
A round up of news from the 
region’s manufacturing sector in 
the past week
Defence sector supplier Lightning Aero-
space is on course for a record £3 million 
turnover after being the subject of a buy-
out – and has signed up to a manufac-
turing collective as it seeks further sales 
growth.

The Coventry-based firm will break 
the £3 million barrier for the first time at 
the end of a milestone year which has 
seen it complete a buy-out by manufac-
turing entrepreneur Andrew Redfern.

Meanwhile, the firm has become the 
tenth to sign up to the Midlands Assem-
bly Network (MAN), a group of sub-con-
tract manufacturers, and is already 
settings its sights on inter-trading, shar-
ing best practice and winning new busi-
ness in the commercial, nuclear and 
marine sectors.

The company, which employs 32 peo-
ple across its three sites in Coventry, 
supplies specialist fabrication and har-
nesses to the Ministry of Defence and is 
expecting to open up this demanding 
marketplace to other MAN companies. 

Mr Redfern said: “We pride ourselves 
on our ability to do things differently so 
when the opportunity came to be part of 
MAN we jumped at the chance.

“Naturally, the new sales opportunities 
that will come from being part of the 
group was a major attraction, but we are 
also keen to tap into the knowledge of 
the nine other businesses when dealing 
with everyday issues.”

He continued: “The fact we can split 
exhibition costs is a big benefit and we 
are looking forward to really exploring 
the strength of the brand in all of our 
marketing material.

“Our contacts with the MoD may also 
help other members of the group to se-
cure work in this area for the first 
time.”

Originally established as part of an 
Advantage West Midlands-backed auto-
motive initiative, MAN has evolved into 
a self-sustainable group that boasts a 
combined turnover of £70 million and 
employs in excess of 600 people.

The five original members – Alucast, 
Barkley Plastics, Brandauer, FW Cables 
and Westley Engineering - have been 
joined by Advanced Chemical Etching, 
PP Electrical Systems, SMT Develop-
ments, Wrekin Circuits and Lighting 
Aerospace, giving it a complete manu-
facturing solution for customers in every 
sector imaginable.

By pooling expertise and capabilities, 
the coalition has secured in excess of 
£10 million of contracts, including new 
orders in automotive, aerospace and re-
newables.

Gerry Dunne, Chairman of MAN, 
added his support: “We are delighted to 
welcome Lightning Aerospace to the fold 
and to have the group back up to ten 
members.

“It’s expertise in fabrication and spe-
cialist harnesses ensures we can offer 
the customer a complete ‘manufacturing 
solution’, including all mechanical, elec-
trical and electronic engineering proc-
esses.”

Pie-maker completes takeover

Redditch firm Proper Pies has taken over 
Barton & White, which makes chilled 
and frozen desserts and savouries.

The undisclosed deal adds the Barton 
& White name to the group of companies 
owned by long established food entre-
preneurs Martyn Thomas and Kevin 
Morel that includes Oliver James Foods, 
the UK’s leading sous vide specialist.

Kevin Morel from Proper Pies said: “As 
a business enterprise, Barton and White 
has great parallels with our own opera-
tion and that’s what appealed to us.  The 
pride in what they do and the attention 
to detail is something that we can iden-
tify with.  

“This acquisition will allow us to ex-
tend our product portfolio with premium 
patisserie lines which add value whilst 
providing an opportunity for us to ac-
cess and develop new markets.  It also 
provides us with the opportunity to 
bring new products to our existing cus-
tomers.”

Rewarding time for MTC

A £40 million flagship research facility 
for high-value manufacturing which is 
bringing together major industry play-
ers such as Airbus, Aero Engine Con-
trols and Rolls Royce has been short-
listed for a Lord Stafford innovation 
award.

The development of the Manufacturing 
Technology Centre (MTC) at Ansty Park 
was funded by Advantage West Mid-
lands and the East Midlands Develop-
ment Agency and covers the aerospace, 
automotive, ICT, energy and marine sec-
tors.

The MTC was established to accelerate 
innovative product and process develop-
ment in a wide range of innovative man-
ufacturing capabilities.

The MTC has been shortlisted in the 
open collaboration category of the Lord 
Stafford Awards for innovation.

The awards recognise, showcase and 
celebrate the best in collaboration be-
tween business and academia.

Clive Hickman, chief executive of the 

MTC explained that over the next ten 
years the facility would improve its capa-
bility continuously to meet the manufac-
turing demands of UK industry.

He said: “The MTC is a facility that re-
ally has been designed for industry, by 
industry.

The research partners, industrial 
members and the regional development 
agencies have come together to establish 
a facility which will have a major impact 
on the productivity of the manufactur-
ing sector in the Midlands.”

Barrier firm wins 
Edgbaston deal

A West Midlands manufacturer is pro-
viding a solid defence at the home of 
Warwickshire County Cricket Club.

Safetyflex Barriers, part of the GME 
Springs group based in Boston Place, 
Coventry has produced around 200 be-
spoke bollards to protect the entrance to 
the new £32 million Pavilion End at 
Edgbaston. 

Director Marcus Gerrard said the firm 
has made around 10,000 high security 
spring bollards over the last year for 
high-profile developments including 
airports and government buildings and 
said this was the first sporting project 
the company has worked on.

He said: “We were really pleased to be 
approached by Warwickshire CCC 
project director Phil Macdonald to pro-
vide our expertise and play a part in the 
expansion of one of the world’s leading 
cricket grounds.” 

Engineer is lauded

Midland engineer Shaun Addy from 
engine maker Cubewano has been laud-
ed by his peers, scooping the title of De-
sign Engineer of the Year at the British 
Engineering Excellence Awards 
(BEEA).

The judges praised Mr Addy, now R&D 
manager for Cubewano, for his unfalter-
ing commitment, commenting that 
“whilst it can be a 9 to 5 occupation for 
some, those who create the best designs 
don’t recognise the constraints of the 
clock”.

The panel noted that in his 26 years in 
the profession working for the likes of 
Lotus and BMW he had gained numer-
ous patents for his innovative design 
work on some of the world’s most re-
spected internal combustion engines.

Eric Wilkinson, chairman of the judg-
es for BEEA, said: “With a proven track 
record in the automotive market Mr 
Addy is stepping out to be innovative in 
a small company, where he is taking 
risks, but using his experience. He 
thinks nothing of 5am starts six days a 
week to solve an engineering challenge 
- that legendary ‘one step further’ 
ethos.”

Robotics firm devises 
innovative cell

Robotics firm Kuka Systems has worked 
with Bombardier Aerospace to devise an 
innovative robotic cell for laying up dry 
carbon fibre material as a result of a 
national research and development 
project.

The Halesowen-based firm took part in 
the one-year i-Composites programme 
run by the Technology Strategy Board. 
Kuka, together with other project part-
ners Loop Technology and Güdel, formed 
part of a wider consortium looking at 
ways of developing affordable compos-
ites manufacturing technologies.

The robotic cell developed during the 
project focused on its potential use in 
future wing production and is currently 
being trialled at Bombardier in Belfast. 
It aims to process dry carbon fibre mate-
rial more quickly and efficiently than the 
existing method.

Gavin Campbell, director at Bombar-

dier Aerospace in Belfast, said: “The cell 
was completed within the year and we 
are extremely pleased with its perform-
ance during this early development 
phase. With further development and 
trialling, we believe there is an opportu-
nity for future application on aircraft 
wing programmes. The technology may 
also be attractive to others working in 
the field of composites.”

Apprentice scheme launched

Birmingham-based electronics integra-
tor and logistics solutions provider, CHH 
Conex has introduced a new apprentice-
ship programme as it looks to increase 
the number of skilled workers within the 
technology and manufacturing indus-
tries under its people development 
plan.

The new programme, which has been 
launched in association with the Engi-
neering Employers Federation (EEF 
West Midlands), forms part of the com-
pany’s overall strategy of becoming an 
employer of choice within the West Mid-
lands and follows the UK Government’s 
latest commitment to increasing the 
number of apprenticeships. 

Tim Hughes, managing director, said: 
“At CHH Conex our people plan outlines 
our commitment to investing in the on-
going development and skills of our 
people for the benefit of our business, 
our customers and local communities.

“CHH Conex’s apprenticeship pro-
gramme gives us a wonderful opportu-
nity to identify and invest in new, local 
talent and enables us to help develop the 
next generation of skilled workers who 
will play a key role in sustainable eco-
nomic growth for both the manufactur-
ing and wider technology industries 
here in the UK.”
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Striking sales rise at aero firm

Chris Beard, Andy Redfern and Charles Stewart from Lightning Aerospace, which has become the 10th member of manufacturing collective MAN
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Creative City – regeneration, or the emperor’s new clothes?

Buzzword bingo, light lunch and inevi-
table information pack aside, the Crea-
tive City launch was uninspiring. I 
struggled to understand what it was 
about. If it was meant to be an introduc-
tion of the LEP to creative companies 
and the repackaging of regeneration 
plans, it felt more like a parochial “dog 
and pony” show, put on for the benefit of 
the minister. 

So who jumps through the hoops? 
What do the hoops even look like? What 
was there to focus on? Where is the 
Greater brumminess in the plans? I’m 
still asking these questions in spite of an 
online debate with the powers that be. 

Unlike the emperor’s subjects, I am 

unable to pretend that anything more 
than small puzzle pieces are on the 
table, without the picture of how they 
could slot together.

Ed Vaizey has added Birmingham 
Creative City, to his trump cards, Lon-
don Tech City & Manchester Media City, 
to complete the set. He promised to 
champion Brum’s cultural and creative 
sector for as long as he was minister.

Andy Street, the LEP chairman, was 
charmingly energetic and I’m told that 
he is working with all the major cultural 
organisations in the city. Andy suggests 
we will be able to grow the city’s cultural 
offer and jobs. “We have a great base to 
build upon and this is about stretching 
that and leveraging it for economic ad-
vantage.” 

Great sentiments, I am hopeful that we 

will see action and make the hoop-
jumping worthwhile. It’s a beginning but 
needs to put the citizens in the plan 
too. 

The empty “jam jar” is out for a fund to 
facilitate a mixture of soft loans and 
equity investment. Announcing the jam 
jar without the jam felt like it allowed the 
councillors to grandstand. They trotted 
out their wares for the minister, but 
seemingly for no one else’s benefit. 

The Museum Quarter proposal was 
the vision bit and definitely felt like the 
emperor’s new clothes. Nothing new 
here, except that part of Brum was going 
to, once again, be called the Museum 
Quarter. We were told that by Christmas 
there would be £5 million in the jam jar 
with no details or indeed how the city 
will pay for it.

The Arts Council on the other hand, 
has a solid £100m three-tier fund avail-
able in different stages from now until 
next year to help build more capacity for 
organisations and attract match fund-
ing. It’s is a good start. 

There was no attempt at conjuring 
ideas or showing how Brummies fit in 
the plans. Effort will go into job creation, 
but nothing was said of job retention, 
stemming ongoing brain drain and sus-
taining the existing offer. No-one seemed 
prepared to answer questions on how to 
do this. They failed to include large 
media and sports organisations, which 
are cultural too. 

There is a lot of work to be done in join-
ing up thinking, which is what I believe 
the potential of the LEP will be. There is 
also massive urgent root and branch 

mindset change needed at the council 
itself. What we need is definable, leader-
ship that takes us beyond talk of a Big-
Global-Creative-Second-Digital-Cultur-
al-Style Birmingham with Gun, Muse-
um, Jewellery, Retail, Business, Crea-
tive, Chinese Quarters AND Local Heart. 
It needs to speak about how to connect 
with brumminess, as well as its cultural 
offer, wherever they fancy having it and 
it must run through everything we do 
like a pulsating artery. We need to stop 
“Visioning”, choose a path and get on 
with it.

Julia Higginbottom, 
runs two creative, digital 
companies, has lobbied 

on Digital Britain, and is a 
fellow of the RSA 

Opponents of an elected mayor for 
Birmingham launched their cam-
paign this week, under the slogan 
“vote no to a power freak”.

City MPs John Hemming, a Lib-
eral Democrat, and Labour’s Roger Godsiff are 
leading the anti-mayor movement, along with 
Tory city councillor James Hutchings.

Mr Hemming said he hoped the campaign 
would convince people that it would be dan-
gerous to concentrate so much power in the 
hands of an individual, who could not be re-
moved by the city council during a four-year 
period in office. He called for a powerful “no” 
vote in next May’s referendum, which will de-
cide whether Birmingham should replace the 
city council leader and cabinet with a directly 
elected mayor.

Mr Hemming added: “The campaign’s plan 
is to announce a new reason why people 
should vote no every few weeks so that there 
can be a debate about the realities of having a  
directly elected mayor or power freak.”

The campaign’s website (www.votenoto-
apowerfreak.org.uk) claims it would be 
impossible for one person to listen to 
the views of a city of a million people.

Councillors would be unable to ex-
cert much influence while only “pow-
erful and influential people” would 
be able to meet the mayor, it is 
claimed. The website adds: 
“At the moment councillors 
can attend local meetings 
and talk to people and  then 
the city leader has to listen to 

the council as the council can hire or  fire the 
city leader. With a directly elected mayor it 
would only be possible to sack the mayor every 
four years. That means for 42 of the 48 months 
the city leader could simply ignore everyone 
else apart from those with big wallets or  other 
influence.

“There are many issues that crop up be-
tween elections. It is important that there is 
two way communication between people and 
the political system. Having a  directly elected 
mayor means that the mayor would be on the 
telly lecturing people, but the people would not 
be able to answer back.”

Birmingham Tory councillor Phil Parkin, a 
leading member of the “yes to a mayor” cam-
paign, accused Mr Hemming and his support-
ers of peddling myths.

Coun Parkin (Con Sutton Trinity) said: “By 
its very nature the no campaign will be nega-
tive, focusing on the risks of what might hap-
pen should we decide to try something new. 
And negativity certainly seems to be the 
theme of the campaign’s arguments so far.”

There are four potential mayoral candidates 
so far: the former Labour MP for Erdington, 
Sion Simon, the Labour MP for Edgbaston, 
Gisela Stuart and the leader of the city council 
Labour group, Sir Albert Bore. Former city 
policeman Ray Egan will stand as an inde-
pendent. No Conservative or Liberal Demo-
crat candidates have emerged, although Mr 
Hemming said he could try for the Liberal 
Democrat nomination if the referendum 

produces a yes vote, despite leading the 
“no” campaign. 
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Campaign to
stop ‘power 
freak’ mayor

A sitcom about a self-appointed Mus-
lim community leader in Sparkhill 
will be screened next year – but it is 
being filmed in Manchester.

Citizen Khan, which has been cre-
ated by journalist and radio pre-
senter Adil Ray, will become BBC1’s 
first Asian sitcom when it is screened 
next autumn.

But despite being set at the heart of 
a Birmingham community, the six-
part series will be made in-house at 
MediaCityUK in Salford.

Birmingham Post columnist Ammo 
Talwar said he was pleased to see a 
project with a Birmingham heart 
make such progress – and hoped it 
would discourage certain percep-
tions of Muslims.

But, Mr Talwar, who is chief execu-
tive of Punch Records, said it was 

“tragic” it would not be filmed in the 
city.

He said: “I think it is great. It is 
fantastically impressive that some-
one from Birmingham has at such 
quick speed been able to use his lo-
calised creative juices and perspec-
tive to create a character which will 
have national appeal. But it doesn’t 
make sense for him to have charac-
terised someone from around here 
and not set any of it here.

“There is something quite beautiful 
about the fact that you can create 
laughter when often Muslims are not 
portrayed as people who laugh.

“All human beings laugh. This 
could potentially change the way 
that people are perceived.”

The show is set around business-
man Mr Khan and his British-Paki-

stani family. It stands to break new 
ground as an Asian sitcom. While 
successful comedy chat show The 
Kumars At No 42 – which featured a 
British-Indian family – appeared on 
BBC1, it began life on BBC2.

The Post reported earlier this month 
that jobs were being axed at BBC 
Birmingham as factual program-
ming moves from the Mailbox to 
Bristol under the BBC “Delivering 
Quality First” proposals for a smaller 
corporation.

Some shows, such as Doctors and 
The Archers will continue to be pro-
duced by the BBC in Birmingham, 
while the city’s Asian Network radio 
station, which was previously threat-
ened with closure, will lose a third of 
its “service licence budget reduc-
tion”.

Set in Birmingham, filmed in Manchester
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Screenwriter Adil Ray’s new sitcom focuses on a businessman and his family who live in Sparkhill 


