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	BOARD MEETING ON 26 MAY 2005

	ITEM 12

	SOUTH EAST REGIONAL CENTRE OF EXCELLENCE


Recommendation

That the Board NOTES the progress being made with establishing “South East Excellence” as the Regional Centre of Excellence for the South East.
Background
Since the publication of the Urban White Paper in 2001, RDAs have been encouraged to establish Regional Centres of Excellence to drive forward particularly skills and training in the built environment in each region.  This objective has been reinforced in the Sustainable Communities Plan in early 2003, and the Egan Review of Skills in April last year.

The response from each region has been different, with some establishing free standing organisations, whilst others lead by the south east, have looked to embracing a wide range of separate initiatives within an umbrella brand.  

Providing leadership for the urban renaissance agenda is a strong theme in the corporate plan just submitted to Government.  It has also formed part of the Regional Assembly’s Select Committee into promoting urban renaissance which took place last year, and which generally applauded SEEDA’s progress.  It is therefore timely to provide the Board with an update of the Regional Centre of Excellence (RCE) in the South East.
Developing the Regional Centre of Excellence

In response to the publication of the Urban White Paper, SEEDA commissioned University College London in June 2001 to conduct a scoping study for developing a RCE.   This reported in March 2002, and explored the demand for skills and the training currently available within the region.  It was based on a questionnaire survey to 2,544 organisations and individuals in the region, semi structured interviews with key stakeholders, and workshops across the region.  

Whilst continuing to consult stakeholders and interest groups informally, SEEDA’s work following this scoping study focused on developing a solid base of excellent practice across a number of activities.  A number of these initiatives, such as the Regional Design Panel and the South East Design Champions Club, have been picked up as good practice by other regions and are being replicated in other RCE proposals.

In late 2003 in response to the Government’s Sustainable Communities Plan, SEEDA looked again at RCE proposals for the South East.  SEEDA invited GOSE and the Assembly to form a Steering Group to take forward “South East Excellence” – the brand name agreed for the Regional Centre of Excellence in the South East.

The work of South East Excellence has also been guided by an Advisory Group whose membership includes a range of organisations at regional and sub-regional level, the professional institutes, Housing Corporation, English Partnerships, Arts Council England, and English Heritage.  

In July 2004, a formal consultation was carried out to inform the nature, status and priorities of South East Excellence so that it addresses issues specific to the region.  In addition to this consultation, SEEDA commissioned the Universities of Greenwich, Oxford Brookes and Brighton to undertake research to update previous work on the supply of training for built environment professionals and to obtain qualitative information on the future skills demands in the South East.  

The clear messages emerging from this consultation and from the research were for South East Excellence to focus on the skills needed to deliver significant physical change in the region, with a firm emphasis on the practical skills for delivery.

The consultation reaffirmed a number of principles for South East Excellence.  These are to: 

· address the concept of renaissance rather than confining itself to regeneration and / or renewal.  This ensures that South East Excellence responds to the needs of those parts of the region dealing with the problems of success and economic growth as well as areas of deprivation and responds to the needs rural and suburban areas as well as urban areas;

· focus on supporting those involved in planning, delivering and maintaining sustainable communities rather than providing services directly to the public.

· work through others;

· support policy implementation through practical advice, guidance and skills support; 

· promote existing and develop new benchmarks and good practice standards against which practitioners can compare their own activities;  

· make use of electronic networks using a website that is dynamic and evolves over time with a virtual ‘centre’ or hub and small advisory staff.  
The approach in the South East thus far has been to develop the building blocks of “excellence” from the bottom up.   This approach recognises the existing range of skills-related initiatives that partners are already delivering either independently or with SEEDA’s support and ensures that South East Excellence does not seek to duplicate or replace existing activity.  
South East Excellence
In contrast to other regions, South East Excellence is not leading to the creation of a new independent legal entity.  Rather, South East Excellence is built upon the concept of an existing ‘family’ of excellence’ using common branding to raise the profile of activity taking place in the region and support the wider dissemination of good practice.   

SEEDA will continue to coordinate the work, informed by the Steering Group and wider Advisory Group.  The recent consultation confirmed the priority target audience for South East Excellence as: 
· Members of local authorities;

· The development industry;

· Communities, including young people;

· Existing training providers, particularly Higher Education and CPD providers.
The priority skills requirements for the South East are:
· Leadership. 

· Strategic thinking.

· Communications particularly cross team working.

· Urban design / Masterplanning.

· Project management, particularly complex regeneration and infrastructure projects. 

· Financial management / development finance / investment finance.

The activities being delivered as part of the South East Excellence ‘family’ include: 
Design Quality

· Two Architecture Centres (Kent Architecture Centre established in 1997 and Solent Centre for Architecture and Design 2004).  Working with CABE, East of England and East Midlands RDAs on a new centre for the Milton Keynes / South Midlands Growth Area.

· Established the first independent Regional Design Panel, operational since March 2002.

· South East Design Champions Club operational since June 2003. 75% of the regions local authorities have champions in the Club.

· The Sustainability Checklist produced with BRE launched in 2003 and being rolled out to other regions with DTI and WWF

· Art Plus and Art in Public Places awards scheme first awards announced June 2004
Community Involvement

· The Regeneration Network commissioned from RAISE

· Creating Quality Places – piloting the use of Enquiry by Design and Urban Coding – operational since 2001
Skills development

· Shaping Places - regional professional collaboration in an education programme aimed 9-11 year olds.  2 pilots completed in 2004, regional rollout to 7 other locations 2005.

· CPD events website – common website for publicising CPD events combined with collaborative forum to coordinate joint CPD provision.  Initiated in the South East in 2003, being rolled out nationally with DTI support.  South East specific activity has been developed in 2004/05 with support from ODPM.
· Institute of Urban Renaissance based at the University of Greenwich’s Medway campus and connected to the School of Architecture and construction.  This will be a centre for research but also look at business/HE collaboration

Planned activity

· Developing a website.  We have been consulting on what this should look like and more specifically views on how this should evolve.  Invitations to Tender to deliver the site are in progress, and the intention is to test a site with partners in July/August.  

· Consultants have been appointed to develop a 3 year action plan.  This will draw together the plans of the existing ‘family’ and gain agreement on a programme of new activities over an initial 3 year period, consistent with SEEDA’s Corporate Planning period and covering the financial years 2005/06 to 2007/08.  

· A celebratory event is proposed for September to raise the profile of the South East Excellence brand, and importantly to start to give those working in the region a feel for the types of things that South East Excellence is already doing through the existing family and future activities.  

· The membership of the Advisory Group is being revisited following the consultation to look at the support and advice needs of South East Excellence, and in particular strengthen the links to the work of the Regional Skills for Productivity Alliance and Sector Skills Council.  
Funding
South East Excellence is a virtual branded concept combining existing independent

initiatives with new activity addressing specific gaps or stimulating collaboration.  Thus

the development of a traditional business plan and funding package is not appropriate.  
SEEDA’s specific contribution to the existing family of excellence in 2005/06 is in the

region of £750,000.  Similar levels of funding are likely over the 2006/7 to 2007/8 period

and the Action Planning process will look at where additional funding should be focused.
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