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What Cornwall can learn from our new Prime

Minister and the City of Manchester: Growth is a
mindset, not a mandate

By Toby Parkins, Interim CEO, Cornwall Chamber of Commerce

July 2026

Eighteen months ago, | spent a week in Manchester for Manchester Tech Week. | went for
the technology and the ideas. | came home thinking about Cornwall.

| attended event after event, met people across the city's business community, and kept
being struck by the same thing: how familiar it all felt. Manchester and Cornwall could
hardly look more different on a map. But the two places share something that matters
more than geography. Neither is London. And both have made that a source of

identity and uniqueness.

What | saw in Manchester was a business community with genuine camaraderie and a
deep sense of belonging to its place. People there want Manchester to be great, and they
say so without embarrassment. They are motivated to grow, they pursue development
deliberately, and when they achieve it, they celebrate it together. The collaboration
between businesses, across sectors, across sizes, across the usual competitive lines, was
one of the most noticeable features of the whole week. If you have spent any time in the
Cornish business community, you will recognise every word of that description. The spirit is
the same.

But there was a difference too, and it is the difference | have been thinking about ever
since.

Manchester has thrived inside its devolved mayoral authority. The businesses | met
behaved as though they were empowered to grow and develop - as though the future of
their place was theirs to shape. That is exactly the approach Andy Burnham set out to
encourage: a region acting with agency, not waiting for permission. The mandate is real,
but the mindset came first. The businesses did not wait to be told they were allowed to be
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ambitious.

I have seen this from the inside as well as the outside. Through my time with the British
Chambers of Commerce network, and in conversation with the Chief Executive of Greater
Manchester Chamber, | have heard how the private sector there orchestrates its own
opportunities for business and economic growth. It does not sit back and wait for the
public sector to convene it. The Chamber and the businesses behind it actively broker the
connections, the partnerships and the momentum that turn ambition into growth. The
public institutions matter, but the private sector is the one starting the engine. That is a
role Cornwall’s business community is already doing.

Cornwall's devolution has taken a different path. We agreed a Level 2 deal in 2023 rather
than the mayoral model, and out of that came the Cornwall and Isles of Scilly Economic
Forum and the Good Growth Plan for 2024 to 2035. There is a lot of good in that plan and
real progress behind it. But, in my opinion, too often our business community behaves as
though it has been handed an economic development strategy to fit into, rather than one
it helped to write. We can feel shackled by it, as if our job is to slot ourselves into someone
else's framework and hope we qualify.

That instinct sells us short. Manchester's lesson is not really about mayors and deal levels
at all. It is about who believes they are responsible for the region’s success. In Manchester,
business believes it is. In Cornwall, we too often wait to be invited.

So, my argument is simple. Cornwall's businesses should stop feeling as though we need
to fit in with a strategy we were given and instead bring ourselves together to show what
growth and development can look like when we lead it. We do not need to wait for a
structure to organise us. We can organise ourselves - by sector or cluster, by business
type, by stage of development, or simply by shared ambition. A group of early-stage
founders has different needs from an established manufacturer; a marine cluster has
different opportunities from a creative one. Let those groups form, make their case, and
set their own direction. Then the strategy starts to reflect the businesses rather than the
other way round.

This is not a criticism of Cornwall Council, of the Economic Forum, or of anyone working
hard on the Good Growth Plan. It is an invitation to my own community, and a message to
those who hold the levers of policy. Give Cornish businesses room to behave as though
the region's growth is theirs to drive, because it is. Manchester did not become confident

Chambour Kenwerth Kernow British
. Chambers of
TEL: 01209 216006 Email: hello@cornwallchamber.co.uk Commerce

cornwallchamber.co.uk Cornwall Chamber of Commerce, 5 Accredited

Wheal Agar, Tolvaddon Energy Park, Camborne TR14 OHX

Company No. 2221610 Limited by Guarantee Registered in England and Wales




»V&
Cornwall

Chamber
of Commerce

because it was given a mayor. It was given more powers because it was already

behaving like a place that knew where it was going.

And here is the opportunity for Cornwall. Andy Burnham, our new Prime Minister, has
become one of the most powerful advocates in the country for the idea that regions
outside London can drive their own growth when they are trusted to. Manchester is his
proof. If Cornwall can show him - and everyone who thinks the way he does - that our
spirit and drive can deliver the same kind of growth Manchester has, then we change the
terms of the conversation. Devolution is not a fixed settlement; it is earned and it is
extended to places that demonstrate they can use it. The better Cornwall behaves like a
region that knows where it is going, the better the outcome Cornwall will get. We would no
longer be asking for powers on the strength of need. We would be earning them on the
strength of results.

Cornwall already has the camaraderie, the belonging, and the collaborative instinct that
make places like Manchester thrive. We have the raw material in abundance. What we
need now is the confidence to act as though the future is ours to build. And to come
together, on our own terms, to prove it.

I would like our Chamber to be part of making that happen. If you would be interested in
helping shape or join in to create the vision, | would like to hear from you.
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