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“Does the draft RSS make appropriate provision for significant growth in economic activity (policies EKA3-7, RE5)?

The draft RSS does not propose a general need for further allocations of employment land owing to the scale of existing commitments, as set out in paragraph 2.22.  New sites may be required to substitute for any commitments that do not become available to the market and these matters are reflected in policies EKA6 and EKA7.  These policies also provide guidance on the type of development to be promoted in the varying circumstances of the sub-region.  This general approach is considered to be appropriate and acceptable.

With specific regard to Dover District, existing land commitments exceed the Kent and Medway Structure Plan requirements to 2021 by over 70%.  This, in the Council’s view, provides sufficient scope to allow for a wide range of additional housing growth without the need for further allocations, unless they were small scale to meet specific local needs.  In addition there is capacity for additional growth within the existing stock and in the contribution that retail and leisure development can make to increasing overall employment opportunities.  Bearing in mind the extent of existing commitments and the possibility of further growth in the District, it may be appropriate that there is a specific reference to Dover in policy EKA3 that follows, and relates to, Ashford.

The issue for the District, and probably the rest of the sub-region, centres on implementation of these existing commitments.  Particular factors of concern are provision of infrastructure and site preparation, resolving landowner issues, ensuring that land and premises are available on terms that companies are looking for (leasehold or freehold, with broadband connection etc.) and the creation of a network of provision that addresses all sectors of business from managed workspace to speculative development.

These are all matters that are reflected in the proposed policies and, to this extent, the Council is satisfied.  Much, however, is required of the sub-region if the ambitions of policy RE5 (concerning the reduction of intra-regional economic disparities) is to be achieved; even more so, bearing in mind the proposed increases in employment rates and productivity levels that are necessary to achieve the economic goals of the RSS and the RES.  In particular the following objectives can only be achieved through a massive change in the under-performing sub-regions such as East Kent:

· increasing economic activity from 82% to 85% through bringing an additional 250,000 South East residents into the labour force

· increasing the percentage of the workforce with qualifications at level 2 or higher from 66% to 80%

· increase the business stock of 35 businesses per 1,000 people by 35%

While much of this will be driven by the RES the success of the spatial strategy is highly dependent upon it.  What is lacking from the RSS is a clear indication of the mechanisms and programmes that need to be put in place in order to achieve the required improvements.  The Implementation Plan does not appear to identify or address the economic initiatives necessary to deliver the spatial policy objectives, yet as already stated, these are crucial.  Bearing in mind that the RES suggested the intra-regional performance gap was at best stable but, more likely, widening slightly it is even more important that the means by which the economic objectives of the sub-region are to be attained is set out in the RSS.
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