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This year marked the 20th anniversary 

of the Annual Ethnic Minority Business 

Conference. The event, organised by 

the Centre for Research in Ethnic 

Minority Entrepreneurship (CREME) 

and sponsored by Lloyds Bank, 

comprises a rich mix of researchers, 

migrant entrepreneurs, 

representatives of ethnic minority 

communities, business support 

professionals, representatives of 

financial institutions and policy- 

makers. Attracting such a diverse 

group of stakeholders is a major 

feature of the Conference.  The 

debates raised important issues 

relating to the current situation facing 

small firms from diverse communities, 

ranging from the nature of the 

business support ‘ecosystem’ to the 

role that the private sector might play 

in facilitating the growth of minority 

businesses. A highlight of the event 

was the participation of members from  

http://www.birmingham.ac.uk/schools/business/research/creme/index.aspx
http://www.birmingham.ac.uk/schools/business/research/creme/index.aspx
https://www.lloydsbank.com/
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new migrant communities, who shared 

their stories and experiences of 

starting businesses in the most 

challenging of circumstances. These 

accounts provided real insights into 

the harsh realities of migrant business 

owners. 

 

The day started with Professor 

Monder Ram, Director of CREME who 

expressed the need to make a positive 

case for minority entrepreneurship 

especially given the current hostile 

post-Brexit atmosphere.  Furthermore 

Professor Ram highlighted the 

importance of engagement between 

researchers and practitioners in order 

to push forward the minority business 

agenda and advance the case for an 

inclusive ecosystem, before 

introducing the next speaker, Sion 

Simon MEP, Labour Mayoral 

Candidate for the West Midlands.  

 

 

 

 

Simon talked about 

Birmingham’s industrial, cultural and 

social heritage as well as the 

importance of SMEs  and EMBs for 

the local economy. Despite generating 

an estimate of 20,000 jobs in locations 

that are prone to unemployment and 

generally characterised by weak 

occupational mobility, EMBs are still 

widely ignored by the SME debate, 

research, policy makers and business 

support agencies. In order to support 

these firms, improving their access to 

finance is one of the central items on 

the political agenda.  

 

Access to finance  

 

As a result of recent economic growth, 

funding for SMEs has improved 

considerably. Evidence suggests that 

both female and ethnic minority-led 

businesses have similar records of 

accessing loans and overdraft facilities 

as the UK SME market as a whole. 

However perception is often different 

from experience and EMBs owners 

are still reporting higher barriers to 

enter the market compared to other 

entrepreneurs. A recent survey on 

SMEs conducted by the Enterprise 

and Diversity Alliance (EDA) showed 

that all respondents considered that 

there is more to be done in order to 

tackle the barriers they face. Most 

participants in the study believed that  

http://www.birmingham.ac.uk/creme
http://www.birmingham.ac.uk/creme
http://www.sion-simon.com/
http://www.sion-simon.com/
http://www.sion-simon.com/
http://www.birmingham.ac.uk/schools/business/research/creme/enterprise-diversity-alliance/index.aspx
http://www.birmingham.ac.uk/schools/business/research/creme/enterprise-diversity-alliance/index.aspx
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EMBs and women led firms are still 

facing difficulties in accessing finance. 

A viable solution for tackling SMEs  

issues in relation to securing the 

necessary capital is represented by 

alternative finance such as 

crowdfunding which has become 

increasingly popular over the last 

couple of years. Another potential 

approach for resolving the issues 

related to securing capital for EMBs is 

represented by community finance 

schemes and institutions as they 

require fewer formalities and are 

facilitated through closer and more 

reliable social networks.  

 

 

 

Changing business ecosystems 

 

EMBs are an important part of 

Birmingham’s entrepreneurial 

ecosystem. Despite considerable 

adversity, their toughness and 

resilience has helped them survive 

and prosper throughout the decades.  

 

Following an exercise of mapping the 

EMBs ecosystem and the institutions  

 

that provide inclusive 

support to migrant entrepreneurs, 

Suzanne Hall, Director of the Cities 

Programme and Senior Research 

Associate at LSE Cities at the London 

School of Economics and Political 

Science, introduced the concept of the 

streets’ social economy while 

highlighting the importance of cultural 

diversity in shaping it. UK’s social 

composition has changed over the last 

few decades and it is increasingly 

multicultural compared to previous 

periods. Recent research conducted in 

Leicester and Birmingham revealed 

that 70% of the participant ethnic 

minority entrepreneurs attended 

tertiary education, were fully proficient 

in English and had good relationships 

with formal financial institutions. This 

surprising situation requires for 

changes to be made in the way EMBs 

are being researched and addressed.  

 

 

 

Adding to the debate Dr Max Nathan 

Senior Birmingham Fellow (Regional 

Economic Development) at 

http://www.lse.ac.uk/LSECities/home.aspx
http://www.lse.ac.uk/LSECities/home.aspx
http://www.lse.ac.uk/LSECities/home.aspx
http://www.lse.ac.uk/LSECities/home.aspx
http://www.lse.ac.uk/LSECities/home.aspx
http://www.birmingham.ac.uk/schools/business/staff/profile.aspx?ReferenceId=107458&Name=dr-max-nathan
http://www.birmingham.ac.uk/schools/business/staff/profile.aspx?ReferenceId=107458&Name=dr-max-nathan
http://www.birmingham.ac.uk/schools/business/staff/profile.aspx?ReferenceId=107458&Name=dr-max-nathan
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Birmingham Business School talked 

about the meaning of migration and 

diversity as well as its impact on the 

population’s geography, urban settings 

and the national landscape. Migrants 

are absolutely central to cities’ 

development, to the formation of 

economy and to the economy super-

diverse societies. This phenomenon is 

particularly significant for local 

economies as it fulfils an important 

role in generating higher productivity, 

better wages and innovation. 

 

 

 

Ian McLaughlin, the Manager of 

Growth Hub Manager, Greater 

Birmingham & Solihull LEP, talked 

about the actions undertaken by 

GBSLEP over the last year and of its 

efforts to generate adequate support 

in order to create a more sustainable 

business ecosystem. Despite the 

many difficulties signalled in EMBs’ 

capability of receiving support, 

GBSLEP is committed to providing 

business support across the area in 

order to improve the 

companies’ 

sustainability and changes for growth.  

 

Community support for EMBs 

 

EMBs are as much social hubs as 

they are economic contributors and 

they should not be ignored as they 

have an immense potential for 

generating socio-economic value. 

They provide employment for workers 

who are facing difficulties in accessing 

the labour market. They are a place of 

refuge, a channel for circulating 

information and a source of support for 

vulnerable members of the ethnic 

community. EMBs work in 

communities with and for 

communities.  

 

An increasing number of NGOs and 

community support voluntary 

organisations are currently working to 

empower and educate for change 

members of the local communities 

through training and motivating them 

to pursue and achieve their goals. 

Citizens UK (CUK) represents such an 

example. Saidul Haque, Senior 

Organiser at CUK, spoke about the 

organisation he leads, the importance 

of community organising, of 

understanding civil society and giving 

citizens a voice. Moreover due to their 

high reliance on social networks,  

 

http://www.birmingham.ac.uk/schools/business/staff/profile.aspx?ReferenceId=107458&Name=dr-max-nathan
http://centreofenterprise.com/
http://centreofenterprise.com/
http://centreofenterprise.com/
http://www.citizensuk.org/birmingham
http://www.citizensuk.org/birmingham
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community support is absolutely 

essential for EMBs. 

 

Mr Haque underlined the importance 

of developing community leaders 

through action learning and working 

towards the growth of local 

communities, especially the poor and 

vulnerable ones. This approached is 

believed to be an effective solution to 

many issues faced by ethnic 

communities and EMBs. 

 

 

Future steps 

 

1) During the event attention was 

drawn towards the limited 

representation of women in 

ethnic firms. The debates have 

highlighted the need for more 

research involving women’s 

participation in ethnic minority 

entrepreneurship along with 

developing adequate programs 

to promote and support them in 

order to diminish the gender 

gap. 

 

2) Although evidence suggests 

that SME’s access to finance 

has improved over the last 

period, EMB owners are still 

reporting difficulties in this 

 

 

 
concern. In order to create a 

functional and productive 

business ecosystem, further 

actions need to be taken. 

 
3) Maintaining a collaborative 

relationship between 

academics, practitioners and 

business support agencies is 

crucial for the success of any 

initiative. In this concern further 

engaged research projects will 

be carried out. 

 

 


