
                                 

 
 

Jump-starting the SME business sector: The role of the British Business Bank and 
other efforts to broaden the range of financing options. A round-table discussion, 
with Andrew van der Lem (British Business Bank), Andrew Freeman (The Finance 

Foundation), Marte Borhaug (CBI) and Alex Coad (University of Sussex). 
 

Held on Tuesday, May 13, 2014, from 8:30-10:00am. 
 

At the offices of Nabarro LLP, Lacon House, 84 Theobald's Road, London, WC1X 8RW. 
 

With support from Nabarro LLP 
 
 
Not an easy meeting to summarise. Yes, there is a lot of support for the Business Bank. Yes, 
there is a widespread perception that there are gaps in the market that it might help to fill. 
And yes, it is clearly making big strides – even before it has got its EU state aid approvals, 
and even before it is really up-and-running. Yes, too, for its careful approach – trying to 
catalyse finance through wholesale markets, rather than potentially crowding out private 
sector funders by competing at the retail level. But (and there is always a but) there may still 
be some crowding out issues (that was not completely clear). And, more important, it is not 
entirely obvious which gap the bank is supposed to fill. It clearly won’t target micro-
businesses. And, because it will tend to invest via funds and platforms, it may not address 
the £1-10 million market where many feel the need is. And what will its relationship be to 
private sector alternatives like the Business Growth Fund? 
 
Plus, it was suggested, what we really need is to build an equity culture, and what will the 
bank do for that? And, more fundamentally, the survey work that the bank itself has 
commissioned suggests that we may be overestimating the problems that small and medium 
firms have in accessing finance – particularly from the banks. After all, banks (apparently) 
approve 90% of loan applications. 
 
Nevertheless, on balance, there was support (if mixed with scepticism) for the Bank – which 
clearly has Vince Cable’s strong support. The decision to invest primarily through funds 
largely avoids the charge of ‘picking winners’, and its own financial targets (breakeven, using 
gilt yields as a benchmark) means there is plenty of scope for experimentation.  
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