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The region’s longest-running business publication

Black Country Chamber of Commerce’s membership 
magazine, Prosper, is going from strength to strength since 
its return to print for Summer 2022, re-establishing its 
reputation as the go-to source of business news, advice and 
features in the Black Country. It is a highly valued and much 
anticipated member benefit.

It’s not just our members who have been pleased to see it 
back in print: across the Black Country, people have been 
delighted to receive copies and read its spotlight interviews, 
advice columns and specialist business features. Prosper has 
set the benchmark for quality business publications, helping 
keep the Chamber in touch with its membership and the 
wider business community. 

New Prosper
Published by Chamber Media Services, an experienced 
business-to-business publisher, Prosper is a welcome 
addition to the Chamber’s communications portfolio. It helps 
members in all sectors deepen connections with their fellow 
business leaders, their clients and suppliers. 

Reaching senior leaders, decision-makers and influencers, 
Prosper brings you all the news, commentary, insights and 
analysis on subjects that matter to the Black Country’s 
business leaders and decision makers, making it a trusted 
source of information for our members.

Each issue includes updates on current Chamber campaigns 
and special features on hot topics of the day, as well as 
regular features such as Members’ News, Business Voices, 
Sector Focus – spotlighting trends and challenges in specific 
business areas – and Prosper People.  
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We’ll be right at the 
heart of the recovery

Chamber’s new chief executive 
Sarah Moorhouse sets out her goals
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Communication 
and trust

‘This is the Black Country’ Business Partners share 
their views on leading in times of economic uncertainty
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 Ever the optimist Ever the optimist
Paul K. Hull, Black Country Chamber’s Business Paul K. Hull, Black Country Chamber’s Business 

Person of the Year, on leading during a crisis Person of the Year, on leading during a crisis  
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‘I want an employer in‘I want an employer in
every classroom’every classroom’

Jat Sharma, Principal, Walsall College, issues a call to arms 



The region’s longest-running business publication

The people behind Prosper
Black Country Chamber of Commerce champions the  
business community and works with its members to 
create an environment conducive to success, improving 
business performance through training, information, 
networking and support. 

Prosper sits at the heart of this work and is a popular 
and greatly appreciated membership benefit. Written 
by the team at the Chamber, it offers an unparalleled 
look at the business world through the eyes of Black 
Country Chamber and its membership. 

Special features
As well as regular features, Prosper carries advice and 
comment on key business issues, supplied by 
authoritative voices drawn from across the Black 
Country and further afield. Key subjects covered include 
the aftermath of Brexit, sustainability and the climate 
change agenda, cyber security, HR issues and tax advice. 
In addition there are regular updates on Chamber policy 
initiatives at both regional and national level.

Published quarterly, Prosper is distributed direct to our 
members, with copies also made available to selected 
non-members and circulated to prominent venues 
around the region. It is a trusted source of news, 
comment and information which is highly regarded by 
the Chamber’s membership.

Through a wide variety of advertising and sponsorship opportunities,  
Prosper is the perfect vehicle through which you can reach a target audience 
of business owners, leaders and key decision makers. 

Businesses are being encouraged to offer 
wellbeing support to male workers following 
a rise in the numbers seeking counselling.

Research has historically shown men are 
less likely to reach out for support with 
physical or emotional health complaints, but 
a recent report from the British Association 
for Counselling and Psychotherapy shows 
27% of men are now doing just that, seeking 
counselling, up from 18% previously. This 
means 45% of all those accessing counselling 
provided via their workplace are men.

Anthony Burns, CEO at Health Cash Plan 
provider Paycare, (pictured) says while the 
news is positive, organisations should 
continue to promote availability of and 
access to a variety of wellbeing assistance.

“We know historically men have been 
more reluctant to seek support than women. 
For example, a BMJ study found the 
number of GP consultations attended by 
men was 32% lower than the number 
attended by women, and this wasn’t 
because women were seen an ‘excess’ 
number of times.

“Just as we’ve collectively worked to 
reduce stigma in the community around 
mental wellness, we also need to continue 
working to promote the benefits of 
accessing support for both physical and 
emotional issues.

“We know that, sadly, when people put 
off seeking a solution to a problem, the 
problem can worsen. And that’s why early 
help, and proactive as well as reactive 
healthcare, is beneficial for us all.

“At Paycare, we’ll certainly be continuing 

to encourage the companies we 
work with to promote use of 
telephone counselling (also 
known as Employee 
Assistance Programmes), 
access to virtual GP 
appointments, and other 
services which men should 
use if needed. The earlier the 
better!

“It’s also crucial to remember 
that this isn’t just about supporting 
those who have existing or emerging 
mental health conditions, or who are 
experiencing a specific issue which has 
caused a dip in their wellbeing. All of us 
have ‘mental wellness’ on a scale which can 
vary from day to day, and even within a day 
itself.

“So while providing effective and timely 
support for those among your staff who 
have mental ill health is absolutely crucial, 
it’s also about ensuring everyone is as far 
towards that ‘well’ end of the scale as they 
can be each day.

“Cultivating a workplace environment 
and culture which supports wellness, having 
checks and procedures in place which 
ensure it’s picked up on when someone is 
further down the scale than usual, and 
being proactive rather than simply reactive 
in our care and attention, all helps hugely 
when it comes to wellness.

“Alongside that, let’s make talking about 
where we are on that scale a normal part of 
office conversation. Whether you assign a 
number from 1 to 10, or physically mark off 

on a line where your mood is, that 
can make identifying who 

might need support and what 
form that might take much 
easier.

“Accessing workplace 
counselling for wellness, not 
just for illness, needs to be 

normalised, too. Men may 
feel there needs to be a 

specific problem or they need to 
have a recognisable condition for 

them to seek support. But this is absolutely 
not the case.

“Support is there for anyone regardless 
of whether there’s something long-term 
going on, or whether they’re just having a 
bad day and need to tell someone about it. 
Given the ongoing cost-of-living crisis and 
the issues we’ve all experienced over the 
last few years, it’s not surprising that more 
people are reaching out for that support. 

“We see that as a positive. Proactive 
workplaces put support in place because 
they want employees to use it - so let’s keep 
encouraging men in particular (but also 
anyone within our workplaces) to keep 
themselves mentally well and to see 
workplace counselling as a fantastic way to 
do exactly that.”
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Visit www.paycare.org/wellbeing-
services/eap-helpline for more 
information about the Health Cash Plan 
Provider’s Employee Assistance 
Programme.

Encouraging male staff to seek support must 
continue, Paycare boss urges

Following a tumultuous two years of lockdowns, restrictions and 
uncertainty, new research has revealed that the challenges facing 
owners today are proving no less difficult to navigate for small 
business owners. In the midst of the cost-of-living crisis, many 
describe how their mental health has worsened, with a fifth 
(20%) reporting battling depression.

The survey of over 600 small business owners, commissioned 
by small business insurance provider Simply Business, has 
revealed the key challenges facing SME owners in 2023. With a 
fifth (22%) rating their mental health as (18%) ‘bad’ or (4%) ‘very 
bad’. Over half (51%) reported feeling stressed, two-fifths (39%) 

have been experiencing anxiety, while over one-in-five (22%) 
struggled with insomnia. 

Over four-in-five (81%) small business owners are worried how 
the cost of living crisis is affecting their business, with two-thirds 
(65%) seeing rising costs as the biggest challenge to it.

The key results were:
• 20% of small business owners are struggling with depression
• 39% have struggled with anxiety and 22% with insomnia 
• 22% would rate their mental health as bad
• 81% small business owners are worried about how the 

cost-of-living crisis will impact their business in 2023.

Cost-of-living crisis driving depression 
surge among business owners 

EXPORT SPOTLIGHT
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As I write this article, it is hard to believe  
that it has been over six years since the UK 
voted to leave the EU, and over three years 
now since we formally left the Single Market 
and Customs Union. At the time, the 
concerns of those like myself, widely tarred 
as ‘Remoaners’, were dismissed by Leave 
advocates as ‘Project Fear’. 

Yet here we are in 2023 and it appears 
that most of our concerns of the negative 
impact of Brexit on the UK economy, and in 
particular, regions heavily reliant on 
manufacturing such as the Black Country 
and wider West Midlands, have been 
vindicated.

While the impact of Brexit on the economy 
has been ‘shielded’ to some extent by the 
Covid-19 outbreak in 2020, the subsequent 
sluggishness of the UK economy compared 

to its EU rivals post-pandemic is abundantly 
clear, with growth in the UK having lagged 
behind that of EU member states France, 
Germany, Italy and Spain. 

Indeed, the OECD’s forecast for 2023 has 
the UK in recession (with real GDP growth 
year-on-year for 2023 at -0.4%) and 
outperformed by every other G20 economy 
except Russia, and the situation for 2024 
doesn’t look much better, with year-on-year 
real GDP growth forecast at 0.2%.

Brexit has had a clear impact on inward 
investment into the UK, with the number of 
FDI projects peaking at 2,265 in 2016-17 and 
then declining over the subsequent period. 
While the figure reported for 2021-22 (1,589) 
represents a slight increase over the year 
before, this still represents a substantial 
drop from the pre-Brexit period as investors 

re-evaluate the attractiveness of the UK 
outside of the Single Market.

Turning to trade, one of the key 
arguments promoted by Leavers was that 
the UK would be able to negotiate its own 
(better) trade deals outside of the EU, with 
the ‘great prize’ being that of a trade 
agreement with the United States, or failing 
this, a trade agreement with the 11-country 
Pacific Rim Comprehensive and Progressive 
Trans Pacific Partnership (CPTPP). 

Negotiations to enter the latter are still 
ongoing, while the prospects of a trade 
agreement with the US appear to have been 
put on the back-burner by the Biden 
administration. 

However, even if these trade agreements 
were to be secured, they would have a 
minimal impact on the UK economy, with 

Three years on, Three years on, 
what’s the real what’s the real 
impact of  impact of  
Brexit on  Brexit on  
the UK the UK 
economy?economy?

It’s now been three years since the UK left the European Union. 
Since then we’ve had a pandemic and a war in Europe, 
prompting an energy crisis, which has made it hard to decipher 
exactly what the impact of Brexit has been. 
When the UK pulled out of the single market and customs union 
in 2021, companies trading with the EU faced new rules, new 
paperwork and new checks on some goods, prompting fears 
over what would happen to the £550bn of trade between the 
UK and its nearest trading partner. There was an initial dip in UK  
exports to the EU, but once teething problems were dealt with, 
trade volumes recovered to pre-pandemic levels, according to 
official figures. 

But it could be argued trade might have grown more if it hadn’t 
been for Brexit. When the British Chambers of Commerce 
surveyed 500 firms recently, more than half said they were still 
grappling with the new system, and the red tape may have 
deterred some small exporters altogether. 
Certainly, a study of customs classifications 
shows the variety of goods we export has 
diminished.  
Prosper talked to Alex de Ruyter, a 
Professor at Birmingham City University 
and a Director of its Centre for Brexit 
Studies, for his views on the subject.  

A new £3m technical academy, located 
just a few miles away from the home of 
the industrial revolution, is promising to 
deliver a major skills boost to Telford and 
nearby areas.

In-Comm Training, which already operates 
two highly successful facilities in Aldridge 
and Shrewsbury, is looking to train more 
than 350 apprentices and upskill 2500 
existing workers at its T54 centre over the 
next 12 months and opened its doors on  
March 3.

The ‘Ofsted Outstanding’ provider has 
created 20,000 sq. ft of manufacturing 
training space, fitting it out with new 
equipment and state-of-the-art technology, 
spanning from the latest CNC machines, 
robotics, fluid power and material testing to 
welding, electrical, lathes, millers, CAD/
CAM and metrology equipment.

A team of 20 expert trainers – all with 
considerable experience in industry – are on 
hand to guide the engineers of the future 
and to deliver best practice courses that will 
help local companies futureproof 
employees for years to come.

“We’ve been operating in Shropshire 
since 2015 and all of our clients have been 
saying to us that Telford, regarded as the 
industrial epicentre of the north Marches, 
has been crying out for a dedicated 
manufacturing training centre for years,” 
explained Gareth Jones, Managing Director 
for In-Comm Training, which is 
headquartered on Vigo Place in Aldridge.

“Our employer-led approach, honed for 
over 40 years in the Black Country, meant 
we had to act on this, so decided to make a 
£3million investment into taking on creating 
a truly world class technical academy on T54 
for the thousands of manufacturers 
operating in the town and county.”

He continued: “Telford is just a few 
minutes away from where the first industrial 
revolution started and industry is going 
through the next one, with digital 
transformation firmly on the agenda and a 
move to more sustainable production high 
on the list of priorities.

“Companies must act to make sure they 
have the skills in place to support this 
transition and this technical academy will 

play an important role in generating the 
talent of the future.

“Our manufacturers have a major role to 
play in this and we used the opening as a 
rallying call to get more strategic partners 
involved in how we deliver training.”

In-Comm Training (Telford) marked its 
official launch with an open day, where 
senior delegates, including Selina Graham 
(the High Sheriff of Shropshire), Claire  

Critchell (Telford and Wrekin Council) and 
Kathryn Jones (Marches LEP) were given the 
opportunity to meet learners, trainers and 
the management team, not to mention 
touring the expansive facility.

They heard how the centre will be home 

to the Marches arm of the Black Country & 
Marches Institute of Technology, which is 
pioneering a new approach to delivering 
today’s higher technical education for 
tomorrow’s careers.

The aim is to create a vibrant learning 
environment that leverages the capabilities 
of academia, employers, and higher 
education – all geared towards providing 
high-quality training opportunities with clear 
pathways to skilled jobs in automotive, 
advanced engineering, aerospace, 
construction, medical and renewables for 
example.

There will also be a strong focus on 
delivering upskilling and managed services 
from Telford, as well as expert consultancy 
on safety and quality compliance, leadership 
and management and continuous 
improvement.

In-Comm Training’s HNC offer will be 
expanded, with new engineering and 
manufacturing Level 4 courses available 
through apprenticeships or upskilling 
opportunities.

Bekki Phillips, chief operating officer at 
In-Comm Training, told Prosper: “One of 
the other differences that separates us from 
other training providers is our ability to 
leverage the expertise and capabilities of an 
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The aim is to create a vibrant 
learning environment that 
leverages the capabilities of 
academia, employers and 
higher education... all geared 
to providing high quality 
training in the area...

High-tech engineering skills are  
coming ‘home’ to Telford
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The Merry Hill shopping centre has 
welcomed independent footwear brand, 
Soley Grail Soley Customs, which specialises 
in restoring and customising trainers.

It is the latest addition to Merry Hill’s 
thriving lifestyle clothing and accessories 
offering.

It follows on from the opening of global 
lifestyle brand Ted Baker, leading fashion 
brand H&M, luxury footwear and 
accessories specialists Kurt Geiger London, 
and global retailer Lids last year.

National law firm Freeths was proud 
to host the Birmingham Black 
Lawyers’ (BBL) Student 
Empowerment Conference recently. 

The conference is designed to 
provide information, inspiration and 
empowerment for college students 
from African and Caribbean 
backgrounds who are interested in a 
career in law, as well as offering 
guidance and support to 16–18-year-
olds and equipping them with the 
knowledge and skills needed for 
those important first steps.

Becky Egan, Freeths’ Head of D&I, 
said: “We were delighted to be able 
to host this event on behalf of BBL. 

“The students learnt about being 
a barrister, a judge and a solicitor 
and had the chance to find out more 
about different routes into a career 
in law. 

“Students reported feeling 
empowered and excited about 
pursuing a legal career, and the 
team at Freeths is proud to have 
been a part of this.”

A whole generation of apprentices is 
helping to ‘future-proof’ business for one of 
the West Midlands’ leading law firms.

FBC Manby Bowdler, which has offices in 
Wolverhampton, Redditch and across 
Shropshire, has 10 apprentices learning on 
the job towards becoming solicitors or 
paralegals.

HR Director Sarah Bond-Williams said 

apprenticeships were a key part of the firm’s 
employment strategy. She said: “We are 
working hard to grow the company, and to 
do that we need a full complement of skilled 
and talented staff.

“The apprenticeship scheme allows us to 
‘grow our own’ which, given the skills 
shortage across all UK industries, is helping 
to future-proof our workforce.”

Independent Halesowen footwear brand  
is a good fit for Merry Hill shopping

Apprentices backed to 
‘future-proof’ top law firm

A Black Country charity that predominantly 
supports men with their mental health has 
received a funding boost thanks to a 
kind-hearted local business.

Tough Enough To Care, which was formed 
by Stuart Bratt after he lost two friends to 
suicide in four days in 2019, has secured 

£5,000 from Alloy Wire International’s ‘Wired 
for Good’ campaign.

The money will be used to cover the 
operating costs of the weekly support 
groups it runs across the country, as well as 
inspirational presentations and trips they 
organise to help men, and now women, talk 

about their issues and get the right support.
Located in Kingswinford, the charity has 

grown from a simple Facebook page 
encouraging men to talk into an 
organisation that has worked with over 6,000 
people and delivered mental health training 
to more than 1,500 individuals.

Wired for Good gives charity funding boost 

Freeths proud to 
encourage black 
students into law
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best option was to amalgamate with a 
neighbouring college, so that’s what we did.

“It was the best outcome for everyone 
involved, and I must have done something 
right as from there I was asked to join 
Walsall College to oversee its expansion 
programme. The build project at the time 
was worth around £62m, probably equivalent 
to about £250m now, and I’m proud it was 
delivered on time and on budget. 

“My knowledge of the finance sector 
helped access the funding we needed, and 
everyone was delighted with the outcome.”

It was finalised at a time of upheaval for 
the college elsewhere, too. “I think we went 
through four principals in four years, a bit of 
a revolving door that did no-one any 
favours. I hadn’t considered putting my 
hand up for the role but I was encouraged 
to by an unusual source: the union reps.

“I’d had a number of dealings with them 
as we discussed some redundancies, and 
they told me afterwards that they admired 
my integrity and honesty, and thought I 
would make an ideal candidate for the 
principal’s post. It encouraged me to go for 
the job; after all, if you walk out of some 
tough conversations with union reps and 
they’re saying they admire you, you must 
be doing something right!” 

His time as Principal has seen a lot of 
changes in the education sector. “As 
the working landscape has changed, 
so have we. We are constantly looking 
to flex our course programme to 
match modern needs. We can’t do 
this too dramatically, as we always 
have to keep course structures 
within the guidelines set out by 
the examining bodies, but in our 
ever-shifting economy it’s 
important the college keeps up.”

An example of this are new 
courses in digital skills and the 
‘green’ economy. “We have 
launched new courses in digital 
marketing and cyber security, and a new EV 
centre is being opened to prepare 
youngsters for jobs in the growing electric 
automatic sector. We will always listen to the 
needs of the business world and wider 
society.”

Crucially, he says, the college always has 
an eye “10 years ahead, at what skills will be 
needed in the future.”

Continued on page 20
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Advertising in Prosper
There are a number of advertising options available in Prosper, with special 
exclusive discounts for Black Country Chamber members of up to 25 per cent.

Full page advert
Dimensions:
265mm x 210mm
(with bleed)
or
245mm x 185mm 
(no bleed)

Price:
Black Country Chamber 
members: £600
Non-members: £800

Half page advert
Dimensions:
125mm x 185mm

Price:
Black Country Chamber 
members: £350
Non-members: £420

Quarter page
Dimensions:
125mm x 90mm

Price:
Black Country Chamber 
members: £250
Non-members: £300

ADVERTORIAL FEATURES
There is the facility to contribute an advertorial feature in Prosper 
suitably branded to reflect your business. Full pages are 6-700 
words, with room for photographs and logos. Prosper editorial 
features are ideal accompaniments to our Sector Focuses.
Prices: Members £600; Non-Members, £800

Cyber Security: 
The Cost of 
Complacency

Mike Cook, COO, EBC Group

A successful cyber 
security breach not 
only hurts a company’s 
bank balance but also 
seriously damages its 
brand and reputation.

Mike Cook, COO at EBC Group, 
says “businesses tend to fall into 
two camps over cyber-attacks: 
those that have taken positive 
steps to protect themselves 
(including insurance cover), and 
those who think - or hope - it won’t 
happen to them.”

The truth is, every business 
is vulnerable to cybercrime, 
regardless of their size. Mike 
explains, “Phishing is still one of 
the most common threats. For 
example, an ‘actor’ (cybercriminal) 
can infi ltrate an email address and 
sit monitoring company data for 
days, weeks or even months.”

Mike points out that even 
businesses with cyber insurance 
can be vulnerable, as three 

businesses in Worcestershire 
alone fell victim to cybercrime in 
just one week. “They all thought 
they were protected, they all had 
cyber insurance. But as with all 
insurance, it is a very good idea to 
check the small print. Some cover 
is excluded if your IT infrastructure 
isn’t up to certain standards, and 
these exclusions are escalating 
almost monthly as attacks spiral.”

Adequate insurance cover against 
cyber-attacks is hugely benefi cial, 
and most insurance companies 
now mandate Cyber Essentials 
or Cyber Essentials Plus for 
businesses. This government-led 
scheme uses fi ve key technical 
controls to reduce 80% of common 
cyber threats. Once achieved, 
the accreditation can then be 
underwritten by a managed 
service provider like EBC Group 
and shows an insurance fi rm 
that its client is compliant in 
cybersecurity best practice.

Staff training and awareness are 
also crucial in the fi ght against 

cybercrime. New hacks and scams 
are coming to light every day, and 
artifi cial intelligence is increasingly 
being used as a tool to get into 
networks, with “self-learning” 
compounding the challenge. 
Diligent research and development 
are needed to spot these trends 
early on and keep one step ahead 
of the game.

The trend of fully outsourcing 
IT responsibilities is gaining 
momentum. Many businesses are 
realising the benefi ts of entrusting 
their IT functions to third-party 
providers who specialise in cyber 
security, disaster recovery, and 
management of desktop and 
mobile hardware. By doing so, 
businesses can focus on their 
core operations while leaving the 
IT infrastructure to experts who 
are equipped to handle complex 
security challenges and ensure 
data protection. This approach can 
lead to signifi cant cost savings, 
enhanced effi ciency, and improved 
cyber security posture.

Contact us
Email:    hello@ebcgroup.co.uk
Phone:   0121 3680 204
Website: www.ebcgroup.co.uk

SPONSORSHIP OPPORTUNITIES
Link your business to one of our special regular features pages. 
Your business branding, plus an opportunity to comment.  
Prices on request.

PROSPER CONTACTS
Prosper, the official membership magazine of Black Country Chamber 
of Commerce. Contact us at: Prosper@blackcountrychamber.co.uk
T: 0330 024 0820 

Prosper is published on behalf of 
Black Country Chamber 
by Chamber Media Services

For details on all advertising opportunities and 
future features, contact Colin Regan on:
T: 01942 537959
colinregan001@yahoo.co.uk

For technical information, contact Rob Beswick:
T: 0161 426 7957
rob@chambermediaservices.co.uk




