Introduction.
Welcome to the latest SWMAS Manufacturing Barometer, South West report. Mapping the trends across key growth and confidence
indicators of the UK’s SME manufacturing sector performance, the findings represent the collective views of MDs and other senior decision
makers who have sight right across their businesses.
Known for providing vital snapshots of sector past performance and six-month forecasts since 2009, this quarter the SWMAS Manufacturing
Barometer asked respondents to consider the longer-term health of the sector.
The aim is to look further ahead and examine where confidence sits for the business landscape in three years from now. We also wanted to get
a sense in resource terms of what the sector is doing to ensure they realise the post-Brexit opportunities – last quarter the Barometer recorded
the pragmatic resilience SME manufacturers are exhibiting as the country grinds through Brexit and the vital boost to sales fellow home-grown
manufacturers could expect as the supplier base is moved back to the UK.
The findings promote considerations that we may be moving into a new manufacturing landscape and open our eyes to the role UK SME
manufacturing businesses could play in the UK economy once the shape of Brexit has been decided.

SIMON HOWES
CEO
Exelin Group Ltd
Delivering SWMAS

THE CORE TRENDS
Looking across the indicators for future sales, profits, investment and
employment, the most striking find this quarter is that just 29% of
businesses are planning to increase staff numbers in the next six months.
This is the lowest figure ever reported in the SWMAS Manufacturing
Barometer, even in the reports published immediately after the 2008/9
downturn and is also a drop of 18% compared to last quarter.
This may indicate a significant slump in confidence. It may also hide a
wider revelation that many are finding it so hard to find appropriately
skilled, qualified and motivated people that they are coming to terms
with running and growing their business with fewer people.
Investment intentions are flat, but the 6% rise in the number of South
West manufacturers anticipating an increase in sales in the next six
months could hint at a faith in their strategy – this is different to the
national picture.
Reflecting actual performance over the past six months, 28% of UK SME
manufacturers report they experienced a reduction in sales turnover

(7% more than last quarter). Profits have also been affected with 38%
of SME manufacturers reporting an increase (compared to 42% last
quarter).
Instead, and as per aspirations of some shared in the last SWMAS
Barometer, 49% of manufacturers chose to increase investment in
premises and machinery. This is up on the 42% of those who increased
investment in the previous quarter and shows that manufacturers are
seeing through intentions to increase production capacity and improve
efficiency – factors within their control during a time of uncertainty.
These findings present hopes of a future rise in productivity as
investments in equipment should feed a positive effect on capacity to
do more, but with fewer people. We must consider if these investments
are happening fast enough to compensate for the anticipated reduction
in people - if capacity through investment fails to keep pace with any
losses in capacity through people, this could have serious long-term
implications for the sector.
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It is apt, then, that our Special Focus chose to examine the longer-term
health of UK SME manufacturing businesses as predicted by the sector
leaders themselves.
Leap ahead just 12 months, and the number of SME manufacturers
expecting sales to increase climbs to 59% (mirroring the national picture).
A year after that, a whopping 81% of manufacturers anticipate sales to
increase (8% ahead of the national figures). Three years from now we
can see that the figures start to even out, but still 84% of manufacturers
forecast that sales will have increased.
A more conservative outlook is initially observed amongst manufacturers
when it comes to the longer-term forecast around investing in machinery
and premises, although the message is again broadly positive.
By this time next year, 48% of all South West SME manufacturers
intend to increase investment in their business - an increase of 5%

compared to this quarter’s figures. However, in three years’ time 67%
of SME manufacturers in the South West anticipate investing more
than they currently do in their businesses (11% more manufacturers
than nationally).
Investigating the aspirations of the manufacturing leaders helps put
these findings in context. Uncertainty around Brexit is certainly a factor
as many manufacturers find their customers and distributors pulling up
the proverbial drawbridge. Manufacturers are looking for greater sales
once the ‘Brexit storm has been weathered’. Whereas for some Brexit
has stunted growth, others are seeing new opportunities.
Intentions to invest in new facilities, making the most of this time to
improve efficiencies and develop new products, are reflected with the
vision of achieving growth targets in the medium to longer-term.

CONCLUSION
The uncertain climate due to Brexit is a tangible concern for many. This
continues to restrict what many manufacturers can, or are willing to, do
to address their desire and ability to grow.

of fate, this will have deep implications for growth, investment in
technology and automation and, ultimately, lead to a more productive
manufacturing base.

We need to unpick the causes of a potential drop in plans to recruit and
whilst we can expect to see confidence returning once the Brexit fiasco
is concluded, we need to look deeper at the whether we are moving into
a manufacturing environment where businesses must learn to adapt
to operating with fewer people. Whether by design or as an accident

The UK’s SME manufacturers can continue to have a significant
positive impact on the economy as soon as Brexit has been clarified,
but support is needed to help businesses to adapt to this new
manufacturing landscape.

For more information and support contact the SWMAS team at info@swmas.co.uk or phone 01278 767 010.
Read on for more about the Manufacturing Barometer results...
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Survey Demographics.

90 respondents

Nearly 90%
of respondents are:

1%

> MANAGING DIRECTORS &
CHIEF EXECUTIVE OFFICERS
> DIRECTORS

10

%

22

%

Individuals with the highest level of strategic
responsibility within their business

67%
MD/CEO

Director

Senior
Manager

Other
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Business Aspirations.
Short term: continue to satisfy existing
customer demand. Medium term: grow a
larger and sustainable customer base. Long
term: look for other business opportunities in
different segments, sectors and tiers.
Short term - consolidate and drive for a
sustainable business model. Medium term growth into other markets and products. Long
term - sustainable business model.

GLOUCESTERSHIRE

[Our] business is 80% export, 20% UK. We
need to grow our UK business as Brexit has
stunted our growth due to uncertainty by
overseas buyers. We are concentrating on our
current overseas customers to reassure them
instead of growing our business.
SOUTH GLOUCESTERSHIRE

Short – hold. Medium - invest in premises.
Long - move to royalty.
Survive!
BRISTOL

To grow organically by approx. 15% p.a.,
to investigate new markets and grow our
assembly side.
Short /medium term to continue to grow.
Longer term bring out new products.
NORTH SOMERSET

Short term trading is difficult due to Brexit
uncertainty putting a hold on projects. It
will be a case of keeping things going as best
as possible. Medium to long term business
should improve for us as we push forward in
two new lines of business.
SOMERSET
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Employ more skilled engineers - improve our
in-house skills with internal training for our
younger members of staff. Reach out to new
clients and look to increase the amount of
work from our existing customers. Premises
we work from is the only thing stopping
us from expanding further - commercial
property is at an all time high. I refuse to pay
the asking prices for a workshop. Until this
changes, I see no real opportunity for us to
expand. We will work within the restraints we
currently have.
We want to disrupt the market by heavily
investing in R&D...
Short - trade through extremely difficult
circumstances with reduction in automotive
market and Brexit uncertainty. Medium
- stabilise and begin to grow business
again. Long - diversify product and reduce
dependency on automotive markets.
To maintain profitability in
a disrupted market.
SOMERSET

Business Aspirations.
Looking to build on our existing site, purpose
built new factory and offices.
After a difficult 2018, we are seeing increased
demand and plan to grow our capacity to
cope. We are going to do this by investing in
machinery and minimise the number of new
people we take on.
Survival through this Brexit period
- then hopefully growth.
WILTSHIRE

To increase growth within the UK, and to
set up manufacturing facility in Europe.

We trade extensively in Europe and the
uncertainty over Brexit is having a serious
negative impact on our Business. Several
potential partners in Europe have withdrawn
their applications to be distributors of
our products. All plans for expansion and
investment have been placed on hold.
We have recently won several large contracts
that short term will allow us good growth.
And we are bidding on several others, the
securing of any of which will also see us need
to expand both facilities and workforce.
We aim to double sales to £5m for 2022.
Having invested heavily in people and plant
we have grown but are now consolidating this
in 2019 rather than actively investing.

We would like to return to a modest 5%
year on year growth over the next five
years. This can only happen if there is an
end to Austerity - which seems impossible
in the event of a no-deal Brexit and
unlikely under any other form of Brexit.

Export led growth in turnover, investment in
capital to improve productivity and profitability.

CORNWALL

BATH & NORTH EAST SOMERSET

DORSET

To survive pre-brexit and post-brexit.
Impossible to forecast sales as totally
dependent on getting out of the current
paralysis before its too late, and then on
having a deal.
Establish more automation and capability
within the manufacturing processes. Expand
on our service and quality to maintain best in
class. Scale the model.
Expand the business by 40% over the next
4 years by further expanding our export
market. Increase production capacity through
investment in new machinery and building
larger premises.
To innovate, increase our capacity, and
repatriate more items currently procured
from Asia.
DEVON
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South West Past Sales.

90 respondents

How has your sales turnover changed within the past 6 months?
67%

66%

63%

63%

-16%

-15%

-17%

-15%

Q1 2017

Q2 2017

Q3 2017

Q4 2017

Much Increased / Increased
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57%

-19%
Q1 2018

57%

-28%
Q2 2018

Much Reduced / Reduced

51%

-21%
Q3 2018

54%

-28%
Q4 2018

South West Future Sales.

88 respondents

How do you expect your sales turnover to change over the next 6 months?
75%
57%

61%

-12%

-13%

Q1 2017

Q2 2017

-6%

Q3 2017

65%

-10%

Q4 2017

Much Increased / Increased

61%

-13%
Q1 2018

56%

-20%
Q2 2018

49%

-12%

Q3 2018

55%

-20%
Q4 2018

Much Reduced / Reduced
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South West Past Profits.

90 respondents

How has your profit changed within the past 6 months?

47%

46%

42%

41%

43%

42%

38%

-26%

-24%

-25%

-28%

-31%

-33%

-31%

-31%

Q1 2017

Q2 2017

Q3 2017

Q4 2017

Q1 2018

42%

Much Increased / Increased
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Q2 2018

Much Reduced / Reduced

Q3 2018

Q4 2018

South West Future Profits.

88 respondents

How do you expect your profit to change over the next 6 months?

65%
42%

46%

-18%

-14%

Q1 2017

Q2 2017

54%

-10%

Q3 2017

48%

-17%

-16%

Q4 2017

Q1 2018

Much Increased / Increased

40%

-24%
Q2 2018

45%

48%

-21%

-20%

Q3 2018

Q4 2018

Much Reduced / Reduced
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South West Past Capital Investment.
How has your investment in new machinery/premises
changed in the past 6 months?

43%

-12%
Q1 2017

49%

46%

44%

-3%

-6%

-6%

-6%

Q2 2017

Q3 2017

Q4 2017

Q1 2018

Much Increased / Increased
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42%

49%

41%

42%

-13%

-12%

-12%

Q2 2018

Q3 2018

Q4 2018

Much Reduced / Reduced

90 respondents

South West Future Capital Investment.
How do you expect your investment in new machinery/premises
to change in the next 6 months?

58%

46%

43%

-11%

-9%

Q1 2017

Q2 2017

50%

48%

-4%

-6%

-5%

Q3 2017

Q4 2017

Q1 2018

Much Increased / Increased

41%

41%

43%

-12%

-11%

-7%

Q2 2018

Q3 2018

Much Reduced / Reduced

Q4 2018

89 respondents
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South West Past Employment.

90 respondents

How have staff numbers in your company changed
in the past 6 months?

47%

46%

44%

44%

-12%

-15%

-13%

-12%

Q2 2017

Q3 2017

Q4 2017

Q1 2017

Much Increased / Increased
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44%

38%

42%

-22% -20% -22%
Q1 2018

Q2 2018

Much Reduced / Reduced

Q3 2018

44%

-13%
Q4 2018

South West Future Employment.

89 respondents

How do you expect staff numbers in your company
to change in the next 6 months?

53%

58%

47%

44%

41%

-11%

-9%

-7%

-7%

-8%

Q2 2017

Q3 2017

Q4 2017

Q1 2018

Q1 2017

Much Increased / Increased

35%

-11%
Q2 2018

47%
29%
-9%
Q3 2018

-12%
Q4 2018

Much Reduced / Reduced
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Special Focus Future Sales & Investment.
How do you expect your sales turnover
to change in the next 12, 24 and 36 months?
81%

84%

59%

-6%

-5%

NEXT 24 MONTHS

NEXT 36 MONTHS

-17%
NEXT 12 MONTHS
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Much Increased / Increased
Much Reduced / Reduced

88 respondents

Special Focus Future Sales & Investment.
How do you expect your investment in machinery
& premises to change in the next 12, 24 and 36 months?

67%
48%

-8%
NEXTPRIORITY
12 MONTHS
1

59%

-3%

-3%

NEXTPRIORITY
24 MONTHS
2

NEXTPRIORITY
36 MONTHS
3
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Much Increased / Increased
Much Reduced / Reduced

N/A

90 respondents

About the Manufacturing Barometer.
The Manufacturing Barometer is a quarterly survey that charts the experiences of SME manufacturers across the UK. It is the
largest survey of its kind and has informed both government industrial strategy and the national debate on manufacturing.
This South West focused report is generated using the input of businesses from Gloucestershire, Bristol, Somerset, Devon,
Cornwall, Dorset and Wiltshire.
Run by SWMAS, part of the Exelin Group, the Manufacturing Barometer has its roots in the South West of England. It launched
here in 2009, before extending to represent the view of SME manufacturers across the UK in 2012.
The Manufacturing Barometer records core trends in employment, turnover and investment and each quarter has a ‘special focus’
that explores an issue in greater depth. The special focus tests current thinking in the sector, and delves into issues such
as productivity, overseas production, and energy efficiency.
Thank you to the survey respondents for taking the time to contribute and helping to form this collective
voice of the sector. We will use the results to help raise the profile of, and inform the future of business
support for, the UK SME manufacturing sector. Companies can use the Manufacturing Barometer to
compare themselves against other firms within their sector or region.
If you would like to talk to one of our team about the challenges and opportunities in your business,
to receive a personal invitation to contribute to the next Manufacturing Barometer, or more information
about this report, please contact:

info@swmas.co.uk 01278 767 010
www.swmas.co.uk/knowledge/manufacturing-barometer
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SWMAS | Somerset Energy Innovation Centre
Woodlands Business Park | Bristol Road | Bridgwater | TA6 4FJ
Head Office: 01278 767 010
Follow us:

info@swmas.co.uk

@SWMAS_Ltd |

www.swmas.co.uk

linkedin.com/company/SWMAS
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