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This plan is focused on Luton’s economic recovery in response to COVID-19. In recent years, Luton 
has enjoyed economic success with high rates of economic growth and earnings above the national 
average. Despite this, Luton has faced high levels of deprivation with 46% of children growing up in 
poverty. The COVID-19 pandemic presents challenges for our economy and for our residents. Centre 
for Cities cited Luton as having the 7

th
 highest number of furloughed workers, 32,000 jobs at risk and 

the 8
th
 highest claimant counts for cities and large towns in the UK. This difficult period has clearly 

demonstrated the need to secure a strong economic recovery whilst protecting our most vulnerable. 
In line with Luton’s 2040 vision, this plan builds on the significant momentum that was developed 
before the pandemic and reinforces our ambitions to deliver an Inclusive Economy in Luton.  
 
Based on sound evidence, we will harness the good things we have already achieved and some of 
the change benefits that have emerged out of the crisis. There will be variable impacts on sectors of 
the economy and further impacts to follow from the EU exit with a need for diversification of business 
models and a need to respond to trends such as automation of jobs and the climate emergency. 
However, out of adversity can come positives, and by working together we can build back a better 
Luton, one that is future ready, inclusive and sustainable. To do this we will bring forward the work of 
our Inclusive Economy Strategy with the aim of growing our economy to provide more high-value and 
well-paid jobs for our residents; drive growth in key sectors, including the airport; and bring forward 
our new Town Centre Masterplan to make our town centre a more attractive destination for office, 
retail and leisure use. We will continue our partnership with major employers and anchor institutions 
to combine efforts to generate wealth which is invested back into Luton. 
 
This plan sets out the actions we will take to support the economy through the phases of crisis, 
rescue, recovery and reform, while being flexible and responsive with so many unknowns. It is 
closely tied into broader areas of work under development such as the Town Centre Recovery Plan 
and Masterplan, the Digital Plan and key infrastructure projects. A new collaboration has emerged 
between partners in responding to this crisis and this plan has and will continue to be developed 
within the context of wider plans that are underway, including the government economic response, 
the Oxford to Cambridge Arc, the South East Midlands Local Enterprise Partnership (SEMLEP) and 
local partnerships and initiatives.  

Longer term, our ambitions remain: 
 

• An Inclusive Economy 
• More of our residents in high-value, well-paid 

jobs  
• A skilled workforce that meets the needs of 

local employers  
• A thriving town centre, with the right mix of 

office, retail, leisure and residential space  
• More money spent locally, with increased 

social value from the public sector and anchor 
institutions  

• Our airport will be at full capacity, providing 
maximum benefit to jobs and the economy  

Our short-term aims are: 
 

• Helping businesses to reopen in line with new 
guidelines 

• Helping businesses to recover and rebuild  
• Providing immediate employment and skills 

support for unemployed/furloughed/those 
facing redundancy  

• Providing confidence to businesses, the 
community and investors 

• Communicating and signposting 
• Collaboration and partnership working 
• Securing external funding 
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Luton Economy Pre Covid-19 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Prior to the COVID-19 outbreak Luton’s economy had been 
performing well: 
 

• A strong local economy worth £7.5 billion  
• Gross Domestic Product (GDP) per head had been growing at 

a faster rate than the national figure 
• Employment from the airport and related business had been 

growing with 11,200 employed, the majority in fulltime jobs 
• 92,000 people were employed in Luton 
• Self employment growing as a share of the workforce, with 

14,000 self employed.  
•  

However, challenges remained:  
 

• 7th highest rate of child poverty in UK  
• Claimant rates were higher than the national average at 3.2%, 

economic inactivity was also higher 
• Those commuting into Luton earned more than residents who 

earned an average of £1.22 p/h below workplace earnings 
• An estimated 1 in 5 jobs were not paying a living wage  
• Only 34% of Luton jobs were in management and professional 

occupations, compared to 46% nationally 
• Only 11% of those self employed in Luton were in high skilled 

areas compared with 22% nationally 



Luton 

5 
 

Covid-19: one of the most impacted local authority areas? 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Covid-19 has affected local economies differently. Luton is in the 
top ten cities and towns for: 
 

• Furloughed workers for at least 3 weeks since March 
2020 (at 25.6%) 

• Claimant count as share of working-age population, 
August 2020 (at 8.76%) 

• % change in claimant count claims in cities and large 
towns from March to August 2020 (at 5.4%, the joint 
highest ranking with Slough) 

• % of exports to EU countries (at 56%), indicating there 
will be further challenges from the impact of the EU 
transition period 

• Luton’s economy is particularly vulnerable due to high 
numbers (33%) working in ‘at risk’ sectors 

• The global slowdown has left Luton exposed with its 
airport a major part of the economy 
 

Source: Centre for Cities 

Source SEMLEP. NB. Datasets merge Aviation and Logistics together, disguising 
the true impact for Luton of the vulnerabilities in the Aviation sector  
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Reasons for Optimism 
 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

- Town Centre 
Masterplan 

- Barnfield College 
- Luton Dart  
- Aspirations for the 

UK’s most 
sustainable airport  

Developments and plans for the 
future still progressing: 
 

- Luton 2040 Vision 
- Town Centre Masterplan 
- Barnfield College 
- Luton Dart  
- Aspirations for the UK’s most 

sustainable airport  
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Luton Covid-19 Economic Recovery Plan 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Our Covid-19 Economic Recovery Plan takes a system wide approach across the themes of people, 
place and economy and is structured in four phases:  
 

• Crisis – the period until lockdown is lifted 
• Rescue – managing to avoid further deterioration  
• Recover – moving towards business under the ‘new normal’ 
• Reform - Building a BETTER economy 

 
The Inclusive Economy Board is driving the activity outlined in this Plan and is responsible for key work 
streams to create more high valued jobs in Luton and enable the people of our town to access these 
jobs through enhanced skills and opportunities.  
 
The Board will be supported by informal sub-groups to help take forward key areas of work: 
  

• Business Provider Forum 
• Sector Groups 
• Property and Infrastructure Group 

 
The Plan has clear links with Luton’s Population Wellbeing Strategy, with shared objectives as set out 
in the Luton 2040 Plan.  
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This plan is underpinned by the following principles:  
 

• Driven by data, insight and scenario planning 
• Tailored to reflect the uniqueness of Luton  
• Value driven to build back a BETTER economy  
• Inclusive and carbon neutral 
• Community wealth building as a central plank 
• A holistic approach where “Every contact counts” with businesses  
• Aligning to wider plans and partnerships and building on the new collaborations  
• Preparing for external funding, e.g. Shared Prosperity Fund, repurposing of EU funds 
• Good Practice – learning from previous economic shocks and from other areas 
• Two-way communication with government and stakeholders  
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Crisis Response 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Delivery or promotion of Government resources: 
 

• Small Business Grants 
• Retail, Hospitality and Leisure Grants (£10,000 

or £25,000) 
• 12 months Business Rates Relief (Retail, 

Hospitality and Leisure) 
• Discretionary Grants 
• Coronavirus Business Interruption Loan Scheme 
• Coronavirus Job Retention Scheme (furlough) 
• Self-employment Income Support Scheme 
• Bounce Back Loans 
• Statutory Sick Pay Rebate 
• Time to Pay 
• Covid-19 Corporate Financing Facility 
• Universal Credit (UC) / DWP 
• Wider government support 

Local response: 
 

• Luton Council 
• Luton Economic Recovery Group 
• Implementation of grants and reliefs 
• Rent holidays 
• Support with compliance 
• 121 business calls & signposting  
• Think Luton business support media 

campaign 
• Employment support & UC application 

support  
• Bedfordshire Business & Economic Recovery 

Group  
• SEMLEP Growth Hub: Business Survey, 121 

Business advice; webinars; media campaign 
• Bedfordshire Chamber of Commerce 
• Federation of Small Business  
• Luton BID #LutonBusinessSupport 
• University of Bedfordshire and regional Arc 

universities  
• Insights and lobbying Government  
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Our emergency response through the Crisis and Rescue phase  
(April to July 2020) 

Formed an Economic Recovery Cell in the Council 
Set up a team between Business Rates and Economic Development to disburse: 

• £29.7M business grants issued to 2,338 businesses (91%) 
• £1.28M Discretionary Business Support Fund awarded to 278 businesses 

Engaged with over 300 businesses and helped them gain access to business support  
2,746 businesses signed up to receive Think Luton e-newsletter (an increase of 442 since the end 
of March) 
Issued over 13,000 face coverings to high street & town centre businesses and taxis for customer 
use 
Transitioned Adult Learning onto digital platforms  
Provided rapid employment support to over 100 newly unemployed residents 
Over 200 adults participated in adult learning activities  
Produced a Universal Credit application guide used by the Customer Services Centre to support 
individuals 
Created an employment vacancy portal  
Provided anchor institutions such as EasyJet with redundancy support 
Piloted a vacancy job matching & virtual careers fair for health and social care jobs, in partnership 
with BLMK Integrated Care System  
Behind the scenes, gathered local intelligence through our in-house data hub, business 
engagement and SEMLEP surveys  
All the above was done at speed 
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Recovery and Reform 
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Economy 
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Place 
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Community Wealth Building 
Think Luton campaign ‘play your part’ 

 

 

 

 

Luton’s Anchor organisations 
working together to maximise wealth 
generation in the local economy  
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PLACE: Sector and Cluster development 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Luton 

20 
 

Luton Key Business Sectors 
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Luton Cluster Development 
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