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Executive Summary 
 

This report examines the evidence relating to businesses and skills to support the development of 

the business and skills strand of the West Somerset Opportunity Area.  The report pulls together 

data and evidence from a number of national and local sources.  However, it should be noted that as 

a small local authority, some indicators which are based on the results of national surveys, are not 

very reliable at this geography and indeed some data is suppressed by ONS on this basis. When this 

is the case alternative data has been utilised, such as the Census, but this must also be used with 

caution as the data is now quite dated. 

Economic Output, Productivity and Growth Projections 
West Somerset has a small economy, which has seen a slow rate of growth since the economic 

downturn.  However, it appears to show good levels of productivity. Future projections show its 

output growth is slightly lower than the Somerset average, but employment growth is likely to fall.  

However, the decision to approve Hinkley Point C may alter this projected path. 

Business Structure and Demography 
In 2016, West Somerset had 1,765 enterprises, 7.3% of the businesses in Somerset.  92% of these 

were micro businesses (employing 0-9 people) compared to 89.7% for Somerset. Sectors with a 

higher than average representation (by number of business) include ‘agriculture forestry and 

fishing’, ‘retail’, ‘accommodation and food services’ and ‘arts, entertainment and other recreation’.  

In absolute terms, ‘professional, scientific and technical’ businesses were also important, even if 

under-represented relative to the national profile.  In employment terms, key sectors include 

‘accommodation and food services’, ‘health’, ‘retail’, ‘agriculture, forestry and fishing’ and 

‘education’.  A high proportion of West Somerset’s employment is associated with low paid 

sectors. 

 

Since 2010, the number of active enterprises in West Somerset has fallen by 6%, compared to a 

positive growth of 2% in Somerset and 14% in Great Britain. 

Employment Opportunities, Wages and Working Patterns 
77.6% of West Somerset’s working age population are in some form of work, including self-

employment, which is higher than the national average of 73.9%.  However, the male employment 

rate is considerably higher than the national average and the female employment rate is lower, 

indicating some inequality of access to employment or barriers to employment for women. 

 

Part time working is more prevalent in West Somerset than in Somerset or Great Britain, reflecting 

in part its industrial structure.  Of particular note, is that more women in West Somerset are 

working part time than full time, the opposite of the national profile.  Research has shown strong 

links between part time working and low pay, poverty and poor social mobility.  In particular, 

women working part time are often stuck in low pay for prolonged periods. 

 

Self-employment is also more prevalent in West Somerset than the national average, particularly 

for men, suggesting that there may be a latent enterprise potential amongst West Somerset’s 

women.  Gross weekly pay for residents is lower than the national average and the Social Mobility 

Index suggests it is the lowest of all local authorities in England.  It also highlights how 32% of jobs 
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are paid less than the applicable living wage, compared to 25% for England in 2015, again the lowest 

of all local authorities in England. Research by the Social Mobility Commission suggests that the 

majority of low paid workers are stuck in a low pay poverty trap caused by low skills and lack of 

opportunity.  A high proportion of households in West Somerset found to be living in poverty after 

housing costs were taken into account. 

 

West Somerset has a higher proportion of employment in lower skilled, lower paid occupations, 

which are not expected to show strong growth in the future, as the labour market is expected to 

become increasingly polarised. 

Population and Migration Patterns 
West Somerset has a small population of only 34,400 people, of which only 53.8% are working age, 

compared to 59% for Somerset.  The working age population is expected to decline by a further 

7.3% by 2030.  West Somerset has an ageing population profile, with a lower than average 

proportion of people in all age groups under 50. 

 

West Somerset experiences a net loss of people in the 15-40 age brackets and a net in-migration of 

people aged 40-74, with a peak between 55-59, potentially indicative of people coming to West 

Somerset to retire early. 

Unemployment and Economic Inactivity 
The JSA claimant rate is lower in West Somerset than Somerset, but is subject to greater seasonal 

variation, reflecting the industrial structure.  Women are less likely to claim JSA than men, which 

follows the national trend and reflects the fact that women are more likely to leave the labour 

market and become inactive. The JSA claimant rate increases with age. 

 

Approximately 21% of the working age population were inactive in 2016. By age, we see a lower 

economic inactivity rate amongst young people, reflecting the absence of Further and Higher 

Education opportunities in the area.  From aged 30 through to 64, we see marginally higher levels of 

inactivity, the main reasons for inactivity being: looking after home or family, long term sick/disabled 

and retired (highest in the age 55plus).  Economic inactivity is correlated with poverty, economic 

exclusion and ill-health.  

 

Benefits data shows that in August 2016, 2,150 people were claiming working age benefits, of which 

1,790 were in receipt of at least one benefit in relation to incapacity, disability or caring. 42% of 

Employment Support Allowance Claimants were suffering from mental health and behavioural 

disorders, highlighting the significance of mental health issues. 

Skills, Qualifications and training 
West Somerset has a higher proportion of working age residents with no qualifications and a 

lower proportion of working age residents with higher level qualifications. When we break down 

achievement of Level 4 qualifications by age, we can see that the younger age bands are less likely to 

have achieved a Level 4 qualification than their counterparts in Somerset. However, over the age of 

50, the trend is reversed.  This is likely to be a consequence of migration patterns.  The lack of higher 

level skills is a threat to the West Somerset economy, as higher level skills are expected to play an 

increasingly important role in the future economy. 
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Equally concerning are the higher than average proportions of people without a level 2 

qualification (GCSE or equivalent).  In particular, younger and middle aged people are less qualified 

than their counterparts in Somerset and England.  The absence of a level 2 qualification is highly 

correlated with low skilled, low paid, insecure employment and studies show that attaining 

qualifications improves prospects and progression opportunities for individuals concerned. 

 

Apprenticeship take-up rates are comparable with national averages, despite the lack of post 16 

provision in the district and the long journey times to local colleges in Taunton and Bridgwater. 

 

Employers from a broad range of sectors in West Somerset have highlighted the challenge of 

recruiting and retaining staff, with many using labour from EU countries.  When combined with 

increased labour demands from Hinkley, several employers are concerned about future skills 

shortages. 

Educational attainment and destinations of school leavers 
Data from the Social Mobility Index suggests that only 35.4% of all pupils in West Somerset are 

achieving 5+ A*-C grades at GCSE including maths and English, considerably lower than neighbouring 

districts.  Performance is even lower for children in receipt of Free School Meals.  However, at A 

Level, young people eligible for free school meals appear to perform better than their peers in other 

local authorities on a number of performance and destination measures. 

Infrastructure, Housing and Deprivation 
A high proportion of premises in West Somerset are unable to receive broadband speeds of 

10Mbit/s, the universal service obligation, presenting a significant risk of digital exclusion for people 

living in these premises.   Similarly, mobile connectivity is poorer in Somerset than nationally.  

However, existing investment by the Connecting Devon and Somerset partnership should make 

significant improvements to connectivity of the most rural areas of West Somerset. 

 

Transport connectivity is also poor, limited to two single carriage A roads, with speed and height 

restrictions.  Poor public transport infrastructure creates a barrier to accessing employment and 

education opportunities for those without a car. 

 

Lower quartile house prices in West Somerset are considerably higher than the lower quartile 

prices paid in England, indicating that home ownership is less likely to be an attainable goal for 

those on low incomes.  Likewise 14.5% of households in West Somerset were classified as fuel poor, 

higher than the average for Somerset and the SW. 

 

West Somerset is ranked 56 out of 326 Local Authorities in terms of the Index of Multiple 

Deprivation.  It has no Lower Super Output Areas in the most deprived 10%.  However, it performs 

particularly poorly in relation to ‘education, skills and training’, ‘barriers to housing and services’ and 

‘living environment’. 

Conclusions and Recommendations 
The evidence base points to 3 key areas affecting the social mobility of adults in West Somerset: 
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• Unemployment and inactivity – activity should complement the work of the existing West 

Somerset Employment hubs, potentially focusing on addressing the barriers for women 

returning to work and the barriers to labour market engagement caused by ill-health and 

disability.    

• Low pay and poor progression – activity should focus on addressing the barriers to full time 

working, working with employers in West Somerset’s low paid sectors to become ‘best 

practice’ employers and learning from the UKCES pilots to develop a series of West Somerset 

Progression pilots in conjunction with employers. 

• Lack of opportunity – Activity should focus on supporting West Somerset’s professional, 

scientific and technical sector to grow and recruit locally, and supporting enterprise growth, 

in particular supporting women to start their own business and encouraging the growth of 

Social Enterprise. 
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Introduction 
 

This report has been prepared to support the development of the West Somerset Opportunity Area 

Business and Skills Plan.  The report examines a number of socio-economic indicators for West 

Somerset in order to provide the evidence base for this programme of work.  It explores the 

following areas: 

• Economic output and growth projections; 

• Business structure and demography; 

• Employment opportunities, wages and working patterns; 

• Population and migration patterns; 

• Unemployment and economic inactivity; 

• Skills, qualifications and training; 

• Educational attainment and destinations of school leavers; and 

• Infrastructure, housing and deprivation. 

 

Availability of Data 
It should be noted that West Somerset is a relatively small Local Authority area.  In statistical terms 

its small population means that national surveys conducted by the ONS (such as the Annual 

Population Survey and the Annual Survey of Hours and Earnings), do not have a good coverage in 

West Somerset and the sample size of the survey in West Somerset means that the results are often 

a) not available b) unreliable.  We therefore need to interpret national data with some caution, 

validating the data with other sources (such as the Census) where they are available. 
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Economic Output, Productivity and Growth Projections 
 

In 2014, total output was £681m for West Somerset, the smallest of all Somerset’s five districts 

contributing just 7.2% to the county total1. Whilst there has been growth since 2010, the average 

rate of growth was just 1.5%, considerably lower than the average for Somerset of 3.2%.  Most of 

this growth has been since 2012, with the district showing negative output growth in 2010, 2011 and 

2012 – demonstrating a slower return to growth since the economic downturn. 

 
Figure 1: Productivity (GVA/FTE) 

In terms of productivity, Figure 1 (left) 

shows that whilst West Somerset 

outperforms all the other Somerset 

districts, it has fallen below the UK average 

with a drop of 8% between 2010 and 2014.  

The sparse jobs density in the area partially 

accounts for the high productivity, but the 

occupational and sectoral profile of the 

area’s workforce also has an impact. West 

Somerset has the highest proportion of 

GVA generated by 

production/manufacturing industries 

(39.6%), predominantly due to the 

importance of the construction sector, which accounts for 13% of GVA in the district.   

 

In terms of future economic growth2, West Somerset’s economy is projected to grow by 27.54% 

between 2016 and 2030 in terms of GVA, lower than the average for the county of 28.86%. 

However, productivity/FTE is expected to remain above the county average at 30.36% compared to 

26.25%.  However, the total number of jobs is expected to fall by -0.19%, compared to a growth of 

4.3% at the county level. This fall in jobs growth coincides with a significant fall in the working age 

population (-6.37%), suggesting that jobs growth is constrained by the availability of a workforce.  

However, it should be noted that these forecasts do not factor in jobs and growth associated with 

the development of Hinkley Point C. 

 

Key Finding 

West Somerset has a small economy, which has seen a slow rate of growth since the economic 

downturn.  However, it appears to show good levels of productivity.  Future projections show its 

output growth is slightly lower than the Somerset average, but employment growth is likely to fall, 

as labour constraints start to take effect.  However, the decision to approve the Hinkley Point C 

project and commence construction may alter this projected path.  

                                                           
1 State of the Somerset Economy. Somerset County Council, April 2016. 
2 Heart of the SW Economic Model, Oxford Economics 
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Hinkley Point C 

EDF Energy plans to build the first new nuclear power station in the UK for a generation at Hinkley 

Point in Somerset. Throughout its 10 year construction, Hinkley Point C will: 

• Create over 25,000 new employment opportunities 

• Provide great opportunities for local, national and international businesses 

• Bring lasting benefits to communities throughout the South West 

 

Opportunities for Businesses 

As part of its procurement strategy for Hinkley Point C, EDF Energy has partnered with the 

Somerset Chamber of Commerce to manage the Hinkley Supply Chain Team which is delivering a 

supply chain solution for EDF Energy and its contractors by engaging with both Somerset and 

South West businesses that want to become part of the supply chain. With 90 Tier 1 contractors 

each planning to deliver £100’s of million value contracts and each with multiple Tier 2 and 3 

supply chain requirements the opportunity for local and south west supplier is both large and 

complex. The Hinkley Supply Chain team is: 

• Capturing the details of Somerset and South West businesses and mapping their core 

capabilities against Hinkley C project requirements. 

• Matching suppliers with EDF Energy and Tier 1 contractor work package requirements. 

• Co-chairing and enabling the Site Operations and Industrial Partner steering groups that 

oversee the developing supply chain response. 

• Communicate project and work package news and information to suppliers registered on 

this supplier portal. 

• Broker relevant business support to help suppliers meet quality and safety standard 

 

In Somerset, 2 consortiums of SMEs have already successfully secured contracts to deliver food 

and hospitality services to the project (Somerset Larder and Somerset Host). 

 

Opportunities for people 

Given the size and scale of the development, 

the Project will require the training and 

development of large numbers of people now 

and into the future against the backdrop of 

increasing demand from an expanding 

engineering and construction sector – a 

challenge that will be overcome by a number 

of innovative methods and investments.  

 

The vast majority of the Hinkley Point C 

workforce will be employed by large Tier 1 contractors such Kier Bam, Laing O’Rourke and 

Costain. Each will provide EDF Energy with employment and skills plans to identify the required 

demand for workers and skills in their specific area of expertise. This data can then be used to 

inform the relevant need for the supply of skills training by South West training providers. 

 

http://www.edfenergy.com/energy/nuclear-new-build-projects/hinkley-point-c/jobs
http://www.edfenergy.com/energy/nuclear-new-build-projects/suppliers
http://www.edfenergy.com/energy/nuclear-new-build-projects/hinkley-point-c/community-hub
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Given the increased demand for skills in the coming years training providers across the South 

West are working in partnership with EDF Energy and the Tier 1 contractors to ensure both the 

delivery of skilled workers for the project and the opening of opportunities for the local workforce 

and supply chain. In total, EDF Energy has invested over £11million into the local area to improve 

training and skills provision. The commitment ensures that local people are supported in both 

finding and taking advantage of the opportunities provided by the Project. Of this total 

investment, over £6 million will be invested in Somerset Colleges to develop the skills required for 

the construction and operation of Hinkley Point C. Funding includes; 

• £3 million investment into Bridgwater College in Somerset’s Energy Skills Centre to help 

students and local people secure new skills, training and jobs for Hinkley Point C. 

• £1.5 million to develop the Construction Skills and Innovation Centre at Bridgwater 

College, which will provide a ‘one-stop-shop’ service to meet the training needs of Hinkley 

Point. 

A further £1.6 million has been invested in West Somerset Community College in the Hinkley 

Ready and Enterprise projects enabling local people to fully benefit from the opportunities that 

the Hinkley Point C project can provide. 

 

Further funding has been committed towards the operation of the Hinkley Point C Jobs Service in 

partnership with Job Centre Plus. It is designed to place local people into positions both on the 

Hinkley Point C project and into other local business and employment opportunities in order to 

develop their skills and experience. 

 

 
  

http://www.bridgwater.ac.uk/college-information.php?category=3&page=152
http://www.bridgwater.ac.uk/college-information.php?category=3&page=281
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Business Structure and Demography 
 

In 2016, the Inter-Departmental Business Register showed that West Somerset had 1,765 

enterprises or 7.3% of the population of businesses in Somerset.  92.1% of these were micro 

businesses (0-9 people in size) compared to 89.7% for Somerset. 

 
Table 1: Number of Enterprises by Size 

  West Somerset 

(Numbers) 

West Somerset 

(%) 

Somerset 

(Numbers) 

Somerset 

(%) 

Enterprises 

Micro (0 To 9) 1,625 92.1 21,525 89.7 

Small (10 To 49) 125 7.1 2,105 8.8 

Medium (50 To 249) 15 0.8 320 1.3 

Large (250+) 0 0.0 60 0.2 

Total 1,765 - 24,010 - 

Source: Inter-Departmental Business Register, 2015 

 

Figure 2 below shows the distribution of enterprises by broad industrial sector.  This highlights the 

significance of agriculture, forestry and fishing enterprises, which make up almost 30% of all 

enterprises in West Somerset, followed by ‘professional, scientific and technical’ (10%), 

‘accommodation and food services’ (9%), ‘retail’ (9%) and ‘construction’ (8%). 

 
Figure 2: Number of enterprises by Broad Industrial Structure 

 
Source: UK Business Activity, Size and Location, ONS 2015 
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The UK Business Activity, Size and Location series extracts data from the Inter-departmental 

Business Register and includes businesses registered with HMRC for VAT and or Pay as you Earn.  It 

therefore does not capture ‘unregistered’ businesses or self-employed individuals that do not PAYE 

VAT or employ staff. The units of measurement of ‘Enterprises’, which counts the number of 

businesses, so if a retail business has 2-3 shops, the business is only counted once.  As a comparison, 

whilst West Somerset has 1,765 ‘enterprises’ it has 2,010 ‘local units’ which would reflect these 

individual sites/premises. 

 

Figure 3 below shows the sectoral distribution, compared to Somerset and Great Britain. This shows 

that West Somerset has a much higher proportion in ‘agriculture, forestry and fishing’ than seen 

county wide and nationally.  As would be expected, it also has a slightly higher proportion of 

businesses in retail, accommodation and food services and arts, entertainment and other recreation. 

 
Figure 3: Proportion of businesses by Broad Industrial Sector, compared with county and national profiles 

 
 

Key Finding: 

Key sectors for West Somerset’s economy include: land based sectors, the visitor economy, 

professional, scientific and technical and construction.  
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Employment by Sector 
Figure 4 below shows a breakdown of employment by broad industrial sector. The graph shows the 

importance of ‘accommodation and food services’, ‘health’ and ‘retail’ sectors in employment terms. 

Note this excludes employment in farm agriculture, therefore significantly under-estimating 

employment in ‘Agriculture, Forestry and Fishing’.  DEFRA statistics indicate that 1,490 people were 

employed across 636 farm holdings in West Somerset3.  Of these, 1,076 were ‘farmers, partners, 

directors or spouses’.     

 
Figure 4: Employment by Broad Industrial Structure 

 
Source: Business Register and Employment Survey, 2015 

 

Key Finding: 

Key employment sectors are accommodation and food services, retail, health and agriculture. All of 

which have been found to be associated with low paid opportunities4.  
  

                                                           
3 DEFRA, Structure of the UK Agricultural Industry, Local Authority breakdown 2013 data.  
4 Rising to the Challenge, A Policy Agenda to Tackle Low Pay, The Work Foundation, July 2014 
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Figure 5 Business Demography 

Figure 45(left) shows the relationship 

between business births and deaths in 

West Somerset since 2009.  This shows 

that from 2009 to 2012, the number of 

active enterprises was falling as result of 

‘deaths’ exceeding ‘births’, however, this 

relationship changes in 2013 and the 

count of ‘active enterprises’ appears to 

stabilise.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

Source: ONS Business Demography 2015 
 

Figure 6: Annual Growth Rate of Active Enterprises 

Figure 6 (left), shows that the annual 

growth rate of active Enterprises has been 

volatile in West Somerset compared with 

GB and county wide trends, which show 

an initial fall in 2011, but consistent 

growth thereafter.  Over the whole time 

period (2010-2015), the number of active 

enterprises falls by 6% in West Somerset, 

compared to positive growth of 2% in 

Somerset and 14% for Great Britain. This 

fall may be linked to the ageing 

population, as business owners come up 

to retirement. 

 

 
Source: ONS Business Demography 2015 
 

Key Finding 

Since 2010, the number of active enterprises in West Somerset has fallen by 6%, compared to a 

positive growth of 2% in Somerset and 14% in Great Britain. 
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Existing Business Support 

Current Business Support initiatives in West Somerset include: 

• Get Business, Get Digital – A programme of free workshops and one to one support 

available to Small Businesses and Sole Traders in West Somerset.  The programme offers 

workshops on practical subjects including startingup, book-kepping basics and building 

digital marketing campaigns. Within each topic area, there are workshops at different 

levels to cater for the varying stages of business development; 

• Cornerstone Mentoring – Is a CIC born out of a business mentoring project initiated by 

West Somerset Council.  The Council continues to support this service which is run by 

voluntary business mentors; 

• Supporting Tourism and Hospitality – A programme of marketing support, skills training, 

a tourism toolkit and refreshed Visit Exmoor website, utilising HPC Section 106 monies 

• Food and Drink – A food and drink supply chain collaboration project including meet the 

buyer events, promotional literature, early start-up support for Somerset Larder 

consortium members and ‘Eat Exmoor’ training for chefs using local produce. 

 

Opportunity – Social Enterprise 

Social enterprises are businesses that trade to tackle social problems, improving communities, 

people’s life chances, or the environment. They make their money from selling goods and services 

in the open market, but they reinvest their profits back into the business or the local community. 

 

Government statistics identify around 70,000 social enterprises in the UK, contributing £24 billion 

to the economy and employing nearly a million people. Since 2005, over 11,000 Community 

Interest Companies have been founded, and the last five years have seen significant development 

of social investment to support the growth of this movement. In an age of public sector austerity, 

globally networked markets and significant social and environmental problems, social enterprise 

has a substantial contribution to make – in many areas of business or public service delivery or 

charitable work, the status quo is no longer an option. Social enterprise has some of the answers: 

combining a sustainable business model with a clear social purpose, working and employing in the 

most challenging areas, and demonstrating that this can be done in an accountable, fair and 

inclusive way. 

 

A recent survey by Social Enterprise UK found that Social enterprise is outperforming its 

mainstream SME counterparts in almost every key business metric: including turnover growth, 

start-up rates, diversity of leadership, innovation, workforce growth, and business optimism. The 

combination of genuine growth possibility and social outcomes therefore presents an interesting 

opportunity to further social mobility in West Somerset. 
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Employment Opportunities, Wages and Working Patterns 
 

Employment rate 
The employment rate is the official measure of the proportion of the working age population that 

are in some form of work, including self-employment.  Figure 7 below shows that 77.6% of West 

Somerset’s working age residents are employed, higher than the national average of 73.9%.  

However, when this is broken down by gender, we can see that whilst the male employment rate is 

considerably higher than the national average, the female employment rate is lower. 
 

Figure 7: Employment Rate by Gender 

 
Source: Annual Population Survey, Sept 2016. 

 

Key Finding 

Whilst overall, the employment rate is higher than average in West Somerset, the employment rate 

for women is lower than average, indicating some inequality of access to employment or barriers to 

employment for women. 

National research by the Women’s Business  Council explored some of the reasons for this, which 

included: 

• Occupational differences – Many women have a ‘job’ rather than a ‘career’ and are 

concentrated in jobs such as cleaning, caring, cahiers and clerical work, which have low levels of 

progression in pay and seniority. Those in lower paid jobs are more likely to cycle in and out of 

work and women are less likely than men to stay in continuous employment. 

• Work-life balance – whilst many working mothers find it difficult to balance their work and care 

needs, especially those on lower incomes. The average cost of nursery for one child is nearly 

60% of the average earnings in a part time job.  Given that women are more likely to be working 

part time in West Somerset and part time work is more likely to be low paid, the proportion of 

women facing higher childcare cost/income ratio’s may be higher in West Somerset than 

elsewhere.  

• Whilst flexible working practices help to address the work life challenge for many, and offer 

benefits to employers and individuals, the nature of the employment relationship is often more 
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informal in smaller enterprises.  It is possible that given the higher proportion of micro and small 

businesses in West Somerset that there are fewer ‘flexible working opportunities’. 

• Maternity – 23% of new mothers decide not to return to work after 12 months.  For about 1/3 

of these, their primary reason was the affordability or obstacles associated with returning to 

work, whilst two-thirds stated their primary reason was caring by choice. 

• For older women – occupational segmentation is particularly stark, with 3/5 female employees 

over 50 working in three sectors, education, health and retail. Whilst unemployment is relatively 

low for older women, those who do fall out of work often spend long periods out of work and 

have lower rates of re-employment than younger people. 

 

We have explored employment rate by age, but when broken down into these sub-groups the 

sample size becomes very small and the results unreliable.  Therefore we cannot draw reliable 

conclusions from the available data. 

Full Time/Part Time 
 

Figure 8 overleaf shows that only 60.6% of 16-64 year olds in employment in West Somerset work 

full time, compared to 74.4% in Great Britain.  Whilst nationally, women are more likely to be 

working part time than their male counterparts, in West Somerset this trend is much more 

exaggerated. 
 

Figure 8: Percentage of those in employment aged 16-64 working Full Time or Part Time by Gender 

 
Source: Annual Population Survey, Sept 2016. 

 

Key Findings 

Part time working is more prevalent in West Somerset than in Somerset or Great Britain, reflecting 

in part its industrial structure.  Of particular note is that more women in West Somerset are working 

part time than full time, the opposite of the national profile.   

 

So What? 
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A recent report by the Work Foundation5 exploring low pay, found strong links between part time 

working and low pay and high-lighted a number of challenges associated with low pay, including: 

 

• Low pay is associated with in-work poverty, replacing unemployment as one of the major 

drivers of poverty; 

• Low pay is associated with ‘churning’ between work and benefits, which can result in financial 

hardship and has scarring effects on future employment prospects; and, 

• Whilst low pay may be transitory phase for some, earnings mobility is relatively limited in 

Britain, leaving some low paid workers, notably women working part time, stuck in low pay for 

prolonged periods, with implications for child poverty and poverty later in life. 

 

 

Employee/Self-Employed 
 

Figure 9 below shows that 24.4% of West Somerset’s working population are self-employed, 

compared to 14.1% for Great Britain.  When disaggregated by gender we can see that the self-

employment rate for men in West Somerset is 32.5%, considerably higher than the national average 

of 17.8%, yet amongst women it is only marginally higher than the national average, suggesting that 

there may be latent enterprise potential amongst West Somerset’s women. 
 

Figure 9: Percentage of population in employment (aged 16-64) who are employees or self employed 

 
Source: Annual Population Survey, Sept 2016. 

Wages and Family Income 
 

The Annual Survey of Hours and Earnings shows that in 2016 the Median Gross Weekly pay for 

people living in West Somerset is £308.5 compared to £387 in Somerset and £440 for Great Britain.  

The Social Mobility Index reports a figure of £324 in 2014, the lowest of all local authorities in 

England. Unfortunately, the median gross weekly pay for people working in West Somerset is not 

                                                           
5 Rising to the Challenge, A Policy Agenda to Tackle Low Pay, The Work Foundation, July 2014 
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available due to small sample sizes.  As income distribution is non-symmetric, the median is the 

standard measure of average income, as the mean can be driven by extreme values. 

However, the Social Mobility Index shows that 32% of jobs are paid less than the applicable living 

wage Foundation living wage, compared to 25% for England in 2015, again the lowest of all local 

authorities in England. 

 

Key Finding: 

Median wages of residents of West Somerset are some of the lowest in England, with the highest 

proportion of jobs paid less than the Living Wage. 

 

So What? 

For most of these workers, low pay is not a transitional experience.  Research by the Social Mobility 

Commission6 suggests that only one in four workers will be able to escape low pay over the course of 

a 10 year period. The over-whelming majority – mainly women – are stuck in a low-pay poverty trap. 

At the bottom end of the labour market work is also becoming insecure, with rising use of zero-hour 

contracts.  The report goes on to suggest that there are two underlying causes of the UK’s low pay 

problem: 

- Low skills – ¼ of those earning below 60% of median earnings have no qualification 

- Lack of opportunity – the number of intermediate jobs in the UK is declining and is forecast to 

decline further, which means there are fewer jobs for low-paid workers to aspire to and get 

promoted into. 

 

UKCES – Progression pathways in the retail and hospitality industries 

The UKCES developed a series of pilots with employers to explore means of enhancing pay and 

progression of low paid workers through changing business practice to increase demand for 

higher skilled and higher paid work.  The pilots included: 

 

• Jamie Oliver’s Fifteen Cornwall - Building on high quality working practices that 

encourage staff to work and develop across different roles and skillsets to improve 

business performance, they are developing a tool kit which enables other small 

businesses to take similar approaches. 

• Living Wage Foundation - Building on Prof. Zeynep Ton’s ‘The Good Jobs Strategy’, the 

project aims to radically alter HR approaches and business practice. For example, the 

theory says that by changing product ranges and logistics practices, staff can become 

more adept at operating with the company’s range, spend less time shelf-stacking and 

more time selling. 

• National Coastal Tourism Academy - Testing the ‘service-profit’ chain principle that says 

that high quality customer service that arises from better workplace practices leads to 

improved business performance and higher pay. A designated project manager will work 

with hotels across the area to improve the way in which new staff are inducted, trained 

and managed. 

• People 1st - Developing and testing different models to progress staff members. For 

example, the use of analysis tools, behavioural and career coaching and multi-skilling of 

                                                           
6 State of the Nation 2016: Social Mobility in Great Britain, November 2016. 
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roles to assess and develop the aptitude and skills of the workforce to identify where 

people, especially apprentices, have potential to progress. 

• Realm - Setting up an on-site skills academy that retailers can access, and offering 

employees individual training plans and mentoring that enhance their understanding of 

the retail sector. In parallel, several high profile retailers are collaborating to define how 

talented people can progress and develop a career in the retail sector. 

• Rocco Forte Hotels - Developing a new app where employees can access a career map 

showing all the possible routes and training materials needed to progress in their careers. 

They can also set career goals, access relevant training content and receive job advice 

from career coaches 24 hours a day. 

• Timewise Foundation - Working with the UK’s largest pet retailer, Pets at Home, this 

project will radically redesign jobs with the aim of providing clearer routes and 

opportunities for promotion for part-time and flexible working colleagues, particularly 

women. One key change will be to offer more family friendly flexible roles at a managerial 

level for workers to progress into. 

 

Poverty 
A standard measure of low income/poverty is the proportion of individuals living in households 

where the household income falls below 60% of the median income. This is measured before and 

after housing costs. Whilst we do not have a national comparator, we can see that approximately ¼ 

of West Somerset’s households are living in poverty. 
 

Table 2: Proportion of Household’s where income falls below 60% of the median income. 

 Before Housing Costs After Housing Costs 

E02006113 20.6% 27.4% 

E02006114 21.3% 28.9% 

E02006115 22.3% 25.8% 

E02006116 18.0% 18.4% 

E02006117 17.3% 23.0% 
Source: Households in Poverty Estimates for Middle Layer Super Output Areas, England and Wales, 2011/12 

 

 

 
Key Finding: 

A high proportion of households are living in poverty in West Somerset (incomes below 60% of the 

median income).  

 

So what? 

Poverty is one of the main predictors of poor social mobility.  Whilst employment status is closely 

linked with poverty and one of the most significant drivers in and out of poverty, research has shown 

that around half (46%) of all people in poverty, were living in working families in 2012/13. 

 

Longitudinal research tracking people living in poverty between 2007 and 2012 found7: 

                                                           
7 Poverty and Employment Transitions in the UK and EU: 2007-2012 - ONS 
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• Of people aged 18-59 who were not working and living in poverty, 70% of those who entered 

employment, left poverty; 

• Factors influencing the likelihood of moving out of poverty when entering employment included: 

levels of pay, whether the job is full time or part time (and if part time the number of hours). 

• People taking up temporary roles were not less likely to leave poverty than those taking up 

permanent contracts, however, temporary workers are more likely to see their income fall 

below the poverty threshold the following year 

• An increase in hourly pay/taking up a new job helped 70% of people move out of poverty 

• Increasing average hours helped 38% exit poverty. 

 

The research demonstrates the importance of pay, progression and hours of work, as well as 

employment for lifting people out of poverty. 

 

Occupational Profile 
 

In terms of occupational profile, the sample size in the ONS Annual Population Survey is too small to 

allow reliable figure to be produced for West Somerset.  Therefore, the 2011 Census has been 

utilised instead (figure 10), although it should be noted that these figures are now quite dated.  

 
Figure 10: Occupational breakdown 

 
Source: Census, 2011 

 

This shows that West Somerset has a higher proportion of employment in elementary occupations, 

caring, leisure and other service occupations and skilled trades, all of which are associated with 

lower pay and fewer opportunities for progression. The Social Mobility Index found that only 21% of 

people in West Somerset were in managerial and professional occupations in 2015, compared to 

30% for England, a ranking of 318/324. 
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The UK Commission for Employment and Skills8 forecasts that between 2014 and 2024 the UK will 

see the following occupational changes: 

• Strong growth for higher level occupations: managers, most professional occupations and 

many associate professional and technical roles; 

• Caring, leisure and other service occupations also to see significant growth;  

• Net job losses for administrative & secretarial occupations; skilled trade occupations; and 

process, plant & machine operatives; and 

• Mixed fortunes for elementary occupations - modest growth in jobs less subject to 

automation, losses in other areas. 

 
Key Finding 

West Somerset has a higher proportion of employment in lower skilled, lower paid occupations, 

which, with the exception of caring, leisure and other service occupations are not expected to show 

strong growth in the future.  

 

So what? 

Nationally, the labour market is showing strong signs of polarisation, opportunities for progression 

from lower paid occupations are likely to become more scarce. 

 

Travel to Work Area 
 

TTWAs are a geography created to approximate labour market areas. In other words, they are 

derived to reflect self-contained areas in which most people both live and work. The current criteria 

for defining TTWAs are that at least 75% of the area's resident workforce work in the area and at 

least 75% of the people who work in the area also live in the area. The area must also have an 

economically active population of at least 3,500.  The 2011 analysis shows a travel to work area for 

Minehead, which appears to cover most of the West Somerset district.  The Minehead TTWA is 

bordered by Barnstaple in the West, Exeter in the South and Taunton and Bridgwater in the West. 

 

Figure 11 overleaf shows the top 10 locations for employed residents of West Somerset to work in 

2011. This shows that the vast majority are employed in West Somerset, followed by Taunton Deane 

and Sedgemoor, highlighting the relatively self-contained nature of the labour market. 

 
  

                                                           
8 UKCES, Working Futures 2014-2024 
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Figure 11: Top 10 locations for employed residents of West Somerset to work 

 
Source: Census, 2011 

 

Jobs Density 
 

West Somerset has a Jobs Density of 94%, considerably higher than the GB average of 83%. Jobs 

density is the ratio of jobs to working age residents, indicating that in numerical terms, that there 

are greater than average opportunities for West Somerset’s residents. 
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Population and Migration Patterns 
 

In 2015, West Somerset had a population of 34,4009, 6.3% of the total population of Somerset. Of 

which 18,500 or 53.8% were working age (16-64), compared to 59% for Somerset. This is the lowest 

proportion of all the districts in Somerset.  The recently produced ‘State of Somerset Report10’ also 

highlighted that: 

• West Somerset’s working age population is expected to decline by -7.3% between 2014 and 

2030; 

• West Somerset has the oldest population profile of all the Somerset districts; 

• West Somerset is the most rural district with 66.5% of residents living in rural areas; and 

• West Somerset had a net migration of 1,800 between 2005 and 2013, of which 1/3 were 

international. 

 

Figure 12 below shows that West Somerset has a lower proportion of younger people than that seen 

in Somerset and Great Britain.  For all age bands below 50 – 54, we see the proportion of people is 

lower in West Somerset.  However, from 50-54, the pattern is reversed. 

  
Figure 12: Population Estimates by Age Band 

 
Source: Mid Year Population Estimates, 2015 

                                                           
9 ONS, Mid-year population estimates, 2015 
10 State of the Somerset Economy Report, April 2016. Somerset County Council 
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Figure 13 shows that West Somerset has a net loss of people in the 15-40 age band.  Whilst many 

Local Authority areas see a loss of young people as they leave their home town to study, most areas 

see a rapid ‘bounce-back’ as people in their late 20’s and early 30’s return or new young people are 

attracted to the area.  This net loss of young people up the age of 40 represents a significant 

challenge.  Conversely, West Somerset also sees a net in-migration from the ages of 40-74, peaking 

at 55-59, potentially indicative of people coming to West Somerset to retire early. 

 
Figure 13: In-migration by Age 

 
Source: ONS  

 

Figure 14 shows that there is a net in-migration from within the UK to West Somerset.  When this is 

broken down by economic activity status, we can see that overall, the total economically active in-

migration exceeds the total economically inactive in-migration.  As expected, West Somerset shows 

a ‘net loss’ of students, as well as part time workers, unemployed and long term sick or disabled 

people.  Conversely it has a ‘net gain’ of people that are economically active, in particular those in 

full time employment.  As expected it also has a net gain of economically inactive ‘retired’ 

individuals. 
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Figure 14: Net In-Migration by Economic Activity Status 

 
Source: ONS Census 2011 
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Unemployment and Inactivity 

Unemployment 
The Labour Force Survey provides the official measure of unemployment rates, as it captures people 

that are claiming unemployment benefits as well as those that have not registered for these 

benefits.  However, the Labour Force Survey data is not available for West Somerset as the sample 

size is too low in the district.  Therefore, we must rely on Jobseekers Allowance claimant rates to 

inform our understanding of unemployment in the area. In December 2016, a total of 50 people 

were claiming Job Seekers Allowance in West Somerset, (0.3% of the working age population, 

compared to 0.5% for Somerset and 1.2% for Great Britain). 

 

Figure 15 below shows that the JSA claimant rate in West Somerset is typically lower than the rate 

seen in Somerset, however, there is greater seasonal variation in West Somerset, with peaks in the 

winter months. 

 
Figure 15: JSA Claimant Rate over time 

 
Source: nomis 

 

Figure 16 below shows that the JSA Claimant Rate is typically lower for women than men. 

 
Figure 16: JSA Claimant Rate, Male/Female 

 
Source: nomis 
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Figure 17 below shows the number of JSA Claimants by age band.  This shows that across all age 

groups, West Somerset has a lower proportion of people claiming JSA, which would be expected 

given its lower claimant rate identified above.  However, it does show that the JSA claimant rate 

rises with age. 

 
Figure 17: JSA Claimant by Age, December 2016 

 
Source: ONS December 2016.  

 

Key Findings 

The JSA Claimant rate is lower in West Somerset than Somerset, but is subject to greater seasonal 

variation, reflecting the industrial structure. Women are less likely to claim JSA than men which 

follows the national trend and reflects the fact that women are more likely to leave the labour 

market and become inactive.  The JSA claimant rate increases with age. 
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Inactivity 
 

In September 2016, 3,600 working age residents in West Somerset were economically inactive11.  

This represents 20.7% of the working age population. It is slightly higher than that seen for Somerset 

at 19.9%, but lower than the average for Great Britain of 22.2%.  However, as the graph below 

illustrates, the figures for West Somerset are highly variable over time, reflecting the small sample 

found in the Annual Population Survey for West Somerset, which means this data should be treated 

with caution. 

 
Figure 18: Inactivity rate for West Somerset, Somerset and Great Britain over time. 

 
Source: Annual Population Survey, nomis 

 

Of the working-age inactive population in September 2016: 

• 70% were women (compared to 59% in Somerset) 

• 40% wanted a job (compared to 33% in Somerset) 

 

The Census 2011, provides us with an alternative measure of economic inactivity that allows us to 

explore economic inactivity by gender and age. However, whilst the data is very accurate, it is not as 

timely, representing a snapshot of the situation in 2011.  It also measures economic inactivity for the 

16-74 age range. 

 

The Census 2011, shows that in 2011, there were 8,800 inactive people in West Somerset, 35% of 

the population aged 16-74.  This was a higher rate than that seen in Somerset (29%) and England 

(30%).   40% of women in this age group were inactive, compared to 30% of men.  Figure 19 below 

shows that ‘retirement’ is the main reason for economic inactivity, which is unsurprising given West 

Somerset’s demographic profile. 

 
  

                                                           
11 Inactive means an individual is not working or looking for work. 
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Figure 19: Reasons for Economic Inactivity (16-74 age group) 

 
Source: Census 2011 

 

Figure 20 below shows that across most young age groups, West Somerset has a lower proportion of 

economically inactive people than seen in Somerset or England.  However, a lower level of economic 

inactivity in the younger age groups (i.e. between 16 and 24) is often associated with a lower 

proportion of young people choosing to be students.  From 30 to 64, we see economic inactivity 

levels tend to be slightly higher than that those seen in Somerset and England, suggesting slightly 

higher levels of inactivity amongst Somerset’s working age population. 

 
Figure 20: Economic Inactivity by Age 

 
Source: Census 2011 
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see marginally higher levels of economic inactivity, the main reasons for economic inactivity 

amongst this group are: 

• Looking after home or family (highest frequency in ages 22-39); 

• Long term sick/disabled (highest frequency in  40-54); and 

• Retired (highest frequency in ages 55 plus). 

 

So What? 

Economic inactivity is correlated with poverty, economic exclusion and ill-health.  In West Somerset 

tackling health related inactivity (and associated caring needs) as well as early retirement will be key 

areas to tackle to reduce overall inactivity.  The issue of premature loss of older workers caused by 

illness or disability, caring for loved ones or losing a jobs is an important issue highlighted by 

Government in its ‘Fuller Working Lives’ framework for action.  It has been calculated that if 

everyone in the UK worked one year longer, real GDP could increase by around 1%12 

 

Existing Initiatives to support individuals find work and progress in work 

- West Somerset Employment Hub – community hubs set up in three communities across 

West Somerset with volunteers recruited to support the running of the hubs. The hubs offer 

flexible support to people who are aiming to overcome their own personal barriers to skills 

development and employment, focusing on addressing issues and finding employment, 

wherever possible, within the community itself. 

- West Somerset Hospitality and Tourism Academy  - plans are currently in place to develop a 

hospitality and tourism academy which aims to overcome negative perceptions, nurture 

talent and skills, provide opportunities for local people, develop local businesses and raise the 

quality of standards and excellence in tourism.  Initially the academy will take the form of a 

collective group of partners coming together to develop a centre of excellence, with a co-

ordinating function to ensure best practice and consistency in delivery. It will focus initially on 

three areas: the future workforce, current workforce and business support. 

 

Health as a Barrier to Work 
 

Benefits data shows that in August 2016, 2,150 were claiming working age benefits.  Of these, 1,790 

were in receipt of at least one benefit in relation to incapacity, disability or caring.  Of the 1,230 

people claiming Employment Support Allowance, 520 (42%) claimants were suffering from mental 

and behavioural disorders and 170 (14%) for musculoskeletal disorders.   

 

So What?   

A recent report by the Work Foundation13 exploring the link between long term health conditions on 

employment and the wider economy estimated that the annual cost of worklessness and sickness 

related absence related to working age ill-health costs the UK over £100bn per year.  Mental health 

was responsible for the loss of 70m working days in 2007, and days lost to stress, depression and 

anxiety has risen by 24% since 2009.   

 

                                                           
12 Fuller working lives, a Framework for Action. June 2014, DWP 
13 The Impact of Long term Conditions on Employment and the Wider UK Economy. The Work Foundation. February 2016 
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The report highlights that the number of people with one or more long term conditions is expected 

to rise in the coming decades and that there are substantial barriers to employment for people with 

long term conditions, which have an impact on individuals in a number of ways including lost 

earnings; impaired career prospects; and early exit or prolonged absence from the workforce.  

 

The Marmot review in 2010 identified a causal relationship between work and health outcomes: 

“Being in good employment is protective of health. Conversely, unemployment contributes to poor 

health”. 
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Skills, qualifications and training 
 

Workforce qualifications 
Figure 21 below shows that 16-64 year olds in West Somerset are less likely to have achieved an 

NVQ Level 4+ qualification (a degree or equivalent) than their counterparts in Somerset or Great 

Britain.  However, in terms of performance at NVQ level 1, NVQ Level 2 and NVQ level 3 is either 

above or in line with the national and county trends.  However, the figures for West Somerset for % 

with no qualifications, NVQ Level 1 and NVQ level 3 have been classed as ‘unreliable’ by ONS due to 

their small sample size.  Therefore Figure 22 below examines data from the Census to validate the 

trends, which confirms that West Somerset has a higher proportion of working age residents with no 

qualifications and a lower proportion of working age residents with higher level qualifications. 

 
Figure 21:Highest qualification level attained (16-64) - 2015 

 
Source: Annual Population Survey, 2015 

 

Figure 22: Highest qualification level attained (16-64) - 2011 

 
Source: Census 2011 
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Figure 23: Proportion of residents achieving Level 4+ qualifications by age band 

 
Source: Census 2011 

 

When we break down achievement of Level 4 qualifications by age, we can see that the younger age 

bands are less likely to have achieved a Level 4 qualification than their counterparts in Somerset or 

England.  However, over the age of 50, the trend is reversed with high qualification levels exceeding 

county and national averages.  It has been suggested that this effect is caused by: 

• out-migration of younger well qualified people and students looking for opportunities 

elsewhere; and 

• in-migration of older, well qualified people looking to retire in West Somerset. 

 

Key Finding: 

West Somerset has a lower proportion of people with higher level (4+) qualifications, in particular 

amongst the younger and middle age bands – reflecting the out-migration of students and 

graduates, and absence of a ‘return flow’ in the 20’s and 30’s.   

 

So what? 

Higher level skills are closely linked to innovation and productivity and the number of people with 

higher level skills is growing quickly. The UKCES forecasts that by 2024, 54% of the people in the UK 

will be qualified at level 4 and above and these skills will become increasingly important in the 

knowledge economy. 
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Figure 24: Proportion of residents without a Level 2 qualification 

 
Source: Census 2011 

 

When we conduct a similar analysis for those without a level 2 qualification (equivalent to a GCSE), 

we can see a similar pattern (Figure 24).  Younger/middle aged people are less qualified than their 

counterparts in Somerset and England.  There were over 6,000 individuals falling into this category in 

2011. 

 

Key Finding 

Overall, the proportion of people without a level 2 qualification is slightly higher than the County or 

National averages and the difference is most pronounced in the younger and middle aged groups. 

 

So what? 

The absence of a Level 2 qualification is highly correlated with low skilled, low paid, insecure 

employment14,15.  Studies show16 that attaining qualifications improve prospects and progression 

opportunities for the individual concerned. 

 

Workplace Training 
 

Whilst the Annual Population Survey collects information about Job related training undertaken, the 

data for West Somerset has been classified as unreliable. 

 

In terms of apprenticeships, 330 resident learners started an apprenticeship in 2015/1617, 

representing 6% of the total starts in Somerset i.e. roughly in line with the proportion of population.  

The breakdown by subject areas were as follows: 

- Health, public services and care – 100 

                                                           
14 ONS, Earnings by Qualification, 2011.   
15 http://www.poverty.org.uk/31/index.shtml 
16 BIS Research Paper 105: Review of the Economic Benefits of Training and qualifications, as showsn by Research based on Cross Sectional 
and Administrative Data. Feb 2013. 
17 FE Data Library, Apprenticeships starts and achievements 
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- Retail, commerce and enterprise – 80 

- Business administration and law – 60 

- Engineering and manufacturing technologies – 30 

- Leisure, travel and tourism – 30 

- Agriculture, horticulture and animal care – 20 

- Construction, planning and the built environment – 10 

- Education and training - 10 

 

In 2014/15, 140 learners completed apprenticeships, representing 5.3% of the completions in the 

county. 

 

Figure 25 below shows that there is limited post 16 provision in West Somerset, with recent cuts to 

local college finances, many individuals have to travel outside of the district to access training. The 

average bus journey time for the 25 mile distance from Minehead to Bridgewater takes 1 hour, 

35minutes and to Taunton takes 1 hour 22 minutes.  For many, these journey times become 

prohibitive. 

 
Figure 25: Post 16 Provision in Somerset 

 
Note: Post 16 provision at Brymore is currently delivered at Bridgwater College.  Heathfield Post 16 provision is limited to 

Creative Arts subjects. 

 

 

Employer perspectives 
 

A survey of employers undertaken by Somerset County Council in 2015 found that: 

 

• When recruiting staff 48% of Somerset employers surveyed said they looked for vocational 

qualifications.  

• When recruiting young people, employers thought that the skills most prevalent  

were IT skills (90%) and the least prevalent strategic management skills (69%).  

• Somerset businesses are keen to link into educational institutions to help young people.  



36 | P a g e  

 

• Somerset businesses are more concerned about finding higher skilled  

staff in the future than lower skilled staff. 

 

Informal consultations with employers in West Somerset suggest that these findings are relevant to 

West Somerset.  Recent research commissioned by West Somerset council exploring the potential 

impact of Brexit on key businesses in West Somerset18 found that: 

• Approximately half of the businesses interviewed utilised some labour from the EU.  The 

level of dependence on EU labour varied from business to business, ranging from 2-3% of 

the workforce up to 40%. Businesses in the tourism and hospitality sector had the greatest 

reliance, although one high technology businesses requires such a level of expertise that 

they need to recruit from the global market place and employ staff from around the world. 

• Some businesses were concerned about their ability to replace EU workers with local 

workers should they be required to do so. 

 

The research concluded that the reduction in the ability of businesses to recruit staff/labour from EU 

countries cut across a number of business sectors, but could be potentially detrimental to tourism, 

construction, manufacturing and food processing. It was identified as a particular risk to West 

Somerset given its low level of unemployment, an aging population and significant employment 

demands associated with Hinkley Point C which may make it difficult for employers to replace EU 

workers with increased employment of local people. 

 

  

                                                           
18 Research to understand the implications of Brexit on the West Somerset Economy. Buckman Associates 2016 
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Educational attainment and destinations of school leavers 

KS4 Attainment 
All schools in West Somerset have been judged to be at least ‘good’ by Ofsted.  Data from the Social 

Mobility Index suggests that only 35.4% of all pupils in West Somerset are achieving 5+ A*-C grades 

at GCSE including English and Maths, considerably lower than Taunton Deane (56.7%), South 

Somerset (55.2%), Sedgemoor (52.3%) and Mendip (58%).  Performance of those known to be 

eligible for free school meals is even worse at (23.4%). 

Participation Post 16 
 

Whilst Table 3 below shows that the NEET rate for West Somerset is 4% and in line with the county 

average, key issues for this cohort include: 

- A high number progressing into jobs without training 

- 38.3% of NEETs not currently available to be re-engaged or not ready for placing due to factors 

such as teen parenting, illness and mental health, the remainder are seeking opportunities to re-

engage; 

- Only 50% of looked after children and 47.7% of care leavers are participating 

 
Table 3: Post 16, Year 12-14 cohort, as of October 20016 

 West Somerset Somerset 

Year 12-14 Cohort number 931 17,469 

Year 12-14 DfE adjusted NEET 28 (4%) 217 (4%) 

Year 12-14 Not known 217 (23.3%) 4,252 (24.3%) 

Year 12-14 Participating 649 (69.7%) 12,258 (70.2%) 

 

Systematic issues affecting participation of young people include: 

• Patchy delivery of Impartial CEIAG across our institutions 

• Reduction in 14-16 Vocational offer due to the  perceived restrictions of Progress 8 

• Transport in rural counties is challenging and expensive, and is frequently a barrier to 

accessing education and employment, how will FE Colleges and schools manage this moving 

forward? 

 

Somerset County Council are addressing NEET challenges through the use of termly ‘transition 

panels’ supporting Year 11 students who are identified as at high risk of not progressing into Post 16 

provision and ‘progress panels’ for early leavers for post 16 provision to support re-engagement, 

using a multi-agency approach that provides open communication and cohesive bespoke plans for 

each student. 

KS5 Attainment 
A-Level attainment is in line with Somerset and national figures, with an average grade per entry of 

C.  It has a positive value added score of 0.17, the third highest in Somerset and the highest quintile 

nationally19.  Data from the Social Mobility Index suggests that at A-Level, young people eligible for 

free school meals  perform better than their peers in other local authorities on a number of 

indicators including: 

                                                           
19 Somerset County Council 
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• Average point score per entry for young people eligible for FSM at age 15 taking A-level or 

equivalent qualifications, 2014 

• % of young people eligible for FSM at age 15 entering higher education by the age of 19, 

2015 

• % of young people eligible for FSM at age 15 entering higher education at a selective 

university (most selective third by UCA tariff scores) by the age of 19, 2015 

Infrastructure, Housing and Deprivation 

Digital Infrastructure 
Table 4 below shows that in June 2016, premises in West Somerset were less likely to have a fast 

broadband connection than elsewhere in the UK, with only 80% of premises able to receive  

superfast connection of 30mBit/s, compared to 89% for the rest of the UK.  More worryingly is the 

high proportion (12% in West Somerset, compared to 5% in the UK) of premises unable to receive 

the ‘universal service’ obligation of 10Mbit/s, highlighting a significant risk of digital exclusion for 

people living in these premises.  Similarly, West Somerset has a high proportion of premises (4%) 

unable to receive even 2Mbit/s, higher than the rate seen in Somerset of 2%.  The table also shows 

that mobile connectivity is poorer in Somerset than nationally across the spectrum of mobile 

provision. 

 
Table 4: Digital and mobile connectivity 

 West 

Somerset 

Somerset UK 

Fixed Broadband    

% of premises unable to receive 2Mbit/s 4% 2%  

% of premises unable to receive 5Mbit/s 5% 5%  

% of premises unable to receive 10Mbit/s 12% 9% 5% 

% of premises unable to receive 30Mbit/s 20% 20% 11% 

% of premises unable to receive ulfrafast broadband 100% 100% 98% 

Mobile    

2G premises (indoor): signal from all operators No data 42.51% 80% 

3G premises (indoor): covered by all operators No data 55.1% 80% 

4G premises (indoor): covered by all operators No data 31.01% 72% 

Source: Ofcom Connected Nations, June 2016 2016 

 

However, the problem of rural broadband connectivity is being tackled with a new public-private 

partnership  to deliver broadband  in Dartmoor and Exmoor.  Across both Moors the CDS partnership 

has begun to deploy a fixed wireless network delivering speeds of up to 30Mbps to over 5,500 

homes and businesses in some of the hardest to reach areas across the country. This new wireless 

network once finished will be the largest in the UK, and the nature of the technology being used will 

bring wide coverage across both Moors. 

 

Key finding 

Poor levels of digital connectivity, but existing activity should make significant improvements to the 

most rural areas of West Somerset. 

https://www.connectingdevonandsomerset.co.uk/glossary/#Fixed-Wireless
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Transport Infrastructure and Accessibility 
General access into and around the area is restricted to two single carriage A roads, which have both 

speed and height restrictions in places. This makes it difficult to attract new inward investment of 

significant size. For workers, there are also no evening buses, which mean that many pub, restaurant 

and hotel owners face difficulties in finding good staff that have their own transport.   As previously 

highlighted, access to FE colleges in Bridgwater and Taunton is restricted by the availability of bus 

services and the length of time to reach the destination by public transport. 

House price affordability 
Table 5 shows  that median and mean house prices in West Somerset are slightly less than the prices 

seen in the South West and England.  Unfortunately, as reliable income data is not available for West 

Somerset, the ONS has not produced a housing affordability measure for the district.  However, for 

neighbouring districts of Taunton Deane and Sedgemoor the ratio of median house price to median 

gross annual salary was 9.21 and 9.01 respectively. As Taunton Deane’s median house price was 

£200,000 and Sedgemoor’s  was £180,000, we can be confident that West Somerset’s ratio is in a 

similar range.  From a social mobility perspective, it is also worth considering the ‘lower quartile 

price paid’, as this gives us an indication of affordability of houses for people on lower incomes.  This 

indicator shows that lower quartile prices paid in West Somerset are considerably higher than lower 

quartile prices paid in England. 

 
Table 5: Housing Statistics 

Indicator West Somerset South West England 

Median House price, 2015 200,000 £210,000 £208,000 

Lower quartile price paid £154,950 £160,000 £137,500 

Mean price paid £226,038 £256,303 £277,321 

Median Monthly Rent, 2015 £600 £650 £625 

Source: ONS 

 

In 2014, 14.5% (2388)20 of households in West Somerset were classified as fuel poor, higher than the 

average for Somerset (12.4%) and the South West (12.2%), reflecting the high cost of fuel in rural 

areas and relative income levels. 

 

Deprivation 
West Somerset is ranked 56 out of 326 Local Authorities in terms of the overall Index of Multiple 

Deprivation. It has no Lower super Output Areas in the most deprived 10% nationally. Aspects (sub-

domains) of the index where West Somerset performs particularly poorly include: 

- Ranked 39/326 for education, skills and training 

- Ranked 34/26 for barriers to housing and services 

- Ranked 28/326 for living environment 

 

  

                                                           
20 Sub-Regional Fuel Poverty, 2014. Department of Energy and Climate Change 
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Conclusions and Recommendations – Business and Skills 
Plan 
 

The evidence base points to 3 key areas affecting the social mobility of adults in West Somerset: 

• Unemployment and inactivity; 

• Low pay and poor progression; and 

• Lack of opportunity. 

Unemployment and inactivity 
Whilst a small proportion of people are ‘unemployed’ in West Somerset a much larger population 

(3,600 people in Sept 2016) are inactive (i.e. not engaged with the labour market because they are 

retired, looking after home/family or unable to work due to illness/disability).  Whilst for many 

economic inactivity represents a ‘life choice’, many (40%) would like a job, suggesting that other 

barriers may be preventing them accessing the labour market.   

 

The reasons for economic inactivity vary  by age.  We can see that amongst 22-39 year olds, the main 

reason for economic inactivity was that they were looking after home or family.  For this age group, 

interventions designed to support women to return to work following maternity or parenting, may 

be effective.  Amongst the 40 to 54 year olds, long term sickness/disability were the most frequent 

given reasons for inactivity.  This aligns with other data that suggests 1,790 people in West Somerset 

were in receipt of benefits relating to incapacity, disability or caring.  This suggests that interventions 

to improve the health, in particular mental health may be effective at helping people to return to 

work. For those aged over 55, retirement was the most common reason for inactivity.  In economic 

terms, early retirement presents a lost opportunity.  Research by the Government’s fuller working 

lives team suggests that premature loss of older workers is often caused by illness/disability, caring 

for loved ones or losing a job.  

Recommendations 
Interventions should: 

➢ Complement the work of West Somerset Employment Hubs; 

➢ Address barriers to labour market engagement for women returning to work; and 

➢ Complement activity of health partners to address barriers to labour market engagement 

caused by ill-health/disability. 

Low Pay 
The evidence base shows that people living in West Somerset experience some of the lowest rates of 

pay in England, with the highest proportion of people employed in jobs paying less than the Living 

wage.  This partly reflects West Somerset’s industrial structure, with large numbers of jobs in low 

paid sectors such as Hospitality and Tourism and Retail and fewer large businesses (large businesses 

are more likely to provide better progression opportunities).  It also reflects the large numbers of 

people  (especially women) employed part-time. Part-time working is strongly correlated with low 

paid work and research shows that people working part-time are less likely to progress to higher 

paid employment.  One explanation for this from the research is that higher paid positions were 

more likely to be full time, but also other softer barriers to progression for part-time staff (e.g. 

limited knowledge of opportunities and less well developed relationships with managers). 
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Research by the Resolution Foundation, exploring the factors influencing low pay and progression 

recognises the role of employers in enabling progression in the workforce.  The research found that 

the relationship between employers and employees is a complex one, but more could be done to 

develop the progression prospects of low paid staff.  Similarly research by the UKCES piloted a 

number of approaches to improving progression pathways in the retail and hospitality sector, which 

may provide effective approaches for tackling this issue in West Somerset. 

 

Recommendations 
The interventions should: 

➢ Address barriers to full time working (e.g. lack of childcare provision, transport etc.); 

➢ Work with employers in West Somerset’s low-paid sectors such as hospitality, retail and 

care, to become ‘best practice’ employers; and 

➢ Learn from the UKCES pilots to develop a series of West Somerset progression pilots in 

conjunction with employers. 

 

Lack of Opportunity 
People in West Somerset are less likely to be employed in higher paid occupations (e.g. managerial 

or professional occupations) or work in higher paid sectors (digital, business administration ), as 

West Somerset has less businesses in these sectors and less businesses offering higher paid 

opportunities.  West Somerset’s business population is currently declining, although the Hinkley 

Point C development may provide an opportunity for businesses and individuals to benefit.  Whilst 

West Somerset is under-represented in businesses in the professional, scientific and technical 

sector, it is nonetheless an important sector for the economy, which if supported to grow, could 

provide ‘higher skilled and paid job opportunities’ for West Somerset’s residents.  There is also scope 

to use enterprise and self-employment as a tool to create opportunities for people.  Development of 

the social enterprise sector in particular has the potential to create opportunities alongside wider 

social outcomes, which may be particularly beneficial to West Somerset. The evidence base suggests 

that there is under-representation of women in self-employment and as company owners, therefore 

there may be considerable latent enterprise potential amongst West Somerset’s women. 

 

Interventions should therefore: 

➢ Support West Somerset’s professional, scientific and technical sector to grow and recruit 

locally; and 

➢ Support enterprise growth, in particular supporting women to start their own business and 

supporting the start-up of social enterprise. 

 

 

 

 

 


