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1. Matter 5A

Economic Development and Employment Land Policies

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

1.1 The Draft South East Plan makes no attempt to indicate how the assumption of 3% GVA growth per annum should be translated, at regional or sub regional scales, into employment land and premises requirements.  It also makes no attempt to achieve alignment between employment and housing growth at regional or sub-regional scales.  Arlington considers that a clear relationship exists between economic growth objectives and the provision of housing and other infrastructure.  The employment land and floorspace development needs of the Region should therefore be a fundamental requirement of spatial planning which is seeking to provide for sustainable development.  The translation of growth targets into more specific targets for growth aimed at the Regional Hubs (and RES ‘Diamonds for Growth’) is also required to bring clarity and focus to the spatial strategy.

1.2 Paragraph 3.1 (page 64) of the South East Plan explains “inclusion of land and floorspace figures and identification of strategic employment sites is not felt to be helpful for the South East.  There is only a limited relationship between employment change and land use and currently a poor understanding of land supply at the local level.  Only broad locations for new employment generating development have therefore been identified in the sub-regional strategies (which identify employment figures for monitoring purposes)”.   It is noteworthy that this strategy contrasts with the Panel Report for the East of England Plan which includes a policy for the provision of strategic sites, including guidance on where these sites should be provided, and for what purpose.

1.3 Arlington are concerned that this statement amounts to a declaration that these relationships are complicated, and given that there has been a limited collection of information and evidence, strategic employment land and floorspace figures should not be planned.  In contrast, the Plan has extensive information and detail on the quantum, location and direction of housing growth proposed, detailing this for the Region and across each of the Sub Regions.  The disparity between direction given by the Plan on housing figures and targets over the plan period with the lack of employment floorspace and land figures demonstrates that the Plan’s emphasis has been on dealing with housing growth, with too little regard paid to the economy to its detriment.

1.4 The absence of guidance on the quantities of employment land required or on the strategic site locations to be provided at the sub-regional scale will effectively allow local authorities to focus exclusively on local issues in determining land allocations.  Regional and national priorities – for example to support growth of the high technology cluster in Oxford, or to make appropriate provision of high value inward investment seeking a location close to Heathrow – may therefore be ignored.  Arlington is clear that this will be detrimental to the achievement of economic growth and to the creation of a sustainable pattern of development in the Region.

1.5 Arlington consider that the RSS should provide employment land and floorspace figures and that this can now readily be achieved as a number of South East local authorities have completed or are in the process of completing Employment Land Studies which will provide the evidence base.  Without the inclusion of these figures, it is difficult to envisage how successful the South East Plan will be in delivering the regional economic growth targets stated both in the RSS and the RES.  The impact of this strategic guidance vacuum is likely to be an increasing divergence between housing development and provisions made for employment space as the identification of employment targets and/or employment land/floorspace figures is left to the Local Development Framework procedures of each local authority.  In its current form, the Plan’s employment policies and guidance are therefore inadequate.

Question 2: Does the RSS provide appropriate guidance on the scale and location of employment land needed?  Should strategic employment sites be identified?

1.6 The case for quantified guidance on employment land and strategic sites is particularly important in areas in which the economy is strong, because it is in such buoyant areas that the pressures on employment land are most acute and yet the importance of using employment land effectively is greatest.  In these areas there is increasing evidence of divergence between provision for housing development (which is specified in the draft RSS for every local authority and Sub-Region) and for employment development, which is resulting in increasingly unsustainable settlement patterns.

1.7 Arlington accepts the concept and implications of smart growth, which forms a key objective of both the RSS and the revised RES.  This means that land resources need to be used efficiently and sustainably (leading to developments at higher density, and better connected to public transport, than previously). Smart growth does not mean that there should be no net demand for employment land or new floorspace.  Indeed, with structural economic change, in buoyant areas there will be very strong demand to provide high quality business park space for certain types of high value activities, whilst more traditional employment sites may no longer need to be kept in their existing use.

1.8 The issue of need for employment land and the identification of strategic sites must be set within the context of providing business park and employment floorspace of quality, choice and modern functionality to ensure that demand is effectively met.  Fit-for-purpose sites are required across the Region and especially so in those locations which contribute the most to the regional and national economy. 

1.9 Arlington considers that the RSS should therefore provide guidance on employment land requirements (not simply floorspace or hectarage quanta), and particularly the strategic sites, needed to support the development of key business clusters, and in areas where there are particularly important opportunities to secure high value business activities which will contribute substantially to GVA growth. 

1.10 In supporting particular business clusters, it is important to recognise the requirements of the whole cluster, not just the core activities: for example, experience in both Oxford and Cambridge is that business growth based on research commercialisation, and the attraction of R&D based inward investment, requires the support of a range of specialist financial and business services, all of which need appropriate accommodation within the geography of the cluster.  Strategic sites therefore need to make provision for the full range of activities that form part of the cluster.

Question 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?

1.11 Arlington have no specific comments to make in relation to this question.


