Building a World Class Region

An Economic Strategy for the South East of England

I am delighted to enclose a copy of the region’s economic strategy which I presented today to the Rt. Hon. John Prescott MP, Deputy Prime Minister and Secretary of State for the Environment, Transport and the Regions.

The preparation of this strategy has involved the invaluable input of the time, energy and innovative thinking of our partner organisations and individuals from all parts of the region and across all sectors.  We have come a long way since last November when I started my round of visits to every county and unitary authority area in the region.  Those visits were the start of our work with our partners to identify the region’s key economic priorities and the action needed to address them. 

The more formal consultation process started with the publication of the draft strategy on 22 July 1999.  We sent out more than 7,000 copies of the full draft, plus some 10,000 copies of the Executive Summary, to a wide range of organisations and individuals across all sectors.  We also encouraged active involvement in the process through a series of well-attended consultation events, each tackling a major theme of strategic importance.  The extensive consultations organised by our partners ensured wide involvement at the sub-regional and more local levels.

The responses we received were overwhelmingly in support of the vision and priorities set out in the draft strategy:  

· equipping the region to create the knowledge-based, high value-added economy essential to its future prosperity;

· addressing the chronic under investment in the region’s road and rail networks;

· providing our businesses with the quality of support they need to be internationally competitive, and maximising their ability to turn innovative ideas into wealth-creating enterprises; and

· harnessing the potential of our underperforming areas and communities, and enhancing the quality of the environment.

The strategy emphasises that investment in the South East is investment in the country as a whole.  This applies, for example, to our transport infrastructure where this region acts as the primary gateway to the rest of the country and to Europe.  It also applies to investment in learning and skills – we must skill the people of the South East to meet the needs of our employers, otherwise we will draw more and more people into the region at the expense of other parts of the UK, adding pressure to our housing and infrastructure.

The publication of the RES is the start of the process not an end in itself.  We must now drive forward the delivery of the key initiatives identified.  We do not have time to dither – you can be sure that other regions are pressing ahead with their own agendas, and London will in the near future be given the added impetus of a directly elected Mayor.  We are not in competition with these other regions, but nor can we afford to lag behind in driving forward the competitiveness of the South East.

I am pleased to report that the strategy has received the wholehearted support of the South East England Regional Assembly.  It sets a demanding but achievable agenda for the region.  As I have stressed in my introduction, it gives a clear answer to those who may have doubted the ability of the South East to pull together as a region.  I am grateful for the contribution you have already made, and I look forward to working with you to achieve the vision of the South East as a World Class Region that fully utilises its formidable strengths to provide enhanced quality of life for all.
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