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Sir John, Mr Paul Kehoe, High Commissioner of the Republic of Uganda and all our guests, 

Welcome. 

 

The Birmingham Commonwealth Association, a multi-faceted body, are delighted to have 

you participate and share in this, the BCA's first Conference. Thank you for coming. The 

Conference is intended to give you a flavour of the potential the Commonwealth has when it 

comes to trade. 

 

Today’s event has been organised by the BCA's Trade and Business Group, supported by the 

resource of Birmingham City Councils International team. I said the BCA was multi-faceted 

for indeed, it also has an Education and a Communities group under its umbrella, the BCA 

being very aware that there is often potential for overlap between the interests, objectives and 

desired outcomes of all three groups. 

 

Our Trade and Business Group are outcome driven. They look to help enhance trade links 

with business, exploit new markets, support enterprise and development and, in turn, create 

jobs, local wealth and enhance bottom line profits. Birmingham and greater Birmingham has 

a substantial Commonwealth Diaspora giving the area a significant advantage. The BCA is 

not out to duplicate the work of others; in achieving its objectives it aims to partner, engage 

and collaborate with others to help achieve both there and its own outcomes in the easiest 

most cost-effective way.  

 

We are, after all, a self-funding under resourced body. Notwithstanding this, the BCA 

undertook a number of initiatives in 2015 with the support of Peter McLintock, Mills and 

Reeves, and in 2016, its Trade and Business Focus Group Chairman, Martin Levermore 

MBE, lead a private/public and academia delegation to Jamaica in collaboration with what 

was then UKTI. 

 

As I have said, our scarce resources need to look for outcomes and Martin’s delegation 

certainly delivered. These included £10 million of export business for the West Midlands 

health care sector over the next 5 years, a £1 million extension of Cleone Foods production 

and jobs in Birmingham, an outline agreement between Birmingham City Council and 

Kingston Corporation to share good practise around delivery of services to young people and 

disadvantaged citizens and engagement between Birmingham City University and the 

University of Technology and University of West Indies. A fantastic outcome. 

 

We are honoured today to have some esteemed and well-respected speakers with us some of 

whom I have already mentioned. Sir John is well known to many of you and we are pleased 

he can join us and as our opening speaker. Sir John is of course Chairman of the Midlands 

Engine. The past Chancellor said in June last year “The Midlands should be Britain’s engine 

for growth, and this government has a plan to back you – the people of the Midlands – at 

every stage of your life” We look forward to hearing what Sir John has to say. 

 



Paul Kehoe is Chief Executive of Birmingham Airport, Chairman of Marketing Birmingham 

and President of the Birmingham Chambers of Commerce, quite a portfolio and significant 

players in the life of Birmingham and indeed the Midlands. Paul will convey to us his 

thoughts our place in the world. 

 

Following Paul there will be a short presentation by Vishwanath Panyam from Air India, the 

principle sponsor of today's Conference and therefore to whom we are most grateful. 

 

A short talk by the High Commissioner for Uganda who has most kindly agreed to join us 

today will follow. The UK has a strong bilateral relationship with Uganda and no doubt her 

Excellency will enlighten us further; maybe a trade mission will result in time to come.  

 

Welcome Vishwanath, welcome your Excellency. 

 

Later in the morning we will be joined by Ruth Lea CBE, who some of you will have seen on 

television or heard on the radio; a passionate promoter of the Commonwealth; she will be 

followed by Mark Sankey, Head of the International team at Birmingham Chambers of 

Commerce then after lunch, Peter McLinctock from local law firm, Mills and Reeves who 

will comment upon his first-hand experience as a lawyer. 

 

Ian Stokes and Kimberley-Jane Leary, who run their own business’, will talk about their 

overseas initiatives, followed by Chairman of the Commonwealth Enterprise and Investment 

Council, Lord Marland who will no doubt focus much upon the CWEIC initiative, 

'Commonwealth First', aimed at SMEs in the Midlands. 

 

I would also like to welcome Chairman of the BCA's Trade and Business Focus Group, 

Martin Levermore MBE, CEO, Medical Devices Technology International Ltd, Professor 

Louise Toner, Associate Dean, Birmingham City University and Deborah Leary, OBE, 

Director Commonwealth Businesswomen’s Network and CEO, Forensic Pathways all of who 

will be sitting on our panel discussions. Deborah will be our final speaker reviewing the 

Conference which will no doubt give us food for thought. 

 

Finally, can I give a thank you to our two recently joined Strategic Partners, from 

Birmingham City University and Birmingham Airport. There agreeing to become a Strategic 

Partner not only recognises their confidence in the BCA to deliver positive results but also 

facilitates their having a seat on any of our three Focus Groups. This enables them to 

contribute to what we do and thus our outcomes and, in turn, potentially benefiting 

themselves from those outcomes. 

 

Ladies and Gentlemen, thank you 


