CA15 - page 2

Division(s):  N/A

ITEM CA15

CABINET – 4 JULY 2006

SEEDA: REGIONAL ECONOMIC STRATEGY

Report by Head of Sustainable Development

Background

1. Regional Development Agencies have a statutory responsibility for economic development and are charged by the DTI with preparing a Regional Economic Strategy (RES). This Strategy must have “….a clear focus on economic development but the Strategy and action to implement it must be based on the principle of sustainable development.” The “fundamental purpose of the RES is to improve economic performance and enhance the region’s competitiveness.” 

2. In November 2005 SEEDA produced a first draft of the RES for consultation. As part of the consultation process a presentation was made by SEEDA to members of Oxfordshire County Council’s Cabinet and the Sustainable Development Scrutiny Committee. A report came to Cabinet on 7 February and feedback was provided to SEEDA (summarised in the following section). 

3. A second draft of the RES
 was circulated in April with a closing date for comments of 30 June. Initially it was thought that a report to Cabinet would not be necessary but this was reviewed after examination of the document and as part of giving economic development issues a higher profile within the County Council. The purpose of this report is to:

-
seek Cabinet’s approval for a formal response to the consultation; and

-
identify the implications of the proposed Strategy for other areas of the Council’s work.

Summary of the Second Draft RES 

4. The second draft of the RES has been substantially altered in the light of feedback received on the first draft. It now consists of a series of documents totalling almost 300 pages:

(a) The Draft RES with sections dealing with the evidence base, key challenges, vision, strategy (containing 3 broad objectives, related targets and actions), a description of the key agencies and their roles and a concluding section on context and purpose. The three objectives described in the Draft RES are:

· Global competitiveness;

· Smart growth;

· Sustainable prosperity.

(b) Sustainability Appraisal and Strategic Environmental Assessment (SA/SEA) that looks at the strategy from the perspective of its predicted economic, social and environmental effects. This appraisal is done for each of 4 scenarios that cover various rates of growth and economic activity levels. (Confusingly these scenarios bear no relation to the scenarios used in the strategy itself).

5. The SA/SEA includes three annexes looking at:

· Key Plans and Strategies that the RES needs to take account of;

· Review of the baseline data for the 25 Objectives defined by the Integrated Regional Framework for the South East that provide the framework for judging and measuring the RES;

· Detailed appraisal of the outputs for each of the SA/SEA’s scenario.

6. In relation to the comments made by the Cabinet on the first draft (summarised in bold type below) a number of changes have been made:

(a) The strategic objectives should more closely relate to challenges that are spelt out.  Although this has been largely achieved in the second draft, the objective of SMART growth appears to be seen as a panacea that will resolve all the tensions between economic growth and sustainable resource use. This underplays the degree of challenge involved in resolving this issue.
(b) The time span of the RES… has been changed from 5 to 10 years as recommended.

(c) The RES needs to be more consistent with the South East Plan.  The Second draft of the RES has taken this issue on board. Specifically it has removed its proposal for housing figures that were in excess of those in the South East Plan – although the higher number is still included in the Sustainability Appraisal. Remaining differences include the following:

· the support in the RES for a third runway at Heathrow
 conflicts with SEERA policy;
· the aspiration in the RES for “a positive planning framework”
 is not followed through into any discussion of the South East Plan or its sub-regional policies.
(d) The Inner, Outer and Coastal zones proposed in the RES are unhelpful as a basis for developing an implementation plan.   The Outer part of the South East has been re-named as the Rural South East. Unfortunately the plan persists in specifying sub-region specific priorities that are applicable to the whole region. One example
 is the priority for the Inner South East to “implement an integrated approach to business support that helps raise the level of productivity in businesses.” There is no equivalent statement for the Rural South East sub-region despite this being equally applicable as a priority.

(e) The Council would welcome collaboration with SEEDA to make the case that further growth is contingent on adequate investment in infrastructure . The opportunity to respond to this and involve Oxfordshire County Council around investment in the “Diamonds for Growth”
 has so far not been taken up by SEEDA.

(f) The Council should ask for greater clarity concerning what outcomes and actions SEEDA  are seeking to achieve in the area of sustainable development.   Despite the Sustainability Appraisal and Strategic Environmental Analysis, the trade offs and tensions between the economic growth, the environment and resource use and social inclusion remain insufficiently developed.

(g) The city region concept should …… be applied to the hubs within the South East rather than just in relation to London.   The revised draft makes a strong case for towns and cities acting as catalysts of economic growth and suggests that this should be supported by “selective infrastructure development as a stimulus to further economic growth.”
 The reference to infrastructure could usefully be carried through to the map, that should refer to “Diamonds for Infrastructure and Growth” and not just “…for Growth”.

(h) The County Council does not agree with the higher rates of housing completions recommended by the RES.  The reference to higher housing completions has been removed from the Strategy itself but is still appraised in the Sustainability Appraisal
.

Officer Comment

Structure of the Strategy

7. There is a lack of coherence that weakens the usefulness of the RES which, despite its length, omits key issues:

· Context and purpose comes at the end of the RES – it should be at the beginning to give the reader any chance of making sense of the Strategy.

· The context and purpose section should explain the significance of the SA/SEA to the RES.

8. Overall, a shorter strategy with a clearer structure would enhance the capacity of the RES to communicate the messages that it seeks to convey about the region and its economy. 

Content

9. This draft of the RES raises the following issues for Oxfordshire County Council:

· The “diamonds for growth” need to specify that they should be areas of growth and investment – not just growth.

· While there is a useful listing of relevant agencies provided in Annex A of the SA/SEA, SEEDA needs to describe how it intends to facilitate, broker, lead and otherwise bring about the changes defined by the RES. Given that its own introduction states that “The RES can only succeed if it is owned and supported by all who have a role to play in implementing the Strategy….”, it is not sufficiently clear how SEEDA will facilitate or manage that implementation process.

· There is a lack of analysis of strategic issues facing the region, especially the effects of demographics with an ageing population combining with historically high levels of immigration – both of which will have structural effects on the process of economic development.

· The failure to bring out the dilemmas involved for the South East in seeking to balance growth and environmental sustainability (reducing carbon footprint, quality of environment etc) needs to be addressed.

Role of Local Authorities in Delivering the RES

10. The Strategy
 identifies a list of roles for key agencies who will need to be involved in the delivery of the plan.  Those designated for local authorities are as follows:

· provide strategic leadership through Local Area Agreements, in particular for local economic development;

· work with national and regional agencies, and businesses, to design solutions for local employment, economic development, regeneration and housing needs within Local Development Plans;

· address the environmental and resource implications of policies agreed in the region and at sub-regional levels to achieve sustainable economic development;

· lead the development of deliverable solutions for local and sub-regional transport initiatives;

· encourage innovative approaches to housing delivery and housing renewal;

· increase access to public procurement opportunities for small and medium enterprises.

11. This designation of roles fails to include the areas of trading standards and environmental health that are key to the better regulation agenda defined in the RES. It also fails to recognise the need for public sector bodies to address their own environmental and resource practices if they hope to be successful in persuading businesses of the need to address these issues.

12. The RES identifies key roles of local education authorities and schools as:

· to ensure all school leavers possess adequate literacy, numeracy, ICT and employability skills; and 

· to deliver a minimum of five days enterprise education at Key Stage 4 to every young person.
It would seem that SEEDA may not be fully aware that the “local education authority” and the “local authority” are one and the same and their roles should therefore be considered together.  Given that SEEDA will need to work closely with local authorities to implement this strategy they need a better understanding of those local authorities if the process of implementation is to be successful.

13. The Strategy also specifies responsibilities for economic partnerships: “Through the fourth block of Local Area Agreements, ensure that the objectives and activities of the RES are translated into local actions, bringing specialist knowledge to bear during implementation.“  This contradicts the role assigned to the local authorities by DCLG (ex-ODPM) to provide leadership in this area.

RECOMMENDATION

14. The Cabinet is RECOMMENDED to approve the comments made in the report as the basis of feedback to SEEDA on the second draft Regional Economic Strategy for the South East.

CHRIS COUSINS

Head of Sustainable Development

Background papers:
Nil

Contact Officer:
Dave Waller, Strategic Policy & Economic Development (SPED) Manager, Tel: (01865) 810813

July 2006
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� Objective 1 on page 33 


� at the bottom of page 57


� on page 15


� the RES identifies eight “cities and major towns [including Oxford] which, with their broader hinterlands, can act as a catalyst to stimulate prosperity”


� on page 12


� on pages 23-25, section 4.2


� on pages 84 – 90
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