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

We have no further written comments to make in respect of this issue. 
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)?

The Draft RSS provides no specific guidance on the scale of employment land required within the South East as a whole.  Policy RE2 however, indicates that a range of sites and premises should be identified through Local Development Documents, having regard to the sub-regional strategies, and based on a number of criteria related to accessibility and sustainability issues. 
Policy RE2 is generally considered to provide an appropriate over-arching regional policy framework which allows for the identification of sustainable locations for new employment development. The policy does not prejudge the requirement for additional employment land but instead relies on appropriate assessment of employment need to be undertaken by local authorities and upon the sub-regional strategies for further guidance on the location, quantity and nature of employment land and premises. The policy could however provide further guidance in respect of locating new employment development in and around identified regional transport hubs taking advantage of existing transport links and providing a focus for future investment in infrastructure. 
It is also clearly acknowledged at paragraph 1.22 of Section D2 that fostering “Smart Growth” will not avoid the need to plan spatially for further job growth, development and infrastructure investment.
However, the clear intent of Policy RE2 and the general tenor of Section D2 of the Draft Plan, which seeks to maintain and enhance the competitiveness of the region, has not been fully reflected within some of the sub-regional strategies. 
The section of the Plan related to the Western Corridor and Blackwater Valley Sub-Region, seeks to encourage forms of economic activity within the sub-region which minimise the release of additional land for employment purposes and the demand for additional labour i.e. smart growth, whilst indicating that a local balance between labour supply and demand will be expected to be achieved when considering the identification of areas of new employment land. 
However, there is already an imbalance between jobs and workforce in parts of the Western Corridor. Based on 2001 Census data and the 2001 Annual Business Inquiry there is shown to be a 15% gap between jobs and workforce within the Western Corridor. Within Reading, which is acknowledged by the Western Corridor and Blackwater Valley Sub-Group to be the major economic centre within the sub-region, this gap is 37% or 38,600 more jobs than workers. Whilst this gap will be reduced by excluding those with two or more jobs, it is nevertheless a significant gap which leads to congestion in and around Reading and strong demand for local housing giving rise to issues of affordability. 

It is clear therefore that the intent of Policy WCBV4, and its requirement to balance jobs and workers, is to restrict the supply of new employment land within the sub-region. A decision was taken early on in the plan preparation process by the Western Corridor Sub-Group that there was no need to identify additional land for employment generating development within the sub-region (WCBV Economy and Employment Technical Report to SEERA, December 2005, paragraph 1.4 (SEP19)). This was based on the view that businesses had been recycling employment land for more intensive uses with economic growth continuing despite increasing vacancy rates. It was also based upon concerns regarding the population and employment forecasts produced by SEERA and issues regarding the likely growth in GVA over the plan period. Paragraph 5.1 of the report indicates that a 3% growth in GVA over the next 25 years is likely to exacerbate problems associated with the infrastructure within the Western Corridor area and is therefore likely to be both unachievable and unsustainable. 
The approach set out in Policy WCBV4 is a continuation of current planning policy in parts of the Western Corridor, such as Berkshire, which has sought to restrict new employment generating development in the Western Corridor and Thames Valley in particular to resist pressure for increased levels of housing. The work undertaken by Deloitte on behalf of Thames Valley Economic Partnership (Document List Issue 13th October 2006 - TVEP1) identifies that whilst the Thames Valley has been one of the most successful sub-regions in the UK over the last twenty years in terms of GVA per head, productivity, economic activity and earnings, there are signs that it is beginning to reach its “tipping point” where the pace of life, congestion and high costs of living outweigh the locational benefits of the area. Should the “tipping point” be reached, this would discourage further investment in the area and stimulate outward investment by those already in the sub-region. The impact on the economy of the South East and the UK as a whole of a declining Western Corridor sub-region would be significant given its current contribution to the economy.    

Given the importance of the Western Corridor and the Thames Valley in particular to the regional and national economy, labour supply shortfalls must be addressed by increased housing provision in  the area supported by appropriate infrastructure improvements. Whilst smart growth should be considered as a sustainable element of the economic strategy for the area, it should not be pursued at the expense of economic growth and development which may require the release of additional employment land.  
As currently drafted therefore there is inadequate guidance on the scale and location of employment land within the Draft RSS particularly at the sub-regional level, and a clear divergence between the regional policies and Policy WCBV4.
In terms of the identification of strategic employment sites or locations, these should be identified through the Draft RSS in accordance with guidance in PPS11 (paragraph 1.17). Through its representations on the Draft RSS, PRUPIM has raised the issue of providing a Science Park within the Thames Valley area associated with the high-tech businesses and local educational institutions. The Science Park concept is supported by SEEDA and an initial feasibility study has indicated demand for such a  facility. In a survey conducted in 2004, of 100 high-tech firms in Greater Reading and the Thames Valley, three out of four respondents (76%) considered that a Science Park at Reading would be ‘of general benefit’ to the local economy. 

Thames Valley Economic Partnership (TVEP) has also identified that “the level of spin-out activity from universities has been minimal, the infrastructure to support entrepreneurship is relatively embryonic and the ingredients of entrepreneurialism need to be better integrated”.  (Annual Review 2003-04). TVEP’s objectives include “developing links between research, education and business, and championing and supporting projects that will encourage the commercial development of research.” The development of a Science Park in the Reading area would be consistent with TVEP’s objectives and would give a further boost to the economy of the area. 

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?

PRUPIM is concerned that Policies CC9 and RE5 will not deliver regeneration to the Coastal Areas, nor will they maintain and enhance the competitiveness of the most economically successful parts of the region as it fails to have proper regard to the impact of globalisation and assumes that restraint in the more successful areas of the region will lead to investment in the poorer performing areas. 
The region’s most successful areas like the Western Corridor and Blackwater Valley rely on their locational advantages and the quality of the business and residential environment to attract and retain high tech companies to the sub-region. Locations within these economically successful parts of the region are generally not in competition with other parts of the South East such as the Coastal Areas, but are competing on an international stage to attract investment. A company rejecting the Western Corridor as a location is unlikely to locate to the Sussex Coast or to Kent Thames Gateway but may well choose Dusseldorf or Frankfurt or increasingly areas in Asia and India where significant investment has been made in infrastructure and services to support high tech footloose industries. Through local initiatives encouraging education, a skilled workforce is also becoming available in these locations, offering a package capable of attracting global high-tech businesses from around the world.  
Economic development and investment in infrastructure therefore needs to be promoted in all parts of the South East through both the Draft RSS and the Draft RES, including those areas which have in the past performed well, if the competitiveness of the economy is to be maintained and enhanced.     

The Thames Valley, within the Western Corridor and Blackwater Valley sub-region, is a key driver of the South East economy providing over 20% of the region’s GVA (approx £30 billion) and accounting for 17% of regional Full Time Equivalent Workers. Over the last twenty years, the Thames Valley has seen its growth in GVA per head, productivity, economic activity and earnings exceed the equivalent growth rates for the South East region as a whole. However, if this position is to be maintained, the development needs of the area need to be recognised at both national and regional level with investment in infrastructure including housing, supporting the continued development of the sub-region. 
A recent report prepared by Deloitte on behalf of Thames Valley Economic Partnership (TVEP) considers the challenges facing the Thames Valley and whether the “tipping point”, where the inherent locational advantages of the area are outweighed by factors such as traffic congestion and the lack of affordable housing, is being reached. The report concludes that “the Thames Valley’s relative competitive position is waning” and that long term investment in the area is required to support the inadequate infrastructure and to provide additional housing.     
Policy RE5 in the Draft RSS taken together with Policies WCBV4 and WCBV5 for the Western Corridor and Blackwater Valley Sub-Region indicate a clear intention to limit the supply of new employment land within the sub-region and a strong reliance upon “Smart Growth” and remote working practices to maintain and enhance the competitiveness of the region. This is in direct conflict with the draft Regional Economic Strategy which promotes “diamonds for growth” which include within the Western Corridor, both Reading and Basingstoke. These areas are seen by SEEDA as cities and major towns which, along with their broader hinterlands, can act as catalysts to stimulate prosperity. Both areas have also recently been granted Growth Area status by the government.   
“Smart Growth” relies upon increasing the economic activity rate, the skills base of the workforce and the use of technology to increase the productivity rate of the existing workforce rather than physical expansion of employment areas and built development. It has already been acknowledged by SEERA in the Draft RSS that smart growth “will not avoid the need to plan spatially for further job growth, development and infrastructure development” (Paragraph 1.22 Section D2).

Within the most successful sub-regions, economic activity is already high, as is the skills base of the working population. Work undertaken by Deloitte on behalf of the Thames Valley and Surrey Economic Partnerships in 2005 shows that with the exception of Slough all local authorities within the Thames Valley are ranked within the top half of all local authorities within the UK and are above the UK average in terms of economic activities rates.    

Within the Thames Valley, there is already a high proportion of skilled workers. In the South East as a whole, 24% of the working age population are qualified to degree level or above. Within the Thames Valley, the figure for Berkshire is 29%, and for Milton Keynes/ Oxfordshire and Buckinghamshire is 28%. Opportunities for improving the skills base of the local workforce may therefore be more limited within the Thames Valley area than in other parts of the South East region. 

The availability of skilled labour has been one of the major attractors of new businesses to the Thames Valley area. However, recent economic growth has not been matched by a growth in the available workforce with the consequence that workers are being drawn in from a wider area thereby increasing long distance commuting and adding to traffic congestion.  

Whilst businesses within Berkshire and the Thames Valley area as a whole are capable of attracting in workers from outside the immediate area, this adds to traffic congestion, detracts from the quality of life for those working in the area and further exacerbates problems of housing affordability within the sub region. The RSS therefore needs to recognise the economic importance of parts of the region both at the regional and national scale and offer support to these areas as well as encouraging regeneration within the less well-performing areas. 
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