
Building Back Better 
in the Heart of the South West
Aerospace/Aviation



Hardest Hit Sectors Aerospace/Aviation

Why is it important to our recovery? 
The South West Aerospace industry is 
valued at over £7 billion and supports 98,000 
high value jobs, being recognised as the UKs 
most capable and diverse Aerospace region. 
Leonardo Helicopters based in Somerset has 
a unique UK specialism in rotorcraft and is the 
only industry prime in the UK with a complete  
end-to-end capability. 

Other leading Aerospace businesses in the LEP area include 
Honeywell, Thales, BAE Systems, Lockheed Martin,  
UTC Aerospace systems, Eaton and Aerostanrew. 

Just in Somerset 4,300 people are employed in this sector (2,800 
with Leonardo). Advanced Manufacturing employs a further 6,000 
people in the County. Prior to going into administration Flybe, which 
was headquartered in Exeter, contributed £162.4 million annually 
to the local economy with 2,700 jobs (direct and indirect) and 
served just over 1 million passengers annually. It also 
had a significant Maintenance, Repair and Overhaul 
(MRO) engineering facility and was the approved 
service centre for Embraer and Bombardier aircraft. 
The training academy previously operated by 
Flybe trained 651 pilots, 873 cabin crew and 120 
apprentices per annum.
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The Heart of the South West (HotSW) LEP 
has identified eight key sectors that have 
been severely affected by the impact of the 
COVID-19 crisis.

Overall, whilst our region has had a low incidence 
of the disease, we have been hit disproportionately 
hard economically. The Heart of the South West has:

• 7 of the 25 local authority areas in England and 
Wales with the most jobs at risk (source: RSA) 

• 8 local authority areas expected to experience a 
loss in output greater than the national average of 
35% (source: Centre for Progressive Policy). 

Across HotSW the sectors hit hardest so far are:

Nuclear, Marine, Aerospace, Construction, Tourism 
and the Visitor Economy, Culture (and Creative) 
Manufacturing and the High Street. 

As set out in the published HotSW Route Map 
to Recovery in June, we are working with local 
businesses to understand better how we can 
support these sectors through these challenges, and 
hopefully future opportunities.

So, as part of our Recovery Plan - which in addition 
to these eight factsheets on each of the key sectors 
- we will produce a Building Back Statement; and 
following conversations with Government and 
emerging plans from local partners; we will produce 
a final Recovery Plan later in the year.
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How has it been affected by the Covid-19 
Pandemic? 

Early intelligence indicates that Aerospace production for 
the defence market has been less impacted than that of 
civil aviation, which has been severely affected. Leonardo 
supplies mostly into defence, though its wider supply chain 
would also serve civil. There are companies and SMEs who 
have had order books decimated1 and are rapidly looking to 
diversify into other sectors. Flybe went into administration 
before Covid-19, but Exeter Airport had been successfully 
negotiating with other carriers to pick up existing routes and 
this is now under threat. There is also anecdotal evidence2  
that many companies based in production and finishing 
traditionally have a backlog of work, which means that the 
impacts will be felt later than others. 

What is already happening? 

Construction of the iAero Centre in Yeovil continues and will 
be completed and kitted out by the end of 2020. The Centre 
will be an innovation and collaboration centre for SMEs to 
work with the primes on high value design capability.

The Exeter Smart Aviation Consortium (Exeter University/
Airport/LAs/Met Office/Science Park) is developing a 
hybrid/electric/greener fuels proposition to attract industrial 
partnerships/collaborations and inward investment. 

An Integrated Digital Technology Centre is being developed 
by the University of Exeter to bridge the gap between lower 
level TRL and commercialisation, focusing on autonomous 

Aerospace/Aviation

systems, Manufacturing 4.0, machine learning and AI. 
It aims to address areas of both market opportunity 
and gaps in innovative capability within the region. 
Therefore Research, Development and Innovation 
funding streams are being explored to support delivery. 

The Department for Investment & Trade is working with 
us to develop Smart Aviation as a regional ‘High Potential 
Opportunity’ aimed at attracting foreign direct investment 
into the area. This will lead to the development of a compelling 
proposition that can be marketed across the globe. 

Our evolving Smart Aviation eco-system has also enabled us to 
join a Consortium with local partners and national and overseas 
companies to submit an ambitious bid to the Innovate UK Future 
Flight Programme. 
1 Source West of England Aerospace Forum. 
2 Source SWMAS Ltd 
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REVITALISE GROW
• Designate Exeter Airport as part of the 

proposed Free Port Infrastructure for the 
LEP area

• Smart Aviation High Potential Opportunity 
(HPO) supported by DIT 

• Retain momentum of iAero Centre 
construction and fit-out 

• Enable digital business support 
programmes such as Made Smarter or 
other manufacturing/engineering support 
(including capital grants) to be rolled out in 
the South West

• Increase the digital innovation capability 
within the advanced manufacturing/
engineering sector by supporting the 
University of Exeter’s Institute of Digital 
Technology Centre.

• Develop a Smart Aviation Cluster (flight 
and fuels)

• Support Exeter MRO facility to find  
a buyer 

• Diversify offer of former Flybe academy 

• Work across the whole SW Region to 
support aerospace & aviation.

• Exeter Airport Demonstration site for 
Electronic flight 

• Develop a strategy to support SW 
Aerospace with the aim of securing the 
designation of Somerset as a national 
Centre of Excellence for Rotary 
Technologies and further development 
of the sustainable aviation cluster in 
Exeter and East Devon.

RESTART
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LOCKDOWN
Minimise negative impacts 
during lockdown, such as:

• LOSS OF BUSINESS

• LOSS OF PRODUCTIVITY

• LOSS OF JOBS

RESTART
Restart the economy by:

REVITALISE 
Accelerate recovery through local interventions that:

GROW
Move to a better economy which has:

• Supporting businesses to re-open
• Getting newly unemployed back to work (including through re-training)
• Support hardest hit sectors (including bedrock)

• Start to build back better
• Support bedrock and growth sectors
• Promote economic growth and create new jobs
• Train residents to access jobs

• Higher GVA and productivity
• Better quality jobs
• More innovation and R&D
• Lower carbon emissions
• Less inequality and exclusion


