18 January 2012 
South Wales Chamber survey shows ‘backward step’ by Newport businesses in Q4
The South Wales Chamber of Commerce’s latest Quarterly Economic Survey (QES) reveals that businesses in Newport experienced a disappointing quarter at the end of last year, cancelling out improvements that were seen earlier in 2011. 

The Q4 survey shows that overall sales continued to fall from Q3, with a quarter of local businesses (25%) reporting a decrease. Although a 23% of businesses in Newport saw an increase in UK sales in Q4, this was the lowest figure when compared to Cardiff (36%), Swansea (25%) and mid Wales (42%), which saw a higher proportion of businesses increase their sales.  

However, many businesses in Newport continue to be optimistic, with 42% predicting turnover increases and almost a third (31%) expecting higher profitability in the next 12 months. 
The report also reflects recent rises in unemployment figures, however 28% of Newport businesses were looking to recruit during Q4. Interestingly, the majority (85%) of those that recruited were filling full-time jobs - a shift from Q3 which saw more part-time vacancies. Unfortunately, 39% of those companies recruiting reported difficulties in filling these positions, with technical, professional and managerial roles cited as the most difficult to fill.
It was also reported that only a fifth (20%) of businesses were profiled as working at full capacity, with around 68% reporting that they were under capacity – a trend that has continued over the last few quarters.
Graham Morgan, director at the South Wales Chamber of Commerce, said: “It’s very disappointing to see that these results in Newport. The encouraging growth that we saw at the beginning of 2011 was not sustained in Q3 or Q4, indicating that businesses have lost the small headway that was made.  
“However, we’re particularly happy to see that companies in Newport are beginning to look further afield for new business opportunities, with increases in both export sales and orders. Although it’s a modest amount, 36% of Newport businesses saw constant or increased export sales, when compared with 8% that saw a decrease. 

“There are still many Newport businesses that haven’t begun to explore overseas opportunities though, so we will continue to focus our efforts on providing services and advice to help local businesses penetrate overseas markets, which may help support them further during difficult conditions in the UK.”
“We hope that this will give Newport businesses a boost, despite the apparent lack of confidence in the business community, and it’s important to note that businesses overall are still performing better than they were during the worst of the last downturn.”
Encouragingly, the survey shows that 69% of Swansea businesses’ investment plans for machinery have either increased or stayed the same, showing a burgeoning manufacturing sector.
However it seems that the majority of local businesses (87%) are bracing themselves to maintain current prices or increase them during the first part of 2012, with only 9% of businesses expecting not to have to pass price rises on to end users this year.
Mr Morgan continued: “It’s interesting that the manufacturing sector in Newport is developing, which is excellent news. However, it’s not surprising that businesses overall are looking upon 2012 with caution. 

“The biggest concern for the majority of businesses surveyed (40%) this quarter was inflation, and it is these worries over increasing costs that businesses are afraid will lead to an increase in end-user price rises, which may disrupt growth in certain sectors.
“Although inflation is still double the rate of average wage rises, the last few months have shown that it is falling. We hope that inflation continues to fall over the course of 2012, easing price pressures and encouraging more growth for businesses in Newport.”
The British Chamber of Commerce’s Quarterly Economic Survey for the whole of the UK is equally bleak, pointing to a period of stagnation in early 2012.  The survey shows declines in most indicators across both manufacturing and services in the last quarter. While measures for the previous three months indicate minimal growth, expectations for the coming three months have significantly weakened.

The UK-wide results do not indicate a recession, and are again still better than those seen in the worst phase of the last downturn. However, they are a cause for concern, and show that the improvements in 2010 and early 2011 have largely been cancelled out. The worsening international situation, including the growing risks facing the Eurozone, present challenges for UK exporters and business confidence as a whole. 
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