The South East Regional Economic Strategy 2006-2016

Report on the Engagement Events and Consultation Process
A. The Review of the Regional Economic Strategy
The review of the Regional Economic Strategy began on the 15th July 2005 with a launch event and workshop entitled the “South East as a Global Region”.  This event reviewed the progress towards the objectives of the 2002 RES and identified some of the key influences which are having a major impact on our region.  This successful launch was followed by a series of 16 public events.  Over 2000 people attended these events which covered key themes of globalisation, productivity ad sustainability, as well as area specific issues and cross cutting themes such as Europe, culture, rural policy and innovation.  The RES Review has been a highly participative process, involving wide range of stakeholders, from partners, to local communities, to sectoral interests, to the businesses which are central to the creation of wealth and sustainable growth.  A final conference, Bringing it all Together, was held on the 10th October 2005.  This conference presented a draft vision for the new RES, supported by a number of objectives and key tasks.  
The culmination of these public consultations was, on 16th November 2005, the publication of the Consultation Document and its accompanying Evidence Base.  The document identified the key challenge for the region as achieving sustainable development through smart growth in an increasingly competitive global environment.  The Consultation Document established the six drivers of regional prosperity – employment, enterprise, innovation and creativity, skills, competition and business regulation, and investment in infrastructure.  
The Consultation Document also added three “conceptual spaces” – Inner South East; Outer South East, and Coastal South East – as well as a identifying a number of towns and cities which could act as catalysts for growth within the region.  Finally the document identified some challenging focused objectives and actions as a step on the way to ensuring that the region achieves its goals by 2016.

The release of this document signalled the beginning of the formal RES consultation period, which was concluded on the 17th February 2006.  During this consultation period over 320 responses were received from a range of stakeholders from across and outside of the region. These responses, as well as the further development of SEEDA’s own thinking, have been brought together to refine the RES.  The remainder of this report summarises the common themes come from the consultation responses.  It is not meant to be a comprehensive review of all of the responses (which are listed in the Annex) but simply to highlight the main arguments that have helped shape the Draft RES which has been released on the 7th April.  
B. Key Challenges facing the South East
Overall the responses supported the scope and style of the Consultation Document, as well as endorsing the Key Challenges that the regions faces.  A number of respondents viewed these not as challenges but Strategic objectives in their own right, which coincided with developing opinion within SEEDA.
C. Global Challenge

Globalisation was seen by many respondents as being the major challenge facing the region resulting in requests that this be given a higher priority.  The way of addressing this challenge was seen to be through SMART Growth and Sustainability.  Additional evidence demonstrated the increasing importance of ensuring that businesses are capable of operating internationally and the benefits that this brings to the company and the region.  There was also an appreciation that many of the challenges and objectives of SMART Growth and Sustainability had a global element that requires the region to respond to these objectives.
D. Smart Growth

Similarly to the Global Challenge, SMART Growth and the six driver of prosperity were confirmed by respondents as being important for the region, with some viewing SMART Growth as the means to addressing the challenges that the global economy present and to achieve this in a sustainable way.  More detailed comments were made on each of the six drivers of prosperity:
i. Employment

The primary concerns of respondents to the employment objectives surrounded ensuring that the RES was socially inclusive.  It was argued by RAISE and the LSCs that the RES needs to include ways getting the economically inactive and socially excluded into employment.  This should include training which will meet the needs of these groups, including assistance with issues of confidence and self-esteem.  There was also a call to ensure that the creation of employment did not simply focus on high value jobs but also employment opportunities for the whole cross section of the region’s people.  

A number of respondents also sought to have a greater focus on new ways of working and flexible working.  This was seen as a significant way bringing economic and social improvements to the region, including improving productivity; reducing congestion; improving air quality; and improving work life balance.  Related to this was a request to demonstrate the links between health and employment and for health to have a higher profile within the RES.
ii. Enterprise

Enterprise is identified as one of the key wealth creators within the region and therefore one of the essential components of the RES.  Though much of Consultation Document is focused on the challenges of globalisation and those companies which operate globally, the RES must not forget the importance of the small and medium sized businesses, social enterprise and rural businesses to creating employment opportunities for the region.

iii. Innovation & Creativity

Innovation is identified as essential to maintaining the regions ability to compete in the global economy.  Specific mention was made of innovation within the environmental sector.  The regions existing environmental technologies are a significant asset, offering the opportunity to develop the region as a global leader in this emerging sector.  It was felt that this sector could also be utilised to assist the region in meeting its target on productivity and environmental improvements.  
iv. Skills

Skills remains a critical challenge facing the region and was highlighted by many of the respondents to the Consultation Document, being viewed as a way of meeting the challenges of globalisation as well as achieving sustainable development.  Much of the commentary involved the need to achieve some reform of the skills/education systems to ensure that they deliver the needs of the region, though there was an appreciation that much of this would be a role of influencing National Departments.  Importantly it was recognised by both the Learning & Skills Councils and Business Representative Organisations that businesses themselves have an important role to play in raising skills levels, particularly large businesses.  
v. Competition and Business Regulation

There was broad support for this area of the Consultation Document, with few specific concerns conveyed. 

vi. Investment in Infrastructure

Perhaps the area receiving the largest response was that of Investment in Infrastructure, with a wide range of partners suggesting this issue will be a critical factor to the region achieving its objectives.  Much of the commentary focused on the regions requirements for increase transport capacity, particularly roads, but also including rail, airports and ports, and increasing public transport options.  One common request was the prioritisation of transport projects with many respondents specifying projects that should be prioritised in their sub-region, while business organisations stressed the need to invest projects “in the areas that drive the economy”.  Further arguments centred around the importance of the transport infrastructure in contributing to the region’s global competitiveness, with respondents seeking to ensure that investment in international travels nodes, such as ports, airports and rail were maintained to ensure that the region remained competitive internationally.
The other important infrastructure issue was that of housing, which was seen being a critical constraint on the region and fundamental for the South East to achieve world class status. Affordable housing was especially important if the region is to attract and retain a wide and diverse workforce to meet the needs of both high and low skilled population. There was a concern by many respondents that the housing targets in the Consultation Draft one the one hand and the SE Plan on the other, as well as other sub-regional and local plans, varied greatly. 
Within the Infrastructure debate there was also a common theme occurring with many respondents requesting better alignment between the RES and the SE Plan, particularly around the important issues of transport and housing.  This has been mentioned by numerous bodies, including The Assembly, GOSE, SE County Leaders, SE District and Borough Councils.  The Assembly in particular suggested that there needs to be harmony between the RES and the SE Plan for urban and rural development to reduce disparities, and creating economic growth in ways that minimise pressure on land and resources, protecting key environmental, cultural and historic assets.
E. Cross Cutting Issues

The Consultation Draft also identified four cross cutting issues which impacted on each of the six drivers of prosperity. These four areas: ICT as an Enabler; Sustainability; New Geographic Spaces; and Rural Aspects, all attracted considerable attention from respondents.
i. ICT as an Enabler
Though the importance of ICT was appreciated by a number of businesses it was felt that it had a greater role to play within the region.  A number of businesses and their representative organisations believe that ICT underpinned many of the elements of SMART Growth and was particularly important to maintaining the region’s competitiveness.  It was further suggested that the exploitation of ICT should be a strategic objective on it own to enable the other elements of SMART Growth to be maximised.
ii. Sustainability Dividend

Though the inclusion of Sustainability was appreciated by respondents, it was viewed as having been “tacked on” and not an integral part of the Consultation Document.  Respondents argued for a sustainable development to be an integration of economic, social and environmental strands that assures the long-term future of the region.  Specific request were to include targets on improving sustainability through “factor four” effectiveness (halving resource consumption and doubling efficiency) and establishing regional targets for CO2 emissions.  Business organisations however, felt that there was too much concentration on sustainability over growth.  This response perhaps highlights one of the major concerns, how to achieve the behavioural changes required to make Sustainability an integral part of the region.
iii. Geographic Implications

The introduction of the three “conceptual spaces” was broadly accepted but needed more detail and to be better aligned with areas within the SE Plan and to take greater account of local authority boundaries.  There were also concerns that the identification of specific towns and cities as catalysts for growth did not preclude growth outside of these areas, possibly exacerbating issues of exclusion.  Associated to this were requests for greater links between the towns and cities and the rural areas of the region.
iv. Rural Aspects

The general consensus from responses to the rural aspects of the Consultation Document was that the rural agenda was not given sufficient weight.  Other responses indicated that there was a lack of recognition of the economic contribution of the rural economy to the South East, as well as substantial impact that rural land use will have on sustainability.  To accommodate this there needs to be greater links between the RES and the South East Rural Delivery Framework and the wider EU Rural Development Framework. 
F. General Comments
In addition to the specific comments regarding the objectives and targets outlined within the Consultation Document a number of more general remark were made.  Perhaps the most important is the needs to demonstrate that this is the Region’s strategy by emphasising the partners that will be required to deliver the RES.  There was also a need to relate the RES to other regional strategies (some have been highlighted above) and other wider National and European strategies.  Related to this is the request to develop the relationships to other regions, such as the Greater South East and London, in delivering the objectives of the RES.  This is highlighted by a number of requests to include the 2012 Olympics and their legacy within the RES.
G. What has changed as a result?
It was important to match the challenges identified in the Consultation Document with the region’s strategic objectives.  This has lead to the formulation of 3 Strategic Objectives: Global Competitiveness; SMART Growth; and Sustainable Prosperity.  The 6 drivers of prosperity, originally set out in the Consultation Document, have been retained, but placed under the strategic objectives of SMART Growth.

In addition, the Draft RES, launched on the 7th April, took forward some of the thinking captured from the consultation process and further thinking within SEEDA, and identified a number of “transformational activities”.  These eight activities are:
1. To maximise the utilisation of ICT to transform the region by achieving 100% next generation broadband coverage.

2. Support to the regions internationally recognised research groups through the development of Science and Innovation Campuses.

3. Develop the regions environmental technologies sector to become a global leader.

4. Utilise education as a means of regenerating local areas within the region.

5. Develop a comprehensive “Skills Escalator” to assist individuals to meet their aspirations from school through their working lives and into retirement.

6. Development of a Regional Infrastructure Fund to assist in addressing some of the critical infrastructure issues.

7. Raising the economically active rates to 85% by getting 110,000 economically inactive people back into the workforce.
8. Make the most out of the 2012 Olympics and Paralympics, ensuring they leave a positive legacy in the region.
The consultation process has also lead to a better definition of the geographic areas based on economic contours, which relates the South East to other regional and super-regional areas, such as the Greater South East; London and the Growth Areas, as well as the relationships within the region in terms of cities and towns, the rural and coastal economies. 
The other significant change has been the identification of partners that will be involved in the delivery of the RES. This is intended to truly make this the region’s RES and to achieve buy-in from key partners in the delivery of the sustainable development of the region.
