Core Cities Group response to the Sub National Review

Introduction

The Core Cities Group has responded jointly with the Regional Development Agencies and the Homes and Communities Agency to the above.  This paper is intended to reinforce that submission from the cities’ perspective, highlighting a number of issues that we feel need recognition if the SNR is to achieve its stated aim of increased and sustainable economic development and regeneration.  
We genuinely welcome the leadership that has been shown in initiating this review and see it as the only existing national policy opportunity to increase local economic control to make cities, city regions and regions more competitive internationally and to deal with disparity between them.  This is currently the only game in town and it is therefore vital to get it right.  However, there has been a sense of a lessening of economic and spatial focus during the review between the initial paper and the consultation paper, and our fear is that, unless this is addressed, not only will the SNR not achieve its stated aims, but it may lead to partial solutions.
1. Economic focus and prioritising places that will deliver sustainable growth

The SNR needs to restate its primary purpose and focus as sustainable economic development and then concentrate on the key economic challenges.
Achieving sustainable economic growth requires spatial prioritisation. Although we have seen improvements, particularly in relationships between cities and the RDAs, spatial prioritisation needs to go further.  

The Core Cities’ city regions are home to 16 million people - one third of the population, 31% of the adult workforce and 27% of people qualified to degree level and above.  Each of these areas is responsible for the lion’s share of its regions economy; in some cases more than 50% of the entire regional economic output.  
Together, they produce 25.5% of the nation’s wealth, a bigger contribution than London.  Yet they experience persistent deprivation with, on average, 60% of their region’s Job Seekers Allowance claimants residing in them and 36% of England’s social housing located there.  In addition, they have the resources, infrastructure and assets to deliver sustainable economic growth.

If England wants growth outside London and the South East, if it wants to reduce regional disparity, then there must be a greater prioritisation of the Core Cities and their city regions.  These, and other similar urban areas, are the places that will deliver the aims of SNR.  Work at the regional tier should then focus on distributing and creating wider access to the benefits of this growth.
Views on prioritisation will necessarily differ, particularly in areas that are closer to London, but if we were to reduce the SNR outcome to dealing with the lowest applicable common denominator it will have failed in its purpose.  The Core Cities must not be constrained from achieving their potential simply because not all areas are capable of working in this way.  That would be an illogical and disastrous outcome.
There is little reference to cities and city regions in the consultation paper.  Whilst cross-boundary working may be valuable in a range of geographic contexts, the references only to ‘sub regions’ fail to recognise the specific and distinctive challenges that face major urban areas, and could be mistaken by some partners to signal a lessening of support for the city-region concept and way of working. The origins of the SNR were in supporting the development of exactly these places and a restatement of that aim would be welcomed.
2. Economic downturn and financing future growth
The economic context for the SNR has shifted considerably.  We would strongly argue that, at a moment of economic turbulence, securing our regional economic anchors becomes an even greater priority.  Rather than a lessening of focus or any loss of ‘policy nerve’, we would advocate for a swift implementation of the SNR to enable our cities to play their full role in stabilising and growing the national economy.  Importantly, resulting mechanisms will need to be attractive to private sector partners.
In addition to the macro-economic challenge, cities need to pull their weight at a time of reducing public funding.  This requires new and innovative approaches to financing.  Perhaps the biggest challenge that we face over coming years is the financing of major enabling infrastructure projects, something the cities currently routinely struggle to achieve.  The new measures emerging from SNR and elsewhere (Supplementary Business Rates, Community Infrastructure Levy, changes to the Minimum Revenue Provision for prudential borrowing) are to be welcomed and will go some way to achieving this.  

However, our work with Pricewaterhouse Coopers has shown that there is still a considerable gap between available financing and the potential of major schemes.  Using innovative approaches, our work shows that we can roughly double the outputs for: Gross Value Added; housing units; and jobs.  Changes to the way that we are able to use additional future revenues from these schemes could result in potentially massive economic gains, delivering ambitious housing growth targets and securing further employment.  Without new approaches these outputs cannot be delivered, with resulting consequences for local economies and communities.  There is in-principle support for this work from the RDAs, HCA and Chambers, and we are discussing this separately with you.
3. An enabling framework for sub-regional working

The SNR does not begin with a blank piece of paper.  Encouraged by government over recent years, city-region partnerships have been evolving around each of our cities in ways that match local need and circumstance.  In addition, we have established strong individual and collective relationships with the RDAs and HCA.  We have been working collectively on the SNR with the RDAs for more than a year, with good results.  In this sense, the SNR has already brought us together to reform working arrangements.

Increasingly, these partnerships are capable of taking the tough decisions and some examples are at Appendix 1.

Our view is that the SNR should provide an enabling framework that supports the directions of travel that have already been established and that drives partners together, rather than an analysis that assumes divisions between them.  It can sometimes seem that, at the national level, there is a debate about whether the future priority should be cities, city regions or regions.  It should be all three, in different combinations in different places for different purposes.  This might at first glance appear to be ‘untidy’, but we want to emphasise that locally, there are highly pragmatic and workable solutions that are in place and evolving.  We therefore do not feel that an overly-prescriptive or ‘one size fits all’ approach could be implemented.
Delegation is an important principle that we welcome.  In our joint response with the RDAs and HCA we have set out the ‘investment planning model’, which we believe suggests a clear way forward for delegation, through a shared approach.

Sub-regional working requires greater flexibility for national government departments and agencies working at the local / sub-regional level – for example, Job Centre Plus and the Highways Agency.   The duty to cooperate should apply not only to those areas with a statutory partnerships, but also to areas that have Multi-Area Agreements.

4. Economic assessments and the evidence base
We welcome the opportunity of local economic assessments.  This is an area in which the Core Cities have considerable experience and we would be willing to engage in sharing best practice with government and other authorities.  

As repeatedly stated, there is more to regional geography than administrative boundaries and our view is that, wherever possible, EAs should operate across functioning economic geographies and be cross boundary in nature.  Legislation and guidance should be minimal, avoiding reducing best practice to the lowest common denominator and enabling an approach that takes account of local circumstance and difference.  The focus must be on creating assessments that are of practical use to local authorities and their partners.
It is essential that a shared evidence base and performance framework is agreed across the full range of local, sub-regional, regional and national policies. These would include local economic assessments, local development frameworks and the IRS. A single set of measures will reduce unnecessary duplication and facilitate a shared understanding of the evidence base and its implications for future policy. The national indicator set for the Local Government Performance Framework is a helpful first step in this regard.

5. Governance
Having established the aim of sustainable economic growth and the principle of prioritising places that can deliver this, governance needs to be capable of supporting these primary concerns.
This means that past arrangements, which largely resulted in a blanket approach to spatial geography, are to be avoided.  We agree that individual regional arrangements are a matter for local decision, but we would welcome a strong statement of support from government for an approach to governance that is capable of taking tough decisions on prioritisation, and that allows for sub-regional representation rather than an approach in which all things and all places are equal in terms of economic development.  The Leaders Forum arrangements should not dilute the focus and prioritisation of economic geography.
Some bottom-up as well as top-down scrutiny and accountability will help greatly in creating the right balance between local, regional and national partners.  We recognise that there needs to be appropriate scrutiny and accountability at the national level, but also think that there is also a role for sub-regional partnerships, as the ‘place-integrator’ agencies, in scrutinising the contribution of national government and its agencies within the regions.   There is a real challenge for the government in instituting a truly cross-departmental approach.  As examples, this might be achieved by sub-regional representation on regional select committees and a mechanism to allow groups of local authorities to trigger an examination of regional policy or practice by the Secretary of State, regional select committee or other appropriate body, where there is serious cause for concern.
6. Capacity
The way in which the issue of capacity is currently expressed in the SNR consultation is not appropriate from a Core Cities’ perspective.  Local authorities are already subject to rigorous capacity assessments.  To become successful, sub-regional working will need to be seen as a partnership of equals.  Placing one partner in the position of assessing another’s capacity in this way runs contrary to that principle and would – ironically – require that partner to increase its own capacity very considerably to do so.

Whilst we would agree that there are certainly issues of capacity at the local and sub-regional levels, there are equally issues of capacity for all partners at all levels in reshaping the regional architecture and working in new ways through new alliances.  This means that capacity not just for delivery, but for strategic analysis and planning, is more of a shared issue that should be examined as part of individual investment planning and strategies, as part of a wider ‘deliverability’ assessment.  We are ready to work on the issue of capacity immediately and will do so with the RDAs and HCA.
7. The Integrated Regional Strategy and Regional Funding Allocations
We welcome the creation of the IRS and look forward to swift guidance and implementation.  However, the suggested timescale seems ambitious and, whilst the process does require some speeding up, could jeopardise the positive principles of community engagement that have been established.
Two measures could reduce costs and increase benefits. Firstly, the joint assessment of capacity proposed above will help ensure that strategy and delivery proceed smoothly. Secondly, structures and engagement based on sub-regional collaborations and area economic assessments will enable focus, prioritisation and more effective decision-making whilst retaining democratic input.

The confirmation of a second round of RFAs is welcome, as are the additional funding streams to be considered through this mechanism. These must include funding streams for local rail and for skills and employment support. Guidance should be clear on the importance of supporting investment in city-regions as drivers of growth and of giving local authorities and sub-regions due weight within the RFA decision-making process.
The IRS, whilst taking account of national and global influences, should also be based on the plans and aspirations of functional economic areas, as expressed in economic assessments, development frameworks and economic masterplans. 
Appendix 1

Making the difficult choices: brief examples of Core Cities city-region working

In Manchester, the Association of Greater Manchester Authorities incorporates a decision-making structure of the ten local authority leaders, each of whom has an equal vote.  This process has been proven to work democratically and effectively in making hard choices.  The Greater Manchester TIF bid, greatly enhancing local public transport and bringing in an innovative congestion charging scheme, is an example of what has been a very tough decision for the sub region.  In order for a decision to be ratified, there needs to be 7 Leaders in favour of a scheme. 
In Sheffield, the city region partnership was able to agree investment in an extension of the tram service which did not benefit all areas directly.  Instead of creating conflict between authorities within the partnership about where the tram extension should be located, a much more sophisticated discussion took place, examining both the indirect benefits to adjacent local authority areas and the overall benefit accruing to the functional economic area as a whole, spreading outwards across the sub-region.
The decision for Nottingham, Derby, Leicester and their respective counties to collaborate around the ‘3 Cities & 3 Counties’ New Growth Point was taken in 2006.  Whilst competition is healthy in some areas, the six councils involved understood the need to collaborate on this issues. Working together in this way across housing market areas and planning authorities enables a more co-ordinated and sustainable approach to housing growth, in a way which complements economic growth, sustainable transport and green infrastructure planning.  This is the largest New Growth Point in the country, attracting £37 million of funding (14.6% of the national total) for the period 2008-2011. It will deliver around 81,500 new homes in the period 2006-2016, and the same again in the period 2016-2026.  The decision for six councils to collaborate on such a large-scale housing initiative was not necessarily an easy one, but was the sensible and mature one. 
When three of the authorities in the Birmingham City Region were invited to bid for funds separately and competitively by government, to become City Strategy Pathfinders, they decided not to bid against each other, or to exclude the other authorities in the City Region partnership. Instead, the city region submitted a joint bid covering 55 Wards across all eight authorities in the partnership. The bid was successful. Led by the regional LSC, the City Region Pathfinder is currently well on the way to meeting and exceeding the targets that have been set.  This City Region Pathfinder programme, and arrangements for developing it further, was specifically referred to in the recent Government policy document on the Integration of Employment and Skills.
NewHeartlands is the Housing Market Renewal Pathfinder for Merseyside and covers parts of Sefton and Wirral, as well as Liverpool's inner core.  The NewHeartlands area extends across the inner cores of the three local authority areas of Liverpool, Sefton and Wirral. Of the 122,596 properties in the NewHeartlands area, Liverpool accounts for the largest share with 76,209. The NewHeartlands areas in Wirral and Sefton contain 23,882 and 22,505 dwellings respectively. Each of the three NewHeartlands areas has its own social, economic and demographic characteristics. The area as a whole is characterised by a preponderance of low-value terraced and otherwise monolithic housing – typically with limited space and sometimes failing to meet decency standards.  At the sub-regional level often tough decisions had to be taken around which areas to include in the pathfinder which would not benefit each local authority area directly.  The pathfinder has had fundamental role in the development of the Liverpool City Region Housing Strategy. It aims to provide the type of housing in the range of neighbourhoods across the Liverpool City Region that will ensure the realisation of the City Region Development Plan’s vision.  
