






5A/District Councils in the South East (7273)

SOUTH EAST PLAN EXAMINATION IN PUBLIC

EMPLOYMENT LAND POLICIES

Statement by District Councils in the South East

This statement sets out the collective views of district and borough councils on the questions raised. It must be noted that not all of the 55 Councils would necessarily subscribe to every point made and many have separately made individual comments reflecting their particular views and circumstances. 

1 Should the draft RSS include indicative employment growth targets or employment land / floorspace targets?

1.1
It is noteworthy that the Regional Economic Strategy (RES), October 2006, prepared by the regional development agency, SEEDA, does not advocate, or plan for, a specific amount of employment land or jobs. The philosophy for the RES, as for the RSS, is to seek smart growth, increasing output and prosperity by bringing more resources into use. The aim of the RES is to increase productivity per worker by 30%, to increase the business stock by 35% from 35 businesses per 1,000 inhabitants in 2003 to 44 per 1,000 inhabitants by 2016. SEEDA aims to increase economic activity from 82% to 85% by bringing 110,000 net additional residents into the labour market by 2016 and by increasing the use of ICT. Given that the regional development agency has not sought indicative employment growth or land targets to advance this strategy, it does not seem necessary or appropriate for the RSS to do so.

1.2
Another element of the rationale for not having regional employment growth targets or land / floorspace targets is that the draft plan places considerable emphasis upon the more efficient re-use of existing business land and floorspace. The South East contains large areas of employment land, some of which may come up for redevelopment, which, from experience, normally intensifies jobs and floorspace. Many sites are well-related to established patterns of public transport and to residential areas providing a potential labour supply, and intensification through redevelopment may enhance their public transport accessibility, by providing a larger potential customer base. Leaving aside the benefits for accessibility, such an approach will also contribute to urban renaissance. A policy for identifying strategic amounts of new employment land within the region could very well undermine the emphasis on re-use.
1.3
It is also noteworthy that the East of England EIP Panel considered a very wide range of job growth projections. The Panel’s Report (at paragraph 6.7) notes that “there must be considerable uncertainty about national, regional and local employment trends to 2021 taking into account such varied factors as the long-term positive and negative impacts of global competition, the future demographic composition of the region, the amount of housing and employment growth in London and future trends in commuting and employment patterns/preferences including job-sharing”. The same could be said to apply to the south east.

1.4
District Councils consider that the various figures that are included in the draft SE Plan are useful guidelines, and as detailed below, there are circumstances where guidance includes reference to jobs and/or land for different types of employment use. This will be particularly useful for monitoring. It is also important to monitor the quality of land that comes forward and the types of employment that arise.

2 Does the draft RSS provide appropriate guidance on the scale and location of employment land needed (Policy RE2 and sub-regional strategies)? Should strategic employment sites be identified (section D2, para 3.1)?

2.1
PPS11 requires that Regional Spatial Strategies should provide general locations and criteria for strategic site selection for economic development and regeneration. Section D2, paragraph 3.1 of the SE Plan states: “Inclusion of land or floorspace figures and identification of strategic employment sites is not felt to be helpful in the South East. There is only a limited relationship between employment change and land use and currently a poor understanding of land supply at a local level. Only broad locations for new employment generating development have therefore been identified in the sub-regional strategies.” District Councils support this stance. 

2.2
District Councils support the broad thrust of Policy RE2 of the draft Plan which states: “In the preparation of Local Development Documents, local authorities will assess the employment needs of the local economy and workforce. The assessments will take account of sub-regional strategies for the location, quantity and nature of employment land and premises.” The supporting criteria stress the importance of sustainable locations, urban areas and previously developed land. However, they do not in themselves steer industry away from Areas of Outstanding Beauty, Green Belt or other sensitive areas. While District and Unitary Councils would undoubtedly seek to include such important caveats in their LDFs, the regional context, which is very pro-business, could make it difficult for them to secure support from LDF Inquiry Inspectors for such limitations. This policy could also be cited by developers putting forward inappropriate proposals. We suggest the addition of an additional criterion (vii) to Policy RE2, viz: “Developments of a scale and type appropriate to their location that do not have a detrimental impact on the amenity of adjacent occupiers or the quiet enjoyment of the open countryside and are in line with national and local planning policies.” Policy R2 also includes the statement that accessible and well-located industrial and commercial sites should be retained where there is a good prospect of employment use. It should be noted that there are competing uses of land in many areas and some local authorities consider that affordable housing is a priority. There may be good reasons why Councils might wish to reallocate even well-located employment land for an alternative use. So we oppose this aspect of Policy R2 as written.

2.3
The sub-regional strategies outline broad locations and criteria for new employment- generating development and this has been included to provide the framework in each sub-region for the preparation of local development documents and to inform the more detailed employment land reviews to be carried out by LPAs. Sub-regional strategies do not all contain proposals for the amount of employment land, but where it is felt useful, the sub-regional studies have outlined employment growth figures and some locational guidance. This particularly applies in the areas that are undergoing or planning significant growth, particularly those including development on Greenfield land.

2.4
For the South Hampshire sub-region, the target is to increase employment by 59,000 between 2006 and 2026. Land will be provided to accommodate two million square metres of new business floorspace and splits between the south west and south east parts of the sub-region are set out. East Kent and Ashford plan for a total figure of 50,000 jobs over 20 years and Kent Thames Gateway intends that Ebbsfleet will be developed as a major office centre of more than 20,000 jobs and sets out minimum amounts of floorspace required in each district based on current planning. The sub-regional policies also set out criteria for provision of new employment land (Policy KTG5) – again this is appropriate in a growth area. Central Oxfordshire also sets out the main locations for additional employment land. 

2.5
In areas where there is little green field development, past experience makes us confident that employment sites will continue to come forward in significant numbers, but it also tells us that such an approach has to be to some extent opportunistic. Planning policy cannot predict which sites will come forward, or when, nor can it attempt to dictate this without potentially causing blight.  In addition, different sites will differ in their potential for intensification, depending upon environmental, access and other considerations. Part of the strategy for economic growth in the sub-region depends upon “smart” growth, which is either jobless, spaceless, or both. It would be virtually impossible at this time to predict, over the life of the Plan, precisely how much of it would be spaceless, and which should therefore be discounted from any target for employment land. 

2.6
Studies which compare forecast employment change/floorspace requirements with current supply of employment land to identify future needs would not be helpful in the South East because:

· There is only a limited relationship between employment change and land requirements;

· The analysis could only be carried out for major employment sites at a regional level and the forecast targets which emerge would be incomplete and potential misleading;

· There is a lack of detailed information about the direction of the market and hence employment change over the longer term; and

· Unlike in some other areas of the country there is not a widespread problem of large tracts of undeveloped or undevelopable land that means that the area needs policies specifying amounts of land to be developed.

· In the regeneration areas we need to focus our implementation work on bringing forward sites for investors and/or developers but we cannot force their development of them. 

2.7
It is useful that SEERA has set up an Employment Land Task Group to take forward work on co-ordinating employment land reviews and monitoring and implementation of policies. The group has commissioned a study to audit employment land reviews across the South East and is considering commissioning a regional property market study. 

3 Does the draft RSS provide appropriate guidance to deliver regeneration in those areas that need it? How successful are the tools set out in Policy CC9 and RE5 likely to be in reducing intra regional disparities?

3.1
The policy approach in CC9, RE5 and S1 reinforces the different emphases in the sub-regional strategies. Policies highlight the most extensive areas requiring regeneration, as well as smaller pockets of deprivation in other areas and advocate and enable a range of partners to tackle intra-regional disparities spatially. A range of local initiatives and action will be used to help deliver this policy including more detailed work in the context of community plans, LDFs and work by SEEDA and its partners to implement the RES and other local economic initiatives. We agree that a range of actions is required and it will be important to monitor the extent to which the desired change comes about. We expect District Councils to put forward suggestions for additional policies and initiatives for different parts of the south east and hope these can be examined in the context of the sub-regional strategies. 
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