SOUTH EAST ENGLAND DEVELOPMENT AGENCY
BOARD MEETING ON 23 JUNE 2005
ITEM 11
BUSINESS SOUTH EAST

Recommendation

The Board is invited to NOTE the progress on Business South East and the outcome of its second meeting held on 14 June 2005. 

Background

Members will recall that Business South East, the new high level business forum that brings together the leaders of the key organisations in the South East who represent or support the region’s businesses, held their inaugural meeting on 15 February. At that meeting, Members discussed the consultation draft of the South East Plan and concluded that the interests of existing and future business investment in the region should be firmly reflected in the South East Plan. Business South East subsequently issued a press statement on their position. A press notice on the importance of infrastructure to a globally competitive business environment will follow the second meeting. 

Second Meeting and Dinner

The second meeting of Business South East focussed on receiving Members views on the key issues and questions facing SEEDA and the Region as we take forward the review and revision of the Regional Economic Strategy (RES). Members were sent a discussion paper (attached) to guide discussions and SEEDA set out the process for the RES review and its importance as a mechanism to influence the Spending Review 2006. Several SEEDA Board Members also attended the meeting.
It was noted that the 2006 RES would build on the five objectives of the current RES and that it would be the region’s ‘Regional Economic Strategy’. Therefore the RES must reflect the views and input of businesses so that they were comfortable with the final version. Members emphasised the importance of developing a vision of what the South East should be before considering how to achieve it.
Members held a wide ranging discussion on the issues impacting on the South East. Most of the issues raised centred around the critical importance of infrastructure issues, with complex linkages between issues such as, for instance the Dibden Bay decision and policies such as road versus rail freight transportation (or, indeed, coastal infrastructure). There was some interest in finding our own solutions for the south east and considering, for example, road pricing in relation to overall road user costs, housing/workplace commuting and business costs. Members were keen to note that the region was a successful region and that the RES should look at the opportunities and strengths of the region and how they might address some of the issues being discussed in order to keep it so. A clear example of this was the extensive broadband coverage of the region contributing to the infrastructure solution. 

It was also recognised that there was little room for manoeuvre in the economy and the responsibility of SEEDA was to set out some options for the South East. A possible way forward that emerged was to set this out in the context of the ‘redevelopment’ of the South East and examine the role of the South East and whether it was capable of fulfilling that role and, if not, what needed to change.

There was discussion on whether Business South East should issue a Statement on their position on the RES at this moment or later in the year. It was felt that an earlier statement might be preferable because of the SEERA Plenary at the beginning of July. The Statement should refer to the need for a vision and of the importance of investment in infrastructure.
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