
Step Forward Luton Competition:
Applicant Guidance
1 About the competition
Luton Council’s Step Forward Luton Competition offers capital grant funding to help local businesses to grow and budding entrepreneurs to start trading. Capital funding can be used to buy assets for your business like a piece of equipment, rather than everyday running costs like wages or rent.
This guidance covers all three funding pots. Read the eligibility section for your pot and the shared rules before completing the relevant application form. Eligible applications will be assessed competitively, with shortlisted applicants invited to pitch. Applying does not guarantee funding.
2 Which funding pot should I apply for
	Funding pot
	Who it is for
	Maximum award

	Established business
	Businesses established for at least three years in an eligible growth sector.
	£10,000

	Start-up and pre-start
	Businesses established for less than three years, including people preparing to start a business.
	£2,500

	NEET and care leaver
	Eligible NEET and/or care leaver entrepreneurs with a business under three years old or a pre-start idea.
	£2,500


No match funding is required. You must cover any costs above your grant award and any ineligible costs.  We are particularly keen to support young people who are not in education, employment or training (NEET) and anyone who is a recent care leaver, so we have created a separate funding pot.  If you are an eligible NEET and/or a care leaver, please apply for the NEET and care leaver pot instead of the start-up and pre-start pot. Maximum of one application per applicant and applications will not be transferred between pots.
3 Eligibility for each pot
Established businesses
Your business must have been established for at least three years, be trading in Luton and registered in the UK with Companies House or HMRC self-assessment as a sole trader and hold a business bank account.
The business must also operate in one of these key growth sectors: advanced manufacturing; aviation; construction; creative; digital; logistics; healthcare and sports; professional services; or visitor economy. Contact us at invest@stepforwardluton.co.uk before applying if you are unsure whether your activity falls within a sector.
Start-ups and pre-starts
Your business must have been established for less than three years and be trading in Luton. If you have not yet set up your business, you must live in Luton and intend to trade in Luton.
Applicants must provide evidence of their Companies House or HMRC self-assessment registration. Pre-start applicants can apply before registering but must register with Companies House or HMRC self-assessment as well as establish a business bank account within four weeks of grant acceptance. Registration and a business bank account are required before payment is made.
NEET and care leaver entrepreneurs
This pot has been set up particularly to support our care leavers and NEET young people in Luton.  It is for businesses owned, or to be set up, by an eligible NEET applicant, care leaver, or someone eligible under both routes. The business must be less than three years old or a pre-start. The same Luton location, registration and bank-account requirements described above apply.
NEET means anyone aged 16 – 25 who is not in education, employment or training. Care leavers are anyone aged 16 – 25 who has spent time in the care of a local authority. This can include foster care, residential care, or kinship care. Care leavers and NEETs are separate eligibility routes; you do not need to be both. Care leaver status will be verified with Luton Council’s Children’s Services team.
How business age is checked
For incorporated businesses, the delivery document measures business age from the Companies House incorporation date, or HMRC self-assessment registration date. We will require this evidence via a screenshot submitted alongside the application.
4 What the grant can fund
Your proposal must be for capital expenditure linked to your business or business idea. Explain what you want to buy and why it is needed. The following categories are drawn from the scheme rules; the Council must approve the specific purchases in your award.
Eligible expenditure
Plant and machinery, specialist tools and production equipment.
Computer hardware and capital software purchases.
Technology and IT infrastructure, including servers, website creation or domain acquisition.
Commercial property renovations, including shop-front improvements and conversions.
Fixtures and fittings, such as workshop furniture, lighting, electrical systems, heating or cooling installations, and security systems.
Commercial or specialist business vehicles directly linked to trade operations.
Intellectual property and development, including trademarks, patents, licenses or specific research and development capital assets.
Only the capital element of a purchase can be supported. Ongoing subscriptions, renewals, upkeep and other running costs cannot be funded even if they relate to an eligible asset. Ask us if you’re not sure about funding.
Ineligible expenditure
The grant cannot fund land purchases; wages, rent, consumables or other day-to-day bills; non-specialist vehicles; repairs or maintenance, including website upkeep; equipment leasing; retrospective purchases (any purchases made before grant acceptance); or recoverable VAT.
VAT and your cost breakdown
Show quantities, suppliers where known, costs excluding VAT, VAT charged and the grant amount requested. Exclude VAT you are entitled to recover. VAT you cannot recover may be included on otherwise eligible expenditure, subject to confirmation of your VAT position and the funding conditions. Eligible VAT forms part of the award cap; it is not paid on top.
If VAT funded by the grant later becomes recoverable, you must notify the Council. The relevant grant amount may need to be adjusted or repaid. 
Include supporting quotations where available and explain any additional costs you will fund yourself.
5 How to apply
Complete the application form for your funding pot and email it, with supporting evidence, to invest@stepforwardluton.co.uk. Applications open at 12 noon on Monday 16 November 2026 and close at 12 noon on Thursday 24 December 2026. Late or incomplete applications will be excluded.
Please email invest@stepforwardluton.co.uk for application questions, eligibility queries or reasonable adjustments by Friday 18 December 2026.

Completing your form
Answer every question that applies to you. Use “not applicable” only where appropriate and explain why. Pre-start applicants may mark registration evidence as “N/A — pre-start applicant”; you are not expected to provide registration evidence for a business that does not yet exist.
Give your business or proposed business name, contact details, organisational structure, registration details where applicable, address and VAT status. Pre-starts should give their home address and anticipated registration date. Explain where in Luton you intend to trade. Tell us if you need reasonable adjustments or support at any stage.
The proposed purchase summary and each of the four scored responses have a maximum of 250 words. Keep answers specific to your proposal. Supporting evidence should substantiate your answers, with clear references to the relevant question.
Supporting evidence
Use the checklist in Section 7 of your application. Provide Companies House or HMRC registration evidence where applicable, your itemised cost breakdown, quotations where available, and relevant evidence for your outcomes, business case, delivery and sustainability answers.
Established businesses could use trading figures, orders or customer feedback. Pre-start and early-stage businesses can use customer research, expressions of interest, cash-flow forecasts and risk plans. Evidence should be proportionate to your business stage and grant request.
Declarations and personal information
Complete the declarations, name and role, signature and date. The forms ask you to confirm that your information is accurate, that you have not received other public funding for this project, that recoverable VAT is excluded and that you will provide monitoring information. If another funding source may overlap with your proposal, contact us before signing.
In line with the Data Protection Act 2018 and UK GDPR, Luton Borough Council is the data controller and collects your personal data in order to process your application. We will only collect the personal data from you we need for assessing and administering the funding application. We may need to contact you for further information to support your application. We will retain your information for monitoring, analysing and targeting and may contact you by phone or email. We may share your data with contractors of the Council for monitoring and evaluation purposes. 
6 How applications are assessed
The Council first checks eligibility and completeness. Eligible applications are then scored by a shortlisting panel. Shortlisted applicants will be invited to present their proposal to the pitch panel.
	Assessment criterion
	%
	What your answer should explain

	Expected business outcomes
	30%
	What will change, your starting position, your realistic six-month target and how you will demonstrate progress.

	Business case
	25%
	The opportunity or challenge, why the purchases are suitable and evidence of customer demand.

	Ability to deliver
	20%
	The steps, responsibilities, timing and risks involved in spending the grant and delivering your proposed outcomes.

	Long-term sustainability
	25%
	How benefits will continue beyond six months and how you will meet ongoing costs.


The proposed investment and costs section provides information to assess your proposal; it does not carry a separate scoring weight. You do not need to promise every possible outcome. A credible, measurable improvement is more useful than several unsupported claims.
Both panels use the same criteria and weights and score each criterion from 0 to 4. Each weighted score is calculated as the score divided by 4, multiplied by the criterion weight. For example, 3 out of 4 for outcomes earns 22.5 out of 30.
Applications are judged proportionately to the stage of the business. Pre-starts are not expected to provide an established business trading history. Assessment focuses on the proposal and evidence against the criteria.
Shortlisting and pitching
Shortlisted applicants will be notified by Friday 15 January 2027 and invited to pitch their proposals to the panel.  Pitches will take place in February 2027 and last up to 15 minutes, followed by up to 15 minutes of panel questions. Further instructions and any available pitch guidance will be provided with the invitation. Awards remain subject to the available funding.
7 What happens if you are successful
You will receive a grant funding agreement setting out your award, approved purchases, conditions, deadlines, evidence requirements and monitoring arrangements. Read and accept this agreement before proceeding on the basis of an award.
Pre-starts must complete registration and establish a business bank account within four weeks of grant acceptance. Payment is subject to those requirements and the Council’s required checks. Established businesses must already hold a business bank account.
Eligible spending must be completed within three months of grant acceptance. The application forms require proposed outcomes to be achieved within six months of receiving the grant. These are separate milestones: the first covers expenditure, and the second covers the results of your investment.
The Council will contact recipients monthly to review progress. Keep invoices, proof of payment and evidence that funded assets are in use, together with information showing progress against your agreed outcome baseline and target. Contact the Council promptly if your plans, costs or delivery dates change; any changes and unspent funds will be handled under your grant agreement.
8 Key dates and contact details
	Milestone
	Date or timing

	Applications open
	Monday 16 November 2026 at 12 noon

	Enquiries close
	Friday 18 December 2026 at 5pm

	Applications close
	Friday 24 December 2026 at 12 noon

	Pitch invitations issued by
	Friday 15 January 2027

	Pitch panels
	Week beginning 1 February 2027; exact dates to be confirmed

	Planned decision notifications
	Monday 8 February 2027

	Planned agreements and payment scheduling
	Monday 1 March 2027; payment timing subject to confirmation


Email invest@stepforwardluton.co.uk for application questions, eligibility queries or reasonable adjustments by 5pm on Friday 18th December 2026. Please send enquiries before the enquiry deadline, which is earlier than the application deadline.
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