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INFRASTRUCTURE OVERVIEW AND SCRUTINY COMMITTEE
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IOS.76/05
CONSULTATION ON THE NORTH WEST DEVELOPMENT AGENCY DRAFT REGIONAL ECONOMIC STRATEGY
The Economic Development Manager submitted report ECD.10/05 concerning the draft Regional Economic Strategy (RES) published by the North West Development Agency as part of a regular three year rolling review and seeking views from stakeholders.

Mr Beaty reported that the basis of the changes in the latest draft RES was an assessment of how the whole region was performing and outlined the conclusions on the key issues.

The RES vision for the North West was to try to deliver seven things –

· Help raise output of the region and the productivity of workers

· Create more and better jobs

· Ensure people had skills for life

· Enable people to access work (measured by employment rates)

· Help disadvantaged communities

· Reduce variations across the Region (measured by sub-regional wage levels and household income)

That vision would be progressed through actions under five themes, namely Business, Skills and Employment, Regeneration, Infrastructure and Quality of Life.  Under each of the five headings were a small number of ‘transformational activities’ identified as crucial to delivery of the changes in the regional economy.  

Within that list of activities there was little to suggest that Carlisle’s specific needs and opportunities were adequately reflected in the RES.  There was no reference to Carlisle Renaissance or to the role the NWDA could play in its development.    Over the life of the RES (2006-2009) it was reasonable to expect that it should figure in the activities of the Agency and, as such, required a reference in item 3 of the Regeneration ‘transformational activities’ on page 19 of the draft.   

Mr Beaty considered that to be perhaps the single most important observation the Council could make on the draft RES.  That the renaissance of Carlisle – although important in its own right – should be recognised for the contribution it could make to improving the very poor performance of the Cumbrian sub‑region in GVA terms.

The NWDA was, had been, or was considering, involvement as a funder in a number of projects within Carlisle.  In addition, funds had been made available to support rural initiatives and business support through the RRC, Business Link and the Cumbria Chamber and those had included activities in Carlisle.

Some of those initiatives would remain key elements in Carlisle’s future economic development, but there were a number of other interventions of particular importance to Carlisle’s future prosperity, including –

· Business

· Skills and Employment

· Regeneration

· Infrastructure 

· Quality of Life

Mr Beaty then sought Members’ comments on the draft.

In considering the report, Members raised the following questions and observations –

1. Referring to page 6 – Infrastructure - a Member questioned whether the Council could bring pressure to bear to ensure the planning of more high speed trains for Carlisle.

Mr Beaty replied that West Coast Rail 250 had put together a submission to Government but it may take 20/30 years to advance that.  The issue was the extent to which it would benefit Cumbria.  The City Council had a good relationship through West Coast Rail which may provide scope to influence the service.

2. Members were somewhat depressed/confused by the lack of reference to Carlisle in the consultation document and yet the NWDA was, or was considering, involvement as a funder in a number of projects within Carlisle.  Issues surrounding skills and employment for example were very pertinent to Carlisle.

Mr Beaty believed that Carlisle was sufficiently important to figure in the document to a greater extent than was currently the case.  It was important that Cumbria put its message forward via the Cumbria Regional Partnership and Vision.

3. Members were particularly concerned at the very poor performance of the Cumbrian sub-region in GVA terms and questioned what the NWDA was doing to bring more high value jobs and manufacturing work to the City. Some believed that incentives (such as grant aid) were required to attract new business.  Another Member referred to the Lyons Report and issues such as quality of life which could be pertinent.

In response, Mr Beaty explained that, although there were good signs of involvement (the office market at Kingmoor Park for example), the inward investment market was very difficult at the moment.  Ultimately businesses would determine where they wanted to locate and finance/grant aid was not always a factor.

A Member added that inward investment would not merely happen.  There was a need for Members to be more vociferous in terms of voicing Cumbria’s economic needs when attending meetings in the North West.   Other Members recognised the obvious difficulties/conflicts associated with the need for Cumbria to speak with one voice and the City to put forward its case for a University in Carlisle for example.

4. Members commented that not all businesses wished to go to Kingmoor Park.  Some wanted land of their own and they felt that Planning Services could do more to drive economic development by advertising brownfield sites along the M6 corridor.  A number of brownfield sites which had recently been developed for housing would have been appropriate for prestigious large office blocks.

Ms Connolly stressed that Planning Officers were regulators and were not therefore in a position to promote the sale of land. It was hoped that with Carlisle Renaissance Members would see the Planning Service being more proactive in bringing forward Planning Briefs.  Ms Connolly undertook to take the matter up with the Head of Planning Services.

5. A Member commented upon the necessity to educate children on the need to work.

At the invitation of the Chairman, the Portfolio Holder for Economic Development and Regeneration confirmed her agreement with what had been said regarding the lack of reference in the document to Carlisle. Neither was there any reference to Carlisle Airport. She commended the recommendations in report ECD.10/05 to the Committee.

6. The Committee wished to ensure that the document also contained reference to Carlisle Airport. 

7. The issue of how climate change impacted upon the economic regeneration of Carlisle be also investigated.

8. Members further commented on the vulnerability of large employers in the City and were concerned to ensure that strategies were put in place to protect that base.

Mr Beaty stated that was an important point and element of his work.

RESOLVED – (1) That the comments detailed at points 1. – 8. above be forwarded to the Executive as this Committee’s observations on the draft Regional Economic Strategy.

(2) That the Committee confirms that the Council’s principal response to the Regional Economic Strategy should be to secure the status of Carlisle Renaissance as a key element in the recovery of the whole Cumbria economy and to see that acknowledged in the final Regional Economic Strategy.

(3) The Executive and Officers be requested to investigate what steps could be taken to ensure that all Members from local authorities in Cumbria attending meetings in the North West speak with one voice.







