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strategy, but it is addressed in several supporting 
documents, 

The informal economy is lmked to four main 
policy agendas for RDAs: 

Tackling social and economic exclusion 
Reducing worklessness 

• :Encouraging enterprise development, both for Job 
creation and productivity growth 

Reducing financial exclusion 
For One Northeast and Advantage West 

Midlands the informal economy IS linked to 
strategies for enterprise development Both regions 
place a priority on developing sustainable new 
businesses which mcrease regional prosperity and 
reduce the gap in business rates with other regions, 
'Legitimismg informal economy entrepreneurs 
through highlightmg available opportunities 
and opening the door to further growth' [One 
Northeast regional economIc strategy 2006-2016] is 
recogmsed as one means of achieving thls goal. 

Only Advantage West Midlands translates this 

strategic intention into its delivery plan, Here the 
recommendation IS to 'proVide bespoke enterprise 
support, mentoring and training' through Business 
Link RDAs are also providing support for commumty 
development finance and micro-credit to varying 
degrees, but few have linked this support to a policy 
of helping informal micro-businesses to formalise, as 
a lot of informal activity is in small-scale trading, 

At a local level there is scant information 
among the UK's 500 local authorities about their 
informal economIes, Levels of understanding vary 
dramatically from none whatsoever to commonly 
held misconceptions and assumptions about 
benefit scroungers and cash-in-hand work, through 
to faIrly detailed knowledge about what IS going on 
in their local area, 

From where Community Links is based in 
London it's clear that it's is a mIxed bag, Some 
local authorities make a passmg mention of it 
in their strategic documents and plans, basically 
acknowledging its existence, A small minority have 
developed pilot projects, For example, the London 
boroughs of Brent and Wandsworth have both run 
pilot projects which supported small businesses 
to make the transition to the formal economy. 
However, for the vast majority of local counCIls 
there are no strategies, plans or budgets to address 
local informal economic activities, 

The recommendations from Community 
Links' latest report, Self-employed and micro­
entrepreneurs: informal trading and the journey 
towards formalisation, stress that: 

Local and regional government strategies 
including economic development, employment, 
regeneration and anti-poverty plans must explicltly 
recognise and aim to support people and micro 
and small businesses to make the transItion to the 
formal economy. 

A cross-agency approach should be taken to 
harness the mformal economy, A senior director 
from the local authority or RDA should ensure all 
departments and agencies working with businesses 
have a joined-up strategy, wlth coordinated 
plans and shared budgets to support people and 
businesses to make the transition to the formal 
economy, 

Community Links is now workmg with 
Geoeconomics, a research and strategy consultancy 
affiliated to Birkbeck, University ofLondon, to 
provide an informal economy service, It works with 
local authorities and RDAs to help them understand 
local economic development by measuring their 
informal economic activities and turning the 
findings mto strategy and practical action, 

If local and regional government want to hit 
their employment and worklessness targets; their 
business start-up, growth and development targets; 
their workforce development and skills targe ts; 
and their regeneration and poverty (including 
child poverty) targets, it is vital that they seek 
to acknowledge, understand and address their 
informal economies, 

Aaron Barbour 15 research and poliCY manager at 
IlnksUK, the national team of Community Links, He can 
be contacted at aaron,ba rbour@communlty-links,org 
Self employed and micro-entrepreneur5: informal 
trading and the joumey towards formalisation can be 
downloaded from www,communlty-Ilnks,org 
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