Global Trade
Development outwith
the Metros:
not beyond belief

[This background discussion paper is written ahead of the Intelligent Community Forum’s
2015 Global Summit. The Rural Master Class session is focused specifically on cross-border
trade and explores how smaller cities and rural regions develop international connections to
power their growth.]

Global Trade Development outwith the Metros: not beyond belief
Conventional wisdom says that the pursuit of global growth is surely what has led to the
success of major cities – and few doubt that many enterprises are drawn to locate in great
international trading hubs.
There is even strong archeological evidence from ancient cave paintings that innovation has
always thrived in larger communities. And for sure, capitals like London and New York, and
the major regional hubs around the world get most of the attention from the media, lobbyists
and politicians.
Managing Metro growth and its consequences (migration, housing, health, transport, etc.) has
given rise to the re-emergence of the City State, with all that implies for local empowerment
and devolutionary pressures in countries hoping to remain united.
The notion of growth in international trade from enterprises rooted in our countryside and
less-regarded towns may, at first glance, seem unlikely. Scratch the stats however and
beneath the glossy megacity headlines you can sniff the fragrance of a less-urban, more
rural, renaissance.
Digital transformation is enabling business to thrive in places where employees like to live - in
places where they can afford to live - in places where they can appreciate the value of
community – in places where they feel more at home.
Those enthusiasms for being somewhere beyond the Metro’s rainbow are not just found in
extremely remote, hard to reach, rural locations. Much the same homely attraction applies to
smaller cities, market towns, hamlets and village communities. The reality is that digital
infrastructures are now making a greater difference in places that might previously have been
considered disadvantaged relative to those hungry Metros that suck in so much talent.
These less-regarded places are familiar with making do without much, if any, external
intervention (or interference) from their national or regional governments. ‘Just Do It’ the
locals will say, or more emphatically, ‘JFDI’. This inbred capacity for action plus our
newfound ability to network ideas and contacts without the hassle of travel points towards a
greater leveling up of opportunity.
Dig deeper still into life beyond Metros and you’ll find a diverse and complex fabric of
connections and capabilities – with very different channels and enablers for international
trade.
The reality is that, because it’s diffuse and difficult to count, economists, policy developers
and headline writers everywhere (except perhaps in local ‘provincial’ communities) have
largely chosen to disregard the massive economic and societal contributions made outside of
those Metros – the places whose sustainability we are now all supposed to be worrying
about.
These good non-Metro citizens have built international trading networks without needing
nightclubs and not being too offended by being dismissively described as ‘cottage industries’.
The prevailing economic ignorance of non-metro global trading stems directly from a lack of
cohesive advocacy and the complexities of ecosystems that are not well suited to centralised
policy interventions. Moreover the impacts of this general ignorance are reflected in suboptimal priorities for digital infrastructure investment.
If the pursuit of global trading success is regarded as a priority in the national interest, then it
might be expected to be incumbent on policy leaders and market regulators to understand
and further encourage the evolution of these complex ecosystems.
But however well economic growth priorities are recognised at a national level, the limited
effectiveness of top-down policy development in economies that are over-centralised reveals
the need for empowerment and application of local leaderships.
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Advocacy
For a nation like the UK this story is very much about advocacy.
In an era when policymakers and market regulators have latched onto the notion of
‘evidence-based policy’ (often, one suspects, as thin cover for deep-set ideological
motivations) policy influencers have not been slow to select and present evidence to suit their
cause.
The recent General Election campaigns in the UK showed how ‘the facts’ very often do not
‘speak for themselves’ – they speak for those who manufacture and present them. All too
often these so-called ‘facts’ are selected and manipulated to suit the arguments they are
supposed to support and, en route, have lost all sense of context.
Environmental writer George Monbiot, speaking earlier this year, expressed his frustration,
"These figures, ladies and gentlemen, are marmalade. They are finely shredded, boiled to a
pulp, heavily sweetened ... and still indigestible. In other words they are total gibberish.”
We all suffer from the curse of the averages that ensure that our understanding is, at best,
merely average. Suppose for example you sought to live in a place with really good
broadband. Consult the league tables for the UK and you’ll find that Lancaster in the North of
England beats anywhere else by several country miles. Sadly the residents of that fair city
have no better broadband than most other places. A cluster of nearby villages massively
skews the statistics because residents have organized their own gigabit network under the
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banner of B4RN – Broadband for the Rural North – the exception rather than the rule of the
incumbent thumb
Megacities, Metros, are not lacking advocates – and the evidence can seem compelling.
There is no doubt that their issues and challenges need attention on a heroic scale. But,
despite all the attention, they are only part of the story, only a proportion of the whole UK
economy.
Even in the challenge of multicultural integration, the 22% of migrants coming to the UK who
do not gravitate to Metros have a disproportionate local community impact on rural farming
areas that now rely on their supposedly unskilled labour. Coping well with over 50% nonnative citizens may be a proud boast for Toronto but in Wisbech (Pop: 31,500) in the Fens of
Cambridgeshire, the resources needed are way above average provisions.
Economists, lobbyists, advocates of cities, have helpfully defined the national economic value
of places beyond the Metros. They didn’t intend to. Their intensive analytical efforts are
directed towards proving their own Metro’s economic value. Even if you accept that their
definitions are designed to capture as much of the country as possible – Greater Manchester,
for example, includes sizeable tracts of rural England – it is still possible by simple subtraction
to deduce the economic value contribution of all other places in aggregate.
Before we consider the key question of how local leadership can boost global trade growth
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we should look at the definition of Metros. The RSA’s City Growth Commission led by
economist Jim O’Neil identified 15 City-Region areas (Table 1).
Some of these encompass far more places than
are recognized by any governmental and
administrative boundaries. The South
Hampshire Metro area includes two cities
(Southampton and Portsmouth) and the entire
semi-rural conurbations on both sides of the
linking M27 motorway. Their London Metro
area extends west well into Hampshire, south to
include Gatwick airport, east to include places
on both sides of the Thames estuary and north to include Luton airport beyond Bedford. In
the debate about building airport capacity for London, it’s a wonder that Birmingham in the
West Midlands is not a candidate.
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B4RN http://b4rn.org.uk/news
CGC http://www.citygrowthcommission.com
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Municipal Enterprise: http://bit.ly/1xY3L8d
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Table 1:

Not surprisingly, with these broad definitions of their City Regions, the RSA City Growth
Commission suggest that Metros contribute 61% of UK economic growth. Ask ordinary
people whether or not they live in a major city and the map would be very different – in fact it
would be perfectly possible to conclude that economic growth is far more evenly spread with
only around 50% of growth generated within those megacity places that demand such
intensive management.
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Questions of Growth
So we can leave aside the mythical notion that UK economic success emanates only from
massive and difficult to manage centres of population. The real questions are: How can
economic growth be encouraged across the entire country – and, to answer the specific
challenge posed by ICF, what is now needed to encourage international trade from areas of
the country currently disregarded by central government policy initiatives?
The answer, for the UK, lies in a quite different interpretation of devolution and empowerment.
Whereas the mainstream city-focused attention of economists and policy developers has
concerned it self with allowing more local powers over raising taxes and spending public
funds, the real empowerment lies in enabling greater freedom to invest in the growth of local
economies and their communities.
The conventional view of devolution leads to all manner of unwelcome questions; concerns
over inconsistent standards in public services such as health and education (aka postcode
lotteries) and, from a business perspective, the potential complexities of differing local tax
rates and employment rules. In contrast, a more growth-orientated investment approach
designed to generate revenues for both enterprise and enterprising local authorities (aka
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Municipal Enterprise ), can have the effect of reducing the local tax burden as direct and
indirect revenues from investments are returned to the community.
Central government assistance is often of value in export credit guarantees and in enabling
sector-specific trade missions to boost international brand awareness. But although those
missions are well supported by major companies (who are more than globally capable) they
are often beyond the resources of smaller niche enterprises that are more prevalent in lessfavoured areas.
In the UK, the need for localised growth revitalisation was, in part, recognised by the previous
coalition government’s creation of Local Enterprise Partnerships – but unfortunately it was not
accompanied by any relaxation of central supervision. Centres, alas, really do not have ‘super
vision’. Only by understanding and responding to local contexts can economic communities
prosper but progress in the Municipal Enterprise arena has been constrained over the last
three decades by a giant swing of the policy pendulum that is only now slowly recovering.
National governments like to boast of their job creating achievements but in fact all they can
actually do is to partly influence the climate that enables job creation by enterprising
investors. But there are exceptions where the public sector is the investor. Some
investments are high profile (e.g. a city-owned airport) but many others prefer to stay well
below the radar to avoid attracting criticism or, even worse, reductions in redistributive tax
funding.
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Professor Mariana Mazzucato has, with her book ‘The Entrepreneurial State’ , done much to
debunk Public versus Private Sector myths, and much the same analysis applies well at a
more local level.
It is, of course, a myth that beyond the Metros are found only small businesses that struggle
to survive at home, let alone aspire to international trade. Such analysis would ignore the
huge success of companies such as Victrex – a world leader in advanced polymers –
researching and producing, amongst many other things, acoustic films for thinner and lighter
diaphragms that are now used in over 1billion, mobile phones, headsets and speakers
worldwide.
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Municipal Enterprise: http://bit.ly/1xY3L8d
http://bit.ly/1sQIJZc
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Understanding Ecosystems
A first step in caring for local growth in international trade is to understand the complexities of
ecosystems that have developed over decades of sustained enterprise. The four small
examples below are chosen simply to illustrate the diversity of supply chains and marketing
channels that have been adapted to suit the needs of market niches.
Something fishy?
Kircudbright is featured these days under headlines such
as ‘Undiscovered Scotland’. A charming place, it has an
export driven heritage. Back in the 1400’s, 25% of all
Scottish cloth exports left from here bound for Spain.
Then it was cloth – now the fishermen take centre stage.
But it wasn’t always so. In1726 Daniel Defoe obviously
caught the town on an off day: "A pleasant situation, and
yet nothing pleasant to be seen. Here is a harbour
without ships, a port without trade, a fishery without nets,
a people without business."

Q: Where does the entire shellfish output of Kirkcudbright fishermen end up?
A: In the kitchens of France, Belgium, Denmark, Germany, Holland, Spain, Switzerland,
South Africa and USA.
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From this supposedly sleepy corner of Scotland, West Coast Sea Products Ltd exports 75%
of the entire scallop harvest of the UK – and creates employment for 150 local people. Nor
do they ignore the UK domestic market – they sell their discarded scallop shells to the UK’s
hospitality industry and gift shops.
The origins of this enterprise are rooted in the ability of local fisherman to create an efficient
trawling system for the inshore waters of the west coast of Scotland. The challenge was to
trawl for scallops without damaging the seabed and destroying the fishery. The solution,
locally devised and subsequently patented, was a trawl design with legs lifting it a little above
the seabed but still close enough to scoop up the shellfish.
That development improved harvesting efficiency but the big-time breakthrough into
international trade came when fisheries in the Gulf of Mexico collapsed from over-fishing and
US markets needed alternative suppliers.
Having adapted to the need for processing, packaging and shipping, the export trade has
grown to such an extent that Kirkcudbright is now a hub for scallop fishermen in other parts of
the country – a development of a wholesale service business based around the onshore
expertise as much as the quality of the offshore product.
A wee dram?
The craft whisky distilleries of Scotland and Northern Ireland
developed long before global demands were evident.
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The Old Bushmills distillery in Northern Ireland was a start-up
in 1608 and claims to have been in continuous production ever
since.
The locations for these distilleries initially served only local markets. So much of today’s high
value marketing, the product differentiation, reflects their local ingredients – barley and water
from the immediate vicinity.
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http://www.westcoastseaproducts.co.uk
http://www.bushmills.com/#BMHistoryTimeline
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Whilst high-volume beer brewing became a feature of many industrial towns and cities, the
slower, higher-value, whisky distillers embraced their remoteness and individuality. This in
turn led to the creation of marketing networks and eventually ownership of many distilleries by
major companies (such as Diageo) with the resources to develop a global trade.
Volume production (and pressures to reduce costs of slowly maturing stocks) is not entirely
compatible with the nurturing of premium products. The independent distillers of single malts
not only guard their heritage but also thrive on whisky tourism where their remoteness is often
part of the attraction.
More than a good yarn?
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A specialist wool business in Penzance (in the far west of
Cornwall not far from Lands End) finds over 60% of its custom
via a global Internet platform devoted to the needs of over four
million knitting and crochet enthusiasts. Only 30% of sales
arrive via their own website and the remaining 10% of sales are
triggered by a variety of publications.
Their market niche is focused on devotees of hand-knitted
Guernseys and Fishermen’s Jerseys. The business has a
complex supply chain of wool buyers and specialist dyers - and an equally diverse range of
channels to market.
The business sees it’s growth as stemming from a resurgence of craft skills – particularly in
North America – and is not tempted to stray outside of this market niche. Unlike competitors
in more generalised knitting wool markets the business mostly supplies large cones of wool to
its retail and wholesale customers – appealing to specialist knitters who create garments ‘in
the round’ and wish to eliminate knots wherever possible. Smaller balls are only supplied to
shops in 10-ball packs to eliminate the cost of carrying a complex inventory of multiple
shades.
Whilst the Internet is invaluable for both supply chain management and for global market
awareness, the owners steadfastly refuse to automate interactions with customers – realising
that the strength of viral marketing is far more important than the efficiency of an
impersonalised transaction process – contrary to the graphic, there is no basket for your
order. This approach is viable because they have developed a semi-wholesale position with
a range of intermediaries who care far more for customer service than volume sales.
Bags of Enterprise
Carlisle in Cumbria – close to the border region between
England and Scotland – is home to a globally successful
specialist maker of canvas, tweed and leather bags. Chapman
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Bags derives from a business first founded on the needs of
local huntsmen and fishermen who needed robust designs
customized for their outdoor pursuits.
They make all their bags in the Tannery Road factory in
Carlisle, Cumbria, part of an old industrial site dating back over
300 years and they use high quality natural British-sourced
materials wherever possible. Most of their employees are
Cumbrian born and bred. While some have been with the company for much of their working
lives, they are also committed to taking on and training young people, an investment essential
to maintaining the technical and craft skills required to manufacture in England – and they’ve
recently launched three new apprentice programmes.
The company sells on a wholesale basis to shops all over the world. With a showroom in
London and participation in overseas trade shows at selected locations during the year they
maintain a high profile, bolstering their heritage story on the Internet and via small ads in
upmarket magazines.
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http://www.guernseywool.co.uk/index.html
https://www.chapmanbags.com
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Action Pointers
From these and other examples of successful global trading, three themes can be drawn.
Niche Definition
The first observation is that the nurturing of niche market definitions are crucially important in
the development of high value products and services that become sought after in global
markets – indeed the more-tightly defined niche requires a larger global audience to sustain
its commercial viability.
These enterprises may not disregard their home markets but know that they cannot rely on
them. From this it becomes clear that sales channel ‘platforms’ or ‘hubs’ are an essential part
of export ecosystems. Supply channels, being predominantly domestic, are less complex.
Channel marketing becomes highly significant when bureaucracy rears its head as, for
example, in Europe’s aspiration for a Digital Single Market. Reportedly only 7% of the EU’s
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Small & Medium Enterprises are trading across borders. As enterprises consider introducing
digital services they must also navigate the Digital VAT 2015 Regulations that demand
compliance regardless of whether the enterprise is large enough to qualify for VAT
registration in its home country.
‘Country of Destination’ principles expect a small business in any EU country to navigate
across the laws and regulations of all member states – a measure that is no doubt loved by
incumbent protectionists and border-guarding politicians but adds complexity to development
of the European ‘Digital Single Market’. As with any inappropriate or impractical law, it may
well be ignored by small businesses or further complicate sales channels by encouraging
development of clearing house intermediaries to ensure conformance.
Infrastructure
The second observation concerns infrastructure – or rather the relative lack of it. Transport
links, physical carrier services, mobile communications and broadband all suffer from
investment priorities that are focused on the low-hanging fruit of Metros. Even the lack of
public transport constrains employment mobility – although repurposing of old farm buildings
for both residential and business use does not invoke car-parking difficulties.
Far more so than in Metros, community power to resolve these issues is evident. Whether it’s
community buses staffed by volunteers (as in Hampshire’s Meon Valley) or local citizen
collaborations on rural fibre broadband projects such as the B4RN project near Lancaster, the
resolutions are often ‘bottom up’ initiatives.
Cohesive Marketing
The third observation concerns cohesive marketing. Chapman Bags may be sufficiently
robust to join overseas Trade Missions. Bristol’s outstanding annual Food Fair may boost the
brand awareness of specialist West Country producers. The Hay on Wye literary festival may
attract overseas publishers and even Glastonbury may allow metro-dwellers fresh mud with
their world music, but these are exceptions rather than the rule.
Few local economies can boast of deeply embedded international connections such as Kings
Lynn in Norfolk and their pro-active engagement with the latest incarnation of the Hanseatic
League. The New Hanse, headquartered in Lübeck (Germany), brings together 182 member
towns and cities across 16 European countries covering an economic area with a combined
population of over 300 million and combined GDP of over $10,000 billion. Its success owes
much to the fact that it is a network of linkages between places and their local economies and
led by folk who understand local needs.
In general, local economic developers could find many gems in their midst if the complex
warp and weft of the local economic fabric was better understood. Trade Bodies abound in
long-established sectors such as dairy farming, forestry, market gardening and tourism – but
far less so in more modern employment-generating pursuits such as digital coding,
environmental monitoring or cultural festivals. Nor does the channel power of the diaspora
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http://eradar.eu/grassroots-strategy-key-to-dsm-success/#.VVXbxEU9izE.linkedin
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register much in the British culture – it was only in the heat of recent election debates about
immigration and ‘freedom of movement’ within the EU, that the media and public became
better informed of the vast number of UK citizens living and working abroad. Contrast that
with the Greek website ‘New Diaspora’ (operating out of The Netherlands) that addresses its
global audience.
Unleashing Municipal Enterprise
It may be clear that there is huge scope for export growth from within the less-regarded 50%
of the UK economy but actions to stimulate that growth are unlikely to arrive ‘top down’.
It is far more likely that a resurgence of Municipal Enterprise, developing public/private
investment within local economies, will identify previously undiscovered opportunities for
creating trade platforms, reprioritising advanced broadband investment, advocating reforms in
bureaucracy and engaging the power of diasporas.
But above all, the greatest challenge is to match Metros in their scale of advocacy, for this
should not be a Rural/Urban polarisation but a far more balanced and equitable approach to
economic growth and community development.
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