5A/Federation of Small Businesses (7641)

Sub-matter  5A.2 
Does the Draft RSS provide appropriate guidance on the scale and location of employment land needed? Should strategic employment sites be identified?
When you take into account the figures from the Small and Medium Sized Enterprises (SMEs) Statistics UK and Regions 2003 (source DTI/SBS published December 2004), small business in the South East are actually the biggest business grouping. Small businesses make up the vast majority of businesses as well as being a significant provider of employment. Small businesses are basically the back-bone of the economy of the South East, and of course, the economy of the South East is the back bone of the whole of the UK economy. 

According to the SME Statistics UK and Regions 2003 the South East has over 680,000 businesses of which 99% are classified as small businesses (i.e. under 50 employees). The statistics also identify just how important the ongoing growth of this sector is for the South East as SMEs already account for 58.4% of employment and 49.3% of turnover within the region. 
Given the importance of SMEs to the South East economy the FSB believes that greater emphasis needs to be placed on providing a range of business premises that meet the needs of small businesses. 
Since the employment growth picture will be extremely varied it will be very difficult for the Plan to put forward specific land/floorspace targets. Therefore in order to ensure sufficient provision of suitable premises it is vital that the identification and allocation of employment land should be done at the Local Development Document level. The role of the Regional Spatial Strategy is therefore to stipulate that Local Development Documents must calculate land / floorspace requirements and assistance needs to be offered to Local Authorities when developing their strategies on how to do so through guidance on Employment Land reviews.
The key starting point for any local authority is to ensure that we do not lose the existing stock of small business units. The Medway Local Plan Policy ED6: Small Business Complexes states “Redevelopment leading to loss of small business unit complexes, in existing and proposed Employment Areas, will not be permitted.”

This flags up that at present it is possible to amalgamate small business units without planning permission. We need to ensure that we retain the stock of small units and redevelopment of these units should be not be permitted within the plan. We therefore propose that we would like to add to Policy RE2 the clause taken from the Medway Local Plan Policy to ensure that we establish a starting point within the Plan which ensures that we maintain the level of existing stock of small business units across the region.

When allocating employment land sites there should also be a provision of short lease offices with easy in-out clauses to encourage small business growth ambitions and not see businesses put off by having to take on long leases on premises.
The results of the 2006 FSB membership survey has identified that in the South East nearly 20% of respondents (3,471 businesses took part in the study) were planning to move to new premises over the next 2 years. However the study also revealed that there has been significant growth in the number of small businesses that operate from home. Indeed the survey discovered that more than one-third of respondents operate from home (38%). This is the highest proportion of any UK region. The high proportion of businesses that operate from home warrants further consideration of this group within the strategy, as the home will increasingly become a key small business incubator over the course of the plan.
The main reasons for basing the business within the home relate to cost, convenience and the nature of the business (which does not require commercial premises). Very few businesses report that they operate their business from home because of a lack of alternative commercial premises; neither do many respondents see their home base as a temporary measure.

The failure to address the needs of home based businesses represents a significant omission from the strategy and we therefore propose that D2: 3.4 should also include specific recognition of the growth in home based businesses as well as SMEs. What this means, is that there may be a need for consideration within Local Development Documents of providing home based business support service provision within the local community e.g. low-cost meeting spaces and hot desking facilities alongside their land/floorspace requirements.
