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The South West has
enormous digital potential.
Take Exeter, which is host to
this year’s Back the South
West Growth Summit on
F riday.

The city has a world-class
university and science park.
It is attracting more and more
digital and tech firms.
Between 2010 and 2016, digital
related employment grew by
almost 60%. It is home to the
Met Office and its £97 million
supercomputer and there are
estimated to be more than
14,000 digital jobs in the city.

Plymouth is similarly well-
placed to become a digital and
tech leader. Its science park is
among the largest in the
region, home to more than 120
businesses including a
number of spin-outs from
Plymouth University. The
digital tech community is
supported by initiatives such
as Global Game Jam, a
hackathon style event where
people are invited to test and
make a new video game, and
MESH, which provides people
with the opportunity to
improve and learn new digital
skills. According to a recent
Tech Nation report, there are
already more than 6,000
digital jobs in the city.

Cor nwall’s digital tech
cluster is small but gaining in
prominence. It is centred
around Redruth and Truro,
but expanding to Camborne,
Falmouth and Newquay.
Superfast broadband and
readily available talent
around Falmouth University
and Cornwall College means
the area is well-placed to
develop its digital and
technological expertise.

Devon and Cornwall, like so
many other regions across
the country, has the potential
to be at the forefront of the
digital revolution; embracing
and fostering new and
emerging technologies,
industries and opportunities,
and enhancing existing ones.

To achieve this, we need to
unlock the entire digital
potential of the region. This
potential is huge and wide-
ranging. It is the student
wh o ’s learning coding skills
to develop a promising new
app; the small business that’s
using digital marketing
strategies to sell more goods
overseas; the manufacturer
t h at ’s speeding up production

by introducing artificially
intelligent robots into its
supply chain; and the sole
trader using the internet for
the first time.

Recent research, published
by us at Vodafone,
demonstrates that in order for
towns and cities across the
UK to realise their full digital
potential, the Government
should pilot the idea of Digital
Enterprise Zones. These are
defined geographic areas
identified by local leaders –
LEPs, local authority leaders,
mayors and MPs – wh i ch
would be created to foster the
growth of digital businesses,
with benefits to encourage
companies to invest there and
train up the existing
wo rk fo rc e.

A key advantage of the
zones would be the
opportunity to test policy
initiatives that could
strengthen local digital
economies. One example
would be to offer digital
marketing vouchers to small
and medium-sized
enterprises with export
potential to help them
internationalise their
websites and acquire the
translation services they need
to find new markets abroad.
Local authorities could also
offer financial incentives to
train and retain digital talent,
for instance by making use of
Apprenticeship Levy funds.

Over time, by drawing more
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and more investment, skilled
workers and businesses in
tech related fields to the area,
these Digital Enterprise
Zones could pave the way for
the formation of ‘Digital
Super Towns’ – places where
every bit of digital potential is
exploited to its fullest. A wave
of these could contribute to
tens of billions of pounds to
the economy. If we are to
achieve this, the private and
public sector must work
to gether.

Vodafone is committed to
playing its part. We have
already spent £2 billion on
our UK network and services
since 2014 and we expect to
invest a similar amount over
the next few years. This
includes introducing our fast

and reliable 4G to South West
cities and towns as well as
hundreds of smaller
communities. We’ve also
made significant
improvements to our
network, which now reaches
over 98% of the region’s
p o p u l at i o n .

But we cannot work alone.
To improve digital
connectivity, our industry
needs national policies that
encourage investment in full
fibre networks as well as a
supportive regulatory
environment and sensible
planning laws. It is not just
the responsibility of national
government and business
either. Local businesses, trade
groups and politicians must
come together with one voice
and make the case for
investment. The people best-
placed to identify areas with
the greatest potential and the
greatest challenges are those
who live there. That is why we
are delighted to be
contributing to the fantastic
Back the South West
Campaign run by the Wester n
Morning News.

The South West is well-
placed to thrive both
domestically and on the
international stage. It is home
to some fantastic
entrepreneurs and has
strengths in industries such
as agri-technology, gaming
and virtual reality. But to
continue to grow and flourish
in an increasingly
competitive global economy,
we must harness as much of
the region’s digital potential
as we can.

Tom Marks is chair of Vodafone South West.
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The Met Office’s new supercomputer complex at Exeter Science Park. The city is estimated to have more than 14,000 ‘digital’ jobs

Fears over the potential loss
of two amphibious assault
ships from Devonport has
swiftly escalated into con-
cerns about the future of the
entire naval base. HMS
Albion and HMS Bulwark
may, as the Ministry of De-
fence insists, be the subject
of mere “s p e c u l at i o n ” ab o u t
their future, but the likeli-
hood of them being
scrapped is real enough to
have prompted major cam-
paigns by Plymouth MPs
and the City Council in an
effort to save them. Now
trade unions have joined the
fray urging the Ministry to
ensure that the new fleet of
Type 26 frigates – the work-
horses of the Royal Navy –
are based at Devonport to
ensure the long term future
of the base.

There is a strong argu-
ment in favour of that hap-
pening. Devonport is the
largest naval base in West-
ern Europe with both a his-
tory and an infrastructure
that justifies its place as
base port for a significant
number of ships. With the
strength of the Royal Navy
in decline it remains im-
portant for the security of
the nation that three major
naval bases – in Ports-
mouth, on the Clyde and at
Devonport – remain. Ply-
mouth has been the tradi-
tional home of the frigate
fleet and the city’s position,
with fast access to the West-
ern Approaches, has stood it
in very good stead. The Type
23 frigates currently based

here go out of service on
2023. If their replacements –
the Type 26s, supported by
Type 31e vessels – d o n’t
come to Plymouth then a
well-equipped and well-
staffed facility will, in
effect, be wasted. As the
GMB and Unite unions,
which represent hundreds
of naval base and dockyard
workers, point out: “If
Albion and Bulwark are
lost, and Devonport fails to
win base-porting of the Type
26s and 31s, we will even-
tually be left with just three
survey ships. Hardly
enough to justify maintain-
ing the largest naval base in
Western Europe.”

The number of jobs af-
fected directly would be sig-
nificant – and the knock-on
effects in a city that is still
highly reliant on the milit-
ary would be dire. Plymouth
has coped with job losses in
its naval dockyard over
many decades and alternat-
ive businesses have, for the
most part, come in to take up
the slack.

The sudden loss of serious
numbers of ships, the poten-
tial run down of the Royal
Marines, with talk of a 1,000
service personnel lost and
the consequent knock on
effect across the city would
be a hammer blow. Trade
unions, and both Labour
and Conservative MPs and
councillors are agreed on
the seriousness of the situ-
ation. They need to pull even
harder together to ensure it
does not come to pass.

Future of city’s navy base
lies in new Type 26 frigates
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On this day

1846: An anaesthetic was
successfully used for the first
time at the Massachusetts
General Hospital where dentist
William Morton used diethyl
ether before removing a
tumour from a man’s jaw.
1847: Jane Eyre by Charlotte
Bronte was published under
the pseudonym, Currer Bell.
1881: The Sunday People was
published for the first time, as
The People.
1902: The first detention centre
for young offenders was opened
at the village of Borstal, Kent.
1958: Blue Peter started on BBC
TV. The presenters were Leila
Williams and Christopher
T race.

1964: Harold Wilson became
prime minister of a Labour
government which won a
general election with a
majority of four.

Birthdays
Angela Lansbury,
actress, 92
Peter Bowles,
actor, 81
Tim Robbins,
actor, 59 p i c t u re d
Gary Kemp, actor/musician, 58
Flea (Michael Peter Balzary),
musician, 55
Davina McCall, TV presenter, 50

Thought for the day
Psalm 34:10 – The lions may grow weak and hungry, but those who
seek the LORD lack no good thing.

Write to us at: Studio 5-11 Millbay Road, Plymouth PL1 3LF
Email wmnletters@westernmorningnews.co.uk

Tweet us at @WMNNews westernmorningnews

We want to hear your views
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