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5A/East Sussex Economic Partnership (7640)

5A.1 should the draft RSS include indicative employment growth targets or employment land/floorspace targets?

5A.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).

5A.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?

This is the Written Statement made by the East Sussex Economic Partnership (ESEP) in support of submissions already presented to the Panel.  

We consider that there is an imbalance between the stance taken in the draft RSS towards housing and that of employment development policies.  This should be remedied by identifying strategic sites and setting both employment growth and employment land/floorspace targets.  

Policy H1 not only specifies an annual average of residential dwellings to be provided each year between 2006 and 2026, but translates this into delivery targets at the District/Strategic Development Area level.  To implement this, Local authorities are to prepare and keep under review Housing Delivery Action Plans (Policy H2), with Local Development Documents specifying individual sites on which delivery will take place.

In East Sussex there is competition between housing and commercial uses for scarce development sites, yet Policy H1 and H2 gives the planning initiative to residential developers which could weaken local authorities ability to preserve sites for employment generating uses to deliver sustainable economic development.  

While we acknowledge justification for a prescriptive approach in spatial policy with targets to plan away housing shortages, it is also true that the residential market performs well throughout East Sussex and it is economically viable to build without public intervention.  East Sussex is a high value residential area: with an average house price of £213,093, the County is ranked 21 out of 109 County/areas (source: Land Registry 2006).
By contrast, the commercial development market in East Sussex exhibits evidence of market failure (i.e. where there is market demand from occupiers of space but reluctance by investors to risk providing it) and there is a strong economic incentive for developers to try for a residential use.  Independent appraisal evidence from Donaldsons LPP on a vacant employment site in East Sussex illustrates the value differential between uses with the residual site value for residential (including appropriate levels of social housing) being 4.6 times the value of a commercial use.  

The outcome from decades of low investment in commercial development is a chronic shortage of business space of which a very low proportion is of an appropriate quality suitable for the knowledge based companies that generate wealth.  The undersupply in both quality and quantity is captured in the statistics below:  

· Between 1998/99 to 2002/03 vacancy rates within East Sussex were low at 4.7% compared to England (8.5%) and the South East (7.9%) (Source: Vail Williams – reporting ODPM Vacancy Rates in England 1998/99 to 2002/3).

· The ratio of office/industrial floorspace to the working population is far below the average for England and Wales (Source: Vail Williams 2004).  An additional 870,240 sq.metres of industrial space and 211,600 sq.metres of office space is required to be built to bring East Sussex up to the average for England and Wales.

· The quality of the commercial infrastructure in East Sussex is generally poor when compared to other areas in Sussex.  The table below segments existing premises in Sussex by administrative area and by three grading categories (based on age of property). 

	Existing Office Stock       %

	
	Grade A
	Grade B
	Grade C

	East Sussex
	3%
	49%
	49%

	Sussex
	26%
	44%
	30%

	West Sussex
	41%
	42%
	18%

	Brighton and Hove
	9%
	45%
	45%


	Existing Industrial Stock %

	
	Grade A
	Grade B
	Grade C

	East Sussex
	2%
	65%
	33%

	Sussex
	17%
	55%
	27%

	West Sussex
	27%
	47%
	26%

	Brighton and Hove
	6%
	77%
	17%


Source: Stiles Harold Williams/Sussex Enterprise – Room to Grow Report 2001

Policy RE2 and the other Policies associated with land use in economic regeneration – particularly those relating to the Sussex Coast (i.e. SCT3 - management of existing employment sites and premises; SCT4 employment priority in land allocations) and Policy RE5 (relating to addressing intra-regional economic disparities) – all provide guidance through Local Development Documents.  We strongly support the emphasis in these Policies for development in along the Sussex coastal area, which suffers the greatest social deprivation and disparity with regional GVA averages. There is also some merit in the flexibility of these criteria based policies, but we do not think they have sufficient force for local authorities to resist development pressure for change from employment generating uses to residential.  

Policy RE2 (v) promotes mixed use development, and may give flexibility for enabling residential development to cross-subsidise commercial if viability is marginal.  However, where developer intention is inimical to the lower value employment uses, the flexibility in this Policy may work against the objective of maximising employment space.  

We have also seen a number of planning applications or pre-application documentation for residential development on strategic employment sites that are backed with ‘evidence’ from commercial agents that business uses are not viable.  These often cite development appraisals that show a negative value from development.  It is therefore our view that the exhortation (RE2) to retain employment land in locations ‘where there is a good prospect of employment use’ will only serve to encourage residential developers to build a case showing a lack of demand.  Our experience is that even where the inputs given in these appraisals are reasonable and viability is genuinely marginal, the current economic climate which supports a continued demand for freehold industrial property will attract owner occupiers who are less sensitive to viability issues than professional developers.

In its submission, ESEP proposed detailed revisions to the Draft Plan that will enable local authorities to carry out their work within a more defined strategic framework that sets the requirement for provision of employment land and premises.  ESEP’s submission proposed the identification of key strategic sites, and setting targets specifying provision of employment land at sub-regional level within which the Local Development Documents can operate and interpret at the local level.  We would reiterate that:

· The Plan should be prescriptive about how the economy is to be made to grow and, in particular, the land-use requirements should be spelt out.

· There is also a need to concentrate on what is required not what current demand is suggesting, if current inequities are to be redressed.

· In the case of East Sussex, there is of course a need for both economic growth and regeneration.

· We believe that arrangements for monitoring provision of employment land are essential – in the same way that they are set up for housing.

Larger scale sites have a higher economic impact as they would have the potential to house the largest companies which are often the value generators in the economy: these generally trade outside the local area, are more likely to pay higher wages, and create an associated value chain of suppliers and customers.   The ‘critical mass’ of development associated with the small number of strategic scale sites in any sub-region is more likely to have a transformational effect.  In the case of Coastal East Sussex this could help redress intra-regional disparities (which is an objective of the Core Strategy).  There is also a potential locational marketing impact associated with the development of ‘growth corridors’ at strategic locations around the County.  The process of site identification and prioritisation around East Sussex is already being undertaken by ESEP in the East Sussex Priority Sites Strategy.

In respect of question 5A.3, the content of the RSS is reasonably balanced provided that the keystone of land use planning strategy (made above in this Statement) is adequately addressed.

ESEP supports policies RE5 and CC9 as it considers they lay a reasonably balanced foundation for addressing intra-regional economic disparities for the regeneration areas. However, neither policy adequately emphasises the importance of the need for investment in strategic transport infrastructure that would help create the conditions for economic regeneration in areas such as the Sussex Coast. Neither is it addressed in policy T1. The second part of policy T1 sets the priorities for transport investment to deliver the spatial strategy, but it does not adequately reflect the priority to economic regeneration that policies RE5 or CC9 demand. For the Sussex Coast and East Sussex in particular, major investment in transport is needed to reduce peripherality and better integrate the area into the rest of the region as well as improving communications between the coastal towns. 

This could be achieved by the inclusion of an additional clause (v) at the end of policy T1 along the lines of:

“reducing the impact of peripherality and economic disparities within the region”.

This would help to improve the attractiveness of the area to inward investment and the viability of marginal employment sites. 

Moderating the scale of housing provision for East Sussex/Sussex Coast, at the level the SE Plan proposes, is equally important. It moderates the growth in workforce to a level the economy has a better chance of sustaining and it also helps to reduce the competition for sites with lower value uses, such as business uses, in an area where opportunities are severely limited by extensive environmental constraints. Hence the priority to employment land and uses in policies SCT3 & 4.
ENDS
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